Conclusion

Council tenants are being mugged. Behind all the fine words of ‘choice’, inclusion and ‘empowerment’ government is trying to take away our security, lower rents and democratic tenure.

They don’t like it when we see through their spin and join up the dots. Who hasn’t heard their mock outrage when we name stock transfer, PFI and ALMOs as privatisation? They claim disbelief when we point out that RSLs are increasingly remote and unaccountable multi million pound national businesses generating huge surpluses and that the ALMO formula was designed as a staging post to take council housing out of the public sector – but each week’s housing news confirms it. 

The Smith Institute paper demonstrates what is at stake. It represents, says Dexter Whitfield, those interests always intent to see an end to public services and the private market ‘let rip’. Derek Simpson asks “whose interests are being served by constantly promoting private as good and public as bad?” Eileen Short suggests they want our valuable estates.
It is the neo liberal policy framework that has encouraged the systematic disinvestment from council housing and created acute poverty on many estates. Council housing has been deliberately stigmatised, to brand all of us who won’t or can’t climb the home ownership ladder as failures.

The attack on council housing is part of the drive to privatise public services world-wide and the moves to undermine the role of democratically elected local councils and replace them with private sector dominated quangos and ‘partnerships’.

We all share the hope of our parents and grandparents that our children should enjoy a better life. But as we enter a new century we watch dismayed as the major gains secured by past generations are being rolled back. 

Dave Prentis explains “housing plays a critical role in improving the welfare of our communities” and Peter Ambrose asks “what are the social, economic and health costs of sharply declining housing affordability?” Mark Serwotka makes it clear that investment in council housing would benefit many young workers who want a home of their own.
The campaign for direct investment in council housing addresses the needs of 3 million existing council tenants and their families across the UK and the 1.5 million on housing waiting lists (plus those who are discouraged from registering). 

It also offers hope – and a secure job with decent conditions – to council workers who want to provide a public service and to local councillors who believe that the provision of public services by an elected public authority is worth defending. Like tenants they also suffer sustained bullying to accept privatisation from senior managers who stand to gain big pay rises.
We reject the proposition that privatisation, home ownership and asset stripping our estates to provide luxury homes will improve the conditions of the great majority.  We have learnt the hard way that wealth does not ‘trickle down’ - it is taken from us by stealth or by bullying unless we unite to stop the rot.

Dot Gibson points out that communities are ‘sustainable’ with adequate support and resources. Watching new posh neighbours drive in to their gated home across the road or young professionals buying up ex council homes as the first step on the home ownership ladder doesn’t lead to wealth rubbing off – it increases resentment and fragments communities at the expense of those with least money.
Precisely because the private market always fails to meet social need there is a massive demand for council housing today. Give us the extra investment to improve our homes and estates and to build new council homes to address the demand, and council tenants and council estates would be proud once again. As Jon Cruddas argues investment would overcome the desperation that fuels racism. 

John Grayson describes how a once strong and independent tenants movement has been systematically undermined. Collective organisation has largely been replaced by compliant individuals who are easily flattered and rarely accountable. TAROE (Tenants & Residents Organisation of England) was told to break links with DCH or lose ODPM funding and local Feds have faced similar threats from their councils.

Those of us opposed to privatisation have to volunteer our own time - in between families and jobs - while councils promote privatisation using our rents to pay senior managers, consultants and PR companies to run a professional marketing campaign against us. 

There’s a massive democratic deficit. Ahmed Hussain describes how the pro -privatisation camp not only command an overwhelming advantage in terms of resources but have also instructed employees to tear down anti-privatisation posters, stopped tenants hiring local halls for meetings and collected blank ballot papers from tenants’ homes. They bring forward or postpone the ballot date based on market research identifying the optimum time to secure the right outcome. They bully and browbeat trade unionists to divide and weaken the opposition.

In no other consultation would these practices be tolerated! It’s time that those who manage the ballot process, and usually speak up for electoral reform, spoke up against this outrage!

