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Background 
 
I have been commissioned by the London Borough of Southwark Homeowner Council, a 
formal advisory body of Southwark Council, to provide an independent assessment of the 
council’s recommendations from their Resident Involvement Review 2019. I am senior 
lecturer in Housing at Leeds Beckett University with a background in resident engagement 
and tenant participation. I am the author of ‘The Tenants Movement: resident involvement, 
community action and the contentious politics of housing’, published by Routledge in 2014 
and have 18 further publications in peer-reviewed journals on resident participation. Prior 
to taking my post at Leeds Beckett University I worked in resident involvement, as co-
ordinator of Leeds Tenants Federation from 2001-2011, as development officer for Kirklees 
Federation of Tenants and Residents from 1992 – 2001, and as estate community worker for 
the William Sutton Trust from 1990-1992. 
 
Tenant and Resident Involvement: General Principles 
 
Tenant and resident participation can be seen as taking place along a spectrum of 
engagement, from the provision of information to participation in decision-making and 
governance (Preece, 2019). While terms such as ‘involvement’ and ‘engagement’ suggest a 
reaching-out by organisations and institutions to widen their sources of information and 
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of decision-making, the term ‘participation’ signals 
a deepening of democratic processes and the enlargement and diversification of the 
franchise (Dryzek, 2000). Resident participation developed in council housing management 
in the 1920s but was more widely adopted from the 1960s onwards when a commitment to 
resident engagement was also fostered in local authority planning services. Tenants and 
residents’ associations, Tenants and Residents Federations and Councils have traditionally 
provided systems for collective participation in housing and wider local authority decisions. 
In recent years a shift towards the use of technologies of market research and the sampling 
of individual views through landlord-convened and managed processes has been noted. This 
has been accompanied by a move away from the recognition of collective forms of tenant 
and resident representation and the resourcing of autonomous resident-led organisations. 
The tragedy of the Grenfell Fire in 2017 drew critical attention to what could be interpreted 
as an erosion of standards of resident engagement in social rented housing and encouraged 
a review of key principles and a return to those of collective representation and autonomy 
(Taroe Trust, 2018).  
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Collective participation 
 
The principle of collective engagement is that tenants and resident’s participation should be 
conducted through representative organisations that ensure the democratic accountability 
of representatives to a defined constituency and the possibility of their recall and 
replacement. The principle was embraced by government in the Social Housing Green Paper 
(MHCLG, 2018). The National Housing Federation’s new Tenants Together programme also 
recognises the importance of collective engagement and moves to establish a national 
representative organisation for tenants and residents have been announced. Meanwhile 
important steps forward in collective resident representation were taken in the Localism Act 
(2011) when Neighbourhood Planning regulations enabled the local authority designation of 
locality-based self-organised Neighbourhood Forums.  
 
Autonomy in participation 
 
The critique of participation processes post-Grenfell focused on the extent to which the 
practices of engagement, the forums, agendas, and the terms of debate and deliberation 
were determined by landlords or their managing agents (Preece, 2019). Signalling a step 
change from what was seen as the disempowerment of resident engagement, the tenant 
engagement agency Tpas has promoted national standards that recognise the need for 
collective resident participation to be effectively resourced so that it can exert genuine 
influence on the strategy, policy and practices of housing organisations and ensure robust 
scrutiny (Tpas, 2016). The operating principles are that tenants and residents can formulate 
policy responses and devise strategy collectively and independently; that engagement 
processes are agreed, established and managed in partnership with the collective 
organisation of residents and that tenants and residents’ organisations are resourced to 
operate as a ‘critical friend’.  
 
