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Confederation of Co-operative Housing response to the DCLG discussion paper “From Decent Homes to Sustainable Communities”
The Confederation of Co-operative Housing (CCH) is the national representative body for housing co-operatives and other forms of community controlled housing.  Since 1994, the CCH has promoted community controlled housing as a means of establishing sustainable communities, and has worked in partnership with Government and other bodies to develop practical methods to implement community controlled housing.  The CCH’s work has most notably included:

· ongoing support and advice for the housing co-operative movement in England and Wales
· pioneering the Community Gateway model as a means of establishing tenant and community membership based large scale housing organisations, and work in partnership with Co-operatives UK and the Chartered Institute of Housing to develop a Community Gateway framework 
· investigation into Community Land Trusts as vehicles to enable community control over wider housing and other neighbourhood based issues
· working with the Housing Corporation to develop the Taking Control in your Community best practice advice and support for housing association tenants and officers on community initiatives
The CCH welcomes the opportunity to participate in a debate about how the DCLG moves forward from decent homes to sustainable communities.  We acknowledge that steady progress has been made since 1997 on various housing agendas, and particularly to raise the level of tenant involvement in decision-making.  However, we also consider that considerable challenges remain or have developed:
· despite Government subsidy, there is still a growing shortage of homes available to meet demand, resulting in escalating house prices
· the traditional UK home ownership model is becoming increasingly harder to sustain.  Increasing house prices means that public subsidy is necessary to make homeownership accessible to many first-time buyers, and many low income homeowners lack the resources with which to maintain their homes 
· the flipside to homeownership is an increasing social and wealth gap between homeowners and the rest of society
· increasingly only able to cater for the most vulnerable in our society, social housing gradually retreats into a bunker of permanent state dependency, seen as the housing of last resort.  Its only method of survival is merging into larger organisations where services are pared back, where accountability to tenants and communities becomes more difficult, and where far too often, staff are seen as active decision-makers, and tenants passive recipients
· these problems collectively mean that it is becoming harder to utilise what should be the most significant community asset (ie. land and housing) to generate community fabric  
What is needed is a gradual redefinition of housing provision in this country, where a community housing option becomes available as an option in a continuum that spans between community based owner occupation (ie. not simply based on individual asset ownership) through to what is now identified as social housing, where those who contribute financially receive an asset in relation to their contributions and where public support is provided as needed.  This option needs to become an attractive sector of choice firstly through it being a cheaper alternative to traditional homeownership and secondly through it being based on community ownership, community control and community membership, responding to popular aspirations to live in friendly communities.
The CCH fully agrees that the key aims of future housing policy should be to:

· properly use existing public sector investment and assets
· strengthen the local authority strategic role for the provision of housing, ensuring that this role is carried out in a way that is accountable to communities

· lever in resources and assets from the private sector wherever possible

· strengthen the role of tenants and communities in the provision of housing

Below we set out a series of views and recommendations, noting where appropriate clauses that our proposals relate to in the consultation document.
For further information on this submission, please contact the Confederation of Co-operative Housing at Fairgate House, 205 Kings Road, Tyseley, Birmingham B11 2AA  info@cch.coop   07947 019287

	1   From decent homes to decent communities


	The British Household Panel Study (2002) showed 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. The research suggests that established communities will take responsibility for tackling issues important to them, and implies that facilitating community generation should be a guiding principle behind any initiative to meet popular aspirations. 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines community as being about people, not about place.  If we are to generate sustainable communities, we have to help people define the things they have in common with each other.  The role of people external to communities is to facilitate people in communities recognise and nurture their shared interests and vision and through that help them develop their communities.

Since the 1970s, we have known that community stewardship is integral to making neighbourhoods work.  Investment in bricks and mortar without investment in community infrastructure has seen a cycle of failure in the UK since the 1960s, where large sums of public money have been repeatedly invested in attempts to correct the lack of vision of the previous generation.  

