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Preface

This paper is a preliminary attempt to analyse the initiation and development
of the proposed co-operative on the GLC's Wellington Mills egtate, DBecause
it wags asked for in relation to the potential establishment of an experimental
estate, it concentrates heavily on the role of the GLC and the influence of
their approach on the co-operative., Whereas it may appear rather negative
and critical in some respects, it should be read in the context of the fact
that this is the first attempt.to establish a co-operative on a new local
authority estate and hence was likely to be far from ideal. Thus the GLC
have been working to some extent 'in the dark' particularly with regard to

the :availability of material which might explain simply and clearly what

co~operatives are about,

It is based on nine months of attending tenants meetings informal discussions
with & number of the tenants and with GLC officers, There are many tenants

on the estate with whom I have had little or no contact and hence my judgments
about overzll attitudes must be regarded as particularly tentative. In
particular it is impossible to judge at this stage the general level of
commitment to the co-operative.

An estate run by a tenant's committee with a relatively low level of involve-
ment in decision-making by the tenant body generally bui which ran the estate
efficiently from the point of view of maintenance and mgnagement might be
tauceessfult from the polint of view of tenant satisfaction. On the other hand
this would not necessarily satisfy the criteria of some of the advocates of
‘co-operation' who see a form of 'participatory democracy' and a nevw 'sense of
community' as important goals. Such complex issues are not dealt with hére,
although there is aﬁ implicit assumption that information about the running
of an estate should be freely available %o &ll, so that opportunities for
decision-making should be available to dl1l tenaants,
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Backggound

The plan to set up a tenants! co-operative on a newly constructed estate was
conceived in the summer of 1975, following the opening of negotiations with
a committee of local activists in the St. Katherines estate, an un-modernised

inter-war estate in Wapping. The Chairman of the GLC Housing Management

Committee, Tony Judge, felt that the GLC should foster a co-operative on a new

estate as a contrasting experiment. Wellington Mills was selected as the only
suitable estate due for handover im the near fubure, it's main attractive

feature being its smallness.

The whole process from the conception to the initiation of the scheme was
very rapid, being undertaken on tChairman's action'! without prier Committea
aﬁproval. e method and substance of the proposal ran into some opposition
in Committee, by which time, howeveXr, the process of selecting tenants was

under way.

The Fstais

The Wellimgton Mills eataiw consists of 138 dwellings in eight blocks arranged
round three sides of each of two oblong greens set at right angles 1o each
other. The open end of the greens faea the new extention of Morley College

of Further Education. Some of the blocks, which are not all physically
distinot in the usual way,share comaon welkways, which are regarded by the
residents as little 'streets'. At the time of writing 112 tenants are
ocoupying six of the eight blocks, and a aumber of separate 'identities' are

develoving, based on the physical divisions, which tend to coincide with

phased letting.

Selection of the tenants

The estate is being handed over in four phases, three of which are compié%e.
Finally of the 138 dwellings, 74 will have been previously GLC tenants and
the remaining 64, Lambeth Borough Council. The initial handover of 50
dwellings took place in Docembar 1975 and the first 50 tenants, all from the
GLO's quota, * moved in almost immediately.

In order to select the tvanguard! of 57 tenants, an initial pool of 1000 names

in aporopriate size categories was obtained from the iransfer list, These

% Tambeth were refusing to nominate tenants at that time (zee below)
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were drawn from particular groups including tenants in clearance areas, those
requesting fransfers for health reasons, overcrowding and underoccupation.
From this list those with arrears of £25 tsteady or growing'! or whose house-
hold standards had been assessed by the GLC housing visitor in the two lower
categories* were then dropped. Of the remainder the first 200 were sent
letters explaining the scheme in the broadest terms and inviting them to &
meeting at County Hall in October 1975 which was addressed by the Chairman of
the Housing Management Committee and senior officials. At the meeting the
schenme was outlined in greater detail and the responsibilities which the

tensnts would be agsuming for the managzement and maintenance of the estate.

0f those attending the meeting, about 120 filled in application forms for the
estate and were subsequently interviewed by two GLC officials., Hach applicant

was assessed on possession of three atiributes:

1) 1links with the area

11) possession of basic skills relevant to membership of a
co-operative

1ii) “he likelihood of their being *good co-operators!

They were pointed on each of these attributes and the 50 highest scores offered
places.

