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Housing Reﬁlrbtshmer-lt High-rise
housing blocks Great Britain

Since the late 1960’s it has been a

popular perception in Britain that
“High-Rise” social housing bloclks
fover six storeys) are undesirable
and therefore a major problem for
Local Authority landlords. However,
the status and significance of high
rise blocies in the UK is beginning {o
change. This article discusses some
of the programmes of refurbishment
of high-rise local authority housing.

Richard Turlkington

Suzanne Wheelaghan

Sanacija obé¢inskih stanovanj-
skih stolpnic - Vkljucevanje na-
Jjemnikou: izkusnje iz ZdruZene
kraljevine

Sfanovary’a Stolpnice Sanacija Velj-
ka Britanija

Za obdobje do konca 60. let naprej
velja v Veliki Britaniji splosno spoz-
nanje, da so socialne stanovanjske
stolpnice (vigje od 3estih nadstropij)
nezazelene, zato lokalnim oblastemn
pouzrodajo velike tezave. Status in
pomen stanovanjskih stolpnic se
vendar le spreminja. Ta ¢lanek ob-
ravnava nekatere programe sanacije
stanovanjskih stolpnic, ki so v lasti
lokalnih oblasti.
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The Refurbishment of High —
Rise Local Authority Housing

Blocks®

Involving the Tenants — Lessons from

the U.K.

The High-Riée Legacy

Since the late 1960's it has been a
popular perception in Britain that
'High-Rise’ social housing blocks
(over six sloreys) are undesirable
and therefore a major problem for
Local Authority landlords. The 'con-
ventional wisdom’ that there are in-
surmountable problems concerning
tower blocks in particular is indeed
based on the combination of a num-
ber of different factors. Without pro-
viding an exhaustive list, it is suf-
ficient to say that problems that
have arisen and been recognised
(not necessarily by the L.A concer-

ned) fall into a number of categories: -

Social Problems: usually deriving
more from the insensitivity or inadle-
quacy of letling policies of the re-
levant L.A. housing department;

Problems of Location: Many high-
rise blocks were located either on
small redevelopment sites in areas
of slum clearance, that had lost
their social structure and commu-
nily facilities, or were built out of
lown on peripheral estates with little
or no communily or shopping faci-
lities to start with;

Structural and Maintenance Pro-
blems: this is by far the major
source of difficulties with many of
the 1950's and '60's high- rise
blocks, often built from experimen-
tal concrete ‘factory’ systems that
were poorly assembled, and are now
suffering from structural decay due
to water penetration, etc, with low
insulation standards and cheap
and inadequate heating systems.

However, the status and significan-
ce of high rise blocks in the UK is

beginning to change. In 1979, the
Conservative Government introdu-
ced the intention to 'privatise’ (sell
off) all council housing; in the 15
years of privatisation of municipal
housing, the result has been the

. sale of over one-fifth of houses, but

there has been an almost negligible
effect on the stock of flats in En-
gland. Consequently, flats have
doubled as a proportion of the social
housing stock, from three per cent
in 1979 to an estimated six per cent
at the present time. With an unceas-
ing demand for affordable rented
(and therefore social) housing, flats
of all types, and high rise flats in
particular, are gradually coming to
be seen by local housing authorities
as an asset rather than a liability.

