
Secretary's report January 2023

What has the campaign done since our last AGM in March 2021?

1) Labour conference. As a new organisation set-up early 2019 we had a big success at the 
conference that year. Key policies in our model resolution were incorporated into the Manifesto. 
Despite the change of leadership the September 2021 conference reaffirmed the 2019 decisions. We 
were able to organise a successful conference fringe meeting at which the Shadow Housing Minister 
made an appearance.
   In 2022 our model resolution was passed by 13 CLPs (compared to 9 in 2021 and 15 in 2019). We 
were unable to organise a meeting though we had speakers at other meetings. 
   Unfortunately for the first time in many years housing failed to be selected for debate in the 
priorities ballot. The exodus of party members was reflected in the composition of the conference. A 
more organised 'Labour to Win', which opposed prioritising housing, had all its recommended priority 
issues voted through. (See Note below in priorities ballots from 2017 to 2022.) Kate Ewert reported 
that in discussion with some of the younger supports of LTW, they thought that housing should have 
been one of their priorities but they didn't know why it wasn't. 

2) Decent Homes Standard. We produced a briefing on the Decent Homes Standard for the 
government's review which was supposed to be looking at improving the Standard. However, the 
government has put the issue on the back-burner, ostensibly because they are going to look at 
extending the DHS to the private rented sector. The probable reason, though, is because improving it
would require increased funding, something they resisted in the review 'Sounding Board' meetings. 
They said improvements might have to be 'self-funded'.
   In the last year there has been a lot of publicity about the poor condition of some existing council 
and housing association homes. Some of this is the result of negligence, including some Labour 
councils. The 'eating or heating' phenomenon is a factor made worse by increasing poverty. Damp 
and mould is a growing problem. The death of Awaab Ishak from mould has forced the government to
address the issue. The Housing Ombudsman's report on the issue has shaken landlords into 
stepping up dealing with the problem as a priority. What they do in practice is another matter.
   The nominal figure for 'non-decent' council homes is 70,000 (under 5%), 39,000 of which are in 
London. Given the not very vigorous Standard this is undoubtedly an under-estimate.
   The condition of existing council housing is also in part the result of the under-funding of housing 
revenue accounts, the historical basis of which we explained in our pamphlet The case for cancelling 
council housing debt. Although two conferences committed Labour to review the so-called debt, the 
resolution has been ignored. We have to raise this issue again. Cancellation of the debt would give 
councils an extra £1.3 billion a year for work on their homes.
   Recently the chair of the Regulator of Social Housing said that an updated DHS should “make 
damp and mould requirements explicit”. Often the root cause of damp and mould is structural 
problems. Repeat cleaning without dealing with the cause is a waste of time and resources, and a 
source of frustration and anxiety for tenants. Many homes will require external wall insulation. The 
best means of dealing with this problem and improving the quality of existing council homes would be
to retrofit them. Whilst some councils have started retro-fitting stock, it is on a tiny scale because 
HRAs do not have the finances to retrofit all their homes. 
   We understand that of Labour's promised £28 billion annual investment for addressing climate 
change, £6 billion of that is for insulating housing and then only to Energy Performance Certificate 
rating C (A is the highest quality).There is no indication of funding for non-carbon heating. 
   The likely cost of retro-fitting all council housing could be at least in the region of £45 billion, 
possibly more1. This will not happen without central government grant. If Labour does not commit to 

1 Reading Council has spent around £30,000 retro-fitting homes, Leeds council recently spent £9 million on retro-fitting 190 

https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/dhs-standard-briefing-2.pdf
https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.files.wordpress.com/2021/02/caseforcancellingchdebt.pdf
https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.files.wordpress.com/2021/02/caseforcancellingchdebt.pdf


funding retro-fitting all council housing then it will fail to live up to its commitments on tackling global 
warming and will leave many tenants in poor living conditions.
   The financial circumstances of HRAs will be worsened by the current inflation rate and rent 
increases below inflation. As a campaign we need to address the quality of existing council housing 
and the under-funding of HRAs. The DHS should be improved but it should include retro-fitting 
as a primary aim.

