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The Birmingham Community Development Project 
was set up and financed by the Home Office in 
conjunction wi th the Local Author i ty and Oxford 
University for a period of five years. This period 
ended in August 1977, by which t ime only four of 
the seven Final Reports were complete. 

This Final Report was delayed because of dramatic 
and unique changes to Housing Act ion Area policies 
in Birmingham during 1977-78. But, when it was 
complete, the Home Office's response to the report 
was that they could not fund reports which included 
"post-CDP material, wri t ten by, and f rom the 
experience of, the authors in relation to a local 
action group and not by the authors of the Report in 
their CDP capacities." Neither were Oxford University 
satisfied wi th the Report and sought to establish 
editorial contro l . 

As a result the publication of this Report has 
been financed by the CDP Housing Team not by the 
Home Office or Oxford University. It does not , of 
course, reflect the views of the Home Office or 
Oxford University, nor of Birmingham City Council. 

Details of other Birmingham CDP reports and 
those of the other eleven CDPs set up elsewhere in the 
country are listed at the end of this report. 

We would like to thank all those residents in the 
Urban Renewal Areas of Saltley and Washwood 
Heath who have helped directly or indirectly with the 
preparation of this Report. Also the many people 
who have made comments on earlier drafts and Rita 
Smart, Cathy Nicholls and Susan Smith wi thout 
whom the Report would never have appeared. 

Roland Watkins, John Shutt. 
CDP Housing Team. 
December 1979. 
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Introduction 

THIS report is the sixth in a series of 
final reports from Birmingham CDP. It 
describes progress in the Havelock 
Housing Action Area, Saltley — one 
of the first in the country to be de­
clared under the 1974 Housing Act. 

Its primary focus is on working 
class owner-occupiers who form the 
majority of the residents in the Housing 
Action Area. The report shows how in 
the five years since it was declared 
only limited improvements in housing 
conditions have been achieved using 
the powers available under the 1974 
Act. Even these limited improvements 
placed a heavy burden on those owner-
occupiers who were persuaded to 
apply for an improvement grant. 
Many spent more on the houses than 
they were worth. 

To complete the Housing Action 
Area within the five-year time limit, 
Birmingham City Council has spent 
£3,000 on each of the 220 houses 
which owners could not afford to 
improve themselves. This subsidy is 
additional to Improvement Grants and 
has been provided under Operation 
Facelift — a scheme funded out of 
the Inner City Construction Pro-



Owner-occupied 
Private Landlord 
Housing Association 
Council 

TOTAL 

THE HAVELOCK HOUSING ACTION AREA 
The Havelock Housing Action Area was 
declared by the City Council on 4th March 
1975, along with three other areas in 
Birmingham: Nechells, Sparkbrook East and 
Little Green. It was amongst the first of 
the Housing Action Areas to be declared 
in the country. Previously four other 
declarations had taken place in London, 
Manchester, Liverpool and Newcastle. It 
is bounded in the north west by the Saltley 
Trading Estate and in the north east by the 
post-war Hutton Council Estate, in the east 
and south by other terraced properties of 
the same age which are in declared General 
Improvement Areas, and in the west by the 
Adderley Road Clearance Area, now laid 
out as open space. 

294 
130 

5 
28 

64 per cent 
29 per cent 

1 per cent 
6 per cent 

457 100 per cent 

At the time of declaration it consisted 
of 457 dwellings, broken down as follows: 

Dividing the residential area is Saltley's 
main shopping street, the Alum Rock Road. 
Although it is decaying fast, it supports 
one large supermarket, several small grocery, 
drapery and butcher shops, two banks and 
Saltley Market. The Old Rock Cinema has 
been bought up by Ladbrokes and turned 
into a Bingo Hall; next door is the St. 
Saviours Primary School. In the same road 
there isa disused nightclub, and a neighbour­
hood Law and Resource Centre (the Saltley 
Action Centre) where the local housing 
association COPEC, the Family Planning 
Clinic and the Minorities Resource Centre 
are also based. 

In George Arthur Road there are swim­
ming baths, a Baptist Chapel and Asian 
Prayer House, and in Havelock Road and 
Washwood Heath Road there are two 
builder's yards. The only other industry in 
the area consists of two car repair yards in 
Havelock and Adderley Roads and a waste 
paper merchant on the corner of Phillimore 
and Wright Roads. None of the industry is 
large scale or noxious. 

The population of the area is pre­
dominantly middle aged or elderly white 
people and young immigrants, mainly from 
Mirpur, a rural district of the Pakistani part 
of Kashmir. There is a small Bengali com­
munity in George Arthur Road. All of these 
groups are owner-occupiers. Younger whites 
tend to live in the tenanted property, now 
mainly owned by the Housing Association. 

gramme. The Facelift cost £1,200,000 
in total . 

CDP supports the principles of this 
action — it is the only logical way to 
organise Urban Renewal. Indeed, the 
report argues that this sort of scheme 
must be extended to the rest of 
Birmingham's older housing stock and 
to other parts of the country where 
the rate of improvement has been far 
worse than in Saltley. 

But such action wil l require a vast 
amount of money which the Govern­
ment does not want to spend. The 
1974 Housing Act and the concept 
of Housing Act ion Areas were intro­
duced in order to concentrate, but at 
the same time cut housing expendi­
ture. The 1974 Act defined the prob­
lem of bad housing conditions as iso­
lated "pockets of stress" in the major 
cities. The Havelock Housing Act ion 
Area, which by 1980 has absorbed 
more than £2 mil l ion of government 
funds, including Improvement Grants 
and Housing Association loans, ac­
counts for only 380 of Birmingham's 
78,000 pre-1919 houses. Most of these 
properties require similar improve­
ments and repairs and their full im­
provement could cost about £500 
mi l l ion. Under present legislation, only 
about 25 per cent of this sum is likely 
to be spent. 

Birmingham City Council intro­
duced Operation Facelift quite deliber­
ately in order to cover up the failure 
of owner-occupation to provide decent 
housing conditions for inner c i ty 
residents. The Council is now seeking 

government support to extend the 
scheme. The Department of the 
Environment is reluctant, objecting on 
financial grounds, but has recently 
been overruled by the new Tory Mini­
ster of Housing. 

Yet the City's proposals are only 
the logical outcome of the policies of 
both Labour and Conservative Govern­
ments, which see owner-occupation 
as superior to council housing for 
the majority of working people. It 
is the local authority which now has 
to sort out the contradictions of such 
a policy. Operation Facelift challenges 
central government commitment to 
owner-occupation and its failure to 
support an alternative programme of 
building decent council houses. 

Operation Facelift has been carried 
out by private contractors. The 
Council has never costed Operation 
Facelift to see if its own building 
workers would be a better and cheaper 
alternative because the present Con­
servative Council is commited to 
closing down as many aspects of 
Direct Labour as possible. It is, 
however, important that both resi­
dents and building workers examine 
what has been achieved in Operation 
Facelift since it provides one of the 
few examples of how to concentrate 
resources effectively in an area of 
older houses. Such schemes — and 
2,000 more houses wil l be facelifted in 
1980-83 — provide large contracts 
to large and medium sized building 
firms which tradit ionally have not 
done this kind of improvement work. 

Their interest wil l fade when more 
new building and civil engineering 
contracts become available. What wi l l 
happen then? 

Finally, the report sets the Havelock 
Housing Act ion Area and the housing 
question wi th in the wider inner ci ty 
and planning context. There is no 
point in improving houses unless the 
area as a whole remains a decent place 
to live. People need jobs, shops and 
adequate services as well as a roof over 
their heads. There is l i tt le sign that 
the decline of the past 30 years wil l 
be halted or that the Partnership 
Committee even intends to face up 
to the real issues underlying this de­
cline. 

Havelock Housing Area is com­
plete after five years of intensive 
work and more than £2 mil l ion of 
central government subsidies. But the 
future for the rest of Saltley remains 
in question unless there are major 
economic and political changesH 



The history of 
Urban Renewal 

SALTLEY is a residential area in the 
inner ring of East Birmingham. Its rows 
of bye-law terraced houses were bui l t 
between 1860 and 1910 to house 
skilled men working in local factories, 
railway yards and gas works. The 
houses were sturdy and well construc­
ted — not like the back to backs 
built for the "labouring classes" — 
on agricultural land owned by Lord 
Norton and Will iam Hut ton . These 
gentlemen sold building leases to local 
contractors subject to certain condi­
tions about the density and future use 
of the houses. On average, each lease 
allowed for the construction of about 
eight houses. In practice only a few 
builders were involved and they 
usually bought up several leases and 
bui l t the houses as continuous streets 
to a standardised design and qual i ty. 

Originally, most of the houses were 
sold, leasehold, by the builders to 
private landlords and the people who 
lived in the houses were private 
tenants. But beginning in 1920 and 
accelerating rapidly throughout the 
1940s and 1950s the building society 
replaced the rent collector. Landlords 
increasingly restricted by Rent Act 
legislation, sold their houses and 
invested their capital elsewhere. 
Estate agents bought them, perhaps 
operating through a small property 
company. They then canvassed sitting 
tenants on the desirability of owner 
occupation and arranged finance for 
them wi th a local building society 
through a network of professional 
contacts. 

The increasing burden of main­
taining and repairing the now deter­
io ra t ing houses passed from the land­
lords to the owner occupiers. But, 
through the system of head and sub 
leases, both the original landowners 
(or their trustees) and the landlords 
retained an interest in the house and 
collected a small ground rent — usually 
about £5 in tota l . 

After World War II the better off 
skilled workers began to move out of 
Saltley to the newer, semi-detached 
houses in the suburbs. Irish immi­
grants and, later, in the 1960s, immi­
grants f rom the West Indies and Paki­
stan, took their place. They took 
unskilled jobs. Wages were low and 
Saltley was an area of cheap houses. 
The newcomers had little left to spend 
on maintaining their houses. 



In the same period, Saltley's tra­
ditional skilled jobs disappeared: 
between 1964 and 1974 alone 10,000 
jobs were lost due to rationalisations, 
relocation and redundancies. This con­
tr ibuted even further to the migra­
t ion of skilled workers and a reduction 
in wages and living standards. As the 
area declined, building societies stop­
ped lending since most of the houses 
had short leases (less than 40 years) 
and required major repairs. So the 
estate agents organised alternative 
finance through banks and finance 
companies. Those dealing in the sale 
of houses to sitting tenants often set 
up their own finance companies 
specifically for this purpose. This 
meant an even larger slice of the new 
owner's wages was spent on buying 
the house. The high interest rates 
charged by banks and finance com­
panies (up to 30 per cent in the case 
of some fringe banks) left even less 
for repairs and maintenance. When 
CDP moved into Saltley in 1973, 
although the area was not exactly 
falling down, it was rott ing away 
rapidly beneath the hastily daubed 
coats of summer holiday painting. 

Birmingham Council's housing po­
licy in the immediate post-war years 
had been slum clearance. The pro­
gramme was so massive and so disrupted 
by central government stop-go att i­
tudes to council housing that it took 
30 years to complete. Vast new 
council estates such as Castle Brom­
wich and Chelmsley Wood had to 
be built in the suburbs before all 
the slums in the Central Redevelop­
ment Areas were cleared by about 
1970. Once the back to back housing 
in areas like Duddeston and Nechells 
had been redeveloped, the clearance 
machine rolled on and began to nibble 
at the edges of Saltley. 

But local residents, like many 
others up and down the country, were 
no longer convinced by the promise 
of a decent new council house when 
the reality was up to 20 years wait 
in a blighted Clearance Area and then, 
tower blocks, high rents and long and 
expensive bus rides into town at the 
end of it. This downgrading of council 
housing by central and local govern­
ment turned many heads towards the 
alternative of home ownership and 
improvement. In any case the recent 
immigrants, especially Pakistanis, 

26.000 

24,000 

22,000 

6,000 

4,000 

2,000 

1965 1970 1974 1955 I960 
Sources: DOE, local and estimates. *BUS 
1970 and 1974 figures for RAILWAYS include National Containers, Lawley Street 

20 years of job loss in the traditional industries. 

Since 1974 the decline in employment has continued with further rationalisations at 
British Rail and the Gas Board. One of the local car factories, at Castle Bromwich, 
is threatened with closure under the Edwardes Plan and these have already been redun­
dancies at Dunlops. 
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preferred the security of owner occu­
pation, whatever the financial disad­
vantages. Increasingly they mistrusted 
all sections of central and local govern­
ment as administrative controls tight­
ened on their family lives and on their 
mobi l i ty . 

In 1970, seven General Improve­
ment Areas were declared in Birming­
ham and two more in 1971. These 
were l itt le more than experiments. It 
was the Labour Party, which swept 
back in power in 1972, which took 
on the task of drawing up a blueprint 
for all of Birmingham's pre-1919 
houses. The City was divided into a 
further 69 proposed GIAs containing 
60,000 houses to be declared in the 

Between this zone of 
never quite cleared 
Areas lay the 28 
- a further 14,000 

period 1972-78 
GIAs and the 
Redevelopment 
Renewal Areas 
houses. 

It was a typically grandoise Birming­
ham approach to the problem of hous­
ing decay and took l i t t le account of 
the administrative machinery, staff or 
finance likely to be available. But it 
also owed something to the concept 
of the " tota l approach", a phrase 
given currency by Peter Walker, Tory 
Minister of Housing, when launching 
the Inner Area Studies in 1972. 
Subsequently, the improvement pro­
gramme was to become inextricably 
linked with corporate management — 
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Birmingham's Urban Renewal Proposals. The Redevelopment Areas are n o w cleared b u t 
not all the General Improvement Areas are declared. 

another idea pushed by Peter Walker — 
and introduced in Birmingham in 
1974. 

Indeed, the idea of a corporate 
approach was already implici t in 1972 
when members from the major Com­
mittees formed the Urban Renewal 
Conference. From the outset i t was 
recognised that the Public Health 
Department, which administed Im­
provement Grants, could not handle 
the regeneration of the inner areas 
wi thout the co-operation of the 
Housing, Finance and Planning Depart­
ment and, to a lesser extent, the 
departments responsible for education, 
leisure communi ty facilities and trans­
port . 

The other major innovation of the 
new Labour Council was the setting 
up of a Council controlled Construction 
Department. Had it been feasible 
to link this wi th the new improvment 
programme it is just possible that by 
1975 the Council would have had 
some of the tools it needed to do 
the job. 

But it was not feasible. Like other 
direct labour organisations, the Con­
struction Department could only work 
for the Council. More important, the 
Improvement Grant system, first 
devised in 1949, required the owner of 
the house to initiate action, to f ind 
a proport ion of the expense and to 
contact a builder. House improve­

ment was — and still is — seen as a 
private arrangement, using discretion­
ary State assistance; a series of one off 
jobs, adding up to something bigger. 
Had central government ever seriously 
wanted to encourage the sort of 
municipal exercise envisaged by Bir­
mingham in 1972, it would have 
changed this system. Even before the 
1969 Housing Act , some architects 
and planners were proposing street 
by street improvement contracts, 
involving free provision of essential 
repairs and modern bathrooms. Such 
proposals have never been popular 
in Whitehall because of their cost 
implications. 

It was the Urban Renewal Con­
ference which in January 1973 
launched the programme. A further 
six General Improvement Areas were 
declared immediately. But it was 
clear to the younger Labour council­
lors brought to the fore by the massive 
electoral victory of 1972, that the 
crunch for the Urban Renewal Pro­
gramme lay in the 28 Renewal Areas. 
These were doubtful areas which had 
deteriorated too fa r to become General 
Improvement Areas, around which the 
Public Health officials had sketched 
their red pencils. 

Resources were needed most ur­
gently in these areas which were 
closest — physically and administra­
tively — to the blight of redevelop­
ment. If they were not to be rede­
veloped then they had to have urgent 
improvements instead, to prevent any 
further decline. How and wi th what 
money? The councillors found they 
only had effective control over land 
already in the Council's ownership 
and a small environmental budget. 

In contrast to the City's Council 
House Building Programme, there was 
no organisation to implement Urban 
Renewal pol icy. It had to be bui l t 
f rom scratch. The Renewal Area 
concept was not popular with the 
senior officials. To some extent their 
reluctance was understandable: it was 
a policy wi thout the necessary teeth 
or finance. But it soon became clear 
that they were more worried about 
the way that the councillors were 
giving Urban Renewal an impor­
tant dimension of public participation. 

When the residents of the Renewal 
Areas were informed of their new 
status in August 1973, the letter which , 



dropped on their doormats was 
threatening, rather than encouraging. 
In effect this infamous 'pink letter' 
said — "your area will be declared a 
Slum Clearance area in the next few 
years unless you and your neighbours 
all apply for improvement grants very 
quick ly" . Yet residents already apply­
ing for grants in the Renewal Areas 
found that their applications were 
refused and old people who were 
selling their houses to the Council 
in exchange for a flat or bungalow 
were told that the deal was off. This 
was done, claimed the officials, be­
cause of the "uncer ta inty" created by 
the new designation! The resentment 
caused by this bureacratic approach 
was orchestrated by the Birmingham 
Evening Mail which published articles 
about the new policy wi th shock/ 
horror headlines before people even 
received their pink letters. 

Saltley's Renewal Area, numbered 
24, covered George Ar thur Road, 
parts of the Havelock, Phillimore and 
Wright Roads, Adderley Road (what 
was left of i t) , Cranby Street and the 
scattered houses on A lum Rock 
Road. Several blocks of houses in 
Havelock and Wright Roads and one 
side of Phillimore Road were sent 
whi te, not pink, letters which indi­
cated that they would not be desig­
nated in early slum clearance schemes. 
The Renewal Area overlapped the 
slum clearance areas in Hereford 
Square, Adderley Road and Cranby 
Street — the first of which was made 
in 1961 — and included the area of 
back cottages between Alum Rock 
Road and Havelock Road which had 
also been partially and spasmodically 
cleared since the 1950s. In fact, most 
residents of the Renewal Area had 
already got used to the idea that their 
houses were "r ipe for redevelopment" 
by sharing fences with neighbours who 
were already affected. Ten years of 
creeping dereliction had added to their 
concern. The pink letter was therefore 
interpreted by most residents as 
meaning the worst — exactly the 
opposite intended by the councillors 
who had devised the original pol icy. 

The real intention of the Council's 
policy was published by CDP through 
leaflets and delivered door-to-door, 
but was seriously hampered by lack of 
hard information f rom the officials, 
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Improvement policies were adopted in Birmingham because of the failure of the Council 
to maintain the momentum of its clearance programme in the face of cuts in housing 
finance during the early 1970s and resistance to re-housing in the tower blocks favoured 
by successive governments during the 1960s. Saltley residents were told this quite 
clearly at the Public Meeting on 21 January 1974. As the minutes record, "Council lor 
Hannah said it is increasingly di f f icul t to build new municipal houses because of the cost 
and lack of resources and this is the reason for the Urban Renewal policy of retention 
wherever possible." 

and local scepticism. In October a 
stormy public meeting organised by 
CDP at the request of local Councillor 
Les Byron, and attended by 400 
people gave the councillors some 
indication of the pent-up resentment 
felt by Saltley residents about the 
neglect and dereliction infl icted on the 
area. 

The meeting sparked off two quite 
seperate groups of people. North of 
Alum Rock Road, the Washwood 
Heath councillors organised a meeting 
for Havelock and Wright Roads out 
of which grew an informal residents' 
committee. With the aid of CDP 
the residents carried out a survey of 
preferences and demonstrated a clear 
majority in favour of staying and 
improving; most of those in favour of 

demolit ion were private tenants. The 
Public Health Department began to 
inspect some of the houses where 
improvement was preferred and pro­
duced lists of the work which needed 
doing. 

But the Residents' Committee never 
developed any clear voice of its own. 
The councillors lost interest in the idea 
of regular street meetings; they saw 
their job complete once the survey 
was finished and the results sent off 
to the Urban Renewal Officer. In fact, 
the work was only just starting. For 
the next year CDP serviced Havelock 
Road and Wright Road wi th informa­
t ion , called street block meetings and 
liaised with the council officials, yet 
no residents' organisation capable of 
taking a collective decision about the 



direction of the improvement process 
ever grew out of this activity. 

In George Arthur Road there was 
a clearer view of reality. Moreover, 
the threat of demolition seemed to 
galvanise far more people and the 
result was the formation in November 
1973 of an independent Residents' 
Action Group. They too, carried out 
a survey of preferences and the local 
health inspector prepared schedules of 
improvements of some of the houses. 

The schedules prepared in Havelock 
and George Arthur Roads were long 
and full of technical jargon like 
"architrave" and "granolithic floor". 
They didn't really answer the question 
"Is it worth improving my house?" 

So CDP asked a builder recommended 
by the Health Department to cost 
three of the schedules. The costs 
worked out at £2,880 and £2,800 
for two houses which needed a lot of 
general repairs as well as new bath­
rooms and £1,813 for a house where 
repairs were minimal (it had, for 
example, already got a new roof). 
At the time the maximum grant pay­
able was only £1,000, which meant 
that, on average, residents would 
have to meet almost two thirds of the 
cost themselves. 

On 21st January 1974 the Council 
held its own Public Meeting. Coun­
cillors, the newly formed residents 
groups, CDP, and the local Health 
Inspector had been very active in the 
six months since the new Urban 
Renewal Policy was announced. Many 
people were ready to go. But, like 
residents all over the city, they were 
moving too quickly for the Town Hall. 

Committee room feuds about the 
details of Urban Renewal policy were 
still raging. Departments and senior 
officials were struggling among them­
selves for power. The Housing Depart­
ment was still trying to ignore the 
entire policy because of the changes 
required in traditional management 
techniques — an attitude it main­
tained until 1975. There were no staff 
to actually implement the Urban 
Renewal policy at a local level. Poli­
tical commitment far exceeded the 
machinery available. For example, it 
was in December 1973 that the Urban 
Renewal Sub-Committee, following re­
presentations by George Arthur Road 
Action Group, Saltley councillors and 

CDP, voted to spend £10,000 on grass 
and fencing to improve the Saltley 
Gate area. It was a bold and neces­
sary decision. The work was carried 
out six months later, but the turf, 
which cost £6,000 to lay, was never 
cut and maintained because of de­
partmental arguments. January 1979 it 
was dug up and replaced by new turf, 
which this time has been maintained. 

So the Urban Renewal public meet­
ing came too late and raised the wrong 
questions. The costing exercise carried 
out by CDP had revealed the real 
problem of Urban Renewal — the 
expense to residents. Yet the officials 
were still trapped in their world of 
procedure, pink or white letters and 
decisions about "uncertainties" they 
themselves had created. 

The platform was packed by senior 
officials from every conceivable depart­
ment, each watching carefully that 
no-one — especially local councillors 
— made promises they did not approve 
of. They did not appear to know about 
the previous three months hard work 
in Saltley. For these officials Urban 
Renewal was their problem — a new 
policy which had not been properly 
digested into their respective empires. 
The idea that it was about making life 
more tolerable in Saltley — providing all 
departments co-operated in a positive 
way — was a secondary consideration. 
It was an attitude that has characterised 
officials outside the Urban Renewal 
Section — especially in the Estates 
and Treasurers Departments — even 
to this day. 

The costing exercise on the three 
houses in Havelock and George Arthur 
Roads had not been completed until 
17th January and the results were 
not widely known. When they were 
announced during the course of the 
meeting there was widespread amaze­
ment and alarm. But it meant that, 
right at the beginning, Saltley residents 
and the Council have had to face the 
obvious fact that the full improve­
ment of their houses is expensive and 
that the level of the government's 
grant scheme is inadequate and no 
compensation for the alternative — a 
modern council house. 

But the meeting dodged the issue 
by concentrating on the question of 
irrelevant items of improvement and 
on how to cut expenditure without 

jettisoning the Council's standards. On 
the basis of a misprint in one of the 
schedules of improvement the Council 
was even accused of deliberately pricing 
owners out of their houses. In the nega­
tive atmosphere of the public meeting 
it was an easy mistake to make. Finally, 
it was agreed that the George Arthur 
Road Action Group, who were most 
vocal in their criticism, should be 
allowed to appoint an independent 
assessor whose fees would be paid 
for by CDP. 

The next five years have done no 
more really than elaborate the basic 
economic statement made clear at that 
January public meeting in 1974. The 
lack of resources for housing has 
grown worse and the government 
has refused to link the level of im­
provement grants to the actual costs. 
In November 1974 the grant limit 
went up to £3,200 but building 
prices soon followed. For a brief 
period in 1975 the grant represented 
more than 50 per cent of the average 
cost of the full improvement. The 
house that was costed in December 
1973 at £2,880 was eventually im­
proved in 1975 at £4,000. The house 
that was costed at £1,813 was im­
proved in 1976 at £4,078. The present 
limit is £5,000, a figure set in January 
1978, but few full improvement 
schemes today come in at less than 
£8,000. As a result many officials 
are beginning, once again to emphasise 
the need for more redevelopment. 

After the Urban Renewal Confe-
ence had launched the new programme 
in 1973 the Council proceeded with 
the necessary administrative arrang-
ments to put it into action. An Urban 
Renewal Section was set up within 
the Public Health Department, with 
the offices located initially alongside 
the Housing Department at Bush 
House. Staff were appointed and out 
of these were fashioned by March 
1974 two Urban Renewal Project 
Teams to be based inside the Renewal 
Areas. These were an innovation 
designed to provide a more local feel 
to the council's policies. Then, as now, 
nearly all the permanent staff were 
Public Health Inspectors, due to lack 
of co-operation by the other depart­
ments, who argued against second­
ment of their personnel. The most 
they would agree to were irregular 
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I U n s W t O T 1 . H O S N 

A Housing Act ion Area is an area of housing 
stress in which the local authori ty is given 
special powers and additional finance to 
relieve stress, improve the quality of the 
housing and bring it under proper manage­
ment. The means of achieving these aims 
should be set out in an Action Programme. 
In an HAA: — 

• there are 3 types of Renovation Grant — 
Improvement, Intermediate and Repair. 
Each has a different "max imum cost" 
which at present is £5,000 for Improve­
ment, £2,800 for Intermediate and 
£ 1 5 0 0 for Repair. The "max imum cost" 
for an Improvement Grant, the only one 
normally allowed in Havelock HAA, in 
June 1975 was £3,200. There are also 
Special Grants for houses in mult iple 
occupation. Repair Grants are primari ly 
for those in "financial hardship". 

• all owners are entitled to 75% of the 
"max imum cost" (not the actual cost) 
of the Council's recommended improve­
ment works. In June 1975 an owner 
applying for an Improvement Grant 
could have received a maximum of 
£2400. Today it is £3,750.. 

• owners judged to in "f inancial hardship" 
can receive 90% of the maximum costs. 

This reduces their contr ibut ion to 
£500 (£320 in June 1975). 
Birmingham Council, l ike most local 
authorities, is prepared to lend owners 
their 25% (or 10%) of the improvement 
costs. Pensioners can receive "matur i ty 
loans", which means they only need pay 
the interest on the loan — and this can 
be funded by DHSS. 

tenants have to rely on their landlords to 
apply for a grant. However under Section 
43 of the 1974 Housing Act , local 
authorities can compulsory purchase any 
accommodation in an HAA, in order t o 
achieve the objectives of housing action 
area policies. 

Landlords power to evict tenants are 
restricted. A l l Notices to Quit and all 
intended sales of rented property 
must be notif ied to the local author i ty , 
who have 28 days to decide what to do. 

the local authority can spend money on 
the exterior or the boundaries of any 
house — or the environment. But govern­
ment subsidy for this expenditure is 
only available at £50 per house. 
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visits to the local offices and regular 
meetings every week at Urban Re­
newal's main offices. Therefore 
throughout 1974-76 what was known 
as the MDT (the Multi-Disciplinary 
Team) sat down to discuss the intr i­
cacies of the Urban Renewal Pro­
gramme wi th only a handful of the 
officers involved having direct ex­
perience of the condit ion in the 
Renewal Areas. 

The first team in the field was at 
Lit t le Green, Small Heath, out of 
which was developed a team for 
Nechells and Saltley. This started 
work in Saltley in March 1974, but 
was never really operational unti l it 
moved to new offices in Eliot Street, 
Nechells, in August 1974. The 'work ' 
consisted of house inspections which 
were turned into schedules of improve­
ment. It was the standard job done in 
connection wi th improvement grants, 
but in isolation was quite inapprop­
riate to the Renewal Area policy 
where the first problem was to define 
which houses were to be demolished, 
and which improved. 

In Apr i l 1974, Local Government 
Re-organisation engulfed everyone for 
a few months, but when things settled 
down it seemed that Urban Renewal 
was more established than before. 
In September 1974, when the Labour 
Government passed the Tory Housing 
Bill w i thout alteration, the legislation 
confirmed the Council's new policy 
of concentrating on the worst areas 
and immediately the prospect of 
turning the Renewal Areas into 
Housing Act ion Areas was opened up. 
By March 1975 Birmingham had its 
first Housing Act ion Areas. Renewal 
Area 24 became the Havelock Housing 
Act ion Area, 

Two years after starting, therefore, 
Urban Renewal boasted a brace of 
senior officers (now re-located in 
luxurious offices in Edmund Street), 
an expanding empire of teams, four 
Housing Act ion Areas, a programme of 
18 more when the Department of the 
Environment allowed i t , a special 
sub-committee which met alternatively 
wi th representatives of Community 
Forum (a Federation of residents 
groups) and a hot line to the Leader 
of the Council. Thousands of house 
inspections had been carried out . 
But no houses had been improved in 
any of the Renewal AreasM 



Improvement 
and working class 

owner-occupation 

THE HOUSING policy of both the 
major polit ical parties at national 
level, is now f i rmly set in favour of 
owner-occupation, w i th council hous­
ing being regarded as a left-over for the 
poor, needy and disabled. The Labour 
Party's commitment to owner-occupa­
t ion as the best form of housing tenure 
for working people was finalised in 
the 1977 Green Paper on Housing, 
which argued: 

"A preference for home ownership 
is sometimes explained on the 
grounds that potential homeowners 
believe that it will bring them 
financial advantage. A far more 
likely reason is the sense of greater 
personal independence that it 
brings. For most people owning 
one's home is a basic and natural 
desire." (Our emphasis). 

This and other CDP reports (e.g. 
'Profit against Houses',) argue however 
that the desire for owner-occupation 
has been manipulated by the failure 
to build enough council houses to 
decent standards, by cutt ing the coun­
cil house building programme, by 
raising rents, and by the continual 
propaganda of construction companies, 
building societies, estate agents and 
solicitors who have a vested interest 



in maintaining a private housing 
market whether or not it provides 
better housing conditions. 

In "Private Housing and the Work­
ing Class" (Benwell CDP 1978) it was 
argued strongly that owner-occupation 
contains wi th in it a basic contradic­
t i on . As it gets older a house wears 
out and requires maintenance and 
modernisation; yet because it is a 
commodi ty valued for its exchange 
value, rather than its use value, it is 
treated as an investment and house 
prices continue to rise wi th age. 

The rise in the price of older houses 
compared wi th new ones may be 
slightly less but the difference does 
not adequately compensate for the cost 
of proper maintenance and repair. In 
addi t ion, these inflated prices are 
stil l reflected in the average owner 
occupier's housing costs years after 
purchase, because of long term bor­
rowing. In recent years mortgage 
repayments have actually increased,or 
repayment periods been extended, 
because of high interest rates. The 
effect of this contradict ion, espe­
cially on low income households, 
is to discourage or prevent repair and 
maintenance and housing conditions 
get worse. 

CDP believe that this process wil l 
eventually appear in every area where 
the predominant housing tenure of the 
working class is owner-occupation, 
even the suburban Wimpey Estates. 

A t the present time however, it is in 
our inner cities where it is most acute 
and where the effect of the market 
mechanism is becoming evident. In 
particular, the Havelock Housing Ac­
t ion Area provides a vivid i l lustration 
of the problems and how they are 
being managed by the State. 

In 1975, 64 per cent of houses in 
the Housing Act ion Area were owner-
occupied. This is higher than the aver­
age for the area (55 per cent). But the 
Housing Act ion Area was an area 
which the council itself designated 
marginal between clearance and im­
provement. More than half the houses 
were considered likely to become unfi t 
within five years. What the 1974 
Housing A c t d i d , b y introducing HAAs, 
was to shift the cost and responsibility 
for remedying this unfitness on to 
the owners and away from the State. 
If owners co-operated, then the State 
would be spared a large slum clearance 
and rehousing bi l l . Admit tedly 75 per 
cent and 90 per cent grants were 
available but these contained more 
colour than substance because from 
the start the grant levels did not cover 
the cost of improvements and have 
never been regularly increased to keep 
pace wi th inf lat ion. 

By August 1977, two-and-a-half 
years after declaration, and four 
years after Urban Renewal had been 
established, only 32 per cent of the 
owner-occupiers had carried out any 

OWNER OCCUPATION - NOT ALWAYS BEST 
Certainly not all the people living in Saltley 
are convinced that owning a house is better 
than renting one from the Council. From 
CDP's small and relatively inaccessible 
office, hundreds of applications to register 
on the Housing Waiting List were handed 
out during its short existence, 1973-77. 
Most of these were, of course, to private 
tenants, because owner-occupiers are not 
normally allowed to register on the list. 

But owner-occupiers can sell to the 
Council in exchange for a tenancy. They 
only get about 40 per cent of the estimated 
market price — or what seems about 30 per 
cent of the price likely to be recommended 
by local estate agents. Even so, many people 
in Saltley have chosen to get out of owner-
occupation in this financially disadvan­
tageous way. The Council's scheme is de­
vised mainly for the elderly and the chroni­
cally sick. But CDP know of many younger 
people — including Asians, who usually 
show a very strong preference for owner-
occupation — who have applied. They 

have all been refused, except for a brief 
period in 1974-75, when government 
finance for Council purchase was unlimited. 
Some have sold to a Housing Association as 
an alternative; others now turn reluctantly 
to improvement or moving elsewhere. 

Mrs B in George Arthur Road is typical 
of the people who wanted to sell out to the 
Council in exchange for a council tenancy. 
When she could not, she sold to Copec for 
£800. Owing £600 on her mortgage, this 
left her with just enough to pay the legal 
fees. Owner-occupation did not enable 
her to accumulate any assets at all. She was 
glad to get out of this form of tenure and 
into a good quality rented house. 

In Havelock Housing Action Area there 
have been few sales to the Council (except 
in those blocks designated for demolition) 
since an initial wave of about six in 1974-
1975. Since that date, Copec Housing 
Trust has taken on the Council's role of 
buying both rented and owner-occupied 
houses; it now owns 20 per cent of all the 
houses to be retained. 

improvements. Much of the work 
carried out was of a poor standard 
and would not give the houses a 30-
year l ife. Moreover it was unlikely 
that wi th in the five year period many 
more owner-occupied properties 
would be improved. 

But the pattern of improvements 
was uneven. The level of activity in 
some streets was higher than in others. 
By examining the Housing Act ion 
Area on a street-by-street basis, a 
better understanding can be gained 
of how the complex problems of 
improvement grants, housing finance, 
landownership and building work, 
interlink to prevent the success of 
Urban Renewal. 

