Council tenants demand ‘level playing field’ from chancellor
Defend Council Housing, a tenant led campaign bringing together council tenants, councillors, trade unions and MPs, today wrote to Chancellor Gordon Brown calling for a ‘level playing field’ for council housing in his pre budget report next week.

3 million council tenants across the UK face financial discrimination from the Treasury’s current housing finance regime. Whilst other landlords can keep all the income from tenants rents and borrow against future rental income and the value of their assets this is not an option for local authorities – even though it’s the first choice of tenants.
The call for a ‘level playing field’ was supported by an almost unanimous vote at the Labour Party conference this year. The conference also called on “government to provide the ‘fourth option’ of direct investment to council housing as a matter of urgency.”
A mass rally and national lobby of Parliament is planned for February 8th 2006 to increase pressure on Ministers. The event is backed by the House of Commons Council Housing group of MPs and trade unions Amicus, GMB, PCS, T&G, UNISON and UCATT representing millions of trade union members and their families who want more investment in decent, affordable, secure and accountable council housing.

The existing housing finance regime, described as ‘perverse’ by the Audit Commission report ‘Financing Council Housing’ in the summer, means that government take all the income from council tenants rents - and then give back an allowance to local authorities for them to run their homes. The Audit Commission called for a "review the housing subsidy system" and made concrete recommendations for how to reform the current regime. 

There is a substantial gap between the income government takes from tenants rents and the Management and Maintenance Allowance (M&M) and Major Repairs Allowance (MRA) it allocates to local authorities. On average government is withholding £1.5 billion per year from tenants rents through this ‘negative subsidy’ mechanism. This could be made available to local authorities to enable them to carry out the improvements to our homes and estates.
Last week the ODPM announced it plans to increase tenants rents by 4.7% for the next two years but only increase allowances by 2.7% - upping the Robbery of council tenants!
In addition government makes a profit of approximately £0.55 billion per year from the proceeds of ‘Right to Buy’ sales.

Taken together, along with the extra cost of housing benefit when tenants transfer to a private landlord (estimated by the trade union UNISON at £249 million per annum) and the high set up costs associated with stock transfer (estimated by the Public Account Select Committee at £470 per home), this would provide more than enough to enable local authorities to meet the government’s Decent Homes manifesto commitment.
Alan Walter, chair of Defend Council Housing, said today:

“The significant growth in council waiting lists shows strong support for council housing and adds to the case for extra investment. Evidence from Shelter shows that the vast majority of people put affordability before ownership yet the Chancellor seems intent on taking money from council housing to subsidise home ownership schemes that most people can’t get anywhere near affording.”

“Government rhetoric talks about choice but council tenants across the UK are being blackmailed and bullied to accept privatisation as the only way of getting improvements. We want new kitchens and bathrooms but we are not prepared to trade our lower rents and secure tenancies – we want both!”

“Council housing is cheaper to build, manage and maintain than the various private alternatives so it makes economic sense too.”
“We hope that the Chancellor will listen to the demands coming from tenants, local authorities, trade unions and MPs for the fourth option – direct investment in council housing and signal a change in policy.”
Notes for editors:

National Lobby of Parliament, Feb 8 2006
See initial publicity
Support for the ‘Fourth Option’ for council housing
The House of Commons Council Housing group of MPs produced a report earlier this year demonstrating that direct investment in council housing was affordable and that a change in government policy was required to give ‘real choice’ to tenants. Full report and summary.
Council housing waiting lists stand at 1.5 million households
The number of families in England waiting for a council house in which to live has soared by more than 50 per cent during Labour's time in power and now stands at 1.5m, official figures reveal.

Shelter’s research showed 72% put affordability and being safe in their neighbourhoods before home ownership
Ben Jackson, Shelter's Director of Campaigns, said: "Our research looked at the bigger picture and found that people's first priority for themselves and their children is not home ownership - but having a safe, decent home they can afford."
Criticism of government home ownership schemes
At the Labour Party conference Communities Minister, David Miliband, tried to counter pose public investment in more home ownership schemes against investment in council housing. Evidence last week showed that many shared ownership properties lie empty because they are unaffordable.

The government has recently changed the rules to allow private developers to bid for public subsidy that once went to local authorities and was then diverted to Registered Social Landlords. Now private companies will be helped to make profits assisted by public money.