All the polls show that a big majority oppose privatisation of public services. Nowhere are tenants lobbying for a change of landlord. No stock transfer, PFI scheme or ALMO would have got through without tenants being subjected to a campaign of bullying and blackmail, threatening no improvements unless tenants comply.  This is not ‘Choice’.  The process discredits local and national government and their commitment to meaningful consultation or democracy.

Together we have constructed an almost unprecedented alliance of forces demanding the ‘fourth option’ of direct investment. We far outnumber the privatisation lobby which draws support only from a tiny number of consultants, senior managers, ‘on-message’ politicians, bankers and neo liberal academics. 

Governments have in the past ignored council tenants; they’ve ignored the trade unions too. Consecutive governments have reduced the role of local authorities, and back bench MPs accuse the present government of marginalising them. 

But can a government ignore all of us at the same time?  The lesson of Margaret Thatcher’s downfall was that the poll tax provoked united opposition around a common determination. The privatisation of council housing has proved much harder than its supporters expected. 100 councils in England and the majority in Wales and Scotland have opted for retention – despite the government pressure. Others are likely to follow as more tenants vote No. 

Every additional No vote adds to the pressure on ministers. However arrogant and confident they seem, they have to contend with a political dynamic that demands change. 

Jim Kennedy chronicles how the Labour Party National Policy Forum set up a working party to address the terms of the 2005 conference motion because John Prescott and others saw the dangers of ignoring too many conference decisions. Ruth Kelly published a Discussion Paper because she felt the need to at least sound like she was listening. But when the DCLG doesn’t even organise the promised ‘stakeholder meetings’ in every region, elected tenants representatives are told they’re not welcome and the main channel for feeding into Professor John Hills’ review is via Sarah Webb, policy officer at the Chartered Institute of Housing (who in her previous job as head of the ODPM Community Housing Task Force described her role as to ‘enhance the stock transfer product’), we are entitled to be cynical.

We’ve made the financial case and clearly identified that decent, affordable, secure and accountable council housing is financially viable. As Michael Meacher, Dave Prentis and others show our homes and estates can be improved if government ring fences all the money that belongs to council housing. Jack Dromey makes the appeal “I hope that we can at last move this debate on to ground which meets housing and social need rather than fulfils the prejudices against Councils.”
The discussions between John Prescott, Jack Dromey and others prior to the 2004 Labour Party conference went some way to finding a formula. This involved allowing all ‘good’ performing councils direct access to the additional money currently available to authorities that set up arms length companies. The House of Commons Council Housing group, and more recently, the Labour Housing Group have built on these proposals. The new willingness by Ministers to look at reforming housing finance clearly opens up opportunities. Lesley Carty argues there is no need to discard the national housing revenue account pooling principles. What is required is ring-fencing of the resources that belong to council housing and a transparent, fair mechanism driven by the need to improve and sustain council homes across the UK.

We are not prepared to trade our secure tenancies, lower rents and democratic landlord for new kitchens and bathrooms and neither will we allow politicians to use the promise of building new homes as an excuse to walk away from their obligation to existing council tenants and estates. 

As Austin Mitchell reminds Ministers, the government was elected on a clear manifesto commitment "By 2010 we will ensure that all social tenants benefit from a decent, warm home with modern facilities." We expect them to keep it in spirit and in word.

The campaign for the ‘Fourth Option’ has always been about more than just winning short-term improvements to existing homes and estates. We are fighting to secure the long term future of first class council housing for all who need it.

Our job now is to unite tenants, councillors, trade unions and MPs across all the authorities that have retained their homes; those where tenants reluctantly accepted ALMOs and now want to revert back to the council to avoid two-stage privatisation, and those areas still to decide.

The hallmark of tenant led campaigns against privatisation has been that we are not just protesting – we are determined to win! The future of council housing is worth fighting for, for us and our children and a society not ruled by want and fear. Together we can do it.
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