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Confederation of Co-operative Housing (CCH)

National Federation of Tenant Management Organisations (NFTMOs)

Tenants & Residents Organisations of England (TAROE) 
Joint response to Communities & Local Government consultation paper “An Action Plan for Community Empowerment: Building on Success”

Summary of key points

1 The three national tenant organisations are the representative voice of social housing
 tenants in England.  Our vision for the future coincides with the vision of Hazel Blears, Communities & Local Government Minister, that there is a need to pass power from “the politicians, the experts, the bureaucrats and the officials” to the people.
2 We welcome the Action Plan for Community Empowerment, but suggest that there are additional activities that need to be considered.

3 We consider that the Action Plan is a good analysis of how to encourage local authorities to relinquish power to local communities.  However, we are concerned that the Action Plan does not sufficiently consider how to encourage communities take power, or how other service providers should be involved in relinquishing power to local communities.

4 There is a wealth of knowledge and experience in tenant and community led housing organisations that should be part of the Action Plan.  In particular, it should be noted that housing forms the most significant asset in any community and therefore its inclusion in community empowerment strategies is vital.

5 For community empowerment initiatives to be successful, the approach needs to be a priority agenda for Government, local Government and other service providers.  

6 The Action Plan needs to specifically explore the role of democratic community membership in community empowerment.

7 As well as promoting tenant management organisations, the Action Plan should consider the role of housing co-operatives as a model for developing community empowerment, and learn from the collective TMO approach pioneered by Watmos Community Homes.

8 The Action Plan should also particularly review and learn from the Community Gateway model, a model at the forefront of delivering community empowerment opportunities.  

9 In particular, the Action Plan should consider the Community Options Study approach (an integral part of the Community Gateway model) as a means of generating local community neighbourhood vision.

10 The Action Plan should specifically ensure that Community Land Trusts are defined as community membership organisations to ensure that the model gains credibility with ordinary people and communities.

11 The Action Plan should consider broadly how a broad spectrum of community empowerment opportunities is made available to all tenants and residents of social housing.

12 The Action Plan needs to consider community empowerment resources issues, particularly in terms of staffing to support community empowerment, and training available, as well as the cultural change needed to support community empowerment. 

For further information on this submission, please contact:

Nic Bliss at Fairgate House, 205 Kings Road, Tyseley, Birmingham B11 2AA  info@cch.coop   07947 019287

1
The three National Tenant Organisations
1.1 The three national tenant organisations - CCH, NFTMOs, and TAROE - as the only national tenants’ organisations recognised by Government, are the national representative voice for the tenant movement in England.  Within the resources available to us, we consult with tenants nationally, regionally and locally in a range of different ways, and to seek to formulate our views on the basis of tenant opinion nationally.  In particular, we recognise, value, support and work in partnership with the regional tenant federations and other tenant groups.
1.2 The CCH is the national representative body for co-operative housing.  With a membership of just under 100 tenant controlled housing organisations, the CCH has promoted tenant control since 1994, and has worked in partnership with Government, the UK co-operative movement, and other bodies to develop practical methods to implement tenant controlled housing.  With its long standing presence in the housing association sector, the CCH promotes the interests of housing association tenants who wish to be involved in decision-making, particularly developing the Community Gateway model.
1.3 With a membership of over 100 Tenant Management Organisations, the NFTMOs represents the tenant management sector, having been in existence since 1992.  The NFTMOs has worked closely with various Government and other bodies to promote and support tenant management organisations, being recognised by Government as a Guide Neighbourhood facilitator, and working particularly to develop a governance benchmarking framework for community controlled housing organisations.
1.4 Since 1997, TAROE has been the national umbrella organisation for tenant and residents organisations across England.  TAROE exists to promote and develop the economic, social, environmental and cultural interests of all tenants.  With a current membership of 67 tenant and resident federations or representative groups, between them representing close to an estimated 1 million tenants of housing associations and local authorities, TAROE is recognised as a tenant representative body by the Government, the Housing Corporation and Communities & Local Government.  
2 Introduction – the Action Plan