- However, such a change of perspec-

tive is often reluctantly reached, and
only a few municipal authorities are
attempting to apply more positive
policies to secure the future of their
high rise {lats. This ambivalence to-
wards high rise is even more mar-
ked amongst housing associations,
few of which have involved themsel-
ves with the take-over of municipal
blocks or with high rise refurbish-
ment. The extent of refurbishment
activity in the UK has been rest-
rained by a combination of a lack of
commitmeént to the future of high
rise housing and a lack of finance.
The resources available to muni-
cipal authorities have been progres-
sively limited by a central govern-
ment committed to reducing public
sector borrowing and encouraging a
greater role for the private sector.
Throughout the 1980s and into the
1990s, the major source of capital
funding for social housing has been
through the Estate Action pro-
gramme administered by the De-
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partment of the Environment,
Through this programme it is in-
tended that municipal authorities,
by means of competing for limited
resources, should target those hou-
sing estates in grealest need of in-
tervention. Such estates frequently
include blocks of high rise flats. One
of the conditions for obtaining Es-
tate Action funding is the need to
demonstrate that residents affected
by refurbishment schemes have
been consulted about the work to be
undertaken. This in itselfis a reflec-
tion of the changing status of social
housing tenants in the UK, that they
should have greater rights to con-
suliation and control over those
housing processes * which affect
their lives. The realities of such con-
sultation and control are another
matter however. Tenant involve-
ment in high rise refurbishment is
a new phenomenon in the UK in
general and in England in parti-
cular. The special technical consi-
derations involved in high rise re-
furbishment, and the priorities of
structural upgrading, are frequent-
ly presented as obstacles to effeclive
tenant involvement. Approaches de-
veloped at this stage of securing the
future of high rise housing may well
set patterns for the future and con-
sequently, some assessment of the

eflectiveness of tenant involvement

in high rise refurbishment is timely.
The municipal authority for Bir-
mingham, with 377 blocks, has one
of the largest high rise stocks in the
UK. The Cily Council has taken a
posilive approach to the future of its
“high rise flats, and a number of
refurbishment schemes have been
completed under the Estate Action
programme. Over the past year, in-
terviews have been conducted with
senior officers of the Cily Council,
and at a local level with officers and
tenants’ representatives on six high
rise estates which have been fully or
partially refurbished. The aims of
these interviews have been io con-
sider the range of approaches taken
to tenant consultation; the outcome
of consultation, and its effective-
ness, This paper summarises pro-
‘gress on the six estates with parti-
cular emphasis on the relationship
between ‘professional’ and tenant
perspectives in the complex busi-
ness of high rise refurbishment.

Birmingham’s High-Riser
Housing Fol

Birmingham City Council has a to-

tal of 377 blocks of flats of six sto-

reys ‘and above (BCC, Nov 1994),
Flats in general, and high rise
blocks in particular, went through a
process of being stigmatised in the
1960s and 1970s, then identified as
a necessary housing resource in the
1980s. The introduction of the right
to buy’ scheme in 1980 significan(ly
affected the City Council’s housing
stock. Tolal sales of houses and flats
of all types reached 24,218 by 1993
(BCC, Nov 1993). Whereas flats ma-
de up 27.15 % of the housing stock
in 1980, this figure had increased (o
30.47 % by 1993 (BCC Annual Re-
port, 1993). Due to the shortage of
alternative accommodation, the Ci-
ty Council’'s Housing Committee re-
versed its 'no children in flats’ policy
on the 13 February 1992. In other
words, tower blocks (other than
those specially designated) must be
used for general needs provision.
Unfortunately, many high rise
blocks are now in need of extensive
repair, and problems have emerged
which are unique to these buildings.

Establishing a High-Rise
Repair Programme

In response lo the specific require-
ments of the high rise stock, the City
Council established in 1984 a Multi-
Disciplinary Team, including quan-
lity surveyors, architects, structural
engineers, housing managers and
materials scientists. Their role was
to determine the structural pro-
blems facing the high-rise stock; to
priorilise requirements, and to plan
the implementation of refurbish-
ment work. The MDT employed an
abseiling team to carry out an initial
survey of each block. Samples of
concrete were analysed by the City
Council's materials laboratory; de-
fects were identified and the need for
structural repair work was deter-
mined. From this survey, it was pos-
sible to prioritise which blocks re-
quired the most urgent repair. A
programme of continual reassess-
ment allows' the Housing Depart-
ment to monitor the condition of the
high-rise stock. It is now estimated
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that over 200 of Birmingham's
blocks require significant struetural
repair, and are subject to water pe-
netration and condensation. Pro-

‘blems such as spalling concrete and

decaying outer fabric have led to the
provision of protective canopies
around Lhe base of 49 blocks. Addi-
tional surveys on fire safety have
revealed that 85 blocks fall into a
*high risk’ category; 156 are of ‘me-
dium risk’, and 196 are low risk’

_should a fire break out (BCC, Nov.

