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1.
Summary

This report seeks comments and in principle endorsement from Members in respect of the proposal to withdraw the existing Housing Allocation Policy following further comprehensive consultation with tenants, residents, voluntary and statutory organisations and replacing it with the New Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes.  

2.
Details

2.1
In April 2000, the Housing Green Paper, Quality and Choice: A Decent Home for All, was published, becoming the first comprehensive review of housing for over 20 years.  The paper mapped out a broad housing strategy covering all tenure types and emphasised the importance of customer ‘choice’ in the allocation of social housing.  

2.2 
The Homelessness Act 2002 changed Local Authorities’ responsibilities to homeless people, widening the priority needs categories and resuming the indefinite duty to provide accommodation.  Secondly, it changed the way in which local authorities may keep their “housing lists” and allocate accommodation.

2.3
As outlined above, the broad culture for lettings required by the Act is now choice-based.  Although there are inevitably some tensions in such a radical departure from traditional lettings, the New Housing Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes proposal as outlined in this report reflects the way in which the Government expects local authorities to respond to their new powers and duties.  Indeed the Government expects all local authorities to have Choice-based Lettings schemes in place by 2010 while understanding that any lettings policy in a high demand area will also need to ensure that available stock will go first to those in the greatest housing need.

2.4
Essentially these new models of letting social housing aspire to meet three aims:

· Empowering people to make decisions over where they live and exercise choice

· Helping to create sustainable communities

· Ensuring the most effective use of the social housing stock.

2.5
There has been some legal challenge to the new choice-based policies, suggesting that they do not adequately deal with priority for groups entitled to housing preference.  So far, their suitability has been upheld though court decisions will continue to provide local authorities with guidance and parameters for their policies.  Any decisions of the courts which may impact on the new Housing Policy will be carefully monitored and, if necessary, appropriate changes will be made.

2.6
National evidence from choice-based lettings pilots has shown that, where time on the list becomes a ‘currency’, applicants will decide whether they wait for what they want, or instead use their ‘buying power’ to take something that does not quite match their requirements but is immediately available.  The choice must be respected as being what the applicant feels is best for their household, and will be supported and informed by providing high quality information on all available options. 

2.7
The Council’s current allocations policy

The Council’s current allocations policy was introduced in February 2003 and amended in September 2003 to comply with the Homelessness Act 2002 (amending the Housing Act 1996).  Since then, the policy has been amended to meet with the terms of the most recent legislation in the interim, while this more comprehensive change has been planned.  

2.8
Within the current Housing Allocation Policy there are crudely three housing priority bands. Tenants of Housing Associations are also eligible for inclusion in the Transfer List as they provide the Council with nomination to lettings in the District. This is a form of participation in a basic common housing register.

2.9
The three housing groups reflect different types of housing need. Applications are prioritised according to need and are given points to reflect their housing need.  Applicants in greater housing need are normally pointed more highly so an applicant who is statutorily homeless will attract 15 points but an applicant who is not homeless will attract nil points. No targets or quotas are currently set for lettings to be made to these groups.

2.10
Tenants on the transfer list and Housing Register applicants may receive up to two offers of accommodation before an application is deferred for 12 months. Statutorily Homeless receive only one offer before the duty ceases and provision of accommodation is withdrawn.
2.11
Applicants not resident in the District are generally allowed to join the Housing Register and treated similarly to applicants resident in the District.  Applicants who have property debt e.g. rent arrears, or council tax, or involved in anti-social behaviour are excluded from the housing register, unless there are exceptional and extenuating circumstances.

2.12
Review of the current Housing Policy
2.13
Tenants and Leaseholder views about the current Housing Allocation Policy were sought from tenants and leaseholders at the tenants’ and leaseholders’ forum on 21 March 2007.  Views were mixed and the policy with regard to owner-occupiers, local residents and forced decants was discussed.  Some tenants have commented that the points system is complicated.

2.14
Consultation took place with partner agencies on 26 April 2007 at the Homelessness Prevention Partnership meeting.  Agencies present, including one Member, were asked for their views on the current Housing Allocation Policy.  The following comments were included:-


Garbled information


Policy open to different interpretation


The points system does not reflect modern society


Applicants chasing points to get housed


Time scales too short with regard to accepting offers 


Families with one child under 4 only offered a one-bed


Penalties for owing money too harsh


Should be able to choose either HA or Council


Should not be a penalty for refusing a property


Current tenants should not be treated more favourably


Policy is not transparent


Policy creates unrealistic expectations


Should be more flexible about offering with rent arrears


Points system is too complex


Policy needs to be more user-friendly to assist homeless prevention


Should be less strict about photos and ID


Policy is too long


Policy does not consider those who may be ‘sofa surfing’


The deferral of applications is not very clear


It should be written in plain English


The award of medical points is confusing


Applicants need to be homeless in order to get accommodation

2.15
In May 2007, the Housing Needs Team conducted an in-depth review of the Council’s Allocations Policy, in the light of the initial consultation findings.  In addition, as part of the Housing Needs and Strategy Service Plan, the Head of Housing Needs and Strategy carried out a review of the current Housing Allocation Policy in July 2007.