In fesponse §o eriticism of the'scheme and, in particular the gelection oriteria,
the remainingA LG nominees were chosen in a slightly different way: GLC tenants
(including clearance cases) who had wrilten in to 'enquire! about the eatate
were invited to interview and the 'basle skills' criterion wag dropped. This .
resulted in a further 100 or so interviews for 24 more ‘places, The Lambeth
nominees were not sifted on the same compeiitive basis however, Each nominee
was interviewed by a team of two GLC officers, a Lambeth officer and a Lambeth
couneillor; interviewees were only rajeetéd if they did not =seem interested

in or capable of grasping the idea of the co-cperative.

The interviews were, I thought, reasonably well conducted. Much of the
interview was taken up by GLC officials explanations of the responsibilities
which tenmants would be taking on in the management of the estate, and accounts

of the various functions which would have to be carried out. Tanants were

N¥B: At the time of writing I have not spoken to anyone in Lambeth about how
they obtained the initial pool that they neminated for interview.
At the time there were four categories - excellent, good, averagei poor, I was tol

that, confusingly, given the terminology, only 205 of tenants fell into the 'averas
angd 'poor' groups.




WelilllFWoL ILLLe = J4iie L4LEh LA fRLLamess

then asked questions about their reasons for being interested in a co-operative
and their willingness to abide by democratic gdecisions. Many percexved the
co-op terms of human relationships. 'Tt would be more friendly like in the

o0ld days' was a common reaction amongst many people interviewed. Their other
major theme was the control of vandelisn which some peoplerlinked with the poor
performance of GLC management on other estates and to the decline which had _
set in subsequent to an influx of 'problem families!. A leasser number referred
to the adventage of having maintenance under the control of the tenants. |
Virtually no-one raised the possibility that it would be cheaper. It was

the actual quality of life that was uppermost,

3. Opposition %9 the plans

As already mentioned the anmouncement of plans for the co-op aroused a storm
of protest, The local Labour‘Party, community groups and tenants organisations
objected. Lambeth Council initially refused to participate in the schemsa on
the grounds that insufficient attention was being paid to housing need in the
selection of tenants and too much to the possession of 'basic gkillst, A
local community organisa® ion, the Association of Waterloo Groups, protested
vigorously on the grounds that they had not been consulted, that the selection
of tenants was ‘'elitist! ahd that it hed failed to take into accouni local
housing needs, The lack of congultation was particularly irksome, they felt,
in view of the fact that their voice had already been recognised by the
Lambeth and GLC plarming departments 23 being representative of local opinion
in other matters affecting the future of the area, There are a number of

run down estates nexrby, and it is felt that families from elsewhera axre

being 'dumped’ on some, Meanwhile there is the familiar problem in inner-city
areas of industrial decline and the loss of young families to the area. As
Wellington Mills was the first estate to be built in the area for nmany years
it was strongly felt that the area's special needs should have bzen taken

into account in filling i%. Sone of this feellng can be geen a8 an
wnavoidable expression of anger on behalf of individuals who would have liked
to have been housed on the estate, This would probably have occurred
jrrespective of the seiting up of a co~operative., Additionally the flocal
"1inks! element in the selection procedure actually meant ?@at a far greater
proportion of lettings were made to local families than would be the case in

a normal newly occupied GLC estate,
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This predictable reaction was, however, exacerbated by the fact that the GLC!'s
selection proceaure wag felt to be producing an 'elite' of privileged tenants *%
who were not in ‘housing need', while urgent cases in local prefabs and so

on were bypassed. Different bodies had different objections, Lambeth Council
objected to the fhasic skills' requirement, but appeared to accept the vetting
for good co-operators. The Association of London Housing Estates, however,
objected to the concept of selection by judging applicants interest in
co~operatives, although their grounds for doing so were not very clear, for

the basis of this criticism seemed to be thait it was impossibdle to make such

g judgment accurately in an interview situation.

4. Formation of the Steering Committee

The first 50 tenants who had been chosen from those who had attended the
initial public meeting moved on to the estate in early December 1975. At the
beginning of January 1976 the GLC held a meeting of that first group , once
again outlining the functions which managing an estate would involve, explain-
ing the need for a Committee and indicating the timing of further block
handovers,
The ‘enants were informed that they were expected to .elect a Steering
Committee (at that meeting) to begin discussions with the GLC about the
agreement which was to be concluded as rapidly as possible, One of the
tenants who later became, and remains, the Secretary, objected, pointing out
that such an election should be postponed until people had a chance to get

- 1o know each other.

Concern was expressed by tenants at that meeting that any Lambeth nominees =k
to the Co-op should be subject to the same 'vetting' (the vogue term on the -
estate) as the initial 50. An assurance was given that this would be so,
althougn whether this assurance was strietly carried out is a debatable point.
The issue haz been raised on meveral occasionz since by the Committes and

_ others.

