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Arms Length Management Organisations (ALMOs)[1] are private companies set up by councils to manage 
homes, whilst the council still owns the housing stock. They were pushed by Labour in 2000 to enable a more 
subtle process of privatisation to take place, which was important due to widespread opposition among 
council tenants to stock transfer.  The semi-private status of ALMOs caused splits between tenants, with 
some getting used to companies running their homes, whilst others opposed any private take-overs. Once 
tenants had been successfully divided, full privatisation could more easily take place as the potential for 
collective organisation had been weakened. The so-called 'choice' given to tenants between one of three 
options – direct stock transfer, PFI (Private Finance Initiative) or ALMOs - was clearly false as all three were 
essentially privatisation. Defend Council Housing (DCH) (see box on this) has called the introduction of 
ALMOs 'two-stage privatisation'.[2] Millions of pounds have been wasted on ALMOs, such as on the large 
salaries of managers, consultants and lawyers. Yet, research conducted by Heriott-Watt University in 2001 
found that separating housing management from ownership caused more problems than improvements.

One of the arguments used to quell opposition to the introduction of ALMOs was that tenants would have 
more power over their housing, because they would be on the board as tenant company directors. However, 
the processes required for the running of ALMOs ensured that tenants had far less power. ALMOs operate like 
any other corporation: company law means directors have a primary legal duty to consider the interests of 
the company. Crucially, tenants are the minority on the board, meaning they are not able to effectively 
represent the interests of tenants, and, they are gagged by confidentiality. The reality of ALMOs is that 
democratic control of housing management is lost and tenants' power is undermined by the structure of 
tenant engagement with ALMOs: restricted tenant representatives arguing on ALMO boards against those 
with more power rather than collective pressure from tenants' associations. The first councils to set up 
ALMOs had the support of key tenants representatives, which legitimised them but meant there was no real 
public debate. Almost nowhere did tenants hear the arguments against accepting an ALMO. Unlike stock 
transfer, there was not a right to a tenant vote before the ALMO was set up.    

The government now wants more ALMOs to be fully privatised. Sixty councils currently have ALMOs.[3] 
Defend Council Housing argue that there should be a democratic debate on the future of ALMOs and that 
bringing housing management back in house, rather than privatisation, is the solution. There was a 
successful anti-ALMO campaign in Camden, London, when tenants won the right to a vote and voted no by 
77%. Tenants and trade unionists relaunched Camden Defend Council Housing to argue that ALMOs are two-
stage privatisation: there is no good reason to force councils to set up a private company unless privatisation 
is the end game.[4] Camden council admitted they spent £500,000 promoting the ALMO to tenants. 
Following the decisive ballot result they concluded that neither stock transfer, PFI or ALMO were options and 
agreed to join with Camden DCH to campaign for a 'fourth option': direct investment in council housing.



Introduced by the Conservative Government in 1992 as a way of taking public spending off the books while 
opening up public services provision to corporations, PFI became New Labour’s flagship public-private-
partnership approach during its 12 years in power and its disastrous effects on schools and hospitals have 
been well documented. Far less is known about PFI’s use in regenerating council housing estates, yet 
between 1998 and 2009, the government promised £4.3bn of investment in 54 social housing PFI schemes 
across England. Along the way, four were scrapped and in November 2010, the Coalition government 
cancelled a further 13 schemes under its austerity drive, a cut of over £2bn. Of the remaining 37 schemes, 
21 directly involve council housing and have been beset by enormous problems, which we focus on here. 

Escalating costs: PFI is well known for being a far more expensive way of financing than public borrowing, 
but the sheer complexity of using it in housing has generated huge additional costs in hiring lawyers and 
consultants and contract monitoring – average figures range from between £1million and £2 million per 
scheme – that are taken from local housing budgets meaning less money for services and improvements. 
PFI’s greater expense is compounded by the problem of escalating costs during contract procurement, most 
of which will normally fall on the local council, regardless of whether it can afford them. The first seven PFI 
schemes were on average 88% above initial estimated cost and all requested more PFI credit support from 
government. A June 2010 National Audit Office report showed the cost of signed-off projects was £694 
million more than expected. In order to meet these rising costs, local councils have been forced to cut back 
on improvements, include more public land in PFI deals and/or transfer money from other services.  

