

APPENDIX 3

CLG - The Private Rented Sector: Professionalism and Quality – The Government Response to the Rugg Review
Policy Context

1. The government response to the Rugg Review is a consultation “The Private Rented Sector: Professionalism and Quality” which presents a package of proposals derived from the Rugg Review and from earlier recommendations of the Law Commission.  It includes proposals for a national landlords register and for the regulation of letting and managing agents.

2. Gateshead Council welcomes the opportunity to make comments in relation to the Government response to the Rugg Review. Our commitment to improving private sector housing and responding to the challenges we face has been demonstrated through the diversity and quality of work that has already been undertaken by the Council

Background
3. The Government acknowledges the important role the private rented sector plays in providing choice and flexibility at all levels across the housing market. 
4. The government has taken up Rugg's suggestion for a national register of private landlords. The aim would be to increase the "professionalisation" of the PRS and to use existing powers of local authorities to target poor quality. The register would be nationally run by an independent organisation and would be primarily web and telephoned based. The annual fee would be "small" and information would be minimal: name, address of landlord and addresses of property holdings. The register would provide an opportunity to convey assistance and information to landlords as well as being a regulatory tool. Unacceptable activities could lead to removal from the register and takeover of the management of that landlord's properties.

5. The Council broadly supports the concept of introducing a national register. However, it is felt that it may be more appropriate to increase local authorities’ powers to be able to apply to the courts to bar a landlord from managing any property once they have been subjected to repeated enforcement action or deemed not fit and proper.
6. Though the government is not proposing a general increase in regulation, the response does propose an assessment of existing licensing regimes and the possibility of widening the criteria for selective licensing of the PRS by local authorities. Gateshead supports this view and suggests the inclusion of; areas of high demand, areas with a high incidence of HHSRS failures and those with low EPC ratings. 

7. The Council supports the view that all tenants should be supplied with written tenancy agreements. 

8. The Council supports the view that the upper rental limit for assured shorthold tenancies is to be lifted from £25,000 to £100,000 and that there should be compulsory regulation of letting and managing agents by an independent body.

9. The government appears to implicitly link professionalism with larger corporate landlords in that the key proposal is to promote institutional investment in the PRS through the Private Rented Sector Initiative (PRSI) to be administered via the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA). 

10. The response does draw attention to the plight of tenants when landlords default on their mortgages however though specific proposals are not set out.

11. There is a brief reference to the possibility of fiscal incentives for PRS investment but again, no specific proposals.

12. The response sets out proposals for improved research into the sector and for better links between the PRS and the voluntary and local authority sectors.

13. There are specific proposals for initiative for local authorities to secure more PRS tenancies for low income households and broader use of landlord accreditation schemes.

14. The Government is clear that alongside this broad consultation process closer more focused engagement will be needed with key stakeholders. With this in mind, they have proposed to establish several ‘task and finish’ groups to look closely at tightly drawn and specific issues. Gateshead’s response supports this approach and offers to participate in such groups.
Consultation

15. The Cabinet Members for Safer, Stronger Communities and Culture have been consulted.

Alternative Options

16. Cabinet may choose not to support these views however, the response has been informed by experienced Officers, and the approach proposed is considered appropriate, and in alignment with the Council’s wider strategic objectives and the wider regeneration policy context.

Implications of Recommended Option 
17. Financial Implications – The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms that existing staffing resources within Regulatory Services are appropriate to the content of the response.

18. Risk Management Implication – There are no additional risk management implications arising from the recommendations of this report. 

19. Human Resources Implications   – existing staffing resources within Regulatory Services are appropriate to the content of the response. 

20. Equality and Diversity Implications – No implications.

21.
Crime and Disorder Implications – The response contains proposals that are aimed 
at reducing levels of anti-social behaviour thereby benefiting the whole community. 
22.
Sustainability Implications - The response contains proposals that are aimed at 
securing the long-term sustainability of areas. 

23.Human Rights Implications – Where the Council's undertakes enforcement activity 
there are human rights implications, under Article 8 Right to respect for private and 
family life (Everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home 
and his correspondence.  There shall be no interference by a public authority with the 
exercise of this right except such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a 
democratic society in the interests of national security, public safety or the economic 
well-being of the country, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of 
health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others) The 
interference is reasonable in order to achieve adequate standards of repair and 
comfort to the occupiers.
24.Health Implications – The response contains proposals that are aimed at improving 
health by improving housing conditions and property management standards.

