CONFEDERATION OF CO-OPERATIVE HOUSING SUBMISSION 
TO THE NHF TENANT INVOLVEMENT COMMISSION

The CCH welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the NHF Tenant Involvement Commission.  The CCH is amongst a small number of groups and people in this country who have championed the tenant and community empowerment agenda for the last twenty years, and we would urge the NHF to engage with those people during the course of the Commission.

This Commission is timely.  It comes at a time where there are divergent paths that the housing association sector could follow:

· the negative path is that housing associations become ever more remote and unaccountable organisations, trapped in state funded social housing silos in a society where social housing barely registers as an electoral issue, providing the housing of last resort for the most vulnerable members of our society, and whose only method of survival will be for associations to become larger and reduce service levels.  
· the positive path is that associations take advantage of the major opportunities available to them to become community generators in the emerging community empowerment agenda, accountable to communities and with a remit for all forms of housing and support services.  Housing associations are best placed to play this role because they own the most substantial community assets in many communities.
Conflicting pressures are making the choice of path difficult for associations, but we think that the sector has the potential imagination to choose the right path.  To aid this choice, we would suggest that there are four key areas that the Commission needs to focus on:

1. housing associations and community generation
2. accountability to tenants and communities
3. opportunities for tenants to get involved to the level of their choosing
4. changing associations to support a community empowerment agenda
1
HOUSING ASSOCIATIONS AND COMMUNITY GENERATION
1.1
Generating Communities - research carried out as part of the NHF’s iN Business for Neighbourhoods campaign has shown 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 and quiet areas
.  
The research suggests that established communities will take responsibility to tackle the issues important to them, and, if we are to meet popular aspirations, implies that, in carrying out their businesses, housing associations should consider how all their operations will contribute to generating community.  
The Oxford English Dictionary defines community as
:

	1 
a group of people living together in one place 

2
the people of an area considered collectively
3 
a group of people with a common religion, race, or profession

4 
the holding of certain attitudes and interests in common




The common theme running through these definitions is that community is about people having something in common with each other, some shared interest or vision.  The role of people external to communities is to facilitate people in communities to recognise and nurture their shared interests and through that help them develop their communities.

1.2
Cultural Change - the Minister for Communities, David Miliband MP, is leading Government initiatives to change the way that services are provided.  We would particularly highlight that he said at last year’s NHF conference that to be “more effective social businesses”, associations “need to share power & control with tenants and put tenant involvement at the heart of their organisations”.  He also stressed mutuality and self-help, and stock transfer as “a catalyst for community”.
The Government has set up the Together We Can programme as a “national drive to pass power, influence and control over local services to local people”, and as a means of cultural change.  Cultural change is needed in the social housing sector (both local authorities and housing associations), where far too often, staff are seen as active decision-makers, and tenants passive recipients.  This culture lacks the imagination to generate coherent community fabric
.  
The role of social housing needs redefining.  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 about neighbourhoods where capacity does not yet exist for the community to take their own, or where the community actively delegates decision-making to the provider.

1.3
iN Business for Neighbourhoods - the National Housing Federation’s iN Business for Neighbourhoods (iBfN) campaign has identified that it is not enough to provide a good quality housing service but that housing associations should be contributing to making neighbourhoods function effectively.  iBfN implies that:
· associations should operate a local neighbourhood strategy for every neighbourhood in which they own homes  
· neighbourhood boundaries should be defined and recognised by local communities  

· in neighbourhoods where a housing association owns a large number of homes, it should play a leading role in developing the capacity and ability of the local community to make decisions, bringing together other associations and service providers to work with the community

· in areas where a housing association owns a small number of homes, it should support the local community and other associations and service providers develop community infrastructure 
We recognise that some associations have done some good work to develop communities both before and after iBfN.  But there is still a very long way to go before the sector meets the major challenges it has set itself in the iBfN campaign.  In some areas it is still difficult to get associations to work in partnership with each other, let alone with local communities.  And we would be surprised if there are many associations that have identified a neighbourhood strategy for all the areas where they own homes.
We welcome that the housing association sector has voluntarily taken on the iBfN challenge.  But the generations of public funding received by associations makes them the guardians of often the most significant community asset in many neighbourhoods.  This means that the housing association sector always had and always will have a duty to support local neighbourhoods and communities.
1.4
Community Gateway - there are various ways in which that duty can be fulfilled, but Community Gateway is one model that is illustrative of a comprehensive approach to developing communities built into the association’s structure and fabric.
Set up through the Co-operative Movement, Community Gateway uses the strength of a large scale organisation as a catalyst for community, through placing community generation at the heart of its objectives and through encouraging, developing and supporting a range of large and small scale community empowerment opportunities.

