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 REPORT OF THE LEADER OF THE COUNCIL


TO CABINET 

ON 25th NOVEMBER 2008

TITLE:  The Credit Crunch: A Council Response

RECOMMENDATIONS:
Cabinet is asked to: 
1. Note the existing services and actions that are being delivered which address various aspects of the credit crunch;
2. Approve the development and implementation of the proposed additional actions outlined in the report that can be taken in the immediate future subject, where necessary, to budgetary provision;
3. Note that new strategies will need to be developed in the medium and long term to address emerging economic realities.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:
1. A number of Members have asked about the action that the Council itself is taking that address and respond to the credit crunch. This progress report therefore:

· Provides a snap-shot of the current economic situation; 
· Details actions that the Council is currently taking in relation to the credit crunch; and

· Outlines some additional short term actions that Cabinet may want to consider.

2. As Cabinet will appreciate however, the financial and economic landscape has undergone a transformation over recent months, and further thought will need to be given to the design of medium and long term economic strategies that could be implemented at the national, sub-regional and council levels. This is likely, for example, to include consideration of:

· The use of the intermediate labour market;

· New funding mechanisms for business;

· Institutional support for micro business development and Small and Medium sized Enterprises;

· Implementation of major infrastructure projects; and

· Legislative changes to make repossession of people’s homes more difficult.


BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS:
(Available for public inspection)
· About our Housing Advice and Support Service, Leaflet

· Salford Safe Deposit, Leaflet

· Reference Check for Prospective Tenants, Leaflet

· Landlord Accreditation, Newsletter

· Landlord Accreditation Scheme: Code of Standards for Private Rented Housing

· Entry to Employment, Fact sheet

· Salford Support Employment, Leaflet

· Salford Work – Related Legal Enterprise, Handbook

· Rip-off Tipp-off, Trading Standards, Web-page

ASSESSMENT OF RISK:  
The Councils current activities are already being funded from existing budgets, so there are no immediate financial risks.  But a prolonged and deep recession could place increasing pressure on a range of Council Services and this will need to be monitored on a regular basis with a view to ensuring that these services continue to be appropriately resourced. 
	


SOURCE OF FUNDING: 
Existing revenue and capital resources in the Council’s approved 2008/09 Budget for actions already being undertaken. 
Some of the proposed actions, such as the possible funding of Council mortgages will need consideration as part of the Council’s 2009/10 budget planning process.
	


COMMENTS OF THE STRATEGIC DIRECTOR OF SUSTAINABLE REGENERATION (or his representative):

1. LEGAL IMPLICATIONS:

No Comment




Provided by: Ian Sheard 
Tel. No: 0161 793 3084


2. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS: 
Some of the suggested possible further actions will have implications for the Council's revenue and capital budgets for next year. As further details are worked up they will need to be considered in the context of budget planning for 2009/10 and the availability of any additional Government funding support.
 Provided by: John Spink
Tel. No: 0161 793 3230

3. ICT STEERING GROUP IMPLICATIONS : 
 No Comment


Provided by: Martin Vickers

Tel. No: 0161 793 3407

PROPERTY / HUMAN RESOURCES: 
Not Applicable
CONTACT OFFICER:    
Paul Walker, Strategic Director for Sustainable Regeneration, Tel. No: 0161 793 3110

WARD(S) TO WHICH REPORT RELATE(S): 
All Wards

KEY COUNCIL POLICIES:
· Housing Strategy 2008-2011

· Homelessness Strategy

· Affordable Warmth Strategy

· The Salford Plan

DETAILS 
An Economic Snapshot

1. It is clear that the world’s financial system has suffered a profound shock, which initially started with toxic debts in the American sub-prime market.  The difficulties experienced closer to home relating to Northern Rock, were merely a precursor to the difficulties that have subsequently unfolded.  The action taken first by the UK Government and then by the Governments of the G8 countries to support the financial / banking sector appears to have brought a measure of stability and there is some evidence that banks are beginning once again to lend to each other, albeit on a relatively modest scale.

2. Informed commentators broadly agree that the banking / financial sector may now have experienced the worst, and be on a slow road to recovery.  However, the full impact of the financial shock has yet to work its way through the UK economy. The recent cut in the Bank of England interest rate, which caused an immediate fall in the FTSE, may well be an attempt to soften the impact of the recession.  Manufacturing output is down, new car sales are at a twenty-five year low, retail expenditure has fallen, house prices have fallen and are predicted to fall further, mortgage lending has declined by approximately 90% in twelve months and unemployment is rising; some think that is could rise to approximately 3 million. Whilst the UK Government has prioritised support for the financial / banking system, it has had to borrow to do it and we should be aware that this may eventually place some pressure on other Government spending areas like Local Government, Defence and the Health Service.
3. In Salford there has so far only been a slight increase in the number of people presenting as homeless as a result of repossession; up from 4% to 6% of all cases.  However, the latest data (quarter 3) shows that there were 353 mortgage possession orders made in Salford.  This is a 98% increase on the same quarter for last year, and the highest increase in the North West.  In addition there were 283 landlord possession orders made, a 35% increase on the same period last year.  Not all of these proceedings will be successful, but clearly some will be and this will probably result in more people presenting as homeless.  The housing waiting list in the City has meanwhile risen by over 3,500 over the last twelve months and now stands at approximately 18,510.