PFI takes years to setup: While government expected housing PFI schemes to start within three years of a 
council bidding for funding, average start times have been between 6 and 7 years. Delays have been caused 
by numerous legal, policy and technical problems that dogged its early years, and the hugely complex nature 
of risk transfer and finance that means unexpected changes in inflation, interest rates and markets can force 
delays while accountants review their implications for projects’ viability.

PFI has meant poor quality work in many schemes: Despite a clear specification of standards that PFI 
consortia must meet to receive payments, there have been a large number of reported problems in PFI 
schemes. In Swarcliffe (Leeds), poor standards of refurbishment hit the newspapers in July 2008 with the 
story of the Lockwood family whose eight-week refurbishment actually took eight months due to a string of 
mistakes by Carillion. This was followed in January 2009 when a former electrical inspector turned whistle-
blower revealed that more than 300 council tenants had made complaints about the work. In Islington, the 
first of its two housing PFI schemes was signed in 2003 to refurbish 1,000 Victorian street properties, many 
of which are listed buildings. A survey revealed 87% of tenants complained about damage by contractors.

PFI undermines tenants’ rights: Government sets out pages of good practice guidance on how tenants 
should be involved throughout the procurement and management of a PFI contract. However, in contrast to 
stock transfer, local authorities are not legally required to ballot tenants on whether they want PFI or not. 
There is also evidence across the housing PFI schemes that tenants have been denied valuable information 
on grounds of ‘commercial confidentiality’, or have been forced to sign confidentiality agreements that mean 
their normal democratic relationship with tenant members has been compromised. In theory, tenants’ rights 
are not changed when a PFI scheme start, but in reality, tenants lose their ‘right to manage’ – no local 
authority is going to agree to tenants taking on the management of their estate because of the huge penalty 
clauses from breaking the PFI contract[1].
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Defend Council Housing was founded in 1998, a decade after the fight against council housing privatisation 
started when Thatcher's Conservatives first tried to bring in 'stock transfer' in 1988. After a few local 
campaign victories against the privatisation of council housing, local groups joined forces in July 1998 to 
create the national DCH campaign, which saw the revitalisation and growth of the tenants' movement.[1]

DCH is a tenant led campaign supported by MPs, councillors, trade unions, community organisations and local 
campaign groups. DCH uses a variety of tactics and always ensures that it provides various ways people can 
get involved in every area of its campaign activity. It centrally publishes newspapers and pamphlets, as well 
as supporting local groups to produce and distribute their own material. DCH works with a wide variety of 
groups and has won unanimous backing at TUC congress and support from a long list of trade union 
conferences. The campaign works with TAROE (Tenants & Residents of England), Welsh Tenants Federation, 
Scottish Tenants Organisation and affiliated national trade unions, which currently include the CWU, FBU, 
GMB, PCS, RMT, TSSA, UCATT, UNISON and UNITE. 

The strength of Defend Council Housing is that it does not just go all-out to stop privatisation, but it puts 
forward carefully considered, reasonable and workable policy alternatives to privatisation. One of its main 
 policy suggestions is the 'fourth option': direct investment in council housing as opposed to the 
government's three options (stock transfer, PFI and ALMOs) which all involve some degree of privatisation.

DCH has defeated around 1 in 4 stock transfers, despite the huge imbalance in resources and power. The 
Birmingham campaign is a good model of tenants and trade unionists building a mass determined campaign, 
organising meetings all over the city, challenging councillors and consultants and arguing against the council's 
case.[2] In April 2002, shortly after John Prescott had declared the ‘death of council housing’, 40,000 
Birmingham tenants voted against stock transfer and demolition.[3] Birmingham has the largest number of 
council homes in the country and, despite the council's £36m propaganda campaign, over two thirds of 
tenants voted against them. The campaign was such a big success because it was based in the estates and 
had wide support from trade unions.[4]
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“A council is considering legal action against 
a stock transfer association, amid concerns 
that promises to tenants have been broken. 
East London’s Tower Hamlets Council handed 
over the management of four estates on the 
Isle of Dogs to housing association Toynbee 
Island Homes in December 2005. The 
tenants on the estates, which comprise 
2,100 homes, were promised they would be 
heavily involved in the running of their 
homes. One Housing Group became the 
parent organisation of Toynbee Island Homes 
last year and in April this year sacked the 
housing association’s entire board – mainly 
made up of residents – and appointed an 
interim board.” 

