EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE - 31 JANUARY 2011

  

  SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENT POLICY AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE -
  11 JANUARY 2011
PART   I – DELEGATED   
6b.  
AMENDMENT TO THE COUNCIL’S HOUSING ALLOCATION POLICY   

  (DCES)
1.
Summary
1.1
To amend the Council’s Housing Allocation Policy on bedroom eligibility. Homeseekers (ie those not already social housing tenants) , including homeless applicants, with one child under two years will be eligible for one-bedroom accommodation with Thrive Homes only. Thrive Homes are the major supplier of social housing in the district having taken over the Council’s housing stock in March 2008. 

Only homeseekers and social housing tenants will therefore be eligible for two- bedroom properties if they have at least one child over the age of two years. 
2.
Background
2.1
In June 2008 the Council approved a new Housing Allocations Policy to comply with the Government’s Codes of Guidance on the Allocation of Accommodation through a Choice Based Lettings Scheme (CBL).  CBL was implemented by the Council in December 2008 as part of the Herts Choice Homes’ consortium arrangement with four other Herts councils (Watford, St Albans, Welwyn and Hertsmere Councils).

2.2
The Housing Allocations Policy enables applicants to apply for properties that are advertised by expressing an interest through a ‘bid’.  The priority for allocating housing is based on five priority bands:-


A – Urgent Housing Need


B – Very High Housing Need


C – High Housing Need


D – Recognised Housing Need


E – Other Housing Requirement 

2.3
Officers have kept the operation of the new housing allocation policy under periodic review to ensure that it continues to achieve the Council’s original objectives for the scheme.  The most recent review of the policy has highlighted the need to make small changes in order to make best use the housing stock and to ensure the system is operating fairly and effectively.

2.4
Proposed change to the Housing Allocation Policy - Bedroom eligibility for Homeseekers including homeless applicants

The proposal is to make amendments to the Housing Allocation Policy now, in advance of national housing policy reforms currently being consulted on by the Government.

2.5
It is proposed that homeseekers including homeless applicants with one child under two years will only be eligible for one-bedroom accommodation with Thrive Homes only.  There can be exceptions to this bedroom eligibility if there is an agreed specific need, for instance when there is an approved medical reason for larger accommodation.  The impact of the policy will be reviewed within one year of its implementation to ensure there are no unintended consequences of the policy change.

2.6
Who will be affected by the proposed change in policy?
The proposed change in policy will affect homeseekers including homeless applicants with one child under two years.

2.7
The table below breaks down by band the number of homeseekers (85) who are currently eligible for a two-bedroom property under the present Housing Allocation Policy with one child under two years of age at November 2011 

	Band
	Homeseekers with one child under 2
	Homeless applicants with one child under 2 , where duty has been accepted

	A
	0
	0

	B
	1
	9

	C
	9
	0

	D
	35
	0

	E
	31
	0

	
	
	

	
	76
	9



Single people and couples on the housing Register to whom the Council does not have a duty to house under homelessness, will incur longer waiting times to be housed than at present as a result of this policy change.

2.8
Rationale for change


The high demand for two-bedroom properties from accepted homeless applicants who are placed in a Priority Band B for housing has contributed to an increase in the number of Thrive Homes tenants living in one-bedroom properties who are waiting for and are eligible for two-bedroom properties.   These tenants are normally bypassed by accepted homeless applicants because they have a lower priority band.

2.9
As at November 2010 there were forty Thrive Homes tenants eligible for a two-bedroom property.  Seventeen of these tenants had two children in one-bedroom properties and 23 tenants had one child over four years of age in one-bedroom properties which shows the extent of the problem being caused.  

2.10
The lack of new affordable housing developments in the district has contributed to longer stays in temporary accommodation for homeless households. This also places a strain on available temporary accommodation resulting in bed and breakfast being considered as an option to accommodate homeless families.

2.11
Whilst this policy will limit some homeseekers to a one-bedroom Thrive Homes property, it will improve the chances of existing social housing tenants in overcrowded conditions in one-bedroom properties to transfer on to larger accommodation.

2.12
Following the consultation process Thrive Homes has approved this policy change.
2.13
How will Homeseekers obtain a Two-bed social housing property?


When a homeseeker with one child under the age of two years is granted a one-bedroom Thrive Homes property they can apply to go on the Housing Register and will be awarded Band C when their child reaches the age of four years or when they have a second child. 
2.14
Review of proposed change

It is proposed that this change to Policy will be reviewed within 12 months to ensure the policy objective is being achieved and to report on any unintended consequences.

2.15
Consultation

The groups detailed below have been consulted on the amendments to the Housing Allocation Policy.  The results of the consultation can be found at Appendix A.