4. In the financial year to date, Jobcentre Plus has been notified of 550 redundancies from six employers in Salford.  The affected sectors include manufacturing, construction, retail, food production and travel.

5. There are also 650 more people seeking Jobseekers Allowance, at 4,553, than there were this time last year.

6. All of this is not catastrophic, but there is no cause for complacency, as we do not yet know what the full impact of the recession will be for UK economy, although we may be seeing evidence of some emerging trends in Salford. 

Action Currently Being Taken By The Council

7. The following sections detail what the Council is already doing in relation to:

· Housing and Council Tax Benefits;
· Consumer Credit Regulations;
· Public and Private Sector Housing; and
· Redundancy and Unemployment.
These are outlined below.

Housing and Council Tax Benefits

8. This is potentially a key area for many people in Salford.  At present the Council:
· Holds weekly advice sessions in all areas within the city and details are notified to customers via the website and by the Contact centre staff
· Has staff located within the new Gateway Centres that can assist customers with Housing & Council Tax Benefit claims and enquiries. They are also trained to assist customers with claims for Pension Credit.  
· Staff sign-post customers to other agencies where they require specialised assistance that we can not provide e.g. debt advice, claiming other state benefits etc.
· Have Telly Talk facilities located within the city that enables customers to speak directly to staff within the Council to discuss Housing & Council Tax Benefit issues and other services
· Enables customers to make a claim for Housing Benefit/ Council Tax Benefit in their local library and library staff are trained to check claim forms and copy documentation on our behalf
· Has ensured that Salix Homes staff are trained to deal with Housing Benefit/ Council Tax Benefit claims and to copy appropriate documentation on our behalf
· Has similarly ensured that staff employed by City West, Irwell Valley & Space housing associations are able to deal with Housing Benefit/ Council Tax Benefit claims and copy documentation on behalf of the Benefit Service. We have a Verification Contract with these organisations that enables them to do this.
· Hold regular liaison meetings with partner organisations i.e. housing associations, CAB, Help the Aged, the Pension Service, Welfare Rights and we work with each other to promote the take-up of Housing Benefit/ Council Tax Benefit and other benefits.
· The Benefit Service works with Welfare Rights and The Pension Service to identify pensioners who may be entitled to Pension Credit and disability benefits
· Have Visiting Officers who undertake home visits where customers are unable to attend the office and assistance is provided with Housing Benefit/ Council Tax Benefit claims. These staff can also assist with claims for Pension Credit and can contact other agencies if they think that the customer may be eligible to claim other benefits or need assistance to receive other services e.g. from Social Services etc.  
· The Contact Centre staff provide benefit advice to customers for example where they contact us regarding a Council Tax demand.
· Issues information about Housing Benefit/ Council Tax Benefit will the annual Council Tax demands that are sent out in March/April each year 
· Ensures that appropriate staff from the Council are also present on the Mobile Information Centre (mobile bus) which is used when available in the city to promote council services including Housing Benefit/ Council Tax Benefit and other benefits. This has been purchased with Link Age Funding and is aimed at customers aged 50+ who are unable to get to their local libraries or information centres.
Consumer Credit Regulations
9. In these times, access to personal finance is often difficult for people with poor credit history.  These people can be taken advantage of by unscrupulous moneylenders.

10. As Cabinet may be aware, the Consumer Credit Act regulates the consumer credit & hire businesses by; 

· Requiring people who offer credit or hire or act as credit brokers to be fit & proper & hold a licence (issued by the Office of Fair Trading);

· Regulating the form and content of credit agreements; and

· Regulating the form and content of advertisement for credit.

11. Trading Standards are responsible at a local level for enforcing the provisions of the Consumer Credit Act. They assist the Office of Fair Trading in carrying out checks to ensure applicants for licenses are fit & proper people. They monitor advertisements offering credit and respond to complaints from the public. Trading Standards also investigate complaints of illegal money-lending.

12. The issue of illegal moneylenders is quite a difficult problem to tackle as customers who use such services are reluctant to complain as quite often this is their only source of finance. The Council has had only one prosecution in the past 20 years for unlicensed money lending.

