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Tony Blair's Sedgefield constituents have voted against government-backed plans to switch the local authority's homes to a housing association, in the latest setback to the troubled housing policy.

Almost 60% of Sedgefield borough council's tenants rejected a proposal to transfer their homes to nearby Sunderland Housing Group, after a bitterly fought campaign.

Mr Blair was challenged by one of his own backbenchers about the vote in prime minister's questions today. He claimed tenants had made the wrong decision, but said the vote demonstrated the government's commitment to choice for tenants.

"I think it only shows the benefits [of choice] even if I don't particularly agree with them in this case," he said.

Turnout in the ballot was 73% - 11% higher than the level achieved in the May general election when Mr Blair was returned as the MP.

The vote underlines the unpopularity in urban areas of the government's policy of forcing councils to relinquish control of their homes. The location of the ballot in Mr Blair's political backyard will mean that the result is likely to have more impact than other "no" votes.

It puts added pressure on the government to change a housing policy that was overwhelming rejected by the Labour party conference last year.

Labour has a manifesto commitment to repair all council housing to a decent standard by 2010. But ministers have continued to insist that extra resources to achieve this will only be available to councils that switch their homes to new management.

Despite the promise of improvements to their homes, tenants in a significant minority of local referendums have continued to stay with their council landlords. As a result the Audit Commission warned last month that the government is likely to miss its decent homes target.

Alan Walter, the chairman of the Defend Council Housing campaign, said: "This vote shows how deeply unpopular privatisation of council housing is amongst tenants. We're willing to sit down with the prime minister to constructively work out a formula that allows all council tenants to choose to remain with the council and get improvements to our homes."

In a debate in parliament last month the leftwing Labour MP Austin Mitchell accused Sedgefield council of attempting to stifle opposition by starting the four-week ballot earlier than expected.

He said: "Ballots have been brought forward, and that trick was used in Sedgefield last week, so tenants voted in the first few days without reading the other side of the case. It could be Iraq, but it's Sedgefield."

The council described Mr Mitchell's claim as "inaccurate and outrageous" and pointed out that it had always made clear that the vote would take place this summer.

Its chief executive, Norman Vaulks, said: "It is also worth pointing out that whilst the council is not permitted to actively campaign during this [ballot] period, those opposed to transfer can as they are not governed by the same rules."

Sedgefield's choice of Sunderland Housing Group to take over their homes was also controversial. The group was set up to take over Sunderland council's housing in 2000.

After the transfer the director of housing at the council, Peter Walls, almost doubled his salary to £135,000 when he became chief executive of the new housing association.

The group, which has been subjected to a string of lurid allegations by a local website, was also accused of irregularities in the way it has valued homes earmarked for demolition. But it was cleared of any wrongdoing by the sector's regulator the Housing Corporation.

In a statement Mr Walls, said: "We are pleased with the turnout but disappointed with the result. As we all know, stock transfer requires tenants to make a choice and the tenants of Sedgefield have made their choice. We wish the people of Sedgefield well."

Announcing the ballot verdict, Sedgefield council's leader, Bob Fleming, said: "The result is vote of confidence in the council's housing service. Now that tenants have made their decision, the council must look at how it can best continue to provide the housing service for the future."