3) Declaring a housing emergency. In December 2021 we circulated a model resolution which 
called on Labour to campaign for the government to fund a new building programme and end RTB 
amongst other things. Seven CLPs passed the model resolution. Leicester West CLP forwarded the 
resolution to the Labour Group. They set up a working group to look at the issue and later in the year 
the Council passed a resolution declaring a housing crisis and called for Right to Buy to be ended as 
well. 
   In Swindon the absence of a quorum prevented the resolution being passed at the CLP. However, 
the Labour Group on the council moved a resolution calling on Swindon council to declare a housing 
emergency. Unfortunately the motion was butchered by the ruling conservative group.   
   An early day motion put down on this theme had cross-party support of 22 MPs.
   However, there was no sign of movement from Labour. We were told by Thangam Debbonaire that 
Labour could not place demands on the government since Labour did not have a costed programme!

4) Ending Right to Buy. When we heard Lisa Nandy tell a 2022 conference fringe meeting that the 
policy of RTB was 'under review', we drew up a statement calling for Labour to commit to ending 
RTB. We knew from discussion with Shadow Housing Minister Matthew Pennycook that the Labour 
leadership was reluctant to commit to ending RTB. They were concerned that if they committed to it 
the Tories would accuse them of being “opposed to aspiration”. Whilst Matthew said he accepted the 
need to stem the loss of homes from RTB, he suggested that options might include cutting the 
discount, or allowing councils discretion as to whether or not they continue with sales. The latter 
would, of course, leave Tory councils free to carry on selling properties. 
   Recently Lisa Nandy said on TV that she agreed with Michael Gove that RTB was “sustainable” if 
homes were replaced “like for like”. She also said that Labour “agrees with the principle” of RTB. 
What happened to the review? How can there be “like for like” replacement when councils do not 
even retain their full receipts? Even if they were able to keep all receipts house price inflation means 
that costs of new build cannot be covered by receipts.
   The 2019 and 2021 conferences overwhelmingly voted to end RTB. In her speech at that year's 
conference Lucy Powell said

“A new settlement must include a massive increase in council and social homes, fit for all ages. That 
means we can’t continue with the huge net loss in council houses resulting from Right to Buy and its 
huge discount.”
   
Our campaign calling on Labour to commit to ending RTB therefore is important in challenging a 
position for which the leadership has no democratic mandate. The support for our statement so far 
can be seen here: rtb-statement-7.pdf (wordpress.com) . Whilst there are a lot more people to reach, 
the results thus far have been positive, with 18 Council Leaders/Labour Group Leaders, 24 
Cabinet/Lead Members for housing signing, and 7 council Labour Groups supporting the statement 
(more have tabled it for discussion). Support stretches across the political spectrum in the Party.
We now have a model resolution for CLPs and union branches which we need to promote. 
Wycombe CLP has recently passed a resolution on a housing emergency which includes supporting 
our RTB statement.

5) Campaigning for a rent freeze. In 2022 most councils raised rent by CPI+1% which meant a 
4.1% increase. With inflation increasing sharply we raised this issue when it looked as if the 2023 
rent could be 8%. In fact the September inflation level was 10.1% so CPI+1% would have meant a 
maximum 11.1% increase. The government, conscious that there could be a lot of opposition to such 

homes, just over £47,000 each. To carry out the same work on all their 54,000 homes would cost more than £2 billion. 