13. Central Government has provided funding to Birmingham City Council to operate an Illegal Money lending Team who can operate across the country to combat this problem. The Unit has Police support. The Lead Member for Environment recently gave approval (under delegated powers) for officers from Birmingham to investigate and prosecute offences relating to illegal money lending in Salford. This is at no cost to this authority.

14. Trading Standards do not have the resources to provide money/debt advice. This is a specialised field and in Salford these services have traditionally been provided by the Citizens Advice Bureaux or Welfare Rights services.

15. There may well be an opportunity for the Council and its partners to provide some general advice to the community on some do's & don'ts in view of the present financial climate.

Public and Private Sector Housing

16. The Council is taking a number of actions on the housing front which include:

· Development of our Salford Housing Options Point model, which co-locates provision of housing-related advice and support across a range of disciplines, beginning with the relocation and co-location of services on Churchill Way in Pendleton and linked to delivery through existing Housing Advice Support Services reception and Gateway Centres. 

· Expansion of our Private Sector Bond Schemes (Safe Deposit/Tenancy Deposit) to cover more homes and to focus on private rented empty homes.  This will be publicised. 

· Extension of the remit of our Housing Advice service – where there has been significant investment in our homelessness prevention fund. The creation of specific capacity to assist homeless young people.

· Development of pre-eviction protocols with private sector landlords, linked to Selective Licensing and Accreditation to prevent home loss through hasty or illegal evictions.

· Use of existing powers to regulate property standards via the selective licensing / enforcement processes to ensure that PRS properties are kept to the required standard in respect of adequate heating provision, insulation, dampness etc. Roll out of selective licensing to other areas (Broughton approved by the Lead Member for Housing, November 2008). This is working to prevent people leaving properties as a result of poor conditions and/or high level running costs.  

· Actively marketing the products provided by our Registered Social Landlord partners to promote home ownership and alternative housing options.

· Building into the Greater Manchester Choice Based Lettings Scheme (Pinpoint) greater opportunity to allow customers to access alternative housing options. 

· Extending Salford Homesearch to accredited private landlords and expanding take up of the scheme with Registered Social Landlords, which could expand the number of properties on offer to over 70 each week. 

· The development of clear links with Job Centre Plus to allow alignment of functions – “Housing Options Plus” – with staff being trained to offer a broader range of advice around housing access together with job search.

· Offering Buy to Let landlords who may be in difficulty the opportunity to achieve accreditation and assisting them in finding tenants. Offering options for sales to social housing providers if the landlord wishes to divest themselves of the property. 

· Housing Advice surgeries are now available at the Walkden Gateway, and will also be in place at Eccles and Pendleton Gateways when they open. This is currently in the form of a half-day session each Wednesday, staffed by between one and two Housing Options officers depending on demand. Customers are passed through the initial ‘triage’ service. We are in discussion with the Gateway manager about adapting this model as take-up is limited at the moment. This includes improving publicity, but is also about changing customer culture and expectations.

· Government advice on homelessness prevention, mortgage rescue is being rolled out to staff through a specially–designed training programme.  All relevant front line staff will be trained over the next three months.

· We have geared up our Housing Choice, Affordable Warmth, Fuel Poverty, Home Improvement Agency, Disabilities, Helping Hands and Linkage services to provide practical advice and assistance in meeting ongoing fuel and maintenance costs for their homes. This element is being incorporated into housing options interviews and being more rigorous in ensuring that customers are referred as part of their housing needs assessment.

· We are working with “Salford Moneyline” to build capacity to give independent financial advice for those in housing need.

· We are working with Developer partners to access and promote their bespoke products (e.g. Launchpad in Ordsall) to facilitate access to housing. We are working in partnership with Salix Homes on their financial inclusion strategy.

· Through the Strategic Housing partnership we will be encouraging a wider range of landlords, including accredited private landlords, to sign up to our Homelessness Prevention strategy. 

· Our Hostel Replacement programme is developing employability options as part of the service offer at the new hostels e.g. Emmaus.

· In relation to the Petrie Court Young Persons Supported Housing Provision – economic activity and meaningful occupation targets are now included in client support plans. Now 100% of residents (10) are engaged in meaningful activity that will support them to ‘move on’ to independent living more successfully.

· Progressing the Step Programme and the B for Box initiative to assist the link between housing investment and those seeking work. A Housing providers and worklessness group has already been set up in anticipation of the likely impact of the current Housing Green Paper.  The key focus of this programme is initially around the regeneration of Lower Broughton and aims to exceed our current benchmark of around 30 apprenticeships created. In addition the B for Box initiative aims to bring back into use empty homes using around 20 participants. The initial programme will be evaluated in 12 months to establish its success.

· In partnership with Manchester Salford Pathfinder, and the Salford West Board we are assessing all housing schemes to establish if we can review them to provide affordable housing.

