F THERE is a monument to the
futile process of palliating the
social effects of poverty instead of facing
up to the economic causes, it is surely the
council house.

Council houses, rent rebates, rate
rebates, social security payments, the
whole bloated jumble of welfare state
largesse, all have one thing in common:
they all do their bit to camouflage the
unpalatable truth that in this late 20th
century we still have huge numbers of sane
and healthy people who are unable to
support themselves without State
assistance.

Despite all the advances in science and
technology since the industrial revolution,
despite the massive increases in wealth
production that have flowed from the
mechanisation, automation, computerisa-
tion and the rest, it is still only aid from the
State that separates millions of British
people from the breadline.

The council house stands as the

visible reminder of the deep-seated

poverty that material progress, by
itself, is powerless to eradicate.

Given the option, few people would
choose to live under the authoritarian
landlordship of a local authority. But
poverty closes the door of choice. In the
past, the only escape for council house
tenants has been via the ladder of a higher
income and moving into the freer pastures
of private enterprise housing. But in recent
years another alternative has opened up:
the prospect of buying your house from
the council and, without even having to
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call in the removal men, making the transi-
tion from deferential council tenant to
independent owner-occupier.

From about 2,000 or so a year in the
1950s to some 25,000 a year in the "70s,
the number of council house sales has
grown dramatically. The Conservative
Party has been vigorous in its support of
sales. The Labour Party has been equally
vehement against.

It is difficult to see why the difference of
view between the two parties should have
been magnified to the dimensions of a
grand emotional controversy. The councils
are presumably glad to get shot of landlord
responsibilities which have become an
unnecessary burden. At the prices asked
by some councils the tenant would be a
mug indeed if he did not take advantage of
their generosity. And he, surely, does not
transfer from the proletariat to the
capitalist plutocracy on starting to pay a
mortgage instead of rent?

Yet the debate continues, and now we
have a 50-page booklet* by three Nott-
ingham citizens seeking to prove that Nott-
ingham Council have already thrown
away £75m by selling 5,000 houses and
that, nationwide, the losses would total
£1,200m for every 100,000 houses sold.

The proof of the pudding is in the eating,
but the evidence served up in this booklet
seems likely to produce mental indigestion
in many a non-mathematician reader.
Assumptions about the future levels of
council rents and costs jostle freely with
other assumptions about future mortgage
rates, future subsidies, future levels of tax
relief and future interest rates. Estimates of
money to be received at dates in the future
have to be discounted for assumed future
levels of inflation. The graphs and the
calculations ripple across the pages,
swamping the reader’s perception as the
authors reach their predictable conclusion.

One wonders why it was necessary for
them to devote such meticulous effort to
proving something that seems obvious. If
local authorities sell off their houses at the
give-away prices so many of them seem to
fix, they can hardly avoid financial losses
on those particular buildings.

But this hardly proves that their partial
withdrawal from the housing market is
against the long-term interests of the
ratepayer or the taxpayer. Nor does it
throw any light at all on the far more
important question of why the economic
set-up of the 1980s, after long periods of
both Conservative and Labour rule, still
produces a class which lacks the means to
provide its own roof over its head.

*Where have all the assets gone?
Nottingham Alternative Publications, £1.
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and otherwise — are looking for
squirrels rather than axes.

People — certainly those in
America — scarcely bothered with
government until mass unemploy-
ment and widespread economic
distress aroused them to demand that
government do something, as they
saw no other way out. Government
did indeed ‘“do something”, and
aggrandized itself en route. One could
even raise the question whether “the
remedy is worse than the disease.”

Whatever the case, people are not
going to turn back. Hayek, Friedman
and Co. say that unemployment
would be solved if only labour would
accept lower wages; then industry
would hire more labour. They say we
must let go of all the props and suffer
a depression. Then on the other side
of the depression (if we live through
it) will be a nice shining free economy.

This is not a convincing case.
Might as well say industry should
accept lower profits and go on
producing anyway, for the sake of the
economy. The new conservative
answer is not much better than the
old. It is perhaps a little more refined
— it wants things run the old way
except not to say “‘the people be
damned.” Have we not been through
all that? Allowing land monopoly to
stay and turning back the clock
would simply be a case of repeating
history instead of learning from it.

The case of Proposition 13 bears
this out. By and large the reduction of
taxes has benefited the larger property
owners. People find they still want
public services, so sources of revenue
other than the property tax have to be
found. The *“tax revolt” has not swept
the country as predicted. Basically,
people do know that “there is no free
lunch”, and this goes for government
services, t00.

The current swing to conservatism
is not a decisive one. It is tentative
and cyclical in nature. When “liberal”
governments go too far with their
taxes and interventions, the electorate
tends to go conservative. But when
conservative governments fail to
deliver economic improvement, back
they go to liberal again!

The philosophy espoused by Henry
George sees both sides of the problem
— the dangers from private monopoly,
especially land monopoly — and the
dangers from big government and
high taxes. If a critic of the current
scene can see the dual nature of the
situation, and propose to deal with it
accordingly, then it doesn’t matter if
he is called a conservative, a liberal,
or No name.
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