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Britain's biggest housing association is facing intervention from government regulators over a boardroom coup. 

Five of the 11 board members at Places for People Housing Group could be expelled at the organisation's AGM later this month after calling for the group's chairman Sebert Cox to step down. 

The rebel board members include the eminent cookery writer Prue Leith, Donald Main, a former member of the Accounting Standards Board and senior Guardian journalist David Walker. 

If the motion is carried, the group, which has a turnover of almost £200m and manages 52,000 homes, would almost certainly be placed under supervision by the housing corporation, the housing associations regulator. 

The five board members called for Mr Cox to step down by next April at the the group's last board meeting in July. They claimed that Mr Cox was too close to the group's chief executive David Cowans and had failed to inform the board fully about important strategic decisions. 

Mr Cox has counter attacked by proposing to expel the five board members at the Preston-based group's AGM in September. 

His proposal is supported by Mr Cowans and the group's vice-chairman, Richard Atkinson, the Archdeacon of Leicester. 

The power struggle poses a particular challenge to the corporation, which has never been forced to supervise an organisation of Places for People's size. 

It is also particularly difficult for the regulator in the context of its policy to promote black and minority ethnic people in the housing sector. As the chairman of Places for People Sebert Cox is the most senior black figure in the housing sector. 

Mr Cox said the motion to expel the board members was a private matter for Places for People and declined to comment further. 

Alec Burford, one of the five rebel board members, said: "We had the feeling that important decisions were being put to the board in papers that were left incomprehensive, and that decisions appear to have been stitched up before hand." 

He added: "Large development programmes costing millions and millions of pounds are often taken without full discussion at group board level." 

Mr Burford pointed out that Mr Cox survived last July's attempt to oust him by Mr Cowan's vote. "In effect he was kept in place by the support of the chief executive which is ironic given that one of our criticisms was that he was too close to him." 

Mr Walker said: "We feel there are wider issues here about the way housing associations function. If the city realised how bad the standards of corporate governance were (in housing associations) they would not lend money as readily as they do. 

"If it was just me that was being expelled they could say it was just a bolshie journalist, but the fact that people of the eminence of Prue Leith and Donald Main are being got rid of for daring to challenge the chairman seems to be a story." 

In a statement housing chief executive Norman Perry said the quango was trying to resolve the situation before the AGM. 

He added: "If the motion is carried in its present form, the corporation would urgently review the position and take whatever action it deems necessary." 

Mr Cowans was unavailable but a spokesman for the group said: "Shareholders are entitled to take an independent view of the governance and responsibility of the members of the board. In any case two of the five [rebels] are up for re-election at the AGM." 