Redundancy and Unemployment

17. The Council undertakes activities to address redundancy and unemployment.  This includes:

Addressing Redundancy

18. Large scale redundancies - employers and their employees at risk of / identified for redundancy are offered help and support through a joint protocol between Jobcentre Plus and the Learning and Skills Council. The JCP/LSC Redundancy Protocol is currently under review to reflect current economic needs.

19. Additional funding has been secured in Greater Manchester through the City Strategy Pathfinder to provide a Rapid Response and any additional help and support that employers may require. Local Authorities play a key part in the Rapid Response to provide locally specific / enhanced support over and above the mainstream redundancy support. 

20. Jobcentre Plus is the lead agency that co-ordinates Redundancy Support and this will remain the case in the future.

Skills and work
21. The council's own Skills and Work Service, along with partners such as Jobcentre Plus and the Learning and Skills Council, work together to ensure that those who become unemployed have access to comprehensive information, advice and support to help them re-enter the labour market and improve their skills.

22. Skills and Work provides a friendly and supportive service to connect local residents to jobs and training, including:

· Tailor-made and flexible support that meets individual needs;

· Personal support from qualified advisors who stay in touch throughout a customers journey to work;

· Information, Advice and Guidance to help find work and to overcome barriers;

· Access to Adult learning and training provision to gain the skills needed for work;

· Access to free resources to support job search, including stamps, computers, paper, envelopes, newspapers;

· Financial support to get back to work or for training, including support to help cover living/transport costs until people receive their first salary.

23. Skills and work support is provided via telephone and face to face via range of community based venues across the City, including four full time shops in Pendleton, Kersal, Broughton and Little Hulton.  For more information see www.salford.gov.uk/skillsandwork
Access to Learning

24. There are a number of areas that are relevant to addressing unemployment and these include:

· Adult and Community Learning - there is a range of adult learning and family learning courses that can be accessed by all, currently the majority of adults accessing these courses are unemployed or moving towards the job market. In addition the European Social Fund Individual Route ways to Work project, run in partnership with the Skills and Work service, is geared to upskilling learners in specific vocational areas (e.g. Horticulture, Health and Social Care) to get them into work. 

· Skills for Life provision is available through local college provision at main sites and community venues. These are listed on the Skills for Life website - www.skillsforlifeinsalford.co.uk individuals can find out the availability of provision through the single number skills and work service. Financial capability awareness training for frontline staff, is available via the Steady Readies project until end of March 2009. This will help staff to understand some of the financial difficulties that workless people or people generally in financial difficulties, could face and where to refer them locally for information and advice.
Possible Further Actions

25. As already demonstrated the Council itself is already taking action in, a number of key areas to address the impact of the Credit Crunch in the community.  But is there more that we could do?
26. Some obvious areas that might be considered include the following:
· Increasing expenditure on the Council’s affordable warmth strategy, providing more grants and loans for home insulation, energy efficient condensing boilers, etc.  The Council would need to make additional provision for this in the 2009/10 budget process;
· Having a benefits take up campaign targeting vulnerable groups like the elderly, who can be resistant to claiming benefits to which they are entitled;
· Distributing energy efficient light bulbs from the Utility companies to vulnerable households.  As new bulbs use 75% less electricity than standard bulbs this can make a significant impact on electricity bills;
· Promoting sources of responsible finance, for example credit unions, across the City;
· Providing local authority mortgages for people that can afford the repayments, but do not have the large deposits often demanded by lenders.  It might be possible to tie up with particular developments / developers and this could help to stimulate the housing market.  The Council would have to borrow money to do this and it would therefore need to be considered as part of the 2009/10 Budget Setting Process;
· Examining, with utility companies, whether it is possible to negotiate discounted rates for gas and electricity charges for defined vulnerable groups;
· Research and publish a regular bulletin on a shopping basket of food to identify the best value for money locally;
· Put more resources into tracking  down and prosecuting unscrupulous money lenders;
· Paying our trade suppliers even earlier.  Business has suggested within ten days.  We currently pay within 16 days.  There would be a cost to the Council in doing this, but the Chamber of Commerce would support this approach.
· Looking at ways we could further encourage local companies to bid for and obtain more work from the Council.  We could adopt a Salford first procurement policy to support local business subject to our usual value for money criteria.  The Chamber of Commerce would also support this approach.
· Further promoting the service discounts available to disadvantaged / low income groups across the City.
28. Despite the action that the Council is taking we need to ensure that the community is fully aware of what is available and it will therefore be necessary to more clearly present the actions that the Council is taking under an appropriate heading that is easily identifiable, such as ‘Credit Salford’.  This will include regular media releases highlighting what the Council is doing, interviews with Leading Members / senior officers on appropriate issues and initiatives, provision of web-based information and so forth.
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