A meeting was held in Morley College about ten days later whexe a film about
the use of video in the community and a number of brief video interviews

with tenants of the estate were shown by tutors at Morley College, followed

by the election. Despite the postponement of the election it was avident

that few people really knew who they were electing., The election took place on

R R T N
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a hlock by block basis (three blocks being cccupied at the time) and in one
block the two committee members were chosen by lot from four nominations,
The Cormittee chose a Secretary, Chairman and Treasurer from within its

number. No pericd of office was iaid down, nor any terms of reference.

Since the election of the original Commitiee there have been four resignations
in place of whom three more members have besn co-opted (one fewer co-optation
was made to allow more room for members from other blocks in the full
committee, which, it was decided, should number twelve), Four more

- Committee members have been elected, two from each succeeding intake of new

tenants {in groups of 32 and 24 respectively), leaving two more to be
elected from the final group of 32 who are expected to move in at the
beginning of October. |

It wesoriginally expected that the estate would be full by mid-June, that
negotiations would be completed on a draft agreement by that time, and that
the document would be submitted to the Secretary of Stats for a draft
agreement by August or September this year. In fact the handovers have been
delayed and no serious negotiations have yet taken place. '

The 'Character! of the Estate

In considering the background to thesze developments there are a number of
factors which are important in understanding the 'world-view! of Wellington
Mills terants, Firstly, the population of the estate is relatively eldarly. Q{
According to the GLC's own analysis of their tenants (74 out of 138 in total)
over 605 of heads of household are ageé 46 or over, Erom what I have seen

of the first group of ex-lambeth nominees, their group is unlikely to be

mach different,

Secondly it is almost entirely white skilled or semi-skilled working clééé. _4_
So far, out of 106 tenants only two are black (both West Indian)., Many of

them were anxious to leave previous estates which were 'going down' because

of 'the type of person the GLC was putting in', Undoubtedly such sentiments

frequently disguise racial antagonism: sometimes people are quite expliecit. ;k-

Thirdly there is a strong sense of the estate's apartuess, difference and,
perhaps, superiority, oving to the feeling of selectiveness, of privilege (at
being chosen to be in the 'first' co-operative in a new estate) and of being

a possible model for the future {a feeling quite clearly intensified by this
study!)
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Anotherlfeature o NERES o the dominance of
committee pmembers with trade union experience, particularly in the printing

industry. At this point it is difficult to say exactly how this affects

matters, but I feel that some of the formality which the Committee insists
on, and its view of its own role is partly influenced by the atyle and

traditions of trade unionism.

Mhe Committee's Role in Practice

Although the original brief of the Steering Cormittee, a8 proposed by the GLC,
was to negotiate the agreement, the main function of the Comnittee 8O faxr

has been to act ag a pressure EToUp for tenants! complaints about building
fanlts and maintenance. Tn this respect they have been most vociferous, atb

one point threatening a rent gtrike, a press conference and legal action against
the GLG. They have accurately percelved their strong bargaining position

given the CLC's interest in maintaining their good will, and have used it

?ully. Accordingz to a GLC official, in effect they are the gtrongest tenants'

asgociation they have.

A major-element in this has been the tenants! sense firgtly that they are
Vhand-picked! and therefore superior and secondly that because of the
special nature of the estate they should be given priority for repairs and
other services. They have undnubtedly heen given some priozity though the
GLC has continually repinded them that they awe, until 2 co-operative is
established, ‘ordinaxry GLC ténants‘, and thus not entitléd‘to special
treatment. Clearly the GLC, to aveid further criticism from other quarters,
must avoid any admigsion that Wellington Mills is in any way receiving extra

attention,. .

. Tnis continual pressure for immediate attention to faults has occupied the

Committee to such an extent that only a very few discussions have taken

place with the GLC aboub progress towards a co~operative, and the Coﬁmittee
have repsatedly stated that they have no intention of taking overlig'estate gg
antil they are satisfied wis thak & w s-_&“(i TP ' ‘

Apart from the concern over the condition of the estate ths Compmittee have
falt it necessary to adopt an attitude on various matiers of estate

'gnvernment’. The mosT controversizl matter was a dispute which quicikly arose
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over whether or not children should be allowed to play on the green {on to

N 1i-which the old people's dwellings back). Very early in its 1life, the

{0

Committee wrote to the 50 tenants asking them Yo keep their children off the
green. This action provoked an immediate respon3e in the form of a tround
robin' objecting %o the move from somé tenants with young children., The

issue was eventually resolved by obtaining & ruling from the ¢LC, but not hefore
a stormy General Meeting. '

A practical difficulty which has jntensified the difficuliies over the green
has been the faot that a small sunken play area for young children built

into the other green has not been available until recently (July) and even
now is not 'handed over'!. (Thers are complaints about itz safety, a8 it is
gunk about six feet into the second green. There is nothing to gtop children
from falling off the edge).

