TELFORD & WREKIN COUNCIL

CABINET – 9TH JUNE 2009

PRIVATE SECTOR HOUSING STRATEGY 2009/14 AND HOUSING ASSISTANCE POLICY 2009/11

REPORT OF THE HEAD OF PREVENTION & PROTECTION

1.0
PURPOSE

1.1
To seek Cabinet approval to (i) the Private Sector Housing Strategy 2009/14 (Appendix 1), (ii) to the associated Housing Assistance Policy 2009/11 (Appendix 2), and (iii) to become a member of the West Midlands Kick Start Partnership. 


3.0  
SUMMARY

3.1
The Private Sector Housing Strategy 2009/14 is intended to help steer the Council’s approach to regulating & improving housing conditions across all sectors.  

3.2
The Housing Assistance Policy 2009/11 sets out rules against which financial assistance may be provided in order to improve or adapt the homes of those households that meet relevant criteria.
3.3
There is no obligation for a local authority to publish its Private Sector Housing Strategy however the Regulatory Reform (Housing Assistance) (England and Wales ) Order 2002 (“the Order”) does require a local authority to adopt and publish a Housing Assistance Policy if it intends to offer financial assistance for housing improvements. Publication of a Private Sector Housing Strategy that guides decisions on regulatory matters and / or providing access to resources is considered good practice. 
4.0
PREVIOUS MINUTES - None
5.0
INFORMATION

5.1
Background

5.1.1
Local Housing Authorities have a range of duties and powers that include:-

· Regulating housing conditions across all sectors (owner/occupied, social rented, privately rented, and mobile homes) to ensure homes are free from hazards and to achieve minimum standards;

· Funding of mandatory grants to adapt homes in order to meet assessed needs of people with disabilities (disabled facilities grants or DFGs);

· Provision of information, advice and assistance including discretionary funding to achieve improvements to the minimum standard of poor quality housing within the owner/occupied and private rented sectors.  

5.1.2
The Private Sector Housing Strategy 2009/14 provides a ‘framework’ to respond to the following issues within the borough:-
· Promoting independent living for older people and people with disabilities;

· Tackling fuel poverty and poor thermal comfort;

· Reducing the number of sub-standard (non-decent) homes in the borough; 

· Bringing long-term empty dwellings back into use;

· Helping to reduce homelessness;

· Complementing area-wide regeneration initiatives and the housing growth agenda; 

· Supporting locality management and reducing ASB through proactive management of the private rented sector 

5.1.3
The Housing Assistance Policy 2009/11 provides the means for delivering the strategy through a range of financial assistance tools. It also includes ‘rules / criteria’ that guide when this form of approach should be used. The policy focuses on 3 discrete strands relating to:-
· Disabled Facilities Grants – arrangements and conditions for administering mandatory DFGs;
· Kick Start equity release and loan products – arrangements and conditions for discretionary financial assistance funded through the regional Kick Start Programme;

· Private sector renewal grants – arrangements and conditions relating to home repair assistance, HMO grants, conversion grants, landlord safety  grants, empty home loans, and group repair grants funded through regional housing allocation and the Council’s capital resources.
5.1.4
Both the Strategy and the Assistance Policy are intended to complement a wider set of objectives set out in an over-arching Housing Strategy 2003/06 that deliver outcomes for people consistent with the Council’s vision 2026 and the corporate priorities.   

5.1.5
Members will observe that there are wide-ranging circumstances when it may be appropriate to consider using financial assistance (the ‘carrot’) or regulatory powers (the ‘stick’) to achieve improvements in substandard housing. Financial assistance is ordinarily linked to means testing and / or to securing match-funding.   

5.1.6
The Private Sector Housing Strategy 2009/14 and the Housing Assistance Policy 2009/11 for the borough are different to their predecessors in that they introduce new approaches to funding housing improvements (but not DFGs) in the owner/occupied sector through the West Midlands Regional Kick Start Programme. This programme introduces a range of secure loan and equity release products as alternative sources of funding for households that are vulnerable or income poor but who may have significant equity in their home. 

5.2
Equality & Diversity

5.2.1
Equalities impact assessments have been carried out for both the Private Sector Housing Strategy and the Housing Assistance Policy 2009/11.

5.2.2
The strategy provides a framework for tackling substandard conditions in the owner/occupied and private rented sectors. By definition these homes tend to be occupied by the most disadvantaged or vulnerable households.
5.2.3
The policy seeks to direct what resources are available to improve or adapt substandard housing towards the most disadvantaged or vulnerable households in order to achieve objectives set out in the strategy. These include disadvantage resulting from age / infirmity, disability, health inequality, and low income.
5.3
Environmental Impact

5.3.1
Documents referred to in this report are intrinsically linked to a wide-range of environmental objectives helping to improve the energy efficiency & thermal comfort of homes. They also contribute to improving the sustainability of individual homes and neighbourhoods.
5.4
Legal Comment

5.4.1
Section 87 of the Local Government Act 2003 requires a Local Housing Authority to have a housing strategy.

5.4.2
The Regulatory Reform (Housing Assistance) (England and Wales) Order 2002 allows Councils to adopt a flexible approach to give financial help reflecting local circumstances, needs and resources. Before using these powers for example to offer equity share loans other equity release products a local authority must adopt and publish a Housing Assistance Policy.
5.4.3
As lead authority on behalf of the ‘Kick-Start’ Partnership, Birmingham City Council is entering into legal agreements relating to the use of private sector funding for equity release loans and want to enter into ‘back-to-back’ agreement with the Council and other authorities in the in the ‘Kick-Start’ Partnership to protect Birmingham City Council in taking the lead role. The procurement process undertaken by Birmingham City Council to select a private sector financial partner was undertaken last year in accordance with EU rules in an open tender process.