Havelock Road 
& Wright Road 
Virtually all the houses in Saltley were 
built on building leases granted by 
Lord Norton and William Hutton. 
This means that few of the owner-
occupiers really own their house. They 
hold 99-year leases which will expire 
within the next 25 years. When the 
lease expires, the leaseholder be­
comes a tenant of the freeholder. Not 
surprisingly, after working hard all 
their lives to buy their houses, most 
Saltley residents are not keen to lose 
it again and many of them have been 
trying to buy the freehold. Urban 
Renewal makes it even more impor­
tant for a leaseholder to buy the 
freehold. No-one wants to improve 
their property, commit t ing themselves 
to thousands of pounds worth of 
expenditure, if the house is not going 
to be theirs at the end of the day. 

But the property companies which 
own the freeholds — having bought 
them f rom the original landowner — 
have not been will ing to sell them to 
owner-occupiers. They have obstruc­
ted the legislation — the 1967 Lease­
hold Reform Act — which gave lease­
holders who have lived in their houses 
for five years the right to buy the free­
hold. In Saltley people have not had 
the money to pay for professional 
expertise required to barter with the 
landowners. 

This private leasehold land-owner­
ship system — and the Council's failure 
to tackle it — is one of the roots of 
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Saltley's decline and has been des­
cribed in CDP Report 5, 'Leasehold 
Loopholes.' I t is also a large factor 
in the slow rate of improvement 
amongst owner-occupiers in the 
Housing Act ion Area, particularly 
George Arthur Road. 

But the land in the Housing Act ion 
Area to the north of A lum Rock Road 
— Havelock, Wright and Phillimore 
Roads — was sold by Lord Norton as 
freehold to Henry Wright during the 
1850s. Wright was one of Saltley's 
railway carriage manufacturers who 
became rich during the Victorian 
railway boom. He founded the Metro­
politan Carriage and Wagon Company 
at Saltley Gate, later to become the 
famous Metro-Cammell Works. Wright 
was one of the first men to lease 
small building plots. This he did in 
Havelock Road and they were bought 
between 1858 and 1875, either by 
his own workmen or by local land­
lords — but not by builders. As a result 
the quality and age of the houses in 
Havelock Road became very varied. 
Houses were also developed between 
the Havelock Road houses and the 
Alum Rock Road, which were small, 
congested and very cheaply construc­
ted ; some were back-to-backs. The 
first of these was redeveloped in the 
1920s to make way for the Rock 
Cinema, now the Bingo Hall. 

In 1936, the Wright family began 
to sell off their freehold land. Because 

many of the lots were individual 
houses the freeholds were often 
bought by the existing tenants. As a 
result many of the owner-occupiers 
were already freeholders when 
Havelock and Wright Roads were 
included in the Housing Act ion Area. 
Those that had not managed to buy 
had either become tenants when the 
leases expired or had renewed the 
leases for a second 99 year term. 

So the short lease problem found in 
Phil l imore, George Ar thur and 
Adderley Roads, did not exist. A l ­
though there were fewer owner-
occupiers in Havelock and Wright 
Roads they were nearly all freeholders. 
As Urban Renewal progressed it was 
these freeholders who were in the best 
position to carry out improvements. 

From the start there was a strong 
preference for improvement — or at 
least retention — among the owner-
occupiers. This was confirmed in a 
street survey, carried out by the 
Residents' Group, set up after the 
meeting organised by CDP and coun­
cillors in October 1973. 

In December 1973, some detailed 
Schedules of Improvement were drawn 
up by a local Health Inspector and one 
of them was costed by CDP. It came 
to £2,880 - almost double the Sche­
dule which had been drawn up for this 
house earlier in 1973 when the owner 
first became interested in improve­
ment. A t that time the maximum 

eligible grant was £1,000. Clearly 
Urban Renewal meant high standards. 
Few people could afford such stan­
dards. In January 1974, it was this 
particular schedule which sparked off 
the row at the public meeting, re­
ferred to on page 11 . 

The realisation that the new policy 
was going to cost them a lot of money 
had different effects on the people 
in Havelock Road to those in George 
Arthur Road. Rather than challenge 
i t , Havelock owner-occupiers went 
away to f ind a way round it or forget 
i t . Local councillors did not see how 
to intervene any longer and in any 
case were more interested in the 
problems of tenants who lived in the 
part of Havelock Road outside the 
Renewal Area1 . The job of progres­
sing Urban Renewal policy was left to 
CDP. 

During the spring of 1974, resi­
dents got together in blocks and 
worked out a strategy. A t the end 
of May, 23 residents in four street 
blocks submitted a carefully worded 
declaration that they would improve 
their houses, or that they wanted their 
landlord to improve. Somewhat to 
their surprise the Council, in July, 
responded by classifying the houses 
as "suitable for retent ion". In August 
and October 1974 the other street 

1. See 'Property Speculation in Havelock 
Road" , Birmingham CDP 1975. 
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KNOW THE FACTS No. 11 
GETTING THE JOB DONE. 

Improving a house with the aid of a grant is 
arguably one of the most complicated jobs 
carried out by local authorities; it involves 
more paper work and is more difficult 
than building a new house, school or road. 
A survey carried out by the National Build­
ing Agency and published in July 1979 
discovered that many officials concerned 
with the administration of Renovation 
Grants admitted that they did not know 
how to interpret the mass of overlapping 
and often conflicting legislation, circulars 
and directives which have been issued by 
Whitehall over the last 10 years. 

Renovation Grants are only given for 
improvement work which the Council 
consider need doing and which are eligible 
for a grant according to the government's 
regulations. To be eligible a house must:— 

have a Rateable Value of less than £225 
(£175 until August 1977) unless it is 
a rented or partially rented house in 
which cases different Rateable Value 
limits apply. 

be built before 1961 

not have had a grant approved on it 
(even if none of the grant was paid) 
during the previous 2 years, 

and the owner must:— 

own a lease of longer than 5 years 
have owned it at least a year if it was 
previously rented 

not be a direct relative of the occupier 
e.g. son, mother etc. 
sign an agreement that he/she under­
stands the grant might be repayable if 
the house is sold within 5 years 

These regulations, especially the Rateable 
Value limits, prevent many houses from 
being improved and deter many owners 
from applying for a grant. For those that do 
apply the first step is to contact the local 
Health Inspector who will look over the 
house and draw up a Schedule of Works. 
This may or may not conform with what 
the owner actually wants to improve; in 
fact it will usually be a much longer list 
than expected. This is because the Council 
is expected to guarantee a 30 year life with 
each Improvement Grant (15 years for an 
Intermediate Grant). Most health inspectors 

expect everything to need renovating for 
30 years life and few houses, especially in 
an HAA where existing standards are low, 
escape with less than 30 separate items of 
repair or improvement. 

Paradoxically some items of repair may 
be excluded from the list because only 50% 
of an Improvement Grant may be spent on 
"repairs" as distinct from "improvements". 
Roof insulation is also excluded from an 
Improvement Grant, even though it is a 
compulsory improvement when replacing a 
roof. There is a separate grant system for 
roof insulation. Having received the Schedule 
of Works the owner must find a builder to 
provide an estimate. Some Councils insist on 
2 estimates, but in Birmingham owners are 
lucky if they can get one. The estimate is 
then sent back to the Health Inspector, who 
checks its reasonableness and accuracy and 
submits it the appropriate Committee of 
the Council for approval. The owner must 
also produce the deeds to the house to 
prove he/she owns it. 

Once approved, work can begin — in 
theory. In practice it is often necessary to 
get building regulation — and in some 
cases — planning approvals from quite 
separate departments of the Council. 
This also involves getting someone to draw 
up plans. Paying for the work also begins 
to cause problems at this stage. Some 
builders will want a down payment. Some 
owners may need to borrow money for 
which deeds have to be produced again, 
valuers organised and information received 
from one department of the Council filled 
in on forms and sent to another. 

Approximately 6 months after the health 
inspector's first visit, work begins. Lucky 
house owners get their houses improved in 
about 2 months and the builder paid by the 
end of the following month. But, in practice, 
builders are usually slower than they promise, 
especially at the end of the job. Disputes 
about unsatisfactory work involving either 
the owner, the building inspector or the 
health inspector can prolong the work for 
over a year. Some £5000 Improvement 
Grant jobs in Birmingham have taken longer 
to complete than the construction of the 
entire National Exhibition Centre, costing 
£19 millions. 
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blocks containing mainly owner-

occupiers submitted similar declara­

t ions, which were also approved. 

But before any improvement work 

could get underway, everything had to 

stop. The new 1974 Housing Act 

involved everyone in the exercise 

of getting the Housing Act ion Area 

declared. Residents carried out the 

Social Survey required by the Depart­

ment of Environment on behalf of 

the Council , in order to speed things 

up. Even so vital months passed while 

building prices rocketed. By the t ime 

the Housing Act ion Area was approved 

in March 1975 the benefits of an 

increased grant (75 per cent of the 

maximum of £3,200 of improvement 

expenditure compared with a previous 

50 per cent grant) had been almost 

eroded away by inf lat ion. Already 

residents were receiving builders' esti­

mates in excess of £3,200. 

Unfortunately, by March 1975, the 

Urban Renewal Department was still 

unprepared for organising improve­

ments. The local Urban Renewal Team 

had no one specifically to work on 

Havelock HAA and the MDT had yet 

to make any attempt to streamline 

the Council's complicated grant and 

loan system. In'George Arthur Road 

the Residents' Act ion Group had 

briefed their own architect, Rod 

Hackney, to co-ordinate street im­

provements. CDP hired an architect 

for Havelock Road to carry out the 

same kind of work. He prepared 

schemes for three blocks of houses, 

two of which were started in the 

autumn of 1975. One of those, 

numbers 43-51, a physically separate 

block improved in the mock Geor­

gian style preferred by local residents, 

subsequently became a favourite back-

cloth for political photographs during 

the Stechford by-election in March 

1977. 

The eight residents who started 

improvements in Havelock Road in 

1975 were all freeholders and only 

one had a substantial outstanding 

mortgage. His estimate came to 

£3,750; he received a grant of £2,400 

and required a loan for £1,350. The 

Estates Department sent someone to 

value the house and for the first t ime 

since the January 1974 public meeting 

the economic dilemma of Urban 

Renewal leapt into focus again. 



The Estates Department official 
considered the house even after 
improvements was worth less than the 
money being spent on i t ! After deduc­
ting the outstanding mortgage from 
the Council's valuation there was less 
than £1,350 left. The Council could 
not make a loan to the owner because 
it could not expect to get its money 
back if the owner defaulted. This is 
known as an 'equity problem'. The 
house, after improvement to Urban 
Renewal standards, was a financial 
l iabil i ty. Since the builder had already 
started on the improvement work, 
something had to be done. Quietly 
the Council adjusted its system, as 
it was forced to do several times 
during the next two years. The Estates 
Department revalued the property, 
which on a second inspection turned 
out to have gained rapidly in value. 

A t the t ime, this example was 
greeted as a bizarre mistake, but now 
this sort of depressing economic 
equation is commonplace. Everything 
pivots on the price of houses. Prices 
are determined by people's abil ity to 
repay the money they have to borrow 
to buy the house. But first of all they 
have to f ind an organisation wi th 
money to lend. As a result when the 
lending abil ity of banks and building 
societies is low, prices stabilise or even 
decline. When it is high, they spiral. 

But wi th in the market there are 
grades of houses and grades of wage-
earners. If the cycle of buying and 
selling is to be maintained — and 
especially if it is to be expanded — 
then the cheapest houses have to be 
available to the lowest wage earners. 
So houses in Saltley in 1975, even 
freehold, could not rise above £3,500-
£4,000 wi thout putt ing them out of 
the range of the sort of people expec­
ted to live there. 

Even 'out of range o f is however, 
a relative term. Reputable lending 
organisations, like building societies 
or the City Council, themselves deter­
mine how much a borrower can reason­
ably pay each week. This is some­
times disputed by desperate home 
seekers who feel they can afford more. 
But the calculations are based on long 
experience. Too many borrowers who 
take on 'unreasonable' repayments 
finish up defaulting. The apparent 
humanity of the lending institutions 

is in fact based on hard commercial 
practice. 

But banks and finance companies 
have less scruples and this lets them 
into the inner city lending market in 
a big way as a survey carried out by 
CDP in September 1974 revealed. 
This survey was of course undertaken 
after the property boom had ended 
and the market was in a state of 
collapse. The clearing banks withdrew 
rapidly because of new credit controls 
and from 1974 onwards the position 
deteriorated. Because of the public 
expenditure cuts the local authority 
was forced to stop lending unti l 
Apri l 1976. The building societies 
were asked to take their place. But 
the societies did not change their 
lending practices and red lining of the 
inner ci ty areas continued. This means 
that the finance companies and shady 
estate agents were given an open field 
unti l Council and clearing bank 
lending resumed in 1977. 

The fringe banks and finance com­
panies are among the biggest rogues of 
all in the vicious exploitation of poor 
people's housing needs. They lend at 
high interest rates and make sure their 
customers are trapped for as long as 
possible in their debt. They insert 
redemption clauses that make it 
impossible or extremely expensive to 
pay them off in a lump sum. There are 
no respites if you are sick or unem­
ployed. Lack of payment for even a 
few weeks incurs bigger debts by the 
day. 

There are people in Saltley who 
took on Julian Hodge mortgages 
during the credit bonanza of 1971-74 
who now owe a lot more than they 
first borrowed: yet they only missed 
a few payments due to temporary 
unemployment. 

Some of these companies are well 
known household names, such as 
Julian Hodge, the Welsh banker and 
friend of former premier Jim Callaghan, 
and Cedar Holdings, the fringe bank 
which went bust in 1974 which was 
owned by the Miners' Pension Fund, 
Electricity Supply Pension Fund, Uni­
lever Pension Fund and Pheonix 
Insurance Company. Others are small 
t ime local estate agents who were 
once landlords, now milking the last 
penny out of their properties by 
"convert ing" to owner-occupation. 

such as C.J. Melhuish and F. Yorke 
Brookes. Their favourite scheme was 
to give rental purchase mortgages, 
where the house deal is not transferred 
legally to the occupier unti l the last 
payments have been made. The 
occupier is not an owner, but neither 
are they tenants. It is in effect a 
scheme to evade the Rent Acts2-

These companies charge in advance 
for the l ikely cost of repossession. 
They even seem to trade in the expec­
tat ion that they wi l l be able to re­
possess. C.J. Melhuish once told Mr 
and Mrs. M. (see page 18) that they 
should cut their losses and moonlight. 
The net effect is to penalise the wage 
earner for wanting or having to be an 
owner-occupier. On average he pays 
a bigger proport ion of his income on 
housing than do those who get on to 
the building societies' books. 

The credit agreements are rarely 
for a f ixed period. They are designed 
to stretch on and on. The worst and 
most exploitative, like that of Mr and 
Mrs M's, are likely to extend beyond 
the length of the lease. Many extend 
beyond the expected life of the 
house. Mr A the owner-occupier in 
Havelock Road wi th the equity 
problem referred to earlier was a 
victim of this system. His outstanding 
mortgage was wi th the Constant 
Finance Company. The interest rate 
was 23.92 per cent and will take 25 
years to pay off . Had the Council 
demolished the house in 1978 — 
which was the alternative to improving 
it in 1974— nearly all of his compensa­
t ion would have gone to fu l f i l l his 
agreement wi th the finance company. 
His investment of £31.33 per month 
in the property since 1973 would 
have been virtually worthless because 
nearly all of it was creamed off as 
interest payments. 

Mr A. was relatively lucky. By 
taking advantage of the improvement 
grant, when it represented a signifi­
cant proport ion of costs, his house 
(which had several serious structural) 
faults) is improved to a reasonable 
standard and his debt burden is just 
about manageable. Today the same 

2. See Shutt J . and Stewart A. "Rental 
Purchase Mortgages in Birmingham. 
Another way of Evading the Rent 
Acts?" New Law Journal February 
26th 1976. 
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work would probably cost about 
£8,000 and he would have to borrow 
at least £2,000 more to carry out the 
work. His weekly debt repayments 
would have risen sharply or — more 
likely — been stretched over the rest of 
his working life. Even so at no time 
has the market value of his house 
equalled the price he paid for it plus 
the cost of the improvements. And he 
is still going to pay a lot more than is 

normal to Constant Finance because 
of the high interest rate which has 
been fixed until the end of the repay­
ment period i.e. 1998. 

He was also lucky with the Council's 
system. Later on, in 1976, when the 
City Solicitor had had time to read all 
the small print in the 1974 Housing 
Act, his equity problem would have 
got worse. The solicitors made two 
rulings, the first of which would have 

THE CASE OF Mr. & Mrs. M 
Mr and Mrs M, after 30 years of married life 
in local author i ty and rented flats, decided, 
in 1970 to buy their own house. Mr M only 
had a low paid job as a storeman and no 
savings, so that they had to look for some­
thing cheap and wi th easy repayment terms. 

A n advert by C J . Melhuish, Life As­
surance and Mortgage Brokers of Stephenson 
Street in the city centre, attracted their 
attent ion. When they visited his off ice, 
Mr. Melhuish was most helpful and even­
tually they decided to buy one of his houses 
on offer between Saltley and Small Heath. 
The terms seemed very reasonable; the 
house cost £2,350 but the deposit was 
only £50 and monthly repayments were 
£28, to be collected by Mr Melhuish him­
self. The house was already empty, being 
owned by a man in London, and they could 
move in very quickly. As they had no 
solicitor Mr Melhuish agreed to look after 
the legal side for them. 

In August they paid £30 of the deposit 
and on 18th September went to Mr 
Melhuish's off ice to pay the remaining £20. 
He then took them to the solicitors — Davies, 
Arnold and Barritt where they paid costs 
of 7 guineas, signed the necessary docu­
ments and collected the key to their new 
home. 

In October 1970 the solicitors sent a 
copy of the agreement which they had 
signed on 18th September. But it was not 
unti l August 1976, when CDP took legal 
advice on their behalf that Mr and Mrs 
M discovered they were not in fact the 
owners of their home. The owners were 
still Fourbro Properties ( l l ford) L td , (who 
had " so ld " it to them in 1970), a small 
company owned by the four Lipson brothers 
who lived in London. The name of this 
company appeared on their Mortgage 
Repayment Book. 

But Mr and Mrs M were not paying a 
mortgage in the normal sense of the word . 
The document they held was a Rental 
Purchase Agreement. It provided for them 
to own the house only after they paid off 
all the purchase price and interest payments; 
in the meantime they were only licensees. 
Tho document mentioned that the house 
was leasehold "w i t h a t i t le of not less than 
20 years," but it did not specify when 
payments would end and they could be­
come the legal owners. 

However, i t did state that there was a 
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7.5 per cent collecting commission (payable 
by Mr and Mrs M for the privilege of having 
Mr Melhuish collect the £28 each month) 
and the cost of insurance. As interest 
charges starting 18.9.70 totalled £299, 
the collecting commission came to £23.10 
and insurance was £2.50, after one year 
they owed Foubro £324.60. But as they 
were paying a month in arrears and Mr 
Melhuish did not collect unt i l the 25th of 
the month, on 18.9.71 they could only 
offset against this, eleven instalments of £28 
— a total of £308. As a result after one years 
regular payments they owed more than 
when they had moved in . 

Even over a fu l l 12 months they could 
only pay off just over £5. Later when it 
was known that Fourbro's lease would 
expire in 1997, it became evident that 
Mr and Mrs M could never become the legal 
owners of their house. The instalment 
scheme was arranged so that this was 
impossible. By 1997 they would still owe 
Fourbro's about £1,500, but as licensees 
become liable to eviction f rom the free­
holders. In fact because they had missed 
just one instalment in six years, by July 
1976 they stil l owed £231655 and were 
worse off than in 1970. 

Mr and Mrs M were of course extremely 
upset to f ind they were not owners of their 
house, but licensees. They were in fact, 
less secure than when they had been tenants 
because the agreement they had signed 
managed to evade the provisions of the 
Rent Act. They could not sue their solici­
tors because Davies, Arnold and Barrit t had 
not really acted for them — they only 
collected £7 in "costs". They could attempt 
to sue Mr Melhuish for deceiving them but 
in any court case it would boil down to who 
had said what six years earlier. 

The were even more annoyed when they 
realised that the several hundreds of pounds 
spent improving the house had in effect 
gone straight to Fourbro Properties. Now 
the house needed several major repairs but 
it seemed pointless to spend more on what 
could never be theirs; yet under the terms 
of the agreement Fourbro had no responsi­
b i l i ty for repairs. 

They were advised of three possible 
courses of action. They could pay off the 
outstanding debt. This was out of the ques­
t ion as Mr M had a disabling heart attack 
in 1974 and now they lived solely on their 

effected Mr A. to the extent of preven­
ting him from getting a Council loan 
of any kind. These were:— 

1 As the grant might be repayable 
if the owner-occupier sold his 
house within five years of receiv­
ing it, then the amount of grant 
received also had to be deducted 
from the market valuation be­
fore deciding the size of the loan. 

Social Security benefit. Secondly, they 
could ask to become weekly tenants; this 
would cost nothing and they would no 
longer be liable for repairs. Thirdly they 
could ask the council to buy out their 
agreement on hardship grounds — so that 
they would become council tenants. As this 
th ird opt ion provided better security, more 
chance the repairs would actually get done 
and the possibility of a transfer later on , 
they decided to approach the Council 
before considering the second alternative. 

In September 1976, the City Housing 
Department confirmed that the couple 
came wi th in the scope of the scheme under 
which they purchased houses in the inner 
areas. In December a valuer at last visited 
the house but the Housing Committee did 
not consider the purchase until Apr i l 1977. 
This was because the money allocated by 
central government to Birmingham council 
for municipalisation was far less than 
required. Demand had been stepped up 
because in 1974 and 1975 Urban Renewal 
had encouraged "non improvers" to sell 
their houses to the council . Many people 
were only getting round to doing so after 
the government had imposed l imits on 
funds for municipalisation. 

This left the council in an impossible 
posit ion, and during 1976/77 the Housing 
Department first of all closed the door on 
new applications and then got down to 
prioritising the ones that were already in. 
Hence the long delay. 

Meanwhile, the stress and insecurity of 
their situation was beginning to affect 
Mr and Mrs M and led to a series of violent 
rows. Mrs M became very depressed and 
eventually hysterical. During Apri l 1977 
she was sent to a mental hospital where 
she was given electric shock and drug 
treatment for six months. The same after­
noon she was admitted to hospital, the 
Housing Committee were forced to decide 
Mr and Mrs M were not a pr ior i ty. The 
second largest housing authority in the 
country, w i th a turnover of mil l ions, were 
obliged to get government permission to 
spend the £2,300 needed to buy out their 
interest. This permission could not be ob­
tained and Mr and Mrs M had to spend 
a further agonising six months negotiating 
w i th Melhuish and the Lipson brothers to 
achieve the status of weekly tenants, which 
they thought they had left behind in 1970. 



2 The improvement loan could not 
be given wi thout knowing the 
amount of loan which would 
be required for the acquisition 
of the freehold. 

The two had to be considered at 
the same t ime, if appropriate. 

In doing so, the solicitors virtually 
eliminated the possibility of any new 
or young owner-occupiers getting a 
Council loan for improvement in a 
Housing Act ion Area and General 
Improvement Area. They also im­
mediately stopped the leaseholders 
who were trying to buy their freeholds 
wi th a loan from completing the 
purchase and sorting the improve­
ments out later. The two had to be 
done together and this only served to 
increase the 'equity problem'. 

The solicitor's interpretation of the 
1974 Housing Ac t held up and preven­
ted a lot of improvements. The situa­
t ion became so serious that the Urban 
Renewal Sub-Committee decided to 
ignore the City Solicitor's advice. Once 
again the Council's system had to be 
adjusted in order to avoid the legal 
and economic constraints imposed on 
working class owner-occupiers and 
preventing them f rom improving their 
houses. Later the City Solicitor's 
opinion was in fact confirmed when 
the Government issued a circular 
(38/77) formally allowing councils to 
disregard the working of the Act , if 
they felt justified in doing so. 

By the end of 1975 the Urban 
Renewal's Agency Scheme was in 
operation and CDP withdrew from an 
active role in the Improvement Pro­
gramme, leaving the job of organising 
improvements to the Urban Renewal 
Project Team. During November and 
December, the owner of numbers 48 
and 50 Wright Road, two adjoining 
houses recently improved, allowed the 
Team to use the empty one as a show 
house. This helped to establish the 
presence of the Urban Renewal 

Team Workers in the area. Unfortu­
nately, in the previous month the 
Housing Department had also opened 
a Show House further along Havelock 
Road but about 100 yards outside 
the Housing Act ion Area. It was 
widely advertised, but could offer 
nothing to owner-occupiers except a 
look round a recently improved house. 
The Housing Department staff who 

manned it knew absolutely nothing 
about the area, yet the Urban Renewal 
staff were not even asked to help. This 
was just a small example of the lack of 
coordination which existed between 
the two departments in 1975. The 
situation improved considerably in 
1976, wi th a Housing Assistant trans­
ferred to the Urban Renewal Team. 

The Improvement Agency did not 
f ind it easy going, especially in Saltley. 
It was hampered by its own bureau­

cracy, but most of all because of a lack 
of understanding of the real problems 
which were preventing owner-occupiers 
from improving. To make the Agency 
work it required owner-occupiers 
ready to improve in blocks. In Saltley, 
owner-occupiers were wanting to pur­
chase their freeholds, they were un­
employed, they were pensioners or 
they were waiting for the Council to 
buy their house and rehouse them. 
Few blocks of more than two houses 
could be found. 

FINANCE FOR NEW OWNER OCCUPATION IN SALTLEY 72-74 
The last Tory government not only caused 
house prices to rocket out of control, 
but the 1971-74 property boom also con­
tributed to rich pickings for their friends. 
Easy money following the Tory Competi­
tion and Credit Control policy of 1971 
allowed the clearing banks into the housing 
market so that by 1974 they had more than 
a half share of new lending in Saltley. They 
paid less attention to valuation, were less 
concerned about a buyer's income-outlay 
ratio, but usually asked for a substantial 
deposit, which Asian clients were generally 
able to find. Consequently house prices 
increased substantially beyond the valua­
tions of the local authority which became 
a minority lender. A minority of prospec­
tive buyers had made independent contact 
with the banks, but increasingly the finan­
cial arrangements were controlled by 
Estate Agents who introduced them to 
particular branch managers and refused to 
entertain traditional sources of finance. 
The Local Authority was, anyway, long-
winded and likely to refuse a loan because 
their valuation was now considerably below 
the purchase price. The banks could fix it 
up in a week. Prospective sellers could either 
accept a low exchange value with a tradi­
tional agent referring buyers to traditional 
local authority funds, or they could some­
times double the price by placing it with 
the entrepreneural agent. Mostly they chose 
the latter because in order to move, they in 
turn had to pay the higher range of prices. 
Sellers therefore depended on the agent to 

arrange everything, because only he would 
orchestrate buyer and financier. 

Estate agents, then, shaped the market, 
acting as agents for the seller and brokers 
for the buyer. Their commission for the first 
appears to have been normal 2% of exchange 
value, and on the second undisclosed pay­
ments of £50-£100. Their working partners, 
the branch managers, may or may not have 
received cash. It was against Bank regula­
tions, but buyers appear to have accepted 
it as a fact of life, and Barclays certainly 
were making internal enquiries about this 
practice during 1974. Their second set of 
partners, the solicitors, generally made about 
£100 out of both buyer and seller. Most 
working class people do not have a family 
solicitor. Agents therefore developed a 
working arrangement with two solicitors 
who were allocated to a succession of 
buyers and sellers. In a sense they were 
almost retained by the agent, and certainly 
from CDP evidence appear to have acted in 
his interest rather than for their nominal 
client. 

This was the arrangement which domi­
nated transactions between 1972 and 1974. 
At the beginning of this period when house 
prices were geared to traditional lending 
limits, the estate agent could make an addi­
tional capital gain of about £1000 by 
buying the house himself from the owner-
occupier and then reselling it at the sub­
stantially higher price created by bank 
finance. 

1. Corporation Interest 11%) 

2. Building Societies (Interest 11%) 

3. Fringe Banks (Interest 17-28% 

4. Clearing Banks (Interest 16-18%) 
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By the end of 1975, some of the 
bigger improvement schemes were 
being estimated at more than £4,000 
which meant a personal outlay of at 
least £2,600. The majority of owners 
could not afford it. The Agency could 
not hope to undercut these costs by 
much. In practice it could not be 
specific at all because estimates could 
not be made until enough owners 
had joined the scheme. Residents were 
presented with glossy brochures by the 
Agency Officers full of architectural 
illustrations and plans, when what 
they wanted to know first was how 
much their particular house might cost 
and how they could raise the money 
to pay for it. Urban Renewal is not 
just a technical exercise, but the 
officials who worked in the Agency 
saw it as such and hid behind the 
mystique of their own plans. 

The Agency undertook the im­
provement of two blocks of proper­
ties on the corner of Havelock and 
Wright Roads and there was talk of 
tackling two further blocks in Philli­
more and George Arthur Roads. The 
ones in Havelock Road, numbers 

91-107, consisted of nine houses; 
in Wright Road, numbers 2-24, consis­
ted of twelve houses. Of these, three 
were owned by the Council (including 
16 Wright Road) and one by Copec 
Housing Trust. But the Agency could 
not even get the co-operation of these 
two institutional owners, who both 
improved to different styles and stan­
dards. The Agency interested a few 
people in the remaining houses, but 
nothing ever came of this work be­
cause of poor support for the scheme 
among contractors. After the May 
1976 election, the incoming Con­
servative Council scrapped the 
scheme and replaced it with the 
House Improvement Service. 

In Havelock Road and Wright 
Road, owner-occupiers continued to 
improve their houses despite the 
demise of the Agency, using whatever 
builders they could find and by cut­
ting out some of the work the Council 
wanted them to do. On several of 
these later schemes, as in George 
Arthur Road, there was trouble with 
the builders over the quality of the 
work. Altogether, by August 1977, 

THE AGENCY SCHEME 

The problems of organising home improve­
ments and finding a satisfactory builder 
were well known to Urban Renewal officials 
even before the HAA was declared and 
during 1974 the powers of the local authority 
to set up an Agency Scheme under Section 
75 of the 1969 Housing Act were investi­
gated. Despite strong opposit ion from 
several chief officers, in December 1974 
the Urban Renewal Sub Committee approved 
the establishment of an Agency Scheme 
which could, "work wi th complete f lexi­
b i l i ty using both small and large contractors 
in direct contract w i th the Author i ty and 
wi th the resources of departments behind 
the Agency." 

This meant in effect a high degree of 
Council control over specifications, stan­
dards and workmanship through the Archi­
tects Department who were to design each 
improvement scheme contract, tender and 
supervise i t . During 1975 Agency Officers 
w i th "bui lding qualifications and ex­
perience" were appointed to organise con­
tracts for owners who wanted to improve. 
It was hoped that block contracts would 
minimise overheads both for the Agency 
and the contractor and this would help 
keep costs low. The cost to residents was 
10% of the value of the work but this fee 
could be included in the costs covered by 
the Improvement Grant. The Agency 
Scheme ran into a lot of teething prob­
lems, largely because the Building Finance 
and Architects Departments never managed 

to adapt their professional wor ld to the 
costs versus standards dilemma that is the 
reality of Urban Renewal. Before the 
Agency was properly established the incom­
ing Tory Council closed it down in May 
1976 and replaced it w i th the House Im­
provement Service (HIS). 

HIS is based entirely in the Urban 
Renewal Section and concentrates on cutt­
ing out the paperwork for individual owners 
and organising a Small Works contract 
between the owner and a builder, which 
the HIS officer supervises. There are no 
block schemes, no architects plans and 
specifications, no contractual involvement 
by the Council and — as a result — no real 
threat to the small local builders who carry 
out 95% of all Improvement Grant work. 

Builders cooperating wi th the Council 
on the HIS are of course expected to carry 
out satisfactory work. However even this 
has been hard to achieve and several purges 
of the recommended list of builders has 
been necessary. A t least one legal action 
against HIS for inadequate supervision is 
underway. The failure of the Council to 
f ind any satisfactory method of achieving 
individual house improvements has been 
a major impetus for the campaign launched 
by Community Forum in 1979 against 
Cowboy Builders. Many Unban Renewal 
officials agree that the present system is 
bad value for money and are increasingly 
pinning their hopes on "envelope" schemes 
like Operation Facelift. 

I20 

out of 73 owner-occupied houses in 
Havelock and Wright Roads only 48 
were improved to the 10 point stan­
dard. But only about 30 of these had 
actually received an improvement 
grant. Halfway through the Housing 
Action Area five year period, there 
was still a long way to go. Even this 
level of success had only been achieved 
by the patience, persistence and 
adaptability of the Urban Renewal 
Team, helped by the fact that the 
houses are nearly all freehold, and, 
being slightly smaller than average, 
a bit cheaper to improve. 

Phillimore Road 
Owner-occupiers in Phillimore Road 
also had a reasonable rate of improve­
ment, but there were more problems 
and expense because of short lease­
holds and the quality of improve­
ment work done. Like Havelock, 
Phillimore Road was owned by Henry 
Wright, but the houses there did not 
get built until 40 years later. In 1890 
Joseph Turton Wright took over the 
affairs of his ailing uncle and began 
developing Phillimore Road. He used 
the same system, common throughout 
the area, of leasing blocks to local 
builders. The first of these were leased 
in June 1897 and the houses were all 
built by 1899. 

In 1975 when the Housing Action 
Area was first declared, Phillimore 
Road properties had the longest leases 
in the area. On average they had 23 
years left to run, compared with less 
than 17 years in the majority of 
houses in George Arthur Road. In addi­
tion some of the property companies 
which had bought the freeholds in 
1936 when the Wrights sold out had 
renewed the leases in the 1960s; some 
houses had been given new 60-year 
leases. For example, the block num­
bered 29-39 had 50 years unexpired 
in 1975. Another significant feature 
was the wide range of property com­
panies which owned freeholds in 
Phillimore Road. More than seven 
companies had interests in the street, 
compared to George Arthur Road, 
which was completely owned by 
London City and Westcliff Proper­
ties Ltd. 

The fact that houses had longer 
leases meant that owner-occupiers 
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were more wil l ing to proceed with 
improvements at an early stage. Even 
so a number were not, especially those 
wi th only 23 years left. They ap­
proached CDP for help after the 
Dennis Fell Group of Companies had 
offered some people their freehold at 
£500 for a 23 year lease. 

A leaseholder's group was formed 
which had 35 members and began 
negotiations wi th all the freeholders 
in the street. After the first three 
months the group ran up against all 
the usual problems identified by 
CDP3. 

1. Invariably all the property com­
panies asked for more than the free­
holds were wor th . Yorke-Brookes & 
Co., who owned block 58-54, refused 
even to reply to the leaseholders and 
the Leasehold Reform Act procedures 
had to be invoked in order to get 
a response. 

2. The problem of intermediary lease­
holders, who wanted £50-£100 for an 
interest worth £10 at the most. 
3. The high legal costs involved. Not 
only do leaseholders have to pay their 
own legal costs but they must pay the 
freeholder's legal costs and interme­
diaries' legal costs as well. So that in 
the end, residents sometimes pay more 

JSE/JB/ 

Solicitors 
(CA K 6 WAL 

Telephones: 021-553 

fMr. J . 
Highfield Road 

Saltley 
Birmingham. 