A major problem here and in other areas of the Committees' work has been the
jpdeterminacy of their gtatus . As a GLC official said 'they are somewhere
in between a tenants' association and a fully fledged co—operative’. The
result of this has been fhat, while they have no actual anthority to make
ruleg aboul the estate, thgy*haye assumed an exhortatory role and have
océasionally acted in a heavy-handed panner. EBight months after the eleotion

of the Committee they ¢till have no constitution or terms of reference.

There have been a few meetings between the Sterring Committee and GLC officérs.
The two alternatives of a management and a non-equily co~oparative have been
aiscussed (as defined by Circular 8/16). Another meeting discussed the
financial arrangements whiéh the GLC is proposing for the co-operative. The
CLC have generally waited for the committee to take the initiative in asking

for meetings or requesiing information.

Tha OCormitites and the Tenantg

HMeanwhile the remainder of the tenants have been.in a complete limbo, having
received little information avout what has heen going ol Since the meeting

at which election of cormittee members from the first 50 tenantaltook place,
only two general meetings have been held and some ‘tenants feel that the
committee has not been keeping then adequately informed. Genéral meetings have'
been taken up with concern over matters like use of *he groell, car parking and

building faults and little information has been passed on about the form that




{the co-operative is likely to take or the terms of the agreement,

The Committee elected from the first 50 tenants was given copies of a draft
agreement but was instructed not to.divulge the contents to anyone else.
Part of the difficulty is that members of the Committee have themselves been
struggling to grasp and digest the contents of the agreement and ivo papoers
(the ones explaining the differences between the two types of co-operative
and the other explaining the proposed financial arrangements ). All the
tenants bave received the former paper, but it was agreed not to discuss it
at the last General Meeting to avoid repetition when the remaining tenants
moved in., Only the Committee,however, have seen the second, and it was
evident from the last General Meeting that some misconceptions are circulating
about the financial arrangements (in part emanating from committee members
who, at that time had not received the relevant document).

Although all the tenants have received the management/non-equity paper, few

are likely to understand it, They have not had the opportunity of having it
explained by an expert, although the GLC has several times offered to send
officers to Gemeral Meetings, This, and the consequent lack of discussion
about the-future co-op at the General Meetings (and indeed the small number

of general meetings) is partly due to the Seoretary's anxiety to control the i
flow of information to other tenants - witness his distress when some of *
them went to a local advice centre and his hostile reaction to a suggestion
that Morley College obtain a film about another co-op to show to Wellington
Mills tenants. It is also partly due to the rest of the Committee's
uncertainty about their grasp of the ideas, and to some doubt as to whether
it is worth discussing matters concerning the future co-operative until the
estate is fully occupied. '

I think the GLC is fo some exteni aware of this situation. Their original
document setiing out their timetable for negotiations envisaged that each-
meeting between the GLC and the committee would be followed by a general
neeting of the tenants at which the committee would report back and that

there would be further general meetings at two monthly intervals to review
progress. VWnether they will press thess issues when serious negotiations begin
and whether the committee will accept their advice remain to be seen.

Certainly they have not raised the issue of internsl democraecy so far and

may well be accused of interference by the Committee if they do.,
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The Role of the Secretary

Within the Committee the gecretary has,by virtue of his forceful personality,
authoritative manner and position vigs-a-vis the GLC, been entively dominant.
His self-confidence and determination have provided strong leadeféhip but in
s marmexr which continues %o concentrate power in his hands. He hég absoxrbed
information {not always_accurately) faster than and made up his mind more
decisively on many jgsues then the reast of the committee; he is an‘gxperienoed
trades uwnionist in the printing trade and has 1ittle patience with tgose who
challenge his view. :

Other, less experienced, Commitice members who wished to take ‘the pace nore
slowl& and spread responsibility mowe evenly clashed with the Secretary and
there have been four resignations over the first eight months, including the
only %two women on the commitiee, who were most strongly opposed to his style
and who wanted more Yopen goverrment', with tenants being kept moxre
adequately informed of the comnittee's activities. (Committee meetings ars
closed and although minutes are officially available to be read by the rest
of the estate, committee members tond to regard business &g teonfidentialt,
There is no newsletter.) fTue women also objected to the fact that as they
gaw it, the Commitiee was trying to run the estate, 'like a union, not a
family estate'.