25.Area and Ward Implications –The scheme will benefit residents of the borough.

Background Information

· The Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy 2009-2012 

· Empty Property Policy 2009 -2012

· Private Sector Housing Renewal Financial Assistance Policy 2009-2012
· The Private Sector Housing Enforcement Policy 2009 -2012 

· Cabinet report – 20 March 2007 – Selective Licensing of Private Landlords

CLG - The Private Rented Sector: Professionalism and Quality – The Government Response to the Rugg Review

Response from Gateshead Council

Introduction

Gateshead Council welcomes the opportunity to make comments in relation to the Government response to the Rugg Review. 

A feature of Gateshead’s Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy is its response to the growing pressure on resources and to changing legislation.  Innovation needs to be introduced alongside some of the more tried and tested solutions to housing issues, it is vital that we obtain best value from the human and financial resources available
Our commitment to improving private sector housing and responding to the challenges we face has been demonstrated through the diversity and quality of work that has already been undertaken by the Council.  

Over the last three years the Council has hosted a national conference on Houses in Multiple Occupation, an “expo” for Landlords in partnership with Newcastle Private Rented Project, delivered a number of Bridging NewcastleGateshead funded Block Improvement Schemes to contribute to Housing Market Renewal and been one of the first local authorities to introduce Selective Landlord Licensing, in the Sunderland Road area of Felling.

Specific Comments

	Ref
	Comment

	
	

	Regulatory and Incentive Structure 

Paragraphs

9 - 10 
	The Council recognises the increased emphasis given to private rented sector issues and the progress made towards improving living conditions in this sector. 

Ideally, at the beginning of a new tenancy, a property should be free from Category 1 HHSRS hazards and attain a minimum acceptable EPC rating. 

Local authorities’ approach to tackling poor conditions in the private rented sector need to encompass both regulatory enforcement and a range of financial and other incentives. The exact chosen method will vary from authority to authority; depending upon differing needs and circumstances, but must be firmly embedded in their private sector housing strategy, and financial assistance policy. It must be based on a robust evidence base, be the most appropriate approach and stand up to stakeholder challenge.

Incentivising energy efficiency improvements in particular requires a very proactive approach. Landlords will need to be convinced that time and cost is worthwhile, when they may consider that it is only their tenants that will be the direct beneficiaries. Existing schemes such as Warm Zones and Warm Front activity may need to be reviewed to be actively promoted to Landlords. The Register could be shared with scheme delivery vehicles to enable them to approach landlords at their home/company addresses.



	A national register of private landlords

(Paragraphs 14 -18) 

 
	The Council broadly supports the concept of introducing a national register. However, would it be more appropriate to increase local authorities’ powers to be able to apply to the courts to bar a landlord from managing any property once they have been subjected to repeated enforcement action or deemed not fit and proper? 

A number of issues with regard to the establishment of a national register need to be fully explored:  

· How often will it be kept up to date and will the information on the secured access site be reliable for legal proceedings? 

· What address must be given on the Register, to ensure legal action can follow.

· Will landlords have to keep their portfolios up to date on the register when they buy and / or sell properties and, if so, within what time frame? 

· The Impact Assessment suggests a fee of £30 to £50 per annum. Does this include set up costs for the independent organisation? 

· Why are there no basic hurdles for entry? – How more onerous or costly would it be to include basic information e.g. gas safety, insurance certificates, membership of a reputable landlord association and compliance with property accreditation? Gas safety certificates particularly would prevent duplicate requests from Councils, tenants and others as well as providing a crucial tool for the HSE in enforcing the Gas Safety (Installation and Use) Regulations. 

· What exemptions, if any, are proposed e.g. second homes, armed forces etc? 

· Who will be the enforcement body for pursuing those landlords who refuse to register?

· How will awareness of landlord obligations be raised nationally with prospective/existing tenants? Tenants will often be the best “whistle blowers”, but only if they are informed

Within the above caveats, such a register may:

· Enable Councils to take formal action more quickly e.g. by not having to serve Local Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act section 16 notices. 

· Enable Police, HB and other agencies tackling fraud to seize landlords’ assets more quickly. 