2.1 We welcome the opportunity to respond to the joint CLG & LGA Action Plan for Community Empowerment: Building on Success.  It is a bold and imaginative initiative, and we wish it every success.  Based on our many years experience of developing, establishing and maintaining small scale community led organisations since the 1980s, the CCH and the NFTMOs have been promoting the benefits of community empowerment for over ten years, and it is refreshing to hear a Government Minister recognising that “the best experts, advocates and leaders for local communities are people within local communities themselves”.  
2.2 Whilst this approach is not new, it is perhaps the first time that the Government has taken such a wide-ranging approach to community empowerment and this is to be welcomed.  
2.3 However, we are concerned that there are a number of areas which are not considered in the Action Plan, which, if included, would lead to greater numbers of ordinary men and women participating, and a better quality of decision-making.  We would recommend that the following areas need to be considered and included in the Action Plan:  
· the role of democratic membership and mutuality in community organisations, housing co-operatives, group tenant management organisation approaches, Community Gateway Associations, Community Land Trusts and Mutual Home Ownership schemes (Section 4)
· community empowerment in relation to all social housing (Section 5)
· the shortage of skilled community empowerment staff and the role of community enabling organisations (Section 6)
3
Community Empowerment - general comments
3.1 There are two sides to community empowerment.  One side is about those who currently have power being prepared to take active steps to relinquish that power to communities.  The other side is about communities being prepared to take power.  The Action Plan is a good analysis of how local authorities might relinquish and share power with communities.  However, we are concerned that the Action Plan does not consider the following two main areas sufficiently:
· firstly, there is little analysis or actions planned with regards how communities can be inspired and supported to take power.  The Action Plan’s definition of Community Empowerment is not quite correct in that it is not possible to give communities power.  Communities can only take power.  Whilst this may seem like semantics, it is an important point because it recognises that there is a need for a process to inspire communities to want to develop the ability where they can take power.  Attempting to give people power results in small handfuls of people participating.

· secondly, there is little recognition that it is not only local authorities that currently possess the power to influence people’s lives in neighbourhoods.  Indeed community empowerment can only be about public services if that is what communities want to engage on.  Communities need to be free to choose what their issues are and what they want to take action on.  For Government or Local Government to decide what communities will be empowered about is in itself disempowerment.

3.2 Parking community empowerment in the provision of public services fails to recognise what community empowerment is really about.  The bedrock of community empowerment is the simple act of people and neighbours interacting with each other to form communities.  It is in that simple act of interaction that community stability, identity, toleration and respect for neighbours is born, and where the desire to participate in activities in the neighbourhood stems from.  What lies behind most sustainable community initiatives is the human desire to live in friendly and supportive communities
.  
3.3 Of course, to develop communities, a change to their environment may be needed as a catalyst to develop and sustain enthusiasm.  So communities do need to be able to engage with service providers and to shape how their services are provided.   But approaches where the local authority or any other service provider shapes the agenda and determines what local communities will do, will not work, and will only succeed in attracting small numbers of active participants, many of whom will be agencies participating because of their own agendas
.  
3.4 However, what tenant and community led housing organisations have clearly shown
, is that communities can make a fundamental difference to:

· the fabric of local communities

· the quality of life for people in local neighbourhoods

· local identity and community responsibility

· the quality and value for money of local services, not just in terms of the housing issues communities may take responsibility for, but also in relation to other wider social issues

· the asset base in local communities, enabling communities to do more than just tackle the housing issues they might have been set up for

· wider social and community benefits

· in some cases, the life chances for the individuals involved

3.5 Generally speaking, the most successful community empowerment schemes in the country have developed in relation to social housing.  The record of tenant and community controlled housing
 is a remarkable record of sustainability for any type of community organisation.  Some of the reasons for this successful record are that tenant and community controlled housing:
· is established around the most substantial asset in any community (ie. its housing).  Tenant controlled housing organisations have access to substantial budgets that they control, whereas other community organisations are always restricted in what they can do for financial reasons