A successful Community Gateway Association (CGA):

· generates community pride and vision through providing opportunities for local activity at a pace right for the community and on issues that matter to them
· establishes a community democracy by enabling tenants & residents to become CGA members and get involved in decision-making
· tackles the us and them mentality, with communities becoming leading partners working in partnership with staff to deliver the quality homes and neighbourhoods they want
· builds all this into the CGA’s fabric, rules and structure 

The Preston CGA has led the establishment of Community Gateways
.  In Preston, where tenants and Councillors previously hostile to stock transfer to what they called a traditional housing association united to support a Gateway transfer (with an 81% tenant vote for transfer), the Council’s 6,500 homes were transferred in November 2005 to their CGA.  The Commission has Preston CGA’s Chief Executive as a member and she will be able to provide more detail on Preston CGA. 

1.5
Community Options Studies - a key part of the Community Gateway approach is the commitment made to carry out regular Community Options Studies in each neighbourhood the CGA owns homes in.  Community Options Studies are a systematic means to develop local community capacity to enable communities to identify their vision for their neighbourhoods, and help them put their vision into practice.
The first Community Options Studies are only just starting in Preston, but 55 out of 106 residents have responded to a community survey in one neighbourhood noted for its multiple housing problems and transient population (an area that would usually be hard to generate community activity in) and 16 of those have expressed a desire to participate.  Preston staff have suggested that residents, historically alienated from the previous local authority approach, are enthusiastic to give the Community Gateway approach a go.
There are many means of generating communities, but the following have to be integral parts of any approach:

· communities have to be given the opportunity to define what their issues, concerns and aspirations are

· all people in a community should be enabled to participate if they wish to, ensuring the vulnerable and less confident are supported as necessary.  An approach that doesn’t do this will lead to self-appointed community grandees who may or may not do what local communities want.  Most communities will want to involve everyone.

· training and support needs to be available to communities to help them make decisions and progress in tackling the issues they want to
· communities have to lead their own agendas.  Associations can and should play a role in bringing service providers (including themselves) to the table with communities, but communities have to develop their own action plans at the pace that is right for them

· community generation is not easy.  It requires people with skills and experience of working with communities, and a long term commitment.  It is about building trust and has to be got right first time.  Communities won’t respond a second time if an association didn’t get it right the first time.

· some of it is about genuinely providing opportunities for people to make decisions, but a lot of it is about ensuring that local people feel that they own the decisions
· most people in communities will make sensible common sense decisions if they are properly facilitated to do so
· but we have to guard against people who want to use community for their own ends.  We have to take strong and swift action where people misuse power, and not go along with bad practice for the sake of an easy life, or so that we can tick boxes
· and communities need to feel good or bad consequences of the decisions they make.
2
ACCOUNTABILITY TO TENANTS & COMMUNITIES
2.1
The need for accountability - housing associations are not currently seen as organisations with community solutions.  The general public sees them as the housing of last resort and is terrified that their homes might be built anywhere near them.  Most association tenants aspire to leave their housing association home.  In local authority stock transfer programmes (particularly urban ones) usually the only way to counter the poor perceptions amongst tenants of housing associations is to suggest that the transfer association proposed will not be anything like the ones they have heard about.

A lot of these problems are perceptual and can be challenged.  But the following three community ownership features need to be united if the sector is to provide a cohesive model that is unquestionably accountable to the communities it was set up to serve:
1. community membership as an integral part of governance and stewardship

2. local community land and asset ownership that utilises the most substantial asset in most communities (ie. the housing assets)

3. a seamless transition through housing tenures from social housing to owner occupation, where owner occupiers are able to remain legal members of their community and where any public subsidy for owner occupation is recycled for future generations
.

2.2
Membership - community accountability can only really be developed through tenant and community membership structures, and a willingness to proactively involve membership in governance.  
There have only been limited experiments so far in community membership in a small number of housing associations.  In developing the Community Gateway model, it was clear that there was no blueprint to work from in exploring how a tenant and community membership can participate in strategy and policy development
.  
The purpose of the Community Gateway’s membership structure is:
· to raise the status of tenant and community engagement in decision-making to an identified and integral part of the association’s governance structure

· to encourage the community to see themselves as the legal guardians and stewards of the organisation  
· to develop community fabric, responsibility, ownership, identity, and participatory democracy

· to develop the board’s accountability.  The board remains in control of the association and the guardian that ensures that the organisation complies with its legal and other responsibilities.  However, with regards the board’s functions to decide strategic and policy directions, wherever possible it has to make its decisions on the basis of what its membership wants, and take its membership with it.  A successful CGA would have developed the right relationship of trust between the board and the membership that would enable even difficult and uncomfortable decisions to be made.
· to change the relationship between staff and tenant and community members to one where they work together as partners to establish an organisation they feel a joint sense of ownership over.  
Various safeguards can be built into the legal side of tenant and community membership that protect the ability of the organisation to operate, and no association should have constitutional difficulties by having a tenant and community membership.

