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Introduction – by Iain MacInnes 
On the 8

th
 of April a conference was held to bring together tenants and homeowners to 

discuss some of the problems that are affecting our communities, some of the ways we 

can organise to challenge these problems, and ways in which we can support each other 

in doing so.  The conference was also aimed at bringing together people active in 

community based organisations such as tenants associations, residents associations and 

community councils, in a way that currently no forum provides.   

It is the sincere hope of the organisers of this first conference that the following 

document is discussed and debated by all those active in promoting the ideas and practice 

of community self-organisation, whether that be as part of a residents organisation 

somewhere in the city, or as part of a wider campaigning body or network.  We hope also 

that this document is a useful first step towards a Glasgow based organisation composed 

of local residents associations and similar organisations that can really act to address the 

vacuum that we see across our communities.  We feel at the moment there is a real and 

pressing need for such an organisation, but we are confidant that if we continue to work 

together, from the foundations we have, as a residents movement, been establishing such 

an organisation, and a better fairer city are within our grasp.      

Main Session 
John Carracher, Chair of the Scottish Tenants' Organisation spoke first.  In his speech 

John eloquently addressed the sham consultations and manipulation of Tenants by 

government phonies and cronies. These serve only to incorporate Tenants into an agenda 

designed to prevent the asking of unwanted questions about a process and agenda not of 

the peoples’ making. John also promoted the up coming Annual General Meeting of the 

STO which is to be in Perth on 6
th
 May 2006 at the Albert Halls, Perth (for more 

information Tel:07976718111).  John also spoke about the real need for communities to 

organise and empower themselves, making mention of the fact that the only way 

communities could achieve real meaningful participation was through empowering 

themselves and working to their own agenda.  He also drew on the Scottish Tenants 

Organisation’s historic roots in the city, noting how it was born out of the Glasgow Rent 

Strikes, where ordinary people, and more particularly ordinary Glaswegian women stood 

up to challenge the oppressive landlords and appalling housing conditions that prevailed 

at the time.  John was also keen to stress to us that whatever happens nationally also 

happens locally, and that the changes we were seeing in Glasgow in relation to former 

council housing were very much part of the national agenda of Communities Scotland, 

and that this was why hand in hand with organising locally, tenants and communities 

needed to organise nationally, and the STO was there to act as that voice. 

Sean Clerkin, Chair of the Glasgow Save Our Homes Campaign, pointed out that around 

one third of Glasgow’s ex Council Housing stock is under threat of demolition even 

though these are structurally sound building. The question arises- where are the cities 

more than 12,000 homeless supposed to be housed? Glasgow City Council has, in law, a 

duty to house the homeless but few ways of ensuring this happens, as Glasgow Housing 

Association now control the stock and the GHA do not have any duty in law to house 

people.  



Dave Morris, Secretary of the Haringey Federation of Residents Associations, London 

pointed out that people’s quality of life is not just about bricks and mortar, vital as these 

are. He broadened the focus to take in the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ (granite and greenery)  

environment  in communities and the need for communities to set local agendas for 

planning action. This could arise either as a reaction to how the dictated glossy plans are 

imposed or may have evolved as local initiatives created by neighbourhoods themselves. 

Dave highlighted the need for local challenges to racism and debates on issues such as 

Identity Cards and questioning of government priorities and how these might affect 

community health and relations.  Government Priorities such as £50 million pledged by 

the Government to the areas affected by last year’s tsunami compared to the more than £6 

billion the Government has spent on the Iraq invasion and occupation. Put another way, 

£50 million is spent every five and a half days in our name by our UK administration on 

the war.  He argued that communities have a right to a say in how the national cake is cut 

to best defend our local interests. 

While he agreed that although there may be many differences between Glasgow and the 

London burgh of Haringey many of the problems we face are similar or even the same, 

such as the constant battles to cope with the wave after wave of manipulation by 

government at all levels. A recent example of this was how having rejected ‘housing 

stock transfer’, Haringey was invited to become an ALMO (Arms Length Management 

Organisation) but to make it more appealing to tenants it has been renamed 

‘Homes4Haringey’.   This too has received the thumbs down from the Residents 

Consultative Forum as it was seen that it could lead to privatisation.  Haringey tenants 

attended a national meeting at Westminster Parliament to demand investment-without-

strings for Council housing. They were joined by 13,000 from across the country.  With 

Scotland currently faced with dubious planning legislation there may be lessons to be 

learned from the London situation.   His parting appeal was to take inspiration from 

Glasgow’s radical free thinking past and not to allow artificial divisions to divert us away 

from what unites us. 

