What is it about council housing that the government don’t get?

When my gran first got a council house, they kept turning the tap on in wonder – it was the first time they’d had running water indoors.  When I got my council flat I was over the moon – it meant I could feel secure, work part time and bring up kids without being trapped on benefits or working off the cards.

You know why we need council housing if you’ve ever worried about a roof over your head or your children’s, and think housing is a right not a privilege. It is key to solving our housing problems – the quickest, cheapest and most efficient way to build and manage the homes we need, where and when we need them.

Some people don’t need council housing: the privileged buy and sell houses like others buy their kids shoes.  They don’t believe in it. And some – or their business advisers – don’t like things they can’t make much money out of. 

Ministers talk about ‘building communities’, about ‘consultation’ and ‘choice’ but they are actively trying to break up and destroy council housing. They want to roll back the public sector in housing, as in healthcare and transport. 

As Peter Malpass, Professor of Housing Policy at the University of the West of England puts it, “the problem about choice as a basis for social policy is that the predominant means of providing choice is the market mechanism, and the market is about promoting inequality, rather than ameliorating it…. Britain is now a much more unequal society than it was in the thirty years after 1945 and the modernised, choice based, welfare state is much less effective in challenging and redressing the market’s tendency towards inequality.”

[box]

“Broadly, their argument is that as large scale industrialised societies get richer the vast majority of their populations will have incomes and assets large enough to satisfy their own social welfare needs in the private market without help from the state. They should have the right and freedom to decide their own individual resource preferences and priorities and to buy from the private market their own preferred quantities of medical care, education, social security, housing and other services.”
Titmuss, R (1968) Commitment to Welfare

Malpass points out that “the people he [Titmuss] was referring to were not, of course, the Blairites and their fellow travellers in what remains of the Labour Party but Milton Friedman and other apologists for the market in welfare.” (‘Choice – Who needs it?’ presented at the HSA conference, Building on the Past, University of York, 6-8 April 2005)

The Smith Institute’s contribution to the government’s review of ‘social housing’ is the rallying cry of these people.  They present all council (and housing association) estates as ghettos of crime-ridden welfare dependency. Security of tenure has made us lazy and hopeless – what we need is to go out and earn enough to make a mortgage company happy.

Despite all the evidence of the Barker report and others, they present homelessness as a temporary problem – and argue that the last thing we should give those in housing need is a secure home for life! In the same way that taking away benefits cures welfare dependency, taking away security of tenure would stop dependency on rented housing and force people to buy their own home.

Private companies could take over council estates (and all our public land and assets) if it wasn’t for the inconvenience of secure tenants already living there.  Their answer: end our ‘security of tenure’.

This is the ultimate agenda behind stock transfer, PFI and ALMOs – opening the door to private companies to exploit the accumulated land and assets paid for by tenants over 100 years.

This is why venture capitalists, property companies and RSLs are rushing to experiment with the REITS (Real Estate Investment Trust) model already expanding across North America and much of Europe. Using public subsidies offered by Gordon Brown, they hope to fund new partnerships and exploit this lucrative private housing model.

The massive risks for the tenants affected are of little concern to them – this is a gold rush! But what goes up, comes down. So what happens if there is another crash in the housing market? The courts are already preparing:

"the government has launched a recruitment drive for deputy district judges ahead of an expected rise in mortgage repossession cases…between April 2004 and March 2005 more than 335 judges were appointed. A CAB spokeswoman said: 'We are aware of there being an upward trend [in repossessions] and that is a concern for us.' (Roof September/October 2006)
At every turn developers, bankers and builders demand public handouts to finance their housing ventures.  This is the real hypocrisy behind their talk of a ‘free market’.  Housing charity Shelter points out

“Mortgage Interest Relief…effectively used a public subsidy to skew the market in the direction of home ownership. However, the Government's policy of using public money to subsidise methods of helping people into home ownership effectively amounts to the restoration of home ownership tax relief, but only for those lucky enough to secure a place on one of the schemes.”

The private housing market has never met the housing needs of the majority.  That’s why council housing was created – to protect working people against the rent privateers, the slum landlords and Rackman bullies.  If we didn’t have council housing we’d have to invent it all over again.

Instead of diverting public funds to subsidise the private sector and home ownership government should give democratically elected councils the powers to use available land to build first class public housing. As with empty homes, it would stop lenders, property companies and RSLs building up massive land banks.

Planning (section 106) agreements should ensure at least 50% council housing as part of any new housing development – 100% on any site using publicly-owned land.  Why not put a ‘windfall’ tax on super profits from land speculation and luxury house sales, and use taxation to discourage speculative land and housing hoarding.

Housing Corporation chief executive Jon Rouse says ‘It is a provoking thought that the conversion of just £1.5 billion of the £13 billion housing benefit bill into capital subsidy would enable us to meet Kate Barker's estimates of annual social housing requirements.’ (Rethinking Social Housing, Smith Institute, July 2006).  

But housing associations are sitting on accumulated ‘non-earmarked surpluses’ worth more than the entire £3.9 billion national affordable housing programme for 2006/08 (Inside Housing, 11 August 2006). Much of this was paid for through public subsidy. It should be reinvested through interest free bonds or loans. Democratically elected councils with a strong local mandate can then get on with improving existing and building new council homes their constituents are demanding.

Putting public money into ‘bricks and mortar’ rather than subsidising a growing army of private landlords makes total economic sense. 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation has identified many other significant sources of funding available to the Treasury (press statement “Treasury's housing windfalls should be used to tackle growing homes crisis” 1 December 2005).

All these alternative sources of funding public housing would provide the homes and communities we need. The neo liberals don’t like it because they can’t find a profit in it and they wouldn’t be able to meddle/play with socially engineering our lives.

The ODPM Select Committee report on ‘Affordability’ makes two other important observations:

 “The Chartered Institute of Housing argued that an excessive emphasis on promoting homeownership could create perceptions of exclusion amongst those who could not afford it. It said that

"… The emphasis on developing schemes to help more people into ownership, and references to a 'home owning democracy', run the risk of creating a perception of exclusion of those who chose not to or are unable to become owners".[45]

“The London Borough of Barking said that, as a result, it was concerned that

"much of this housing will be occupied for relatively short terms by childless couples who are then more likely to purchase family housing elsewhere at a later date. The social impact of this is that communities are very transient and people are not encouraged to establish long term roots in an area.”

(ODPM Select Committee, Affordability and the Supply of Housing, June 2006)

Just in case they haven’t noticed many council estates are already ‘mixed communities’ as ex council homes sold under ‘Right to Buy’ are purchased on the open market by new home owners. 

No thanks. Stop telling us there’s no money. We want direct investment in council housing – with no strings attached.

Eileen Short, Tower Hamlets Against Transfer
