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REPORT TO CABINET



 6 October 2009

TITLE OF REPORT:

Review of the Lettings Policy   
REPORT OF:
Margaret Whellans, Group Director, Community Based Services   

Purpose of the Report 

1. Cabinet is asked to approve some changes to the council’s lettings policy, following the Lettings Policy Review, consideration by Advisory Group and the release of Communities and Local Government (CLG) Code of Guidance for Choice Based Lettings and allocations Code of Guidance Consultation Document “Fair and Flexible”.  



Background 

2. The choice based lettings system, known as ‘HomeChoice’ was launched in July 2006.  A review of the Council’s  Lettings Policy followed,  commencing in September 2007. This has entailed a member’s survey, five advisory groups and an extensive consultation process.

3.
A new Code of Guidance on Choice Based Lettings was published in August 2008; 
the requirements of this guidance have been built into the Council’s review.  Draft 
statutory guidance on social housing allocations for local authorities in England was 
released in July 2009.
4.
The policy review has been developed in two phases. Phase 1 policy changes were 
implemented at the end of April 2009 following cabinet approval on 17 March 
2009. 

5. Cabinet approved the development of a lettings system encompassing four levels of priority need. Phase 2 merges this development into the current policy and explains eligibility criteria. 

6. In March 2009 Cabinet approved a housing register review and development of new computer software to implement new proposals. 
7. Gateshead Council’s policy regarding suspending people from the housing register on the grounds of arrears and anti-social behaviour does not incorporate use of the acceptable behaviour test. Remedial action has been built into the proposed policy changes to address this.

8. Advisory group consultation resulted in development of policy options in relation to the treatment of owner-occupiers and people from outside of the borough.


Proposal 

9. To include eligibility criteria for owner-occupiers and applicants from outside of the borough.

10. To introduce eligibility criteria relating to additional categories of need.

11. To introduce housing priority for people who are threatened with homelessness.   

Recommendations

12. It is recommended that Cabinet:   
(i)
Approve the proposed “Phase 2” changes to the Lettings Policy as summarised in Appendix 2 and included in the revised Lettings Policy attached at Appendix 3 and agree to the development of ICT systems.


 

(ii) Note the comments of the Sustainable Communities Place Advisory Group at Appendix 4.


(iii) Agree to implement the new lettings policy relating to homelessness prevention from the beginning of October 2009.

(iv) Agree to authorise the Group Director, Community Based Services following consultation with the Housing Portfolio Holder, to make minor amendments to the lettings policy if required by the release of new statutory guidance on social housing allocations for local authorities in England. This is due to be released in November 2009 following consultation.

For the following reasons:

(i) 
To ensure a transparent policy which is user friendly to both officers and service users.

(ii) To ensure that the policy is compliant with legislative requirements

(iii) To enable the council fulfil its statutory duties more effectively.

(iv) To ensure that the policy is robust and explicit.

(v) To ensure that the policy is practical in terms of IT considerations.

(vi) To enable the Council to meet targets set by CLG in relation to reduction in use of temporary accommodation.

CONTACT:    Lisa Philliskirk  extension 2689  
PLAN REF:  











APPENDIX 1


Policy Context 

1.   The proposal supports the vision for Gateshead as outlined in the Sustainable Communities Strategy and the Council’s Corporate Plan, in particular supporting the priority to ensure a sustainable Gateshead by building capacity across the Council and ensuring the best use of its resources.


Background

2. A review of the Lettings Policy commenced in September 2007. 
3. Cabinet agreed a revised policy incorporating policy improvements in March 2009, which was implemented at the end of April 2009.

4. Cabinet approved development of a 4 level priority lettings policy in March 2009. It was agreed that eligibility criteria for each of the 4 levels would be developed and presented to Advisory Group. 

5. On 6th July eligibility criteria was presented to Advisory Group and their recommendations have been incorporated into the proposed new policy.

6. In order to be more proactive in reducing homelessness in Gateshead it is proposed that a “time bound” priority be awarded to people threatened with homelessness.

7. Since the policy was referred to Advisory Group, pressures relating to the reduction in use of temporary accommodation (CLG target 50% reduction by April 2010), have led to further recommendations to implement the homeless prevention part of the proposed new policy, in October 2009.  This will mean that people fitting this criteria will be awarded Band 1 status until full implementation in May. It is proposed to include all statutory homeless cases within the “Critical Need” category within the new policy. 

8. Advisory Group were keen to introduce lettings policy criteria in relation to owner-occupiers to ensure best use of property. Options were presented to Advisory Group on 6th July and they were satisfied with the proposals made.