 Jenni Marrow, East Edinburgh Against Stock Transfer (EAST), and Pennywell Tenants 

and Residents Association said the press talked down their successful VOTE NO 

campaign saying that the tenants of Edinburgh had rejected an historic opportunity but 

Jenni revelled in the good sense of the tenant’s rejection of a privatisation process which 

lacked clarity and had no proper financial plan. 

“Glasgow had a huge effect – because of the lies you were told. The Edinburgh Vote has 

had ripples in London .” Jenni Marrow, victorious Edinburgh campaigner. 

She also said that she and her fellow tenants were influenced by the results of the transfer 

of Glasgow’s Council housing to the secretive and unaccountable Glasgow Housing 

Association Ltd.  From excessive ‘commercial confidentiality’, utilised to gag tenants on 

management committees, to the mystery around the demolition of sound buildings and 

the lack of investment in Glasgow communities. Pennywell is a by-word for poverty in 

Edinburgh and people there need their homes improved, not demolished. She pointed out 

that it is poverty of income in Edinburgh, Glasgow and elsewhere that is the core issue 

which is not being addressed anywhere.  After the ongoing silent, traumatic crisis visited 

upon the city through the degeneration of communities she indicated that she was pleased 

to be participating in this conference in the Dear Green Place and that people were still 

questioning and trying to assert their right to decent housing in Glasgow. Jenni declared, 

“Both Glasgow and Edinburgh for different reasons continue to be an inspiration to the 



rest of Scotland, and the Edinburgh rejection of council housing privatisation has sent a 

message beyond the Scottish executive to their masters in Downing Street.”  

Before breaking for lunch the discussion was opened out and the vast majority of the 

people in the hall spoke at least once. This was a change from the usual Question and 

Answer session with the main speakers treated as experts. This enabled broad discussion 

attempting to give equal status to all who wished to participate. The organisers had stated, 

“We want this event to be a genuine networking event…” and was clearly the first time 

that many tenants and owners had had the opportunity to vent their frustrations and begin 

to analyse the situation.  

“Tenants will always be in the ring.”  

 “The kind of consultation we get is meaningless.”              

 “It is so controlled. We tenants are always a minority at their meetings.” 

“Owners are being hit with grossly inflated costs.” Said a Knightswood RTB home 

owner. 

“The pooled rent effect is one of the reasons they want to destroy whole areas – they’re 

just greedy.” 

From all points of the compass Glaswegians talked and ran over the programmed time 

with their anger at their alienation and lack of redress.  Right to buy owners and tenants 

alike were keen to listen to each others problems. 

Lunch & Networking   
The swapping of information continued and was fuelled by a buffet lunch; after which 

there was already a feeling of achievement for some that so many people had been freed 

to hear each other without being instructed what to think by the intersession of experts 

and officials. 

Workshops Session   

The future of ‘social’ housing 
 

The term social housing was itself discussed, owing to the word’s origins.  
It was considered important to remember that it was first used by a Tory 
housing minister, in order to muddy the waters between state owned and 
funded ‘public’ council housing, and quasi-private housing association 
properties, prior to public housing privatization.  
 

What is social housing?What is social housing?What is social housing?What is social housing?    
 

There was an agreement that social housing is housing subsidized from general taxation. 

 



“Indications are that rent increases that 

are inflation only may be unsustainable 

in the long term […] Contractual 

restrictions on rent create difficulties in a 

number of ways […] On the other hand 

many associations are aware that their 

rents are already at the limit of 

affordability, especially in comparison 

with local authority rents in some areas.” 

 

David Orr, Chief Executive of the 

Scottish Federation of Housing 

Associations, on the SFHA’s ‘issues’ 

with being unable to increase their rents. 

It was agreed that, in the past, public housing, while wanting to some degree, was and 

continues to be generally of a higher quality than that found in the private renting sector 

and at times than that found in owner occupation 

 

Housing association properties come under the definition of social housing as their 

funding is in part from public sources and in part from private sources.  However David 

Orr of the Scottish Federation of Housing Associations has called for rents to be raised to 

“market levels”, which raises issues about whether or not some people will be able to 

continue to afford this ‘social’ housing. The quality might be variable then if rents are to 

rise. 

