6. Birmingham 

In April 2002 Birmingham tenants voted NO to privatisation.  In the biggest ballot so far, tenants in the city’s 84,000 council homes voted:

66.8 per cent (41,000) against stock transfer

33.2 per cent (20,300) in favour

Turnout was 65.5 per cent (compared to 52 per cent of Birmingham voters who turned out in the June 2001 general election)

In response the Council set up a Commission headed by Professor Anne Power.  This has infuriated tenants by riding rough-shod over their vote to suggest another round of ‘bite size’ stock transfers.

Birmingham DCH is determined to keep up the fight for investment in council housing.  The government agreed to pay £650 million to subsidise transfer.  We say invest that money in our homes to tackle repairs and start improving our homes now.

–   we won

Frank Chance of Birmingham Defend Council Housing says:  ‘The council was shameless – bombarding tenants with videos and propaganda, but not allowing us ONE PENNY to put the other side of the argument.  And still we managed to beat them. The privatisers and fixers should hang their heads in shame.  This was Albert Bore’s great idea – he should resign and let the rest of us get on with fighting for homes and services to be proud of.’

This victory is a credit to the Birmingham campaign.  Tenants, unions and politicians were united and determined through a gruelling three year battle.  By the end MPs, half the councillors and every major trade union backed the No campaign… despite a massive propaganda onslaught costing more than £36 million of public money, and years of neglect.

Tracy Twist of UNISON, representing Birmingham council workers, active supporters of Birmingham DCH says: ‘Of course we’re jubilant, but I’m still furious underneath.   The whole thing was such a waste of public money and so totally unfair.  Now we want to see every penny and more put into council housing.’

Birmingham needs investment in council housing with no strings:

· Birmingham and every other council must be free to borrow against rents and assets from 2002

· stop the Daylight Robbery theft of rents 

· give every council the equivalent of ‘overhanging debt’ in subsidy – not just those that sell off homes

from Birmingham DCH statement after the historic 2 to 1 tenants vote rejecting stock transfer, 8.4.02

"This is a serious blow to the government programme. If big councils such as Birmingham can't push transfers through, there is a problem."

John Perry, policy director of the Chartered Institute of Housing FT 9.4.02)

Birmingham Commission – a bankrupt insult to tenants

The Commission’s recommendations show Anne Power and other so-called ‘experts’ have no respect for democracy and the declared wishes of tenants but are dancing to the same old tunes, with no clue how to secure the future for council housing.

In Birmingham the Commission tells us 35 organisations will be cheaper to run than one! But small housing associations are under escalating pressure to merge, ‘rationalise’ stock and set up group structures…

Do we really need to pay ‘experts’ to tell us Birmingham council housing needs more money and should be managed better? The Commission has proved a further waste of resources that should have been spent on tenants’ homes.  

Defend Council Housing says invest the £650 million offered as a sweetener for transfer in Birmingham to write off the debt for the city’s council housing.  Then tenants will see some real improvement.  This report is just more blackmail to try and make us swallow what tenants have already rejected.

from DCH response to Birmingham Commission report date xxx

What Choice for Birmingham

By Cllr David Williams Birmingham Labour Group secretary (personal capacity)

A stream of glossy literature issues forth to tenants, putting the arguments in favour of the sell off and urging them to embrace the shadow Registered Social Landlords (RSLs).

The hidden agenda is the plan to demolish up to a third of the properties in order to push up the value of the stock.  Nobody wants people to live in sub-standard housing, but this has more to do with book keeping than meeting housing need…

The opponents of stock transfer include almost half the ruling Labour Group and all the smaller parties. Labour councillors have consistently refused to endorse the sell off as the only option – allowing the Housing Department to work towards the transfer but allowing members to campaign against if they wished.  

The Council leadership are willing to push through the sell off at the price of alienating some of our most loyal supporters.  

The city is to be divided into 10 RSLs with 8,000 to 12,000 houses each.  No opposition is allowed on the RSLs themselves: members joining the boards have been forced to sign loyalty oaths designed to gag them. Tenant elections were held but the turnout was tiny and the representatives are likely to end up representing the Council to the tenants rather than vice versa. 

While the Housing Department throws everything at demunicipalisation, Birmingham’s huge private sector need is being ignored.  The city has over 60,000 houses in private ownership in need of repair – most of them owned by members of the ethnic minorities… At a time when the northern cities are in flames because of ethnic division it is madness to be cutting back on inner city investment.

…Local authorities need to be allowed to borrow in order to invest in public housing. In the long run the risk is negligible because the future income stream from renting properties can meet the debt.  

A defeat for housing stock transfer would mean a victory for real choice in public housing in Birmingham.  In March 2002 we expect to win that victory.
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