5.5
Links to Corporate Priorities

5.5.1
Implementation of both the Strategy and the Assistance Policy contributes to all of the corporate priorities especially those relating to health and well-being, and sustaining the environment.  

5.6
Opportunities & Risks

5.6.1
In proposing this Strategy / Assistance Policy the corporate risk management methodology has been complied with. The main risks identified relate to:- 

· a potential for challenge if the Council does not exercise its statutory duties or if they are exercised wrongly. The Strategy and Assistance Policy will help to mitigate these risks; 

· an inability to provide adequate resources to fund the Assistance Policy. The regional Kick Start Programme mitigates this risk and also the Assistance Policy only covers the two year period 2009/11 when provisional allocations for regional housing allocations are known. The policy will need to be reviewed towards end 2010/11 in light of funding projections beyond that period.
5.6.2
In addition, rigorous approaches to means testing applicants for financial assistance help to minimise risk of inappropriate or fraudulent applications for assistance.  

5.7
Financial Implications
5.7.1
In March 2008 the capital programme for the 2008/09 financial year was approved and the following two financial years, which were considered in the medium term service and financial planning process, were included for financial strategy and planning purposes.

5.7.2 The programme for housing for the three years is set out in the table below.  There have not been significant changes to the framework for 2009/10 and 2010/11.

Extract from the Housing & Regeneration Capital Programme 2008/11

	
	Yr 2008-2009

£’000
	Yr 2009-2010

£’000
	Yr 2010-2011

£’000

	· Independent Living 
· Private Sector Renewal 

· Supporting Vulnerable People

· Strategic Enabling


	1,200

600

100

700


	1,250

550

50

750
	1,300

500

50

750

	Total   
	2,600
	2,600
	2,600


5.7.3 The switch to making financial support available through Kick Start as loan assistance will allow support to be made available from existing Council resources to support new strategy initiatives to emerge and these are detailed as discretionary support in the strategy. However, it will take some time for the Kick Start concepts of loans and equity release to become readily acceptable to many service users and therefore this transition will evolve over time. 

5.7.4 Disabled Facilities Grants are mandatory.  The recent national review and subsequent: broadening of the scope of use of the grant award, and increase in maximum award together with the availability of grants for properties owned by Registered Social Landlords means the pressure on grant funding will increase. This is not reflected in the three year financial planning strategy so far where resources in the programme remain materially the same at around £1.25m.

5.7.5 The funded programme to 2010/11 assumes that there are no changes to the Governments’ announced indicative Regional allocations. 

5.7.6 The action plan identified in the Private Sector Housing Strategy 2009/14 is expected to be delivered within existing capital resources as identified above, although there continues to be pressure on Disabled Facilities Grants and Home Repair Grants.

5.7.7 The Council is tackling the issue of affordable warmth by operating an energy advice service, part funded by Npower and Telford and Wrekin PCT, the primary aim of this is to provide energy advice and provide access to a hardship fund for those struggling with high energy bills. 

5.7.8
The Authority has secured funding to extend the current handyman scheme to help older people get minor repairs to their homes at a reduced cost, the current scheme is to increase to two handymen operating in the Borough from 2009/10.

6.0
WARD IMPLICATIONS 

6.1
Borough-wide implications

7.0
BACKGROUND PAPERS

7.1
The following background documents are relevant to this report:-

· T&W Housing Strategy 2003/2006 (currently being reviewed) 

· T&W Housing Stock Condition Survey 2008

End of Report
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CAPS (9-03-09) – kick start PSHA 2009-14 & HAP 2009-11 / reports

2.0 	RECOMMENDATIONS





2.1	That the Private Sector Housing Strategy 2009/14 and the Housing Assistance Policy 2009/11 be approved;


2.2	That the Council becomes a member of the West Midlands Kick Start Partnership and a Project Member under the Birmingham City Council contract for funding of equity share loans with the private sector by entering into a ‘back-to-back’ legal agreement with Birmingham City Council (“the Contract”);


2.3	That the Head of Prevention & Protection be granted delegated authority to deal with matters relating to the membership of the Partnership and the Contract;


2.4	That the Head of Prevention & Protection be granted delegated authority to approve loans and equity release products under The Regulatory Reform (Housing Assistance) (England and Wales) Order 2002 and The Housing Grants, Construction and Regeneration Act 1996;


2.5	That the Head of Legal Services be granted delegated authority to execute legal documentation necessary to give effect to the above decisions.
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