 

Public sector housing by contrast was felt to be for everyone. 

 

Local control – various ideas were discussed including central and local government 

financial relations. 

 

FinanceFinanceFinanceFinance    
 

Affordability – Housing needs to be affordable for everyone.  At the moment that idea 
is under threat. 

 

Regulation – the free market unbound does not 
provide a solution to the chronic housing crisis.  

There’s a need for regulation to ensure housing 

meets the social need of those living in it.  

 

Ownership – There was some discussion around 
the ‘public/social’ divergence and how public 

housing was increasingly being sold off to make 

way for social housing.  There was also discussion 

of how the government’s right to buy policy has led 

to an erosion of available council housing stock for 

rent, as well as available local government funds for 

council housing.  The wider issue of ‘who owns the 

process’, who dictates the housing agenda, and the 

role of government policy in changing housing was 

discussed. 

 

Bureaucracy – management systems in the private sector differ from those in the 
public or ‘social’ sector.  For example the recent overhaul of the concierge service in 

GHA tower blocks implemented several new unnecessary levels of management and 

increased pay differentials.  Under the council concierge management had been less 

overtly stratified and pay did not diverge too radically between management and workers.  

The housing, it was felt, meant more than just four walls – it also meant approachable 

staff and a commitment to participation from tenants.  It was also pointed out that 

housing associations are not bound by the freedom of information act, which can make 

information harder to access for their tenants. 

 

Debate/Consultation – What is meant by consultation in the context of housing was 
discussed.  It was felt there their needed to be some clarification of what meaningful 

consultation, discussion and debate meant.  Involvement in government consultation at 

the moment tended to be somewhat meaningless in some respects because it tended to be 



involvement in consultation over the implementation of policies such as stock transfer 

which themselves were ‘not up for discussion’.   

 

Skills – In order to challenge government policy in relation to housing the issue was 
raised of what skills were needed.  Did we need experts and academics?  Or could we 

come up with the answers ourselves.  The group felt that there were already many people 

with a lot of different types of skills in most communities and across the city and the 

country, so it was felt that we shouldn’t need to be relying on ‘experts’ to tell us what we 

know already through our own experiences and that often experts had no such direct 

experience. 

 

Propaganda – millions of pounds gets wasted on glossy leaflets and photocalls – the 
campaign for stock transfer in Glasgow spent dozens of millions.  As communities and as 

campaigners those sorts of resources are not available to us so we have to arrive at more 

effective, and more innovative ways of getting our message across. 

 

National strategy – Given that the whole thread of the discussion had been that 
government policy being enacted in our communities wasn’t going to benefit people 

generally there was a consensus of opinion that what was needed was an alternative 

national strategy for ‘social’ housing, in order to challenge stock transfer and public 

housing privatization’s status amongst housing professionals as “the only show in town,” 

as well as to try to reassert our communities’ needs for decent affordable housing for 

everyone. 

 

-- 

 

Improving our neighbourhoods 
 

What is communityWhat is communityWhat is communityWhat is community????    
 

[If we’re asking the question it must be because there is a problem.] 

 

Before we discussed the above question the workshop posed a number of questions to get 

ourselves thinking about the issue:- 

+ Is a community a group of individuals with common a goal? 

+ Is it just a place where everybody knows each other? 

+ Do communities grow organically? 

+ What images and ideas about communities are portrayed by the mass media, and does 

that affect the way communities grow? 

 

+ Apathy was seen by many as the biggest issue we face in our communities – but in the 

past it was felt that people were ‘less apathetic’ so there was some consideration as to 

why this was.. 

+ What exactly is different – is it that people have different aspirations from previous 

generations? Or is it as one person in the workshop commented, “The reverse – I don’t 

think that’s true [People are not apathetic…] For the purposes of agendas they don’t want 

strong communities […] People are sitting ready and waiting – it’s just the jump.”  In 

other words some felt that the authorities had created a vacuum in our neighbourhoods 

where in the past there had been strong communities, and that this was the result of a 

deliberate policy aimed at disengaging people from what was going on their own areas. 

 



But what about a greater community, the wider society?  Some participants posed the 

question, ‘isn’t it a bit narrow to consider communities solely as geographical entities 

these days’, however others felt that geographical communities are important for support 

in times of need, and can also provide a strong social framework for people and their 

families.  They can be the basis for celebration, a sense of place, and a source of pride. 

