Time for 'honest debate'
T&G members have supported affordable social housing over many years. There can be no greater priority than having a decent secure home. This was shown recently by the Shelter research which identified as the first priority that people wanted a safe, decent home that they can afford. It was interestingly security and affordability that was the top priority, not necessarily home ownership. 

Housing is becoming an increasing political priority for all of the political parties. The lack of affordable housing in the UK is a major social issue and we have seen the disgraceful rise of the BNP who have used it to encourage racism and division.

The Government recognises the political importance of housing but unfortunately has not implemented the decision taken at two Labour Conferences in support of the 4th Option. Adopting the 4th Option would allow Councils to be able to make decisions about their own housing, on a level playing field alongside the options being pushed by the Government. 

The T&G believes that democracy is a serious issue, not only when Labour Conferences take a decision but crucially when tenants vote. In both cases, there is a political imperative to follow through the decisions taken, listening to the constituencies that brought a Labour Government to power.  Time and time again we hear about the disenfranchisement of sections of our society.  However, when council tenants turn out in record numbers to participate in a democratic process, if the results are not conducive with government policy they are told to think again, or in some cases just ignored.  

In June 2005, the House of Commons Council Housing Group produced a report supporting the 4th Option. They stated that the case for direct investment in council housing, providing a level playing field and giving tenants real choice, was now overwhelming. They were also critical that government takes all of the rent income from Local Councils and then decides how much to give back to them.
We have been amazed about the money wasted on campaigns seeking to persuade tenants to vote yes. In North East Lincs, they spent over £300,000 to promote transfer. It cannot be acceptable that funds that should be spent on meeting housing need are being diverted into the pockets of PR firms.

There is an important dimension to the debate on housing in the UK that is rarely mentioned but in our view key, the availability of land. The area taken up by homes occupies less than 10 percent of the land research (Who Owns Britain by Ken Cahill). This means that at least 40 million acres of land, owned by just 189,000 families, covers the rest. But this land is not taxed. In addition, the owners receive massive subsidies. Yet the Council Tax, covering properties on 10 percent of the land, is the subject of fierce political debate. This in our view is a major issue impacting on the availability of land for house building and the cost of that land.

House building in the UK is at historically low levels. Young people up and down the country in urban and rural areas cannot afford to leave their parents and create their own home because of both lack of availability and high costs. This is creating social divisions that fuels racism.  Funding for the provision of mixed communities with affordable housing must, therefore, be a top priority in the next Comprehensive Spending Review.  Councils in particular should be able once again to engage in new build.

The T&G wants to see an honest debate about both housing need and current government policy toward Council housing. It is no good Ministers repeating the private good, public bad mantra, now saying ALMOs good and Council housing bad.  Let’s be mature in our debate on all options. We all know, for example, that in some Councils there are problems with housing provision but, we also know that, in some ALMOs, there are also problems about tenant input and rising housing costs. 

The Government needs to acknowledge that there are many Councils that want to retain their own housing stock, that many are good landlords and that their tenants want to remain with the Council. It is the role of the Government to provide the framework within which this can happen rather than attempt to put local Councils and tenants in a rigid housing framework which does not meet their needs. 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. 

Jack Dromey

Deputy General Secretary

Transport & General Workers Union

August 2006