Recommendation 1: if we are to move from decent homes to decent communities, we need to ensure that we define community as being about people not places

The Community Options Study process, developed originally through the Tenant Empowerment Grant framework in the ODPM and subsequently introduced as part of the Community Gateway framework, is one successful means of helping local communities generate and implement their own vision, with assistance and support from relevant service providers.  Two points determine whether a community empowerment approach will be successful:

· whether the area covered sufficiently reflects local community identity.  The boundaries used by local authorities and others, such as wards, are often not relevant to local communities, and therefore fail to attract much community interest
· whether a local community is enabled to develop its own agenda.  Too often, agendas set by local authorities and housing associations are remote from the concerns of local communities and fail to generate much community activity.

Recommendation 2:  the Community Options Study process (or similar) should be used to facilitate local community empowerment

If we are to move from decent homes to decent communities, we need to be able to tell which organisations place community empowerment at the heart of their approach and structure and are able and willing to facilitate community development.

Recommendation 3:  a community accreditation scheme should be developed for housing and other service providers, based on tightly defined criteria, consulted on widely and particularly with people with experience in how to make community empowerment work practically and deliver outcomes.  An accreditation scheme could be progressively used to determine best use of public support.

	Clause 19 – decent homes to decent communities



	2   Tenant and community ownership and membership


	Particularly as the originators of the Community Gateway model, the CCH supports the DCLG’s ambition to encourage local authorities to explore tenant and community based ownership models, such as Community Gateway, Community Mutual and Community Land Trusts.  Tenant and community membership lies at the heart of these models and the challenge is to find ways to make that membership meaningful.
In developing the Preston Community Gateway, it was clear that there is very little practical knowledge of developing tenant and community membership structures in housing organisations and considerable misunderstanding amongst mainstream officers and consultants about the meaning and potential of membership.
Recommendation 4: the Government should commission the CCH, as the leading body in the housing sector that represents tenant membership, to lead a project to develop and promote meaningful tenant and community membership in housing organisations.

	Clause 48 – promoting greater tenant involvement & accountability



	3   Community Gateway


	The key aspects that have helped Community Gateway to transform tenant hostility towards the “traditional” housing association approach, and has enabled community partnership between tenants, residents, Council officers and members, and other stakeholders have been:

· the tenant democracy inherent in tenant majority membership – whereby tenant engagement, previously considered a minor add-on becomes essential and legally based 
· the commitment to enabling communities to get involved in decision-making at a local level

· the objectivity and clarity of the Community Gateway principles, built into the rules and structure of the organisation

· the reputation that Community Gateway is gradually building up in the tenant movement 
Preston Community Gateway is shortly to carry out its first annual review of its community empowerment strategy, whilst Watford, Tamworth, Braintree, Brighton and Lewisham Councils are planning to ballot their tenants on Gateway transfers.  We are also aware of one council that is exploring the possibility of transferring management of its homes to a Community Gateway.

Whilst we are pleased with this progress towards developing a Community Gateway “movement”, more Councils have not used the Gateway model because of their:

· lack of knowledge and understanding of what the model means with very few people available to properly explain it, and most of those doing so on a voluntary basis

· fear or reluctance to make commitments, especially legally based ones, to involve tenants in decision-making

· concerns that involving tenants would complicate the already complicated transfer process and require extra resources
· concerns about the major cultural change that Community Gateway implies

Recommendation 5: the Government should commission the CCH, Co-operatives UK, and the Chartered Institute of Housing to:

· review Community Gateway in the light of the practical lessons learnt so far and produce best practice guidance

· consider wider applications of Community Gateway principles

· promote the model to local authorities
· consider Community Gateway accreditation (see below)
· consider Community Mutual.  There are no significant differences between the legal rules for Community Gateway and Community Mutual but Community Gateway additionally requires a process to make membership meaningful. 

Community Gateway requires a significant, complex and resource intensive introductory process.  Currently the only incentives for local authorities to consider Community Gateway are because it is the right thing to do or to help local authorities develop tenant support for transfer.  

