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The World Trade Organisation is currently negotiating to extend the General Agreement for Trade in Services (GATS) to liberalise trade in services: to open up to the market and to privatise public services and welfare states. It covers over 160 services including housing, health, education, social services, environmental services, libraries and leisure. 

The WTO's objective is to open sectors of the economy currently closed to competition, and to further deregulate those already open to trade. 

The European Union also intends to fully liberalise and integrate markets for goods, capital, labour and services within its borders. 

In addition, Labour’s third way ‘modernisation’ of privatisation, marketisation and deregulation, disguised under the language of new localism, diversity, best value and partnership is already putting into place the regulatory and market framework in advance of international agreement on GATS.


Under GATS, all government regulations restricting trade in services will be systematically removed globally to permit free trade. Governments will have to treat multinational companies in exactly the same way as they treat national companies. 

Housing, unlike education and health, is not a WTO classified sector but is affected by proposals for liberalisation in other sectors such as:

· Architectural (including urban planning) and engineering services;

· Other business services - real estate services (property and estate management on a fee or contract basis)

· Construction and Related Services

· Environmental services (waste management, recycling, cleansing and    
                related services)


The WTO and the Labour government claim that public services are excluded from liberalisation because Article 1.3 of GATS exempts services provided ‘...in the exercise of governmental authority’. But the small print defines this as a service supplied ‘...neither on a commercial basis, nor in competition with one or more service suppliers’. Most public services already involve a mix of public and private provision and often an element of competition, so it is unlikely that this clause will provide much protection. 

The Government says it will not jeopardise ‘continued provision of public services through the National Health Service or the state education system’ (Liberalising Trade in Services, Department of Trade and Industry, October 2002). This implies that all other public services will be affected by liberalisation.
GATS will result in most parts of the council and social housing sectors , including housing policy and management, being opened for competition. Combined with Labour’s ‘modernisation of social housing’, this means more privatisation, and could ultimately lead to the total demise of council housing. 


GATS will mean:

* Opening up council management and regeneration to private sector companies. Arms length housing management companies will fall within the regulations because the council retains ownership of the stock.

* All transfers of housing stock will be subject to open competition and could be acquired by international private landlords. It may even prohibit pre-selected local landlords such as Tenant Management Organisations.

* Housing associations, partly funded and controlled by government, will be required to open up the management and development of social housing to competition.

* Most remaining DSOs providing repair, maintenance and estates services are unlikely to survive a new competition regime. Casualisation will become rampant 

Firstly, competition is costly. The tendering process - advertising, preparing specifications, assessing bids, monitoring contracts - normally adds between 5%-10% of the contract price. Private profit adds at least another 10%-15%. Rents will inevitably rise to maintain the same level of service.

Secondly, the housing benefit service already provides evidence of the consequences of private management. Eight benefits contracts in Britain operated by so-called ‘cutting-edge IT companies’ have been terminated because of a catalogue of service failures and all but one have reverted to direct provision at substantial cost to local authorities. At least ten other private contracts have caused havoc for tenants.

Thirdly, tenant participation will be doubly difficult. GATS will mean tenants have not one, but a number of  ‘landlords’ or agents acting on behalf of the council. 

We must expose the costs and consequences of competition whilst promoting an alternative manifesto for increased public investment and democratic accountability. Opposition to GATS must be part of the strategy to retain and improve council housing. 


Tenants’ campaigns against stock transfers, promoting alternative council housing manifestos and demanding improved public services are, in practice, an integral part of the growing international movement against the WTO. It may start with opposition to Labour’s privatisation plans but it is rooted in wanting a better world for all free of exploitation, commercialism, greed and corruption.