2.16
The reviews both concluded that Three Rivers Council’s current Housing Allocation Policy did not comply with the Code of Guidance on the Allocation of Accommodation and the amendments needed as a result of the Homelessness Act 2002, revised Code of Guidance on allocation of accommodation and Draft Consultation Paper on Choice-based Lettings Policies, principally in respect to choice-based lettings.  Recommendations about the future of the Council’s  current Housing Allocation Policy were made.  The recommendations are:-

· that whatever policy is adopted, it should have two aims: to meet housing and community needs; and to create balanced and sustainable communities

· that a new policy would embrace choice-based lettings

· that the current points system should be replaced with a date order system with a new simpler system of bandings to establish relative housing need, within which preference would be established by time waiting

· that choice should be extended to homeless applicants

· that the current Medical assessment system be reviewed

· that the way sheltered and designated over 50s accommodation is let be reviewed

· that the needs of those leaving care are specifically addressed

· that support is given to those in vulnerable situations to exercise informed choice.

2.17
In December 2007, a draft New Housing Allocation Policy was produced for consultation (see Appendix A).  The document incorporated all of the above recommendations.  Members are asked for comments and endorsed for release for formal consultation. 

2.18
The Draft New Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes

The aims of the Draft New Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes (see Appendix A) are to:-

· comply with the statutory guidance set out in Part VI of the Housing Act 1996 as amended by the Homelessness Act 2002 and accompanying Code of Guidance on the Allocation of Accommodation and Draft Consultation paper on Choice-based Lettings

· let to those in most housing need, with homeless families housed as soon as practicably possible, while their needs are also balanced with others in housing need

· enable the introduction of a choice-based letting scheme

· encompass Government themes of social inclusion, sustainability and choice, whilst at the same time meeting the fundamental needs of the residents of Three Rivers

· be effective, transparent and resilient

· reflect the concerns of local people, being easily understood by all stakeholders

· limit priority on the Housing Register to applicants with no local connection to the District

· support and be informed by other strategies and priorities of the Council.

· be cost-effective

· be accessible, proactive and sensitive to the needs of vulnerable groups.

2.19
How Choice will work in Three Rivers

The New Housing Allocation Policy proposes that available homes be advertised to enable applicants to make informed decisions about where they wish to live (mirroring the private sector as advocated in the Government guidance).  It is proposed that homes are advertised in the property section of Watford Observer or Herts Choice Home Magazine weekly.  The Watford Observer costs 45p and is widely available in the District. and a number of free copies could be made available at the Council and Thrive Homes offices.  Direct mail shots of homes advertised will go to vulnerable groups, homeless households, advocates and voluntary groups eg Herts Young Homelessness, ASCEND and Life Hostel for young single mothers.

2.20
The New Housing Policy proposal could only be developed with full consultation and co-operation with our RSL partners who have been instrumental in the development of New Draft Housing Allocation Policy and specification for CBL.  We will continue to work towards the development of a Common Housing Register with RSL Partners operating in Three Rivers.  Representatives of the RSLs have participated in the Herts Choice Homes Consortium Working Group which led to much of the New Housing Allocation Policy proposals which will also be taken up by other local authority partners in the consortium.  Some RSLs have already expressed an interest in joining a Common Housing Register Scheme. Negotiations and consultation will continue this year to achieve this.

2.21
Lettings and Homeless staff will become facilitators rather than gatekeepers, and will liaise with voluntary organisations and Social Services to be proactive in helping more vulnerable applicants exercise choice.

2.22
The results of the weekly adverts will be published to enable applicants to judge their own chances if they applied for a similar property in a similar area. This contributes to the process being more transparent and accountable.  When a property is let, details of the priority band and application date of the successful applicant and how many applicants in total applied for the property will be published in the same places as the details of the current vacancies/homes.  In this way, applicants will be able to rate their prospects for a similar property by comparing their application date and priority band with the successful applicant.

2.23
The changes necessary to facilitate the New Housing Policy - Three Rivers Choice Homes proposals will require efficient administrative procedures.  The issues that need to be addressed include the points set out below:-

· Allocation of staff office resources previously used in the assessment of applications Social, Economic and Welfare will be diverted to the production of adverts, work on publicity and recording responses.  

· The Council Housing Options Advisers and RSL lettings staff currently based in the team will work with partner agencies ie Social Services, and the Voluntary Sector to ensure that vulnerable applicants do not lose out.  It is proposed that  these posts have caseloads of vulnerable applicants.  These officers would liaise closely with advocates to provide a lettings advice service to applicants with special needs.

· We need to avoid raising false expectations with the subsequent dissatisfaction when applicants cannot have the properties that they choose due to over subscription. Asking applicants to ‘bid’ (expressions of interest) for a property will inevitably mean that some of those who register will assume it means that they will be made an offer.  Experience elsewhere shows that applicants soon learn their realistic chances for different properties.  It will be important for adverts to make it clear the way preference will be decided and that results are published within strict time limits.

