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Draft Amendments to Housing Allocation Policy 

BACKGROUND

Following enactment of the Localism Act, Three Rivers District Council now has more discretion over who may join the Housing Register and what priority they are given.  The ongoing acute shortage of affordable homes within the District and the likelihood that this will worsen over the next few years means that the Council must ensure that the relatively few affordable rented homes are allocated appropriately.

In recent months, members of the local community and other stakeholders have been asked what factors they consider important in determining who should be able to register and what criteria should be considered in assessing their priority. 

Their views and preferences have been taken fully into account in formulating our draft Housing Allocation Policy. Due regard has also been given to the Government’s consultation paper, ‘Allocation of Accommodation: guidance for local housing authorities in England’ and the council’s draft Tenancy and Housing Strategies and the Homelessness Strategy.

The guiding principles which underlie this draft policy are that::

· The ability to register onto the list should be restricted to those who can demonstrate a strong link to the district and who are in some degree of housing need 

· Lesser restrictions should apply to elderly people in view of the greater supply of housing for this client group

· Those within the statutory ‘reasonable preference’ categories of the Housing Act 1996 s166A(3) will continue to be given overall preference

· People who contribute to the community (defined below) will receive additional priority

· Serving and ex-members of Her Majesty’s Armed Forces should not be disadvantaged in establishing a local connection as a result of their posting

ELIGIBILTY

LOCAL CONNECTION 

All new applicants must demonstrate that they have a local connection to Three Rivers District. This can be done in one of the following ways;

· Have lived in the district (by choice) for at least the last 5 years

· Have close relatives (parents, adult children, brothers or sisters) who live in the district and who have done so for at least the last 10 years. (Other relatives may be counted in exceptional circumstances). 

· Be currently employed for 24 hours or more per week within the district and have been so for at least 12 months.

· Be a member of Her Majesty’s Armed Forces, having served for at least 12 months or having been discharged within the last 5 years and either enlisted from an address in the District or have permanent employment in the District on discharge

· Other special circumstances which TRDC considers give rise to a local connection.

WHY? To respond to community concerns by ensuring that local people receive priority for local homes
HOUSING NEED

All new applicants under 55 years of age must have at least one recognized housing need within the council’s banding system criteria. Those with no housing need will not be able to register and will be encouraged and helped to explore other housing options.

Those over 55 years applying for sheltered or other designated accommodation for older people will be eligible for older persons housing unless they have a recognized housing need.

WHY? Applicants for general needs accommodation who do not have a recognized housing need have no realistic chance of being housed. Not accepting an application from them prevents false hopes being raised and results in a Register which more accurately reflects housing need.  In addition, demand is lower for sheltered and older persons housing than for general needs housing.

FINANCIAL RESOURCES 

Applicants who have sufficient resources to resolve their own housing need, either through renting or buying a suitable property (whether on the open market or through one of the low-cost home ownership schemes) or by other means, will normally be excluded from the Housing Register

Each case will be considered on its own merits. However, the following circumstances will trigger a financial assessment:-

· Applicants with a total household equity or capital of £16,000 or more

· Applicants with a total gross household income exceeding £35,000 

(Applicants aged at least 55 years who want sheltered or other designated accommodation for the over 55s will have their financial assessment based on their ability to fund their housing, care or support).
WHY? Due to the shortage of affordable homes these should be reserved for those who have no other reasonable alternative

PRIORITY 

CUMULATIVE PREFERENCE 

The existing increase in banding awarded to those who meet more than one of the criteria within each band is abolished.

WHY? The existing policy offers a disproportionate advantage to those who have more than one category of need. Also to simplify the priority system and make it more easily understood.

UNDER-OCCUPATION 

Applicants who are living in social housing and under-occupying by one or more bedrooms will now all be awarded Band B, ‘Very High Housing Need’

WHY? The limited supply of new homes makes it all the more important to optimise the use of the existing housing stock. This policy should release more family housing for re-letting. 

BEDROOM ELIGIBILTY 

Homeseekers, including homeless applicants, with one child under two years of age will only be eligible for one-bedroom accommodation (unless additional factors dictate otherwise) within Thrive Homes’ housing stock only. This was initially a temporary measure for 12 months from 1st March 2011.  The impact of the policy has now been reviewed and is achieving the required aim of reducing the queue for 2 bedroom properties.

WHY? There is an exceptional demand for 2 bedroom accommodation from existing social housing tenants with one and sometimes two children in one bedroom properties as well as from applicants in the private sector. Allowing transfer of overcrowded social housing applicants from their existing one bedroom accommodation is considered more fair. Also, this accelerates the housing of homeless applicants from temporary accommodation.

