Press Statement from Defend Council Housing
 
Yesterday (Tuesday 26) Tower Hamlets Council announced a 7 vote majority in favour of stock transfer in a collection of estates in Bow they had called ‘Parkside’. This result has no validity and cannot be used to justify selling off a major public asset.
 
Commenting on the result Austin Mitchell MP said
 
“This latest Tower Hamlets result, with a pathetic majority of seven votes, is no democratic basis for transfer of a major public asset to the private sector. I understand several objections have been made to the procedures used in their campaign. These justify a public inquiry and this result should be put on the shelf until that inquiry has been held.”

 

Alan Walter, from Defend Council Housing, added:
 
“Even if tenants find the resources to mount a No campaign it is always a David and Goliath struggle to get our message across. But it cannot be acceptable for councils to disregard normal democratic procedures that apply in any other ballot – be it an election or important consultation. Council tenants are not second class citizens.”
 
Last week the Prime Minister talked about tenants having a choice. Many of the Bow tenants didn’t even get this opportunity and at least one was helped to vote by the new landlord.
 
Defend Council Housing supports the call for an independent inquiry and the demand that the council and ODPM set aside this result until the inquiry has been completed.”
 
The list of issues in the Bow, Parkside ballot cannot be ignored (see below).
 
The House of Commons Council Housing group has recommended a series of safeguards to defend the democratic process (see below) and we call on Ministers to adopt these.
 
Further information from Alan Walter www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk
(Please note I cannot monitor this email account during normal working hours)
 
Note to editors 
 
· Attached letter to local MPs asking them to conduct an inquiry. 

 
· Tony Blair was challenged at Prime Ministers question time on July 20 following the No Vote in his own Sedgefield constituency. He said "I think it only shows the benefits [of choice] even if I don't particularly agree with them in this case." 

 
· Two weeks ago Tower Hamlets Against Transfer called for an independent inquiry into the ballot because there had been so many breaches of the ‘normal democratic process’. Tower Hamlets Council has been particularly cavalier in the way that it has conducted its ‘Housing Choice’ consultation and there have been serious breaches in previous ballots. Along with other authorities there seems no limit to the amount of money that it and its RSL partners spend promoting privatisation. But Tower Hamlets has also been prepared to set aside basic democratic principles to try and get the outcome it wants (moving the ballot timetable, taking down anti-privatisation posters, banning meetings, etc). 

 
         Issues raised by Tower Hamlets Against Transfer :
1.       A polling station on  one estate  was cancelled, for understandable reasons, the day of the bombings on July 7th.  This method of voting was not reinstated on that estate, despite the fact that the majority of votes were cast this way.
2.       Sylheti speakers wanting to vote by phone had first to be able to follow instructions in English before pressing relevant button to get access to the instructions in Sylheti to register their vote.
3.       Non English and non Sylheti speakers had no instructions on how to vote  by phone other than in English.
4.       In one known instance, an elderly tenant suffering from dementia was extremely upset to discover she had voted for transfer to Old Ford Housing after being helped to vote by someone from Old Ford Housing.
5.       Tenants living on Old Ford Rd did not receive ballot papers.
6.       Tenants placed by the Homeless Persons Unit who had lived for up to four years in the same flat did not receive votes because they had not been given proper tenancy agreements.
7.       Despite requests, the council did not arrange for independent observers to be present at the count of the vote. Electoral Reform Services were perfectly willing to have observers. 
 
It is clear from the above, that the margin of seven votes is far too narrow for the outcome to be considered a safe result.
 
         On, Wednesday, 13th July, prior to the outcome of the Parkside ballot, THATCH  wrote to the two local MPs calling on them to investigate an alleged serious breach of tenants’ democratic rights in the ‘Housing Choice process. 
THATCH calls on Tower Hamlets Council and the ODPM to put on hold the outcome of the Parkside ballot pending the outcome of a full investigation into the matters raised above.
Please refer all enquiries to : towerhamletsagainsttransfer@hotmail.com
 
 
         Recommendations by the House of Commons Council Housing Group "Support for the 'fourth option' for council housing"
The report calls for ‘guidelines for local authorities and a clear code of practice that insists on a fair and balanced debate so that tenants hear both sides of the argument including:
a.       the right of tenants to choose between all of the options and for these options to be factually presented (not ‘more investment’ v ‘stay as you are’)
b.       any proposal/process to change from one option to another should be tenant led
c.       public access to all the relevant information (financial information, stock conditions reports, address lists of all those entitled to vote)
d.       equal access to meeting halls and other facilities to allow the fullest possible debate
e.       tenants are given one clear month’s advance notice of when the ballot will start and finish and this timescale will be strictly adhered to
f.         tenants receive material putting both sides of the debate and a commitment that council staff will not be instructed to selectively take down material on estates opposing the proposal. 
g.       a financial limit on the overall cost of consultation to ensure the maximum resources are spent on improving tenants homes
 
· List of abuses in letter to MPs
To Jim Fitzpatrick MP and George Galloway MP; Neil Jameson TELCO

 

From Tower Hamlets Against Transfer of Council Housing 

 

Dear Mr Fitzpatrick, Mr Galloway and Mr Jameson

We are writing to ask you to act as independent arbitrators on serious incidents involving tenants and our democratic rights and traditions in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets.  Two recent incidents need urgent investigation and action, and we are asking you to give your independent verdict and recommendations.  In each case we have raised these matters with Tower Hamlets Council, but as they are an interested party, clearly cannot be independent. 