· Assist the HSE, specifically in relation to gas safety enforcement.

· Allow neighbouring authorities to liaise more effectively on joint initiatives e.g. where a landlord has properties in more than one area. 

· Allow for quick dissemination of information, either locally or nationally. E.g. for publicity campaigns, product safety recalls, grant products and any changes in legislation affecting the private rented sector.  

The Council would like clarification on whether inclusion on such a register would be mandatory. 



	
	Paragraph 17 – good landlords should have no fears about the licensing process.

 In Gateshead, experience gained from introducing selective licensing has found the majority of landlords welcome the scheme and support the benefits that have been brought about. Additional regulation is seen as a minor issue when viewed against the wider context of improved area stability, less transient tenants and the additional confidence in the returns on their investment. 

This is also evident in the public consultation we have recently undertaken in our next proposed area.  

Only those landlords that fail to meet the requirements would lose their ability to regain possession of their properties. In any event, Councils should not be imposing requirements that are too onerous. 

The Council queries how standards will be driven upwards purely by introducing a register with no pre-set criteria for registration. 



	
	Paragraph 18 –

The Council agrees that an annual administration fee is justifiable. 

Is it the CLG intention that the nationally run organisation is totally self-financing from fee collection?

What are the CLG intentions for fee setting e.g. per each property within the landlord portfolio? The current proposals would appear to present a financial disadvantage for landlords with only a small portfolio. 

Will there be a separate administration fee, e.g. where a landlord notifies the organisation in a change in his or her portfolio?

Notwithstanding data protection and other issues, will local authorities and other relevant bodies be charged a fee to view and use data from the register (as is the case for example with HM Land Registry)?

It follows that the Council considers the amount of proposed information for the register is insufficient. Additional information, as described above, should also be included in the application process.  



	
	What are the likely penalties for not registering? Specifically:

· What levels of fines are proposed and are these sufficient to prevent non-compliance?

· What sanctions are proposed for landlords who fail to keep their registered portfolios entries up to date?

· What other sanctions, if any, are proposed e.g. withdrawal of HB / LHA rental income, inability to pursue court action etc. 



	
	Landlord ‘Starter Packs’ – new landlords should be encouraged wherever possible to join a reputable landlord association and engage with the Council’s private rented team and other services. Handing out ‘Starter Packs’ as part of national registration may discourage some landlords from joining and / or engaging with such bodies. 

The Council would prefer a system where the national register ‘starter pack’ guides landlords towards joining such locally based reputable organisations. This approach would sit well with the proposals in paragraphs 83 to 88. Unless this is done, there will be duplication of work carried out by Authorities, such as Gateshead, with advanced support services.

The Council supports the use of the register for additional purposes such as property advertising, although these services would directly compete with parallel services offered locally, unless they sign-post local Accreditation and LA Financial Assistance Schemes.

The public-facing element of the register should also be used to identify those landlords who have had points awarded against them, or those who have been removed from the register. 



	
	Energy Performance Certificates (EPC) – inclusion of this data is welcomed. 



	
	Unique landlord registration number for use in critical documentation – the Council strongly agrees with this proposal. 



	
	Removal of a landlord from the register:

It follows that there must be significant sanctions in place to underpin removal of a landlord from the register and the Council supports the ultimate use of taking over the management of his or her stock.  

This raises a number of issues:

· Which organisation will be charged with taking over the management of the stock?  i.e. the government body procured to maintain the register, the local Council(s) in the portfolio area, or some other organisation e.g. RSL, Government Office etc.  There will need to be recognition of the costs that may well be incurred by any managing organisation to bring properties up to appropriate letting standard (Reflection in Government funding allocations).

· What periods are proposed for such action? Will this be linked to the severity of the offence(s)? If so, a points based system would be favourable. If a point system is adopted, there will need to be a time period attached. Landlords should not be allowed to have points for more than a short period (that period could be different for severity of problem.

· Are the proposals flexible, such as allowing landlords to remain in control of part of their stock?

The Council considers the Residential Property Tribunal System as being the most appropriate body for overseeing removals from the register. This would align this particular process with other housing related issues and there is already an established appeals mechanism in place. 

