15. The tenants movement – a proud history and a fighting future

by Pat Maddox, Liverpool Tenants Federation co-ordinator

Tenants’ organisations are increasingly involved in consultation, participation and committees.  We welcome a chance to have our say, but are we getting anywhere?  Do we have any more power and influence than 20 years ago?

Then we had far fewer seats at the table of power.  We organised differently.

Many of the current tenants’ leaders led battles such as the 1988 campaign against Housing Action Trusts (HATs), which defeated the Conservative government’s plans to transfer homes. 

Now, facing a similar threat to the future of council housing, we need to assess how our organisations are working and redraw the balance sheet.  In that process, it is worth remembering our history and our sometimes amazing achievements.

We are not powerless.  Those who fought for and won the principle of council housing, who demanded ‘homes fit for heroes’, who defeated the Housing Finance Act and the HATs, did not wait for the permission of community enpowerment teams or participation strategy officers.  Perhaps we need to put the boot back on the other foot.

Since the first decisive tenants’ battles, going back to 1915 when a mass rent strike on the Clyde won the first legal controls on landlords raising rents, whatever has been gained we have had to defend.  In every decade there have been attempts to increase rents, drop building standards or services, break up or privatise council housing.

There are four million council tenants in Britain.  We have a proud tradition of standing up for ourselves – and winning.  Let’s remember the best, and learn from it, to give us confidence in the local battles we are facing today.

Housing Finance Act

The Conservative government of 1970-4 introduced a Housing Finance Act which provoked widespread organised anger and opposition.  Its aim was to raise council and private rents, and introduce a means-tested national rebate scheme.

Marches, demonstrations, pickets and meetings involved 100,000s, and millions of leaflets were distributed.  In some places tenants went on total rent strike.  Up to 100,000 council tenants refused at one time or another to pay rent increases, as part of the campaign.

Glasgow 3,000 tenants and trade unionists marches against rent rises on 16 Sept 72

Bolton tenants burnt rebate forms on the town hall steps

Manchester 20,000 tenants were on full or partial rent strike against the Act

Liverpool Tenants’ rent strike was supported by dockers with a one-day strike

Clay Cross Council unanimously backed tenants’ fight against rent increased, defying the Act

Dundee 25,000 trade unionists took part in a one-day strike to support the campaign

Merthyr  tenants and trade unionists organised a mass demonstration

HATs off our estates

Under the 1988 Housing Act, government-appointed bodies were to take over thousands of council homes to clear the way for privatisation.  The first six proposed Housing Action Trusts (HATs) were in Leeds, Birmingham, Sunderland and Tower Hamlets, Lambeth and Southwark in London.

Tenants were furious, and organised angry opposition on a scale not seen for years.  In Tower Hamlets Tory minister David Trippier got a roasting from 600 tenants; a meeting in Sunderland had 700 inside and more outside; tenants in Southwark and Lambeth chased the Tory minister out of one borough and into the next.

In Birmingham consultants Price Waterhouse bribed tenants with the offer of £10 to meet them in a local pub.  Only five out of 1,500 tenants turned up – and tenant pickets turned three of them away!  70 tenants then occupied Price Waterhouse offices.

Often the most angry and determined fighters were older tenants who remembered the misery of private landlords.  In many areas tenants’ organisations were revitalised and new life was drawn into the tenants’ movement nationally.

Campaigning from the front or standing at the back?

At a time when the government is directly threatening the future of council housing and challenging the basic principles that underpin it – decent, affordable, secure and accountable housing available as a right – we need a debate about how to strengthen the tenants’ movement.

The role of the Federation is increasingly confused.  The Council treat it as some kind of appendage (a cross between a housing information unit and a Citizens Advice Bureau) which seems to be more and more tied to the Council’s own agenda (Best Value, Major Works consultation etc).  We need to decide whether the Federation is an organising body or an ‘agency’…

What is important, and both the Federation and the Council should encourage this process, is for tenants to organise themselves collectively, debate the issues and then mandate representatives to speak and vote on their behalf.  This is inherently more democratic than the endless numbers of panels, forums and other bodies the Council is setting up where the views of individuals, accountable to no one, are given the same importance as tenants’ representatives…

The priorities of the Camden Federation should be campaigning to defend council housing and the interests of council tenants.  The emphasis should be on helping to develop the collective organisation of tenants in relation to the council and the government.

Extract from an ongoing debate in the  Camden Tenant summer 2000

The Fight for Our Agenda

- a letter to the press from 17 tenants’ activists

The Editor

September 1st 2001

Dear Sir/Madam,

The government is determinedly pushing the privatisation of 328,000 homes.  They have assembled a Task Force to help overcome tenants’ opposition.  Arms Length Companies are being reworked as an ‘alternative’ which in reality will neatly package our homes ready for a second wave of privatisation.

…This is not about ‘choice’ or ‘options’.  It isn’t even about saving public money… 

Tenants have had enough of this blackmail.  We have launched the fight for OUR agenda: a future for council housing ...

‘Stand Up for Council Housing’ day on 22 September will see a million leaflets going out on estates, meetings, lobbying, stalls, petitions, car cavalcades and more, in a national campaign demanding investment with no strings.  In the process tenants’ organisations are being revitalised and the best tradition of independent, positive campaigning restored.  Join us!

Yours sincerely,

Pat Maddocks (Co-ordinator), John Davies (Treasurer), Bob Steane (V.Chair), Peter Kain and Vi Bebb Liverpool Tenants Federation;

Val Imeson, Secretary Wakefield Tenants Federation

Anne Williams (Co-ordinator) for Gloucester Tenants Federation

Tommy Glynn, Chair Halton Tenants Federation

Barbara Maclure, Chair Wycombe Hands Off Our Homes

Piers Corbyn, member Southwark Group of Tenants Organisations EC and Southwark Tenants Council

Dennis Rees Chair and Bernard Harry, Derby Association of Customer Panels

Frank Chance, Chair Birmingham Defend Council Housing

Terry Edwards, Secretary Birmingham People’s Alliance (Residents organisation)

Alan Walter, Chair Peckwater Estate TRA, Camden

Jill Iremonger and Mannan, Tower Hamlets tenants

Dear John Prescott

As you are no doubt aware, and as the Local Government White Paper and Chapman Hendy show, council housing pays for itself.  It is cheaper, more secure, more cost-effective, more accountable and responsive to local housing needs than any other housing…

Tenants in Birmingham have spoken loud and clear – blackmail is not acceptable: we want council and investment too.  In Sheffield we believe voters have sent the same message to the council …

We would suggest it is the right moment for government and Defend Council Housing to meet for a ‘blue skies’ discussion on the future of council housing.  We hope you accept our invitation.

Austin Mitchell MP

The Tenants Federations of Stockport, Doncaster, Gloucester, Halton, Islington, Liverpool, Leicester, Newcastle, Reading, Southwark, Wakefield 

Hull tenants, 15 Camden tenant reps, South Poplar federation (Tower Hamlets)

13 June 2002