 

1. In the first matter we would ask you to guarantee that totalconfidentiality would be guaranteed and the utmost sensitivity used, before giving names.   An elderly and very obviously frail tenant in Mohawk House, Lanfranc estate in Bow was called on on 6.7.05 and persuaded to vote 'Yes' to transfer by phone.  She was left with an Old Ford business card after the visit.  Before and after this visit she had declared her intention to vote 'No' in the transfer ballot.  She, and her neighbour were very upset and disturbed by this.  

We have asked the Council to check how many vulnerable tenants in Mohawk House were visited in this way, to discount any votes arrived at through such dubious methods, and to end cold-calling on tenants by those promoting transfer.  We would ask you to use your collective authority to check on this, announce your findings and recommendations as appropriate.  

 

2. On the Columbia estates, LBTH have written to every tenant enclosing a letter from a local councillor, on Liberal Focus headed paper, which disclaims an earlier statement circulated on the estate, and accuses tenant campaigners of forgery.  The tenants involved have sworn affidavits and say they have evidence that the original statement was made as circulated.  

We ask you to consider this evidence and come to a considered judgement on the evidence.  We also ask you to say whether LBTH is making reasonable use of public funds in this matter.

 

These are the latest in a list of abuses of democracy that has gone well beyond anything reasonable even in what are often hard and bitter campaigns around stock transfer.  
A catalogue of persistent abuses means the credibility of the council housing transfer process is breaking down.  Despite consistent lobbying for guarantees of a fair and balanced debate, things continue to get worse:

· Mile End tenants catalogued a list of abuses in the housing transfer vote including refusal to let them meet in their tenants hall, removal of their posters (but not pro-transfer posters), threats and abusive leaflets and letters, dishonest material, ignoring planning procedures, anti-democratic exclusion of residents (June 2004) 

· Tenants told they cannot attend their estate steering group meetings, which are supposed to determine the transfer process on each estate (Bow); cannot take part if they oppose stock transfer (Bow, Wapping) 

· refused information on who makes up steering groups (Loxley) denied minutes of steering group meetings (Loxley, Bow, Wapping, Mile End) 

· Steering groups over-ruled and bullied by council officers if they raise questions or criticisms of the process (Teesdale, Pitsea, Christchurch) 

· Steering groups denied the right to include anti-transfer materials and stalls at their open days or in other publicity (Christchurch) 

· Threats to by-pass estate steering groups and tenants associations where these organisations are critical of or oppose transfer to the proposed new landlord (Teesdale, Pitsea, Stepney) 

· Refusing to accept the wishes of the majority of tenants, in petitions (Pitsea, Royal Mint, Limehouse) 

· Ignoring Estate Management Board requests and questions on for example covenanting open land for public use, future management of estate land and amenities (Samuda) 

· Repairs and improvements withheld on estates being pushed to transfer (Coventry Cross, Wapping, Mile End) 

· Estates tied into blocks for transfer, against the wishes of tenants, with votes not counted for separate estates so a no vote on one estate can be overruled (Mile End, Wapping, Limehouse, Isle of Dogs, sheltered) 

· Refused use of tenants’ halls and public buildings for those opposing transfer (Mile End, Tarling, Leopold, Columbia) 

· Council use of its weekly free paper (East End Life –EEL) and other publicly-funded material for totally one sided pro-transfer propaganda, despite ODPM guidelines forbidding this. Refusal to print even one article putting the case against transfer in EEL. Twice refused to include paid advertisements from No campaign in EEL 

· Council staff instructed to remove anti-transfer posters – while leaving up pro transfer material put up by seconded council staff promoting a yes vote (Mile End, Isle of Dogs, Wapping, Barleymow, Bow) 

· Voting abuses including staff and supporters of RSL‘helping’ tenants to vote by phone, voting held in the proposed landlord’s consultation offices and show flats, staff of the proposed landlord present in the voting station during voting (Leopold, Isle of Dogs, Bow) 

· RSL staff playing politics in steering group meetings (Parkside draft minutes) 

· tenants on doorsteps being asked to sign draft tenancy agreement in the offer document, despite disclaimers 

· Full time paid staff promoting a yes vote campaigning on estates up to and throughout the period of voting (Isle of Dogs, Mile End, Wapping, Bow)

This is only a sample of what has been happening across the borough.

We have in the past criticised the one-sided and unfair campaign and the blackmail we face. But we believed that voting itself, supervised by the Electoral Reform Society, would be done fairly and have accepted defeat in that spirit. 

Now we believe there are so many serious abuses of this process that we can no longer accept it as legitimate.

This is a borough-wide issue of vital concern to 40,000 residents and their families.  We therefore ask you to use your collective authority to adjudicate.  If Mr Fitzpatrick feels there is a conflict of interest with his ministerial responsibilities, can we suggest that he nominate a substitute who is not a Tower Hamlets councillor or actively involved in 'Housing Choice'.

 

We will send a copy of this letter by post, but hope for your urgent response and agreement.

Yours

Phil Sedler

on behalf of THATCH

 

c/o 6 Headlam St London E1 5RT answerphone 020 8981 0680

