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Three Rivers House
Northway 

Rickmansworth

Hertfordshire

WD3 1RL

7 April 2011 

By email to:

All HCH Registered Providers

HCH Local authority partner

Dear Colleague,

The Localism Bill

I am writing on behalf of the five local authorities which operate the Herts Choice Homes Choice Based lettings scheme (HCH).

The Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) has now produced its Framework for the 2011-15 Affordable Homes Programme.  This invites offers by the 3rd May from providers who want to work with the HCA to deliver new supply of affordable housing over the next four years.  The HCH  local authorities wish to ensure that any proposals put forward by Registered Providers for their area are aimed at meeting local needs and take account of the HCH LA partners emerging policy which need to be ‘fleshed out’.  This does not yet have political approval.  

Each HCH LA will be considering the implications of the Localism Bill and will develop individual policies and responses to the proposals.  In addition, the HCH Board want to ensure that its CBL scheme continues to operate fairly and effectively and is easily understood by those on the housing register and that the current changes avoid any significant policy divergence as far as possible.

As you know the Localism Bill sets out a role for local authorities in providing tenancy strategies, this will take time to come into place.  In the interim the HCH local authorities have identified some key principles on which their future tenancy strategies are likely to be based, and want to ensure that these key principles, together with your discussions with individual HCH LA partners, influence the shape of your organisation’s offer to the HCA.   
HCH LA partners are currently considering a strategic approach based on the following key principles:

Tenure
· No tenancy should be for a term less than five years. Some benefits of introducing fixed term tenancies are recognised, particularly the ability to address the under occupation of social housing.

· Where children under the age of 10 years form a permanent part of the household, the minimum term should be 15 years. This could be split into two tranches of 10 and 5 years (or similar) to allow for a review of any exceptional change in circumstances.  This encourages stable, settled communities and allows families to thrive. 

· Where children under the age of 15 years form a permanent part of the household, the minimum term should be 10 years.  Again this could be split into two tranches of five years. 

· The term of new tenancies for households comprising adults only will depend upon their circumstances.  HCH will undertake more research into this before a guiding set of criteria can be drawn up.

. 

Elderly and vulnerable people should continue to be offered a lifetime tenancy. A detailed definition of what constitutes ‘vulnerability’ needs to be compiled, but this is likely to include those with a permanent mental or physical impairment which would put them at significant disadvantage in trying to secure their own accommodation.

· Tenancy Renewal. Circumstances to be taken into account in deciding whether to renew a tenancy will be determined and incorporated into the councils tenancy strategy. 

Eligibility

· Local Connection criteria as a prerequisite to joining the housing register will be reviewed.  Although there may be a presumption that we should impose stricter conditions to ensure that vacant homes are targeted at local people, we will firstly be taking into account the impact of such an approach on certain groups within our communities.

· The ability to restrict registration only to those with a realistic prospect of being rehoused or to vary the requirements, based on housing need, will be evaluated. The apparent logic of this needs to be weighed against the practicalities of assisting with alternative housing options, the restriction of potential interest in hard to let properties and the possible market for some lettings at Affordable Rents.

Mobility

· HCH supports measures taken to maximise mobility within the social housing sector.

· As one of the guiding principals of setting up our Choice Based Lettings Scheme, our partners were encouraged to provide 100% nominations to the relevant LAs, in return for all tenants (regardless of landlord) being treated as transfer tenants.

· Tenant Transfers represent a relatively high proportion of existing tenants moving to more suitable accommodation.  In large measure, this is due to the additional priority given to them within our current policies and we do not envisage that this will need anything more than superficial adjustment.

· We would wish to ensure that existing tenants transferring retained their existing or an equivalent security of tenure.

Homelessness

· HCH LA partners welcome the proposed new power to discharge their housing duty to homeless families into private sector housing. Given the ongoing scarcity of social housing and the anticipated growth in homelessness acceptances, we see this as a necessary supplement to the social sector, not an alternative.  

· We are taking steps to ensure that we maximise the availability of good quality private sector rented accommodation for accepted homeless people. 