WEST BROMWICH B70 

VAT. Hstg.No. 276 S 

9th January ,7H 

Purchase of Freehold, Headleasehold and 
Underleasehold Interests in Highfield 
Road, Saltley, Birmingham 

Paid Freehold purchase price 
Paid Freeholders Solicitors costs 
Paid Freeholders mortgagees costs 
Paid Freeholders Agents costs 
Proportion of Freehold ground cent -'uc to 
the date of completion 

Paid Headleasehold purchase price 
Paid Headleasehold Solicitors costs 
Paid Underleasehold purchase price 
Paid Underleaseholders Solicitors and agents 
costs 
Paid Land Registry fees 
Paid search fees 
By cash you on account 

To our legal charges re: Freehold 
To our legal charges re: Headleasehold 
To our legal charges re: Underleasehold 

Add VAT 
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1 
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00 
20 
20 

40 
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41 
8 
27 

1 

30 
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40 

45 
13 
2 

25 
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15 
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83 

00 
58 
64 
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72 

00 
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00 

74 
70 
00 

00 
00 
00 

85 
40 
25 
57 
68 

454 

454 

57 

57 

3. For a more detailed explanation of the 
problem, see "Leasehold Loopholes" 
Birmingham CDP Report No.5. 

A simple freehold purchase can be transformed into a substantial bill after all the estate 
agents and solicitors are paid off . Their fees add up to more than the cost of the free­
ho ld . 
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Pepper pot improvements in Phillimore Road. Picture: GASP 

in legal fees than they do for the 
freehold itself. 

The cost of buying the freeholds 
was out of the reach of many of the 
residents, so at an early stage in the 
life of the Phillimore Road group, a 
meeting was arranged between local 
councillors and residents, in order 
to discussthepossibility of the Council 
placing a compulsory purchase order 
on the outstanding freeholds. The 
councillor who attended the meeting 
did not seem to realise the significance 
of leasehold to the success of Urban 
Renewal. As a council tenant himself, 
he had not much experience of owner-
occupation. Despite making the usual 
statements and promises, he never 
re-appeared at any subsequent meet­
ings, preferring to leave it up to " the 
professionals" instead. 

The Urban Renewal Team accepted 
the case for compulsory purchase but 
insisted on including it wi th in the 
Section 43 C.P.O. then undergoing 
preparation (see page 27). So CDP 
and the Leasehold Group plodded on, 
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using the procedures laid down in the 
Leasehold Reform Act , trying to 
make them work. 

Settlements were first reached wi th 
Collins Sons & Harvey at £300 for a 
21-year lease on numbers 76 and 78, 
in July 1975. Their original asking 
price had been £450. Further settle­
ments were made throughout 1975 
and 1976. Eventually, the Denis Fell 
Group of Companies which owned 
most freeholds agreed at £325 for a 
21-year lease. Several residents, pur­
chased, ending up wi th a final bill 
of £420 in 1976. 

At this point the realisation came 
for owner-occupiers that improvement 
and Urban Renewal was an expensive 
exercise and that the costs of purchas­
ing the freehold together wi th the 
improvement costs were often beyond 
them. Already some residents had 
had to drop out of the Leasehold 
Group because they could not afford 
to proceed. Loans were not available 
to everyone. As the City Treasurer 
told one unemployed resident in 

1975, "there are reservations about 
making advances where applicants are 
not currently gainfully employed". In 
1976 the City Treasurer was estimated 
to be refusing about 20 per cent of 
all loan applications for improvements 
and freehold purchase. 

The most di f f icul t freeholders in 
the street were proved to be two local 
estate agents. Ar thur Wood from Alum 
Rock Road wanted £300 for the 
freehold of number 11 Phillimore 
Road, which had a renewed lease with 
47 years unexpired. A fair price, ac­
cording to Lands Tribunal formulae, 
was £140. Negotiations started in June 
1975. A Leasehold Reform Act notice 
was served in December 1975. The 
procedures laid down in the Act were 
fol lowed and a valuer instructed to 
prepare the case for the Lands Tri­
bunal. Such are the weaknesses of the 
Leasehold Reform Act that i t took 
CDP unti l September 1976 to make 
Arthur Wood offer reasonable terms. 
Eventually he settled on a price of 
£150. 



The block which began to highlight 
the problems and contradictions of 
owner-occupation most of all however, 
was numbers 58-64 Phillimore Road, 
all occupied by old age pensioners. 
The freehold was owned by Frederick 
Yorke-Brookes, based in Erdington, 
who controlled 40 small property 
companies. One of his companies, 
the Alum Rock Property Company, 
purchased the houses and the free­
holds, tenanted in December 1954 
for £1,012 from local builder, Samuel 
Bryant: four houses for £253 each. 

By 1955 Yorke-Brookes had begun 
to buy tenanted houses in order to sell 
them to owner-occupiers at a prof i t . 
He sold to sitting tenants, if it was 
not possible to obtain vacant pos­
session. Number 58, 60 and 64 were 
sold in July, August and October 1955 
as leasehold houses to the existing 
occupiers for £325 each. Number 62 
was sold with vacant possession to 
new Irish immigrants Mr and Mrs 
B for £925, also leasehold. On the 
sale alone of these four houses Yorke-
Brooks made a prof i t of £888 -
almost 90 per cent. On top of this he 
collected a weekly rent for most of 
1955 on three of the houses and 
arranged for a continuing ground rent 
of £5 to be paid on all of them for 
every year unti l 1996. A t that date, 
if still alive, he would gain complete 
ownership of the houses once again, 
subject to the occupant's weekly 
tenancy. All the residents had a mort­
gage "arranged" by Yorke-Brooks 
with the Birmingham Building Society. 
More than 20 years later, when the 
Housing Act ion Area was declared, 
the owners of number 62 were still 
paying off their original loan at 
£6.20 per month. 

By 1975, there was still 21 years 
left on the leases. In the previous 
20 years the owner-occupiers had 
already spent a considerable amount 
on improvements, although one still 
did not have a bathroom and inside 
toilet. Before they embarked on 
further improvements they wanted to 
make sure that they owned the free­
holds. Negotiations started wi th Yorke-
Brookes in 1975. He refused to sell 
the freehold interests and so CDP 
had to start the long, drawn-out 
procedures laid down in the Lease­
hold Reform Act. Claim forms were 

served in June 1975, but i t was Apr i l 
1976 before all the legal documenta­
t ion had been completed and the 
Leasehold Group's valuer reported 
that he had negotiated the fol lowing 
prices: 

No.58 - £410 
60 - £400 
62 - £350 
64 - £400 

Neither CDP or the residents in­
volved found these figures acceptable, 
especially after the cheaper settle­
ments elsewhere in the street, so an­
other valuer was instructed and the 
negotiations started again. In July 
1976 the second valuer reported: 
" I t appears that the freeholder here is 
unwil l ing to do very much, but we still 
take the view that he wi l l not wish to 
go to the Lands Tribunal. It seems that 
we shall have to play this out , wi th 
all the waste of letters to and f ro , 
but there really is no choice and we 
wil l let you know the outcome as 
soon as possible." 

In October 1976 the freeholder 
reduced their offer t o : 

No.58 - £300 
60 - £330 
62 - £300 
64 - £330 

Eventually this was reduced further to 
£305 per house in November 1976. 

This exercise took two years to 
complete. A t the end of it al l , Yorke-
Brooks gained a further £1,220. Whilst 
individual residents were faced with 
final bills including legal fees of 
£390-£400. 

Having sorted out the freehold 
posit ion, improvements could at last 
commence. But it was at that point 
that problems really began. The 
owner-occupiers had estimates of be­
tween £3,000 and £4,000 for their 
improvement works. Lucki ly , some 
were able to raise the necessary f i ­
nance from generous relatives. Others 
delved into their small savings accumu­
lated over a l i fet ime, supposedly to 
enable retirement to be enjoyed. 
Luckily too, the City Council gives 
maturi ty loans to pensioners to 
improve their properties and buy the 
freehold, if required. A maturi ty loan 
means that you only pay back the 
interest whilst you are alive. The 
payment of the original capital is 

deferred unti l you die, or the house 
is sold. 

The improvement of number 62 , 
owned by Mr and Mrs B now retired, 
needed a matur i ty loan. The estimate 
for improving the property was £3,620. 
Since pensioners get a 90 per cent 
grant of £2,880, this left them wi th 
£740 to pay themselves. They applied 
for a matur i ty loan f rom the City 
Treasurer's Department, at the same 
time applying for a £400 freehold 
mortgage, which was dealt wi th by 
the Housing Department. A total 
borrowing requirement of £1,140. 

They still had the first mortgage 
wi th Birmingham Citizens of £6.20 
per month . Back came the reply f rom 
the City Treasurer that it was not 
the Council's policy to grant three 
mortgages on the property. Eventually 
after much pressure f rom CDP and 
Urban Renewal, the City Treasurer 
and the Housing Department revised 
their established policy and approved 
both loans. Once again it was shown 
that wi thout doing so the Urban 
Renewal policy just would not work. 

So the work started, and the 
builder did a standard job. Subse­
quently they have had to be fetched 
back three times to mend the leaking 
roof. Whilst the improvements were 
being undertaken Mr B. died leaving 
his wife to pay off their two maturi ty 
loans which amount to £10 per month 
and the building society mortgage 
which brings the total up to £16.20 
per month . This was equivalent to her 
entire pension for a week. Lucki ly, 
she is eligible for a supplementary 
pension and so wil l not be out of 
pocket. 

This example, however, explodes 
some of the myths about owner-
occupation. Firstly, in working class 
areas it does not provide the old at 
the end of their working life wi th 
financial security. After working hard 
the pensioners in this block in Philli­
more Road have spent all their savings 
(if they had any) on improving their 
property. They have been forced to 
take on further debts, which wi l l 
only be paid off by their relatives 
when they die. Even this has only 
been made possible by State subsidies 
in the form of grants and maturi ty 
loans, which take a large amd costly 
local bureaucracy to administer. 
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Secondly, it explodes the myth that 
owner-occupation allows people to 
accumulate assets. This is not true in 
areas like Saltley. After spending 
£4,000 Mrs B, had a house worth no 
more than £5,000. A valuation carried 
out by private valuers on a freehold 
house only a few doors f rom 62 
Phill imore Road in December 1977 
was only £4,000 after improvements. 
In any case £1,140 of any future sale 
price must be returned to the Birming­
ham City Council under the terms of 
the matur i ty loan. Of course, assuming 
continued inflation the value of the 
house wil l rise. But there wil l be the 
need for continued investment in the 
form of maintenance (also at inflated 
prices). In any case the money spent 
on purchasing and improving the 
house since 1955 would have yielded 
more if invested wisely in govern­
ment stocks. 

Thi rd ly , it explodes the myth that 
owner-occupation provides mobi l i ty 
and choice. After paying of f the mat­
urity loans and mortgage and taking 
into account solicitor's and estate 
agent's fees, Mrs B, - if she sold up -
would only have enough money to 
buy another unimproved house in 
another inner city area. She could 
not borrow any money to buy a better 
house as maturi ty loans are not 
available on the purchse of new homes. 

She is stuck in Phillimore Road — 
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unless of course she sells to the Council 
in exchange for a flat or old person's 
bungalow. 

Younger owner-occupiers in Philli­
more Road have run into the same sort 
of diff iculties. Mr C. obtained an 
estimate in November 1974 for £3,100 
and a grant of £2,050 was approved. 
He had savings of £350 and wanted 
to borrow £700. Subsequently when 
the freehold costs (£400) became 
known, he realised he required more. 
The work started late in 1975, but 
in December he found that his im­
provement plans had not been passed. 
The Building Inspector ordered work 
to stop on his new porch and it did 
not start again until March. The job 
was not completed unt i l June 1976. 
By this time the final bill came to 
£3,800. Urban Renewal helped out by 
increasing his grant to £2,400 so his 
total financial commitment , including 
freehold purchase was £1,800. 

Mr C's application for £700 had 
taken the City Council f rom October 
1975 to February 1976 to process. 
But by summer he could not afford 
to wait another four months for an 
increased loan application to be ap­
proved, as the builders were already 
suing him for the remaining £700. So 
he took what seemed the only way 
out , applied for a Secure Homes Loan 
to pay off the builder and forgot 
about buying his freehold for the t ime 

being. With two mortgages already and 
a fringe bank loan, Mr C. is up to his 
neck in debt. He still does not own 
the freehold and if the house is put on 
the market it wil l not realise the 
amount he requires to pay off the 
debts and rehouse himself and his 
family at a decent standard. 

In August 1977 out of the 87 
owner-occupiers in Phillimore Road, 
54 were classified by Urban Renewal 
as being improved to a 10 point 
standard; about 40 had received 
improvement grants. However, in 
reality only a handful of these had 
a 30-year l ife. The quality of owner-
occupied improvements in this road 
was absymal. Roofs were sagging 
because they had not been properly 
strengthened, ridge tiles were unce-
mented, gutters and downpipes dangled 
in mid-air, spilling rainwater over the 
new but not very durable rendering. 

Behind the houses the clutter of 
broken down fences lay untouched 
and the large number of unimproved 
1960s extensions indicated that most 
of the money had gone on repairs not 
new improvements. Many of these 
old extensions have just a single, 
nine inch wall o f bricks and an asbestos 
roof. Condensation and penetrating 
damp were already a serious problem 
when the HAA was declared. Thi r ty 
months later the problem was being 
concealed,not removed. 



George Arthur 
Road 
It was in George Arthur Road, how­
ever, where owner-occupiers were in 
the worst posit ion. Soon after the 
public meeting in January 1974, the 
George Arthur Road Act ion Commit­
tee met to discuss how residents 
could take more control of the Urban 
Renewal process which threatened 
to obliterate their street. Right f rom 
the start they were clear that one of 
the main problems was cost which 
they hoped to lower by self-help and 
independent control of the improve­
ment standards. 

The Act ion Group got in touch 
with Rod Hackney, a young archi­
tect living in Black Road, Maccles­
f ield, who was making a name for 
himself with one of the communi ty 
action success stories of the early 
seventies. Rod Hackney agreed to 
carry out a feasibility study of the 
improvement potential of the street 
and investigate the problems of 
standards. CDP agreed to pay his fees. 

His work proved, perhaps inevitably, 
that the houses were worth improving. 
But not cheaply. The Council's initial 
inspections were found to omit 
items of repair, as often as they added 
the wrong ones in. There would be 
no change out of the maximum cost 
eligible for a grant — at that t ime 
£2,000. In September 1974 however, 
the Urban Renewal Sub-committee, 
still responding to the residents' 
initial antipathy to clearance, agreed 
to retain George Arthur Road, The 
Action Group began to investigate 
ways of cutt ing down the rapidly 
escalating costs. 

In September 1974 the new Hous­
ing Act came in force and the grant 
ceiling was raised to £3,200 — which 
meant a cash grant of £2,400 in 
Housing Act ion Areas. The answer 
seemed to be — become a Housing 
Action Area. But the Group also 
remained interested in the idea of a 
locally based Building Co-op which 
could temporarily employ residents 
to work on their own houses as well 
as strip derelict houses in nearby 
Adderley Road for any reusable 
material. 

In October 1974 CDP agreed to 
I pay Rod Hackney unti l March 1975 
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to draw up ful l specifications for the 
houses to be improved. Subsequently 
a block-by-block programme was 
worked out. Rod Hackney employed 
an assistant architect to work speci­
fically in George Arthur Road and 
approached the Housing Department 
for the use of one of their empty 
houses in the street as an office and 
later as a show house. 

A t the same t ime CDP also made a 
grant of £2,000 to fund some of the 
initial costs of setting up a building 
co-op in the street (George Arthur 
Road Building Co-op - GARCO). 
This would have a basic team of two 
workers and be ready to start on the 
first houses to be improved — antici­
pated to be early in 1975. In between 
GARCO expected to do small repair 
jobs and be responsible for the demo­
lit ion work in Adderley Road. 

The Act ion Group began to organise 
their request to the City Council to 
become a Housing Act ion Area and f ind 
out how to get the 34 rented houses 
into a Tenants Housing Association. 
A separate Leaseholders' Group was 
formed to organise the purchase of 
freeholds. It was the high point of 
community action in the street — 
probably in the whole of Birmingham. 
After October 1974 it was all downhi l l . 
By August 1977 there were only 22 
out of 104 houses improved to a 10 
point standard in George Ar thur Road; 
nine of them were owned by a housing 
association (but not the one set up 
by tenants), one owned by a private 
landlord, two by the Council, and 
only ten by owner-occupiers. 

The Act ion Group was defunct, 
like the building co-op. Rod Hackney's 
involvement in the street wi th owner-

occupiers wasvirtually f inished,though 
he remained active in the area because 
of the large number of COPEC houses 
to improve. As elsewhere in the HAA, 
the failure to get more owner occupied 
houses improved, rested primarily on 
the leasehold problem and difficulties 
over loans and building costs. These 
problems lay beyond the scope of the 
community action which could be 
organised in one street. 

George Arthur Road was owned by 
Lord Norton and formed part of his 
original Norton Estate. It was deve­
loped from the 1870s onwards. By 
the t ime the Housing Act ion Area was 
declared in 1975, the longest lease 
in the street was only 18 years un­
expired and some, (a block of seven 
properties) had already expired in 
March 1974. The owner-occupiers had 
reverted back to being weekly tenants. 
The Norton family had retained con­
t ro l of the Norton Estate unti l 1961 
when about 80 per cent of it was sold 
by auction to two large property 
companies. 

George Ar thur Road formed part of 
a 40-acre block bought for £80,000 
by London City & Westcliff Properties 
Ltd., (also known as Lonwest). A t that 
time it was envisaged that Saltley 
would be pulled down and Lonwest 
had long term plans for redevelopment. 
Indeed as late as 1973 they submitted 
the last of a series of outline planning 
applications for industrial and residen­
tial development but this like the 
previous ones, was refused. 

From the start the company deve­
loped a policy of consolidating their 
ownership by buying out subsidiary 
landlords and served dilapidation 
orders on all their leasehold owner-
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occupiers. This process required the 
leaseholders to bring property up to 
a standard laid down in the original 
lease. Residents were incensed and the 
Norton Residents' Association was 
formed to f ight the dilapidation orders 
and to purchase the freeholds. By this 
t ime the 1967 Leasehold Reform Act 
had just been passed, and the company 
were trying hard to obstruct its 
operation in order to prevent their 
ownership being broken up. 

Between 1967 and 1973, only one 
person owning a small corner shop 
out of the whole of the Norton 
Estate, comprised of 600 properties, 
managed to buy her freehold. This 
was achieved only after a Lands 
Tribunal hearing and considerable ex­
pense in terms of time and money. 
Few residents could afford to embark 
on such a course of action involving 
high legal costs. The Association was 
in danger of collapsing when CDP 
cam into the area in 1973 and helped 
Norton Residents to reorganise. Using 
grants f rom its Social Act ion Fund 
and the administrative backing of its 
local off ice, CDP set up a series of 
test cases which were pushed towards 
the Lands Tribunal. 

Eventually, after two years of pres­
sure the company was forced to nego­
tiate prices for individual freeholds 
on a street-by-street basis. In mid 
1975 one of the first test cases bought 
his freehold and in November 1975 
negotiations with Lonwest started on 
the George Arthur Road properties. 
It took unti l March 1976 to complete 
the first round of negotiations. Prices 
for 34 properties were agreed upon. 
Prices varied between £302 - £812, 
depending on the length of lease, the 
ground rent paid and the size of the 
plot of land to be sold. But these 
prices were only for those who had 
lived in their houses for more than 
five years. Those who had not and 
were not therefore eligible to purchase 
under the Leasehold Reform Act had 
to pay more. The extra amount de­
pended on the time the occupier had 
held the lease. 

Most leaseholders in George Ar thur 
Road had one or two intermediary 
interests to buy out as well as the free­
hold interest; on average these interests 
cost £25. When the legal costs of 
about £150 are added to the b i l l , the 
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The first owner occupiers in George 
Arthur Road to improve their houses. 
Picture: GASP 

final costs for all residents were 
between £500 and £1,000, depending 
on the length of lease. This expendi­
ture had to be incurred even before 
improvements started. Leaseholders 
wi th leases of less than five years are 
not even eligible for improvement 
grants, while loans f rom the Council 
are not available to people wi th 
leases of less than ten years. As a 
result leaseholders w i th , for example, 
a 131/2 year lease, have to pay back any 
loan wi th in three-and-a-half years so as 
not to break the 10-year deadline. 
Most owner-occupiers in George 
Ar thur Road needed loans to help 
them pay for their freehold as well as 
their share of the grant. 

In fact, only eight residents out of 
the 34 did not require a loan to buy 
their freehold. One person, the only 
one in the street who happened to 
have a first mortgage with a building 
society, managed to secure a loan from 
that society. The rest had to turn to 
the City Council. Most of the mort­
gage applications were made in June 
1976, and most of them became 
tangled in an amazing web of burea-
cracy because the City solicitor ruled 
that because of the very short leases 
the leasehold loan requirements and 
improvement loan requirements in 
George Arthur Road had to be consi­
dered together. 

The mechanics of this were impossible. 
It meant residents had to begin the 
improvement process, brief Rod 
Hackney to draw up plans and get in 
builders estimates long before they 
were actually going to improve because 
the freehold purchase had to be 
completed first. Invariably the esti­
mates would have to be revised later. 
However, since estimates were by 
mid 1976, coming in at well over 
£5,000, when the leasehold loan 
requirement was added there was 
nearly always an equity problem and 
the applications were turned down. 

This procedure was introduced in 
the first place because the Council's 
valuers had recognised that even after 
improvement the houses would not be 
worth the money invested in them, 
but also because the Council had 
burnt its fingers in George Arthur 
Road during 1975. 

Improvements had started on one 
property before the owner, Mr D had 
purchased his freehold. His lease was 
only 13 years. Because of the ten year 
repayment deadline, when Mr D's 
loan application was processed, he was 
faced with repayments over three 
years of £80 per month. Mr and Mrs 
D have three children and a first 
mortgage already. £80 per month 
on top of their existing commit­
ments, was just out of the question. 
But by this time the builders had 
almost completed the work. So once 
again all the established procedures 
had to be adjusted. Mr D had to be 
given a maturi ty loan — normally 
reserved for pensioners — in order 
to be able to afford his improve­
ments. 



Table 1. Freehold Prices 

Length of Lease 
1975 

18 months 
12 years 
13'/J years 
14 years 
15 years 
171/2 years 
18'/2 years 

negotiated 1975-77 

El 
P 

Cost 
£ 

670 - 812 
337 

3 1 7 - 4 0 1 
380 

3 1 0 - 3 6 6 
3 2 0 - 4 1 0 
3 0 2 - 3 7 1 

gible to 
urchase 

No. 

3 
1 
9 
2 
5 
3 
2 

in George Arthur Road 

Not eligible to 
Purchase 

Cost No. 
£ 

470 - 600 4 

5 1 5 - 6 8 9 2 
5 1 2 - 6 3 9 2 

711 1 

By January 1977 only six lease­
holders out of the 34 had managed to 
buy their freehold. Four of these 
six had also improved their houses. 
Only two leaseholders had improved 
without buying their freehold. One 
of these was Mr D referred to above, 
the other dropped out of the purchase, 
because after improving he could no 
longer afford i t . His share of the im­
provement expenditure was £1,000, 
which, until the leasehold problem 
was resolved, he risked handing back 
to the freeholder 13 years later. 
Mr D was of course in an even worse 
position. He would have handed his 
improvements back to the freeholder, 
but still owed all the capital cost of 
his loan to the Council because it was 
a maturity loan. But help was at hand. 

Council action 
on leaseholds 
When the Norton Estate was put on 
the market in 1961 the Council had 
the opportuni ty to buy. An Estates 
Department representative attended 
the auction, but he did not put in a 
bid because the price was felt t o be 
too high. The Tory Councillors, al­
though not in power, attacked the 
plans to purchase the Estate as a back 
door form of land nationalisation. 

Even before negotiations wi th 
Lonwest were complete, CDP realised 
that pursuing the Leasehold Reform 
Act procedures was unlikely to prove 
helpful to the majority of Saltley's 
owner-occupiers. The George Ar thur 
Road Leaseholders' Group therefore 
evolved the idea that the freeholds 

should be bought by the Council and 
sold back to the leaseholders at cost 
price. A formal request was sent to 
the Council in May 1975. The local 
Urban Renewal Team asked the 
Estates Department to negotiate on a 
voluntary basis for Lonwest's part of 
the Norton Estate, but officials in 
the Estates Department refused. 

In September 1975, therefore, an 
approach was made by CDP to the 
U.K. Family Housing Association and 
it was suggested that they put in a bid 
to London City and Westcliff for the 
freeholds. A t the t ime UKFHA was 
involved in negotiations for the 
purchase of Lonwest's tenanted houses 
in Saltley which were later trans­
ferred to COPEC. The UKFHA offered 
£48,000 for the freeholds but the 
company wanted £150,000 so the deal 
fell through. 

Urban Renewal then included the 
freehold of George Ar thur Road in the 
section 43 Compulsory Purchase Order 
at that time being prepared. This is 
a type of compulsory purchase unique 
to HAAs which allows local authorities 
to buy houses for improvement if the 
owners are reluctant or incapable of 
doing so. 

As early as February 1975, eight 
houses in Havelock Road were recom­
mended for by the Housing Committee 
for compulsory purchase. The officials 
ignored this decision because it did not 
f i t into their "ne twork " . The network 
provided for a First Stage C.P.O. of 
"no t at all interested" owners to be 
submitted in 1976 and approved by 
the beginning of 1977, fol lowed shortly 
after by a Second Stage C.P.O. of 
owners who had not honoured their 

verbal commitment. This was to be 
confirmed in August 1978, allowing 
t ime for all the houses to be im­
proved by the end of the five year 
period; i.e. March 1980. 

A t the end of 1975, w i th a whole 
year's experience of the area, the 
Urban Renewal Team were quickly 
able to daw up a list suitable for the 
First Stage C.P.O. A t the request of 
the Leaseholders' Group, the whole 
of George Ar thur Road was included, 
as it was felt this would help residents 
in their efforts to buy their freeholds. 

Without any consultation wi th the 
Urban Renewal Team the Estates 
Department in February 1976 sent out 
a standard letter about compulsory 
purchase to residents, which read as 
if the C.P.O. was for slum clearance. 
It said that all the owners in the street 
were affected not just the freeholder 
and of course this caused a lot of 
anxiety and confusion. The problem 
was that the Estates Department o f f i ­
cials, despite the existence of the 
Mult i Disciplinary Team, were not 
familiar wi th the situation in George 
Ar thur Road or the request of the 
Leaseholders' Group. In George Ar thur 
Road at least, the S43 C.P.O. turned 
into a nightmare with no one ever sure 
if the Council really did intend to sell 
back the freehold to the residents. 

In March 1976, a l itt le behind 
schedule, the proposed C.P.O. passed 
through its Committee stages and went 
to the Estates Department for the 
purely administrative job of listing 
all the owners of the land and leases. 
This is known as referencing. 

This job took about a year to com­
plete, by which t ime the City Solicitor 
advised Urban Renewal that some of 
the original referencing could be out 
of date. The work therefore had to 
be done again! Subsequent delays can 
perhaps be attributed to polit ical 
concern about the large number of 
houses being included in C.P.Os.. 
However, as later negotiations wi th 
Lonrho were to show, the Estates 
Department is incredibly slow about 
any activity involving possible public 
ownership of land. Whether this stems 
from fear of, or agreement w i th , 
the leadership of the Tory party is 
not clear. 

Three years after the Havelock 
Housing Act ion Area was declared, its 
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First Stage Section 43 C.P.O. had still 
not been submitted to the Depart­
ment of the Environment. It was 
f inally submitted in May 1978 and a 
Public Enquiry was held in December 
1978. The delay was a disaster not 
only for the leaseholders in George 
Ar thur Road, but also all those tenants 
whose landlords refused to improve. 

When it became clear that the S43 
Compulsory Purchase Order would 
take years to be conf i rmed, the Urban 
Renewal Team, the George Arthur 
Road Leaseholders' Group, CDP and 
the Norton Residents' Association re­
verted to campaigning for the volun­
tary purchase of entire Lonwest 
estate. Lonwest were hurt badly by 
the property collapse and a sale of 
their assets seemed l ikely. 

But the economic crisis hit resi­
dents too. As unemployment increased, 
fewer and fewer owner-occupiers 
throughout the Norton Residents area 
were in a position to purchase indivi­
dually. By 1976, wi th the Adderley 
Park General Improvement Area de­
clared as wel l , the leasehold problem 
and its affect on the level of improve­
ments was beginning to spread to 
other parts of the Urban Renewal 
Programme. Purchase of the entire 
area would strengthen the Council's 
attempt to solve the problem. 

In 1976, Lonwest was taken over 
by Lonrho L td . CDP wrote to the 
new owners about previous diff iculties 
wi th the purchase and in March 1977 
obtained Lonrho's agreement in prin­
ciple to a bulk sale. 

The fol lowing month the Chair­
man of the Housing Committee agreed 
to back the purchase. But the Tories 
as a group were unable to agree on 
this course of action. Individual 
committee chairmen whose depart­
ments had experience of the problems, 
like Housing and Urban Renewal, 
understood the importance of Council 
action in order to get some progress 
in the Housing Act ion Area. To others 
in the Conservative leadership however, 
the idea of the Council buying the 
land was still too close to land national­
isation. 

The Chairman of the Land Commit­
tee, Councillor Hellaby, objected most 
to the idea. Local residents and CDP 
therefore demanded a meeting wi th 
the Lands Committee to put their 
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case. This was sent in July 1977, By 
October nothing had happened, so 
Norton Residents arranged a public 
meeting and invited the Lands Com­
mittee and Urban Renewal Chairmen 
to attend. This coincided wi th the 
renewed publicity about inner ci ty 
areas and the announcement of the 
Partnership Programme. Many Tory 
councillors were anxious to show that 
something was happening, but not 
Councillor Hellaby, who did not turn 
up to the meeting. Councillor Bonner, 
the Urban Renewal Sub Committee 
Chairman, was clearly embarrassed by 
his colleague's failure to make any 
progress on the purchase, as well as 
his lack of courtesy. Later that month , 
however, the Leader of the Council, 
Neville Bosworth, announced in the 
Press the Council's intention to 
negotiate for the Estate. 

But the commitment to do so was 
not really there. After waiting in vain 
for some formal acknowledgment of 
the Press reports, Norton Residents 
were to ld eventually that top level 
negotiations for the sale of the Estate 
were 'proceeding'. But in December 
1977, Urban Renewal received a con­
fidential memo f rom the Estates 
Department which indicated that the 
actual negotiations had not even 
started. The Council had attempted to 
start discussions wi th a chat between 
Bosworth and Tiny Rowland, but 
it seemed Rowland did not th ink this 
was the best way to operate. 

The Estates Department negotia­
tions wi th Lonrho dragged on for 
another six months after this. In June 
1978 they eventually agreed to pay 
Lonrho £100,000 for their 450 
remaining freeholds — an average of 
£225. But the Council continued to 
move slowly. In October, the paper­
work was still not completed, but by 
this time Lonrho had sold a few free­
holds out of the original por t fo l io . On 
17th October 1978 the Estates Depart­
ment asked the Housing Committee 
to agree that they should negotiate 
a reduced price (to take account of 
the properties recently sold o f f ) , and 
also that they be allowed to introduce 
a scheme for reselling the freeholds 

to individual owner-occupiers. 

Norton Residents' Association had 
argued f rom the summer of 1978 on­
wards that when the Council acquired 

the freeholds, they should sell them 
back to individual residents at the 
across the board figure of £225. This 
would best meet the requirements of 
Urban Renewal by lightening the 
costs equally on each owner-occupier. 
It would be administratively easier to 
operate, and it would be cheaper; it 
would for example cut out the need 
for individual valuations. 

But the Estates Department recog­
nised that the strategy of buying free­
hold estates and selling back to lease­
holders at an average cost price inter­
feres wi th the sanctity of the market 
mechanism. So it was argued that the 
Council must get the best price out of 
residents: prices must be based on the 
length of lease. It was back to square 
one as the whole point of the purchase 
was to cut the cost below Lonwest's 
"marke t " prices. 

Fortunately, the Estates Depart­
ment were overruled and a scheme 
was devised to sell the freeholds below 
market price. But this t ime the catch 
was that residents could only purchase 
if they improved their house wi th the 
aid of an Improvement Grant. The 
official mind had gone full circle. Faced 
wi th a request to buy freeholds to sell 
back to residents, so that residents 
could afford to improve the Council 
and Department of Environment civil 
servants eventually proposed that resi­
dents improve their houses in order 
to qualify for a cost price freehold. 

Such an insensitive policy was 
greeted by Norton Residents Associa­
t ion wi th anger and dismay and after 
further meetings and argument the 
application of this policy has been 
considerably watered down. Only 
those leaseholders lacking all modern 
amenities are in effect exluded from 
purchasing. Prices range from £175 
to £400, which means substantial 
reduction from the market prices 
negotiated in 1976 and 1977. A large 
number of leaseholders, including 
those in George Arthur Road, have 
applied to purchase and been accep­
ted. 

Because of the Havelock Housing 
Act ion Area, the Council has been 
forced into a position where it had to 
purchase the Norton Estate. It is clear 
f rom the outcome in Saltley, that 
Council ownership of the land is the 
only effective weapon in the fight to 
solve the leasehold problem. The 



Council must use its powers and 
finance forceful ly, but it is reluctant. 
Leasehold Groups in the area have 
now asked for the Council t o acquire 
the interests of other landowners, 
as the same problems wil l prevent 
the success of Urban Renewal in the 
General Improvement Areas. For this 
reason the Council's hand wil l pro­
bably be forced again. 

But for the t ime being the Tory 
leadership is clearly in two minds 
about making the Urban Renewal 
programme successful if it means the 
Council wil l have to buy out all the 
freehold estates in the inner areas. 
And it is not just a question of land 
changing hands. Once acquired the 
Council wil l then be expected to sell 
at below market prices, bringing yet 
more objections f rom the valuation 
professionals, including their own 
employees. 

Clearly, at the moment the Con­
servatives f ind it di f f icul t to under­
mine the land market in this way, but 
they wil l ult imately be forced to do 
so if the inner areas are to be improved 
and remain in owner-occupation. 

The George Ar thur Road Act ion 
Group had been aware, f rom the 
outset, that beyond the problems of 
leasehold lay the possibility that the 
actual cost of improvement would be 
too high for many people in the 
street. Opinion varied about the 
quality of the houses; many tenants 
lived in deplorable conditions because 
of the neglect of their landlord, 
Lonwest. Nevertheless, the majority 
wanted to remain in the street and felt 
that the Council's standards should be 
more flexible so that there would be 
fewer problems about costs. 

It was for this reason the Act ion 
Group contacted Rod Hackney. The 
Group saw they needed professional 
advice to prove the houses were 
worth retaining. But they also needed 
someone on their side, who could 
argue wi th the Council about stan­
dards and be sympathetic to the resi­
dents cash problems. 

It was assumed, quite naturally, 
that when the Council insisted on 30-
year life improvements, these repre­
sented the highest possible standards. 
In fact, there is more than one way to 
increase the life of a house and no 
single set of criteria is universally 

THE 10 POINT STANDARD 

On completion of improvement works, 
a house must: 

1. Be substantially free f rom damp. 
2. Have adequate natural lighting 

and ventilation in each habitable 
room. 

3. Have adequate and safe provision 
throughout for artif icial lighting 
w i th sufficient electric sockets for 
the safe and proper functioning 
of domestic appliances. 