 

All over the globe people have always held festivals and social events, and Glasgow is no 

exception, e.g. east end festival, or the example given of a festival organized by the 

friends of Thornwood park.  Events such as these have the potential to bring together 

people as well as provide focus for a particular issue.  

 

Places where Places where Places where Places where ‘‘‘‘communitycommunitycommunitycommunity’’’’ happen happen happen happenssss    
 

“From just take it off the park to just take it off the people.” 

 

This type of community however has been undermined in Glasgow in recent years, as the 

kind of places where events that bring together the community have been lost.  Many 

parks are being built upon, and some people involved in the discussions have been 

involved in campaigns to save local parks, there was the recognition that natural meeting 

places and centres for ‘community-building activity’ includes all sorts of local amenities 

such as bingo halls, pubs, post offices, many of which were also under threat.  

 

As one commenter stated if we are to prevent this erosion and reassert community, “We 

need to take ownership – this is our area, our facilities…” 

 

Taking OwnershipTaking OwnershipTaking OwnershipTaking Ownership  
 

In order for us to effectively take ownership over our communities, the workshop was 

unanimous in stating the need to organize, communicate, distribute regular leaflets, and 

hold meetings and socials.  As one participant put it: “I want people to get together and 

decide collectively what it should be.” 

 

We need, it was felt, to establish groups, go to every door, and avoid being cynical.  It’s 

important to be open, and avoid bureaucratism – the problem of unaccountable 

“committees” and the potential corruption and bloated self importance.  ‘You can’t wear 

two hats,’ as one individual commented. 

 

Some examples were cited of how not to do things – private meetings with ‘political 

bigwigs’ where tenants are not invited was a case in point.. 

 

In order to attract people and encourage others to stay involved and to avoid behaving 

like a clique it’s important to try and take up a range of issues that are important to 

different people, to spread the net, and in so doing strengthen communities, eg fighting 

against post office closures as well as parks erosion and sewerage problems.  This creates 

equality in the group.  Of particular importance are things like schools – often overlooked 

by people who aren’t parents. 

 

But most of all organisations have to give you and your community a voice.  Whether it’s 

a carpark or a playpark, it’s important to establish what the community’s views are, carry 

out surveys and find out the views of your own community.  It’s often surprising, many 

felt, just how engaged people are with local issues.  Far from being apathetic, some said 

they felt people were very angry, just not involved. 



 

Producing information and literatureProducing information and literatureProducing information and literatureProducing information and literature    
 

There was a feeling that producing regular community newsletters was among the more 

important activities.   

If organizations were stuck the city council was a potential source of money from the 

council’s RTO budget although some felt this was to be avoided. 

The other thing to remember is that producing newsletters is something we can all do 

ourselves, and can be beneficial in terms of local residents to get together. 

It was also regarded as important to use the resources that are available to us.  In the past 

it was easy to spot someone who had a certain skill or trade – e.g. weaver, cobbler etc. – 

but people today are still skilled, and even while not everybody has a computer if you 

assume that an area has 400 households then you can assume that there are over 120 

computers.  We must recognize our strengths. 

-- 

Home Owners + Tenants 
 

Although this workshop was intended to be primarily focused on breaking 
down barriers between tenants and homeowners the organizers were 
pleasantly surprised to note the number of right to buy homeowners who 
attended this workshop, so much of the following notes relate to the 
problems faced by homeowners directly. 
 
 No right of appeal, in the face of unreasonable bills.  Despite bills often in the many 
thousands of pounds homeowners have no right of appeal against GHA Management Ltd 

– the GHA factoring service – and their decisions. 

 

There was a perceived need for GHA and staff to be more accountable to owners 
and tenants who pay their wages. 

 

The workshop expressed overwhelming agreement on the need to come together 
and collectively face the challenges and force dialogue. 
 

The issue of non-payment of bills was discussed, as a means of organization 
against unreasonable bills, as was the possibility of involvement in the 2007 
Scottish elections – holding hustings and so on - in order to highlight the plight of 
residents  

 

[NB the Glasgow Residents Network has subsequently adopted an election plan.  For 

further details of this please contact the network.] 

 

There was felt to be a denial of human rights – to a decent home – being faced by 
both tenants and homeowners. 