Under-occupying tenants wishing to move from a 3 or 4 bedroom house will receive consideration for certain 2 bedroom flats even if their need is only for 1 bedroom.

Why? To optimise the use of the existing housing stock by increasing the potential for ‘chain moves’ through freeing up more homes suitable for family occupation

COMMUNITY CONTRIBUTION

Applicants who meet one or more of the criteria below will qualify for additional priority.  This will be awarded by backdating the initial application/effective date by 12 months and they will therefore usually have a shorter waiting time to be re-housed. These provisions also apply to existing housing register applicants.
Volunteers

Applicants must be volunteering for a minimum of 20 hours per month and for a continuous period of at least 12 months at the point of application and offer of accommodation. Volunteering must be for a not-for-profit organisation that is registered with Three Rivers Community Volunteers Service or with the Charity Commission or is otherwise recognised by the Council. 

Her Majesty’s Armed Forces 

Applicants who have served in the British Armed Forces and lived for a minimum of 12 months in Three Rivers district immediately prior to enlisting, with the exception of those who have been dishonourably discharged.  In addition, personnel who are homeless and unable to resolve their own housing need and where there is an urgent need for rehousing to avoid hardship will be placed in Band C.     

Working Households
For the purposes of this policy employment is defined as having a permanent contract, working as a temporary member of staff or being self-employed for at least 24 hours per week.   Joint applicants will qualify if their combined employment is a minimum of 24 hours per week, eg Main applicant works 16 hours per week and second applicant works 8 hours per week.   

Applicants will qualify if the worker/workers have been employed for at least 12 months at the time of application and housing offer. They will retain their qualification if they become unemployed after a minimum of 12 months employment. 

WHY? These factors recognise that pure housing need should not be the only measure of priority. The award of additional (but not over-riding) priority to those who are positively contributing to the community is considered to be both a reward to those in this position and an incentive to others. This will also address community concerns that those who choose not to work are unfairly rewarded.

CHOICE

The Council is committed to the Choice Based Lettings Scheme (Herts Choice Homes) and will continue to allocate housing accommodation in this way. There are no current plans to alter the choices offered to those on the Housing Register, with the following exception;

Currently, statutorily homeless applicants to whom the Council owes a full re-housing duty have up to 12 weeks from acceptance to bid for accommodation. After that time the Council will make bids on their behalf through the Choice Based Lettings Scheme.

It is proposed that this bidding period will reduce to 4 weeks. After this, a direct offer of suitable accommodation in the privately rented sector will be made or, if this is not available, bids for suitable social rented property will be made on their behalf.

Accepted homeless applicants who do not meet the Council’s local connection criteria will normally be made a direct offer of accommodation in the private sector immediately suitable accommodation becomes available.

WHY? To make use of the new statutory power which enables use of the private rented sector in this way thereby maximising the supply of affordable housing. To give additional confidence to the community that we are giving priority to local citizens. 

MINOR AMENDMENTS TO THE EXISTING HOUSING ALLOCATION POLICY 

In addition to these proposed policy changes, review of the full policy document has highlighted the need to amend;

Priority Banding System 

Re-word the criterion in Band B relating to harassment from "Applicants suffering from harassment where there is a recommendation from the Local Authority or a relevant statutory or voluntary agency that a move is necessary", to  "Applicants suffering from harassment where there is a recognized need for a move." 

Appeals and Reviews of Decisions 

Widen the means of requesting a review by allowing verbal requests.

Active and Non-Active applications  

i) Applicants in supported or specialist housing who are not ready to move on may be made non-active

ii) The reference to debt or damage caused to other property which may result in an application being made non-active should include specific reference to the council’s Rent Deposit Guarantee Scheme

How to Apply to Join the Register

This will be amended to reflect the imminent withdrawal of paper applications. Applications will only be made on-line (with the provision of assistance, as required).  The Council has an established Inclusion and Access Policy which supports vulnerable groups, including older people, to access the housing register and the Choice Based Lettings Scheme.    

Annual Reviews

Annual reviews will be replaced by a system of contacting those who have not bid for a 12 month period

Deliberate Worsening of Circumstances

This provision should be expanded to include reference to the expectation that applicants (other than transfer applicants and accepted homeless people) will be expected to consider and secure other reasonable housing solutions and not to rely solely on social housing

Active and non Active applicants

The current Policy states that  if you are held in HM prison or a serving in HM Forces: - You will have your application made non-active until a period of three months before the release or discharge date.  We proposed that this be changed to 1 month before the release or discharge date.

EQUALITIES 

The need to prevent unlawful discrimination and the creation of an adverse impact on any section of the community has been taken into account in formulating these draft amendments.  The proposed amendments have been subject to the Council’s Equalities Impact Assessment.
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