The Council broadly welcomes a points based system approach. Such a system would need careful consideration and would need to be aligned with enforcement protocols. It is envisaged that a landlord with a large portfolio could quickly accrue points on a per-property basis. However, the proposals are somewhat confusing in that what is effectively a no hurdle registration scheme is now being more aligned with a licensing regime (i.e. the analogy with a driving licence). 
It is important to restrict the lodging of complaints to specified enforcement agencies, such as: Councils, Police, HMRC, HSE etc.  Each body would be responsible for carrying out full and proper investigations, and include scrutinising information received from third parties e.g. tenants and voluntary organisations. Relevant expert witness evidence would be required at any subsequent RPT hearing on appeal. 

Points against a landlord must only be issued by one of the specified enforcement agencies. Appeals should be dealt with by the RPT and, if needed, to the Lands Tribunal. Automatic disqualification should be sanctioned against any landlord who is:

· Convicted of serious breaches of fraud, tax evasion or other dishonesty.  

· Convicted of serious drugs offences, listed sexual offences or serious violence offences.

· Convicted of prescribed serious housing, public health, environmental health or landlord / tenant offences.

· Subject to current interim or final management order. 

· Is otherwise disqualified from holding a landlord licence on the grounds of failing to meet ‘fit and proper person’ criteria. 

Points for lesser offences should have prescribed minimum and maximum levels, together with comprehensive guidance for the specified enforcement agencies and the RPT. Decisions should also include the length of time points remain on record. This information should also be held in the public domain pages of the register. 



	
	Access to the register:

Full access should be restricted to specified enforcement agencies. There must be comprehensive protocols in place to prevent unauthorised release or misuse of data. 

Various parts of the register could be made available to the public e.g. the property advertisement pages. Landlords and their agents should only be able to view certain pages relating to their properties. They should not be given access to view all pages relating to their properties e.g. correspondence between enforcing authorities pending criminal proceedings. 

A mechanism should exist to allow tenants to check the status of their existing or potential landlord.

The Information Commissioner should be specifically consulted on this proposal. 



	Assessment of existing licensing regimes (Paragraphs 19 – 23)
	The Council is well placed to comment on the licensing arrangements brought about by the Housing Act 2004, and participated in the recent BRE study. The Council has 29 licensable HMO’s, together with a further 70 smaller HMO’s. Gateshead was amongst the first Councils in England to introduce selective landlord licensing.

The Council strongly supports the CLG view to take account of other factors in determining areas suitable for selective licensing. The proposal to add Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) violations and low EPC ratings to those in Section 80 of the Act is welcomed. 

Gateshead has large concentrated areas of older stereo-typical properties e.g. Tyneside flats, many of which contain higher than normal private rented levels. Robust house condition data has identified many of these properties as having Category 1 HHSRS issues, particularly in relation to falls on stairs and excess cold. To exacerbate excess cold issues, these properties are hard to treat. Together with other measures, selective licensing in these areas could bring about lasting major improvements. There can be a distinction between measures that resolve excess cold and ensure thermal comfort, and those that also improve energy performance. The latter will need additional incentivisation.

In certain high demand areas, landlords are often able to exploit the situation by renting sub-standard accommodation to tenants desperate to live in the area. CLG may therefore wish to include areas of high demand for housing as a relevant consideration. 



	Written tenancy agreements (Paragraphs 24 – 26)
	The Council supports the view that tenancy agreements should be properly documented and signed by all relevant parties. Legislation setting out model tenancy agreements would be preferable for all parties. If there is an ability to add clauses, it must be on the basis that they do not conflict with the principles of good practice. Education of tenants in this must be tackled nationally – vulnerable tenants may not know what they can expect.



	Ensuring the right coverage for the legislative framework (Paragraphs 27 – 29) 
	The Council has few, if any, properties likely to be affected by the proposals, and would have no objections to the threshold being increased to £100,000. It would seem sensible to link any future threshold increases to the average annual rate of inflation. 



	Regulation of private sector letting agents and management agents

(Paragraphs 30 – 41) 
	The Council finds it totally unacceptable that lettings or management agencies can still set up and operate without any formal qualifications, professional standards and consumer safeguards. Landlords who use such agencies, particularly those ‘amateur’ or ‘reluctant’ landlords identified in paragraph 30, demand and expect their agents to deliver quality services, or at least to act within the law. 

It follows that the Council wholeheartedly supports the proposals for the mandatory regulation of private sector letting agents and management agents. 

