Report to Cabinet

Briefing on Implications for Salford of the New Homelessness Act

Background

The new Homelessness Act is due to become law in March 2002.

The consultation process carried out by Government prior to enactment indicates the new act has been broadly welcomed by Local Authorities and Housing Providers particularly in looking at the strategic role of Homelessness and its effect on communities.

Lord Falconer, the Minister for Housing, Regeneration and Planning has set out his 4 priorities for action following on from visits around the country. These are;

· To tackle the rising levels of Homelessness in areas of high demand.

· To address the lack of affordable housing, notably, but not exclusively, London and the South East.

· To fight the opposite problem – low demand and then abandonment, destroying communities.

· To improve the poor quality of much of the housing stock.

Priority one led to the reintroduction of the Homelessness Bill after the election, which will require Local Authorities to have a strategy for Homelessness – whilst some Authorities do already, Salford does not.

The Bill, once it becomes law will focus on 3 broad areas of policy.

a. A requirement on Local Authorities to undertake Homelessness Reviews and to adopt strategies for tackling and preventing Homelessness.

b. Extend and strengthen the homeless safety net, including improved rights of review and appeal.

c. Provision to improve the operation of Local Authority allocation procedure, i.e., choice based Lettings systems.

Management

Responsibility for Homelessness, both strategic and operational, has been transferred from the Deputy Director of Housing to the Assistant Director of Housing(Strategy) in furtherance of the Strategic/Operational split for Housing Services required by Government.

A staffing review is underway given the implications outlined in this paper.

Implications for Salford of the 3 Policy Areas

Priority One
Producing and publishing a Homelessness Strategy based on consultation with both service users and providers by March 2003.

This is a specific requirement of the Legislation and is Mandatory. 

In order to have a meaningful strategy, which has relevance it must be based on the following;

· Analysis of the current Homelessness picture in Salford including hidden Homelessness and repeat Homelessness, or the ‘revolving door’ issue.

· Consultation with service providers and users to identify what facilities are already in place for homeless people and to identify gaps in service provision. In essence this is a mini needs mapping exercise.

The consultation process is already underway in Salford. The first of several planned Inclusive Fora on Homeless issues took place on 25th January 2002 and was very well attended and  included a homeless person. The plan is to continue these sessions bi-monthly to focus on specific issues within the homeless field.

· Emphasis within the strategy on homeless prevention and support working in partnership with other agencies, particularly Social Services, Supporting People, Education, YOT.

· Robust review of the strategy on at least a 5 year basis – the publication of any amendments brought about by the Review.

Under the current Homelessness staffing structure, it will be impossible to deliver on this policy issue. Proposals for a new central Homelessness and Housing Advice structure will be developed as soon as is practicable. This will ensure we have adequate resources to deliver on this important area of work.

Salford is well advanced in this regard in terms of the good communication networks we have with homeless providers, built up via Salford’s Homeless Providers Group and Homeless Forum.

Salford already has some good provision for single young homeless people including move-on support and supported tenancies providing a foundation to expand these services.

Priority Two

Extending and strengthening the Homeless Safety Net.

This focuses on the technical changes to homeless legislation as follows.

a. The new Act will amend Section 197 of the old Act. Section 197 states: - if applicant found homeless, through no fault of their own, and in priority need and if there is accommodation available in the Private Rented Sector, the only help the Local Authority can give is advice and assistance in securing that accommodation. Under the new legislation, Local Authorities must take direct responsibility for meeting this need.

Although Public Housing in Salford has ample empty properties there will be occasion where we need to use alternative accommodation provision – we will need to set up firm arrangements with both Registered Social Landlord’s and private providers (preferably who have been accredited) to fulfil this responsibility.

b. The new act also abolishes the current 2 year limitation on the main homelessness duty. In effect temporary accommodation must be provided until secure accommodation is found.

The implications for Salford are very few if any. We currently make temporary accommodation secure by discharging from the Housing Register. Therefore technically we are complying with this element of legislation already.

c. The Act will make additional provision for when duty will come to an end – currently we can discharge duty when 2 years is up, or if the applicant accepts or refuses an offer of suitable permanent accommodation.

Indications are this will change in line with the Government’s wishes to see social landlords offer applicants greater choice. It is not proposed to require Local Authorities to offer a choice of settled accommodation, but they will want to see this done wherever possible.

The Act will introduce a requirement that before homeless duty can be discharged on refusal of an offer, it is made clear by the Local Authority this is a final offer. The implication being that we have made more than one offer.

It is made clear also that applicants will be able to request a review decision on suitability of the final offer.

The Local Authority may also discharge duty where applicants accept an offer of full assured tenancy or a ‘qualifying offer’ of Assured Shorthold Tenancy – this can only be done when it is made clear that there is no obligation to accept the Assured Shorthold Tenancy, but if they do so duty will be discharged.

Implications for Salford
We must ensure that we are extending the quality and choice of offers available to homeless people. Legislation will allow us to access Registered Social Landlord and private rented accommodation in partnership arrangements to discharge duty.

Whilst our main accommodation providers will clearly be the Arms Length Company.

We will need to explore alternative provision of accommodation where the Arms Length Company (for example areas of the City where there is little accommodation for young single people) cannot meet the needs and aspirations of the applicant.

We will therefore need to;

i. develop our rental bond scheme;

ii. expand Salford’s Landlord Accreditation Scheme;

iii. build up partnership working with Registered Social Landlords

iv. have a robust service level agreement for accommodation provision with the Arms Length Company .