https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.org/2022/05/28/freeze-the-rent-not-the-tenants/
https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.org/2023/01/22/model-resolution-on-ending-right-to-buy/
https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.files.wordpress.com/2023/01/rtb-statement-7.pdf
https://edm.parliament.uk/early-day-motion/59433/housing-emergency
https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.org/2022/12/07/leicester-council-declares-a-housing-crisis-and-calls-for-an-end-to-right-to-buy/
https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.org/2021/10/17/declaring-a-housing-emergency-move-this-model-resolution-at-your-clp/


a rise, in the context of the cost of living crisis, introduced a review which set the maximum increase 
at 7%.
    Leicester West CLP (and two of its branches) passed a resolution calling for a rent freeze, to be 
funded by central government. Swindon Tenants reps and Hackney tenants also called for a rent 
freeze. Greater Manchester Tenants Union and the London Renters Union organised a day of action.
   Although it was somewhat late in the day there has emerged a broad coalition of organisations 
which we have been involved in which is calling for a freeze, funded by the government. It has 
organised a  day of action on February 11  th. However, councils will usually decide on their level of 
rent increase in January or February. In the absence of government funding for a freeze  councils will 
set their rents, probably mostly in the range of 5-7%. In the absence of government funding, we will 
have to endeavour to minimise the increase where we can.  
   Even if councils raise rent by 7% this still means, given the level of inflation, that the value of their 
income (what it can pay for) will be less next year. Driving up rents, especially in the context of the 
'cost of living crisis' will not provide sufficient funding for councils. Impoverishing already poor 
tenants will make life more intolerable for them and most likely push up rent arrears. Just 
because you raise the rent it doesn't mean you will collect it. 
   Councils are between a rock and a hard place but so are tenants. In the absence of adequate 
government funding tenants lose out either way, with unaffordable rent increases or a worse repairs 
service. The worsening underfunding of HRAs needs to be addressed. That requires councils, trades 
unions, tenants unions and housing campaigns, to campaign for sufficient funding, of which debt 
cancellation would be one means.
   One of the powers that the government is giving to councils is the ability to raise the rent in void 
properties (when the next tenant moves in) by CPI+1%;11.1% This would create anomalies within 
social rent properties and drive up rents to unaffordable levels. We should call on all councils not 
to exercise this power; to commit to increasing rents on voids by no more than the general 
increase they put through.   

What is Labour's housing policy?

After our success at the 2019 and 2021 conferences, housing failed to win through the priorities ballot
at last year's conference. We will try to rectify this at the 2023 conference. However, an autocratic 
leadership will not feel obliged to accept democratic decisions of conference. Both Keir Starmer and 
Lisa Nandy have announced policy positions on which there has been no discussion amongst the 
membership and for which they have no democratic mandate.
   Lisa Nandy said on TV that she agreed with Michael Gove that Right to Buy was “sustainable” so 
long as homes sold were replaced “like for like”. This stands in stark contrast with the overwhelming 
votes in 2019 and 2021 to end RTB.
   At the September conference Keir Starmer declared, out of the blue, that Labour's target was 70% 
home ownership. It would be funded by “a new mortgage guarantee scheme”. Later Lisa Nandy 
called it a “state supported mortgage”. Home ownership was said to be “the bedrock of stability and 
aspiration”. With mortgage rates rising it can, of course, be the proverbial albatross around the neck.
   At the September conference, Lisa Nandy announced that Labour would turn 'social housing' into 
the second largest tenure. That would require overtaking the 5 million private rented sector. When 
you look at what these two commitments would mean practically it is clear that they simply do not add
up.

• To reach the 70% home ownership mark would mean building at least 1.553 million extra 
homes (based on the March 2021 tenure breakdown).

• For 'social housing' numbers just to catch up with the private rented sector would require 
800,000 more 'social' homes.

This combined figure of more than 2.3 million homes is completely unfeasible.
   What exactly is the 'mortgage guarantee scheme'? It sounds like a version of the Help to Buy 
scheme. What is the record of Help to Buy? Since 2013 it has been funded by £22.5 billion. That has 
only supported the building of 361,000 homes over 9 years. It took 14 years for the private sector to 
build 1.5 million homes up to 2021.

http://www.axethehousingact.org.uk/uncategorized/housing-groups-and-trade-unions-call-rent-freeze-day-of-action-11-february-2023/?fbclid=IwAR0PVDQua04BFBliXiOepACDoOmaUekeM1AxdcJhBUuiy-9mrYUeaq3tajg
http://www.axethehousingact.org.uk/uncategorized/housing-groups-and-trade-unions-call-rent-freeze-day-of-action-11-february-2023/?fbclid=IwAR0PVDQua04BFBliXiOepACDoOmaUekeM1AxdcJhBUuiy-9mrYUeaq3tajg


