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The right to a decent, warm home that you can afford with security for the future is a basic human right. But
despite this we are in the midst of an acute housing crisis; a result of massive under supply – building less
homes than we need – and a broken private market.

How did we get here?
The role of local Councils in the housing market has been marginalised through national policies such as ‘Right
to Buy’. Introduced by Thatcher council home tenants can buy their homes off the Council for a heavily
discounted price – meaning that over time the number of council homes has been severely eroded, making it
much, much harder for people who need it now to get a council home. There are 1.3 million households on the
social housing waiting list.

In 2012/13 alone 35,000 homes that low income households of the future could live in were lost because of
Government policies. But Councils had been a substantial builder of new homes in the past and the private
market has never replaced this, as Chart 1 below shows.. This has led to the supply of homes falling further
behind demand every year as the total number built each year has been on a downward trend. Added to this, the
local impact of recent benefit cuts and ‘welfare reform’ has been a disaster.  

Chart 1: houses built each year by different builders
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What can be done?
Lots. The housing crisis is now firmly on the political agenda. Unite has been active through its Community
membership in organising people opposing their Council homes being demolished, against their private rents
being ratcheted so high they would be driven out of their homes, in protesting against evictions and Council Tax
arrears after financial support was cut. 

Through our membership in local authorities, housing associations and our
Community organisation Unite has been active in defending quality standards
in housing provision, social housing tenants and access to advice and
support. Our local Councillors network has encouraged Councils to become
Living Wage employers and to not give contracts to firms that have
‘blacklisted’ trade unionists. 

You can see Unite’s full programme of action we think should be taken to
address the housing crisis by looking at our ‘A Home is a Human Right’ charter,
setting out actions for national government and what local government should
be able to do. 

We all have a role to play in making sure that policies are introduced at a national and local level that provide
decent homes on the large scale needed, not just large profits for developers. For Councils to have a much larger
role in providing homes and in fixing the broken market some of the policy changes need to happen at a
national level. 

And undoubtedly local government has been the biggest victim of the unnecessary austerity programme of
spending cuts – wrenching the funding from local services that turn collections of individual homes into local
communities. 

But that should not let local Councils off the hook now. 

There are actions that local Councils can take that would help people living through the housing crisis – and
some are. Local Councils have a critical role to play not just in service delivery but in providing political
leadership and in giving voice to their local residents, and being part of building a national movement that can
bring about the change in government policies that we need and would allow Councils to do more. And in areas
where they will not do this, community organising can pile on the political pressure. 

What is the main challenge in your local community? 
The housing crisis in each locality has its own characteristics but there will also be common themes, for example
London boroughs are facing sky rocketing rents and land values that are pricing many residents out of living
there. In other towns and cities Councils grappling with empty derelict homes, and negative land values in some
areas. All are dealing with a legacy of housing stock transferred away from the Council, swingeing cuts in
funding and residents falling into poverty as wages have declined and benefits for those in-work and
unemployed are attacked. 

There will be other issues identified by local people that bring a group together to campaign for change in their
local community. Below we have tried to pull together examples of what Councils have been doing – and what
they can do – to help improve the housing situation in their locality. 
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It is not exhaustive, it is just a starting point covering some of the main themes that Unite has come across.; often
local campaigners organising around a problem that they face will come up with inventive, creative policy
solutions.

• Bringing empty homes into use 

The policy analysts Marjorie Mayo and Ines Newman highlight the work of Liverpool City Council in bringing
empty homes back into use. This has included ‘Purchase and Repair’ and ‘Lease and Repair’ where capital
funding to refurbish empty homes for either affordable rent or low-cost home ownership and ‘Homesteading’
which provides an opportunity for first-time buyers to purchase empty homes from the council for £1 and take
on the refurbishment of them.   

Councils can also charge Council Tax at 100% on empty properties, and if they have been empty for 2 years or
more charge an extra 50% on top. This can act as a disincentive to leave properties empty. Camden Council have
asked the national Government to lower the qualifying period to charge double Council Tax on empty properties
to 1 year. Islington Council have also proposed banning property owners from leaving new build homes empty. 

• Contact your local council and make sure they are at least making use of their ability to charge extra Council
Tax on these long term empty properties. 

• Also, most councils have an empty property strategy, often including a process ending with a Compulsory
Purchase Order where the Council buys the property. Is there a property – or several?– in your local area that
you think the Council should pursue in this way? 

• Landlord registration and licensing and supporting private tenants organisations  

Increasing numbers of campaigns and organisations are getting behind the call for the registration and licensing
of private landlords. Scotland have such a scheme and some local
Councils have introduced what could be forerunners to changes in
national legislation. Newham, Barking and Dagenham,
Southwark, Waltham Forest and Enfield have introduced
mandatory private landlord licensing schemes. 