· The ongoing support of Registered Providers in assisting HCH LA partners in preventing and housing the homeless is expected and appreciated.

Affordable Rents

HCH have three particular considerations to which we would like you to have regard;

· Mobility

We urge you to frame your rent policy in a way which encourages tenants to down size without the disincentive of being financially penalised. The stated aim of the government to increase mobility in the social sector in order to tackle under occupation is unlikely to be assisted by advertising suitable alternative vacant homes at Affordable Rent levels. Although there may be no obvious solution to this, a system which leaves certain homes at social rent levels while raising the rent of the larger vacated property may be viable.

· Re-investment

We strongly favour that the West Hertfordshire area covered by Herts Choice Homes should form the geographical area in which Registered Providers should re-invest their funding. In this way, by making adjustments to the existing HCH cross-boundary bidding facility for applicants, we can ensure that there is at least some degree of retaining the benefit of Affordable Rents within the area where they are raised.

· Affordability 

HCH LA partners are keen to ensure that the new affordable rents are indeed affordable, especially in view of the government proposal on universal credit which may cap benefit entitlement to a family at approx £26,000. Registered providers should evidence how these families will be safeguarded.

Tenancy Strategy

·  HCH LA partners will share knowledge and where possible develop a common approach to their’ tenancy strategy including consultation with locally operating Registered Providers.

· As you know, it will be some considerable time (up to 18 months) before the councils produce their formal tenancy strategy to guide the approach of Registered Providers. As this will influence only any revisions of the policies you are now formulating, I do hope that this brief outline of our current thinking will be of some help in advance of a formal, politically agreed approach having been adopted.

If you wish to discuss this further, please contact me at Three Rivers, or one of my colleagues at the other four councils.

Yours sincerely,

Nyack Semelo-Shaw
Chair  - 
Herts Choice Homes  Board

Cc HCH Board

      HCH Operations Group
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8 November 2011 

Dear Colleague,

The Localism Bill

I wrote to you in April 2011 to outline the Herts Choice Homes (HCH) partnership’s early views on the proposals within the Localism Bill.   I am now writing to keep you up to date with our thinking, and to develop and add to the principles in my earlier letter.

Since April 2011, the five local authorities have continued to meet periodically to share their approaches with the aim of maintaining consistency in key policy areas affecting the operation of the Choice Based Lettings (CBL) scheme.

Our October 2011 meeting included the Housing Portfolio Holder Member from each of the four councils represented (Hertsmere were not in attendance). Although our Tenancy Strategies and any amendments to allocations policies resulting from the Localism Act will of course need to be agreed by our respective Members.  The Members present have agreed some broad principles;

Choice Based Lettings
The five HCH councils believe that the function and operation of the scheme will still be relevant and appropriate once the Localism Act takes effect and that the service and transparency it offers to customers are beneficial and valued. We remain very committed to the scheme and, subject to the inevitable minor differences arising from the differing local housing markets, to achieving a commonality of approach which will benefit those on the housing register and Registered Providers (RPs) working across more than one borough.  Some authorities in other parts of the country are questioning whether CBL will continue to be the best way of allocating homes within the new housing regime.
Affordable Rent
With regard to the conversion of relets to affordable rents, consultation with RSL partners shows some are intending to restrict this to smaller (1 and 2 bed) properties not only due to the differentials between social and affordable rent levels for the larger homes, but also as the affordability of larger properties once Universal Credit is introduced is still in some doubt.   

The need to make best use of the existing housing stock by maximising mobility will be increasingly critical under the new regime and RPs are urged not to create disincentives to this within the social sector. In particular, Local authorities are conscious of potential impacts on tackling under-occupation, if properties that households downsize to are let at rents higher than or close to that currently paid for a larger property.  We welcome continuing dialogue on how best to address this issue.

S106 and tenure split

It is recognised that RPs will be modelling their approaches to affordable rent and that this will inform their development proposals and business plans. Similarly, our local authorities are carrying out studies around affordability issues within our local housing markets (including the impact of Universal Credit once implemented), the outcomes of which will be shared with RPs and will inform Tenancy Strategies and planning policies which may result in a proportion of new developments at rents significantly lower than the proposed affordable rent product.