4 . Have adequate drainage facilities. 
5. Be in a stable structural condi­

t ion . 
6. Have satisfactory internal arrange­

ments. 
7. Have satisfactory facilities for 

preparing and cooking food. 
8. Have adequate facilities for heat­

ing. 
9. Have proper supervision for the 

storage o f fuel and refuse. 
10. Conform to the specifications 

applicable to the thermal insula­
t ion of roof spaces laid down in 
part F of the building regulations 
in force at the date of grant 
approval. 

applicable. The Council's basic criteria 
were by no means the highest. They 
used — and still use — the 10 point 
standard which is derived f rom the 12 
point standard contained in the 1957 
Housing Act . This is a check of f list 
for public health inspectors to decide 
whether or not a house should be 
classified as unf i t . 

It is a standard geared to slum 
clearance and tells us more about the 
evolution of Urban Renewal as an 
alternative to slum clearance than 
about housing improvement. It defines 
the legal context for improvement 
policies but is quite inadequate for 
providing specifications for the actual 
process of house renovation. As a 
result properties in the Housing 
Act ion Area can be classified as im­
proved to a 10 point standard — yet 
still be wi thout a new roof or have 
patched up windows and floorboards 
wi th wet rot. The improvement 
statistics used by Urban Renewal 
in their returns to the Department of 
Environment contain several houses 
wi th these sort of faults. 

This is mainly because Improve­
ment Grants are given principally for 
improving the house not repairing it. 

This is a legal dist inct ion, again derived 
f rom the Housing Acts and the 10 
point standard, which is not apparent 
to many ordinary, sensible people. 
A t least 50 per cent of a grant has to 
be spent on items of work defined as 
" improvement" . If a house is in 
serious disrepair then it frequently 
happens that some "repai r " items are 
omitted in order to maintain the 50:50 
balance between improvements and 
repairs. 

Of course. The Urban Renewal 
Team does not ignore old roofs 
and rotted woodwork when wri t ing 
out the schedules of improvement. 
But even so they have to be conscious 
that although grants may include 
many repair jobs, there is a legal 
l imit to what is possible. As a result 
many items — such as damaged sills, 
old guttering, even some perished 
brickwork — are often missed f rom 
these schedules. 

The same items also tend to get 
missed if prices rise above the eli­
gible cost limits because, unlike 
improvements, they are not com­
pulsory. By omit t ing them, the health 
inspectors attempt to keep costs 
wi th in the grant l imi t . 

Further problems result f rom doing 
the same job in a different way. There 
is an expensive and a cheap way of 
doing anything — and the 10 point 
standard is no guide at all to which 
method to use. A chimney stack can 
be repaired by rebuilding it (£150), 
or by repointing it and knocking out 
a couple of perished bricks (£50). The 
rebuild should definitely last 30 
years; the cheaper job wil l need 
further attention in at least 10 years. 
In general cheap work now, implies 
further expenditure on maintenance 
later on. Over a 30 year period it is 
usually cheaper — if the capital is 
available — to do a good job in the 
first place. 

Once Rod Hackney had established 
there were no major structural faults 
in the George Arthur Road houses, 
he was no longer concerned wi th the 
legalistic framework of the 10 point 
standard. Instead he used an archi-
tects's knowledge and experience of 
the life and performance of different 
building materials and his abil i ty to 
plan the space with in each house to 
suit its owners needs and finances. 
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His richest clients, COPEC Housing 
Trust had purchased 21 houses f rom 
Lonwest at a very low price and could 
afford to spend on average £8,500 
on the first block to be improved, 
Nos. 6-12 George Arthur Road. This 
was in Apri l 1976. 

In 1976 any owner-occupier in 
George Arthur Road wi th this sort 
of money would have gone and 
bought a new house in the suburbs. So 
wi th them Rod Hackney had to work 
back f rom what was best to what could 
be afforded. In general, items were 
missed out rather than done to second 
rate standards and as many items as 
possible were left to the owners to do 
themselves. There is a my th that 
self help can save a lot of money. In 
practice this is rarely true. The type 
of work which had to be cut out is 
not easily done weli — especially by 
old people, or by young Asians wi th 
l i t t le building experience. 

The Act ion Group had set great 
importance on the savings to be 
achieved by self help, but despite a 
lot of effort by Rod Hackney it 
proved impossible to reduce costs to 
below the eligible limits through this 
method. The first two improvements 
in 1975 included sums of £800 and 
£1000 of self help, but still the total 
cost of improvements was more than 
£1000 above the eligible l imi t of 
£3,200. 

It is also di f f icul t to f i t self help 
into a normal building contract with 
penalties for late complet ion, etc. 
Although Rod Hackney encouraged 
the idea of self help, in practice it had 
to be confined to certain convenient 
or non-essential jobs, like decoration 
or fencing. This also contributed to 
the demise of GARCO. No confidence 
was ever developed in the scheme 
because its workers lacked specific 
building skills. GARCO could not act 
as main contractor, only contribute to 
the unskilled self help work . Worse the 
first improvements in George Ar thur 
Road were six months behind schedule, 
by which time GARCO had serious 
cash f low problems. When the first 
owner-occupiers to improve decided 
not to involve the Co-op it was wound 
up. 

Inevitably there were criticisms 
when the high building costs became 
evident and it became clear that self-
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help, GARCO and Rod Hackney were 
not going to change the situation. The 
criticism led to rows and in mid 
1975 the Act ion Group broke up amid 
fierce argument about Rod Hackney's 
involvement and mode of operation. 
Some of the dissension was petty and 
some the result of personality conflicts 
wi th in the Act ion Group itself. But 
the underlying factor was the mis­
understanding about standards and 
costs which had been conceived by 
residents during the early days of the 
Urban Renewal Programme. The fact 
was that many of the houses were 
already slums in 1973 and needed 
extensive improvements and repairs to 
give them any future life at all. The 
money for such improvements was not 
covered by the grants available. 

Although Rod Hackney had been 
very scrupulous in attempting to work 
to the requirements of the residents, 
setting up a client relationship which 
was never approached by the Council's 
Improvement Agency, it is inevitable 
that the poor condit ion of the houses 
was reflected in high costs. Residents 
got value for money through the 
existence of formal specifications, 
contracts and proper supervision but 
these safeguards also cost money. 
Builders tendering for architect de­
signed work always add extra to 
their costs to cover any penalties 
incurred later on. 

Unfortunately, the quality 
of the work was not always visible or 
measurable in the finished product. 
What was measurable was the £4-500 
estimated for the architect's fees. 
Because costs were consistently above 
the maximum eligible l imi t , these 
fees — though eligible for grant like all 
other tradesmen's costs — appeared 
as a sort of surcharge at the bot tom of 
the b i l l . The additional costs over 
£3,200 became identif ied wi th the 
architect fees. 

Many residents, aware of cheaper 
work being carried out elsewhere, but 
not aware of the reasons why, decided 
to opt out of any involvement wi th 
the street architect. For many it was 
Hobson's choice. Using Rod Hackney, 
after taking into account the leasehold 
and finance problems explained above, 
meant they could not even afford to 
start. Rod Hackney's involvement with 
owner-occupiers after the first five 

had completed in mid 1976 declined 
rapidly and by August 1977 was 
minimal. The failure of the grant level 
to rise at all during the high inflation 
years 1975 and 1976 effectively priced 
architectural supervision out of the 
market and with i t , all hope of 
bringing good quality improvements 
to George Arthur Road. 

In fact, the grant l imit of £3,200 
was not even high enough to cover the 
costs of the cowboy builders who 
began to move in during 1976. The 
first of these provided quotes for 
numbers 82 and 84 George Arthur 
Road, of £3,400 and £3,585. Work 
started in June 1976 and was still 
not complete in July 1977. Both 
owners received grants of £2,400. 
They could not raise their share of the 
improvement costs f rom the Council, 
because they still had short leases, 
so they both borrowed from relatives 
and ended up not being able to afford 
to purchase the freehold. 

Worse st i l l , the quality of the work 
is appalling. Kitchen walls have been 
built wi thout damp-proof courses, the 
new bathrooms are damp, and windows 
and woodwork are rott ing. Al l the 
materials used are of poor quality. 
In such cases the only recourse resi­
dents have is through the courts which 
takes up even more t ime and expense. 

This was the course of action 
forced on Mr E of 72 George Arthur 
Road. He engaged a Mr Robson, a 
builder from Coventry in August 
1976 on an estimate of £3,232. He 
paid £300 in advance, only to discover 
that Robson did not have the capital 
to continue working once this had 
been used up and that the work was 
not eligible for an interim grant 
payment. Robson stopped the job, 
and Mr X. was left wi th an empty 
shell of a house, and no contract with 
the builder. With the help of the local 
Law Centre, Mr E was able to sort out 
his problem, and begin the long drawn 
out procedure of prosecuting the 
builder in an attempt to get the 
money back. But this did not help him 
wi th his immediate problem of com­
pleting the renovation. This took 
another 14 months and because he 
was limited to such a low estimate 
the work carried out is not to his 
satisfaction. 

By the end of 1977, estimates of 
£7,000 were common in George 
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Arthur Road, even wi thout the sort of 
standards implied by using an archi­
tect. The increase in the maximum 
eligible grant to £5,000 in August 
1977 was of course useful but it still 
left George Ar thur Road residents 
with £2,000 to pay on top of the 25 
per cent of £5,000 (£1,250) that they 
are normally required to pay. Given 

the leasehold situation, the equity 
problem and the general level of 
wages, it is not surprising there were 
few new applications for grants by 
this date. 

Out of a total of 104 properties 
in George Arthur Road, by August 
1977 only ten owner-occupied houses 
were improved to the 10 point stan­

dard. Sixty had not even begun 
improvements. These 60 lived in 
houses which could probably be 
classified as slums. This is the measure 
of the cost of the improvement 
policies to the people who live in the 
street and others like them. 

The owner-occupiers in George 
Arthur Road, and elsewhere in Have­
lock H A A have been lucky, as is 
described in Chapter Five. But others 
in Saltley - and throughout Birming­
ham can expect no such good fortune. 
They remain trapped in improvement 
or proposed improvement areas, while 
finance fo r the necessary improvements 
remains a tr ickle. Even the inadequate 
grants available through official im­
provement policies are surrounded in 
legal complications and no local 
authority is allowed to organise this 
expenditure eff iciently. As a result a 
lot of the State's investment is being 
syphoned off by small and ineff i­
cient builders leaving a repair and 
maintenance problem of enormous 
size for the 1980s. No wonder that 
many housing professionals are once 
again turning their minds to slum 
clearance. 

But this abil ity by central and 
local government to stand housing 
policies on their head every 10 years 
to take account of "changed circum­
stances" only worsens the prospects 
of the residents of the inner areas. 
If they do not improve their houses 
they are forced to live wi th the con­
sequences — leaking roofs, cold 
draughty rooms, outside toilets and 
regular trips to the local slipper baths. 
But if they do sink their life savings, 
or mortgage away the next 20 years' 
wages into a £7,000 scheme of im­
provements, there is no guarantee it 
wil l be well done or — given the shift 
back to slum clearance — that the 
local authority will honour its implied 
commitment not to knock the house 
down wi th in 30 years. In these circum­
stances owner-occupation in the inner 
ci ty is a trap — offering none of the 
benefits lauded by politicians and 
building professionals and all the 
disadvantages caused by allowing State 
policy towards working class housing 
to reflect the continuing crisis of the 
economy as a whole. It is a trap shared 
by almost 25 per cent of the city's 
p o p u l a t i o n ! 
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Tenants in 
the Housing 
Action Area 

The Millmans outside their house in George Arthur Road. It was finally included in a 
confirmed compulsory purchase order in November 1978. Picture: GASP 
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MUCH emphasis was laid, in early 
government cirulars about Housing 
Act ion Areas on the need to relate 
them to housing stress and the need 
to define and alleviate this stress 
as quickly as possible. Local authori­
ties declaring Housing Act ion Areas 
were charged with the duty of not 
only "securing wi th in five years the 
improvement of housing accommoda­
t ion in the area as a whole" but also 
wi th the "proper and effective manage­
ment of that accommodation" and 
generally wi th the "well being of 
persons residing in the area." 

There was, therefore, a clear duty 
to be concerned about all housing con­
ditions — irrespective of improvement 
policies — and wi th tenants as much as 
owner-occupiers. 

In March 1975 when the Housing 
Act ion Area was declared there were 
163 tenanted properties in the Hous­
ing Act ion Area, just over one third 
of the total . The majority of these 
(130 - 29 per cent) were in the hands 
of private landlords. 

These private tenants occupied un­
furnished houses and many were 
controlled or regulated tenancies pay­
ing low levels of rent, i.e. between £1 
and £3. Typically these rented houses 
were in the worst state of repair and 
were the ones lacking bathrooms and 
internal toilets. If the Housing Act ion 
Area was to mean anything in terms 
of " improving the housing accommo­
dation in the area as a who le" it was 
here that the Urban Renewal officials, 
backed by the new powers in the 1974 
Act and the commitment of the Labour 
councillors, should have started. 

When the Labour Government 
came to power in 1974, it had recently 
stated that "municipalisation is the 
only permanent way to deal wi th the 
private sector"1 and that local authori­
ties should acquire and modernise 
rented properties such as those in the 
Havelock Housing Act ion Area. 

As a back-up to the municipalisa­
t ion programme, new powers were 
given to local authorities in the 1974 
Housing Act to ensure compulsory 
improvement by unwill ing landlords. 
Housing associations were also given 
a "new role". The aim was to get a 
better deal for tenants quickly. 

1. Labours Programme 1973. 



In practice, the complete opposite 
happened. The municipalisation pro­
gramme introduced in Apr i l 1974 was 
used by local authorities to rescue 
private builders stuck wi th new 
houses that they could not sell at a 
prof i t . Birmingham Council had begun 
early by buying 11 new houses f rom 
Morris and Jacombs Homes for £95,000 
in March 1974. By the end of the year 
part completed houses and flats were 
being purchased and in 1975 millions 
of pounds were spent in "package 
deals". In this sort of scheme the 
builder sold the land but kept the 
contract to build the houses. Pay­
ment for the land was made before 
building work began. With the cries 
of the builders abating during late 
1975 the Council then had time to 
turn to the needs of the residents of 
the Urban Renewal Areas and, in 
particular, the tenants. 

But any hopes of early and speedy 
purchase by the Council were dashed, 
firstly by the central government cuts 
in housing expenditure of 1975, and 
secondly by the Council's decision to 
introduce "b lanket " Compulsory 
Purchase Orders against all those 
owners who were unwil l ing (or unable) 
to improve. (See page 27). This 
had the effect of deferring for at least 
a year (and as it turned out, much 
longer) the purchase of rented houses 
which landlords clearly had no inten­
t ion of improving. 

The reliance on compulsory pur­
chase also gave the Council an excuse 
for not carrying out compulsory im­
provement. In 1975, it was decided 
that these procedures were " too long". 
No-one unfortunately, was then in a 
position to predict how long it would 
be before the compulsory purchase 
order method would benefit tenants 
living in unfit conditions. With the 
C.P.O. not confirmed until 1979 it 
is clear that compulsory improve­
ment would have been relatively 
quick. 

Faced wi th the fact that local 
authority finance and powers were 
not going to be used to improve 
housing conditions for the tenants, 
the Urban Renewal Team turned to 
the housing associations wherever 
possible and by August 1977 private 
landlords owned only 46 houses in 
the Housing Act ion Area. The others 

had all been sold to housing associa­
tions or bought by the Council for 
clearance. 

The impetus for housing association 
involvement in the Housing Act ion 
Area was provided when COPEC 
Housing Trust moved in to the area 
in 1975. in November of that year 
they purchased 146 tenanted houses 
for £78,000 from London City & 
Westcliff, including 35 houses in the 
HAA, mainly in George Ar thur Road. 

The average purchase price paid for 
the George Arthur Road properties, 
at sitting tenant value, was less than 
£600. Since then COPEC has acquired 
a further six from owner occupiers. 
Three houses acquired from landlord 
Norman Leach cost only £400 each, 
while in Apr i l 1976, number 93 was 
acquired f rom Avon Estates for 
£2,600. By August 1977 only seven 
privately rented houses were left in 
this street. 

A l l the houses owned by COPEC 
in George Ar thur Road are now im­
proved and many were done on a 
block basis. The standard of improve­
ment is high. The average improve­
ment cost (1977 prices) was £7,500 to 
£9,000 per house on contractors fees 
alone. Close supervision is achieved 
so architects' fees add approximately 
£700-£1,000 to this bill bringing the 
tota l costs up t o £9,000 or £10,000. 
There is no way in which owner-
occupiers can achieve these standards, 
so COPEC tenants have become the 
elite, envied by owner-occupiers and 
other tenants alike. 

COPEC receive subsidised govern­
ment loans through the Housing 
Corporation and the reason why their 
standards are high is that their cost 
yardsticks are (or were) fixed to take 
account o f real building costs (includ­
ing regional variations). The contrast 
w i th improvement grants to owner-

COUNCIL SUPPORT FOR BUILDERS' PROFITS 

In September 1979 Wates Ltd. took a full 
page advert in the Sunday Observer asking 
local councillors to ring Christopher Wates. 
The advert boasted, "he'll soon tell you how 
you can make cuts without hurting anyone 
at all". Wates were hoping to boost their 
profits by purchasing housing land from 
urban local authorities now in desperate 
financial difficulties because of the Tory 
government's arbitrary cuts in public expen­
diture. This land will be bought at 'market 
value' and not reflect the cost of buying and 
clearing it, rehousing its previous residents 
and making it available for development. 

It was a different story in 1974 and 
1975. Then it was the builders who were in 
financial difficulties. But the same principle 
was expected to be applied; local authorities, 
financed by the state, were urged to help 
builders and property companies — either 
to maintain their profits or prevent them 
from liquidation. 

In April 1974 the new Labour Govern­
ment, in Circular 70/74, after noting the 
'decline in the provision of new houses 
which has occurred over recent years' went 
on to recommend that local authorities 
buy new houses from developers, as 'many 
of these, although complete or virtually 
completed, have not been sold'. It also 
suggested that private builders 'in present 
circumstances, may be prepared to negotiate 
a contract to build houses for local authori­
ties on their (the builders) land'. 

The 'present circumstances' were of 
course an acute mortgage famine and 

property and building firms stuck with 
land and houses they desperately needed to 
sell in order to avoid going into bankruptcy. 
Birmingham Council was quick to help 
out and before Circular 70/74 was even 
printed had approved the purchase of 11 
houses for £95,000 from local builders 
Morris and Jacombs Homes. By the end of 
the year the Council had approved the 
purchase of 836 flats and houses under 
Circular 70/74, 75% of which were pur­
chased direct from local builders and 
property companies; the remainder were 
mainly bought from owner occupiers in 
the inner areas and hardly any pre-1919 
houses were bought from private land­
lords. Yet Circular 70/74 remained the 
only government action towards municipali­
sation of the private rented sector. 

By 1975 there was no longer a surplus 
of houses for sale and so the builders came 
back to the Council and offered to sell off 
their land as well — providing the Council 
gave the builder the contract to build council 
houses on it. These were known as package 
deals. Altogether Birmingham Council nego­
tiated 15 package deals at a total cost of 
about £6 millions. C. Bryant and Son Ltd 
even persuaded the Council to buy back 
some land it had sold to Bryants only four 
years earlier. At first Bryants magnanimously 
offered to sell the land at approximately 
£40,000 per acre - a 50% profit. But this 
was rejected and a price of £33,000 per 
acre negotiated, which was only a profit 
of 25%. 
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occupiers could hardly be more 
marked. In February 1977 when the 
yardsticks quoted below are in opera­
tion, the maximum eligible grant for 
owner-occupiers — for an entire house 
- was only £3,200. The maximum 
grant (75 per cent) was therefore 
£2,400. 

In Adderley Road, where COPEC 
also bought houses from Lonwest, 
the blight of the County Council's 
road line held them back from making 
a full improvement. Based on an 
estimated 12-year life, COPEC were 
allowed 57 per cent of the 1976 
yardsticks, i.e. £4,845 for a two-
person house and £5,244 for a three-
person. Even these costs were more 
than those allowed to owner-occupiers 
at that time, improving — in theory — 
for a 30-year life. 

The improvements carried out by 
COPEC — and other housing associa­
tions — are now under attack as being 
too generous. Although they provide 
only the bare necessities and a good 
standard of repair, the contrast with 
privately financed improvements using 
the Improvement Grant System is 
embarrassing. 

The Housing Corporation in 1977 
expressed concern that housing associa­
tion improvements were so obviously 
above the standard that could be 
afforded by neighbouring owner-oc­
cupiers. So instead of increasing spend­
ing on private grants, housing associa­
tion standards were cut. The cost 

yardstick ceiling remained the same 
for two years while builders' costs 
increased by 25 per cent. Department 
of Environment restrictions made it 
difficult for COPEC to provide down­
stairs W.C.s for pensioners and invalids, 
or to retain reasonably sized kitchens. 
New roofs are not being replaced 
where they might last another 15 years. 
Officers are juggling with costs and 
contracts to retain tenants' rights 
to a sound basic improvement job. 

But before these cutbacks began to 
be effective COPEC had brought a 
further 80 houses. About 35 of these 
were in the Housing Action Area, the 
majority in Phillimore Road; 25 
of these 80 houses were previously 
owner-occupied. Their occupants 
recognised the financial disadvantage 
of owner-occupation and exchanged it 
for a well-improved COPEC tenancy. 
Subsequently, House Association 
grants were increased in October 1978 
and February 1979 but the scale of 
COPEC's activities has diminished 
since 1977. 

Not all landlords have sold out 
willingly to COPEC, however, and 
their tenants remain the victims of 
the Council's inertia. The Housing 
Action Area, aimed specifically at 
relieving their housing stress, has 
brought them nothing. Not even the 
legislation unique to Housing Action 
Areas has been implemented. 

In May 1975, CDP tried to get the 
City to purchase two tenanted houses 

Aquisition and Improvement 

HOUSING ASSOCIATION FINANCES 
SCALES OF COST LIMITS FOR IMPROVEMENT PROJECTS IN 

BIRMINGHAM 
1976/77 1979 1980 

(Circular 24/76) (HA Note 1/79) (HA Note 4/79) 

6,200 7,840 9 . 0 2 0 

8,500 10,750 12,360 
9,200 11,640 13,390 

10,000 12,650 14,450 
10,800 13,660 15,710 

1 person dwellings 
2 person dwellings 
3 person dwellings 
4 person dwellings 
5/6 person dwellings 

75% owner occupier grant 2,400 3,750 3,750 

DOE Circular 24/76 set out cost limits for improvement projects. HA Note 10/78 
increased these limits by 10 per cent, HA Note 1/79 increased them by 15 per cent in 
February 1979 and in October 1979 they were increased by a further 15 per cent in 
HA Note 4/79. In addition there are various allowances available for administration 
costs and aquisition of properties with vacant possession. 

Contrast this with the grant to owner-occupiers. Most houses in Havelock HAA are 
3, 4 and 5 person dwellings. The bulk of the tenanted properties acquired by Copec 
were only £600 per house leaving them at least £8,500 per house for improvement. 
Despite these allowances, even Copec had to cut improvement standards in 1977 and 
1978 because yardsticks were not increased in line with costs. In 90 George Arthur 
Road for example, Copec could not afford to replace the old bathroom suite. When the 
tenant complained at the state of her 'improved' house, a new bath was provided, but 
the old washbasin and toilet remained. 

which were up for auction with the 
intermediary leasehold interests of the 
adjoining owner-occupied houses. 
After much wrangling the Estates 
Department were persuaded to go to 
the auction, bearing in mind the provi­
sion of the 1974 Act that owners 
are required to notify the Council 
before selling tenanted houses and the 
Council's commitment to municipali­
sation. But the Estates Department 
representative dropped out of the 
auction at £900. The properties 
which were still tenanted went to 
local Estate Agent Fazal & Khan 
for £1,150! For the sake of £250 
— about £100 per house after allowing 
for the leasehold interests — the 
Estates Department was happy to 
perpetuate private landlordism despite 
the owners disregard of the law. If 
the houses are not improved they will 
almost certainly have to be compul­
sorily purchased later at a much 
higher price. 

In the same month an illegal 
eviction took place at number 60 
Phillimore Road, the tenant, a woman 
who had lived there for seven years 
was generally unsure of her rights and 
confused. She did not want any 
trouble. Urban Renewal announced 
that they did not want to get "involved 
at the door". Instead the Harassment 
Officer spent two hours with the 
evicted woman. But she was scared 
of the landlord and did not want the 
Harassment Officer to act against him. 

- * y b 
COPEC improved houses in George Arthur 
Road costing £9000 each. 
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Frequent publicity in the local press about the plight of tenants in pre-1919 houses does little to solve the problem. Most rented property 
is managed by three or four big city estate agents who make their own arrangements with the City's evironmental health officers. This 
consists of undertaking that minimal repairs will be done when absolutely necessary providing no legal action is ever taken. As a result 
tenants have their leaking roofs and rotting woodwork patched up rather than renewed. As many tenants are pensioners, their poor 
housing conditions only increases their chances of rehousing by the Housing Dept. Once this has been achieved the house is sold into 
owner occupation for a considerable profit. Urban Renewal has done nothing to change this situation except speed it up through 
purchase by Housing Associations and better arrangements for rehousing of elderly and disadvantaged tenants. 

The Harassment Officer, placed in a 
diff icult posit ion, took the easy way 
out and did nothing. The landlord 
of this house, far from being punished 
for the housing stress he caused, was 
not required to take back his evicted 
tenant and now rents the house for 
more money! 

In Wright Road, Avon Estates own 
several houses, one of which was 
occupied in 1976 by an elderly couple. 
It had no bathroom, an outside toi let 
that leaked and wiring that required 
urgent replacement. Early in 1976, 
nine months after the Housing Act ion 
Area was declared, the tenants were 
interviewed by the Environmental 
Services Department after Urban 
Renewal, despite the general pol icy, 
had recommended compulsory im­
provement action under Section 85 of 
the Housing Act 1974. The tenants, 
being elderly, told the Public Health 
Inspector that they preferred a shower 
in the upstairs back bedroom to a 
bath. The Public Health Inspector 
insisted that the bathroom would have 

to be built on downstairs, and so the 
tenants asked for the improvement 
scheme to be dropped. 

Later in March 1977, the back bed­
room ceiling began to collapse because 
of a leaking roof. The toi let was still 
leaking as well and the building still 
needed rewiring. The Council , fo l low­
ing further complaints, served a statu­
tory notice under the Public Health 
Act and the roof was mended. But 
nothing else was done. The tenants 
in the HAA were given the same 
inadequate statutory notice system 
that is used throughout Birmingham. 
This system has never achieved any­
thing of real value — and is not in­
tended t o . 

A t 43 George Ar thur Road, the ten­
ants rent the house at £5 per week 
from Goulde and Browne, who act on 
behalf of the Executors of a Mr Price. 
The Millmans took on the tenancy of 
this property in 1973. Before that 
Chris Millman's parents had occupied 
it since 1933. The Mil lman family 
between them have always repaired 

and maintained the house in this t ime. 
They have mended the leaking roof, 
repaired rott ing floorboards and damp 
and rotten plaster. In 40 years the 
landlord has done no repairs and the 
declaration of HAA made no differ­
ence except inclusion in a compulsory 
purchase order which never seemed to 
be proceeding. 

In August 1977, midway through 
the Housing Act ion Area's five years 
the problems of private tenants such 
as the Millmans or the elderly couple 
in Wright Road were just the same as 
in the early seventies — leaking roofs, 
no bathrooms and dangerous wir ing. 
Unless they had been among the lucky 
ones rescued by COPEC, nothing had 
changed. The Council had not attemp­
ted to relieve the housing stress of the 
minor i ty living in rented property but 
instead had concentrated almost en­
tirely on improvement to owner-
occupied houses. By August 1977 even 
that policy was being increasingly 
q u e s t i o n e d ! 
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The rescue 
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Havelock Housing Action Area 
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FREE IMPROVEMENTS! 
A* you w i l l know from the Urban Renewal Neva sent to you l a s t Month, the 

City Council 1B spending approximately ONE MILLION POUNDS to help cake 

HAVELOCK a b e t t e r p lace In which to l i v e . Sone of the aoney 1* to be 

spent Improving the appearance of those houses which a re not yet fu l ly 

Improved. Your house has been seen to be one of those In need of 

lmprovoncnt,nnd with your permission (or tha t of your l and lord If you 

are a tenant ) some or a l l of the following lteats of work amy be c a r r i e d 

out FREE Of CHARGE during 1978. 

Ro-rooflng and g u t t e r i n g 

Repairs to front wal ls 

Repulrs or replacement of front doors and windows 

Rcdocoratlon to front e l e v a t i o n s . 

SO THAT THE EXTENT OF THE WORK REQUIRED TO YOUR PROPERTY MAY 
BE RECORDED, VIE NEED YOUR SIGNATURE ON THE ENCLOSED FORM 
ON OR BEFORE THE 31ST OCTOBER 1977. 

THE 1974 Housing Act gives local 
authorities a period of only five years 
in which to complete its Housing 
Act ion Areas. In mid 1977, when 
Birmingham Council was assessing its 
chances of " f in ish ing" the first four 
Housing Act ion Areas by 1980, the 
results in the Havelock Housing 
Act ion Area were far f rom promising. 

Although it was said to be one of 
the more successful areas, by mid-
1977, (the halfway point) only 40 per 
cent of the improvable houses reached 
the 10 point standard. But many of 
these were at this standard before the 
Housing Act ion Area was declared. 
The real level of progress, i.e. new 
improvements completed, was only 
29 per cent. An increasing proport ion 
of these were Housing Association 
houses and the rate of private im­
provement was slowing down. 

None of the houses to be cleared 
had even reached the stage of con­
firmed C.P.O's. No-one said i t , but 
housing stress was probably worse 
half-way through the programme than 
before it started. 

This situation was highly embarrass­
ing for the Council. In the three-and-
a-half years since the Urban Renewal 
Team had started operating in the area 
and the two-and-a-half years since the 
Housing Act ion Areahad been declared, 
three small streets in Saltley were 
nowhere near improved. Many of the 
houses that had been renovated were 
not up to a 30-year life and would 
need further attention and cost. 
Despite numerous changes in admini­
strative procedures and a lot of inten­
sive work by officers1 the policy over­
all was fail ing. 

The failure of the Council's HAAs 
was thrown into even more focus by 
an exercise called for by the Leader 
of the Council at the end of 1976. 
This estimated how much it would 
cost to "f inish o f f " Lit t le Green and 
Havelock HAAs. The figure for Have­
lock was more than £2 mil l ion for 
housing improvements alone — about 
five times what had already been spent 
on grants and local authority and 
housing association improvements. 

At first the Council attempted to 
increase its success rate by "environ-

1 The Birmingham Inner Area Study 
calculated that every house in an HAA 

was costing £472 per annum in staff 
and overheads (1975 figures). 
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mental improvements". Unlike General 
Improvement Areas, Housing Act ion 
Areas do not qualify for any signifi­
cant level of central government 
finance for such works; the emphasis 
is on housing. So this money came 
entirely f rom the Council's own funds. 
But by most standards, the environ­
mental improvements carried out in 
the Havelock Housing Act ion Area in 
1977 were indeed strange. Wright 
Road and part of George Ar thur Road 
came in for the most extensive treat­
ment. End gable walls were rebuilt, 
and whole blocks of houses painted 
in a desperate bid to encourage owners 
to improve. Later, this sort of scheme 
was developed so that the environ­
mental improvements — or curtilage 
works — were combined with 90 per 
cent grants, and the Council could 
offer owners the possibility of joining 

in a block improvement scheme for 
only £500. This was known as the 
"Roshven type enevelope scheme", 
after the H A A in Balsall Heath where 
it is being tr ied out. 

But f irst, in August, 1977, came an 
unexpected opportuni ty which was to 
change everything. Peter Shore, Secre­
tary of State for the Environment, 
announced an £11 mil l ion programme 
for inner ci ty construction works in 
Birmingham. This was part of an 
additional £100 mil l ion made 
available nationally in the Apr i l 1977 
Budget to help the construction indus­
t ry and compensate to some extent for 
the loss of work resulting from the 
cuts in 1975 and 1976. 

The money had to be spent quickly 
— before March 1979 — and as a result 
most of i t went on projects which had 
been designed, but shelved, because of 

Total 

Table 2. PROGRESS IN HAVELOCK HAA, AUGUST 1977 

Properties improved to 
10 point standard at 
16.8.77 

112 
11 
9 

21 

153 

153 

Tenure 

Owner-occupied 
Landlord owned 
Council owned 
Housing Association 

Total 
Clearance (proposed) 
Clearance (complete) 

No in HAA at 
16.8.77 

237 
46 
23 
74 

380 
70 

7* 

457 

These were houses in confirmed CPO's 
before the HAA was declared. 

THE COST OF FAILURE 

1977 Estimates of work needed to finish off Litt le Green and Havelock HAAs 

Housing 
Environmental 
Industry and Commerce 
Community needs 

T O T A L 

Addit ional staff 

Li t t le Green 

4,070,000 
1,700,000 

780,000 
280,000 

Havelock 

2,360,000 
650,000 
393,000 
140,000 

6,830,000 3,543,000 

50 for 2 areas combined 

public expenditure cuts. Included on 
Birmingham's shelf was the exercise 
carried out six months earlier on how 
to finish the HAAs. In September 
1977, Operation Facelift was born. 

The Facelift Scheme invo lved : -

1. Renewing roofs, chimneys, gut­
ters, f ront and gable walls, windows, 
doors, cleaning brickwork and damp 
proofing in all unimproved houses. 

2. Improvements to commercial pre­
mises down to f loor level as for 
houses and the repair, ref i t t ing 
and redecoration of shop fronts. 

3. Improvements to industrial premises 

to secure better car parking, etc. 

Al l this work was done for no 
charge. Each owner had to sign an 
agreement permitt ing the work to be 
carried out, but only those who had 
not received Improvement Grants were 
invited to sign up. 

Operation Facelift was only imple­
mented in two HAAs — Litt le Green 
in Small Heath and Havelock. Of the 
two only Havelock has had every 
property modernised; today it is 
indeed complete. Overall the scheme 
was estimated to cost £2 mil l ion 
(£1,127,000 in Havelock and £829,000 
in Litt le Green) but work in George 
Arthur Road alone since March 1979 
must have added considerably to this 
estimate. 

The Tory Council seem both 
pleased and shocked by the audacity 
of their rescue scheme. On the one 
hand there is clear recognition that the 
Facelift resolves the problem of how 
t o improve houses, the majority of 
which are owned by poor people, 
some of whom do not even qualify 
fo r Council loans. It also removes 
the worrying prospect (to a Tory 
Council) of extensive municipalisation 
throughout the Housing Act ion Areas. 

This problem had been taxing both 
politicians and officials since the First 
Stage of the Section 43 Compulsory 
Purchase Order was drawn up in 1976. 
This showed the need to purchase 
about 30 per cent of all the improvable 
houses in the first four HAAs; later 
this figure was to rise to 65 per cent. 
Some progress in solving the di f f icul ty 
had been made by June 1977, when it 
was reported to the Urban Renewal 
Sub-Committee that 

"The object of the Compulsory 
Purchase Orders is to acquire reten-
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t ion properties for the purpose of 
improvement by the Council. In order 
to counteract the decline in the pro­
port ion of owner-occupation in these 
areas, the Housing Committee have 
agreed to dispose of improved proper­
ties under the Equity Sharing Scheme.2 

The main advantage in retaining owner-
occupation in this manner is that a 
ful l improvement scheme is achieved, 
the works carried out attract subsidy, 
and are financed on a sound basis." 