1993). The estimated cost of up-
grading these blocks to fire safety
standards was, in 1993, over #16m.

The High-Rise Repair
Programme

Through external survey and struc-

' tural examination, blocks are cate-

gorised according to one of three
repair options, providing either:

1. A short term oplion of under 10
years following repairs, for those
blocks  with severe structural

" problems which cannot be resol-
ved at an economic cost;

2. A medium term option of over 10
years following repairs, where
there are no immediate structural

_defects, and where a longer term
solution may become economic in
the future;

3.A long term option of over 30
- years following repairs.

Within the MDT, structural engi-
neers have tried lo determine broad
repair solutions to meet these three
criteria. The integrated work of the
materials laboratory and of archi-
tects lranslates these solutions into
appraisals of work to be underta-
ken, which are costed by quantity
surveyors. A range of options are
proposed to the Technical Services
section, who consult with the
Neighbourhood Office and tenants’
groups to determine the best course
of action. The resulling repairs are
carried out as part of the City's capi-
tal programme; through capital re-
ceipts and/or Housing Investment
Programme (HIP) allocation, fund-
ing. Ifit is believed that the life-span
ofablockis less than ten years, then
no option may be considered. Pallia-

_ tive repairs may be carried out on.

blocks which are expected to stand
for up to eight years but new win-
dows will only be fitted if a block has
at least a 15 year life-span. As at
October 1993, 48 % of blocks had
received palliative repairs; 28 % we-
re still awaiting attention-and 11 %
were due for demolition (BCC, Nov
1993). Twelve blocks had already
been demolished. Where structural
repairs have been carried out, only
10 % have been repaired to a 30 year
life standard, and three per cent
repaired to a 12 year life standard.
Given that. these blocks were ori-
ginally expected to last for 60 years,
the deterioration of the stock has
serious  implications for use and
cost.

Project Fieldwork -
(undertaken by S. Wheelagahan)

In order to tackle the signiﬁcant
structural problems which face the
city's tower blocks, the City Council

" has made 11 successful bids for

Estate Action funding since 1988.
This funding has been’ used to
tackle both the physical deteriora-
tion of the blocks and the social
decay of eslates. The Housing De-
partment’s data base of the condi-
tion of the high rise stock is used in
drawing up bids to central govern-
ment for Estale Action funding. Es-
late Action programmes require lo-
cal authorities to establish a con-
sullation programme with the te-
nants affected by improvement. The
earliest project started in 1987/88
and the programme continues (o
date. The requirement to consult
residents on Eslate Action program-
mes provided a valuable research
opportunity to identify schemes of
high rise refurbishment which in-
volved residents. Initial interviews
with the Technical Services Depart-
ment and the Area Improvements
Section of Birmingham City Council
enabled six high rise estates to be
identified which had been the focus
of Estate Action. Localed at Nec-
hells, Highgale, Pool Farm, Lady-
wood, Hockley and Newtown, they

‘are typical of high rise estates found

throughout Birmingham and En-
gland, UK. The oldest was constru-
cted in 1952 and was the first high
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rise estate to be buill in the city. The
most recent was completed at the
end of the 1960s when Britain’s
high rise boom was coming to an
end. The full range of technical, ma-
nagerial and social problems was
represented on the estates, not least,
the growing division between those
tenants who had been in residence
for up to 40 years and those who
had arrived more recently and were
less "settled’. Housing management
in Birmingham has heen devolved
to Neighbourhood Housing Offices
(NHOs). The relevant office for each
eslate was visited, and interviews
undertaken with the Neighbour-
hood Housing Manager- (NHM) or
appropriate Housing'Oﬂ‘icers. These
interviews were used to determine
how tenant consultation ook place;
how refurbishment priorities were
determined; how the programme of
works was implemented, and what
improvements have been made.
This stage of interviewing is being
followed up by interviews with rep-
resentatives of all tenants” and re-
sidents’ groups working on each es-
tate. This fieldwork (which is still in
progress), is intended to determine
‘the elfectiveness of tenant consult-
ation and the views of tenants and
professionals in relation to refur-
bishment. The findings presented
below are drawn from interviews
with housing officers and residents
on all six estates, and have been
presented by theme.