Government is correct in stating that the voluntary approach has not, in itself, been successful in bringing all agents up to the same standards. This is despite the excellent work carried on nationally by NALS, RICS, ARLA etc and the many locally introduced schemes. In the latter respect, Gateshead is very proud of the achievements made following the creation of the Gateshead Private Landlords Association (GPLA). We share the frustrations of Government in tackling those landlords and agents who either refuse or choose not to engage with our services. 

The Council supports the view that mandatory regulation should be carried out by an independent body. It further agrees with the proposals in paragraph 38 for the inclusion of specific elements in the regulatory process. The Council is concerned that certain components of the decent homes standards are not enforceable, only mandatory HHSRS is enforceable by legislation. The Council further agrees with Government in paragraph 40 that it is unnecessary to create an additional body to carry out the proposed functions, when suitable bodies already exist. 

In terms of identifying appropriate independent regulatory bodies, local government is best placed to deliver such functions. 

It is crucial that the independent regulatory body can demonstrate clear impartiality, as is not always the case with advocacy groups. Councils operate in a transparent manner and already have widespread independent expertise in administering both private sector housing and licensing functions, including specifically HMO’s, selective and additional licensing regimes. The recent restructuring of local government, which abolished a number of smaller housing authorities in two tiered structures e.g. in Durham and Northumberland, has further strengthened the local authorities’ position in this regard. Appeals against decisions could be dealt with by the RPT. Where a letting or managing agent has a portfolio covering more than one Council area, the ‘Home Authority Principle’ could be applied. 

Such an extension to local government and RPT regulatory functions would also remove the need to establish an entirely new organisation. 

The Council agrees that all managing agents should all be brought within the same regulatory regime i.e. those that operate in the owner-occupied sector. This would be particularly welcomed in regulating the growing sector of companies who buy a stake in owner occupied properties, often below true market value, then renting them back to the occupier and effectively becoming a landlord. A transitional period should allow for those organisations already operating to national standards to be ‘passported’ through to the new regulatory system. 

The Council would welcome further consultation on the development of mandatory regulation of private sector letting agents and management agents, including cost implications. 

  

	Improved redress for tenants and landlords (Paragraphs 42 – 47)

(Para 50)
	The Council accepts that all parties in any dispute should be entitled to equal treatment, and the court system is often necessarily complex so as to ensure that natural justice prevails. It is hoped that some improvements in average case times could be made by the introduction of some of the other proposals, for example;

· By using the landlord’s unique register reference number on all court correspondence.

· Ensuring all tenancy agreements are properly written and signed.

· Improvements in the professionalism of letting and management agents.  

In our experience, landlords appear to prefer using section 21 proceedings, as there are fewer hurdles to achieve a successful outcome. In contrast, we have been aware of a small number of section 8 proceedings, where we have supported the landlord actions, only for the Court system to dismiss the proceedings on technicalities. It follows that the true picture may well be masked. 

Encouragement of housing investment funding must be linked to supply and demand balance, to avoid further overprovision of mono-stock new build, and to avoid exacerbation of low demand in existing stocks.

	Private rented sector and the voluntary sector (Paragraphs 64 – 67)
	The NLA Landlord Library has an excellent learning tool and the use of this and similar tools should be further developed and linked to a structured programme of on-going professional training. 

Dissemination of information will become much more streamlined following the introduction of the national register. 

Mandatory regulation of letting and managing agents will foster closer working relationships with all organisations, including the voluntary sector. 

The voluntary sector has a continued valuable role to play and training of personnel will give organisations a more holistic view of the sector, enabling appropriate impartial advice and training to be offered. 



	Local authorities and the private rented sector (Paragraphs 68 – 88)
	The Council’s private rented sector plays a crucial role in the overall well-being of people living in Gateshead, through the maintenance and improvement of living conditions in the Borough. This commitment is confirmed in the Council’s Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy 2009-2012, which links directly into the Gateshead Housing Strategy 2007-2012. The individual strands of the Strategy are delivered from a robust and up to date information base on stock condition and housing needs data.     

The Council is proud of its achievements in the work it has done to engage constructively with landlords in the Borough. This work includes:

· Setting up the GPLA, which now has in excess of 400 members. GPLA services include a structured training plan, advisory services and a range of financial and other benefits to members. 

