24.  Conclusion 

Bevan’s policy was to restrict severely private house-building, allowing only one private house for every four built by local authorities, to order local authorities to requisition empty houses and derequisition those it had taken over as offices, to toughen rent controls, put first priority on repairs to unoccupied war-damaged dwellings, and charge local authorities with the task of building, either through direct labour organisations or on contract with private builders.  He persuaded Dalton not only to treble the subsidy for council housing and extend it from forty to sixty years, but to shift the balance so that three-quarters of the cost rather than two-thirds came from the Exchequer, and only a quarter from the rates.

Nicholas Timmins ‘The Five Giants – A biography of the Welfare State’ Fontana 1996

‘Market forces’ and the private housing sector offer no prospect of a secure home for many millions of people. House prices went up by 25% in the last year putting home ownership beyond the reach of even skilled teachers, firefighters and nurses. Those on the ‘property ladder’ fear a new house prices crash threatening negative equity and repossessions.

Right to Buy has taken 1.5 million homes out of the public sector. At the start of 2003 80,000 families are living in bed and breakfast misery, with many more despairing at 70-year waiting lists for council housing. Millions live in appalling conditions of overcrowding and disrepair in privately-owned housing.

Evictions in the private sector (and for tenants of so-called Registered Social Landlords) are also on the increase. In London and many other cities housing costs have been a key factor driving trade union claims for higher pay.

All this has pushed housing up the political agenda. Committed local councillors feel increasing dismay that the government wants to dismantle council housing at a time when it so obviously a key part of the solution – not the problem. Around the country there has been a resurgence of activity by council tenants determined to fight off privatisation 

And ministers are clearly rattled. They recognise that mass opposition makes the government’s target of 200,000 transfers a year for ten years unachievable. Even Jeff Zitron, a New Labour donor and director of HACAS Chapman Hendy - who almost monopolise the transfer consultancy business - recognises that transfer is ‘politically weakened’.  (Inside Housing 25/10/02).

This means the government is unlikely to meet its 2010 Decent Homes target and has forced minsters to launch a ‘blue skies’ review of housing finance in autumn 2002. Government seems to be uncertain what to do next, with major announcements postponed and the transfer and ALMO programme delayed.  They will not give up on housing privatisation lightly, however.  We need to keep up the pressure.

The confidence of tenants has increased through recent No votes and will be further boosted by new evidence of the defeat of the ‘Daylight Robbery’ tax (see p xx). 

We have to build on these successes. It is not enough to fight a defensive campaign. We need to make ministers recognise that privatisation of council housing, in any form or by any method, is not an option. We have to secure a level playing field that brings the extra investment needed to clear the backlog of repairs and improvements to our homes – without any strings attached. 

The post-war vision of building ‘Homes fit for heroes’ was not about providing low quality housing of ‘last resort’. It recognised that local councils, building for people not for profit, were best placed to provide quality housing for millions of people. That idea has not failed – our problems are rooted in decades of government failure to invest in maintaining and improving existing council housing and building new homes. 

Council housing is the ‘best value’ way of providing quality affordable homes. Privatisation involves consultants fees, higher borrowing costs, telephone number salaries for senior management and profits, as our contributions on RSLs, PFI and ALMO show. 

It is outrageous that millions of pounds of our rent is being spent on ‘selling’ privatisation to tenants. We are presented with blackmail – that a No vote means no repairs and improvements. Often there has been little proper debate, no funding for anti-privatisation campaigners and implicit threats to withdraw funding to Tenants Federations which ‘bite the hand that feeds them’.

It is a scandal that on average tenants nationally pay £2500 a year in rent but only £1500 (£1000 in Management & Maintenance allowances and £500 in Major Repairs Allowances) is spent on our homes. The difference, a total £2.7 billion a year, would easily cover the £19 billion backlog of repairs and improvements and contribute to funding first class council housing.

Government can find £800 million in 2003/4 to subsidise privatisation through writing off overhanging debt on transfers. This is almost as much as the entire national budget for housing capital credits (£842 million) showing that they could double investment in council housing if they dropped privatisation.

What stands in the way is not money but politics.