From Inside Housing magazine [9]
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Save Our Skyline[1] are resisting the demolition 
of many prominent heritage buildings and the 
building of 300 private flats In Hammersmith, 
which includes space for a supermarket but no 
affordable housing. Resisting an almost identical 
proposal in Seven Sisters, Tottenham, the Wards 
Corner Community Coalition (WCC) has 
managed to stop Grainger's plans, for now at 
least.[2] Permission for Grainger's scheme was 
originally granted in 2008, but the WCC took 
Haringey Council to the High Court of appeal and 
in June 2010 got the permission overturned on 
equalities grounds, setting a precedent in the 
process. In August 2011, Grainger's plans were 
heard again by the council's Planning Committee 
and were refused permission in a narrow 5-4 
victory. The WCC has always worked towards a 
community-led restoration of the site that would 
keep rents affordable and give space for the 
unique character of the Wards Corner site to 
grow. Despite constant resistance from the 
council, the WCC is close to submitting the first 
community plan for a part of the site and, in 
preparation for the Localism Bill, is starting work 
on a Neighbourhood Plan that covers a wider 
area. The community's commitment to 
grassroots community planning and consensus 
from local people has proved that big developers 
aren't the only ones that can engage in planning.





in
ve

st
ig

at
io

n
 



There is strength in numbers. The London Coalition Against Poverty (LCAP) works on this basic principle 
whenever they go to the housing office, because what can the housing office do when a group of ten people 
arrives all demanding to be rehoused? They can threaten to call the police, but really, they have a duty to 
house, which they can't duck out of when challenged in this way. That’s precisely why the Hackney Housing 
Group, a part of LCAP, went to the housing office one morning when a building, housing around thirty men, 
women and children and run by a negligent landlord, was deemed unsuitable to live in and given a 
Prohibition Order by the council. These tactics work. Like other groups in LCAP, the Hackney Housing Group is 
a self help and voluntary group. In other words, its members act to support each other in their housing crises 
and learn from each other collectively at meetings, trainings, and demonstrations. Members go with each 
other to the housing office in pairs or in larger groups to demand better living conditions in leaking and 
cockroach infested hostels; challenge a housing decision because it’s been three months not six weeks; or 
demand temporary accommodation because it was denied before an assessment was even carried out, to 
name just a few examples. In the case of the derelict building, all persons from that building have been given 
temporary accommodation or secure housing if they are single. The Hackney Housing Group works to 
pressure the council to do its job as it ought to do. And with further housing cuts and lack of affordable 
housing, the group believe that councils should expect more groups like them, demanding their rights to 
shelter. Now, more than ever, HHG believes we must organise to find our strength in numbers together to 
defeat the current attacks on social housing. Reference: http://www.lcap.org.uk
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Resistance box: Advisory Service For Squatters is an unpaid collective of workers 
who have been running a daily advice service for squatters and homeless people since 1975. It grew out of 
the former Family Squatters Advisory Service, which was founded in the late 1960s. ASS publishes The 
Squatters' Handbook, the thirteenth edition of which is the current one, and has sold in excess of 150,000 
copies since 1976. As we are short of volunteers and money, we are rarely able to help students, journalists 
etc., who so often seem to want us to do their article/project for them. This website has been set up to try to 
provide all the necessary information without taking up our volunteers' scarce time. In the resources section 
you can find articles, documents and various information about squatting including history and 'squat zines'. 
There is also a gallery with photographs stretching back over 30 years. ASS is open Monday-Friday 2-6pm. 

Contact Details: 020 3216 0099, advice@squatter.org.uk, www.squatter.org.uk, Angel Alley, 84b 
Whitechapel High Street, London E1 7QX.

An ongoing research blog for Corporate Watch's banking & finance 
project. Aiming to spread information and resources about the 
systemic problems of financial capitalism and its relation to social and 
enviromental destruction. Covering issues such as financial crises, 
austerity, debt, regulation, speculation and risk, labour, resources and 
energy, and the struggles against capital.
http://bankingoncrisis.org



an
al

ys
is

Table:
The government tabled a number of proposals to criminalise squatting:

Option 1 – Create a new offence of squatting in buildings;

Option 2 – Amend Section 7 of the Criminal Law Act 1977 to extend the offence to other 
types of premises;

Option 3 – Repeal or amend the offence in Section 6 of the Criminal Law Act 1977;

Option 4 – Leave the criminal law unchanged but work with the enforcement authorities 
to improve enforcement of existing offences;

Option 5  Do nothing: continue with existing sanctions and enforcement activity.[3]
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