Re-investment 

Members reaffirmed that they favour funds raised from affordable rents for new development be re-invested in South West Hertfordshire area covered by Herts Choice Homes.
Flexible Tenure

Local RPs with whom we have spoken have indicated, in line with government guidance, that they will not be offering tenancies with less than a five year term and that this period is likely to be the norm (other than for the elderly and possibly other more vulnerable tenants who would continue to have a lifetime tenancy). Some LAs may consider longer tenancies advantageous in certain circumstances (eg where young children form part of the household) in order to provide them with more certainty and to help build stronger communities. This would also ease the administrative burden of tenancy reviews and renewals.

Our discussions to date with RPs also suggest that a standard set of circumstances in which tenancies would be renewed are beginning to be adopted. HCH support these principles, in the main, these are: 

· the size of the property and the family composition are still appropriate

· an assessment of financial means shows continuing need for subsidised housing of this nature

· special features/adaptations continue to be needed

HCH have some concern with the criterion; ‘how the tenancy has been conducted’.  It is important that tenancies are managed under the normal tenancy conditions and that anti-social behaviour and rent arrears are tackled as and when they occur, rather than using the fixed term as a management tool.  We welcome continuing dialogue about preventing homelessness from RSL tenancies and recognise this as a key area of joint work going forward.

When a fixed term tenancy is reviewed, there is clearly a need for a tenant’s circumstances to be assessed in the context of all available housing options and for these to be explored with them. It may be beneficial for this to be done independent of the landlord or to include the local authority in the process. Their knowledge of the local housing market and existing skills in this area may be best placed to provide this service to RPs and we would be interested in discussing this further with you in due course.

Eligibility

In view of the increased discretion being given to local authorities to determine which classes of applicant will be eligible for registration, we are likely to strengthen local connection criteria in order to ensure that allocations are made to local people in need. We aim to make this consistent across all five councils and although the detail has yet to be drawn up, a 5 year residence requirement is possible. Qualification for local connection based on a family member living in the local authority area may be increased to that family member having been resident for 10 years. Connection by way of permanent employment will continue but this too will probably be more restrictive than at present.

In view of the large proportion of the current housing register applicants who are in no recognised housing need, we are likely not to permit future applicants in this position to register but would instead offer them advice and assistance with other, more suitable housing options.

Any such changes to policy are unlikely to be retrospectively applied.

Homelessness

We welcome the new power to discharge our full homelessness duty through securing a minimum 12 month tenancy in the private sector.  Work is continuing on how to stimulate an increased supply of private sector homes and how to make best use of them through the allocations process.

Employment/’Community contribution’

Some authorities are also likely to give additional priority for housing to those who are making a contribution to the local economy and/or working voluntarily in certain roles. Once again, the detail of this is still to be worked up but it is possible that this will be applied through the use of Local Lettings Policies on a proportion of vacant homes.

I should stress that all these matters are at a fairly early stage and are subject to change. Nevertheless, I hope that you find this update informative and useful.

If you wish to discuss anything further, please contact me at Three Rivers or one of my colleagues at the other four councils (see below).

Yours faithfully,

Nyack Semelo-Shaw

Chair

Herts Choice Homes  Board
cc: HCH Board, HCH Operations Group
	                         HCH LA PARTNERS’ CONTACT DETAILS



	Kim Harwood


	Housing Operations Manager


	Kim.harwood@hertsmere.gov.uk
	0208 2077586

	Linda Middleton
	Strategy and Enabling Manager
	Linda.middleton@stalbans.gov.uk
	01727 819401



	Nyack Semelo-Shaw


	Head of Housing
	Nyack.semelo-shaw@threerivers,gov.uk
	01923 727063

	Rachel Dawson


	Housing Section Head
	Rachel.dawson@watford.gov.uk
	01923 278902

	Sian Chambers


	Head of Strategic Housing Services
	s.chambers@welhat.gov.uk
	01707 357640




