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	Proposals fall short but the door is opening: Reform of Council Housing Finance 



	

	We said we would measure proposals in the government’s consultation on reform to council housing finance against our long-standing demands - and they fall short. 

The consultation document explicitly promises “a level playing field between transfer and retention”. But the demand by tenants, trade unionists, councillors and MPs for a ‘level playing field’ with transfer does not mean levelling the field down to the poverty standards previously on offer for retained council housing. 

The promise of capital grants in excess of £6 billion to meet the backlog of outstanding works offers real hope to those areas where tenants have refused to be blackmailed into transfer or ALMO. But councils also need enough funding to maintain these standards, to prevent us going round the same cycle of disrepair again. 

The government promised that this review would deliver a “long-term sustainable future” for council housing. But the amount of extra money being offered for management, maintenance and major repairs in the long-term is derisory. A mere 24% uplift for major repairs is a kick in the teeth – a fraction of the necessary 75% identified by the government’s own research. It is laughable that the BRE are now suggesting only a 5% uplift in management and maintenance, where they previously recommended 40% (see below for details). 

Tenants would welcome a quality standard which includes “lifts, garages, CCTV, TV reception, alarms, play areas, external lighting, walls and fences, and grass and planted areas” - but what confidence can we have that such standards will be possible with so little increase in funding? 

The government's impact assessment gives further evidence that the settlement falls well short of what is needed. With a projected cost of £12.3 billion they are only planning to reduce, not end, their robbery. Under the present system they will take more than £22 billion over 30 years - under the new proposals they will still be taking more than £10 billion (see below for details). 

£12.3 billion is a significant breakthrough for our determined campaign over many years for the fourth option of direct investment. It's real money on the table which will translate into real doors and windows and roofs and kitchens for tenants. But tenants and councils won't accept a settlement which isn't going to deliver decent homes and estates for the long term. The door is opening and now more than ever we need a strong united campaign to push it all the way. 

The consultation document suggests a reformed national system of allowances as an option. This would be far safer: it would be crazy to accept an inadequate settlement in exchange for all the risks of self-financing. 

Finally, the government’s outright refusal that the Treasury should bear any responsibility for writing off debt does not address any of our criticisms. They have been willing to write off all the debt for homes which transfer - based on actual costs of maintaining homes and estates, not a ‘national formula’, but now they want to discriminate against tenants who chose to stay with their council! Council housing is a public asset, but the government dares to try and argue that the public should not pay for the historic cost of building it - a government which hands over billions to bankers to pay for their toxic debt. 

We welcome the decision by the select committee of MPs which oversees the Communities and Local Government department to scrutinise these proposals before the consultation ends. See press notice for details. 

Our message to the minister must be clear: tenants and their landlords will not be bullied into accepting unsustainable levels of debt based on poverty standards. We will not accept anything less than fair funding to bring homes and estates up to genuinely decent standards, and maintain them for a sustainable future. 

What you can do 
Get your council to cost what the settlement means for them - and how much they really need. Get them to send this as evidence for the select committee's inquiry; and as a response to the government's consultation. 
Organise a meeting to discuss the proposals. DCH will try and send a speaker if we can. 
Check the campaign website for updates - we will produce a briefing to explain the issues in more detail as soon as possible; make sure you download, read and circulate information as widely as possible in your area. 

Notes 

* DCH’s DEMANDS, supported by tenants, trade unions, councillors and MPs, and by motions at Labour Party conference over the years are: 
Stop any further privatisation 
Enable local authorities to improve all existing council homes and estates - providing a ‘level playing field’ on debt write-off and gap funding 
Provide adequate revenue for council homes and estates to be maintained now and in the future - end the robbery and fully fund allowances for first class council housing 
Start a big new council house building programme 

*ALLOWANCES The previous BRE report was 'Estimation of the need to spend on maintenance and management in the Local Authority housing stock', ODPM, June 2003). When their figures are adjusted for today’s stock numbers and prices, an uplift of 40% is needed to give adequate allowances. The government’s report of its self-financing pilot found that there was a 40% shortfall in the MRA; meaning a 75% uplift would be needed. (‘Self-financing of council housing services: Summary of findings of a modelling exercise’, CLG, March 2008). More details can be found in paper 2 of the HOCCHG report ‘Council Housing: Time to Invest’ at www.support4councilhousing.org.uk) 

* RING-FENCING Its absolutely right that council’s general funds should bear their fair share of management costs in future. But all the robbery must stop. We are not going to let one kind of robbery be replaced by another; its not good enough to talk about money from right-to-buy sales being ring-fenced for ‘housing’, not council housing, or to continue to give councils discretion to siphon off receipts. 

* ROBBERY And the government is only planning to reduce, not end, robbery nationally. The projected robbery over 30 years is over £22 billion.... and that's the projected outright robbery or surplus - not taking debt into account as well (a conservative estimate based on PQ answer 155558 19.06.08) The government isn't going to get away with a settlement costed at £12.3 billion - that means it effectively gets to keep a surplus of more than £10 billion! 

* NEW BUILD Using rent revenue to finance PFI schemes and to subsidise government’s capital spend including new build robs money from the upkeep of tenants’ homes. We should not be forced to choose between desperately needed new homes and desperately-needed repairs. 

* RISK The statement of 30th June held out hope of a settlement based on council’s actual costs over 30 years. But the government is now talking about a national formula rather than actual costs to work out 'Tenanted Market Value'. Using a national formula to calculate the settlement increases the risks of self-financing. If MRA was uprated by only 24% in a national system of allowances, councils could lobby for more later. Tying themselves into a 30-year settlement now will mean that there will be no recompense if crime or deprivation levels change - and 30 years is a long time. 

* DEBT The detailed arguments on debt can be found in paper 3 of the HOCCHG report ‘Council Housing: Time to Invest’ at www.support4councilhousing.org.uk) 

For background information on the demand for the 'Fourth Option' for council housing and who supports the campaign see www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk 


	