In conducting this assessment of Southwark Resident Involvement Review I have applied the 
twin principles of collective representation and autonomy to my appraisal of the 
recommendations. It is clear that the review recognises these principles in continuing to 
support the resourcing of tenants and residents’ associations, and in enabling a direct route 
through which residents can scrutinise and influence council strategy. In other 
recommendations, however, the review suggests to me a worrying retreat from the 
commitment to genuine resident engagement. In identifying these areas of concern, I put 
forward ways the recommendations of the review might be improved to more fully reflect 
the lessons to be learned from the Grenfell tragedy and to embrace the step-change in 
participation promoted nationally. For brevity I confine my remarks to what appear to me to 
be the problematic areas. Below I focus on recommendations b), c), e) and g) of the 18 June 
2019 report to Cabinet on the Resident Involvement Review.  
 
 
Critical Assessment of the Review Recommendations 
 
b) That the functions of the existing 12 Area Housing Forums in terms of discussing 
local housing issues, are incorporated into the newly established Empowering 
Communities Programme which will bring residents and local councillors together 
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to discuss housing and other local issues either on a ward or multi-ward basis. 
 
Assessment  
 
Ward Forums provide opportunities for consultation and information, but they do not offer 
suitable settings for effective deliberation or debate, nor do they provide participation in 
decision-making. The agendas, chairing, organisation and terms of business of the forum are 
established by elected members and council officers. Inclusion of requested agenda items is 
at the discretion of the council. This recommendation then shifts resident participation 
regressively towards consultation and information and away from processes through which 
tenants and residents can work collaboratively with the council as critical friends on local 
issues of policy and practice.   In exploring ways in which the current Area Housing Forums 
might be more aligned with council decision-making structures the principles of collective 
representation and autonomy should be prioritised. The outcome of the review of the Area 
Housing Forum structure should ensure that tenants and residents can genuinely influence 
decisions by identifying the issues and the terms of debate for collective decision-making. 
 
c) That Tenant Council and Homeowner Council are replaced by one Tenants and 
Homeowners Forum. 
 

The Review of Resident Involvement recommends that Southwark Council continues to 
support and resource the autonomous collective representation of tenants and residents at 
a local neighbourhood scale through tenants and residents’ associations. It is a principle of 
collective representation that representatives are accountable to an electorate and that 
delegates are open to recall and reselection. Tenants and residents’ associations provide an 
organisational base for a borough-wide representative engagement structure. They enable 
participative bodies such as the Tenant Council and Homeowner Council to genuinely 
represent a constituency and provide the members of these bodies with an opportunity to 
report back, deliberate and make considered recommendations to the council. Any changes 
to the Tenant Council and Homeowner Council should seek to widen participation in 
collective representation, strengthen the lines of electoral accountability, and enhance 
tenant and residents’ collective influence in council decision-making. Recommendations 
that would remove Area Housing Forums and merge the Tenant and Homeowner Council 
clearly break these lines of accountability and present the risk that replacement structures 
have no democratic mandate and do not enable autonomous collective representation. 
There may also be issues of probity to consider in the proposed merger since leaseholders 
and tenants have separate contractual relationships with Southward Council. Discussions 
relating to rents and tenancy conditions may need to be conducted only with tenants while 
discussions over service charges may be best conducted with leaseholders directly. While 
Southwark Council operates a Housing Revenue Account it will need to ensure that 
decisions with HRA resource implications are administered separately. In merging the 
Tenant and Homeowner Councils, to comply with financial regulations there is a risk that 
the new combined Forum would be excluded from decisions with resource implications.  It 
might hold an advisory role but would not give tenants or residents an opportunity to 
participate democratically in strategic or operational matters.  
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e) That an online panel of tenants and homeowners is established to provide an 
additional way to regularly seek the views of a wider range of residents through 
polls and longer consultation exercises. 
 