But Operation Facelift directly 
reduced the need for municipalisation 
altogether. A report to the Housing 
and Environmental Health Committees 
in Apr i l 1978 (which later formed the 
basis of Birmingham Council's con­
t r ibut ion on housing to the Inner 
City Partnership Programme 1979-82) 
sets out the relationship between 
Operation Facelift and support for 
owner-occupation. 

"The Council have adopted various 
measures to encourage owner-occupa­
t ion throughout the City. In the inner 
areas of the City the main effort in 
this direction is in the form of mort­
gage and grant facilities, as well as 
the sale of improved houses to either 
tenants or other first t ime buyers. 
In spite of this, there is every indica­
t ion that given current policies, the 
only way in which houses in Housing 
Act ion Areas wi l l be satisfactorily 
dealt w i th is by extensive acquisition 
and improvement by the local au­
thor i ty , the improved units then 
either being made available for letting 
in the usual way or being sold. 

To date, of approximately 12,500 
retention properties in HAAs only 
about 600 have been improved wi th 
grant aid in the private sector. 

In the first four declared areas 
both first and second stage compul­
sory purchase orders for retention 
properties have been agreed by the 
Committee. Al lowing for the number 
of owners that might change their 
minds and carry out improvement 

2. Equity sharing is a development of the 
Half and Half Mortgage Scheme which 
as Richard Westlake, Birmingham's Direc­
tor of Housing put i t , "enables people 
to start on the ladder of home owner­
ship". They take out a mortgage on what 
they can af ford, say 40% of the value of 
the house, and pay rent on the rest 
(60%), unt i l they can afford to take up 
their option to purchase the house 
outr ight. 
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Council cash 
'facelift' row 

RATEPAYERS and taxpayers are to fork out 
more than £30,000 in facelifts for 18 old houses 
owned by a private landlord in Birmingham. 

The move caused a clash 
at a council committee 
meeting 

But facelifts for the 
houses managed by Jack 
Cotton Investments were 
defended today by Councillor 
Norman Bonner, chairman 
of the city's urban renewal 
sub-committee. 

He said "We are not there 
to line people's pockets but 
just to improve properties 
and make them fit for people 
to live in." 

The 19 houses are part of 

out internal improvements 
with a normal 75 per cent 
grant. 

A Labour member of the 
sub-eommitloe, Coun. Mrs. 
Freda Longden-Parker, said 
today: 1-We felt concerned 
that the city were spending 
this money and could not 
guarantee that the property 
company would see the 
houses are kept in good con­
dition over the next 30 years 
of their life." 

Facelift schemes benefit the deserving and undeserving alike: Evening Mail 24.479. 

schemes, some 1160 properties in 
these areas might reasonably be expec­
ted to come into public sector (in­
cluding Housing Associations); this is 
65 per cent of the retention proper­
ties in those areas. Within the Housing 
Investment Programme submission the 
assumption was made that the Council 
would have to acquire approximately 
50 per cent of the retention properties. 
Subsequently the DoE have indicated 
that they are concerned about the 
extent of the programme, and the 
resources required to meet i t . " 

Af ter revewing possible alternatives 
including reduction in standards, addi­
tional clearance and increasing private 
sector contributions by further tinker-
int w i th grant and loan systems, the 
report concludes: 

"An increase in the amount of 
clearance and the additional encourage­
ment to private owners set out above 
may not make any major impact on 
the gap between the programme and 
the financial resources that appear 
likely to be made available to meet 
it. It is therefore, necessary to re­
assess the methods of achieving the 
programme. The only alternative stra­
tegy is a SUBSTANTIAL REDIREC­
TION OF AVAILABLE FUNDS 
FROM THE PUBLIC INTO THE 

PRIVATE SECTOR which can only 
be brought about by maximising 
incentives and minimising the dis­
incentives to private investment in 
HAAs. This would lead to savings 
in the required level of both capital 
and revenue expenditure for those 
properties which would otherwise have 
been municipalised. Under the con­
struction monies made available by 
the Government, £2 million is being 
spent carrying out curtilage works 
which include the roofs and frontages 
of dwellings. IF THIS SCHEME WERE 
EXTENDED TO SUCH AN EXTENT 
TO INCLUDE ALL MAJOR STRUC-
TURA L ITEMS SO THA T THE MA IN 
STRUCTURE OF THE PROPERTY 
WAS SOUND AND THE EXTERNAL 
APPEARANCE GOOD, THIS COULD 
LARGE OBVIATE THE NEED FOR 
FURTHER MUNICIPALISATION. 
Moreover any request for municipal 
accommodation from residents in 
Housing Action Areas on whose pro­
perty such work had been carried out 
might be dealt with on a points basis 
as for existing tenants transfer 
requests". 

The Facelift has also helped to 
strengthen the links between the local 
authority and the medium-sized bui ld­
ing contractors. This had been started 



Cln irtcrliot tse Sit uoti Lit i tiled 
l INANCIAI. CONSULTANTS 

14AMjlfisrdI lousf 7Qinvn s\nns Sru .1 I on Km sxisi.ii'"Iilq>lu>iis's()l-5N03714 
01-6372571 

Project Team Off ice 

186 St Saviour* Road 

Saltley 
Birmingham 

Dear Sirs 

80 Wright Road, Alum Rock 

Olimi RSL/mcrAeecamb 

Ytutrrtl. 

D,iri 2 November 1977 

Your kind offer in respect of the above was forwarded to us by our tenant 
but unfortunately arrived here after 31 October which svas obviously too late 
to have it to you signed by that particular date. 

However, we sincerely hope that under the circumstances you wil l accept our 

late agreement for you to carry out this work and enclose your signed form as 

requested. 

Please confirm to us that you have accepted this form and let us have further 
information regarding the work to be carried out in due course. 

Yours faithfully 

Richard S Leslie 

1 W , K M .slis-l C A I ) I. nn 

i ins Nil II s "KIT KI . ' . IM . -U . l l ) i ' , S l.ilislsmsi 

Landlords plead to be included in Operation Facelift. Closer examination reveals that 
Charterhouse Simon Ltd are run by the same people as Constant Finance Ltd., who were 
charging 24% interest on loans to owner occupiers in 1973. 
by the closure of the Construction 
Department in 1976, soon after the 
Tories won the election, and by 
increasing the amount of council 
house modernisation allocated for 
private builders. 

On the other hand, lots of or­
dinary inner city house-owners — 
many of them Asian — are clearly 
getting something for nothing out 
of Operation Facelift. Several Tory 
councillors do not seem to think this 
is fol lowing Tory principles. Concern 
about large, indiscriminate subsidies 
to the private sector has also got en­
tangled in departmental rivalries, wi th 
Urban Renewal forced to take a back 
seat in their own special areas, while 

the Architects and Building Finance 
Departments organise the work. 

In October 1977 residential owners, 
including landlords, were asked to sign 
up for the "free improvements" 
scheme. In December about 50 addi­
tional houses in Wright Road, but 
outside the HAA were added as wel l . 
Later, after building work was started, 
the shops on A lum Rock Road, again 
including many outside the HAA, 
were approached. The Council was 
most thorough and no house — not 
even those that had been empty for 
years — was missed. Finance com­
panies, temporarily in possession 
fol lowing eviction, as well as ordinary 
landlords, had their houses improved 

just like the poor owner occupiers. 
In the shopping centre big companies 
like Ladbrokes and Ansells Breweries 
had their premises renovated just like 
the second hand dealers. 

During the winter of 1977/78 the 
Architects department inspected the 
houses and drew up specifications. 
Contracts were finally sealed in 
March 1978. 

McAlpines got the large contract — 
£783,000 - for 250 units, mainly 
in Wright, Havelock and Phillimore 
Roads. Comfort Systems took on 
George Arthur Road — 130 units 
costing £434,000 - wi th the shopping 
centre split between the two . In 
Litt le Green, HGS Contractors were 
awarded a contract for £829,000 for 
250 units. Overall, 650 units improved 
for a total of £2,046,000 - an average 
of £3150 per unit . 

Work began at the end of March 
1978 in Phillimore Road and George 
Arthur Road and the whole area 
became a vast building site during the 
summer and autumn of 1978. But 
despite this, inconvenience and mess 
were no worse than a handful of 
individual jobs. Safety for workers 
and pedestrians was well above average. 
Scaffolding was used for all f irst 
f loor and roof work. When the roofs 
were stripped the old slates were 
chuted down into skips and taken 
away each evening. The McAlpines 
work in Phillimore Road seems to have 
caused less mess and been completed 
more quickly than the fol low-on 
contract to rebuild just the f ront 
boundary walls. 

The old bay and sash windows have 
been replaced by similar styles, not 
louvres or mock Georgian. There is 
no immitat ion stonework, only 
Tyrolean finish to standardised colours. 
The doors are well designed and 
substantial. The original improvements 
wi th their motley of ti le colours and 
paints have been blended in as 
well as possible. Three streets in 
Saltley now have a freshness and unity 
of design and colour that they have 
not seen since the 1930s when the 
traditional landlords began to sell of f 
their houses. 

Of course, there have been problems 
as wel l . Some of these are endemic to 
the private building industry. Com-
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Picture: GASP except opposite, lower, Brian Homer. 

FACELIFT GETS 
UNDER WAY 





for t Systems declared itself bankrupt 
early in 1979, leaving the Council 
wi th a part finished contract. Resi­
dents caught painters thinning the 
paint and changes in supervisory 
arrangements by the Architects depart­
ment led to a gradual decline in stan­
dards at the end of the contracts. 
On virtually their last block, McAlpines 
scaffolding collapsed injuring three 
workers and blocking the main road 
for several hours. As a result of all 
these problems residents have been 
asking if direct labour is not a better 
alternative. 

Other problems arose out of the 
phasing of the operation in particular 
the reroofing of wing buildings which 
needed rebuilding first. In George 
Ar thur Road f ront gardens were 
turfed one week and the front walls 
dug up the next, ruining the new turf. 
Also in George Ar thur Road, a legacy 
of the Comfort Systems bankruptcy, 
there have been problems wi th bad or 
non-existent guttering. Despite the 
safeguards too there have been com­
plaints about rubbish and danger. 
After a year — plus the sporadic work 
for three years earlier — even the most 
patient residents become irate about 
skips, gravel, piles of bricks and half-
fi l led trenches at regular intervals 
along their street. 

The most aggrieved residents are, 
of course, those who had already 
completed improvements. Not only 
were they excluded f rom Operation 
Facelift, but its general high quality 
only exposed the inadequacy of what 
they were paying for themselves. 
Some wi th work two or three years 
old were beginning to f ind major 
problems — leaks or cracks — and 
their experience compared badly wi th 
that of their neighbours. Their com­
plaints to Urban Renewal have not 
gone unheeded however and in some 
instances work paid for by Improve­
ment Grants in 1975 or 1976 has been 
done again under Operation Facelift 
in 1978 or 1979. Others suffered 
damage by the Council's contractors 
and this too has meant renewal of 
some of the earlier grant work. 

As the scaffolding came down re­
vealing what had been achieved, 
people living elsewhere in Saltley 
began to ask "What about us?" They 
also began to ask about the Council's 
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sense of priorities in renovating shops, 
pubs and bingo halls when pensioners 
living in three General Improvement 
Areas were still living in damp and 
crumbling houses. Their resentment 
was only increased by hearing that 
many of the shopkeepers did not 
the work done anyhow. 

Tenants wi th in the HAA began to 
see the advantages of Operation 
Facelift as double-edged too. Before 
Comfort Systems had finished their 
contract at least one landlord in 
George Arthur Road was applying for 
a rent increase for improvements 
paid for by public money. Others 
were waiting for their landlords to 
start the internal works, which all had 
promised they would do before 
Operation Facelift began. Some are 
still waiting today. 

These issues were all brought to a 
Public Meeting in November 1978 
attended by Councillor Bonner, Chair­
man of the Urban Renewal Sub-
Committee. Though Bonner was 
clearly irritated by Urban Renewal's 
exclusion f rom the organisation of 
Operation Facelift, he defended its 
principles staunchly. He told resi­
dents that shopkeepers were rate­
payers and everybit as deserving as 
anyone else. The residents of Saltley 
were, he said lucky to have shopkeepers 
at all. He also defended helping land­
lords as opposed to municipalisation, 
though he did announce that all owners 
were still expected to apply for 
grants to finish off internal works 
and that the Section 43 compulsory 
purchase order was not going to be 
withdrawn — only delayed to give 
people t ime to complete the work. 

But Councillor Bonner could not 
promise any extension of the scheme. 
In fact by that date Birmingham was 
already meeting strong resistance to 
including more Facelift type work in 
the 1979-80 Inner City Partnership 
Programme. This opposition came 
from the Department of the Environ­
ment, who sawthescheme as expensive 
and undermining the existing grant 
scheme, and from the Minister of 
Housing, Reg Freeson, himself. The 
matter was finally settled, in Birming­
ham's favour, only after the Tory 
Government was returned in May 
1979. 

In the meanwhile the Council has 

again been encouraging owner-occu­
piers and landlords in Havelock HAA 
to apply for Improvement Grants. 
With the major costs out of the way, 
expenditure on internal works, 
including new bathrooms, is once 
again wi th in realistic l imits. A large 
number of grants are being processed 
— especially in George Ar thur Road 
where improvement is l inked wi th 
freehold purchase (see Page 28). 
By March 1980, when the HAA 
designation lapses, Birmingham's first 
HAA wil l be finished and virtually 
all the houses wil l be at the 10 point 
standard. 

Building professionals have argued 
for years that the only way to improve 
lots of old houses is do them in 
blocks wi th a single contractor. Now 
Birmingham has proved it and by 
passed the legal and financial con­
straints that normally make such 
action impossible. There have been 
problems wi th Operation Facelift but 
these have been minor organisational 
matters. A t £3,000 per unit it has 
been relatively cheap too , though 
obviously the total cost, including 
Improvement Grant, wil l take it over 
the current l imi t of £5,000 per house. 

But in another sense the rescue of 
Havelock HAA has been a failure as 
wel l . It has done no more than proving 
that bananas can be grown in the 
Arctic — given the right special tech­
nology. The ordinary HAA (like the 
ordinary tract of Arct ic waste) cannot 
be rescued, because it is full of the 
problems already described in Havelock 

— finance company exploitat ion, lease­
hold tenure, private landlords, poverty 
and unemployment. Even in Havelock 
HAA wi th its new roofs and windows, 
these problems still remain. And the 
improvement in housing conditions 
is merely being passed on, in the form 
of higher house prices, to a new 
generation of owner occupiers. In 
Saltley where houses still average 
£5-6000 freehold, estate agents are 
asking £8-10,000 for houses included 
in Operation Facelift. Even leasehold 
houses are being priced over £7,500. 

Operation Facelift could form the 
basis of changes in the Improvement 
Grant system, but it wi l l not change 
the economic conditions which make 
owner occupation such a trap for 
working class peopleH 



The politics 
of improvement 

Roy Jenkins, MP for Stechford w i th residents of Havelock Road, local councillors and 
CDP workers in 1973. Two years later one of the first HAAs was declared in his con­
stituency. He was a member of the Cabinet which only months afterwards started to 
cut back housing expenditure. The fol lowing year he left for a lucrative EEC job in 
Brussels. Picture: Robert Moore. 

URBAN RENEWAL both in Birming­
ham and nationally has had to develop 
against the background of Britain's 
worsening economic and political 
crisis. When the programme first 
started house improvement was rela­
tively well funded by the State. In 
1973 with 75 per cent grants in many 
areas of the country,1 total grants 
reached almost 240,00 (2,600 in 
Birmingham). In 1976, after three 
years of crisis and cutbacks, grants 
had declined to 73,000 nationally 
and only 1,700 were in Birmingham. 
By 1978 fewer grants were made than 
at any time since 1967 (58,000); 
Birmingham's total was only 1,200. 

Urban Renewal was first conceived 
in the midst of an economic boom, 
to tackle the poverty which had been 
rediscovered in the heart of British 
cities. The idea was set within the 
framework of local government re­
organisation. New local authorites 
were being set up, large and well 
organised enough to develop policies 
geared towards the modern require­
ments of British industry, and fully 
capable of providing for a well-housed, 
healthy and —hopefully — disciplined 
labour force. 

The Birmingham Labour Party 
when it came to power in 1972, was 
fully equipped and confident to take 
on this role. Its leaders were deter­
mined to solve the problems of Urban 
Renewal within a matter of years. 
Writing in September 1974 for a full 
day seminar for all councillors and 
officers, Clive Wilkinson, leader of the 
Council which had recently taken 
control, described how 

"The City Council's policy of 
Urban Retention is the first on this 
scale by any local authority in the 
country. This policy will involve the 
improvement of up to 75,000 houses 
in the next 10 years. . . . I am con­
vinced it will be a great success story".2 

The new Council backed the need 
for corporate management and the 
total approach to inner city problems, 
promoted by Conservative Local 
Government Minister, Peter Walker. 
Prompted by a new Chief Executive, 
the Labour Party sought to gear up 

In Development Areas, i.e. N.W., N.E., 
and Wales, grants were 75 per cent of 
the costs between 1971 and 1974. 
Urban Renewal Seminar Papers, 23 
September 1974. 
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the local authority to the 1970s. It 
wanted to improve co-ordination and 
the delivery of services, to breakdown 
departmental rivalries, to root out 
inefficiency and develop from within 
and from outside a conception of the 
local authority as a dynamic big busi­
ness. Gradually the methods and 
people were brought into the positions 
which would have helped to create 
this kind of interventionist role. 

Urban Renewal was a test case. 
New methods of improving the ser­
vice were introduced through the Area 
Teams and the Improvement Agency. 
The traditional hostilities and em­
pires of important departments such as 
Housing, Estates, and Public Health 
were challenged via the establishment 
of the Multi-Disciplinary Team. Demo-
cratisation of the process was to be 
achieved by involving residents groups 
and Community Forum in committee 
meetings. Elaborate networks and 
monitoring systems were introduced 
to improve productivity. 

The first blow to this master plan 
came after the economic crisis of 1974, 
and the cutbacks which were made 
by the new Labour Government. 
In early 1975, Denis Healey told 
local authorities to spend less on 
housing repairs and keep maintenance 
and management to 1974 levels. In 
the next six months further cuts were 
made in housing, health, education 
and local government services which 
reduced the living standards of the 
working people Labour was elected to 
serve. 

As far as Urban Renewal was con­
cerned it was the cutbacks in munici­
palisation and Council mortgages which 
most affected the programme, though 
the 1974 Housing Act had itself de­
layed improvement with its Rateable 
Value limits and S105 quotas.3 

The Labour Government was com­
mitted to a policy of buying up private 
rented and empty property in areas 
like Saltley. But after the cuts, Bir­
mingham and other local authorities 
were restricted to certain types of 
houses and told to obtain permission 
for any single purchase over £250,000. 
Circular 64/75 then restricted acquisi-
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Section 105 of the 1974 Housing Act 
gave central government the power 
to l imit the amount local authorities 
spent on improvements to houses in their 
ownership. 

The graphs show clearly the dramatic change f rom grants for basic amenities to ful l 
improvement grants brought about by the 1969 Housing Act . The steep rise in the 
number of grants nationally 1971-73, is related to their 75% value in Development Areas 
during this period. After 1974/75 the effect of in f la t ion, plus the lack of suitably aff luent 
applicants, plunges the figures down. However in Birmingham at least the increase to 
£5000 in August 1977 is reflected in the year's to ta l . A t a national level the effect can 
be seen on monthly totals (See CES Review May 1979, pages 70-72). Figures fo r 1978 
and the first part of 1979 are completions, not approvals, because DoE stopped publish­
ing approvals f rom the beginning of 1978. This has dropped the figures to record low 
levels in 1978; the National Building Agency estimate that 20% of all approvals to do 
proceed to complet ion. Also because it takes up to a year to complete a grant improve­
ment the slight upturn in Birmingham for 1979 reflects the upturn in approvals during 
1977. Overall, the recent figures suggests that Birmingham is improving more houses 
than other local authorities. 
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Despite the problems caused by the Labour Government's cuts, the Labour councillors 
chose to ignore or oppose any organised opposition to government policy. Clive Wilkinson, 
Labour Leader of Birmingham Council in 1975 insisted that leaflets detailing the cuts 
be removed from Saltley Action Centre and in December 1975 wrote to the Secretary 
of the Saltley Campaign Against the Cuts, " I therefore think your campaign and resolu­
tion are premature and certainly the last two lines which talk about cuts in housing, 
education, health and social services have no validity at the present time." 

Times 19.9.77. 

Building societies 4not filling gap 
left by council mortgage cuts' 

Building societies are not 
filling the gap left in council 
mortgages by die Government's 
cuts in aid to local authorities, 
the chairman of the housing 
committee of the Association 
of Metropolitan Authorities 
said in a statement yesterday. 

Mr John Mills said a survey 
of members of the association 
showed that many building 
societies would not help buyers 
at the lower end of the mar­
ket. Few members of the asso­
ciation were satisfied. 

"Mos t report difficulties, 
and the majority regret the 
curtailment of the local auth­
ority role as ' l ende r s of the 
last resort V' Mr Mills said. 
" Few consider that the sup­
port lending scheme provides 
anything like an adequate sub­
stitute for direct council mort­
gages. 

" Clearly, building societies, 
particularly at local level, need 
to do more to live up to the 
worthy sentiments being 
expressed by the Building 
Societies Association." 

The statement said that a 
preliminary report of an inves­

tigation by the Department of 
the Environment showed that 
lending was up from £7m in 
April to an estimated £ l l m in 
June. But difficulties had 
resulted from the societies' 
" inflexibility", including un­
willingness to lend on older or 
unimproved property, particu­
larly in inner-city areas. 

Mr Mills said that helping 
people to buy older properties 
was an essential part of local 
authority strategy for needy 
areas. 

House building should get a 
government boost this autumn, 
it is argued in a report pub­
lished to'day by Shelter, the 
campaign for the homeless. 

Mr Christopher Boyd, an 
economist, points out that 
there is a large reserve of un­
employed construction labour, 
together with a continuing 
need for more housing. Refla­
tion in house building and im­
provement could therefore be 
used to reduce unemployment 
and improve social welfare 
without the risk of inflation. 

Addressing himself to the 
Commons Expenditure 

Committee with the aim of in­
fluencing an autumn budget, 
Mr Boyd says: "Housing has 
been a very neglected pro­
gramme In recent years and 
any reflationary budget is seen 
as an opportunity to redress 
the balance. Houses are dur­
able assets to the community. 
Decent, suitable housing is 
very important in bringing up 
children. 

" A rational policy would be 
to build and improve more 
houses and avoid the severe 
consequences of a deterior­
ating housing stock." 

Mr Boyd argues that statist­
ical calculations may underesti­
mate the increase in one-
parent and one-person house­
holds needing accommodation. 

He also states: "As soon as 
real incomes start to rise again 
a significant backlog of 
demand may well be 
released", forcing up prices 
and rents unless an adequate 
supplv of homes is available. 
The Right Type of Reflation: 
why housing deserves special 
attention (Shelter, Waterloo 
Road, London, 25p). 

tions to Housing Act ion Areas, General 
Improvement Areas and 'Priori ty 

Neighbourhoods' and houses empty 
for over six months. The £250,000 

l imit was reduced to £100,000. But 
many councils did not acquire proper­
ties in Housing Act ion Areas because 
if they had, they would not have the 
money to improve them because of 
cuts in their improvement budgets. 
After 1975 municipalisation was no 
longer an important aspect of housing 
poiicy and since May 1979 has been 
stopped altogether. 

The second major cut was on 
Council mortgages. In June 1975, 
mortgage allocations were cut by 
50 per cent and local authorities 
such as Birmingham had to stop 
lending immediately. Would-be owner-
occupiers in Birmingham need Council 
mortgages because building societies 
redline the inner ci ty areas and they 
are forced to take finance and fringe 
bank mortgages at higher interest 
rates. The CDP 1974 Housing Survey 
had demonstrated that in Saltley only 
eight per cent of the new owner-
occupiers obtained Council mortgages. 
In 1974/5 Birmingham had tried to 
coordinate its lending policy wi th the 
new Urban Renewal programme and 
to relieve the mortgage famine. In that 
year lending had increased f rom £2 
mi l l ion to £19 mi l l ion. In 1975/6 the 
Council had hoped to increase its 
lending to £22.5 mi l l ion. In the event 
the City had to stop lending unti l 
Apr i l 1976 and since then its mort­
gage activities have been very low key. 
The cuts undermined the Urban Rene­
wal programme because the locked 
incoming owner-occupiers into higher 
rate mortgages, prevented those with 
existing fringe bank mortgages from 
transferring to the Council ones, and 
prevented leaseholders f rom borrowing 
money to buy their freehold. 

The Birmingham Labour Party 
recognised the effect of these cutbacks 
and made representations to the rele­
vant Department of the Environment 
committees. Anthony Crosland, Secre­
tary of State for the Environment, 
argued in "Labour Weekly" that wi th 
building societies so flush with money 
that year. Council mortgages "are no 
longer so vital to keep the housing 
market going". The Government 
assured everyone that the building 
societies would fi l l the gap. This was 
always highly unlikely as the "gap" 
had been mainly created by building 
societies' policies in the first place; 
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subsequent experience shows that 
the building societies total ly failed to 
do what the Government asked, al­
though the situation has probaby 
improved very recently. 

The Leader of the Counci l , Clive 
Wilkinson, was engaged in a series of 
unproductive meetings wi th local 
representatives of the building societies 
and a 'working lunch' w i th executives 
f rom the fringe bank Julian Hodge. 
Hodge subsequently withdrew f rom 
the inner ci ty mortgage business, 
though financial commentators con­
sider this to be the result of the merger 
w i th Standard and Chartered rather 
than the bad publici ty the company 
received in 1975/6. 

The second major blow to Urban 
Renewal came in 1976, when the 
Birmingham Conservative Party re­
turned to power, dismantled every­
thing to do with corporate manage­
ment and sacked the Chief Executive. 
This placed Urban Renewal back in 
a weak position relative to other 
tradit ionally powerful departments. It 
left senior officials treading cautiously 
round corridors of power, fearful of 
stepping into the limelight by get­
t ing " t o o involved" and being sacked 
themselves. It subsequently led to disil­
lusionment and apathy among many 
local government officials, particularly 
wi th in Urban Renewal. Those that 
had been brought in in 1973 began to 
look for jobs elsewhere, fearful of 
being labelled — like the Chief Execu­
tive — as a Labour sympathiser. 

The emphasis on inter-departmental 
structures, the prying eye of the 
Performance Review Team, the use 
of Council employees to do work 
usually done, for fees, by private 
practice, e.g. the original Improve­
ment Agency Scheme, have all disap­
peared therefore. As a result there is 
now less co-operation between depart­
ments than before, which means more 
delay and more confusion. In Aston, 
land earmarked for industry was 
allocated by another set of officials 
for leisure purposes. In Nechells the 
reverse has happened. The City Treas­
urer is still holding up improvement 
work by taking up to six months to 
process applications for loans to 
enable owners to pay their share of 
the costs. 

A report on staffing to the Urban 
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Renewal Sub Committee in October 
1977 notes: "In the absence of ade­
quate staffing by other departments, 
the environmental staff assume the 
major burden of the tasks associated 
wi th the general replanning of the 
Housing Act ion Areas and many duties 
and requirements have been identified 
over the past two years which would 
normally fall wi th the purview of 
other departments", (our emphasis). 

There is clear recognition therefore 
by the Urban Renewal officials that 
the programme depends on mult i 
disciplinary work based in the areas 
where the houses are to be improved. 
Most Urban Renewal staff have learnt 
this the hard way during the past 
four years; by being placed in these 
areas and having the social, housing 
and environmental problems thrust 
upon them. Unfortunately, the com­
mitment to the job of solving these 
problems and the need for common 
defence and action against the hos­
t i l i ty and indifference from other 
departments — sometimes even from 
other sections of the Environmental 
Health Department — has almost sap­
ped the energies of several of the 
Urban Renewal Teams. 

The Labour 
Party 
The trend towards supporting owner-
occupation, even to some extent, the 
trend towards improving old houses 
found the local Labour Parties and the 
councillors quite unprepared. In the 
two wards in which the CDP was 
located, Washwood Heath and Saltley, 
the bread and butter of Labour poli­
tics is the expansion, quality and allo­
cation of council housing; the party 
stalwarts are nearly all council tenants. 
In 1975 when the Havelock Housing 
Act ion Area was declared, four of the 
six councillors were themselves council 
tenants. One had only recently been 
rehoused from a clearance area in 
Small Heath. 

As the Labour Government shifted 
its policies towards increased owner-
occupation for the working class, these 
councillors found their own political 
beliefs threatened. And , unlike policy 
orientated civil servants and local 
government officials, they found it 

di f f icul t to alter their beliefs in order 
to step back onto the official party 
line. Indeed some, especially the older 
ones, who have spent half a lifetime 
pushing through policies of large scale 
redevelopment, are still not convinced 
that large scale improvement is a 
satisfactory alternative. Because a 
major part of their political activity 
is listening to tenants' complaints 
about the repairs needed to inter-war 
and post-war council housing, they 
shrewdly assess that the trend towards 
improving o ld , worn out pre-1919 
houses is going to bring even more 
complaints about repairs to their local 
advice bureaux. 

This resistance to the new policies 
was reinforced at first by lack of 
informat ion. In 1973 none of the local 
councillors seemed to know much 
about improvement grants, loans and 
mortgages. Tradit ional ly, the people 
they met f rom the privately owned 
areas in Saltley were try ing to get out 
into a council house, not move the 
other way into house purchase and 
improvement. Neither did the ward 
parties have a different perspective. 
Their membership, though small, is 
rooted on the housing estates and does 
not require them to bother wi th these 
issues. 

Ini t ial ly, e.g. at the local meetings 
in November 1973, local councillors 
were involved and Washwood Heath 
councillors in particular were instru­
mental in setting up the Havelock and 
Wright Road Street Group. But when 
it became clear that the council 
machinery was treating different parts 
of Havelock Road separately, that 
large scale municipalisation was not 
the objective and that the improve­
ment Grant Scheme was inadequate 
to cover the normal improvement 
costs, they withdrew, baffled. The 
professional workers in Urban Renewal 
were left to explain the contradictions 
of government policy to local residents. 

Again, in 1975, when the govern­
ment's arbitary and retrospective hous­
ing cuts e.g. to Council mortgages were 
having their worst effects on Saltley, 
councillors were unable to position 
themselves wi th local activists in cr i t i ­
cising the government. The councillors 
and ward parties, faced wi th an issue 
which drew them first of all into 
criticism of a Labour government and 



then into debate about the role of 
"respectable" institutions like building 
societies, found themselves on new 
and di f f icul t ground. 

Instead motions were passed and 
the councillors raised the problem 
with the Labour Leader of the Council, 
Clive Wilkinson, who in turn made 
representations to goverment com­
mittees. The effect of this action was 

ni l . 
At about the same t ime (September 

1975 - February 1976) it became 
apparent the Improvement Agency 
Scheme was not going to get lots of 
houses improved. It was also the t ime 
of the Housing Act ion Area Plan.4 
Despite attempts by CDP to get the 
councillors involved. Urban Renewal 
managed to convice them that the plan 
was an exercise involving only residents; 
it lay outside the realms of politics. 
The councillors aquiesced in this 
repudiation of their function — 
apparently with a sigh of relief — 
although two did attend an initial 
meeting after prompting by CDP. 

By 1976 — wi th the crucial May 
elections pending — Urban Renewal, 
with its focus on owner-occupiers 
and people who were not tradit ionally 
members of the local Labour Party, 
was proving complicated and poten­
tially very time consuming. Moreover, 
it appeared to have few electoral 
advantages as there was so litt le 
success. The reasons presented to them 
about the failure of Urban Renewal by 
CDP and by residents involved funda­
mental criticisms of either the govern­
ment or the socio-economic system as 
a whole. 

Early in 1976 therefore, the coun­
cillors retreated f rom any further 
serious involvement in Urban Renewal 
although a much larger percentage of 
the local electorate is now affected 
because of the declaration of several 
new General Improvement Areas. 
They wil l respond to meetings and 
demands organised by residents them­
selves, but take no independent ini­
tiatives wi th in the ward party or the 
Council. When the meetings are held, 
they themselves have l itt le to say and 
do not seem to understand the complex 
issues as much as local residents. They 

Cllr. Collett (with microphone) is Tory councillor, representing the outer ring area of 
Acocks Green. In 1976 he took part in an Anti-Immigration demonstration in London, 
organised by national fascist parties. Other Birmingham Tories, including councillors 
were present. Picture: Searchlight 

4. Further discussion of the Area Plan 
appears on Page 60-61. 

offer no effective leadership to work­
ing people in the area. 

The problem is that the ward 
Labour Party is l i t t le more than an 
electoral machine and the councillors 
see themselves as advice workers 
only. Policies and political questions 
are rarely discussed with in the ward 
parties themselves, and certainly in the 
last five years there has been no major 
political public meetings organised by 
the local Labour parties. Individualising 
local people's problems, relieves 
Labour councillors in the area f rom 
discussing the real reasons for the fai l­
ure of Urban Renewal, the nature of 
working class owner-occupation, the 
role of business interests in private 
rented housing, the cutbacks and the 
role of Council intervention in the 
area. And it means they do not have 
to enter into debate if it conflicts wi th 
loyalty to the Labour district and 
national leadership. Today, the local 
Labour Party knows that whilst the 
national leadership extols the virtues 
of owner-occupation, the reality for 
most of the working class owner-
occupiers in the area is very different. 
The ward parties stand isolated f rom 

tackling the real problems and issues 
which people in the area face, depen­
dent entirely on the hard — but often 
apolitical — work done by councillors 
and MPs at their advice bureaux. 

This isolation appears to have per­
meated the District Labour Party as 
well. We do not recall that there has 
been a proper debate on Urban Re­
newal at this level since the programme 
was launched in 1973. Yet the prob­
lems in many other parts of the City 
are worse than Saltley, and particu­
larly since 1976 there have been many 
issues requiring the fullest debate. Nor 
do many Labour councillors maintain 
a link with Community Forum, the 
co-ordinating group for all the tenants 
and residents associations in Urban 
Renewal areas. 

The Tory Party 
Birmingham's Conservative Party is 
dominated by small t ime business­
men, solicitors, estate agents, builders 
and shopkeepers. Many are often racist, 
and anti-trade union. Their individua­
lism inhibits even the development 
of policies wi th in their own party. 
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Under Tory rule in Birmingham the 

ad hoc has been elevated to a symbol 

of progress and attacking liberal 

minded officials has been applauded. 

The Tories have a problem in 

developing appropriate policies for 

Urban Renewal. Much of their electoral 

support is Outer ring and specifically 

racist; it regards pouring money into 

inner city immigrant areas wi th 

distaste. But the Party is also con­

cerned to make owner-occupation 

work. Indeed several Tory councillors 

earn their living as solicitors or estate 

agents by collecting fees f rom owner-

occupiers. If the system is in danger 

of collapsing, the Tories will 

subsidise individuals at any price rather 

than admit the need for more public 

housing. Another significant element 

wi th in the Party are those who see 

the potential business, especially for 

building companies, that improvement 

work can bring. Again several Tory 

councillors earn their living as directors 

of building companies. 