Agencies at the Herts Choice Agency Event  

March 2010


Partners at the Homelessness Forum


July 2010 


Partners at the Herts Choice Homes Consortium
October 2010


Scheme User Group





September 2010


BME Focus Group





November 2010

3.
Options/Reasons for Recommendation
3.1
The Government is currently consulting on changes to allocation of social housing in England. If the proposals are agreed in 2011, local authorities will have the option of housing homeless families into private sector accommodation.  This may result in significant reduction in housing waiting times for families in housing need and enable the Council to make best use of the housing stock with the district.

However it is not known if and when these changes will be brought in. Also there is a need now to make sure the Policy is fair to existing tenants awaiting transfer to larger accommodation, and that the process of moving homeless applicants from temporary accommodation is speeded up.   
4.
Policy/Budget Reference and Implications
4.1
The recommendations in this report are within the Council’s agreed policy and budgets.   
4.2
The purpose of this proposed policy is to  ASK   \* MERGEFORMAT improve service delivery and ensure a fairer system with immediate effect.
 ASK   \* MERGEFORMAT 
5.  
Financial, Staffing, Environmental, Community Safety, Customer Services Centre, Communications & Website and Health & Safety 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?


	No – there is no proposed change to current policy/ service. 

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


	No


8.
Risk Management
8.1
The Council has agreed its risk management strategy which can be found on the website at http://www.threerivers.gov.uk.  In addition, the risks of the proposals in the report have also been assessed against the Council’s duties under Health and Safety legislation relating to employees, visitors and persons affected by our operations.  The risk management implications of this report are detailed below.

8.2
The subject of this report is covered by the Housing Service Plan. Any risks resulting from this report will be included in the risk register and, if necessary, managed within this plan.
8.3
There are no known risks to the Council in agreeing the recommendations.
8.4
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

	1
	The risk of not agreeing this change to Council  Policy is that the Council and primarily Thrive Homes will not be working to the same bedroom eligibility standards. There would then be confusion for applicants, and this lack of consistency could place either or both organisations at risk of challenge.
	IV
	B


8.5
Of the risks detailed above none is already managed within a service plan.

8.6
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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8.7
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 the   

  Sustainable Environment Policy and Scrutiny Committee recommends that the Executive Committee:


(i)
notes the report; and


(ii)
authorises the proposed change to the Allocation Policy on bedroom eligibility.

Report prepared by:
  Nyack Semelo-Shaw, Head of Housing

Background Papers


TRDC Housing Allocation Policy  

APPENDICES / ATTACHMENTS

  Appendix A – Feedback from consultation.
APPENDIX  A

Comments from external agencies received from consultation on 2010 Review of Three Rivers District Council’s Housing Allocations Policy

Herts Choice Homes User Group Meeting – 23 Sept 2010

No concerns were raised about the proposed changes to Three Rivers Allocations Policy.  All users were satisfied with the explanations given for the reasons for the changes.

Herts Choice Homes Consortium Meeting attended by HCH Local Authorities and RSLs - 4th October 2010 

Some RSLs had reservations about this on the grounds of the unsuitability of the accommodation and the potential for management problems.

Since the meeting, Thrive Homes have agreed to the change in Policy which will assist their tenants who are overcrowded in one-bedroom properties.  However, other RSLs have not agreed to accommodate families with one child under two years into a one-bed property.   These families will therefore only be eligible for a Thrive Homes one-bed property.

Black Minority and Ethnic Focus Group Meeting – 25 Nov 2010

Reported by Lee Arnold, Homelessness Officer

Of the 14 attendees at the group I attended, 10 were Thrive tenants. Their comments on the policy review were as follows:- 
· There was no disagreement. Of the 7 mothers that were present they felt it perfectly acceptable for a child up to two to remain in a one-bed. 

· One attendee who had originally come from a London authority said she felt that one bedroom was suitable for a household with one child up to the age of 5 years. 

· One person explained that it was practical to have the child in the same bedroom. 

· With the exception of the attendee who felt a one bed property was suitable for a child up to 5 years of age, all who spoke were consistent in saying that after two years of age it was difficult in a one-bed and they all understood the housing situation.

· I was pleasantly surprised how realistic people were and there was a range of ages. I estimated the youngest mother there to be early 20s and others possibly late 40s.

Area Services Manager – Young Persons Services, Aldwyck East Housing Association who manage Furzefield House supported housing accommodation in South Oxhey for 16-25 year olds   
We have discussed the proposed change and see this as essentially a positive move which will allow easier move on. 

Supported Housing Manager, Stadium Housing Association

(Landlord of TRDC’s temporary accommodation for homeless applicants)

I am able to confirm that Stadium concurs with the proposed changes to the Allocations policy. My understanding is as outlined below that in the main (at Lincoln Drive temporary accommodation) it will remain one child as a two-bedroomed need.  However, on occasion it will be necessary to be flexible and to accommodate a child under two years in a one bedroomed flat where there is a shortage of temporary accommodation.
We recognise the need to be flexible, given the increasing demand for accommodation by homeless households and the current scarcity, and we wish to work in effective partnership with the borough in assisting you to meet the challenges ahead.
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