· is often by definition of a local neighbourhood, which generates local community identity

· provides a comparatively straightforward framework in which the capacity of a local community can be developed to tackle wider problems

· is generally in a position to respond to the issues that are directly of concern to tenants and residents, such as tackling anti-social behaviour, rubbish and an effective repairs service

· is usually about establishing the friendly communities that people want 

3.6 Experience from the housing sector suggests two key issues that the Action Plan needs to consider:
· whilst the Action Plan and its Ministerial support is to be warmly welcomed, for community empowerment to blossom and have a real impact, the Government needs to make it a priority agenda that impacts in every area of modern life.  Tenant and community empowerment, conspicuously absent from the Housing Green Paper, is reflected in the lack of dialogue as yet with tenants about the formation of the Homes & Communities Agency and OfTenant.  In the current environment, community empowerment struggles to compete with the need for volume house building, which means that most local authorities and housing associations are slow to respond.
· the social housing sector, with its vast assets built from generations of public funding, and the many years of hands-on experience of the tenant and community led housing sector, need to be at the forefront of the community empowerment agenda
4 The role of democratic membership in community empowerment
4.1 Democratic community membership structures are all around us in residents groups, tenant management organisations, housing co-ops, and more recently in Community Gateway Associations.  Whilst it can’t be assumed that simply having a legal membership structure will empower people without a process to make that membership meaningful, membership is a means by which ordinary people can identify with, be part of and shape a community initiative.  They are means by which we can build participatory local democracies that really have an impact on people’s lives, through a legal accountability mechanism built-in in perpetuity.
4.2 Some organisations without democratic community membership structures do good work in communities.  Sometimes they have good relationships with local people.  Sometimes they are good community enabling organisations.  But without any formal accountability structures to the communities they serve, they are adrift of the community – their relationship with the community always subject to the vagaries of external factors.  Whilst such organisations can be good community enabling organisations, they should never be considered to be representative of communities, because they do not have a formal means of being so. 
4.3 Happily the principle of membership enjoys Ministerial support
.  As such we consider that the Action Plan should specifically explore the principle of community membership.
4.4 We wish to highlight three particular democratic community membership organisations as models (or potential models) of community empowerment:
· housing co-operatives and tenant management organisations.   As highlighted in the previous section, housing co-ops and TMOs have been with us for many years.  They have generally been small scale community organisations, quietly beavering away and delivering high quality services (higher than local authority or housing association counterparts) to vibrant communities.
We welcome the Government’s recent support for TMOs, and we look forward to changes to the TMO development process building and strengthening the sector.  However, since the 1980s, no Government has given any support to the housing co-operative sector, despite the model being particularly highlighted as better value for money in the 1996 Price Waterhouse report.  Models like Redditch Co-operative Homes exist to develop housing co-ops, but with no Government promotion or interest in the model, the potential that exists remains untapped.  As a model that has been empowering communities since the 1970s, the Action Plan should include a reference to examining how Government should support housing co-operatives
.
We would also suggest that it would be useful to consider the empowerment model developed through the pioneering Watmos Community Homes in Walsall, where eight TMOs transferred ownership of their homes to themselves.  This is an approach that may be adopted by other groups of TMOs through the Government’s Tenant Led Stock Options process.
· Community Gateway Associations are a new model of large scale tenant and community membership housing organisation, which makes a commitment to extending its governance to include its tenant and community membership, to make membership meaningful, and to develop membership through activities to encourage and support local community activity.  The model is currently being applied in Preston, Watford, Braintree and Lewisham, with Rhondda Cynon Taf and Torfaen applying Community Mutual (the Welsh equivalent of Community Gateway).
Important and illustrative as a method of building widespread community empowerment, initial indications are that Community Gateway is mobilising local community interest and activity at an astonishing rate
.  This is about ordinary people voluntarily choosing to identify with organisations they own, and they are doing it in numbers.    This makes it an important example of structures that can empower communities and it should be included in the Action Plan for consideration.