As a result the Conservative Group 

like the idea of 'Operation Facelift ' 

because in practice it guarantees work 

to building firms and it provides 

subsidies to private landlords, so 

avoiding further Council acquisition. 

They have also been anxious to use 

it to improve conditions for local 

shopkeepers. They were quite taken 

by surprise therefore when local 

residents and shopkeepers made it 

clear that they were incensed that 

money was being spent on improving 

empty shops and undermining the 

security of existing shopkeepers when 

the money could have been used to 

improve the chronic housing condi­

tions of many elderly tenants and 

owner-occupiers in the area and help 

the existing shopkeepers buy their 

freeholds. 

Tory interests and sympathies in 

the inner ci ty lie wi th the small 

businesses, shopkeepers, landlords and 

builders, not wi th the mass of local 

residents, and their actions frequently 

lead them into subsidising and sup­

porting this group as opposed to 

ordinary residents. A good example of 

this is the 34 council dwellings which 

have been built in the Housing Act ion 

Area in Adderley Road. Originally 

these houses were to be bui l t by the 

Construction Department (i.e. direct 
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In 1976/77 20% of all Tory councillors on 
Birmingham City Council had professional 
interests in property and building or its 
sale and valuation. Moreover the influence 
of this group was dominant on the Council's 
committees; it supplied the Chairman of 
Finance and Priorities, Environmental Health 
(of which Urban Renewal is a sub-committe) 
and General Purposes. In addition it had 
strong representation on Planning and 
Highways, Environmental Health and 
Finance and Priorities. In 1978 and 1979 
this group also supplied the Chairman of 
Planning and Highways Committee. 

The leader of the Council , Neville 
Bosworth is included in the group, and 
being a senior partner in a f i rm of solicitors 
derives an important part of his income 
f rom conveyancing. The f i rm , Bosworth, 
Bailey, Cox and Co, also acts for several 
property companies which buy houses and 
sell them at a prof i t to owner occupiers. 

Such a company is Fellden Investments 
L td . , one of the Dennis Fell Group of 
Companies. The company was registered 
at Companies House in 1962. The forma­
t ion documents were were drawn up by 
Percival Trevor Gray, another partner in 
Bosworth Bailey Cox and Co. The com­
pany and Bosworth's f i rm of solicitors 
have therefore been closely associated since 
its inception. 

As part of its normal trading activities, 
the company bought, in March 1967, a 
leasehold house in Bennetts Road, Saltley 
for £900. In December 1967 the house was 
sold again, this t ime to Miss M, who became 
the owner occupier. The price was £1,595 
— a prof i t of 75% in only 9 months — and 
Fellden Investments kept an intermediary 
interest in the property, yielding a further 
£250 per year. 

Bosworth, Bailey Cox and Co assisted 

w i th the conveyancing to Miss M and also 
w i th drawing up the mortgage documents. 
This mortgage, of £1,000, was wi th the 
Saltley and District Permanent Money 
Society at a rate of 12%%. Bosworth Bailey 
Cox and Co are also solicitors for the 
Trustees of the Society and Neville Bosworth 
is himself Chairman of the Society's Com­
mittee. Not surprisingly when the Society 
raised its interest rate to 14% in 1976 it 
was Bosworth Bailey Cox and Co who 
noti f ied Miss M of the change. 

At the end of 1977 Miss M paid of f her 
mortgage and decided to buy her freehold. 
She approached Bosworth Bailey Cox and 
Co who were glad to oblige. After corres­
ponding wi th the freeholder and their 
friends in Fellden Investments, they sent 
her this letter. It indicates that out of a 
total of £830 only £480 would go on 
buying the freehold. Bosworth Baily Cox 
and Co expected to receive £150 (18% of 
the total) themselves — £95 in fees for 
Miss M's legal costs and £54 in legal costs 
for Fellden Investments, for whom, in 
earlier correspondence, they said they 
also acted. Later these fees were reduced. 

Over a period of 10 years therefore, the 
sale of this house into owner occupation 
has earned Bosworth, Bailey Cox and Co 
legitimate fees for several transactions — 
the conveyance, the mortgage and the 
purchase of the freehold — as well as fees 
for acting in various capacities for Fellden 
Investments Ltd. , and Saltley and District 
Permanent Money Society. Yet neither of 
these organisations would flourish and 
provide work for solicitors wi thout an 
increas ng number of owner occupiers. 
Not surprisingly Neville Bosworth is in 
favour of owner occupation and as a 
polit ician helps to develop policies which 
support and expand this form of tenure. 

http://SJ.nis.tta
http://eassiw.tr


Council pledge to 
Midland builders 

by KENNETH JACKSON 
Mail Property Correspondent 

WEST Midlands builders have received a 
pledge that they will get the bulk of 
Birmingham's future construction work. 

The city's housing chair- builder goes outside the 
man, Mrs. Freda Cocks, said region for work he rarely 
"As far as we are able, we gets it. 

"So we feel we should not 
take on outsiders when we 
have our own builders here 
on the spot." 

Back door 

intend to give work to 
locally based builders so 
that it keeps them in 
business, and our own men 
in jobs. 

"We remember well those 
builders who helped us out 
during the boom when we 
could not get people to 
build for the city." 

She also ruled out any 
move by Birmingham to 
extend its direct building 

Coun. Mrs. Cocks added: department so that the city 
"We find that if a local could move even further into 

the domain of the private 
builder. 

The Government tucked 
extension scheme is seen by 
builders as a " back door 
nationalisation" attempt 
which could cost ratepayers 
many millions of pounds on 
the rates. 

Coun. - Mrs. Cocks said: 
"We do not intend to extend 
our direct labour depart­
ment. 

"The city's construction 
department vms already 
formed when we took over, 
and it would have cost an 
awful lot of money to dis­
band it. 

" But at the same time we 
feel the construction depart­

ment must compete in the 
open market with builders 
\sithout any favouritism." 

Coun. Mrs. Cocks' statement 
was welcomed today by 
builders throughout the West-
Midlands. 

Mr. Eddie Forsyth, Mid­
lands Regional Director of the 
Federation of Master Build­
ers said the past history of 
direct labour departments 
was of excessive losses which 
came out of the pocket ol 
ratepayers. 

Many other firms could go 
the same way as Midland 
building firms, Greaves and 
David Charles, both of whom 
have called in Receivers 
recently, following financial 
troubles, he said. 

The Tory Chairman of the Housing Committee sums up her party's commitment to local builders. Birmingham Post 13.12.76. 

r L - ^ _ i 

Local builder J. Harper 8< Son reaps the benefit. In January 1977 they took over the only new housing development in the HAA from 
the Construction Dept, who were deliberately ordered to stop working on the site. Picture: Brian Homer 

49 

file:///sithout


labour.) The Construction Department 
started work on the site in 1976 and 
completed more than £70,000 worth 
of site works before they were taken 
off the job by the new Conservative 
Council . The contract was then 
negotiated w i th a builder called 
J. Harper & Son (Black Heath) Ltd. 
who agreed to complete the contract 
for £312,000. Yet the Construction De­
partment would have completed the 
work for only £303,000. This action 
cost Birmingham ratepayers an extra 
£9,000, at least; the figure may even 
be higher when the final accounts are 
settled. 

Inthe Council House today, manage­
ment of the affairs of the largest local 
authori ty in the country is in disarray 
and will get worse as a result of the 
1979 elections. Interdepartmental 
rivalry and bureaucratic bungling is 
worse than ever, as the history of the 
Lonrho negotiations shows. The Coun­
cil no longer even has the capacity to 
mend the roads and, in a unique move, 
have been deprived of its Agency 
agreement by the County Council 
— itself controlled by the Conserva­
tives. 

As far as Urban Renewal is con­
cerned the worst thing of al l , is that 
the Inner City Partnership Programme, 
(ICPP) and in particular the Inner 
City Construction Programme, which 
funded 'Operation Facelift ' have both 
been carried out in a manner unrelated 
to the activities of the Urban Renewal 
Teams. Effectively, the Urban Renewal 
Department has been squeezed out by 
other departments into a much nar­
rower role, concerned only wi th house 
improvements for owner-occupiers. It 
is unable to cope wi th the wider 
issues we have explored. 

This was brought home to Saltley 
residents at the November 1978 public 
meeting wi th the Chairman of Urban 
Renewal. Time and t ime again Coun­
cillor Bonner was forced to apologise 
to local residents for the fact the 
Urban Renewal was beholden to other 
departments — Architects, Planners, 
Estates, — many of whom cannot 
readjust to the priorities of inner 
ci ty areas. In his own words, " I just 
cannot get the cooperat ion of my 
colleagues". 

Al l this masks discussion of the real 
polit ical issues thrown up by the 
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Urban Renewal programme, at a poli- legislation are made and this wi l l at 
tical level, at officer level and wi th least move the discussion back on to 
local residents. The Conservative Party a political l e v e l ! 
cut the relationship between Com­
munity Forum and Urban Renewal as 
soon as they took control in 1976. 
Frequently they prevent Urban Re­
newal officers f rom coming to public 
meetings wi th residents and local 
councillors and turn up themselves 
only reluctantly, as in Saltley in 
November 1978. As a result, many 
residents blame the lack of public 
participation for the failures of Urban 
Renewal instead of looking at the 
issues more deeply. 

This means that there is a silence 
about the fundamental problems 
which require political decisions. For 
example, is Urban Renewal possible 
given the current level of finance? 
Is improvement really worth it? What 
are the prospects for residents who do 
improve, surrounded by houses which 
are falling into disrepair at a faster 
rate, and where employment pros­
pects are grim and the l ikelihood of 
permanent unemployment very 
real? Is owner-occupation preferable 
to being a Council tenant especially 
if you are elderly, unemployed or low 
paid? In such a situation the officers 
develop technical solutions like 'Opera­
t ion Facelift ' and sell it to the council­
lors according to their political al­
legiances. The Labour Councillors like 
the Facelift scheme because it means 
working class people are getting better 
housing. The Tories like it because it 
avoids municipalisation, supports 
owner-occupation and provides work 
for their friends in the private building 
industry. 

But, while 'Operation Facelift ' may 
have shown how to solve the problems 
forced on local authorities by inade­
quate government policies — and even 
won all party local support — it has 
not , inevitably, won central govern­
ment support. This is because it is an 
expensive solut ion. State expenditure 
o;i housing is now under the strongest 
attack for decades. The Tory Govern­
ment is going to look a lot more 
closely at the possible cost of 'Opera­
t ion Facelift ' if applied nationally 
and be a lot less convinced about its 
advantages. But the issue of owner 
occupation will be central to what 
ever changes in Improvement Grant 



Planning for people 

Lorries in congested Ash Road. Picture: Brian Homer 

THE improvement of housing in the 
Havelock Housing Ac t ion , wil l not 
mean much if it remains unsupported 
by action to improve the rest of 
Saltley. Although housing must be 
given top pr ior i ty , and the Housing 
Act ion Area legislation put emphasis 
on obtaining decent housing condi­
tions f i rst , the investment wil l be 
wasted if the surrounding environ­
ment and quality of life continues to 
deteriorate. Like most inner ci ty 
areas, Saltley suffers f rom large 
articulated lorries rumbling night and 
day through the narrow residential 
streets; there is a lack of employment 
and modern health facilities; the 
schools are overcrowded; and other 
local authority services, such as street 
cleaning, seem to be at crisis point. 
The shopping centre is declining and 
even corner shops are disappearing. 

The response to this situation by 
central and local government has been 
negligible. After 25 years of neglect, 
including 10 years of poverty pro­
gramme experiments, such as EPA 
(Sparkbrook 1968-71), IAS (Small-
Heath 1973-76) and CDP itself, the 
State, in 1977, came up with the Inner 
City Partnership Programme.1 Yet so 
meagre are the resources provided 
under this programme, that Saltley, 
has had to take second place in the list 
of pr ior i ty areas, while the th in layer 
of extra cash is spread round the even 
more disadvantaged areas of Spark-
brook and Handsworth. 

But the basic causes for Saltley's 
decline are not to be found in lack 
of State intervention. Indeed, in the 
fundamental issue of employment, the 
State has been very active, by rational­
ising and modernising the local railway 
and gas industries. This process has 
closed job opportunities down and 
thrown many out of work, as is de­
scribed in Birmingham CDP Report 
No.2, "Workers on the Scrapheap'. A t 
the same time the State has helped 
private industry to restructure, throw­
ing even more on to the dole. It is 
estimated that 10,000 jobs were lost 

The Birmingham Inner City Partner­
ship, is composed of the West Midlands 
County Council, Birmingham City 
Council and relevant departments of 
central government " joining together 
in a combined ef for t , " to try and resolve 
inner city problems, by entering into 
a partnership, to prepare a programme 
action for a period of up to ten years. 
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locally between 1965 and 1975. In 
the Inner City Areas as a whole, 52,000 
jobs were lost between 1971 and 1976. 

This devastating loss of employ­
ment has meant a reduction in living 
standards, less money available to 
spend on house repairs and in the 
local shops, high mobi l i ty of the area's 
more skilled workers, leading to loss 
of communi ty and the political organi­
sation required to pressure for better 
local authority services. The land 
vacated by the traditional industries, 
has been replaced to some extent by 
modern warehousing, leading to the 
recent increase of heavy lorries, 
which damage the local environment. 
Other land has remained vacant, 
giving the area a derelict reputation, 
which in time has affected the resi­
dents' own perception of themselves. 

A rationally organised society 
might have planned for these major 
economic, social and land use changes 
in a different way. But the residents 
of Saltley have been assisted during 
this period of change only by redun­
dancy payments (which were not in 
existence until 1966), Social Security 
benefits and the local offices of the 
Department of Employment. No res­
ponse other than to cope wi th peoples' 
basic financial needs can be detected 
throughout the 1950s, 60s and most 
of the 1970s. The idea that we live in 
a planned society is not supported by 
the post-war history of areas like 
Saltley which, despite going through 
these major changes, remain today, a 
victim of 30 years of disinvestment 
and neglect. 

Of course, in few areas of British 
life is there the kind of integrated 
approach to fundamental problems, 
that might justify the t i t le of 
"p lanned". Transport, employment, 
housing, health and social policies 
are organised in relative isolation at 
both national and local level. The hub 
of the wheel is seen as the profitable 
production of goods for consump­
t ion and for export; all aspects of 
State intervention relate directly or in­
directly to this goal — but not neces­
sarily to one another. As a result 
resources were, for example, made 
available to restructure the motor 
industry in the Midlands to increase 
its viabi l i ty, but no policies were 
developed in parallel to deal w i th the 

52 

Relics of one of Saltley's traditional industries. Picture: Brian Homer 
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The Morris Commercial Works is transformed into a modern trading estate. Picture: 
Brian Homer 



resulting surplus of land and labour 
other than the Redundancy Payments 
Act, mentioned above. 

The State activity, which is desig­
nated as planning i.e. a complicated 
system of land use and building con­
trols derived f rom the Town and 
Country Planning Acts, is just one of 
the many spokes in the wheel which 
lead directly to the hub of profitable 
production. In many ways the town 
planning system, and the town plan­
ners that run it , are even more irrele­
vant to the problems of the residents 
of areas like Saltley than the officials 
of the other council departments. This 
is because town planners can prevent 
development but rarely initiate i t ; 
and because Town Planning is never 
allocated any significant amount of 
local authority expenditure. 

Replanning inner 
city employment 
The reality of town planning in a 
declining inner city area was demon­
strated quite clearly in the early days 
of Birmingham CDP, by the closure 
and redevelopment of the Morris 
Commercial Works in Arden Road, 
about a quarter of a mile f rom the 
HAA. This major 13-acre site had once 
been the proud home of Wolseley Car. 
When the company was merged wi th 
Morris in 1926 and later into British 
Leyland, Commercial vans were as­
sembled there. 

A t the end of the 1960s, British 
Leyland devised plans to centralise 
van asseimbly elsewhere; slowly the 
Arden Road site was run down. In 
1972, production ceased and although 
storage of car bodies continued there 
right up until 1974, British Leyland 
sold the site during 1974 to a small 
property company — Ariel Develop­
ments, for about £1 mi l l ion. Ariel 
Developments were backed with f i ­
nance f rom George Wimpey. 

The Morris Commercial site has 
several important features. It is along­
side the main London/Birmingham 
railway; it shares its principal road 
frontage with a residential area; and 
it overlooks a new primary school 
and Saltley's only park. No town 
planning scheme devised today on a 
green field site, would allow such a 
land use relationship — the 'natural' 
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Both Trading Estates are on land released by British Rail only 200 yards from Saltley's 
residential area. 30 per cent of Aston Church Trading Estate is now used by T I Bain-
bridge Silencers as a super depot. The firm also has a fleet of juggernauts which have to 
pass through residential streets to reach the new depot. 

boundary of the residential area would 
be seen as the railway. 

In 1974 the price of residential 
land, judging f rom the "package 
Schemes," which the City Council 
funded at that t ime (see p.33) was 
about £50,000/acre. To have pur­
chased the Morris Commercial site for 
housing, would have cost about 
£75,000/acre — an expensive site, 
but one which would probably have 
attracted central government subsidy. 
But councillors were never given an 
opportuni ty to consider alternative 
uses for the site. Indeed, local council­
lors were not even informed there was 
a redevelopment scheme, until plan­
ning permission was almost granted. 

Instead, the Council's town plan­
ners, responding to initiatives made by 
Ariel Developments, worked out a re­
development scheme for the site. The 
future use was to be a speculative 
estate of warehouse units. In pre­
paring this plan, no attention seems to 
have been paid to the traff ic generated 
by such a scheme and how it would 
affect the surrounding residential area. 
Later the town planners were to argue 
that the new scheme was an improve­
ment because it cut down the number 
of access points to the site. But this 
is only an improvement for the through 
traf f ic ; i t worsened the situation for 
residents by speeding up the traffic 
f low. They also argued that the 
landscaping — a narrow strip of grass, 
wi th three birch trees — would be 
beneficial to the area! 

The change of use of the site, f rom 
manufacturing industry to warehous­
ing, was also ignored. The Morris 
Commercial, in 1969, had employed 
3,500 workers, many of whom lived 
locally; the new warehouses would 
employ only several hundreds, and 
these jobs would be worse paid than 
the ones they replaced. In fact today, 
wi th more than half the site still 
unused, there are less than 100 jobs 
there. However, the town planning 
system does not allow the planner to 
dictate to speculators l ike Ariel 
Developments, what kind of jobs they 
should build for. This is left to the 
market to decide, and Saltley, being 
very accessible to the M6 is seen as 
a good location for warehousing. 
In any case, to obtain planning permis­
sion to bui ld industrial units, Ariel 
would have needed an Industrial 
Development Certificate. Although 
this may have been granted by the 
Department of Employment, it is 
easier for both developers and planners 
to allow warehouse units to be bui l t 
at the speculative stage, leaving any 
potential industrial users to obtain 
their own IDC, and arrange the neces­
sary change in the planning permis­
sion. 

The meetings between Ariel Deve­
lopments and the town planners were 
held before the planning application 
was even made. When it was submitted 
therefore, in August 1973, it already 
had the blessing of the planners them­
selves. As a result, the protests raised 
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Residents campaigned for over 10 years for the scrapyards in Aston Church Road to 
be removed and the area restored to allotments. In 1978 they were successful only to 
find that British Rail, the owners, now intended to build factory units on the land. 

by residents, through CDP and local 
councillors, were not well received. 
Alternative plans to direct traffic 
away from the residential streets, by 
providing new railway sidings and a 
rear access road were not even an­
swered. A public meeting, which Ariel 
Developments refused to attend, be­
came no more than an apology for the 
town planning system, delivered by no 
less than the Chairman of the Planning 
Committee. It was, he sard, too late 
to look at alternatives; which hardly 
impressed residents, who had no way 
of knowing about the months of 
secret negotiations which had pre-
ceeded the application being sub­
mit ted. 

However, the Planning Committee, 
decided to defer the application for 
further investigation of residents com­
plaints, and at subsequent meetings 
in March 1974 it was agreed that 
Hams Road, the street most likely to 
be affected by the increase of t raf f ic, 
would be blocked off. Also that the 
developers would be expected to lease 
the buildings in the first phase to 
industrial users. If they did not they 
would not get permission for the next 
redevelopment stage. 

Both promises proved worthless. 
Senior Urban Renewal officials sub­
sequently vetoed the road closure on 
the grounds that it had not been 
through their public participation pro­
cedure — procedures which did not of 
course exist early in 1974 when the 
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meetings were held. Ironically, now 
that it has been agreed — again — to 
block Hams Road, still nothing is 
happening because the plan approved 
by Urban Renewal with residents is 
held up by the failure of other of f i ­
cials to process it through the Council's 
bureaucracy. 

Even more unbelievable, is the saga 
of land use on the new warehouse 
estate. On complet ion, the new 
buildings stayed empty for more than 
a year, because of the property slump. 
Then, in 1976 a Cash and Carry f i rm , 
Landmark, which had suffered a fire 
at its existing premises, moved on to 
the estate amid whole page advertising 
in the local Press. This move not only 
conflicted wi th promises given earlier, 
but was actually illegal, because Cash 
and Carry is considered to be a retail 
not a warehouse use under the town 
planning legislation. 

Further protests were sent by 
residents to the planning com­
mittee, reminding them of the earlier 
agreements and pointing out that a 
Cash and Carry warehouse would be 
the worst possible use for local residents 
because of the high level of traffic 
it would generate. The protests were 
ignored and Landmark's illegal activi­
ties were endorsed by the Planning 
Committee. Months later, pleased with 
the commercial success of their new 
location, Landmark decided to ex­
pand. Though under no duress as 
before (because of fire damage) they 

brazenly moved into yet another unit , 
wi thout getting planning permission. 
The Planning Committee approved of 
this too. Subsequently, in 1978, 
Debenhams opened up a storage depot 
on the trading estate - again wi thout 
obtaining the necessary planning per­
mission. Today there there is only one 
small manufacturing f i rm on the entire 
estate, and this employs less than 10 
workers. 

Development 
plans & traffic 
The heavy traffic generated by these 
firms' activities now crashes through 
Saltley's residential areas seeking a 
short cut to the motorway. They jo in 
the freight liner container trucks, the 
skip hire and concrete mixing lorries 
f rom the adjoining industrial area, 
and the hundreds of other heavy 
vehicles which pass through the area 
each day. And all the signs are that 
traff ic noise and pol lut ion wil l get 
worse wi th the new warehouse estates 
attracting Cash and Carrys as well 
as normal industrial traff ic. The first 
f i rm to move onto the new Duddeston 
Trading Estate, which is even closer 
to the HAA, was yet another Cash and 
Carry. 

The industrial land around Saltley 
and its housing improvement areas 
is being turned into one vast storage 
depot. The majority of all the firms 
on Mucklow's Saltley Trading Estate 
(established during the 1960s on the 
old site of Metro Cammell) are ware­
houses dealing in televisions, steel, 
GPO equipment and carpets. But the 
largest building of all is a Cash and 
Carry. Behind the original trading 
estate, British Rail have recently sold 
to Mucklow's another site on which 
has been built the Aston Church 
Trading Estate. This spills traff ic direct 
onto Aston Church Road — like 
Arden Road, a busy street already 
taking more traffic than the residents 
who live along it can bear. There seems 
no end to the new lorry traff ic being 
squeezed through the area. 

The inabil ity of the local Council 
to deal wi th the growth of ware­
housing and the traff ic and environ­
mental problems it causes, derives 
principally from a town planning 
system, which on occasions hinders 



the ambitions of the owners of deve­
lopable land, but rarely challenges 
them. To do so requires a complete 
change of philosophy and legislation 
— and also, under present compensa­
t ion schemes, a lot of money. The 
Community Land Ac t , might have 
been a help in this respect — had it 
been brought ful ly into force by the 
government that enacted it. But the 
recent change in government wil l see 
the potential of the Community Land 
Act swept away, and only its usefulness 
to developers (by giving local authori­
ties the power to assemble land for 
private development) retained. 

Even so, Birmingham's town plan­
ners have been extremely slow to use 
even the planning powers they do have. 
The redevelopment of the Morris 
Commercial site (13 acres), as well 
as the redevelopment of part of the 
Metro Cammell Works (46 acres) as 
the Saltley Trading Estate, the deve­
lopment of the railway land behind 
Adderley Road and of f Aston Church 
Road (18 acres) as the new Duddeston 
Trading Estate and the Aston Church 
Trading Estate, have all taken place 
outside the framework of any approved 
Development Plan. Thi r ty years after 
setting up one of the most complicated 

— and allegedly sophisticated — town 
planning systems in the wor ld , Birming­
ham remains unaffected by the main 
purpose of the legislation. There is 
no District Plan and no Act ion Plan — 
despite the almost total change which 
has engulfed the area in the past 15 
years. The officials who do the day-to­
day work of processing the planning 
applications are not , therefore, entirely 
to blame for their blinkered approach; 
they have been given no overall con­
text for their work by their colleagues. 

Nor, as a result, is there any Traffic 
Plan — just a series of proposed road 
improvements which shift backwards 
and forwards in response to govern­
ment spending priorities, and get 
bigger or smaller as fashions in road 
design come and go. There have been 
no road improvements or realignments 
in Saltley since the motor car was 
invented. An entire era of industrial 
growth has taken its traffic off the 
railways and canals, which gave the 
area it rationale, and put it on to 
residential streets, designed for the 
horse and cart. A second era is now 

well advanced, using juggernaut lorries 
bigger than the houses they damage 
with their vibrations. 

The Partnership Committee, set up 
to revitalise the InnerCity,has recently 
brought some of the old road schemes 
down from their dusty shelves, and 
given them starting dates in 1981 and 
1983. But these - if buil t - wil l only 
speed up and increase traff ic, espe­
cially lorries, to the benefit of com­
mercial interests. The details of the 
road closures demanded by resi­
dents — some of which have been 
agreed through Urban Renewal's 
public participation exercises — have 
not been announced. Trapped along­
side the growing concentration of 
warehouses, Saltley's H A A and GIAs 
are slowly being ripped apart by the 
increasing number of lorries using 
their, narrow streets, and there seems 
to be no official recognition of the 
need for urgent action. 

The decline of 
the shopping 
centre 
After a job and decent housing in 
peaceful surroundings, one of the 
major needs of Saltley's residents is 
probably good local shopping. In the 
past this has been provided on A lum 
Rock Road, supplemened by a smaller 
centre on Washwood Heath Road,and 
lots of corner shops, including two 
groups of shops in Arden Road and 
Adderley Road. 

But the growth of the big stores, 
both inside and outside traditional 
shopping centres (including the new 
Asda Superstore at Aston Vil la Foot­
ball Ground,only a mile away), the use 
of Cash and Carrys for retail purposes, 
thecutprice nature of modern retailing, 
and the loss of prosperity of Saltley's 
residents, have all seriously affected 
A lum Rock Road. The Co-op is nearly 
closed down, along wi th 48 other 
shops (20 percent of the total) and 
many of the specialist or quality shops 
have disappeared, to be replaced by 
secondhand clothes, electric and furn i ­
ture stores. 

Part of the shopping centre is in 
Havelock HAA. When 'Operation 
Facelift' was launched, the Council 
decided it was time to rescue the 

shopping centre as well as the houses. 
Al l the shops in the HAA (about 50), 
as well as 44 more in adjoining blocks, 
have therefore benefited f rom the 
scheme and been provided with new 
roofs, windows and shop fronts. In 
several cases the extent of external 
repairs has meant rebuilding part of 
the interior. The Bingo Hall, owned 
by Ladbrokes, and the pubs, owned 
by M & B and Ansells breweries, were 
also included. 

Not surprisingly, many Saltley resi­
dents were astonished that the Coun­
cil's priorities should put shopkeepers 
and large prosperous companies before 
pensioners living in houses wi th leak­
ing roofs and no bathrooms. But the 
council was unrepentant, as the 
Chairman of Urban Renewal Council lor 
Bonner, told angry residents at a meet­
ing in November 1978. 

But the Council seemed less pre­
pared for opposition from the shop­
keepers themselves. They have formed 
an Act ion Group and reported the 
Council to the Ombudsman. This 
unexpected turn of events, reflects 
the l imitations of a mere land use and 
bricks and mortar approach. Effective 
Town Planning has to take into 
account, land ownership as well. But 
as explained above, this basic fact is 
usually avoided, because the local 
authority lacks the necessary powers 
or finance to change land ownership 
in commercial areas. 

The majority of the shopkeepers 
on A lum Rock Road, do not own 
their shops. Like the residents in sur­
rounding houses, they are leaseholders. 
The leases of most of the shops are 
now very short, and the shopkeepers 
have been attempting to buy their 
freeholds, so as to avoid paying 
modern rents in a few years t ime. The 
freeholders, the Trustees of the 
Norton Estate, advised by their agents, 
Frederick Pepper, have refused to sell. 
Where they have already obtained pos­
session because of the lease has ex­
pired, the Trustees have increased the 
rents to central area prices e.g. £40 
per week, contr ibut ing to the closure 
of several of the shops. 

The shopkeepers see 'Operation 
Facelift ' as a gift to the freeholders, 
not themselves. In a few years t ime, 
the freeholders wil l be able to argue 
that their properties are modernised 
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and therefore, the rents should be even 
higher. The shopkeepers' viabil i ty wil l 
therefore be jeopardised by the 
Council's action and several have 
announced that they too wil l be leav­
ing when their lease expires. 

Given the marginal nature of A lum 
Rock Road already, such closures 
could finish off the shopping centre 
altogether. In today's trading condi­
t ions, and wi th only short leases on 
o f fe r , it wi l l probably be impossible 
t o attract new shopkeepers, and if 
the Norton Trustees do change their 
pol icy it will probably come too late 
t o rebuild any confidence in the area. 

The shopkeepers see the answer to 
the i r problems, as Council assistance 
w i t h the purchase of their freeholds — 
i f necessary using compulsory purchase 
powers. The Conservative were 
shocked by such a suggestion, but at 
t h e same t ime unable to resolve the 
contradict ions of their own policies 
and action. Several meetings to dis­
cuss council intervetion, have pro­
duced no commitment f rom the 
counci l lors, but still the matter has not 
been total ly rejected. Meanwhile, the 
leases get shorter and other neighbour­
ing shopping centres receive invest­
men t which wil l increase their viabil i ty. 
T h e future of A lum Rock Road, seems 
bleaker today than before the HAA 
was declared. 

The corner shops have also declined 
rap id ly in recent years. Al though the 
general policy in Saltley since 1973, 
has been improvement, there have also 
been five isolated clearance areas. 
T h e y happen to contain 40 per cent of 
a l l local shops in the area (excluding 
A l u m Rock and Washwood Heath 
Roads). 

This large-scale reduction in the 
area's local shopping has happened 
a lmos t accidentally. But it does reflect 
aga in the failure of the Planning 
Depar tment to develop any coherent 
p lann ing policies for the area. Worse, 
residents have been denied the oppor­
t u n i t y of discussing such an important 
issue in the Residents' Committee, 
s e t up by Urban Renewal for each 
Hous ing Act ion Area and General 
Improvement Area. This is either 
because discussion has been kept 
t i g h t l y to the defined boundaries or 
because the decisions had already been 
t a k e n . 
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Saltley's shopping area is renovated at one end . . . while the Co-op closes down at the 
other. Pictures: GASP 

As a result, people in the General 
Improvement Area (covering Ash, 
Hall and Hams Roads) have not been 
consulted at all about the loss of their 
local sub post off ice, because it hap­
pens to be located in one of the only 
four buildings in Ash Road, at the 
very extremity of the Housing Act ion 
Area. When CDP wrote to the Planning 
Department, fol lowing representation 
by the sub post mistress about the 
inconvenience the demoli t ion would 
involve, especially to pensioners, the 
planners as if oblivious to their own 
role, referred the matter to the Post 
Off ice! The GPO of course replied that 

a "new post office is not normally 
opened if there are existing offices 
wi th in a radius of one mile. . . . and 
i t would seem unlikely that a replace­
ment would be provided". 

This small example sums up more 
clearly than some of the larger ones 
the way in which the pressure of 
prof i tabi l i ty takes precedence over any 
considerations of importance to resi­
dents. Also the way in which publicly 
paid officials, at all levels of local and 
central government facil i tate, almost 
unconsciously, as individuals, the 
changes dictated by these pressures. 
Equally, how they are unable to trans-



late into policy one of the main objec­
tives of Housing Act ion Areas (and 
other improvement policies) — "the 
well-being of persons for the t ime-
being residing in the area." 

The local 
authority and 
health services 
Although it is clear that local autho­
rity officials have diff icult ies in 
developing inner ci ty policies that 
challenge or possibly confl ict wi th the 
concept of prof i tab i l i ty , i t is less 
clear why the local authority's own 
services should be so inadequate. The 
local council and the Health Author i ty 
are important limbs of a welfare state 
system, which has been set up to en­
sure reasonable standards of living for 
the workforce on which private 
industry depends. 

Closer examination of the services 
provided in Saltley, reveals that they 
all exist, but operate in a perpetual 
state of crisis. There are schools, 
including several new ones, but they 
are all overcrowded; there are doctors, 
but they are so busy that the majority 
have developed into mere conveyor 
belts for pills and potions. There is 
a small park but it has to cater for 
thousands of children. There is a 
swimming pool but it is rarely available 
for public use. There are facilities for 
old people, but they are run on 
shoestring budgets by voluntary 
groups, funded by ad hoc Urban Aid 
money. The necessary services exist 
to deal with disaster, and head off 
extensive protest, but they fall short 
of the services enjoyed by the majority 
of people. 

To a large extent, Saltley reflects 
the problems of inner city areas every­
where. Local government services 
during the 1950s and 1960s were 
allowed to run down in advance of 
the slum clearance programme. There 
seemed l i t t le point on spending 
money on new buildings and equip­
ment in areas that were about to be 
engulfed in redevelopment schemes. 

But the decade in which improve­
ment has replaced redevelopment as 
the predominant policy for the inner 
areas has also been the decade in 
which there have been three cut backs 

in public expenditure. Now a four th 
threatens. Services in Saltley, as else­
where have suffered. During the last 
five years manning levels in the local 
salvage Depot have declined; the Road 
Cleansing Depot has closed down, and 
been leased to a car scrapdealer. 

The social workers concentrate 
mainly on children and court work, 
and there are not enough to do all the 
casework for the disabled and elderly. 
Teachers have not been replaced, and 
rooms have been closed off in schools, 
which were already crowded. A nur­
sery school in nearby Nechells, was 
built but not opened for nine months, 
because there was no money ' to pay 
teachers. One year the park-keeper 
could not cut the grass in the park for 
several weeks because he was waiting 
for money to buy a new sparkplug for 
the mower. 

Of course, departmental politics 
and inefficiency have played a role in 
these examples, especially the more 
absurd. Nor have all the cuts been 
permanent. But they have had a very 
important impact by l imit ing capital 
expenditure and this has hit all ser­
vices hard at a t ime when equip­
ment and buildings desperately needed 
renewal, because of the deliberate run­
down during the 1950s and 1960s. 

The only new local authority buil­
dings in Saltley during the 1970s have 
been two primary schools, and both 
these were needed to cope wi th the 
increased child population. Even meet­
ing statutory requirements has proved 
di f f icul t on occasions. In 1977, one 
local headmaster had to fight very 
hard in order to get an additional 
temporary classroom for his surplus 
children. A t the t ime, the children 
were being taught in the gym and in 
the Church Hall over the road. 

