DCH makes case for council housing on eve of housing Green Paper
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Press Statement for Immediate Release

“If there are limits to the amount of public subsidy, public land and building capacity then there are clear choices to be made”

Tomorrow’s Green paper is a welcome acknowledgement that government action is needed on housing. The Green Paper is an opportunity for the new Prime Minister to signal he has listened to the people (including motions passed at the last three Labour Party conferences) and is now prepared to drop the ‘public bad – private good’ dogma that is at the heart of the present housing crisis.

Frances O’Grady, TUC deputy general secretary, spoke for council tenants, trade unionists and increasing numbers of councillors and MPs at the recent DCH national conference when she said:

“we look forward to the green paper on housing. But let’s be clear. This is just a start. We want a government that will think big. And council homes have to be the cornerstone of a new housing strategy. We need to make a decisive break with those failed policies of the past.”

Alan Walter, Defend Council Housing chair, said today:

“Gordon Brown has pledged councils will be able to build new council housing and that also implies solving the longstanding problems with investment in existing council homes and estates. Council estates could once again become the ‘mixed communities’ the government says it wants providing decent, affordable, secure housing provided by an accountable landlord. If he delivers on that he will be very popular. “

“The fact is the private market has never provided housing solutions that are genuinely ‘secure’, ‘affordable’ and ‘accountable’ that most people want and need. Private developers and landlords are sitting on big surpluses (derived from public subsidies in the case of Registered Social Landlords), land banks and planning permission. They are profiteering from scarcity and the housing they do provide is more expensive (taking up a higher percentage of household income), less secure and totally unaccountable. “

“If there are limits to the amount of public subsidy, public land and building capacity then there are clear choices to be made. Enabling local authorities to build a new generation of first class council housing developments would be both sensible and popular. What won’t be accepted is a formula based on local authorities providing valuable public land to some kind of public/private partnership ending up with a minority of council homes in new developments and private developers laughing all the way to the bank.”

The call for investment to improve existing council homes and estates; start a new council house building programme and enable local authorities to maintain all council homes as first class housing in years to come makes economic, social and political sense. It is the quickest and cheapest way to provide homes for the people. 

Supporters of council housing have no problem with people choosing to be home owners. But we strongly object to government siphoning money out of council housing to subsidise home ownership. And we object to government bullying and blackmailing existing council tenants to accept one of their three privatisation options if we want repairs and improvements to our estates.

1.63 million households on council housing waiting lists demonstrate strong demand. And despite all the attempts by neo liberal academics and politicians to stigmatise council housing as ‘housing of last resort’ Shelter’s Roof magazine shows that a wide range of people want a council home. In many areas almost half the applicants on council housing waiting lists were not considered by the authority to be in ‘priority housing need’ (suggesting they are employed). Increasing the supply of first class council housing would enable local authorities to once again open up their allocations policy returning council estates to the pre 1979 position which, as Professor John Hills described in his ‘Review of Social Housing’ report (Feb 2007) saw 20% of council tenants in the top 10% of earners.  

Of course this will be opposed by the Smith Institute and others who want Gordon Brown to promote free ‘market forces’ in housing. Having failed to get Professor John Hills to adopt their demands for an end to secure tenancies they have re-presented their 2007 arguments (‘Rethinking Social Housing’) in a new collection ‘Social Housing: Breaking new ground’ which returns to promote ‘liberalisation’ and deregulation as well as time-limiting secure council tenancies.

Background information at www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk
Read Policy statement and workshop papers from the DCH July 12 conference and 'Dear Gordon' Invest in decent, affordable, secure and accountable council housing