9. The current policy regarding the suspension from the housing register of people who had behaved unacceptably does not make reference to the acceptable behaviour test as outlined in the 2002 Homelessness Act. Proposals will address this issue and will be built into the proposed review of the housing register.   

Consultation

10. The Gateshead Housing Company has worked in partnership to devise the proposed policy and changes. 

11. The HomeChoice magazine and area housing officers have been used to capture the views of customers.

12. Customers that make up the Service Improvement Group have been involved in developing eligibility criteria.

13. The Cabinet member for Housing has been consulted.


Alternative Options

13.
The alternative option is to leave the policy as it currently is. This option is not recommended because:

14.
The current policy does not comply with Community and Local Government Code of Guidance on Choice Based Lettings nor does it comply with the 2002 Homelessness Act.

14. The current policy encourages service users to present as homeless as it does not empower the council to re-house specific priority groups with a level of urgency.

15. The current policy does not assist the Council to meet CLG targets relating to reduction of use of temporary accommodation. This also has financial implications relating to cost of Bed and Breakfast.  

Implications of Recommended Option 

16. Financial Implications -  
It is estimated that there will be one-off costs of approximately £100,000 in respect 
of temporary staffing, the development of the Lettings IT module and revised 
scheme literature and communications.   These implications were reported to 
Cabinet on 17th March 2009 and the Strategic Director, Finance & ICT confirms that 
resources will be made available from within Housing Revenue Account balances to 
allow the recommended option to be implemented.

The implementation of homeless prevention measures in October 2009 should have a positive affect on use of Bed and Breakfast accommodation and therefore reduce costs in this area of the Housing General Fund.

17. Risk Management Implication -  

There are no risk management implications of implementing this recommendation. The recommendations have been proposed to protect the council against disrepute.

18. Human Resources Implications   -  

Staffing resources would be required to carry out the proposed review of the Housing Register. This is likely to require additional temporary staffing resources to current provision.

19. Equality and Diversity Implications -  
There are no negative equality and diversity implications. The proposal addresses issues of exclusion and will increase access to mainstream housing.

20. Crime and Disorder Implications – 

The proposed policy is designed to achieve outcomes for reducing re offending by making housing options accessible to returning prisoners.

21. Health Implications – 
The proposal addresses variant levels of housing related medical problems and so will enable more proactive work to be carried out with this group. 
22. Sustainability Implications -  
Choice and flexibility has been built into the proposal to ensure that the policy could be implemented to address issues of sustainability. 
23. Human Rights Implications -  

The policy supports the right to family life.
24. Area and Ward Implications -  

Due to housing being across the borough, all wards are affected.

25. Background Information

Homelessness Act 2002  S160A (7) – (11)

www.opsi.gov.uk

CLG Code of Guidance on Choice Based Lettings 

www.communities.gov.uk/housing/publications/guidance
Draft statutory guidance on social housing allocations for local

authorities in England “Fairer and Flexible”.
Appendix 2

Summary of Proposed Policy Changes

Creation of a four priority level system 

It has been agreed by council that the current two-band system is replaced with four categories to recognise housing need. 

The categories will be: 

· Critical Housing Need

· Urgent Housing Need

· Substantial Housing Need 

· General Housing Need

Eligibility criteria for each category is described within the policy.

Under Occupation 

Existing Gateshead Council tenants who are under-occupying their present home, and are requesting a move to a smaller property will (subject to conditions) be registered in the “Urgent Need” category. This will help to increase availability of larger properties.

Owner Occupiers 

It is proposal that an equity trigger will be introduced in line with current market values. Owner Occupiers who would not realise the agreed limit of equity on the sale of their property would be categorised according to their need. Those applicants who could realise monies in excess of the equity limit would be subject to a financial assessment and may be placed in the “General Need” category (i.e. lowest category) if they are able to meet their own housing need. 

Out of Borough 

Applicants who do not live within the borough of Gateshead will normally be placed in the “General” Needs category. 

Children in Flats 

It is proposed to acknowledge housing need for those households living in upper flats and maisonettes with children under the age of 3 years. Households with older children (under the age of 16 years) living in multi storey flats will also be acknowledged. In both situations households will be placed in the “Substantial Need” category 

Applicants threatened with homelessness 

It is proposed to recognise those applicants who are at risk of becoming homeless by placing these applicants in the “Urgent Need” category for a time bound period. 

Deferral

It is proposed to remove “Suspension” criteria and replace with “Deferral” criteria. The reasons a household would be deferred remain the same as the current policy although the wording has been amended for clarity.

Exclusion 

Previously, “Suspensions”: The wording has been amended for clarity. The exclusion criteria has been amended to reflect legislative requirements and to provide guidance upon reviews.
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