Oxford have introduced a voluntary scheme, whilst
boroughs including Camden and Islington are licensing
homes in multiple occupation (HMOs).

By charging for the license Councils can pay for the
schemes’ costs. The licensing scheme also means that
there is a named landlord who is responsible for a
property making it easier for the Council to pursue
landlords if they fail in their legal obligations to their
tenants. 

Though limited by the current legislative framework in this, they are
not pointless. Councils such as Newham also found the scheme raised
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additional revenue by identifying rented properties where Council Tax was being avoided by landlords. 

• Does your council have a registration scheme? They can do this with their existing powers, as some councils
have shown! If you think that it will be hard to get the council to introduce it right across their borough they do
have the ability to introduce it in particular areas, or ‘hot spots’ where you know there are problems as a pilot. 

Local councils can and should proactively support the development of private tenants association in their
local area and ensure they remove any confusion or complexity from private tenants seeking advice and
support.  

• Rather than tenants having to navigate the system and identify the correct council department, whether its
environmental health, housing benefit, tenancy support or trading standards Councils, such as Islington, have
created one telephone number that tenants can phone and then be put through to the correct department. 

• Bring housing services and repair and maintenance back in house

Many local councils have, under successive waves of privatisation drives, outsourced their repairs and
maintenance services. But privatisation is associated with cutting corners on quality, lowering standards leading
to tenant complaints as their homes and estates are not properly maintained and a race to the bottom on pay,
terms and conditions for the workforce as costs are driven down to maximise profits. 

It also tends to cost more. There has a growing counter current to the drive
to privatise in recent years; the Association of Public Service Excellence
and the European Public Services Union have both documented this
pick-up in ‘in-sourcing’. 

There has also been a number of Councils that have brought their
housing services which had been transferred to Arms Length
Management Organisations (ALMOs) back in house such as Leeds,
Sheffield, and Islington. The latter has also brought their repairs
service in-house, whilst councils such as Leeds and Oxford which
had kept its repair and maintenance services in house also provide
repair and maintenance services to other public bodies in the local areas. 

• Examples above show that it is possible to bring services back ‘in-house’ by a
council. If your council is unwilling to pursue this option then you can, as part of a campaign to ‘in-source’ a
contract build up evidence of poor service – record complaints by writing emails and letters, take
photographs. These can be used by Councillors and if needed the local media. Some local residents have
found it useful to take photographs and use twitter to publish them and tweet at the company responsible. 

• Defending local residents against attacks on their benefits  

National cuts in benefits have had a devastating impact on many people, and left many more increasingly
struggling to make ends meet. Salford University calculated that the cuts in benefits had ripped £18,873 million
from local economies – hitting northern towns and cities the hardest. With some benefits, such as the cuts to the
Council Tax Benefit (now called Council Tax Support) where people on low incomes or in receipt of benefits paid
a reduced rate of Council tax and some people exempted entirely, the government has sought to make local
Councils administer the cuts. 
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How local Councils respond to this challenge can make a massive difference to local residents. Some local
Councils have chosen to minimise the extent to which they have passed on the cuts in funding of Council Tax
Support to local residents. 

In August 2013 the Money Advice Trust found that local authorities England
and Wales referred debts to bailiffs on 1.8 million occasions - over 5,000
a day - in the last 12 months. Council tax arrears were one of the
most common reasons. They also reported that in the first half of
2013 the National Debt Helpline took 20,000 calls about council
tax arrears alone – a record in its 23 year history. 

There was a huge variation in the use of bailiffs between local
authorities, for example Newham called in the bailiffs for the
equivalent of 50% of properties covered by the authority
while in Bolsover the figure is just 2%. The use of bailiffs
deepens – rather than solves – debt problems. Local
authorities should adopt responsible policies towards those in
debt. This should include councils using the Citizens Advice
Bureau and Local Government Authority Best Practice Protocol on
Council Tax Arrears. Local councillors should be made aware of the
use of bailiffs – and the behaviour of those bailiffs. For those in social
housing local authorities to adopt pro-active eviction prevention policies
similar to Nottingham Council and associated social landlords for those falling into
rent arrears because they are being hit by the cocktail of benefit cuts and changes. 

• You can see the 2013 information on your local authority from the Money Advice Trust at this web link:
www.moneyadvicetrust.org/media/news/Pages/Local-Authorities-and-Bailiffs0821-6215.aspx  

You can ask your Council for their latest figures and how often they use bailiffs, Ask if they implement the
Citizens Advice Bureau and Local Government Authority Best Practice Protocol on Council Tax Arrears. 