Brian Iddon MP and Camden tenants begin in their contributions to expose the illogic of the government’s latest ‘product line’ – Arms Length Management - showing the real agenda behind it. If there’s extra money for ‘ALMO’ why can’t government just give it to councils to invest direct in their homes – as tenants are demanding? 

All council tenants have an interest in winning direct investment.  The tide has turned.  Fuelled by the anger of tenants whose homes are threatened, the campaign to Defend Council Housing is growing into something more.  

We are fighting for affordable, secure and accountable housing as a choice for all.  As well as defeating ballots, we want to see direct investment in repairs and improvements and building new council homes. We are defending not just the roof over our head but the principle on which council housing is based: that good quality housing is essential, and cannot be left to the ups and downs of the market to provide.

Our Manifesto for Housing spells out what we are fighting for (see p.x ). Tenants’ organisations, campaigns and trade unions are arguing this case in thousands of leaflets, broadsheets and articles. 

We need to end the madness of councils building and running fewer homes, but generating yet more policies and paperwork.  If all the money spent on reviews, strategy units, hollow consultation exercises and strategic partnerships were spent on our homes, councils could begin to provide the service we need!

Many tenant activists express their commitment to council housing with hours of their own time. There are endless meetings with council officials, more ‘consultation’ and new talk of ‘partnership’ but all too often we feel less not more powerful.

There’s a whole industry involving Tenant Participation Officers, consultants and ‘Tenants Friends’ who want our time, dictate the terms and want to incorporate us. In many areas the independence of tenants’ organisation is threatened.

The Joint tenants’ letters (pages xxx ) signed by 15 (?) tenants federations represent an alternative tendency within the tenants movement, rejecting the ‘carrot and stick’ approach of government and councils.

Where we can rise to the challenge, old tenants organisations are being revitalised and new associations and federations created. We are proud to stand in the tradition of independent mass tenants’ campaigning. Through mass action tenants have triumphed again and again in the battles to win and defend decent, affordable, secure and accountable housing (see p xxx).

The election of Nazi BNP candidates to some councils is a stark warning. A united campaign to win better housing for all is the way to see off the racists. Otherwise we are left watching the economics of the madhouse create divisions amongst us and wreck our estates. 

The solid foundations we are building in this battle are the answer to the ‘divide and rule’ tactics of those who pit tenant against tenant and council workers.  Already links between tenants and unions have helped win on local issues and provide a bridge to wider campaigns defending public services.

Many local authority workers are also council tenants, and are under pressure from two sides.  Housing and other public sector workers want to provide a service, not spend their days making excuses and saying ‘no’ endlessly to tenants and the homeless. The Newcastle article here is just one of many examples of a united approach, arising from joint activity locally and nationally, cementing a historic unity between tenants and trade unions.

Today Defend Council Housing has helped create a new unity in the fight for council housing. Over 200 MPs have signed one or more Early Day Motions in parliament defending council housing. Unions such as RMT and MSF-Amicus have joined UNISON, GMB, UCATT and TGWU (who represent not just council workers but several million trade union members who need council housing) in supporting the campaign. 

It is just as crucial, but no less difficult, to construct this alliance at local level as well. The benefits were obvious in the Birmingham campaign where tenants voted 2:1 against transfer. In Glasgow there was also significant opposition to privatisation amongst tenants, trade unionists and councillors, but the failure to construct a united campaign allowed the council to win the ballot (although opposition is still high as the costs escalate).

Building a broad, serious and organised movement locally and nationally is a hallmark of our campaign that others can copy. To defend our homes and our future we are forced into a heated political debate, as John Grayson’s historical review shows.  We have to change government policy, which makes us part of the world-wide movement against privatisation.

All over the world the leaders of industry and finance are demanding private profits from public services. Protests and strikes in Bolivia and Bangladesh against water privatisation, and council tenants in Britain fighting housing privatisation, are part of the world wide tide of opposition to the World Bank and GATS.

On TV we see demonstrations involving millions, including organised trade unionists as well as young protestors, wherever the World Bank and G8 leaders go. Whether we fight in Seattle or Swansea, Gateshead or Genoa, Finsbury Park or Florence, council tenants are part of that movement.

· Our campaign has to be political though not party political

· We say put people’s needs before profit

· Our Homes are Not for Sale and Our World is Not for Sale!

