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Defend Council Housing

PO Box 33519

London  E2 9WW

phone 020 7987 9989 
email info@defendcouncilhousing.org.uk
www.defendcouncilhousing.org.uk/

Rt Hon Gordon Brown
HM Treasury
1 Horse Guards Road
London
SW1A 2HQ

December 1 2005

Dear Gordon Brown,

3 million council tenants across the UK face financial discrimination from the Treasury’s current housing finance regime. Whilst other landlords can keep all the income from tenants rents and borrow against future rental income and the value of their assets this is not an option for local authorities – even though it’s the first choice of tenants.

The call for a ‘level playing field’ was supported by an almost unanimous vote at the Labour Party conference this year. The conference also called on “government to provide the ‘fourth option’ of direct investment to council housing as a matter of urgency.”

A mass rally and national lobby of Parliament is planned for February 8th 2006. The event is backed by the House of Commons Council Housing group of MPs and trade unions Amicus, GMB, PCS, T&G, UNISON and UCATT representing millions of trade union members and their families who want more investment in decent, affordable, secure and accountable council housing. 

The existing housing finance regime was described as ‘perverse’ by the Audit Commission report ‘Financing Council Housing’. They called on government to "review the housing subsidy system" and made concrete recommendations for how to reform the current regime including ending ‘negative subsidy’ and making provision for the small number of local authorities with high debt levels. 

It is clearly wrong that government, on average, is withholding £1.5 billion per year from tenants rents through this ‘negative subsidy’ mechanism. This could be made available to local authorities to enable them to carry out the improvements to our homes and estates.

Last week the ODPM announced it plans to increase tenants rents by 4.7% for the next two years but only increase allowances by 2.7%. This move to increase the Robbery is an unjustifiable disgrace!

In addition government makes a profit of approximately £0.55 billion per year from the proceeds of ‘Right to Buy’ sales. This too should be ring fenced for direct investment in council housing.

Taken together, along with the extra cost of housing benefit when tenants transfer to a private landlord (estimated by the trade union UNISON at £249 million per annum) and the high set up costs associated with stock transfer (estimated by the Public Account Select Committee at £470 per home), this would provide more than enough to enable local authorities to meet the government’s Decent Homes manifesto commitment.

The significant growth in council waiting lists shows strong support for council housing and adds to the case for extra investment. Evidence from Shelter shows that the vast majority of people put affordability before ownership. There is no justification for taking money from council tenants to subsidise home ownership schemes that most people can’t get anywhere near affording and is not their priority anyway.

Government talks about choice but council tenants across the UK are being blackmailed and bullied to accept privatisation as the only way of getting improvements. We want new kitchens and bathrooms but we are not prepared to trade our lower rents and secure tenancies – we want both!

Council housing is cheaper to build, manage and maintain than the various private alternatives so it makes economic sense too. 

We hope that you will listen to the strength of feeling coming from tenants, local authorities, trade unions and MPs for the ‘Fourth Option’ – direct investment in council housing and use your report to signal a change in policy.

Yours fraternally,
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Alan Walter
Chair. Defend Council Housing
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