Recommendation 6: the Government should consider whether grant funding to develop Community Gateway Community Empowerment Strategies (prior to transfer of ownership or management) could provide an additional incentive.  Such a programme would need to be tightly defined and accredited to ensure that genuine Community Gateways were being developed.  

	Clause 18 – promotion of tenant and community based ownership of homes to local authorities.



	4   Community Land Trusts



	The CCH supports membership based Community Land Trusts as community ownership organisations that can carry out a wide range of housing and other functions.  They could:

· ensure affordable housing provision becomes relevant to all sections of the community

· unfetter community vision and imagination to provide its own self-help solutions and enable affordable housing to progressively break free from its state dependency

· become attractive to ordinary people so that they gift or bequeath land or assets to Community Land Trusts
· be a means of utilising the most substantial neighbourhood community asset (ie. its housing) for community benefit

But this bold vision will only be achievable if Community Land Trusts are clearly accountable to local communities, community owned and set up with community memberships to act as their stewards.
With the Community Land Trust model currently being new and complex to implement, resources need to be devoted to the development of practical methods of establishing Community Land Trusts, including the establishment of a number of pilot programmes, and the promotion of the model.
Recommendation 7: Community Land Trusts should be clearly defined as community ownership and membership organisations.  Their community membership base could be considered as part of our Recommendation 4 above.  

Recommendation 8:  the Government should consider grant funding to seed a number of Community Land Trust pilots.

Until Community Land Trusts have developed a track record and trust amongst tenants, it may be initially difficult to develop support amongst Council tenants for transfer of ownership or management of their homes to Community Land Trusts especially with a remit to perform a wide range of housing functions.  It may be possible and desirable for Community Gateways or other associations with a tenant membership that have developed trust amongst their tenants to change to become Community Land Trusts in the future.
Recommendation 9:  the Government should support Community Gateway Associations (or other tenant membership bodies) who may want to become Community Land Trusts in the future, and consider what regulatory changes might be necessary to help that process.
Community Land Trusts also offer a means of establishing mutual homeownership organisations, whereby local authority land or other public assets used to subsidise individual home ownership can be permanently locked in to providing affordable housing whilst providing members an equity stake.

Recommendation 10:  the Government should support mutual homeownership as a means of protecting public subsidy for individual home ownership


	Clause 18 – promotion of tenant and community based ownership of homes 

Clause 24 –private sector provision of affordable housing
Clause 31 –using local authority land to develop home ownership


	5   Cultural change in the social housing sector


	Community generation needs to be placed at the heart of a process of cultural change in the way that social housing homes are provided in the UK.  Social housing providers should be seen as community facilitators.  Their role should be to generate, guide and support communities in making decisions about their neighbourhoods, where the provider only takes decisions if adequate community capacity does not yet exist, or where the community actively delegates decision-making.

Recommendation 11: the remit of social housing providers needs to be reconsidered so that community facilitation becomes central to their purpose and function

A key part of this process requires a neighbourhood based approach to the provision of housing, a need already identified by the housing association sector in its iN Business for Neighbourhoods campaign.    
In neighbourhoods where housing providers own a large number of homes, they should play a leading role in developing the capacity of the local community to make decisions, bringing together other housing providers to work with the community.  In areas where social housing providers own a small number of homes, they should support the local community and other housing providers in developing community infrastructure 
Recommendation 12: the Government should require local authorities and housing associations to implement a neighbourhood based strategy for each neighbourhood in which they own homes, where neighbourhood boundaries are defined and recognised by local communities.  

	Clause 44 – what more can be done to promote effective working at the local level and ensure proper accountability to local tenants and residents



	VAT liabilities are a significant obstacle to establishing community ownership and membership organisations and the development of neighbourhood based approaches.  The loss of 17.5% expenditure is a disincentive for any organisation to consider how to encourage community ownership.

Recommendation 13:  the Government should consider how to remove VAT liabilities for community membership organisations.