· RSLs’ longer void periods and associated rent loss will be minimised and this will be monitored closely when the New Housing Policy is introduced. It should be possible to minimise the effects through advertising once it is known that a property will become vacant rather than waiting until actually vacant, with a strict time limit for responses of interest, and a decrease in the number of abortive formal and informal offers (currently an average of 2 per property).

2.24
Some properties will be massively over subscribed and poorer stock may be less popular. However, there are currently just over 1,400 applications on the current housing register.  Following the introduction of the New Housing Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes and accompanying publicity, the number on the housing register is likely to increase, based on the experience of other councils which have introduced CBL schemes. Whereas currently only a small proportion of these applicants would hope to receive an offer, under the New Housing Policy proposals, access will be open to any household with a connection to the District and which has an active application to ‘bid’ (express an interest) in properties advertised.  It is not anticipated that there will be any properties that will not be of interest to at least one applicant.

2.25
Consultation

The initial consultation on the proposal to introduce a Choice-Based Lettings Scheme with tenants, applicants, stakeholders in the voluntary and statutory sectors has been very positive.  The indications from tenants and residents so far strongly support the introduction of CBL.  The Tenants’ and Leaseholders’ Survey (January 2007) showed that over 4 out of 5 tenants and leaseholders agreed with the statement that people should be able to find out about empty properties and express an interest in them.  This was supported by as many as 86% of respondents with only 3% in disagreement.  This suggests very strong resident support for a choice-based lettings system and the survey supports the Council’s intention to develop such a scheme. 

2.26
The proposal now is to embark on an extensive consultation with tenants, applicants, stakeholders in the voluntary and statutory sectors in the formulation of the final policy changes and in the development of the Draft New Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes.

2.27
The consultation process will include:-

· A survey of applicants, including those on the housing register, using our Area Office This will involve personal interviews with customers visiting the area offices and others.

· A mail shot to all tenants

· A mail shot to 600 applicants on the housing register.

· Public meetings 

· CBL Demonstration Sessions for all

· A Stakeholders’ consultation seminar for all

· Visits to all sheltered schemes

· Display and Information stands in Council Offices

· Focused meetings with Voluntary Sector organisations and representatives.

3.
Options/Reasons for Recommendation
3.1
  It is vital that the Council ensures its Housing Allocation Policy complies with the Government’s codes of guidance on the Allocation of Accommodation and Choice-Based Lettings, is non-discriminatory and sufficiently transparent so as to be seen to be fair by all applicants and stakeholders.  The Draft New  Housing Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes proposals enable the Council to achieve these objectives and benefit from central Government funding to develop a sub-regional CBL scheme.


The Council could continue with its current Housing Policy which limits choice to applicants and meets most of the basic requirements in relation to the Government’s code of guidance. The current policy applies equally to everyone who applies to be registered or is already on the housing register. The Housing Needs Service will continue to monitor and report on letting activities to ensure that any trends that arise are identified and analysed for necessary corrective action.

4.
Policy/Budget Implications

The recommendations in this report are within the Council’s agreed Comprehensive Equality Policy and budgets.

  5.
Financial, Legal, Equal Opportunities, Staffing, Environmental, Community Safety, Customer Services Centre, Website and Risk Management Implications
  5.1
None specific.

6.
Legal Implications
6.1
  None specific.

7.
Equal Opportunities Implications

7.1
Relevance Test
	Has a relevance test been completed for Equality Impact?
	Yes 

	Did the relevance test conclude a full impact assessment was required?
	Yes


8.
Risk Management Implications
8.1
The following table gives the risks that would exist if the recommendation is rejected, together with a scored assessment of their impact and likelihood:

	Description of Risk
	Impact
	Likelihood

	9.1
	Members opportunity to comment on the policy changes would be limited 
	I
	F

	9.2
	Feedback from public consultation may be hostile to policy changes
	III
	F

	9.3
	TRDC would not be not fully compliant with code of guidance
	III
	E


8.2
The above risks are plotted on the matrix below depending on the scored assessments of impact and likelihood, detailed definitions of which are included in the risk management strategy. The Council has determined its aversion to risk and is prepared to tolerate risks where the combination of impact and likelihood are plotted in the shaded area of the matrix. The remaining risks require a treatment plan. 
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8.3
In the officers’ opinion none of the new risks above, were they to come about, would seriously prejudice the achievement of the Strategic Plan and are therefore operational risks.  The effectiveness of treatment plans are reviewed 

by the Audit Committee annually.

9.  
Recommendation
9.1
That   Members provide officers with comments on the Draft New Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes by 28 February 2008 

9.2
That Members approve the amended Draft New Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes for public consultation. 

9.3
That Members receive details of the results of the public consultation and final draft of the Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes for approval.


Report prepared by:
Nyack Semelo-Shaw.





Head of Housing Needs and Strategy  
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