Preston CGA’s early buy in to membership has shown that membership of a large organisation can be a strong motivating force.  Less than six months after transfer, just under 700 tenants have signed up as CGA members (over 10% of the CGA’s tenants), and staff anticipate surpassing their first year target of 1000 members.  
3
OPPORTUNITIES FOR TENANTS TO GET INVOLVED TO THE LEVEL OF THEIR CHOOSING 
3.1
The need for opportunities - the NHF actively publicises that 59% of association tenants are happy with tenant participation opportunities (as opposed to 47% in the local authority sector) from a survey carried out in 2003/4.  That 41% of association tenants are not happy with their opportunities to participate is not made a better statistic by saying that associations are better than local authorities!  The higher level saying they are happy may also be because there has been greater long term publicity of what type of opportunities ought to be available in the local authority sector.
Encouragement and support for tenants to participate in governance and decision-making to the level of their choosing is long overdue.  Opportunities should be available for tenants to influence decision-making both across the whole association and in their local neighbourhoods.
3.2
Involvement in the overall association - tenants should be enabled to work alongside association boards, who should only take key decisions in the knowledge of the views of association tenants.  All tenants who want to participate should be facilitated to develop their views from an early stage of any strategy or policy initiative.   

In a CGA, a tenant and community membership would be encouraged and supported in considering key strategy and policy decisions, and a tenant committee drawn from the membership would be an integral part of the governance process, mirroring all non-confidential issues that the Board considers, playing a leading role in the delivery of the CGA’s Community Empowerment Strategy.  

Where association tenants want them, the association should also provide various mechanisms to involve individual tenants in examining service levels, such as mystery shoppers and tenant inspections.  However, these mechanisms are not substitutes for methods that enable all tenants to participate to the level of their choosing, and all tenants should be able to participate in defining service levels.

3.3
Neighbourhood involvement – a staircase of methods of involvement in local neighbourhood housing issues should be available to all housing association tenants, including (not intended to be an exclusive list.  Associations should come up with more methods of involving communities in shaping their neighbourhoods):
· informal methods of engagement with neighbourhood based staff 
· estate agreements or similar, where local services can be adapted and changed to suit local community aspirations

· tenant management.  That tenant management is not an option available to most association tenants is denying tenants an opportunity to shape their neighbourhoods, a major cause of shame for the sector, and plain bad business.  The NHF should be actively campaigning for a housing association Right to Manage with a framework and funding
.
· community ownership models, such as co-operatives.  There still over 200 ownership housing co-operatives operating as RSLs and many of them are NHF members.  Models such as Redditch Co-operative Homes, and Starley Housing Co-op in Coventry show how new and existing housing co-ops can be established in partnership with associations.  In the light of the increasing pressure for associations to merge, the relationships between some associations and co-ops is a microcosm of how associations need to be establishing and working with small scale community organisations
.
Associations also have an important role to play in encouraging tenants and communities to pursue wider community initiatives and aspirations.  The CCH set out a number of opportunities for involvement for housing association tenants in a guide
 called Taking Control in your Community.  Published in partnership with the Housing Corporation, this programme was beginning to generate interest from housing association tenants and frontline staff.  Unfortunately, this programme did not progress further because the Housing Corporation’s funding and support for tenant and community initiatives ended in the run up to the last election.  Nonetheless the guide remains one of the only publications directed at association tenants setting out options that could be available to them.
4
CHANGING ASSOCIATIONS TO SUPPORT A COMMUNITY EMPOWERMENT AGENDA

4.1
Staffing structures -the CCH’s experiences in promoting Taking Control in your Community showed that interest in tenant and community empowerment initiatives at that time sat with junior staff in associations, 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.  Hopefully this culture is beginning to change.

Nonetheless, we would be surprised if there were many references to how to generate community activity in the recruitment processes for existing chief executives or board members.  The housing association sector is led by people who are not required to have skills, knowledge and experience of an area that NHF research has shown to be the most important priority for the majority of people in this country.

