07 June 2006

Ruth Kelly makes statement on Decent Homes

The statement today on Decent Homes from the Department for Communities & Local Government is clearly a response to the pressure from tenants, trade unions, councillors and MPs for government to stop privatisation of council housing and provide the ‘Fourth Option’ of direct investment.

Ruth Kelly recognise where the debate now stands by stating “I'm not backing a 'fourth option'”. This is a marked improvement on her predecessor’s repeated statements that “There is no fourth option”. Politicians rarely trumpet a U Turn – certainly not before they carry it out. But 3 million council tenants, many elected councillors, the trade union movement and increasing numbers of MPs are determined to secure a change of policy and her statement today shows she’s feeling the heat!
Some of the detail about giving high performing councils new funding streams could provide a way forward. We would like to talk to Ruth Kelly about our proposal that her department set up a ‘Continual Improvement Task Force’ to help councils raise their standards and adopt best practice. That way all authorities could achieve two stars, tenants would get improvements and the Treasury’s criteria could be met too. A win, win, win solution!

It’s good that Kelly places importance on tenants having a voice – tenants are sick of being blackmailed and bullied into accepting privatisation. Many have voted No and rejected the government’s three privatisation options. In the last nine months the highest ever proportion of ballots has gone against privatisation. 
But Kelly’s talk of more ‘tenant owned housing associations’ is both dishonest and misses the point. These RSLs are not tenant owned and anyway tenants have made it clear we want our councils to improve our homes. If ‘choice’ means anything then Ministers have to provide the ‘Fourth Option’ of direct investment.
The bottom line is that the government made a clear manifesto commitment in 2005 “By 2010 we will ensure that all social tenants benefit from a decent, warm home with modern facilities”. Tenants, councillors, trade unions and MPs intend to keep them to it.
Tenants want investment in our wider communities and to see new council homes built but we’re not going to allow government to walk away from bringing every council home up to the modern standard promised.

The DCLG statement includes a large element of damage limitation intended to try and head off the Labour Party policy review currently taking place which is likely to back implementing the ‘Fourth Option’ (see statement from Jack Dromey to Defend Council Housing conference, May 22 2006).
In the next few weeks the campaign’s Open Letter to Tony Blair (launched at the DCH conference on May 22) will provide a focus for supporters of council housing across England, Scotland and Wales. 
Ministers face an unprecedented alliance of opposition on this issue. In three months time the issue will again be debated at the Labour Party conference which has voted overwhelmingly for direct investment in council housing two years running.
It’s time the government listened. New policies for new times – well ‘Fourth Option’ for council housing.
Alan Walter
Chair. Defend Council Housing

Note to Editors

DLGC issues a statement today: http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1002882&PressNoticeID=2166
DCH published an Open Letter to Tony Blair on May 22 calling for implementation of the ‘Fourth Option’ http://www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk/dch/resources/dchJune2006A3web.pdf
144 MPs across all parties have signed the current EDM ‘Future of Council Housing’ http://edmi.parliament.uk/EDMi/EDMDetails.aspx?EDMID=28236
Report of DCH national conference (including transcript of key speakers including Michael, Meacher and Jack Dromey) http://www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk/dch/dch_conf2006_report.cfm