A further element of the Community Gateway model is the community options study process inherent to it.  This process was adapted from a previous process developed by the then ODPM to enable local communities develop their own neighbourhood vision and action plans with partner service providers to implement their vision.  As a structured process to strengthen and develop local communities, the Action Plan should consider and review the community options study approach.
· Community Land Trusts are potentially an interesting new breed of community membership organisation, where local communities democratically own land assets and use them for community benefit.  We welcome that the Action Plan makes reference to them.  
Our support for Community Land Trusts is based on them being local democratic community membership organisations that are owned by the community.  Through such local community ownership, it may be possible that people in communities will identify with them so much that they would be prepared to part with land or other assets at sub-market values to enable provision of homes for their children and future generations.  Without community ownership, the model will be devalued and will not build a common currency with the ordinary people and communities. 
An important application of the Community Land Trust model that is currently being explored has been for them to hold land outside the market for the provision of affordable housing.  We are not aware of any other model than the Mutual Home Ownership model that is legally capable of doing this in perpetuity.  We consider that if public or private subsidy supports home ownership, it is vital that those resources are permanently protected under mutual community ownership.  We would suggest that the Action Plan considers the empowerment contributions the Mutual Home Ownership model might make.
5
Community Empowerment & the Social Housing Sector
5.1 The social housing sector remains firmly entrenched in paternalism and cultural intransigence to involving tenants in decision-making.  In 2007, the National Housing Federation commissioned the Tenant Involvement Commission to explore the relationship between tenants and landlords in the housing association sector.  In its What Tenants Want report, it concluded that much of the housing association sector has a “paternalistic get what you are given culture”.  The situation is worse in the local authority sector.  Results from the 2004 STATUS survey showed that as many as 41% of housing association tenants, and 53% of local authority tenants were not happy with their opportunities to participate in decision-making.  Many respondents to the STATUS survey did not respond to this question at all, not even understanding that community empowerment was something they could aspire to.
5.2 It is possible that elements in the Housing & Regeneration Bill, the formation of the National Tenant Voice, and housing associations responding to the What Tenants Want report may start to dent this culture of paternalism, but progress is very slow
5.3 We welcome that the Action Plan identifies a set of community empowerment objectives in relation to aspects of the social housing sector (eg. in TMOs and ALMOs).  However, this will only affect a tiny percentage of existing or potential social housing tenants.
5.4 Our vision for social housing is that:  
· tenant empowerment should be built into the central fabric, culture and core of social housing provision from the most senior member of staff down.  Councils and housing associations should take an ongoing, pro-active and systematic approach to encourage tenants to get involved in decision-making.  Developing effective tenant empowerment will lead to improvements in services to and quality of life for tenants.

· those who govern social housing landlords (ie. housing association boards and local authorities) should seek to govern on the basis of what their tenants want – and should usually only make decisions in the knowledge of tenant views and aspirations.  

· sufficient resources need to be provided to build, develop and sustain tenant and community empowerment
5.5 We would like to see the Action Plan consider what needs to be done to turn this vision into reality.  
6 Resources to support Community Empowerment
6.1 Drilling down on a paternalistic culture involves inspiring ordinary people to believe that they can make a difference, as well as shaping the service providers who have the power to relinquish it.  There is no escaping the fact that this is a process that requires resources and skills.  
6.2 For example, Preston Community Gateway’s Community Empowerment Budget is £400K per annum (for its 6,500 homes).  This largely pays for a dedicated team of community empowerment officers, who work closely in local communities.  

6.3 But this is the tip of the iceberg.  Preston Community Gateway’s empowerment work has meant that the organisation has had to consider its whole cultural ethos, the roles that all staff play in the process of community empowerment, and the ways in which community empowerment stems from its senior level staff down.