Fieldwork Findings:
1. The consultation process

It would appear that each Neigh-
bourhood Office developed ils own
consultation process and without a
common approach. There were no
agreed guidelines on how processes
should operate; on shared aims and
objectives or on structures to pro-
mote greater tenant participation.
Estates appeared to have been cho-
sen for Estate Action involvement
due to : a) pressure from residents,
backed by support from the Neigh-
bourhood Housing Manager, (as in
Ladywood and Nechells), or: b} their
identification centrally by the City
Council as being appropriate for Es-
tate Action funding, (as in Hockley

and Highgate); iii) initiatives by of-
ficers at the local level, (as at Pool
Farm and Newtlown) .

It was apparent that consullation
operated through a combination of
open public meelings; door-knock-
ing and leafletting; open days; the
setting up of 'show flats’; displaying
information in the NHOs and
through existing tenants' and re-

sidents’ groups. In all but two of the |

estates, the consultation process
consisted of informing tenants
about developments on their esta-
tes.

Exceplionally on one estate, the
NHO established a process which
enabled community architects to
work with tenantls to develop the
programme for improvement and
refurbishment. On a second estate,

tenants were given training and

support to enable them to make
decisions for themselves, and even-
tually to take responsibility for the
running of the estate.

Primarily, consultation has been
used to establish lenants’ preferen-
ces, with security and heating their
main priorities. New kitchens and
bathrooms, which were a typical
accompaniment of refurbishment
schemes, were often regarded as
less important by tenants. In many
cases, consultation has referred
simply to determining colour sche-
mes for new bathroom and kitchen
units installed in flats.

2. Tenant management
initiatives

On only one estate were tenant or-
ganisations actively encouraged
and provided with a tenant par-
ticipation worker, jointly funded by
a housing association. In this case,
there appeared to be a clear:goal of
encouraging greater tenant parti-
cipation not only in the physical
improvement of the estate, but also
in wider management issues. The
eventual aim was to create some
form of ‘communily management
board’ which would manage the es-
tate independently of the municipal
authority. No other NHO envisaged
such an independent future for the
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management of their estate, and
there was little evidence of tenants
being encouraged to consider such
alternatives. Although tenant orga-
nisations had been encouraged,
and had been involved in the pro-
grammes concerning refurbish-
ment, no NHO indicated that a
tenant management organisation
might be set up to manage housing

~in the immediate future. However,

on another estale the NHM recog-
nised an increased interest by te-
nants in the running of the estate,
and a development worker had been
employed lo assist the tenants’
group. Only one housing officer sta-
ted that he did not think the process
of involving tenants in refurbish-
ment programmes had improved
landlord-tenant relations.

3. Safety and security on estates

These were the most frequently ex-
pressed concerns of residents, both
in relation to the internal and exter-
nal environments of blocks. In order
to improve the security of high rise

flats, Birmingham City Council has |

invested heavily in providing con-
cierge systems in conjunction with

" Close Cireuit Television (CCTV). Al-

though such systems were tenants’
top priority in ferms of improve-
mients, and are hugely popular once
installed, their effectiveness in im-
proving the management and main-
tenance of blocks has yet to be fully
evaluated. Evidence of feductions in

" turnover rates or voids is still un-

clear. With the exception of High-
gate, all of the blocks involved in this
Project, have had or will have con-
cierge systems installed as part of
their refurbishment. Three NHOs.
mentioned problems raised by the
central government 'Care in the
Community’ programme, which
obliges municipal authorities to
house those released from such in-
stitutional care as mental hospitals.
In a number of instances, people
with continuing mental health pro-
blems have experienced difficulty in
adjusting to life in blocks and/or
have caused problems for other te-
nants. Problems have included vio-
lent behaviour and abusive langu-
age by resetiled tenants and a fai-
lure by care agencies to provide
after-care support.