The following need to happen to position housing associations as leading players in community empowerment agendas:

· chief executives should be responsible for their association’s community empowerment strategies (with staff accountable to the chief executive responsible for delivery)
· all members of Senior Management Teams need to have community empowerment specified in their job descriptions

· the most senior member of staff responsible for delivery of community empowerment functions should be recruited and accountable to tenants (in partnership with the Chief Executive) and needs to attend and be seen as an integral part of Senior Management Team meetings

· all members of staff need to have community empowerment specified in their job descriptions and to receive training on what this means

· tenants’ views should be shown on all board papers as a matter of course in the same way that associations list equal opportunities and financial considerations 

· tenants should be involved in some way (as tenants, not as board members) with the recruitment of the chief executive and Senior Management Teams, and boards need to consider tenants’ views when making their decisions of who to employ
4.2
The National Housing Federation - the National Housing Federation itself is also governed by people who have not been employed to have skills, knowledge and experience of community generation.  This means that community generation and involving tenants in the representation of the sector has not been seen as important.  To send a strong signal of cultural change to the outside world, we would suggest that:
· NHF National Council and Regional Council members should only be permitted to attend its meetings if they are accompanied by a tenant representative agreed by other tenants

· fees for all NHF conferences should be higher for delegates attending without tenant representatives agreed by other tenants

· work should be done by the NHF to ensure that tenants attending its meetings or conferences are assisted to understand and contribute to the issues under discussion

· either the chair or vice chair of the NHF should be a tenant, and that tenant should be enabled to shadow the work of the officer chair or vice chair

4.3
A community accreditation scheme - a community accreditation scheme for housing providers, where a scale identifies organisations genuinely pursuing community related objectives, might encourage best practice.  A successful community accreditation scheme would be based on tightly defined community criteria, consulted on widely and particularly amongst people who have experience in how to make community empowerment work practically and deliver outcomes.  
CONCLUDING NOTE
It is both a big challenge and a big opportunity for the housing association sector to transform itself into a sector that places the aspirations of people in this country to live in communities at its heart.  We said at the start that the sector does have the imagination to make this change, and we hope that the Tenant Involvement Commission will be a start to this process.

For further information on this submission, please contact:

the Confederation of Co-operative Housing at Fairgate House, 205 Kings Road, Tyseley, Birmingham B11 2AA  nic@cch.coop   07947 019287
� 	Regional Futures & Neighbourhood Realities – Professor Richard Scase & Dr Jonathan Scales – published by the National Housing Federation 2003 – based on data assembled through the ESRC: British Household Panel Study 2002





� 	We have included this definition for avoidance of doubt.  The ODPM has bizarrely defined sustainable communities as “places where people want to live and work, now and in the future”.  This is wrong.  Community is about people.  The most imaginative neighbourhood scheme will fail without a cohesive community of people living in it.





�	The CCH was recently shocked to hear a senior officer in the social housing sector imply that it is inappropriate to involve elderly people in decision-making in housing associations because they would subsequently “shuffle off into extra care”.  It is concerning if this kind of discrimination may be endemic throughout the sector.





� 	There are potential Community Gateways being set up in Watford, Tamworth, Lewisham, Brighton & Braintree (together with Swansea & Rhondda Cynon Taff looking at Community Mutuals, the Welsh equivalent) – all of these subject to tenant ballots.


� 	The CCH and others have explored potential applications for Community Land Trusts (CLTs), a model developed in USA as a community membership organisation that owns land and uses it in relation to various housing tenures and other community orientated objectives.  In this country, the model has been explored in rural settings, and for low income home ownership, with the Mutual Home Ownership model having been developed by CDS Co-operatives and the New Economics Foundation.  Pat Conaty as a member of the Commission will be able to provide more information on these models.  





� 	demonstrated by, amongst other things, housing association solicitor bewilderment!  It takes a long time to get across to them the concept of tenant and community membership envisaged in the Gateway model!


� 	We know of several instances where housing associations either have policies not to support tenant management or have prevented tenants from setting up TMOs.  In the Local Authority sector, where there is a legal Right to Manage, and a framework and funding to set up TMOs, there are over 250 (some of which feature in the Government’s Guide Neighbourhoods programme).  There are very few in the housing association sector, and most were set up under local authorities.  All the available research carried out into TMOs and other forms of community controlled housing organisations has shown that they perform well on basic housing management issues, at least as well if not better than their landlords, whilst providing a range of other social and community benefits.  





� 	And also indicative of how some associations are not prepared to work with local community organisations.  We are mindful of an example where a particular association (a leading iN Business for Neighbourhoods supporter) rejected an approach by a neighbourhood housing co-op (which had been publicly praised by the Housing Corporation and the only local community organisation in the area) to manage some properties the association was developing in a town where they had no other homes through a Section 106 agreement.  The homes in question are now managed by the association from its base some 20 miles away.  The co-op tells us that the residents of the homes are not encouraged or supported in getting involved in any tenant or community activities.  Not surprisingly, with a leading iBfN promoter so blatantly refusing to engage with a local community, the co-op considers iBfN to be nothing but a housing association sector publicity stunt.





� 	Taking Control in your Community – the CCH and the Housing Corporation 2000.  The guide also remains available on � HYPERLINK "http://www.communitiestakingcontrol.org" ��www.communitiestakingcontrol.org� 
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