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Is it time to bring back
council housing?

This question comes to prominence for a number
of contemporary reasons. The first and most obvi-
ous is the shortage of social homes i.e. those
which carry subsidy from the taxpayer.

Second is the excellent work by Janice Morphet
and friends at UCL researching the growing extent
and range of methods by which councils are now
procuring social housing (SEE page 46 of the last
issue).

The change of government and its priority on
building more houses is another but above all the
catastrophic policy which has emerged over recent
decades of getting private housing developers to
use market homes to subsidise social homes,
threatening their viability, raising costs and exten-
sively delaying development.

As Paul Finch has said more than once, if the
government forced bakers to give away one loaf at
half price for every loaf of bread they sold at full
price, we would have bread queues. This mirrors
what has happened in the housing market especial-
ly in London.

A recent book by Jack Young "The Council
House" is a paean to the building of council homes
over the last century. Started in 1900 when the
LCC built Arnold Circus in Shoreditch — still very
impressive — it became an established phe-
nomenon under the Addison Act of 1919. Examples
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from the book and the author's introduction |
reproduce alongside. These are heroic examples and
the author illustrates 68 of them. Their declining
reputation was down to poor management rather
than their designs.

The architects are all named and many are now
famous, a proportion of them having been staff of
local architects departments rather than consultant
architects. Post-war public architects often built
empires which tended to exclude consultant archi-
tects. This in the end became their downfall. But
like so many a swing of the pendulum it has gone
too far because local authorities deprive them-
selves of the architectural skills and talent needed
to be able to properly select and instruct consul-
tant architects.

This needs to be rectified and the Borough
Architect should be reinstated not only to be able
to direct consultants in an expanded house building
programme but also to advise the planning depart-
ment on design matters, as used to be common-
place.

It is easy to blame the right-to-buy policy for
some of the demise of council house building but
this is not entirely fair. Building magazine used to
carry dramatic headlines of how the maintenance
of the postwar housing estates would bankrupt the
country. Selling homes to their occupiers at a dis-
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count so passing on the maintenance liability away
from the taxpayer was actually quite a smart
move. Its failure was not using the proceeds to
build more social homes as was the original stated
aim — as usual we can blame HM Treasury for that.

So where does this take us now? Local authori-
ties own extensive land banks, most of them previ-
ously developed or 'brown land' and where it is
already housing, as many estate regeneration
schemes demonstrate, there is good scope for den-
sification.

The Morphet research provides guidance to the
considerable range of options in this regard, but we
should resist future Borough Architects wanting to
keep all the work in-house.

As for funding, the billions spent on housing
benefit should be redirected with urgency to a new
local authority homes building programme topped
up by a tax on the actual profits of private house-
builders (rather than commuted payments on
hypothetical and expensively contrived viability
exercises) and the new CIL tax should do what it
says on the tin, namely only be charged for infras-
tructure directly necessary for the carrying out of
the development and no more. Section 106 agree-
ments likewise and "affordable housing" taxation
abolished.

The book demonstrate the involvement of distin-
guished architects, here including Denys Lasden
[LEFT], Berthold Lubetkin [TOP RIGHT] and many
who started their careers at the LCC [under Leslie
Martin at Roehampton for example].

Odhams Walk in Long Acre was one of the last to
come out of the Greater London Council. By Donald
Ball it is based on designs for the courtyards in the
aborted scheme for Hounslow Heath by Paul
Rutter, Mike Fiertag and your author!
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Jack Young's introduction to the book
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My fascination with council estates began with the multicoloured Modernist architecture of Golden Lane Estate (no.19), which | started exploring on my
lunch breaks in 2018 while hiding from an ever-mounting workload by day, I'm a digital product designer. It wasn't long before my weekends were spent
searching out and photographing more of these playful, surprising buildings that weave their way through the city. Sometimes | would have a destination in
mind, but more often | would simply set out from my own home on Camberwell's Lettsom Estate, camera slung over my shoulder, hoping to discover some-
thing exciting; it was very rare that | didn't. In my search | got to know London more intimately than ever, navigating its streets by the now familiar tower

blocks on the skyline.

Since starting this project I've become increasingly accustomed to the confused stares of onlookers as | take these photographs. Sadly, my enthusiasm for coun-
cil housing isn't universally shared. Where once these were pioneering projects, undertaken by passionate architects dedicated to providing quality homes to those
most in need, today many of London's remaining estates have sadly slipped into disrepair - the public's view of them largely following suit. That is really what has
inspired this book. It is my hope that in showcasing and championing the beauty and intelligence in these buildings, | can help to restore some of the rightful pride
that was once felt in them. Many of the residents | met while taking these pictures invited me into their lives and their homes. The tales of community they told
me often restored my faith in what can feel like a rather isol Hoxton Mini Pressating city. As we bonded over our shared appreciation for their home (or they

laughed at me as | obsessed over their ribbed-concrete staircase), their pride in these estates was joyfully clear.

The 68 buildings featured in this book aim to illustrate the endless individualism of London's estates that initially hooked me - the selection revolving around
council housing's golden era after the Second World War. Flipping through these pages, hope you too will agree that council housing is beautiful, inventive and
inspiring - and as integral to London's architectural make-up as Buckingham Palace or Big Ben. — Jack Young. Hoxton Mini Press £19.95
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