 

The workshop noted that Glasgow has over 12000 homeless people – the exact 
figure is unknown.  Demolitions taking place across the city – possibly totalling 
some 30,000 houses – given the context and the chronic need for housing does not 
make sense. 

 



“[…] Dennis Potter […] said that his 

definition of an occupying force was 

any institution, organisation or group 

of people that had power over his life 

and his community but not his 

genuine interests or the genuine 

interests of that community at heart.  

Dennis was in referring to the BBC at 

the time but to me, you could easily 

transpose his statement to any other 

authority at large […]There is even 

the suggestion that local housing 

organisations are somehow tenants 

organisations or that they represent 

tenants. Nothing could be further 

from the truth and in no way can an 

imposed change of landlord be 

construed as community 

empowerment. […] Communities 

have to empower themselves through 

creating their own organisations.” 

 

John Carrochar – Chair, Scottish 

Tenants Organisation 

More participation is needed in decisions making.  Better quality control is 
needed and proper standard by which to regulate work done. 

 

-- 

 

Independent organization 
 

How do we organize / get / keep people involved? 
 

Some thoughts on the methods of organization 
 
Becoming an RTO 
 
A “tenants association” can get money if it becomes an 

RTO.  In order to access this funding the tenants 

association must have a certain form of committee 

structure. 

 

This can have the downside that in some cases the RTO:- 

 

- Gets power exclusively for the committee 

members 

- Excludes homeowners 

- And only recognizes those people who are on the 

committee as an RTO member and that no 

information about meetings and what’s happening 

to our homes gets circulated to the wider 

community 

 

While not true of all RTOs it’s important to recognize the 

pitfalls of official recognition.  Some felt we should, 

“Beware of getting into RTO status where the landlord 

dictates the agenda and gives sweeteners.” 

 

 

Informal networking 
 

- For some people communication comes easier through informal networking. 

- Often word of mouth is the most successful way of publicizing events, and getting 

people along to meetings. 

 

Informal networking as a tool can be used to good effect alongside others for an active 

residents organization, and its importance shouldn’t be underplayed in places where the 

flow of conversation and community news revolves around a number of ‘gossips’. 

 

Surveys and questionnaires  
 

The survey of questionnaire can be an effective way of getting empirical data on what 

people are thinking about things, what problems people have, and how things are 

perceived.  But it is also an ice-breaker, and can lead to the surveying group being 



introduced to a wider group of people.  And it also gives the surveying group a chance to 

talk in person about what they have been doing. 

 

Different methods of communication 
 
Websites and email can be a good way of spreading information about what is going 
on in your area to a much wider number of people.  They are also quick and easy to 

produce and, once the initial outlay for an internet ready computer is taken into 

consideration, they can be much cheaper and quicker than paper mailouts and 

correspondence.   However not everyone has a computer or knows how to use one so for 

the time being they can’t be considered as the only tool for this kind of organization. 

 

Newsletters are effective means of keeping supporters and people who don’t come 
along to meetings informed about what’s going on.  They can also be targeted at people 

who have not been involved – eg supporters from outside the area of the residents 

association, whose support people your group wants to draw upon. 
 

Leaflets are the traditional means of letting people know about events or ideas.  Leaflets 
can be effective if they are well designed, easy to read, and let people know what your 

arguments are and clearly state, and repeat, the date, time and place of your event.  

However leaflets can also be confusing for people if they’re badly designed.  Marketing 

companies consider two responses to the distribution of 1000 leaflets to be a good 

response ratio, so leaflets on their own should not be relied upon.  
 

Sharing experiences about how to do things is important if your group is to move 
beyond relying on one or two key individuals.  Many people have never called a meeting 

before, or held a stall or organized a survey, and without some coaching all but the most 

stalwart association members will not just go off and do these things without some 

coaching. 

 

Delegates to meetings?Delegates to meetings?Delegates to meetings?Delegates to meetings?    
 

Some discussion was held about delegation to meetings. 
 

- Some people had experience of groups where each close sent along one delegate 

to a local meeting. 

- It was felt that delegation as a process informally happens anyway. 

- Delegation was considered important as well because not everyone can or will 

come to meetings but that does not necessarily mean they are apathetic, as there 

are other ways people can contribute. 

 

        Glasgow  
           Residents  
           Network 

This report was edited by Nick Durie, Alistair Davidson & Iain MacInnes 
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