9. Black and Asian tenants defend principle of council housing

By Cllr Kumar Murshid, Tower Hamlets 

Council housing was developed in Britain in recognition that every member of society has a right to expect the basics of life irrespective of background, wealth, age, race or gender.  A roof over your head is one of those rights, to be guaranteed and provided by government, locally or centrally.

This approach is a cornerstone of the post-war evolution of British society and in my opinion underpins what is best about Britain.  It ensures that those who can’t afford to buy on the open market have access to reasonable housing.

This rationale has not changed.  Some 40% of people in Britain are dependent on some form of public provision.  Indeed the need for accessible public housing is even greater now than 50 years ago for some groups in society.

One of the most absurd current arguments is that hiving off council housing to other landlords will somehow benefit the people most marginalised in the past, including black and Asian tenants. 

Black and minority ethnic tenants are some of the most staunch defenders of council housing.  They understand perhaps better than many the importance of democratic accountability. They know that by taking away the democratic right to control your landlord at the ballot box, you take away the right of tenants black and white to control their own lives.

Black and minority ethnic communities are disproportionately among those in greatest need, and have also faced the greatest inequality in access to public housing. As we began to overcome these obstacles to access, we faced gross racism in allocation policies which ensured that black and Asian people were ghettoised in the worst estates.  The picture is depressingly similar across the country.

A 1985 Greater London Council report demonstrated, with particular reference to East London, how this discrimination created housing apartheid with black tenants concentrated in pre-war blocks of the poorest standard. 

This has begun to change, especially in London.  In other parts of the country, including particularly the north west, we can still see housing apartheid in operation.  The private sector has played a significant role in this.  Private estate agents have – and still do – act on the assumption that black people moving into white neighbourhoods will bring down house prices.  A combination of flawed public policy and private sector racism has therefore racially stratified many of our towns and cities in a wholly unacceptable way.

Black and minority ethnic tenants still face some of the worst overcrowding and the poorest conditions.  They have been hit hardest by the utter scandal of systematic disinvestment and denigration of public housing in the Tory years, and currently.

Council housing has not been a panacea.  There are horrific examples across the country of how housing authorities have failed black and white tenants persistently.  When black tenants have overcome the barriers to accessing decent homes, they have sometimes faced a racist backlash, as in Millwall where a BNP member was briefly elected to the council.

Black and minority ethnic tenants remain some of the most staunch defenders of council housing, leading the resistance to privatisation.  Those in most need understand exactly why the principles on which council housing was first created are still vital today.

To keep housing public, we need to come together, uniting all those who understand the principle we are defending, and what we are trying to achieve for the future.  We have to reject the artificial financial analysis we are presented with, manipulated to support an ideologically-driven attack on the public sector in general and on council housing in particular.

Public housing must be given its rightful place in the spectrum of provision.  A significant minority depend on it.  They still have the right to decent housing, and to hold their landlord to account.  Black people are in the forefront of the defense of council housing because we understand its importance in principle and in practice.

