
RIBBLE VALLEY BOROUGH COUNCIL

REPORT TO 
HEALTH & HOUSING COMMITTEE

                                                                                                                                                                   Agenda Item No.   

meeting date:
24 JULY 2008

title:
AFFORDABLE HOUSING DEMAND

submitted by:
CHIEF EXECUTIVE 

principal author:
RACHAEL STOTT

1
PURPOSE

1.1
To inform Committee of the impact of the current housing market on the homelessness service and provision of affordable housing.

1.2
Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities

· Council Ambitions – to match the supply of homes in our area with identified needs.

· Community Objectives – housing.

· Corporate Priorities – none.

· Other Considerations – none.

2
BACKGROUND

2.1
The homelessness service has changed beyond recognition compared to the service provided pre-2002.   From 2002 the service has focused on prevention of the homelessness and the provision of advice and assistance to households under threat of homelessness.  The service has seen a three fold increase in the number of households assisted from 83 in 2001 to 238 households in 2007.  This increase was as predicted and demonstrates the raised profile of the service.  However, in the last quarter, the pressure for affordable rented accommodation has become more extreme.  The number of households under threat of homelessness has increased with a particular increase in the proportion of these due to repossessions (six families have been served with repossession orders).  This situation has been further exaggerated by the temporary accommodation being fully occupied.  

2.2
Key Factors influential in the Current Housing Situation

· Locality Review April 2008 – The introduction of the Local Housing Allowance (LHA), and the locality review meant the amount of local housing allowance was determined by a median rent across Blackburn, Hyndburn and Ribble Valley.  Previously, Ribble Valley was a locality in its own right and therefore the LHA was set at the median rent across the Ribble Valley.  This change has seen a significant reduction in the amount of housing benefit applicants can claim.  Ribble Valley was the fourth most affected borough in the country with this change.  Every effort has been made to amend this decision.  Ultimately, this has resulted in households on benefits being unable to access the private rented market and therefore becoming reliant on the provision of social housing.  

· Low turnover in social stock – the transfer to Ribble Valley Homes has meant tenants are keen to benefit from the promised improvements.  Coupled with the uncertain housing market has meant there has been a low turnover in the social stock.  Ribble Valley has the lowest social stock provision in Lancashire.  

· Increase rent levels in the private rented sector – the current restrictions to securing a mortgage has meant more households are reliant on the private rented sector.  This increased demand has created higher rent levels.  

· Reluctance amongst landlords to accept tenants in receipt of benefit, the introduction of local housing allowance has stopped direct payments to landlords and this is another disincentive to landlords to accept tenants on benefits.  

3
ISSUES

3.1
The implications of all the above factors has led to the following:

· All temporary accommodation is full and subsequently households are  placed in unsuitable units of temporary accommodation for example families with children in first floor accommodation with shared facilities.  Individuals on crutches on first and second floor units of accommodation.  Households offered accommodation outside of the borough.

· 
Ribble Valley maintains a best value indicator target of the maximum stay in temporary accommodation of 7 weeks (BVI83b).  However, the last quarter it was reported that the average length of stay was over 12 weeks.  This is due to the difficulty in moving households from temporary accommodation into secure accommodation.

3.2
Efforts to date to counterbalance the impact.  

· 
The introduction of the tenancy protection scheme in 2005 has had a significant impact on the ability to place households in the private rented sector.  There are over 55 bonds that have been secured through this scheme enabling all those households to access the private rented sector.  

]

· 
Since the introduction of the local housing allowance, the amount of grant availability through the landlord/tenant grant has been increased from £7,500 to £10,000 per flat with £12,500 to £15,000 per property.  

· 
Floating support provision – since October 2007, Calico Support Agency have provided support to households where the housing is potentially insecure.  This service is of significant benefit in the prevention of homelessness.

· 
For over three years a landlords newsletter has been published twice a year.  This is key to ensuring landlords are kept informed of all grant initiatives and the regulatory standards they need to adhere to.

3.3
Proposed Further Initiatives


In light of the current situation the following recommendations are made to further improve the service in its delivery of affordable housing.

· 
Conversion of additional two temporary units of accommodation to be self contained.  Flats 5 and 8 at 90 Whalley Road are currently partly self contained in that toilet and wash hand basin facilities are available but no bath or shower facilities; these are currently shared.   By providing shower units in two flats will increase the number of fully self contained units making them more suitable for family accommodation.  

· 
Amendments to the grant policy – the landlord/tenant grant policy currently contributes to the conversion of existing empty property or flats over shops, or the renovation of existing rented property.  To enable further developments for affordable housing, it is proposed that the policy is more flexible and permits the contribution to new build affordable dwellings with the existing conditions.  The grant conditions remain for five years and rent level in line with the local housing allowance.  The local authority retains nomination rights and the landlord must accept the tenancy protection scheme.  This change in policy may encourage a wider uptake of the grant including the potential of housing associations utilising this scheme.  

· Transfer of budget – equity release product is becoming an accepted option for home owners.  However, it is a slow legal process to accept home owners onto the scheme.  In the first year of operation, no home owners signed up to the scheme.  However, four properties are being substantially renovated amounting to a total of £120,000 of equity being released.  However, the previous year budget allocation was not spent, therefore a remaining £130,000 remains in the budget.  Recommend that £130,000 is transferred to the landlord/tenant budget.  

· Establish a Registered Social Landlords forum – to establish a forum for all active registered social landlords, who retain stock in the borough.  This would be useful to explain our relationship with Ribble Valley Homes and the areas of partnership and where responsibilities lie in terms of allocations, nominations and homelessness.  The forum would also be an opportunity to reinforce the high demand for stock with the above supporting evidence and also to demonstrate the initiatives available to registered social landlords and encourage further investment in the borough.

4
RISK ASSESSMENT

4.1
The approval of this report may have the following implications
· Resources – Transfer of resources from equity release to landlord/tenant budget.

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – Ribble Valley Homes technical services will be utilised in the adaptation of temporary accommodation units.
· Political - 

· Reputation – The report demonstrates the Council's commitment to the delivery of affordable homes and prevention of homelessness.

5
RECOMMENDED THAT COMMITTEE
5.1
 Note the contents of the report.

5.2
Accept the need for further affordable housing initiatives.

5.3
Agree to the four proposals in 3.3.

For further information please ask for 

Rachael Stott, extension 4567.    

24070801
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