6.4 The Action Plan needs to consider resources and staffing issues.  Without a culture and a structure that supports community empowerment, and places it at the heart of its organisation, it is unlikely that much could be achieved.

6.5 As well as this, there are limited numbers of potential staff in the country with community empowerment skills, knowledge and experience.  The Action Plan needs to consider where community empowerment staff might come from in the future, and training needs.
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� 	We do not like the term social housing in that it brings particular connotations.  However, for ease of reference in this response, we have referred to social housing.


� 	A report entitled Regional Futures & Neighbourhood Realities published by the National Housing Federation in 2002, that based its findings on the British Household Panel Study, concluded that living in a friendly community is the most important priority for a majority of the UK population in relation to where they would like to live, even more important than living in safe quiet areas. 





� 	This has been the experience of the Community Empowerment Network programme, where a well meaning attempt was made to find ways that ordinary people could track and influence local authority agendas.  Unfortunately, because there are only a small number of people who are ever likely to be interested in tortuous and convoluted local authority agendas, Community Empowerment Networks generated very little interest amongst ordinary people, and they had to fall back on interest from the voluntary sector.





� 	There are many pieces of research that have demonstrated the success of tenant and community controlled housing, including (on next page):





Tenants in Control: an evaluation of tenant led housing management solutions – Price Waterhouse 1995.  Commissioned by the then DOE, this study compared the performance of housing co-ops and other tenant controlled organisations to local authority and housing association counterparts.  It concluded that housing co-ops outperformed their local authority and housing association counterparts, and provided a range of unquantifiable social and community benefits.  The research went on to say that “there are significant and worthwhile benefits associated with co-operatives … some are quantifiable in financial terms … others are unquantifiable, but nevertheless real.  While resources are required in the short-term for setting-up … savings and benefits ... more than outweigh the set-up costs”  





Clapham, Kintrea & Kay, 3 university study 1998, first reported in the May 1998 issue of the Journal for Co-operative Studies in 1998.  Researchers studying the benefits of community and co-operative ownership in Scotland concluded that “although a major programme in Scotland, the approach has not been adopted in England and Wales.  The continued success of community ownership argues strongly for the model to be adopted more widely”. 





An Evaluation of Tenant Management Organisations in England – Oxford Brookes University – published by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 2002 – concluded that “In most cases, TMOs were performing better than their own Council and compared favourably with the top 25% of local authorities.  TMOs are a model of what local people can achieve.  They are generally well run and over half are involved in wider social and development activities that help to strengthen their community”.





Tenant Control & Social Exclusion - Clapham, O’Neill & Bliss – published by the CCH 2000 – concluded that tenant controlled housing organisations have a favourable impact on Government defined indices of social exclusion





� 	many housing co-ops have been in existence since the 1980s, and have outlasted their founders by several generations.  Many tenant management organisations have now been established for over ten years.


� 	Hazel Blears, Minister for Communities & Local Government, speaking to the Guardian in July 2007, identified that “I don't think the civil service has always understood. They understand the private sector and the public sector, but not that range of things in between - mutuals, co-ops, friendly societies, all of that. The opportunities for membership involvement in all of that are tremendous." 





� 	Interestingly the Price Waterhouse report – referred to in note 4 concluded that “the most effective tenant controlled organisations were those that had the greatest control over their housing management, finances and environment – ie. the housing co-operatives”.  It went on to say that housing co-operatives “are a flexible model capable of delivering housing services which compare with the best of mainstream providers”





� 	over 2,000 tenants and residents have signed up as members of Preston’s Community Gateway in its first two years.  Over 1,500 tenants signed up as members of Watford’s Community Gateway before the organisation was set up.  Interestingly, the only other example of such astonishing large scale community identity with a housing organisation has been Kensington & Chelsea TMO where over 5,000 of their 9,000 tenants and leaseholders have signed up as members since it set up in the 1990s.





TAROE, CCH, NFTMO joint response to CLG Community Empowerment Action Plan
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