DCH responds to attack on secure tenancies 
Press Statement 10 November 2008
The Chartered Institute of Housing’s proposals to means test and time limit council ‘secure’ tenancies’ (‘Rethinking Housing’) are shocking but not exactly original. 

Alan Walter, tenant chair of Defend Council Housing said today:

“This is yet another attempt to stigmatise council housing as housing of last resort just when we need pressure on Ministers to announce a massive investment programme to build a new generation of first class council housing providing the secure tenancies, low rents and an accountable landlord that the private market has so clearly failed to deliver.”

“With so many people facing insecurity today the last thing we need is the ‘great and the good’ of the housing world proposing to take away ‘secure’ tenancies which council tenants fought for and won after the recession of the late 1970s.”

“The solution to a shortage of defend, affordable, secure and accountable council housing isn’t to means test and time limit it but to build more! That would also have the benefit of opening up council housing allocation policies to the wide range of people who used to live on council estates re-establishing the mixed and sustainable communities the CIH and government say they want.”

The key argument and much of the language has been lifted from the Smith Institute’s ‘Rethinking Social Housing’ paper published in 2006. This crudely argued that a ‘secure tenancy’ for life encourages ‘dependency’ and should be scrapped. The theme was eagerly taken up by then Secretary of State, Ruth Kelly who asked Professor John Hills to look at the ‘Role of Social Housing’. She and others clearly hoped that Hills would oblige and recommend means testing and time limited tenancies. To his credit he refused. Yvette Cooper when we met her made it clear she didn’t support this agenda but Caroline Flint chose to make her first speech as Housing Minister on ‘commitment contracts’.

The CIH’s latest contribution is clearly an attempt to rehabilitate this agenda despite several Ministers retiring bruised. Timing is deliberate because the ‘great and the good’ want to raise these proposals again in the Housing Reform Green Paper due next month

Their agenda is based on the assumptions that those in council housing have obligations (beyond paying the rent and treating your neighbours with respect) in addition to those in other forms of tenure, and that the job of “housing professionals” is to paternalistically “help” tenants through life (though not by building more council housing because that still isn’t yet “on message”). 

Government is robbing council tenants (not subsidising us) to the tune of £1.8 billion a year  – as the latest draft subsidy determination confirms - while over the last twenty years billions of pounds of public subsidy has been poured into RSLs and taxation has favoured homeowners and more recently buy to let landlords. The bank bailout is the biggest home ownership subsidy of all time. 

Why should employment “help” be tenure specific and why is it appropriate for “housing” rather than health or education professionals to be given new powers to call people into interviews? When millions face insecurity and instability the last thing they need is a threat to their ‘secure’ tenancy.

It’s shocking that in the midst of the biggest economic crisis for a generation, in part triggered by a major failure of housing policy, housing’s professional body decides to address the worry 17 year old tenants who twenty years on become higher rate tax payers. 

The principle that needs defending is that council housing should be a mainstream tenure of choice, available to all who want to rent as an alternative to the private market.  Council tenants need and have the same right to a ‘home’ as everyone else – not just a temporary place to put their head down until they find something better. It’s ironic that those arguing for means testing and time limits also bang out the rhetoric about building ‘sustainable communities’. Their proposals directly stigmatise council housing as housing of last resort and, if successful, would make our estates ‘transient communities’.

The solution is to start a massive investment programme to improve existing and build a new generation of first class council homes. That would provide the much needed homes the market is incapable of providing and also open up housing allocation policies once again so that our estates return to being the mixed and sustainable communities they were before scarcity distorted them.

There’s clearly a wider neo-liberal agenda at work. Would CIH say people who can ‘afford’ the private market should pay for their health care or kids education? That, of course, would go against the fundamental principles underpinning the post war consensus that millions of people support. Better to start with council tenants who can be more easily stigmatised and some must think more easily bullied.

Many CIH members are unhappy with their professional association “doing a job” for Ministers. They might not all agree with DCH’s response but hopefully they will make sure that council tenants in their area know about the DCH conference on November 25 and receive the same practical and financial help given to empower tenants to attend other events.

Note to editors:

1. Defend Council Housing is holding a national conference on 25 November, University of London Union, Malet Street, WC1. Tenants, trade unionists, councillors and MPs will respond to the CIH proposals and will also submit proposals to the government’s Review of Council Housing Finance and respond to government’s consultation on last week’s draft subsidy determination announcement for council housing. 

2. The draft policy statement (http://www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk/dch/resources/DCHConf2008policy-statement.pdf) that will be debated at the conference tackles proposals to means test and time limit council housing

3. DCH replied to the original Smith Institute ‘Rethinking Social Housing’ paper in a ‘Dear Gordon’ pamphlet http://defendcouncilhousing.org.uk/dch/resources/DearGordon2.pdf
4. Further background information at www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk text links at top to ‘Defending Principles’.