· Over 400 properties have attained or exceeded the accreditation standard.

· Setting up of a dedicated Private Rented Sector Team. 

· Being amongst the first local authorities in England to introduce selective landlord licensing. 

· Close liaison with area based schemes.

· A range of financial assistance packages for landlords engaged in property improvements.  

The Council also has a dedicated private sector housing enforcement team. When considering necessary enforcement actions, the Council has embraced the principles of regulatory improvements without imposing unnecessary burdens on landlords, having regard to the Regulators’ Compliance Code. 



	Paragraph 71
	Which ever overall approach is adopted by each Council, this must be open to robust scrutiny and be based on accurate, up to date and appropriate evidence about the dynamics of the private rented sector within the context of the local housing market. This should also be firmly embedded within the local authorities’ housing strategies. 

In recent times, the introduction of private sector housing key lines of enquiries (KLOES) has proved a valuable checklist tool for local authorities. 

There has been clear move in Gateshead away from a rigid enforcement regime to a more holistic approach. Enforcement is now an integral part of a much wider remit to improve overall housing conditions in the Borough. This is demonstrated not only in the physical restructures of departments, but in how we listen to and engage with stakeholders. 



	Paragraphs 72 - 73
	The Council broadly agrees with the day-to-day engagement approaches identified in these paragraphs. Many of the bullet points are necessary to achieve a ‘fit for purpose’ housing strategy. 

However, the Council considers it inappropriate that the ‘small business unit’ should ordinarily engage with landlords in the first instance, and suggests that this should be dedicated housing professionals with private rented expertise.  

Local authorities who do not to properly engage with the private rented sector are clearly failing to comply with their duties. 

Existing mechanisms are already in place to disseminate good practice amongst authorities. The Tyne and Wear Sub-Regional Private Sector Housing Group provides an excellent medium for sharing information and best practice. This Group directly supports the Tyne and Wear Housing Partnership, which in turn reports to the Regional Housing Board. We are confident that these arrangements work well and represent an example of how local authorities can work together in a constructive manner.  

Specific methods of constructive engagement will necessarily have to vary so as to accommodate the prevailing local circumstances e.g. on affordability, HMO’s, empty properties, low demand etc. In Gateshead, the selective licensing process has proved to be an invaluable additional mechanism for constructive landlord and agent engagement. 

In Gateshead, the Private Rented Sector Team supports over 420 members of the Gateshead Private Landlords Association (GPLA). The team is firmly established and integrated within the Private Sector Housing Service and offers support to tenants, landlords and agents. Services include:

· Vetting of tenants

· Advertising of properties

· Provision of tenancy agreements

· Information packs

· Assistance with eviction and court procedure

· Group insurance scheme

· Training courses

· Assistance with welfare benefits problems

· Direct links to the Council, Police etc

· Tax investigation scheme

· Private medical insurance 

The Council facilitates bimonthly meeting with the landlords’ association management committees and quarterly GPLA meetings of all members to maintain dialogue between the two parties. In addition, the Council maintains the GPLA’s website which is used as a forum to communicate with members and dissemination information www.renting-in-gateshead.co.uk. The GPLA are briefed and consulted on emerging legislation and ongoing regeneration plans so that there views are sought, considered and responded to.  It is felt this is a model example of how to communicate with an important stakeholder which could be mirrored by other local authorities.

There is a clear role for the appropriate Government Office to co-ordinate good practice amongst authorities regionally, and act as a critical friend to any authority experiencing barriers to landlord engagement in their areas. 

Government incentives are inevitably and inextricably linked to funding issues. The Council is not suggesting that to focus on private rented sector issues, massive increases in resources are necessary, or even appropriate, given the current economic climate. However, CLG should be mindful of the success of some of our projects where significant private sector leverage has been achieved, often for a relatively modest outlay. These include:

· Accreditation grant awards – for 2008/09 Council expenditure of circa £49,000 on 104 private rented properties levered in over £204,000 in private contributions from landlords.

· Selective landlord licensing scheme – for 2008/09 the ministerial approval led directly to private expenditure on property improvements. This has not been limited to the more evident areas of expenditure, such as obtaining gas and electrical safety reports (and associated remedial works if necessary). Many landlords have chosen to use this opportunity to carry out other repairs and improvements to their properties.

