Appendix   D
TRDC Response to matters arising from the consultation 

Residential Criteria

A significant number of those responding to the consultation exercises raised concerns about opening up the list to people living outside the district and to new arrivals being given priority for housing. Local connection remains a concern and some participants felt that housing should be allocated to those already within TRDC first before others. It was also expressed that “immigrants” should not be allocated housing over others who had lived in the area for sometime.  

Unless there are extenuating circumstances, the current policy gives additional points to residents of the district.  It is now proposed that applicants must be currently resident in the district or have been resident for 6 of the previous 12 months, or 3 of the past 5 years prior to their application.  This is the statutory criterion currently used by the Homeless Service to establish a local connection.  Within each band priority will be given to applicants who have a local connection.  This significantly improves the current situation and effectively means local residents will be housed over applicants who live outside the district without a local connection.

            Extending choice to homeless and other vulnerable households

Voluntary agencies locally have expressed concerns the new Housing Allocation Policy proposals will not give the vulnerable groups they represent adequate priority.  
The current housing allocation policy effectively gives homeless and some other applicants overriding priority over other groups and consequently it is inevitable that some customers see “Homelessness” as their simplest and quickest route to social housing.  To address this issue of Homelessness status being a perverse incentive,  the New Housing Allocation Policy awards homeless applicants, once housed in temporary accommodation, the same priority as others in the ‘reasonable preference’ group.  These are the categories of people in housing need the Homelessness Act requires local authorities must be give “reasonable preference” when allocating accommodation.  


Homeless families will therefore now be required to queue for housing along with others in other types of housing need.  Although it is not possible to be precise homeless families should not have a greater wait for permanent social housing than they do at present.  However, through the Choice Based System their choices and options, including private sector renting will be more transparent and coherent and the degree of priority their application is given will be more balanced compared to others with different needs.

Vulnerable applicants
Considerable comment and concern was raised throughout the consultation process about applicants ability to understand the process or those that rely on advocates to represent their case will need assistance. This includes older people, applicants who have difficulty accessing written information because English is not their first language; or because of visual or other impairment; or because of literacy problems.  
To address this, the Council and Herts Choice Homes will translate information into the most common community languages and work with community/support groups who can represent applicants’ interests.  We will also encourage the role of Housing Options, and Customer Service staff to act as facilitators for the service, working with applicants to help make informed decisions about all housing options.

Partner agencies raised the issues of the significant and ongoing discussion about protecting vulnerable groups and ensuring they have equal access to choice as others.  One organisation cited the government Paper; Independence, Well-being and Choice which talks about local partners; social care, health, housing and the voluntary sectors working together to promote and ensure services for vulnerable adults aimed at promoting health, social inclusion and maintaining the independence of the individual by giving them greater choice and control over the way in which their needs are met. The New Housing Allocation Policy proposal meets these aspirations. 


Prior and post go – live the Housing Needs Service and partner stakeholders,  that is Voluntary and Statutory agencies including Adult  Care Service, ensure that people with particular requirements due to their vulnerability, health, age or other needs are effectively served in respect to accessing choice.
‘   
The Council’s/Herts Choice Homes Inclusion Policy and the proposed  Vulnerability Compact will be signed at both organisational and service delivery levels.  The Vulnerability Compact commits the organisations and individual to work jointly together in the interest of maintaining and promoting independence and choice for vulnerable adults.


In addition, to the Vulnerability Compact  TRDC Housing Options Officers will work with a specific caseload of vulnerable residents and act as a liaison point where there are advocates representing vulnerable applicants.  Applicants with special needs will be identified at the beginning of the re-housing process and they will be assigned a dedicated officer who will be responsible for providing pragmatic and proactive advice.  They will also liaise with advocates from Adult Care Services, Voluntary Groups etc. to provide a seamless re-housing service to the applicant.  Applicants on the Housing Register will be asked to indicate if they will need support to use the new system prior to the system going live. 


Older people 
Many comments were received which indicate that older people would not get a move or will not be in a position to access the Herts Choice Homes CBL system.
  
All Sheltered Housing Scheme Managers have been personally consulted and visited to discuss the New Housing Allocation Policy and Herts Choice Homes.  All sheltered housing owned by Thrive  now have a PC with internet access  for residents with the Scheme Manager receiving on going training to use the system.  The Scheme Managers will facilitate access to Herts Choice Homes for their residents.


Older people who require support to use the system will be allocated a Housing Option Officer to bid on their behalf.

            Applications from those with overriding health concerns


Comments were received from people who describe themselves as disabled and concerns were raised about who medical would be dealt with under the new system.   The current assessment for health priority allows for a range of awards depending on the severity of the impact of the current housing conditions on health - Critical life threatening 75 points to Moderate mild 5.  Whilst it is accepted that housing conditions have an important impact on the health of residents, the current assessment procedure has resulted in many applicants relentlessly pursuing “medical points” and medical points are being awarded for social and not medical reasons. 


The perception is therefore that those with a serious and overwhelming need to move on health grounds are queuing for housing with those with more minor and less immediately dangerous health concerns – while some “lucky few” who achieve high medical  points have the pick of available properties.   


The Council in partnership with Herts Choice Homes will review the current Medical Policies.

            Refusals

Concerns were raised by applicants about being penalised for refusing properties.   This was also echoed by RSLs’ and some staff who felt there was the potential for increased empty property turnaround times. 
Some RSLs experience of other CBL schemes where there are no penalties for refusal showed that some applicants bid for properties only to refuse the eventual offer.  Under the current policy applicants can refuse 2 reasonable offers after which the application is deferred for 12 months. Statutory homeless and some medicals  cases are made  1 reasonable offer which if refused will mean the applicant  may lose their priority  status. The New Housing Policy means that applicants will only be bidding for homes that they are interested in.  .

Some RSLs said if there is no penalty for bidding for and then refusing accommodation there is a danger that applicants will speculatively apply for all vacancies and offers to those at the top of the list be wasted, resulting in increased void turnaround times.


There are no proposals for penalising applicant who refuse – except in statutory homeless cases.    
Refusals of accommodation by Homeless applicants are subject to a statutory review (appeal) procedure and so will be excluded from this provision. Any refusal of a suitable and reasonable offer by a homeless household will mean that the Council has discharged its duty and the provision of temporary accommodation will cease. This is regardless of whether the homeless household bid for or was nominated to the home.  The proposal is to maintain the existing penalty for the refusal of a reasonable offer for homeless cases only.                    

            Long waiting times
Many comments were received in comment on how long the process took to be offered accommodation.  The new Housing Allocation Policy itself cannot result in any more homes becoming available than present or address the shortage of housing in the district.  

Affordable housing provision did come up in the consultation exercise as a major concern. The district will continue to face challenges in meeting the needs of people who require accommodation.  While further affordable housing initiatives are being worked on with partner Housing Associations the Council also need to work with applicants and homeless people to encourage them to widen their housing choices including considering moves outside of the district, private sector renting and the growing shared ownership opportunities with the district.