   In 2021 in Parliament Keir Starmer criticised Help to Buy for driving up house prices. If Labour 
introduces something similar in government it will do the same. It will effectively be a subsidy for the 
big builders that have made super-profits from Help to Buy.
   If Labour's first priority is funding home ownership that begs the question how much will be 
available to fund building council homes? The more spent on home ownership the less will be 
available for council housing. We contend that social need should be the main driver of house 
building under a Labour government and that requires a large scale council house building 
programme, with ending RTB stopping the loss of stock. 
   The 150,000 social rent homes which the 2019 conference voted through would require at least 
£15 billion a year (an average of £100,000). The average grant for social rent homes from Homes 
England was only £57,000 by the end of March 2021. That's why between 2016 and 2021 only 
15,000 out of 83,000 built under the “affordable homes” programme were social rent homes. In 
2021/22 only 11.6% of “affordable homes” completions were social rent.
   According to Shadow Housing Minister Matthew Pennycook Labour will commit to 100,000 social 
homes a year but he has said that it will not all be funded by government grant. How will it be 
funded then? Could councils 'borrow to build'? Not to support a large scale building programme. 
Councils are currently paying out more than £1.3 billion a year to fund existing debt of more than £25 
billion. This is from an income of only just over £8 billion a year. Since debt is paid for by tenants rent,
if the HRA increases debt significantly, there will be even less money to maintain existing stock.
   Of concern to us should be the leadership's talk of 'partnership' between government and 
'business'. If funding isn't from central government we can only assume it will come from private 
sources. The Tory policy of PFI was not only applied to the NHS by New Labour but council housing 
too. We need to continue to argue for government funded council house building.
   Labour has supported using local authority private building companies. They may well envisage 
these as a source of increased new build when in government. However, private funding has meant 
that the relatively small number of homes built are not 'social rent' because of the higher cost. An 
increasing number of these companies have closed down and in the case of Croydon the collapse of 
Brick by Brick brought down the whole council.   
   Nationally, Labour has had virtually nothing to say about existing council housing. Housing revenue 
accounts have insufficient funding to maintain and renew existing homes. Poor service means poor 
quality homes that give council housing a bad name. Funding the improvement of existing homes is 
crucial if we are to have the support of council tenants. 
   In 2019 the FBU, picking up on our pamphlet on debt cancellation, succeeded in convincing the 
union body which is part of the Manifesto process to call for cancellation of council housing debt. 
Whilst this was opposed by John Healey, he did make the concession of agreeing to a review of the 
so-called debt. This underlines the importance of the trades unions in building pressure on the 
leadership.
   One final point. Members and potential Labour voters are sceptical  about the chances of a 
influencing a leadership which is contemptuous of democracy and views itself as an updated version 
of New Labour. The thing to bear in mind is that, if elected, as seems likely, the new government will 
take office in the midst of a many faceted crisis. It will not be like 1997 with neoliberalism appearing 
to be triumphant. The Tories have been forced to do all manner of things which they would have 
considered crazy, by the pressure of events and demands on them. There is no reason to suppose 
that Labour would be any different. In 2008 a government which was hostile to the very idea of 
nationalisation was forced to nationalise some of the banks to prevent a crash.
   Our job is to organise in the Labour Party, trades unions, and tenants organisations, to demand, 
and campaign for, a governmental programme which is necessary to begin to resolve the housing 
crisis. Ultimately, it will be the scale of the wider movement, and the pressure it can bring to bear, 
which will determine what is achieved.

Martin Wicks, Secretary 
January 2023
  
Note: Priorities ballots
Housing came 1st in the priorities ballot in 2018 (297,032), 2019 (299,140) and 2021 (258,011). In 
2017 it came second (to the NHS, with 187,727). In 2022 it came 8 th (126,608). The number of 
subjects which could be discussed was cut to 6 in 2022.