The Council would therefore seek to gain continued CLG support for such good value for money schemes. 



	Paragraphs 74 – 82

Para 81
	Local lettings agencies:

The Council agrees with CLG regarding the setting up of a Local Lettings Agency (LLA). In Gateshead, we believe that the services already provided mirror the proposals for a LLA, and should be adopted more widely. 

The Private Rented Sector (PRS) Team offers a number of services to landlords, agents and tenants. GPLA members can access a range of services, as described more fully in the response to paragraphs 72 – 73 above. This has proved a successful means to early re-occupation of their properties, particularly when combined with the vetting service and rent deposit scheme. The PRS Team also has strong links to other essential services, where specialist advice or action may be required. 

Gateshead Council works pro-actively with other authorities’, particularly those within the Tyne and Wear sub-region. We are looking to develop this further with shared protocols. 

Reference to grants should be replaced with “loans and grants” to reflect government drive in RRO. Offering Loans and grants to Landlords for general improvement work need to be considered with caution. Landlords are, after all, managing a business, and this could favour the worst landlords. Engagement and enforcement activity should be prioritised, with financial assistance targeted at achieving very best standards.



	Improved coverage for accreditation schemes:

Paragraphs 83 – 88 
	The Council has one of the most established accreditation schemes in the north east region, as mentioned earlier. Acceptance onto the accreditation scheme is linked to compliance with the GPLA Codes of Practice, rather than some other schemes in operation elsewhere, which would appear to be entirely self regulatory. The Council is therefore well placed to comment upon such schemes. 

We are looking to develop this further with shared protocols amongst the other Tyne and Wear authorities.  

The Council considers that the time is right to introduce national standards for accreditation. The basic accreditation standards should be prescribed by government and enforced by local authorities. Individual sub-regions should be given scope to include additional standards where such an approach can be justified e.g. to differentiate between accredited and a higher (commended) standard. This could be supported by LA financial assistance schemes, and this is the case in Gateshead.

It is suggested that national standards should prescribe:

· Accredited properties

· Accredited landlords / agents

· Accredited tenants

Accredited Properties

Minimum standards should include:

· Free from Category 1 hazards under HHSRS.

· Free from Category 2 hazards under HHSRS, where it is reasonably practicable to do so and where the score threshold is exceeded. Up to date certificates relating to gas safety, periodic electrical inspection and buildings insurance. 

· Good overall internal and external repair, including garden area maintenance. Up to the Decent Homes Standard.

· Adequate and efficient heating system.

· Basic kitchen and bathroom facilities in good order.

· Long life battery smoke alarms, or as prescribed e.g. for HMOs.

· Basic energy efficiency measures. Higher levels could be incentivised.

· Good clean external and internal decoration and overall appearance. 

· Adequate provision for refuse storage.

· Compliance with the Furniture and Furnishings (Fire) (Safety) Regulations 1988. 

· Basic security measures.

Additional standards, for example to attain a commended standard, should be discretionary and determined by each authority; however, they should include:

· A full modern central heating system.

· Exceptional decorative condition.

· Modern fitted amenities in pristine condition.

· All reasonably practicable energy efficiency measures.

· A very high standard of security, including a burglar alarm. 

Accredited landlords / agents

These proposals should mirror those put forward for the mandatory regulation of letting and managing agents. In terms of landlords who directly manage their own properties, a degree of essential training should be required. It is important that local authorities work with their relevant partners to ensure that appropriate tailored training courses are readily available. 

Accredited tenants

There is a compelling opportunity to introduce a ‘passport’ or ‘fast-track’ system for tenants as part of the overall proposals. Such a system would encompass a pre-vetting determination and, if successful, potential tenants would receive an accredited status for a time limited period. This would enable rapid matching of vacant accredited properties with potentially suitable occupiers. If introduced nationally, this would lend itself to assisting tenants in moving quickly from one local authority area to another e.g. to take up work or to flee from domestic violence etc. 

Government should set prescribed fees nationally; however, if this does not happen, then fees must be transparent, open to scrutiny and set within the context of the sub-regional housing dynamics.



	Section 3: Next Steps Page 33
	The Council would welcome the opportunity to work with the Government and key stakeholders on ‘task and finish’ groups, on any of the issues identified in the consultation. 




