19. ALMO is the new road to privatisation

By Silla Carron, Lesley Fox, Brian Pordage, Dave Rodgers and Alan Walter, 

Camden tenant reps.

ALMOs (Arms Length Management Organisations) made a formal début in the Housing Green Paper 2000 and have rapidly become central to the government’s housing strategy. 

The government’s Community Housing Task Force described their original aim as to ‘enhance the stock transfer “product” and to promote a more effective delivery process.’ Now they have broadened their remit to push a new ‘product’ - ALMOs.

The formula was developed in recognition that tenants in many areas are rejecting stock transfer and the demand for direct investment in council housing is getting stronger. 

We now need to look at bringing in private finance into ALMOs. ALMOs could also be used as a transition vehicle for disengaging from the local authority control in an interim way.

Peter Williams, deputy director general of the Council of Mortgage Lenders , following Birmingham No vote, April 02

The carrot to entice tenants to accept ALMOs is additional public money (and greater financial freedoms) available to the new companies set up to run council housing. 

There is an obvious question: if government has this money available why not offer it to councils direct to invest in repairs and improvements? What is the point of all the costs of setting up a private company (with consultants and lawyers fees, big pay rises for senior managers and higher overheads) when the council could carry out the work itself?

The obvious answer is that ministers, faced with growing opposition to stock transfer, are adopting a two-stage approach to privatisation. If our resistance can be split and council housing conveniently hived off into separate companies, it will be much easier to sell us the idea of greater private sector involvement and complete the privatisation process one by one at a later date.

‘ALMOs are not the same as transfer. They are a major obstacle in the way of winning more direct investment in council housing, however.  They can and will be used to fragment tenants’ organisation and head off demands for investment without any strings.  That leaves the way open for the government to come back later to finish off their privatisation strategy in a two stage approach.

(Camden tenants ‘NO  to ALMO’ leaflet Sept 02)

While tenants are sold the idea that ALMOs are still council housing, the ALMO ‘trade association’ is already demanding powers to take company status a step further giving ‘equity stakes’ to private finance. 

Most of the new ALMOs have adopted a new corporate image and culture, putting distance between the new companies and the popular idea that council housing is a core public service. 

Far from making council housing more accountable to tenants ALMOs impose a new set of priorities and strict legal obligations. Tenants who sit on the board are legally bound to act in accordance with the interests of the company as directors and set aside any particular interests of council tenants. Once-independent tenants activists are in danger of being incorporated into a management role that ties them hand and foot and undermines an effective and independent tenants’ movement.

Many Labour councils who know they haven’t a hope of getting through stock transfer are now rushing to formally bid for ALMO status. In most cases to date the ALMO has been pushed through in a matter of months. Only eight out of the 21 councils who applied to set up ALMOs in rounds one and two had a ballot of any kind.

Senior councillors and housing managers assure us that ALMOs are not a step on the road to privatisation. But this is far from a realistic guarantee that these promises will be upheld tomorrow. We know that this government still wants to get rid of council housing and remains committed to privatisation. Hiving off our homes into a separate company makes total privatisation much easier to achieve. It is a risk not worth taking. 

We want the money invested in council housing – with no strings attached.

Ends

[add Quote from Camden TAs open letter:] 

“We are demanding a level playing field for council housing, for proper investment and for housing finances to be ring fenced so that all of our rents are spent on maintaining and improving council homes. We reject the blackmail that says the only way we can get these improvements is to accept transfer, PFI or ALMOs. We want the investment and to have our homes owned, managed and run by a democratically elected, accountable local authority.”

[725]

Extract from Open Letter to the Council Leader signed by tenants reps from 34 Associations in Camden

Fran Heron

Chair, Camden Town DMC & Chair, Ampthill Square TA

Floss Parnell

Vice Chair, Camden Town DMC & Secretary, College Place TA

Dave Rodgers

Chair, Gospel Oak DMC & Gospel Oak 7&8 TRA

Carol Wang

Vice-Chair, Gospel Oak DMC & Chair, Maitland Park TRA

Bill Abbs


Chair, Hampstead DMC & Chair, Webheath TA

Brian Pordage

Chair, Kentish Town DMC

Alan Walter

Vice-Chair, Kentish Town DMC & Chair, Peckwater Estate TA

Tom McGarry

DMC Rep, 5-7 Belsize Grove TA

Meric Apak

Chair, Artisan Dwellings TLA

Anne Atherton

Chair/DMC Rep, Bacton Tower TRA

Leo McLaughlin

President, Barnfield & Woodfield TRA

Beryl Allen

Chair, Bourne Estate TRA

C. Tarpey


DMC Rep, Bray TRA

Betty Austin

DMC Rep, Brunswick TRA

E. Yates


Chair, Cayford House TRA

P. Futatsugi 

Chair, Chenies Street Chambers TRA

Silla Carron

Chair, Clarence Way TRA

John Watts

Chair, Curnock Street TA

Valerie Nicolaides

Treasurer / DMC Rep, Gamages TRA

Anita Broome

Vice Chair, Highgate Newtown RA

Beryl Horton

Secretary, Hilgrove TA

Derek Jarman

Secretary, Kenistoun & Willingham TRA

M. Ferguson

Mansfield Road TA

Anthony Gilham

Chair, Primrose Hill Court TRA

Francis Brophy

Chair, Regents Park TA

Maureen Sant

Treasurer, Rowstock/Pectwater/Wolsey TA

Lorraine Reveh

Chair, Russell Nurseries TRA

Joan McErlane

Chair, St. Paul’s & Agar TRA

Joan Stally

Secretary, St. Silas TA

Wajdan Majeed

Chair, Templar House TRA

Cathy Pound

Secretary, Tiptree/Barling/Havering TRA

Ani Brown

Secretary/DMC Rep, Wells House TRA

Jim Fraser

Chair, West Kentish Town Estate TA