The Seoretary's response was to .characterise ‘the opposition' as tobatructive'
and 'ipexperienced' and he has taken the line that the Commitfee's job is to
digeat the information passad on by the GLG, negotiate the agreement and
present the finished article to the tenanta for their approval or disapproval.

His model of estate democracy is trepresentative’ rather than 'participatory'.

Cleaily it is a matier of values as to whether one likes ox dislikes thia
gituation and whether one thinks it is appropriate or inappropriate. ~
Certainly there are many practical reasons why it is difficvlt to involve all
tne membership in the process and arguable that there would be little real

poind in holding general meetings until the estate is fully occupied,

3
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Problems of the Wellington Mills Set-up

Most previous co-operatives, of course, have begun with a relatively small
committed vanguard group who have negotiated the terms under which the
co~-oparative iz to be established. ‘The exigtence of sueh a group has been
the essential foree in the creation of most co-operatives. These pioneers
have tended to place a strong emphasis on participation in deciaion—making,
and to be ready to diffuse their powers ocnce the co-operative is established,
In any case the stimulug and information invut to the co-op has come from a
body other than that with whom the co—ob has had to necotiate itg status,

Where Wellington Mills is concerned, the initial tvanguard' did not exist,

nor was there time to create it (as the GLC recognised in their initial plans),

Hence the rapld process of assembling the occupants of the estate, In my

view it is not desirable to proceed as rapidly as this fo fill an estate in

a situation where there is no 'core group' with a clear pﬁrpose and

experience or working together, unless the tenants have all been well briefed
and have had an opportunity to learn about and assimilate the theory and
yractice of housing co-overatives. What seems to have happened in Wellington
Mills, although it will not necessarily continue like this, is that on the

one hand the tenants have occupied the eatate on equal terms, but because

of the inadequate information bése, a firm information hierarchy has

developed with the majority of tenants excluded, i{

Another question about the Wellington Mills arrangement is that people who

are providing 'co-operative education"are also the chief GLC negotiators

of the agreement, and are perceived by the tenants as liaison officera on - -
matters of day-to-day manzagement, The two officers corcerned constitute a
newly established 'eo~operative section' within the GLC, consisting of a
senior officer (previously engaged in negotiations vetweeon the GLC and the
boroughs over housing developments) and a junior officer, recently qualified
in housing management., These officers, under the aegis of the Senior Assistant
Dixector of Housing Hanagement alse hava respongibility for allecation and
transfer matters for Wellington Mills, while maintenance matters remain the
responsibility of the area office, The two 'co-operatives' officers have been,
however, continually presgured by the fenants over maintenance and caretaking
matters, and are perceived by the tenants as a lever to obtain better sorvice
from the area office. Conversely, inaction on the tenants' demands over
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rapairs and other estate matters is seen to reflect on the commitment of the
GLC co-operatives team. DPerhaps information and advice should be available
from a source other than that body with whom an agreement is fo be concluded
in order to avoid any possible conflict of interest and to open up alternative
possibilities of organisation and structure. The Wellington Mills experience
suggests that there are likely to be difficulties where the body who is
providing 'co-operative education' is also the landlord. At Wellington Millas
the diffusion of information to the tenants, and, in my view, the Committee's
willingness to accept information from the GLC has been inhibited by this
dual role,

Tt goes almost without saying that tenant involvement should be instituted

. from the earlieat possible moment at the design stage or earlier, although
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authority estates. Ceriainly at Wellington Mills, many of the difficulties
and anxieties of the 'settling in' phase might have been eased had the tenants

or their representatives had a more responsible role in supervising the

. handover and subsequent six-month inspection, BEven some kind of guarantee

from the GLC about thé;qonﬂition of the sstate when handed over {o the

tenants might have eased the fear that, as the Secretary put it, ‘we were
promised a Rolls-Royce and we are being given a broken down old Ford'. At

one stage it was a frequent complaint that 'no-one wants to take responsibility
for anything'. Yenants were.unclear as to whether faults were to be

rectified by the GLC or the’building contractors. This confusion was
compounded. by the ambiguous role of the co-operatives section in the management
department - who had no official Jurisdiction whatsoever over design,
construction or maintenance matters, but were forced to intervene in those
matters by the Steering Committee whensver they were dissatisfied with the
responss from the area office,