4, Other issues and problems

Tenants recognised that wider pro-
blems than the physical condition of
their flats and blocks affected their
quality of life. Such problems fell
into two categories, either those re-
lating to the physical environment
of the estate, or to residents’ socio-

_economic circumstances. In relati- -

on to physical conditions, issues

“such as removing subways frombu-

sy roads and installing traffic lights;
traflic management projects to res-
trict joyriders’; incorporating 'unad-
opted' open space and improving
street lighting were all linked to feel-
ings of safety and security. Improv-
ing facilities for shopping; for chil-
dren's play and for young people
addressed the need for social and
recreational provision. Whilst some
of these measures fell within the
Estate Action remit, they represent

a “grey’ area in terms of respon-

sibility for action, and may not be
addressed by housing led refurbish-
ment schemes. However, the other

- area of concern, and which fell out-
side the scope of physical refurbish-

ment, was relatéd fo the socio-eco-
nomic circumstances of residents.
Put simply, estates which may have
heen used as ‘dumping grounds’ for
‘problem’ tenants in recent years,
and whose residents were almost

exclusively dependent on state be-

nefits could be physically but not

‘socially transformed. Whilst the ex-

perience of involvement in a refur-
bishment scheme may be empowe-

_ ring for a small minority, the eco-

nomic conditions of the majority re-

" mained the same. Furthermore, im-

provements to the flats necessilate
increases in rents, with the level of
increase dependent on the extent of
improvements, for example:

Improvement Rate of rental
increase

Concierge system £5 per week
Heat-Lease system £2-3 *“ ~
To kitchen £2 ol
To bathroom £2 S

Consequently, tenants who request
all improvements could face an in-
crease in rents of up to £ 12 per
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- week. Up to 70 % of tenants in flats
are in receipt of full or partial Hous-
ing Benefit and because of the way
the system is funded, improvements
have economic implications for both
municipal authorities and central
government. In some cases, rent le-
vels may force those on low incomes
back into unemployment to regain
eligibility for full Housing Benefit.
Rent increases may force some te-
nants on low incomes into arrears,
whilst others may make reductions
in such essential areas as food and
heating.

Comment

As already stated, the continuing
demand for affordable family dwell-

ings has led to the 'no-children’ po- .

licy in high-rise flats being revoked
by the municipal housing authority
for Birmingham. The lack of alter-
native housing has meant that, on
a majority of the estates examined,
a significant number .of statutorily
homeless families are now being al-
located to high-rise flats. Serious
questions are raised concerning the
appropriateness of such accommo-
dation; its impact on children’s
health and the relationship between
older, more ‘settled’ residents and
. young families. A key and unans-

wered question is whether or not

physical refurbishment schemes

can help to 'stabilise’ previously un-
popular estates with high rates of
tenancy turnover. At present, it is
too early to assess the long term
impact of greater tenant involve-
ment in high rise refurbishment and
its eflect on the sustainability of
high-rise living. Interviews current-
ly under way with tenants make
clear that their priorities are centred
around issues of security and sa-
fety; housing families with children
and the costs of refurhishment for
tenants who are on low incomes.
Ironically; - cwrrent improvement
schemes may miss some of these
targets or even aggravale them.

Dr. Richard Turkington, Director of Re-
search, School of Housing, UCE Birmin-
gham.

Suzanne Wheelaghan, Ph. D. Research

- assistant in School of Housing, UCE Bir-

mingham
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