The review is concerned with methods of broadening engagement in the systems of 
collective tenant and resident representation and an online panel presents one potential 
measure that could increase the peer information flowing into tenants and residents’ 
associations and the borough representative structures.  It is unfortunate then that the 
review regards an online panel as an alternative and complementary process to its 
participation systems instead of seeking to use digital communications to enhance and 
strengthen collective representation.  Representative bodies of tenants and residents need 
mechanisms to gather views and experiences so that they can deliberate and devise policy 
and report back to their constituents. An online panel, alongside other processes such as 
mystery shoppers, satisfaction surveys, and citizens juries, provides a means of broadening 
the information received, but, importantly, these mechanisms should support collective 
deliberation and decision-making by autonomous tenant and resident organisations.  If this 
information is collected by the council, with the aim of harvesting data to enable more 
efficient resource management, it serves to bypass representative structures and systems; it 
addresses tenants and residents as individual consumers rather than democratic citizens, 
and it weakens the ability of tenants and residents to participate collectively. 
 
g) That a new Resident Involvement Fund replaces existing separate funds which 
currently exist for Tenant Council and Homeowners Council 
 

The existing Tenant Fund and Homeowners Fund provide a degree of autonomy in resource 
management for collective representation in the London Borough of Southwark.  The origins 
of the Tenant Fund in a tenant levy stem from the felt need to ensure a distinct and defined 
source of funding that would enable tenants to make collective decisions without fear or 
favour.  In the years prior to the Grenfell tragedy, many local authorities across the country 
withdrew funding from collective resident participation processes, withdrawing the grants 
for borough-wide tenant federations in particular. The dependence of these resident 
organisations on annual council grant funding rendered them vulnerable and undermined 
their ability to act as critical friends to the local authority.  There are therefore particular 
reasons to maintain a ‘levy’ or independent Fund system and to continue to allocate 
resources to strengthen the principle of autonomy and collective representation. The 
resourcing of Southwark Group of Tenants’ Organisations through the Tenant Fund provides 
a degree of autonomy for the democratic self-organisation of tenants to enable them to 
identify their concerns and devise their own policies and action plans. This ensures that 
resident participation in Southwark is not solely defined by the council nor is it a process 
that operates at the discretion of, and for the benefit of, the council. The resourcing of the 
CAB leasehold advice service through the Homeowner Fund illustrates the commitment to 
the independent advice and support for tenants and residents that is a necessary 
component of participatory democratic engagement. The suggestion from the co-design 
panel for a Community Fund open to bids from tenants and residents’ associations and via 
other engagement processes might be facilitated through the existing Fund structures. The 
recommendation g) proposes that these funds, which currently resource the autonomy of 
collective participation in Southwark, are administered by the council, and dispensed by 
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elected members in consultation with residents.  This appears a regressive step in that it 
undermines a key resource for the deepening of democracy in Southwark. While it 
dispenses financial support through representative democracy, it does so at the expense of 
a commitment to participatory democracy and suggests a significant retreat from the 
principles of resident engagement. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The tragedy of the Grenfell fire precipitated a nationwide review of tenant and resident 
participation which was led by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 
and embraced by the National Housing Federation, tenant engagement specialists and 
representative bodies. That review signalled a revival of interest in collective autonomous 
representation and a rejection of systems of individual consultation and information which 
were felt to have disempowered tenants and residents and reduced scrutiny of 
organisational governance and operational decisions, resulting in the reckless 
endangerment of citizens’ lives. The London Borough of Southwark is a progressive local 
authority that strives to provide leadership. Its existing involvement structures have 
historically been regarded as exemplifying best practice in resident participation. It is 
disappointing, then, that the review of resident involvement draws its examples of practice 
from a now discredited era. This review looks backwards. It recommends a step back to an 
individualised and disempowered model of resident involvement. The review of resident 
involvement presents an opportunity to strengthen and enhance an existing participation 
process that adheres to principles of collective representation and autonomy.  This is the 
direction of travel nationally and Southwark is in an excellent position to lead that 
movement. It has the opportunity to enhance its existing collective structures to deepen 
democratic engagement in Southwark. 
 
 
Dr. Quintin Bradley 
School of the Built Environment, Engineering and Computing 
Leeds Beckett University, 
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Leeds LS2 8AG 
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