You can find the Protocol here:
www.citizensadvice.org.uk/index/campaigns/current_campaigns/recent_campaigns/council-tax-arrears.htm 

• Local councils administer a ‘Social Fund’ which is a hardship fund available to those in urgent need. Make sure
that your Council advertises its Social Fund sufficiently and that eligibility criteria are not overly restrictive.
You can ask your Council if they spent all of their Social Fund last year and how people it helped as this will
give you an indication of how well advertised it is.

• Build more council homes and impose affordable criteria to new developments! 

Councils also have the ability, through the planning process, to impose terms on projects undertaken by private
developers that they should include a particular quantity of affordable housing. 

There are lots of problems with the term ‘affordable rent’– it means up to 80% of market rate which means it
isn’t affordable to a great many people. And property developers can wrangle out of including this ‘affordable’
housing by claiming it would damage their profits so much it makes the whole scheme unviable – often this is
very likely accounting sleight of hand and some councils are much better than others at holding developers to
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the requirement to build affordable homes. In addition, Councils have been increasing the number of homes
they have built in recent years.  

• How many homes are your council planning to build over the next 5 years? What is their target for affordable
homes in new schemes and have they been meeting these targets? What is their definition of ‘affordable’ and
how much does an ‘affordable’ home cost? You can find out how much this compares to what people in your
local area earn by visiting www.nomisweb.co.uk, clicking on ‘Local Authority profile’, and then selecting your
local authority from the drop down menu. The next webpage will then give you information on your local area,
including the average weekly wage.

• Don’t demolish homes people want to live in! 

In London in particular, but not exclusively, Council and social housing tenants have faced the destruction of
their homes – despite them being structurally sound – and against the wishes of the local community. This
has principally been as land values increase, regeneration schemes have included demolishing the present
council estates and estates of mixed tenure, with higher sale value being re-built on the land as a revenue
generator. Residents, such as those in West Hendon, are fighting against the Compulsory Purchase Orders
placed on their homes.

As land values have increased, some ‘regeneration’ schemes have included demolishing existing Council
estates and estates of mixed tenure, replacing them with higher sale value private homes. Residents, such as
those in West Hendon, have fought against Compulsory Purchase Orders placed on their homes

Lobbying your Council and Councillors
We have tried to suggest some positive examples of what local Councils can do, even under the restrictions they
are operating. And you will know what the challenge – or many are – in your
local area. But it isn’t just about the legal situation facing Councils, it is
much more about the political character of your local Council and
what your Councillors are prepared to argue for, make a stand
on and make their agenda. 

If you want your Council to implement a scheme or tackle
a specific problem you will first need to organise a group
of people around this. You can be part of Unite
Community to do this and the Unite Campaign guide can
help give you ideas on how to organise meetings, start
doing publicity, contact the media and getting a group of
activists together. 

You can find out more about Unite Community at
www.unitetheunion.org/community

You can download the Unite ‘Guide to Campaigning’ and the Unite
‘Guide to Web Campaigning’ which covers social media use in more
depth by visiting www.unitetheunion.org/guides 
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www.unitetheunion.org

As part of your campaign you will need to have a think about the political make-up of your Council. 
You will need to find out which from the below is possible – 

• There will be a Councillor who is responsible for Housing
who you can approach first of all and ask what they are
doing, and why they aren’t doing some of the policies
you would like to see them following. You will find
their details on your local Council website, and they
will often also hold regular ‘surgeries’ where
individuals or groups can meet with them. 

• There will also be a Shadow, or a Councillor from
the biggest Opposition group who leads on
housing. If the political party in control, or if there
is no overall control, is not supportive of what you
are campaigning for or is hostile then you could
consider approaching the Opposition for help and
support. 

• If you don’t think either of these is immediately possible,
can you identify a couple of individual Councillors who are
supportive that you can meet, and talk to them about how to build
wider support amongst the local Councillors and political groupings? 
A supportive local Councillor can also help guide you through the details 
of how to make a particular idea work, or be possible, in your local area.

Top tips!

• If you are meeting local Councillors, whether supportive
or not, when you meet briefly give them some
background on the issue – assume they know nothing
about the issue you are raising and make it as clear as
possible. And remember, personal stories will make an
impact. Be polite and thank them for their time and for
meeting you. 

• At the meeting make sure you get clear follow-up actions
that you can contact them about after the meeting. This
might be getting information to you about how things
work by a particular date, or it could be that they support
the campaign you are running and agree to write a letter
to the local press by a set time, or speak at a public event
you are organising. 