	Clause 41 – obstacles 



	In some cases, housing association tenant board membership has led to stronger accountability to tenants and communities, but this is dependent on the housing association’s circumstances and the quality of the tenant board members.  
That tenant board members are legally directors of housing associations means that they cannot be individually accountable to the tenant constituency.  Without appropriate structures they can become isolated from the tenant constituency, which lessens their effectiveness as part of the association’s accountability.  

Preston Community Gateway has shown that locking tenant board members into the wider tenant constituency through tenant membership arrangements does not necessarily cause difficulties with their directorial duties and can ensure that the tenant board membership function does lead to proper association accountability to tenants.

Recommendation 14:  the Government should explore how tenant board members can be locked into the wider tenant constituency through tenant membership to ensure appropriate association accountability 


	Clause 48 – greater involvement on the boards of RSLs

	Local authority housing departments, ALMOs and the housing association sector is led by people who are not required to have skills or knowledge of tenant and community empowerment.  The CCH’s experiences in promoting Taking Control in your Community to the housing association sector showed that interest in tenant and community empowerment initiatives sat with junior staff, who struggled as much as tenants they were working with to get tenant initiatives progressed both with housing management staff and in Senior Management Teams.  

This review should include community empowerment becoming part of all staff job functions, together with the development of appropriate community empowerment training programmes, particularly for senior staff including Chief Executives and Directors of Housing.

Recommendation 15:  a best practice review of staffing structures in social housing providers should take place to ensure that staff with community empowerment delivery responsibility have sufficient authority at senior levels and that adequate training programmes are in place.  
	Clause 48 – promoting greater tenant involvement and accountability

	Experience has shown that the greatest recent progress in tenant and community accountability have been made as a consequence of the requirement to hold stock transfer tenant ballots, which have required tenant engagement on an unprecedented level.  

Recommendation 16: the Government should consider whether tenant ballots should be required for any social housing provider seeking to significantly change ownership or management.  A tenant ballot should also be held on a regular five yearly basis to confirm satisfaction in the quality of existing housing provision, with an unfavourable ballot resulting in the landlord being required to draw up proposals for change with tenants.
In the local authority sector, the Right to Manage legislation gives tenants a legal right to change management arrangements, together with funding and a framework that enables them to do this.  Research has shown that the use of this right has been successful, and that it represents good value for public money invested.
Recommendation 17:  the Right to Manage should be extended to housing association tenants, together with funding and a framework to enable this to happen.

	Clause 44 –effective working at the local level and proper accountability to local tenants and residents



	6   Utilising the asset base of the housing co-operative movement


	For many years, the housing co-operatives represented by the CCH have played an important role in building communities that help themselves and provide good quality and cost effective services.  Research which concluded in 1995 that community controlled housing is amongst the most effective form of social housing has been confirmed in all research carried out since.

At present, the co-operative housing sector’s assets of approximately £250 million are difficult to use because they are held across a large number of small, independent co-ops.  In the light of the Barker review, discussions have started to take place about how these assets could be rationalised.  

Together with new community membership housing organisations, this rationalisation may offer potential to form large scale self-financing community based regional housing organisations, with democratic community values at their core. 

Recommendation 18:  with the Elton Review of regulation of housing associations proposing that the Housing Corporation build on its existing links with the representative bodies of small RSLs, the Government should fund the CCH to implement a programme to explore how the housing co-operative movement can meet the challenges posed by the Barker review.

	Clause 50 – getting the most out of existing public sector investment and assets

	7   Utilising the asset base of the wider co-operative movement



	Related to the previous recommendation, initial discussions have taken place about establishing a Co-operative Movement Real Estate Investment Trust to utilise the significant co-operative movement asset base, alongside the housing co-operative asset base, to ethically deliver a range of affordable and other housing initiatives.  
This is a complex proposal that would take significant resources to forward.  Some of these resources would be available from the co-operative movement itself.

Recommendation 19: the Government should engage with the CCH and the Co-operative Movement to explore how a           Co-operative REIT could be developed to deliver private   co-operative sector provision of affordable and other housing initiatives.


	Clause 24 – encouraging more private sector provision of affordable housing
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