The lack of resources has also dis­
couraged any replanning of the resi­
dential — as distinct f rom the indus­
trial — areas. This means that one of 
the new primary schools was built at 
the extreme t ip of the residential area, 
surrounded on two sides by industry 
and industrial traff ic. It also means 
that Saltley is now more bui l t over 
than in 1900 when it was first laid out. 
None of the land released by wartime 
bombing or modern clearance has 
been used for open space. When in 
1975, residents of Membury and 

Bennetts Road, petit ioned for the use 
of the vacant GPO land behind them 
to be used as a proper playground — 
instead of a dangerous unofficial 
one — they were told there was no 
money. Instead, the Council bought 
up the site, and covered it wi th houses. 

'Inner Area 
as a label 
The result of running down the inner 
areas has also had pernicious and long-
term side effects. While the att i tude 
that the working class can be divided 
into the deserving and undeserving 
poor has never disappeared, especially 
among local authori ty officials, i t was 
actually reinforced, and emphasized 
by dividing the ci ty into zones of 
clearance and non-clearance. Many 
officials came to see the clearance 
areas — and by association, all pre-
1919 housing areas — as problem 
neighbourhoods ful l of the inadequate 
or underserving poor. The policies 
they recommended to councillors — 
and in time the attitudes of councillors 
themselves — reflected these views. 
These attitudes developed over many 
years, and reinforced in some instances 
by racism, did not disappear because 
central government changed the em­
phasis from clearing to improving pre-
1919 houses. 

Birmingham Housing Department, 
for example unti l 1975 divided its 
tenants into "post war," " inter war" 
and "central area". This division was 
based on an assessment of housekeep­
ing standards by a single visit f rom an 
unqualified housing off ic ial . Automat i ­
cally, families being rehoused, but 
judged to be "central area," were put 
into the o ld , pre-1919 houses in the 
inner areas. 

But the majority of these houses 
had been purchased for slum clearance 
purposes. In the period 1960-74 when 
the Council suffered f rom periodic 
housing shortages because of earlier 
decisions to cut the council house 
building programme, but not the slum 
clearance programme, the Housing 
Department merely recycled its slums. 
The original occupants were moved 
out and "central area" tenants, usually 
from the newer clearance areas, were 
moved in. Pre-1919 became synony­
mous with slum housing to both 
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tenants and Housing Department of f i ­
cials. 

Since the 1950s, the area in and 
around Adderley Road had been 
cleared and the land left idle and un­
t i dy . A large roundabout was planned 
there in those days. There had been 
no systematic clearance pol icy, and no 
concern shown for the people who 
had been left behind to live next 
door to the Council's piles of rubble. 

Some of the slums were just 
bricked up. A few had been relet to 
people who had been labelled by the 
Housing Department as problem fami­
lies. In 1973, nine of the 43 remaining 
households had been rehoused into 
slums during the 1960s. None of these 
houses had bathrooms or more than 
two bedrooms, yet many of the so-
called problem families had more 
than three children. In addi t ion, 12 
families had been forced to watch 
the clearance happen all around 
them while they remained mysteriously 
untouched — trapped in a derelict 
area by the bureaucratic minds of the 
senior public health inspectors. Their 
houses were " too f i t " to be represented 
for clearance. 

The remaining 22 lived in houses 
declared unf i t in 1969. It had taken 
more than two years for the govern­
ment to conf irm the Council's com­
pulsory purchase orders, and the 
Housing Department had only re­
housed about 60 per cent of the fami­
lies in the two years since taking over. 
Many had been owner-occupiers, but 
now paid the Council £2-3 per week 
rent for houses that had not seen 
repairs for five years. When the Coun­
cil proved reluctant to mend leaks, 
unblock drains and repair vandalised 
windows — because the houses were 
slums — they demanded immediate 
rehousing. When this did not happen, 
several went on rent strike. Then 
they too were labelled problem 
families, and were put to the bot tom 
of the rehousing list. 

The declaration of the Renewal 
Area in the summer of 1973 gave some 
much needed hope to these remaining 
43 families. Here was recognition at 
last that their housing stress needed 
urgent attention. Their hopes were 
encouraged in November 1973 by the 
publication, through CDP, of the 
scheme already drawn up by the City 
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Architects for new houses and old 
people's bungalows on the part of 
Adderley Road backing on to George 
Arthur Road. Urban Renewal did its 
part by allocating £6,000 for the 
turf ing of the cleared land opposite 
the new housing site, and facing 
Cranby Street, and £4,000 for a 
stout fence between George Ar thur 
Road, and the dereliction behind. And 
after pressure f rom local councillors 
and CDP, the forgotten 12 houses 
were included in a further Clearance 
Area in Apr i l 1974. 

The rest was up to the Rehousing 
Section. But the officials there were 
unimpressed by any significance the 
Renewal Area might have. In any case, 
they said, the people in these old 
CPOs were already urgent — they 
should have been moved long ago! 

But in local government there exists 
many more shades of urgency than in 
the lives of residents of pre-1919 
slum clearance areas. . . In the year 
fol lowing the definit ion of the Renewal 
Area, only eight more families were 
rehoused and at least one of these 
moved out wi thout waiting for a 
council house or f lat. Some of the 
delay was caused by genuine problems, 
e.g. no available large houses or 
sheltered accommodation. In a few 
cases the family itself turned down 
suitable offers in the hope of getting 
something a l i t t le better later on. But 
more often the offers were unsuitable 
and occasionally quite absurd. 

Such offers were usually made to 
the families wi th rent strike or arrears 
records, and to families who had 
previously been categorised as "central 
area". No-one expected them to 
accept these offers, but it was a way 
of keeping them trapped in their slum 
area for a bit longer. So for the sake of 
punishing a handful of families — 
many of whom had genuine grievances 
— the Housing Department held up 
the redevelopment possibilities of a 
large area of land and jeopardised 
public confidence in the Renewal 
Area concept in the district generally. 

Later, in 1975, after the retire­
ment of the Director of Housing, 
official attitudes to "problem famil ies" 
and also to Urban Renewal changed. 
But the speed up in rehousing after 
the summer of 1974 owed more to the 
sewer fiasco than to these more en­

lightened policies. 
The sewer was a new one serving 

the industrial area at the far end of 
Adderley Road, and appears to have 
been planned by the City Engineer 
on one of two assumptions: either 

a. that Cranby Street and the odd 
numbered houses in Adderley 
Road (all wi th in the Renewal 
Area) would be demolished be­
fore the sewer was bui l t , and that 
all the even numbered houses 
in Adderley Road (most of 
which lay beyond the Renewal 
Area in proposed General Im­
provement Areas), would be de­
molished in the near future. 

or 
b. that the residents of Cranby 

Street and Adderley Road were 
so unimportant that a major 
sewer could be driven past their 
homes wi thout the need to show 
them any concern. 

There was also a complete lack of 
cummunication between the depart­
ments involved. The Public Health 
Department had not been asked to 
co-ordinate its clearance programme, 
and the Housing Department was not 
aware of the need for rehousing. 
Indeed, several houses needed for the 
sewer trench had not even been pur­
chased by February 1974 when the 
contractors moved onto the vacant 
land behind Cranby Street. This 
error was eventually remedied by 
kinking the 15 foot deep sewer along 
Cranby Street, and through two extra 
manholes at an estimated additional 
cost of £45,000. The remedy which 
was popular among the residents in 
Cranby Street — immediate rehousing 
— and which would have cost nothing 
extra in the long run, was ignored. 

Moreover, this technical solution to 
the di f f icul ty only added to the 
problem of driving a deep trench 
through a well populated residential 
area. At times, people in Cranby 
Street, and later during the year in 
Adderley Road, had to suffer hours of 
piledriving only 10 feet f rom their 
f ront doors. The sewer passed as close 
as possible to all the houses in Adderley 
Road, throughout its length — only 
the width of the pavement separated 
the residents from the gaping hole in 
their street. Building regulations 
governing the digging of holes near to 



The IMally Family, now rehoused in Duddeston, % mile away. Patrick was injured falling 
into the trench in Adderley Road. Picture: GASP 

The Adderley Road trench. The houses on the left are all occupied. The metal supports 
for the sides of the trench were all pile driven into the ground. 

houses were ignored, and for several 
months there were no safety fences 
round the trench after the workmen 
had gone. Pumps chugged night and 
day during the winter. The contract 
lasted unti l 1976, affecting different 
people throught the two-year period. 

In Apri l 1974, Patrick Nally, then 
aged 7, who lived in Adderley Road, 
fell into the unprotected trench just 
outside his house. He spent three 
days in hospital after sustaining 
abdominal injuries. The angry resi­
dents contacted Saltley Councillor 
Gerry Simmons who arranged a site 
meeting wi th the leaderof the Council, 
Clive Wilkinson, and the City Engineer, 
David Rogers. Rogers lamely explained 
that the contract did not provide for 
child proof fences because it had been 
planned to "non residential standards." 
The implication was clear — it was 
only a slum clearance area, so why 
bother wi th proper safety arrange­
ments? The councillors were extremely 
angry, and fences round the trench 
appreared a few days later. 

But worse was to fo l low in July 
when the contractors had to build 
the new sewer across Saltley High 
Street. To do this a traff ic diversion 
was planned in which ail city bound 
traff ic would pass down the 15 foot 
Cranby Street. Some of these houses 
had been declared unfit in 1961. They 
had suffered several months of pile-
driving and possibly settlement from 
the sewer construction, and it seemed 
unlikely that they could endure two 
more months of traffic vibration. In 
any case, it was the summer holidays, 
and for the first t ime ever the Cranby 
Street and Adderley Road children 
had somewhere local to play — the 
vacant site opposite which Urban 
Renewal had just tur fed. 

The traff ic diversion threatened to 
place a continuous stream of cars, 
buses and lorries between the children 
and the new play area. However, a site 
meeting called by local councillors 
and CDP, aided by WMPTE (who 
provided a bus) proved to the County 
Council's traff ic engineer that the 
diversion would be just as sensible — 
and less dangerous — along Crawford 
Street, further along Adderley Road. 
The logic of this was reinforced by 
a crowd of angry women and toddlers 
who beseiged him before the meeting 
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started. For once, wi th the act of 
decision-making transferred into the 
inner areas themselves, the people who 
lived there achieved an identity which 
overcame the labelling they were 
normally given. 

Technical 
solutions to 
housing stress 
In March 1975, when the Housing 
Act ion Area was declared, the em-
harassment of Cranby Street and the 
odd numbered houses in Adderley 
Road was uniquely resolved by not 
transferring them f rom the Renewal 
Ara wi th the other houses. The hous­
ing stress to be found in these old 
clearance areas was not the kind to be 
tackled by the new legislation. 

Birmingham's approach to HAAs 
has in fact tended to ignore the 
existence of housing stress — as 
suggested on Page 34. The assump­
t ion has been that each area contained 
old privately owned houses, in need of 
modernisation. The problem was sim­
ply how to improve the houses and to 
a lesser extent, the immediate local 
environment. 

This rigorous physical framework 
has led to the neglect of two impor­
tant issues. Firstly, as described in 
Chapters Three and Four, i t took 
Urban Renewal a long t ime to recog­
nise that economic and tenure con­
straints needed removing before physi­
cal reconstruction and improvement 
could begin. Even today, however, few 
Urban Renewal officials would agree 
with this report's conclusion that 
private ownership and owner-occupa­
t ion in particular is an inadequate base 
on which to build a long-term future 
for the inner areas. Birmingham is 
far more explicit than most local 
authorities in pointing out the real 
problems of modernising pre-1919 
houses. But the Council sees the 
answer as further subsidies to the 
owners of land and houses — not the 
removal of the problems. 

Secondly, by ignoring the social 
and economic factors, no real analysis 
of housing stress, and how it could or 
should be removed, has emerged. As 
a result, none of Birmingham's HAAs 

Children's play area in Phillimore Road! The street has about 100 children living in it 
who have no access to any kind of play facilities. Picture: Brian Homer 
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have an Act ion Programme in the 
sense implied by the legislation. 

Department of Environment Cir­
cular 14/75, published in January 
1975, was very clear about the need 
to identify housing stress, and the 
need for Act ion Programmes to deal 
wi th it. " I n a potential Housing 
Act ion Area, physical and social 
factors combine to create housing 
stress. . . The Act ion Programme is 
clearly the key to a successful HAA. . . 
To be effective, a Programme will have 
to take account of more than the 
physical state of the housing in the 
areas and its improvement potential; 
the social factors that have contri­
buted to the HAA declaration wil l 
have to be considered." 

The concept of the Act ion Pro­
gramme was, therefore, a step for­
ward in recognising the inter-related 
problems which give rise to poor 
housing. It provided a first, if small, 
opportunity for local government to 
move away from the simplistic tech­
nical solutions of the 1960s, and 
towards a more realistic and analytical 
approach. It is an opportunity which 
has got lost beneath the public sector 
cuts of 1975/76, and the emphasis put 
on boosting the numbers of houses 
improved. Even those local authorities 
which have drawn up Act ion Pro­
grammes seem not to have been guided 

by them. Housing Act ion Areas today 
— even in the Department of Environ­
ment — seem to be just another way of 
of channelling State finance into 
housing. 

In Birmingham, however, each 
HAA was given a Plan. The Plan con­
centrated not on policies — for hous­
ing, stress or anything else — but on 
land use, derelict sites and environ­
mental improvements. It had no 
statutory significance and in Havelock 
none of it has yet been implemented; 
it is mentioned here only as an example 
of the sort of exercise imposed on the 
residents of improvement areas in the 
name of public participation. Similar 
exercises have been conducted in 
three of the four declared General 
Improvement Areas in Saltley. 

The HAA Plan was drawn up in the 
Autumn of 1975, at the request of 
Clive Wilkinson, Leader of the Council. 
The Multi-Disiplinary Team moved 
quickly into action, and it was decided 
that each of the main Committees 
of the Council should approve the Plan 
before it could be considered f inal. 
A Network was therefore drawn up, 
describing the process and timetable 
for all this decision-making. But be­
cause of the end date imposed by 
Wilkinson, the Network left only 
about two weeks for residents them­
selves to discuss and formulate their 



Environmental improvements to front walls have not changed the conditions of housing 
in GIAs. Picture: John Reardon 

own views about environmental im­
provements. 

Meetings were hurriedly organised 
for Havelock, Wright and Phillimore 
Roads, but it was too late. The 
planners arrived with plans already 
drawn up and spent most of each 
evening explaining why other things — 
such as garages in the front gardens in 
Phillimore Road — could not be 
allowed. They d id , however, adopt 
the plan for George Arthur Road, 
worked out by Rod Hackney and 
the Residents' Committee in 1974. 
Adderley Road, marked down for 
clearance only weeks before the Plan 
was prepared, was earmarked for a 
future "landscaped area." 

Apart from the small site to be 
cleared of houses in Havelock Road, 

(which was marked ambiguously for 
houses, children's play area and 
garages), the plan was mainly about 
traff ic. As a result it required some 
further work to see how the proposed 
road closures would affect the rest of 
Saltley. In fact, the Plan finally ap­
proved by the council agreed that 
" the West Midlands Metropolitan 
County Council be requested as a 
matter of urgency, to carry out a 
traffic survey of the Saltley area 
wi th a view to the implementing of 
a traffic management scheme and that 
a review be carried out of the 
programming, design and land take of 
the Saltley Gate road scheme". 

This survey has never been under­
taken, despite the declaration of several 
General Improvement Areas in 1976 

and 1977. The Saltley Gate road 
scheme has, however, been reviewed 
but only early in 1979, after consider­
able pressure was exerted on the 
County Council by Urban Renewal. 

The report on the H A A Plan pro­
duced in January 1976, ended wi th 
the fine words that " the local Urban 
Renewal Project Team wil l liaise wi th 
the local residents, in producing de­
tailed design schemes and a pro­
gramme of implemetat ion". But in 
fact the Residents' Committee, set up 
so hurriedly to legitimise the plan in 
November 1975, has never been called 
again. Meanwhile, the Council has 
decided to knock down extra houses 
in Havelock Road in order to extend 
the primary school; to construct 
the new rear service road in George 
Arthur Road on the residents' gardens 
rather than on their own housing site; 
to build houses again on the land to 
be cleared in Adderley Road; to spend 
£1.2 mi l l ion improving both houses 
and shops; and to carry out complete 
renewal of garden walls and fences 
throughout the area. 

Only at the corner of Havelock and 
Wright Roads have residents been 
involved in any "detailed design 
scheme" where some useful boun­
dary changes have been agreed as part 
of the plan for new houses and garages. 
The needs of the children, specifically 
itemised in the HAA Plan Report, 
have, however, been reduced to a 
small patch of grass. As elsewhere in 
the Urban Renewal areas, children 
have come bot tom of the list of 
priorities. The planners have listened 
instead to the grumbles of middle 
aged residents concerned about chi ld­
ren playing too close to their pro­
perty — and to the requirements of 
industrial developers for more land. 

On the credit side, it must be stated 
that a lot of money is being spent in 
Birmingham's improvement areas on 
what are called curtilage works. These 
are the reconstuction of garden walls, 
boundary fences and rear access foot­
paths. The budget for these improve­
ments was £3.5 mil l ion in 1978/79, 
and could rise t o , and remain at, 
£8 millions during and after 1979/80. 
In Saltley the programme of new 
walls, fences and paths in the HAA 
is virtually complete, and work has 
started during 1979 — after consider-
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£ l l m award for 
twilight zones 

Birmingham Post Midland 
Political Correspondent 

An £11 million works 
programme Tor inner 
areas of Birmingham 
was announced yester­
day as part of the first 
stage in the Govern­
ment's attempt to halt 
the decline of twilight 
areas in Britain's cities. 

A total of £83 million for 
construction work in Eng­
lish inner cities was an-

Mr. Peter Shore . . . 
£1,000 million programme 

over ten years. 

months, council leaders 
have been told. 

Mr. Michael Hcseltinc. 
the Conservative shadow 
Environment Secretary, 
visiting the West Midlands 
yesterday before Thurs­
day's elections. accused 
Mr. Shore of 'a cynical 
attempt to buy votes in 
Labour's heartland." 

He said: "Having sav­
aged the construction in­
dustry and slashed new 
building proposals, he now 
chooses on the eve of the 
county council elections 
to announce details of ex-

The Partnership Programme is launched. May 1977. Already begun is the government 
scheme which produced Operation Facelift. Cutting Birmingham Post 3.5.77. 

able delay — in three of the four de­
clared GIAs. 

Most of this money wil l come direct 
from the rates because expenditure 
is well in excess of the amount allowed 
for subsidy by central government. 
This subsidy is £100 per house, if 
total expenditure reaches £200 per 
house — an amount which was fixed 
in 1971. Birmingham wil l be spending 
in the order of £1,000 per house, 
sometimes more. The programme of 
works therefore, represents not only 
a major item in Birmingham's capital 
expenditure, but also a unique shift 
of resources towards the inner areas. 

This shift took place during 1977, 
at about the same time as 'Operation 
Facelift ' was conceived. It was a time 
for revising policies in the light of the 
experience of three frustrating years. 
It also reflects the result of basing 
teams of professional staff — mainly 
f rom Urban Renewal — actually inside 
the inner areas. Three years of first­
hand experience of the neglect, blight 
and loss of opportuni ty which are the 
traditional fate of the inner areas, 
put the Urban Renewal programme in 
a new perspective. Att i tudes were 
also changed by being straitjacketed 
wi th in the clumsy and ineffective 
administrative and financial tools, 
through which improvements are 
organised. 

The Housing Act ion Area Plans 
were therefore shelved. Their land use 
proposals redesignated as "second 
phase", while frustrated Urban Re-
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newal staff got on wi th spending 
money on more obvious improve­
ments. They chose, perhaps naturally, 
the tatty walls and fences they saw 
every t ime they left their local offices. 

The Architects Department was 
brought in to design and supervise 
the work. It was decided to ignore 
the government's £200 l imit and do 
a complete and thorough job. The 
argument was used that the expendi­
ture would help owner occupiers and 
encourage them to improve their 
houses. 

The curtilage works have been 
presented to the residents as a very 
completed package and in general have 
been welcomed, or at least accepted. 
They represent an achievement in that 
Urban Renewal are at last at grips wi th 
some of the problems of physical 
neglect, and have been able to squeeze 
money out of a reluctant bureaucracy 
and organise its expenditure. 

But it is a limited achievement 
born more of professional frustrations, 
than of need. It also demonstrates 
again how easy it is for public expen­
diture to be seen both as a public 
service and as contracts for private 
builders — even in some areas for 
private architects and firms who 
deliver leaflets. 

The small builders in Birmingham 
are very happy wi th the new Curti­
lage work schemes and in some cases 
have now stopped bothering w i th 
house improvement. However, the 
removal of non-conforming users. 

closing of roads to cut out through 
traff ic, providing childrens' play areas 
and the many other useful suggestions 
made by residents or the planners 
themselves, are still needed if Urban 
Renewal is to be successful. 

Although the progress made by 
Urban Renewal, and to some extent 
the Housing Department, means that 
there are unlikely to be any more 
Cranby Streets, and that a genuine 
ef for t wil l be made to improve the 
housing and environment during the 
next few years, there is still a lack of 
understanding about how to tackle 
all the problems. Nor does the change 
of attitude at local level necessarily 
mean co-operation, f rom centrally 
organised officials, especially those in 
other departments. Meanwhile the 
prospects for increased resources 
dwindle as the new government 
prepares for another round of public 
expenditure cuts. 

The partnership 
programme 
In Apri l 1977, just before the publica­
t ion of the White Paper, "Policy for 
the Inner Cities", the Labour Govern­
ment announced that it would be 
going into "partnership" wi th local 
government, in order to solve inner 
city problems. Such terminology begs 
several important questions about the 
relationship between central and local 
government. A t first sight the need for 
a partnership might imply no more 
than a certain lack of policy co­
ordination prior to 1977. But in fact, 
more important issues are involved. 

An earlier CDP report, 'Gilding the 
Ghetto', outlined the argument that 
the series of poverty projects, begin­
ning in 1969 (including CDP), had 
been launched by central government 
in an attempt to educate local govern­
ment in the efficient management of 
the poor. Not that central government 
had much expertise to offer. However, 
academic institutions were usually 
keen to jo in in such experiments, and 
wi th central government footing the 
bill enough local authorities could be 
found (unti l the failure of the CCPs 
in 1976), to launch several different 
versions of the typical poverty project. 

These experimental projects were 
set up despite findings f rom Royal 



Commissions, professional organisa­
tions and local authorities themselves 
that the basic problem of the inner 
areas was lack of resources. Instead, 
the Poverty Projects concentrated on 
the need to diffuse conf l ict (especially 
amongst the black population and the 
young), to legitimise existing social 
and political structures through com­
munity activity, and to minimise 
public expenditure by encouraging 
voluntary effort . But a secondary 
feature of all these projects was the 
increasing role of central government 
itself, in what had, prior to 1969, 
been regarded as matters for local 
determination. 

The idea of "partnership" rein­
forces this relationship between central 
and local government — and possibly 
extends i t .2 Although local gover-
ment has for many years been the 
subject of increasing central govern­
ment controls over expenditure, the 
Partnership Committees actually give 
civil servants a role in drawing up 
specific programmes for the inner 
areas. This has guaranteed that some 
of Birmingham's £12.5 millions per 
year available under the Partnership 
Scheme finds its way into innovative 
schemes which echo the objectives of 
earlier Poverty Projects. 

For example, the 1979-83 Pro­
gramme includes £539,000 for "com­
munity-based projects", and "day 
activity centres" for the Probation 
Service; £80,000 for "new approaches 
to policing and the fullest integration 
of police work wi th other activities in 
the communi ty " ; £195,000 for " w i t h ­
drawal uni ts" in secondary schools; 
and £99,000 for "educational guidance 
for 9-13 year olds." The Learning and 
Leisure Topic Group3 which wil l be 
spending about 10 per cent of the 
Partnerships's funds, includes in its 
aims, support for voluntary groups 
which organise "projects which enrich 
the curricula in schools or have a 
mult i ethnic dimension, projects which 
foster links between schools and their 
local communities, and projects to 
help youth and community groups 
and organisations". The Society Topic 
Group which wil l also spend about 
10 per cent of the total Partnership 
budget lists as one of its main objec­
tives " the encouragement of voluntary 
organisations to become effective part-

How to regenerate dead 
city areas-Sir Geoffrey 

Sir Geoffrey Howe, 
the Shadow Chancellor, 
put forward his own 
plan last night for injec­
ting life into run-down 
city areas, including 

s i ' , . ~ , \ l : A 

tion and health and 
safety hazards would 
apply. Industrial Develop­
ment Certificates and 
Office Development Per­
mits would not be 
required. 

Public authorities would be 

changed to the disadvant­
age of companies, who 
would be guaranteed 
against nationalistion. 
Government grants or 
subsidies would not be 
paid. 

In 1976 and 1977, Government Poverty Projects like CDP and IAS were saying that 
the inner areas needed, above all the regeneration of their economic base. The Labour 
Government responded w i th the cosmetic Partnership Programme and refused to involve 
the NEB or the nationalised industries in the programme, 

The Tory Government have therefore been allowed to take an ' ini t iat ive' . It has 
translated the recommendations of the Poverty Programme reports into two Urban 
Development Corporations which wi l l sell off state land holdings and may yet introduce 
the Free Enterprise Zones dreamed up by Geoffrey Howe, Such proposals wi l l not 
restore the economic base of the inner areas, but they wil l increase the prof i tabi l i ty of 
property companies and produce handsome fees for the estate agents and other exchange 
professionals who get in on the big sale. Cutt ing: Birmingham Post 27.6.78. 

ners with the local authority, in the 
support of disadvantaged people 
wi th in the communi ty . " (ourempha­
sis). The education of local govern­
ment officials — certainly those who 
have drafted Birmingham's Partner­
ship Programme — in how to manage 
the poor would appear to be well on 
the way to complet ion. 

The support for voluntary organisa­
tions expressed by the Society and 
Learning and Leisure topic Groups, 
is underpinned by a budget of £5 
millions spread over four years; 10 
per cent of the entire Partnership 
expenditure wil l be in the form of 
grants to voluntary groups. By previous 
Urban Aid standards this is a very large 
amount and groups in several inner 
areas of Birmingham are enjoying 
unprecedented growth. 

So far Saltley has only been given 
one grant in two years. This is because 
priori ty areas have been defined and 
Saltley is not l ikely to become a 
prior i ty area until at least 1981. 
Instead the money has been concen­
trated in Handsworth, Sparkbrook, 
Balsall Heath and Small Heath, (where 
much of it has been given to church-
based groups), and to centrally-based 
organisations providing a service to the 
entire inner c i ty . The Scouts Associa­
t i on , for example was awarded 
£80,000. Only in Handsworth have 
any radical groups been funded. In 
most instances t oo , "effective partners 
wi th the local author i ty" , has meant 
that voluntary groups have had to 

accept councillors or council officials 
on to their management committees. 
The management of voluntary groups 
and their resources is becoming a 
major activity for several local 
authority departments, and provides 
alternative work for officials now that 
there are fewer local authori ty 
resources to manage. 

But the majority of Partnership 
funds are not being spent on volun­
tary groups, personal services, educa­
t ion and leisure. These Topic Groups 
have been allocated about 40 percent 
of the total budget, leaving £30 
mil l ion over four years,4 to be spent 

2. The new Tory government has promised 
to cut out the "excessive bureaucracy" 
of the Partnership — perhaps as a result 
reducing central government's role. But in 
2 Partnership areas — Merseyside and 
London Docklands — the Tories are 
proposing to introduce New Town type 
urban development agencies. New Town 
Development Corporations are total ly 
undemoctratic and consist of people 
appointed by ministers. Two inner 
city areas therefore wil l see a total shift 
over a period of 10 years f rom central 
government poverty experiments wi th 
no powers at all to total control of all 
investment decisions by central govern­
ment nominees or civil servants. 

3. The Partnership Programme is organised 
by 7 Topic Groups of local authori ty 
officials and civil servants; these are 
Economy, Movement, Physical Environ­
ment, Housing, Learning and Leisure, 
Society and Health and Personal Social 
Services. 

4 . Partnership documents stress that the 
scheme is a rolling programme, designed 
to stretch over 10 years. The budget 
for 1979/80 alone wil l be £9 mi l l ion, 
increasing to about £13.5 mil l ions in 
the fol lowing 3 years. 
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on eliminating the neglect and lack of 
planning of two decades. This £30 
mi l l ion is in addition to main pro­
gramme spending, subsidised by the 
Rate Support Grant. But in one impor­
tant sector — manufacturing industry 
and jobs — the local authorities 
normally have no programme except 
the Schools Career Service. 

The crucial importance of employ­
ment and the loss of jobs in the de­
cline of the inner areas has been 
stressed in reports published by both 
CDP and the Inner Areas Study, 
during 1975-77. A government initia­
tive, launched in 1977, could hardly 
therefore, ignore jobs. As the White 
Paper explained " the decline in the 
economic fortune of the inner areas 
often lies at the heart of the problem. 
Compared w i th their own conurba­
tions, the inner areas of the big cities 
suffer from higher unemployment at 
all stages of the economic cycle." 

The Partnership Committee have 
translated this concern into their 
first principal objective — " t o assist 
the regeneration of the Inner City 
Economy. . . . by creating conditions 
wi th in the Inner City which Commer­
cial and Industrial Firms f ind attrac­
t ive. " What this has meant in prac­
tice, so far, is l i tt le or no change in 
government and nationalised industry 
policy towards jobs, subsidies to 
existing firms and the local authorities 
joining the list of developers building 
speculative units in the inner area. 

The Programme itself admits that 
"certain policies cannot be related to 
a specific Inner City context, for 
example, control of industrial deve­
lopment by Industrial Development 
Certificates." But this does not even 
raise key issues, such as government 
investment, the NEB, planning agree­
ments and other selective aid to 
industry which until May 1979, at 
least, were the central features of 
government's industrial strategy. 

In fact, these issues have been 
raised by Labour councillors and 
even voluntary groups responding 
to the partnership's public participa­
t ion exercise.5 But it is clear that 
realistic discussion about investment 
and jobs is not seen as the funct ion 
of the Partnership Committee. As the 
Draft Programme for 1979-83 tact­
fully puts it " the consultations so far, 
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Social Services have used the Partnership Programme for innovatory schemes. This bui ld­
ing is on a site previously zoned for open space. Picture: John Raardon 

though brief, have raised a number of 
issues of principle, as well as generat­
ing several suggestions, for specific 
projects. It is likely that many of the 
matters of principle cannot be resolved 
within the preparation of this Pro­
gramme." (our emphasis) 

The £12 mil l ion allocated for " the 
regeneration of the Inner City Eco­
nomy" , will therefore be used pri­
marily to aid existing firms, rather 
than create new jobs. Only £150,000 
has been set aside for "special initia­
t ives", compared with £2.6 mi l l ion, 
on Industrial Improvement Areas 
(mainly improvements to existing 
factory buildings and provision of car 
parks) and £2.6 mi l l ion for the Bir­
mingham Business and Employment 
Scheme. The Business and Employ­
ment Scheme has been introduced 

by Birmingham City Council " t o 
provide financial assistance to f irms 
in the C i ty . " 

A further £2.2 mil l ion will be 
spent on advance factories, mainly 
small units in the range 1000-6000 
sq. f t . , on the assumption that private 
developers do not provide these. But 
it is clear f rom the recent succes of 
Mucklow's Aston Church Trading 
Estate that private developers face no 
real problem wi th letting small units. 
It is l ikely that the Partnership Com­
mittee wil l be asked, eventually, to 
stop interferring in the private develop­
ments of small units just as they have 
with the larger ones. 

Saltley's main interest in this part 
of the Programme wil l be the redeve­
lopment of about 32 acres of Gas 
Board land "pr imari ly for industrial 



Saltley's Gas Works wil l be sold off as speculative trading estates fol lowing reclamation 
by the County Council, Picture: Brian Homer 

purposes." Residents have already sug­
gested that this nationally owned land, 
which will cost several millions to re­
claim and develop, should be used to 
relocate firms which cause a nuisance 
in the residential areas, e.g. car repairs 
and scrap yards. It is more l ikely, 
however, that the County Council will 
seek to maximise its investment (even 
though this investment has come in 
the first place from the Partnership 
Programme) by selling the land to 
private developers for more specula­
tive warehouse units. 

The Partnership Committee also 
propose spending £5 mil l ion on trans­
port problems wi th in the inner areas. 
A total of £250,000 will be spent on 
public transport, despite the fact that 
the Committee's analysis states that: 
"as inner areas residents have relatively 

low levels of income, the dependance 
on public transport in these areas wil l 
be higher than in other parts of the 
Ci ty . " The overwhelming majority wil l 
instead be spent on improving junc­
tions on trunk and classified roads. 
Indeed the stated effect of this expendi­
ture will speed through commercial 
traffic — though it is not mentioned 
that this wil l be through or into resi­
dential areas. 

A further £7.6 millions wil l be 
spent on experimental house improve­
ment schemes, like 'Operation Face­
l i f t ' . While the improvements to Alum 
Rock Road will be echoed by the 
expenditure of £2.1 mill ions to revi­
talise five other inner city shopping 
centres. Far from receiving extra 
resources from the Partnership Pro­
gramme, Saltley clearly falls into a 

category which has already received 
its share of the government's extra 
Inner City funds. Now, in order to be 
fair, the programme must move on . 

It leaves behind a partially reno­
vated and brightly painted shopping 
centre, and 250 houses which have 
each received more than £3,000 of 
extra improvement work . The under­
lying problems of empty shops, 
leasehold property, low incomes, 
inadequate Improvement Grants, 
remain. In the future several large 
areas of derelict industrial land on the 
edge of Saltley, will be brought once 
more into productive use, thus creating 
more traff ic problems. The health 
programme, l ike industrial strategy, 
"cannot be related to a specific Inner 
City contex t " , because it has already 
been decided in Whitehall that the 
"long term strategy for Health. . . 
envisages a slight shift of resources 
away from Inner City Areas." Educa­
t ion and social services might im­
prove in 1982 when "the opportuni ty 
may arise for the pr ior i ty area concept 
to be extended, to include Saltley." 

The pr ior i ty area concept might 
also bring a few more thousand 
pounds for voluntary groups together 
wi th a handful of specialist teachers, 
social workers and policemen. But it 
wil l not restore economic strength 
to the area's working populat ion, 
or relieve its chronic housing, environ­
mental and health problems. Indeed, 
the text of the Partnership Programme 
makes it clear it is not designed to do 
so. "The Partnership Programme there­
fore aims to encourage private invest­
ment wherever possible, using public 
sector funds to prime the pump. The 
role and work of voluntary groups 
is equally important, particularly in 
generating a spirit of self help." No 
one should ever complain that Bir­
mingham Partnership officials and 
their political masters have not been 
completely honest about their eco­
nomic and social phi losophies^ 

5. Although the White Paper promised a 
strong voice for the residents of the 
inner areas, this has been translated in 
Birmingham, into allowing them to 
comment on the committee's draft 
proposals. Usually about 2 or 3 weeks 
is allowed for comments. The docu 
ments are long (100 pages), and never 
present a programme for a particular 
area, so that the residents and council­
lors of that area can grasp the proposals. I 
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Improvement policies 
in the '80s 

ALMOST 25 percent of Birmingham's 
population live in pre-1919 houses. 
Nationally millions of people live in 
houses which must either be improved 
or demolished in the next two decades. 

The 1969 Housing Act was an up­
dating of improvement grant proce­
dures which had been available to local 
authorities since 1949. In 1973, 
when the Urban Renewal Programme 
was being launched, Birmingham 
already had 25 years' experience of 
improvement grants. Even today most 
of the bathrooms and internal WCs 
in Saltley date f rom the early or mid-
sixties. 

But these improvements were 
usually cheap jobs done under the 
standard grant procedure introduced 
in 1959; a patching operation to pro­
vide basic sanitation before slum 
clearance caught up wi th the old 
houses in the 1970s or 1980s. The 
1969 Housing Act and subsequent 
government cirulars shifted the empha­
sis to more long term improvements; 
whole neighbourhoods were to be 
given a 30 years minimum life by 
declaring them as General Improve­
ment Areas. The Act reflected feeling 
in central government and among 
some building professionals that the 
State need no longer pay the high cost 
of replacing a significant proport ion 
of its housing stock each year. Cheaper 
housing policies looked attractive 
against the background of economic 
problems occurring in the late 1960's. 

The 1974 Housing Act - by giving 
a clear preference to improvement 
instead of clearance — was the cul­
mination of this line of thought. As 
a result a much higher level of housing 
costs were shifted on the the working 
class, especially owner occupiers. And 
to reinforce this, central government 
controls on local authorities were 
introduced to prevent them purchasing 
and improving large numbers of older 
houses themselves. 

Significantly the 1974 Act was 
introduced and amended by a Tory 
Government and then reintroduced 
unchanged by a Labour Government. 
It was a crisis measure reflecting the 
need to l imit State expenditure, not 
any clear political doctrine. Hard 
pressed local authorities, like Birming­
ham were allowed to do what would 
have been unthinkable in the 1960s — 



A PROBLEM F A C I N G T H O U S A N D S O F M I D L A N D FAMILIES 

Where hot water is 
just a pipe dream 

Much needed house modernisation lis progress. But 
many people in the Midlands are not so fortunate. 

Thousands of Midland 
families still live m 
homes with no inside 
lavatory-

A report just published by 
the Department of the 
Environment reveals that 
more than five per cent of 
Midland families had no 
inside lavatories at the end 
of 1977. and Birmingham and 
Sandwcll were particular 
blacks poti. 

Halved 
The Government report 

shows that nationally between 
1971 and the end of 1977 the 
number of homes without 
basic amenities like a bath­
room, inside las'atory or 
piped hot water had halved 

Birmingham Tost Planning Reporter 
from 2 8 million to 14 

million. Homes still without 
these amenities mostly belong 
to the elderly, the report 
states. 

The report is the result of 
a national housing survey 
which look place at the end 
of 1977 and early 1978. It 
presents the major changes 
in housing circumstances 
since 1971. 

It shows an increase in 
owner-occupiers and a drop 
in the number of families 
sharing homes 

Coun. Arthur Walker 
(Con. Quinton). chairman 
of Birmingham's Housing 
Committee, ss-hich acts as 
landlord to about 50 per cent 
of homes in Birmingham, 

says that a major modernisa­
tion programme is already 
under way in the city. 

He says that 2.000 homes 
are scheduled to be modern­
ised in the coming year. 

£12m contracts 
Coun. Walker said: "We 

have just let contracts to the 
tune of 112 million for 
modernisation work on coun­
cil houses." 

Grants are also available 
to repair and modernise 
privately owned houses, he 
says 

But in an unprecedented 
move today thirteen housing 
organisations will urge the 

Government to improve the 
quality of council and private 
housing. 

The organisations arc call­
ing on the Environment Sec­
retary. Mr. Peter Shore, lo 
make housing repair grams 
easier to get and more 
attractive to householders. 

They want grants of 75 
per cent for repairs to any 
home without basic amenities 
and 90 per cent in cases of 
hardship 

H o u s i n g organisations 
taking part in the Govern­
ment lobby include the 
Association of District Coun­
cils, the Building Societies 
Association, the Royal Insti­
tute of Chartered Surveyors 
and Shelter, the housing 
pressure group. 

Birmingham Post 26.2.79 

change the labels on 1200 of its 
designated slums in areas like Winson 
Green, Aston and Lozells to that of 
'houses suitable for improvement.' 
Here Housing Act ion Areas were sold 
to bemused residents as a reprieve. 
The 1974 Housing Act allows the 
Council to force the problems of bad 
housing back onto those who suffer 
i t ; they either pay up by applying for 
improvement grants, dig into their 
savings, or more l ikely, borrow their 
share of the cost. If they can't or 
won ' t , they continue to suffer. 

Even by 1973 Birmingham was 
well on the way to such policies. 
Although there were as yet no Housing 
Act ion Areas, there were 28 Renewal 
Areas. These were doubtful areas 
which had deteriorated too far to 
become General Improvement Areas, 
round which the Public Health of f i ­
cials had sketched their red pencils. 
The Council told people in these areas 
that they might not be rehoused in 
tower blocks or Chelmesley Wood, 
providing they all improved their 
houses prompt ly . 

The two years 1973-75 were a 
period of great tension and uncer­
tainty for residents as the Council 
went through the motions of deciding 
rationally which houses were to be 
improved and which demolished. 
Because the indecision was causing 
many problems, the Urban Renewal 
policy became an important area of 
work for CDP as soon as it was set 

up in Saltley. We continued our 
involvement even after the basic 
decisions about clearance and improve­
ment had been made when it became 
clear that the Council was not well 
enough organised to promote its own 
improvement policies or deal w i th the 
real problems causing the decline of 
the housing in the area. We actively 
helped — or tried to help — residents 
in the task of house improvement. 

But gradually it became clear to 
us how the residents were being made 
to bear an unreasonable burden. The 
new policy placed the responsibility 
for improvement on the private 
sector, especially owner-occupiers, but 
it did nothing to guarantee adequate 
finance. We witnessed the effect of 
the government's cut backs in public 
expenditure and the failure of the 
Labour-controlled Council to rescue 
its policy from collapse. 

Between 1975 and 1977 wage 
restrictions and unemployment l imited 
working class incomes, but still the 
people of Saltley were expected to 
improve their homes at prices deter­
mined in 1974, before one of the 
biggest periods of inflation this cen­
tury . 

By the time of the May 1976 local 
elections, won convincingly by the 
Tory party. Labour's strategy for 
Urban Renewal was in tatters. Though 
the administrative set up seemed 
right — local Project Teams, an Im­
provement Agency, good communica­

tions wi th residents' groups through 
Community Forum, a high degree of 
corporate involvement through the 
perpetual interest of the Chief Exe­
cutive and, at a lower level, the Mul t i -
Disciplinary Team — results were 
appalling. When Urban Renewal 
started in 1973, improvement grant 
approvals were 2,589. By 1976 they 
were to fall to 1,693. The number of 
improved houses in the Housing 
Act ion Areas (by that t ime total l ing 
10) was negligible. This decline was 
parallelled at a national level, but here 
it could be explained by the ending 
in 1974 of the 75 per cent grant for 
houses in the Development Areas. 

A year of Tory rule, including 
changes in the Agency Service and an 
end to formal discussions w i th Com­
munity Forum, made l i t t le difference. 
By mid-1977 there were house im­
provements to be seen in Havelock 
HAA, but they had only been achieved 
at great personal cost and frequent 
adjustment of the Improvement Grant 
procedures by frustrated Urban 
Renewal Team officials. Many of them 
were Housing Association improve­
ments anyhow. 

There were also a lot of unim­
proved houses. Some looked improved 
because the Council had spent money 
from its environmental budget provid­
ing free coats of paint, and rendering. 
But in reality the net effect of almost 
three years intensive action was a 
pepper pot scatter of house improve-
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ments, often to inadequate standards 
or carried out by shoddy cowboy 
builders. 

But the Tory Council's review of 
HAA failure had at least made them 
aware of the enormous gap between 
what was needed and what was pos­
sible. The Inner City Construction 
money was used to bridge this gap. 
'Operation Facelift ', launched in 
October 1977 and completed during 
1978 and 1979, has made a major 
impact on the Housing Act ion Area. 
Today, while residents struggle to get 
the final details, like pavements and 
guttering, sorted out Havelock H A A 
is on the itinerary of everyone inter­
ested in seeing what a "success" 
improvement policies can be. 

Owner-occupiers who had already 
spent their own money on improve­
ments, often taking on extensive loans, 
are of course extremely angry. But the 
Council argue that the work is "ex­
ternal" only and that owners must 
still carry out internal repairs and pro­
vide proper bathroom, toi let and 
kitchen facilities. The work is an 
"encouragement" to owners to apply 
for improvement grants, not an 
alternative. They stress too that the 
S43 Compulsory Purchase Order is 
still proceeding — though they are 
eager to point out that compulsory 
purchase wi l l not be necessary if 
owners take advantage of 'Operation 
Facelift ' and apply for grants to com­
plete any remaining improvements. 

'Operation Facelift ' has brought the 
cost of improving a house in the area 
back within the improvement grant 
l imits, wi th residents contributing be­
tween £500 - £1,250 of their own 
money, after obtaining 75 or 90 per 
cent grants. The Council want to see 
the scheme extended to other HAAs. 
It is also developing a scheme based 
on extensive use of the 90 per cent 
grant plus curtilage grants under 
section 45 of the 1974 Act. This is 
known as the Roshven type block 
scheme and is expected to l imit owner 
occupiers contributions to about 
£500. 

More significantly it has obtained 
the backing for the principle of 
subsidising owner occupiers in this 
way from the Association for Metro­
politan Authorit ies (AMA). The A M A 
is recommending in its report "po l i -
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Fears for less well-off in 
drive to owner-occupation 
By Our Local Government 
Correspondent 

The dangers of increasing 
owner-occupation to resolve 
housing difficulties are empha­
sized in two journals just 
published. 

An article in the Centre for 
Environmental Studies' Review 
concludes that the Govern­
ment's housing plans are likely 
to leave needy families neglec­
ted. Labour Research, looking 

emphasis had been put on 
owner-occupation. The relatively 
well off had done better under 
recent housing policy, and there 
was a danger that needy groups 
would not get the housing they 
required. 

Labour Research argues that 
the GLC's much publicized 
" sale of the century " of coun­
cil homes would worsen the 
present situation of a desperate 
housing need. Each vear 

Times 11.1.78 
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cies for Improvement" (October 1978) 
that the Birmingham scheme forms the 
basis for future legislation. 
"The Association has examined the 
reasons for the decline in grant take-up 
and is of the opinion that the existing 
machinery, however improved, can 
never satisfactorily overcome the in­
ability and reluctance of some owners, 
particularly of dwellings in stress 
areas, to bear their share of improve­
ment costs. . . It is for these reasons 
that the Association urges a new con­
cept in grant aid. . . already put into 
practice in Birmingham " 

The basis of operation is that 
responsibility for improvement and re­
pair would be shared by the owner and 
the local authority. The authority 
would undertake to repair the external 
fabric of the dwelling, with the owner 

carrying out internal improvement 
with the aid of an improvement or 
intermediate grant at the normal 
rate. . . The cost limit, for subsidy 
purposes of the fabric repair work 
should be in the first place £4,000." 

After discussing further rearrange­
ment of grants, percentages and eli­
gible costs, the AMA summarises its 
new proposals as meaning that: 

"The total work would then be 
carried out at the cost of £750 to 
the owner and £6,250 to the local 
author i ty" . 
Ten years after the 1969 Housing 

Act launched improvement policies as 
the way forward, comes official recog­
nit ion that a policy dependent princi­
pally on working class owner-occu­
piers has failed. This view, according 
to a report in ' R o o f , September 1979, 



21st century slums. 
More than 178,000 

houses in Birmingham 
may be unfit to live in 
by the end of the cen­
tury. 

That was the warning 
given by Mr. Reg Bowen, 

_»rban renewal officer for 

Birmingham City Council, 
last night. 

Speaking at the annur-i 
meeting of the West Midland 
Property Association, Mr. 
Bowen said that Birmingham 
was losing the battle to 
improve the large number of 
unfit houses which already 
exist within the city. 

| Half way through the life of the first Housing Action 
Areas lo be declared barely a third of those properties 
earmarked for improvement had been touched. This is 
the main finding of an unpublished DOE report (HAA 
Annual Progress Reports: An Anulysis). 

f PROGRESS ON RENOVATION 
1 FIRST 32 HAA; 

London 
] W. Midlands 
1 Northern 

Yorks& 
1 Humberside 
1 North West 

IN THE 1 
DECLARED BEFORE JULY 1975 
Dwelling Improved! Dwellings Improved 
Work in Progress As Vo of Target 
As % of Target Dwellings Dwellings 
Dwellings mid 1977 bv SI 3 7X 
by mid 1977 

21% 
36% 
39% 

32% 
47% 

TOTAL(England)32% 

14% 
33% 
31% 

31% 
4 1 % 
26% 

21% 
40% 
47% 

39% 
59% 
37% 

"The difficulty comes with public participation, which I subscribe to, but public meetings 
unanimously want to retain areas and when the time comes and people have to put their 
hands in their pockets to find large sums, even with maximum grants, then they say 
they'd prefer to take the money and get out. We are finding an increasing number of 
houses coming into our ownership because of this" — Richard Westlake, Birmingham's 
Director of Housing, interviewed in Local Govt. Chronicle 26.5.78. 

also seems accepted by the Depart­
ment of Environment. Owner-occu­
piers cannot afford to improve their 
rundown houses — and the few that 
can are cheated by a property market 
which designates their neighbourhood 
as " tw i l i gh t " and gives them a very 
poor economic return on their invest­
ment. 

The Tory Council, backed by the 
AMA, is now saying that it is prepared 
to provide a massive subsidy to owner-
occupiers and landlords in all the other 
Urban Renewal areas in Birmingham, 
where there are almost 78,000 houses 
which require attent ion. The cost of 
the A M A scheme, at 1979 prices, 
could total about £500 millions — 
more than twice the cost of giving 
each house an Improvement Grant. A 
large sum, but the sort of cost neces­

sary if the majority of the remaining 
pre-1919 houses are realistically to be 
given a 30-year l i fe. 

The Labour Government refused to 
sanction Birmingham's proposal but in 
August 1979 the Tory minister for 
Housing , John Stanley, approved a 
three-year programme costing £6 
mil l ion to facelift a further 2,000 
houses. The money wil l come f rom 
Inner City Partnership funds and be 
treated therefore as "experimental ." 
Central government is very concerned 
to l imit the facelift idea in this way — 
not only because of its cost implica­
t ions, but because it undermines the 
individual approach to improvements, 
which in turn reinforces the indivi­
dualism of owner-occupation. 

Urban Renewal is in a mess; and in 
most other cities the problems are 

worse than in Birmingham. Even for 
professionals the issues are complex, 
contentious and di f f icul t t o under­
stand. How should residents of the 
inner c i ty areas respond and organise 
if they live in the large areas as yet 
untouched by schemes such as Opera­
t ion Facelift. 

We believe that the Facelift im­
provement scheme should be sup­
ported and that pressure should be 
put on the government to allocate 
money for 'Operation Facelift' to be 
extended to the other 78,000 proper­
ties in the City and elsewhere. After 
all, on a national scale the amount 
required is small and will take many 
years to spend. In any case the alter­
native — clearance — wi l l cost a lot 
more and leave millions of people 
living in substandard housing for much 
longer. This is not to argue, however, 
that there is not a continued need for 
clearance and also for modern council 
housing. 

But, by itself, the Facelift scheme 
does nothing to solve the root causes 
of housing problems in the inner 
areas. It fails to tackle the issues of 
working class owner-occupation, land-
ownership and housing finance. It 
avoids the question of why the State 
should provide massive subsidies to 
prop up a private market providing 
profits to solicitors, estate agents, 
bankers and building contractors. It 
avoids the question — could it be done 
cheaper, and even better through 
municipalisation and Direct Labour? 
We would argue that there are five 
fundamental issues which need to be 
taken up. 

First, to challenge the idea that 
owner-occupation is the solution to 
the housing problems of working class 
people and that council housing is 
only for the poor and needy section 
of the population and as such can 
be badly bui l t and designed. We th ink 
this report shows that Peter Shore's 
argument that "owner-occupation not 
only makes economic sense for the in­
dividual and the communi ty , it also 
satisfies deep seated aspirations in our 
people", is wrong. Inner ci ty residents 
are forced to turn to owner-occupa­
t ion because there is no alternative. 
The prospect of decent council hous­
ing on any scale no longer exists. 

Some local authorities are building 
new houses for owner-occupation in 
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In Spring 1979 Community Forum, Birmingham's Federation of Residents and Tenants Associations launched an Urban Renewal 
Charter. It called for adoption of the AMA's Fabric Repair Grant, higher costs limits for grants, abolition of Rateable Value restrictions, 
more compulsory purchase for non-improvement by landlords, changes in allocation and management policies by Housing Departments 
and Housing Associations, more money for home lending, changes in the Leasehold Reform Act and proper contracts for all improve­
ment grant work. The last demand was backed up during the rest of 1979 by a campaign against Cowboy Builders. An Enquiry into 
building standards was held in July 1979 and the report which resulted formed the basis for further publicity and a Day of Action on 
December 1 , 1979. 

the inner c i ty , but this is only possible 

using extensive subsidies either to the 

builder or to the occupier. On a large 

scale such a solution would be even 

more expensive for the State than 

schemes like 'Operation Facelift ', 

because it would have to be linked 

with clearance. But the costs of such 

clearance could not be passed on to 

the new owner occupiers, wi thout 

escalating house prices beyond their 

reach. 

Secondly, the question of land-

ownership must be tackled in a syste­

matic way. If the Urban Renewal 

policy is to succeed, leasehold land 

cannot be left in the hands of private 

landowners. Birmingham Council has 

been forced to purchase the Norton 

Estate in Saltley f rom Lonrho, and are 

now in the process of selling back 

individual freeholds at cost price to 

those owner-occupiers who wish to 

buy. It has taken 10 years to achieve 

this. Now the struggle begins again in 

the Hutton Estate area to the north 

of the HAA and in the area controlled 

by C & P Estates, now owned by a 

Jersey-based property dealer. Even the 

shopkeepers along the Alum Rock 

Road are demanding municipalisation. 

A l l remaining freehold land in the 

inner city should be taken out of the 

hands of private owners and be 

controlled by the Council. This land 

should be purchased at below market 

COVENTRY TRADES COUNCIL 
The Trades Council Housing Sub-Committee 
ITCHSC) was formed in August 1977 out 
of the recognition by the Trades Council 
that the working ciass in Coventry continues 
to face a major housing crisis. If anything, 
this crisis has worsened over the past few 
years of capitalist recession and inflation, 
with greater insecurity of incomes, employ­
ment and even family life, which themselves 
have often directly caused homelessness 
in the City. Volatile house prices and 
interest rates, and soaring costs of home 
improvements have hit present and pros­
pective owner occupiers hard. The council 
tenant has faced steadily increasing rents 
combined with steadily declining levels and 
standards of building, repairs and main­
tenance. At the same time, over 300,000 
building workers are unemployed. 

Hence the functions of the TCHSC, as 
approved by the delegate meeting in August 
1977, were threefold: 

1. To support and coordinate the efforts 
of community action and other groups 
which organise to tackle housing prob­
lems: homelessness and dangerous or 
hazardous conditions in council houses. 

TAKES ACTION 
especially temporary Part 3 accom­
modation; rent rises; repairs delays; 
damp and the general deterioration of 
housing and environment for working 
class people. 

2. To investigate in detail the ways in which 
the costs and quality of housing for 
working class people in Coventry are 
under attack, and to initiate a programme 
of education and propaganda about the 
situation. 

3. To sponsor local meetings of tenants 
and residents in different parts of the 
City to open up a dialogue about the 
problems experienced, and to build 
a more critical socialist perspective about 
housing in Coventry within the local 
labour and trade union movement. 

It was also agreed to attempt to link the 
struggles of those involved in the production 
of housing (i.e. building workers, particu­
larly those in the City Council building 
services department) with the struggles of 
those involved in its consumption (i.e. 
tenants and residents). 

Over the past 20 months we have made 
modest but decisive progress on all these 

fronts. Above all, we have concentrated on 
supporting, and where appropriate, deve­
loping the struggles against appalling housing 
conditions of various tenants and residents' 
groups, notably in 

Stanley Road, where residents saved 
their houses from the bulldozer and set 
up a tenants cooperative to modernise 
the houses. 

Wood End and Hampton Rd, where 
tenants successfully campaigned for 
better housing conditions, including the 
demolition of some substandard council 
houses. 

Smith St, where the plight of 'temporary 
tenants' has been exposed and a Tenants 
Association set up to abolish this special 
category, rehouse the tenants and 
modernise the houses. 

In addition the TCHSC has set up a working 
party to draft a council tenants charter and 
prepared a programme of activities which 
will draw together council tenants, owner 
occupiers and trade union branches. 
Source: Coventry Trades Council Housing 
Sub Committee Annual Report, March 1979. 
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Operation Facelift has been a test case for the big building firms to show that they can handle Urban Renewal. Picture: Brian Homer 

value, otherwise those residents who 
want to buy back will be no better 
of f buying their freeholds f rom 
the Council than from a private 
property company. 

Th i rd , is the need to raise once 
again the issue of municipalisation. 
When the Labour Government came 
to power in 1974 it was committed 
to a programme in which, " in pr in­
ciple, all rented accommodation wil l 
be municipalised in stress areas and 
some in non-stress areas"1 In practice 
it cut the expenditure available to 
local authorities to purchase and im­
prove tenanted properties to a mini­
mum and pushed as an alternative 
the "social ownership" of housing 
associations. In the Havelock Housing 
Act ion Area, COPEC has done a good 
job , but now it too has had its acquisi­
t ion programme curtailed and is having 
to skimp on improvement works 
fol lowing the failure to raise Housing 
Association yardsticks during 1977. 
'Operation Facelift ' subsidises owner-
occupiers, but not tenants. Instead it 
subsidises landlords, who benefit 
doubly by increasing rents; as a result 
i t is manifestly unjust. 

Four th, the present improvement 
grant procedures should be replaced 
by radical alternatives such as that 
proposed by the AMA in their report 

'Policies for improvement'. But these 
should be linked with much more 
direct responsibility on the Council 
to ensure a high quality of work. 

Finally, the 'Operation Facelift' 
scheme must be challenged on the 
basis that the work is being contracted 
out to private building f irms. Speci­
fically it must be noted that the con­
tracts have been won by large and 
medium-sized firms,such as McAlpines, 
who normally would not have been 
interested in housing renovation work. 

Admittedly the work carried out by 
these large firms has been done more 
efficiently than the one of f house 
improvements carried out by small 
builders. The majority of problems lie 
wi th the necessity of doing the job in 
two stages, e.g. new roofs now sit on 
outbuildings which may be demolished 
shortly for bathroom extensions. But 
the large contractors are really only 
interested in Council work when, as 
is the case now, there is a shortage of 
private work. If, as predicted, a new 
boom in office and commercial 
development takes place in the 1980's 
these large contractors wil l not even 
be interested in tendering. If they do 
it wi l l be because they know the 
local authority has no alternative but 
to agree to any price increases later 
in the contract. Work will become 

shoddy and slow. Nor are the larger 
firms wi th in the private building 
industry any more stable than the 
small ones. Already one of the original 
building f irms. Comfort Systems, has 
declared itself bankrupt, wi th local 
residents subject to all the subse­
quent delays and inconvenience of 
having work half completed. 

There is an alternative to this 
chaotic system — Direct Labour — 
but it is one that the present Council 
have not been prepared to consider. 
The advantages of direct labour to 
building workers are well documented 
elsewhere.2 Besides providing stabil i ty 
of employment and better working 
conditions, however, the main advan­
tage of using direct labour would be 
that it would reduce the costs of the 
"block improvement scheme" and 
improve quali ty. We have already esti­
mated that using the present private 
contractors, about £500 mil l ion wil l 
be required to complete Birmingham's 
78,000 pre-1919 properties. But wi th 
direct labour doing the work at cost, 
the prof i t element would be removed 
and this price would fa l l . In addit ion 
the costs associated w i th the tendering 

1. Labour's Programme, 1973 
2 . "Bui ld ing wi th Direct Labour" CSE 

pamphlet 1978. 
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system — price ringing, poor qual i ty, 
t ime over-runs and excess costs — 
would disappear. Local authori ty 
architects, quantity surveyors and 
other professionals would also f ind 
they had more control of the job, and 
that the supervisory problems pre­
sented by private contractors such as 
Comfort Systems would disappear. 

It wi l l not be easy to get such a 
direct labour organisation established 
at the present t ime. In Birmingham, 
a direct labour organisation was set up 
in 1975 when contractors refused 
to tender, and closed in 1977 due to 
pressure from the local building 
industry, concerned about lack of 
work. But Birmingham, like all 
authorities, does employ housing main­
tenance staff for the modernisation of 
its own houses. The Council itself, 
therefore, knows more about house 
improvement than most large contrac­
tors and its workers have the exper­
tise to carry out the work needed in 
the inner areas. However at present 
direct labour departments are pre­
vented by law f rom carrying out work 
for private owners and therefore 
changes in the law are also required. 

In conclusion, therefore, we are 
arguing that a campaign should be 
organised to support the present 
Council's demand for more goven-
ment money to be allocated to 'Opera­
t ion Facelift' type schemes, but that 
ult imately, to get the Urban Renewal 
programme out of its present mess, 
further measures are needed which 
change the legal and financial arrange­
ments for house improvements. It 
should be recognised that Operation 
Facelift has been support for a failing 
owner-occupied system and that as a 
result owner-occupation itself needs 
challenging.3 Decent council housing 
still needs building. A vigorous munici­
palisation programme is needed includ­
ing the purchase of all private lease­
hold land by the council. 

Beyond the housing question the 
wider issues of the planning and the 
future of inner city areas have to be 
tackled. What is the use of improving 
homes when unemployment continues 
to increase. Socially useful jobs must 
be created and intrusive traff ic and 
other problems dealt w i th as part of 
an overall improvement in the environ­
ment. 
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Tradit ional ly, the Trades Council 
and city's trade unions have not in 
the 1970s involved themselves very 
much in Urban Renewal and the City's 
housing problem. This leaves the City's 
residents and community groups, re­
presented through Community Forum, 
fairly weak and isolated. Often local 
community groups would benefit f rom 
the organising experience and contacts 
wi th in the trade union movement. 

Certainly the reforms outlined 
above wil l not be won wi thout a deter­
mined political campaign. At the 
present t ime, Community Forum is 
attempting a review of the Urban Re­
newal programme and is organising 
a campaign on bad building standards. 
We feel both the Trades Council and 
Community Forum would benefit 
f rom increased contact, perhaps by the 
establishment of a Trades Council 
Housing Committee, along the lines 
of that now operated by Coventry 
Trades Council. Certainly the links 
being bui l t up elsewhere, such as those 
in Sandwell, between UCATT direct 
labour building workers and council 
tenants, seem to be resulting in more 
effective action. 

One thing is certain: whether such 
links get built or not. Urban Renewal 
and Birmingham's housing crisis wi l l 
get worse in the coming years. The 
grant approvals for 1977 sank to 1,700. 
In 1978 they dropped to 1,200. 
It has taken five years to improve 
three small streets in Havelock HAA — 
which means it could take another 
25 years to complete the improvement 
of Saltley alone. 

And this is just in the old pre-1919 
houses; it ignores the repair and main­
tenance problems which are building 
up on council estates like Nechells, 
and on the large inter-war private 
housing estates. 

A report drawn in 1977 by Urban 
Renewal officials, suggests that unless 
the annual rate of improvements can 
be boosted to 4,200 there wil l be a 
huge backlog by 1981 when the first 
post World War One houses reach 60 
years of age. The report comments: 
"most authorities agree that because 
of their generally low quality of con­
struction, the 60+ age will be the end 
of the unrehabilitated useful l ife of 
these properties. Between 1981 and 
2001 about 67,000 of these "between 

wars" privately owned properties wil l 
cross the 60+ years threshold." 

Because, too , Birmingham's 'Opera­
t ion Facelift' is in fact an accident 
dependent on the presence of special 
inner area funds, local authorities 
wi thout such privileges are taking an 
increasingly harder look at their 
improvement and slum clearance pro­
grammes. Health inspectors and other 
building professionals were reminding 
us of their sceptism about improve­
ment programmes, even in 1974. 
Now, once again, articles are re-appear­
ing in professional journals wi th 
titles like "Br ing back the Bulldozers," 
('Environmental Health', August 
1978). 

The whole future of house improve­
ment policies — and in effect the inner 
areas — has therefore reached a crucial 
stage. Birmingham almost alone, has 
broken out of the circle of financial 
constraints to t ry and produce a solu­
t ion which works. But it is one w i th an 
enormous price tag, and in the end wil l 
not work on its own because it is 
based solely upon subsidising a system 
of private housing which is breaking 
down and on a discredited private 
building industry. 

Other local authorities have vir­
tually given up before they started. 
A large proport ion of their professional 
staff still believe that slum clearance 
is the only answer. But this solution 
has an enormous price tag too . 

The Department of the Environ­
ment has already to ld Birmingham 
that they are concerned about the 
implications of 'Operation Facelift ' 
and the resources which are required 
to meet i t . More ominously, they have 
said they feel that "intermediate and 
short term measures would be more 
appropriate in Housing Action Areas". 
Such measures would of course blight 
entire neighbourhoods and effectively 
dry up all private investment. Bir­
mingham's actions are forcing a clari­
f ication of older housing policies. 
Which way wil l the State, once more 
squeezed into a corner, jump? 

For the residents of half-completed 
Housing Act ion Areas, unstarted or 
even undeclared General Improvement 

3. See 'Private Housing and the Working 
Class' — Benwell CDP Final Report 
No.3, for a fuller discussion of the 
contradictions of working class owner 
occupation. 



Areas, the answer is not an academic 
one. For the past 10 years they have 
been coaxed into believing that 
improvement policies are a serious 
attempt to better their housing stan­
dards. Some, especially those in early 
middle age with low mortgage and 
family commitments, have been con­
vinced and begun to apply for grants. 
Many, of course, become deterred by 
the level of cost, but the slow trickle 
of improvements could add up to size­
able investment of working class 
income over a period of years. 

Now the situation is changing. As 
a result it is not a wise moment to 
carry out any major improvements. 
To do so could place people in the 
same position as about 30 residents 
in Phillimore, Havelock and George 
Arthur Roads in Havelock HAA, 
many of whom are working over-time 
to pay off the loans they needed to 
pay for their improvements. A lot of 
this work has now been done for free 
— and to much better standards — 
by the Council in their neighbours' 
houses. Today, anyone improving their 
house should bear in mind that the 

Government could be forced to change 
the grant system along the lines sug­
gested by the AMA, within the next 
12 months. 

On the other hand if "short term 
measures" are applied widely, some 
improvement areas may find they have 
once again become Clearance Areas. 
As the Council only pays market 
value for houses it buys compulsorily 
and as, according to research published 
by the Department of Environment 
itself,4 market value is not being 
affected very much by the value of 
improvements, it is clear that owning 
an improved house in a Clearance 
Area will result in financial loss. 

The odds are heavily stacked in 
favour of the State increasing its com­
mitment to improvement policies and 
putting, reluctantly, more money into 
inner area rehabilitation. The most 
powerful reason for arguing this is that 
it would still be cheaper than whole­
sale clearance. It would also prevent 
any major expansion of council 
housing. By supporting the existing 
owner-occupiers in the inner city with 
even bigger grants and by keeping 

THE 1980 HOUSING (FAILURE) ACT 

In November 1979 the new Tory govern­
ment circulated a Consultation Paper which 
wi l l fo rm the basis for a Housing Bill to alter 
the Improvement Grant system. The Bil l 
wi l l probably become law during 1980 and 
is similar to proposals previously made by 
the Labour Government, early in 1979. 

The proposals do l i tt le more than t inker 
w i th the existing system. But they do 
reflect growing awareness that poor owner 
occupiers cannot afford to improve their 
houses to a decent standard and that there 
is a mounting problem of disrepair. However, 
instead of taking up the AMA's proposals 
for a Fabric Repair Grant or extending the 
principles of Birmingham's Operation Face­
l i f t , the government hopes to solve the 
problem by reducing standards. Grants 
are to be linked in future to "reasonable" 
standards of repair, not the the present 
" g o o d " standard. A flexible grant system 
wil l operate enabling local authorities to 
grant aid almost any individual item of 
repair or improvement, irrespective of the 
fitness for human habitation of the house. 
The emphasis wi l l be on giving more state 
subsidy for minor repairs and improvements 
and directing the grant system more speci­
f ically at those wi th l imited means. 

Other proposals wi l l remove various 
restrictions on grants, especially the rule 

municipalisation to a minimum, the 
private market in housing can itself 
be supported and perhaps even ex­
tended. 

Faced with a changing political and 
economic situation residents of the 
inner areas need to know what to do 
about their houses. As indicated above, 
they would be unwise to do anything 
at present. If they have savings, these 
would be better invested in someone 
else's house, through a building 
society. But more money will not be 
put into the inner area housing just 
because Birmingham Council is show­
ing the way and the AMA is proposing 
a similar scheme; an Improvement 
Grant 'strike' could therefore be very 
effective. Changes to improvement 
policies are inevitable but the kind 
of changes — and their value to inner 
city residents — will depend on the 
level of political action in the inner 
areas themselves^ 

that owner occupiers must live in the house, 
5 years after receiving a grant. The Rateable 
Value limits in HAAs wil l be abolished and 
environmental works in HAAs may get more 
government subsidy. Addit ional subsidies 
wil l also be available to local authorities 
that sell improved houses, but f ind that the 
sale price does not cover the cost of improve­
ment and purchase — yet further official 
recognition that the housing market does 
not reflect the ful l cost of improving older 
properties. 

Most of the proposals are based on a 
report writ ten for the Department of 
Environment in July 1979 by the National 
Building Agency fol lowing a survey of local 
authority grant administrat ion. In addi­
t ion there has been of course considerable 
pressure on the DoE by local authorit ies, 
building societies and property associations 
ever since 1974 to remove the restric­
tions on grants. The proposals wil l remove 
a limited amount of housing stress — if 
applied successfully by local authorities 
— and increase the state's commitment to 
owner occupation. But they wil l not provide 
the kind of financial support needed if owner 
occupation in pre 1919 areas is to bring 
satisfactory standards of housing. These 
areas wil l continue into decline during the 
1980s unless the present system is total ly 
changed. 

4 . Department of Environment Improve­
ment Research Note 3-77, GIAS 1969-
76, March 1978, Page 38 . 
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Housing Action Areas were introduced in 
1974 in order to concentrate housing 
improvement policies and finance on the worst 
areas of inner city housing and stress. The 
local authority is given five years to complete 
each HAA. The Havelock HAA, in East 
Birmingham, was declared in March 1975 
and in the government statistics for 1980 will 
be shown as "complete". But this has not 
been achieved using the powers and finance 
available under the 1974 Housing Act. 

This report shows how Birmingham City 
Council had to provide an additional subsidy 
of £1,200,000 in order to complete the 
improvement of this small area of only 380 
houses. The report challenges the widely 
accepted view that owner-occupation can ever 
be a solution to working class housing 
problems, as well as detailing the inadequacies 
of existing improvement policies and the 
Inner City Partnership Programme. 
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