Priority Three
Provision to improve the operation of Local Authority  allocation procedure
This relates to choice based lettings systems and concentrates on;

i. Removal of the current power, which allows housing authorities to implement blanket exclusions of certain categories of applicant;

ii. Rationalise the reasonable preference categories so they are squarely based on housing need;

iii. Ensure that existing social tenants seeking transfer are considered on the same basis as new applicants;

iv. Break down existing barriers to cross-boundary applications.

Other Issues

Other main provisions in the Act  include: 

(a) Stronger duties to provide advice and assistance to homeless applicants not in priority need, or are homeless intentionally. There will be specific requirements for assessment of housing need and information about the likely availability of appropriate accommodation. It is difficult to assess currently the level of duty the new Act will place on Local Authorities. We already provide advice and assistance, however, we assume that we will have to take more active involvement – not just point people in the direction of providers of housing. 

(b) New powers for the County Court to look at decisions when the Housing Authority choosed not to exercise its discretion to accommodate an applicant pending appeal to County Court and flexibility giving Authorities discretionary power to accommodate all applicants who have priority need and are homeless pending appeal. This could raise resource issues in terms of temporary accommodation in Salford if we choose to act on the latter. We receive approximately 7 reviews a month on homeless decisions – the only temporary accommodation for families is the Belmont HFUwith 7 rooms. Dispersed temporary tenancies have been tried before in Salford and were unsuccessful. We will need to look to alternatives if we are to deliver on this. 

Key Areas of Work for the Authority. Extension of the Current Priority Needs Categories.
The main workload implication for Salford will be in the expansion of the categories, i.e., those who will be classed as in priority need and therefore who the Local Authority have a duty to rehouse.

Members will need to bear in mind that  the Government emphasis is not just on the provision of a decent house being the end of homelessness but the provision of adequate support and move-on support to ensure tenancy sustainment and in an effective prevention method based on early intervention of which more later.

The following groups will now be automatically classed as in priority need.

· People leaving prison – Salford CAB found that in their advice surgery in Forest Bank, most concerns centred around housing on release. Again there will need to be adequate support provision with the accommodation.

· People leaving the Armed Forces – 20% of rough sleepers have a military background.

· Children leaving care – including a safety net for those children estranged from Social Services.

· Victims of violence – extension of the current provision for applicants at risk of domestic violence to those at risk of any kind of violence.

· Everyone under the age of 18 will be considered vulnerable and in priority need under legislation.

These are the main category extensions, surprisingly no mention so far, it seems, of drug and alcohol users being automatically considered.

Workload Implications and Recommendations.

Key areas of Workload
· People leaving prison – There will need to be early identification of those people leaving prison in need and homeless assessment of their needs – and provision of move-on support. Assessment will be needed before leaving prison, planning enough time for support package and fit property, close and working and protocols with YOT and probation MARP. There are two main prisons in Salford’s catchment area.

· People leaving Armed Forces – there will need to be a means of identification of families. Single males and females are also included.

· Children leaving care – Salford already works in partnership with the National Children’s Home and Aftercare, conducting priority housing interviews on young people leaving care. OurSupported Tenancy Scheme currently conduct joint housing interviews with Aftercare and provide accommodation and support. There is therefore a resource implication here for the Supported Tenancy Scheme which has been addressed through planned expansion of the scheme under the Supporting People regime. We specifically need to identify those young people who have left care and not been down this route.

· Victims of Violence – we need to develop identification processes with Victim Support.

· People under the age of 18. This is a huge area of work. Fortunately, Salford has a solid background of working with young single homeless people. Shelter are anticipating a 40% increase in young person’s homelessness. Responsibility will shift to Housing from Social Services, although there is an obligation on Social Services to assist in this area.

Support and Prevention
In essence, although the new Act is generally about homelessness, it covers more than this.

Its vision is to enable Local Authorities to meet the needs of the citizens not just in terms of houses but also in tenancy sustainment and building communities. Homelessness, Social Inclusion, Supported Tenancies and Supporting People all have a vital part to play. The strategic management of this in relation to the Councils regeneration and Social Inclusion Strategies will be a significant workload. In this regard the Principal Officer (Homelessness and Housing Advice) will be the key corporate link to the Social Inclusion Task Group.

Recommendations

Cabinet is asked to support the following recommendations:

· Adopting a  client centred approach to Homelessness striking a balance between the needs and aspirations of the client and the communities they are housed in, that we do not attempt to ‘fit’ homeless people into available void properties (square pegs in round holes)

· Extending the role of Homelessness Officer to include Housing Advice and prevention and by expansion of the team. Providing specialist advice and assistance. Acting as advocate for the client.

· Investigation of  new methods of communication to facilitate  intervention work where tenancies are in arrears and are at Notice stage to keep tenants in their homes.

· Continuing work in the private sector with Landlords and Lenders, on notices and mortgage repossessions and establish a prevention of homelessness philosophy.

· Expansion of the Housing Supported Tenancies Team to provide move-on support for homeless people and to provide life skills training in income maximisation, budgeting.  

· Continuation and expansion of the Supported Tenancies scheme in their work with young homeless and in support to teenage mothers in partnership with the Teenage Pregnancy Unit.

· Establish the scale and requirements for move-on support for homeless ex-Asylum Seekers who wish to make their homes in Salford.

· Further Work in partnership with Community and Social Services to develop a Homelessness social worker to work with young people leaving care.

· Extension the choices available to homeless people by developing the Rental Bond Scheme, Landlord Accreditation and RSL provision.

· Recognition that there is a strategic element  to all the following areas of work ,Homelessness ,Supporting People ,Asylum Seekers and Supported Tenancies and try to ensure that protocols are in place to reflect the strategic nature of those services where appropriate

· That the City Council ensures we have enough adequate temporary accommodation of a decent standard to fulfil our obligations both in the public and voluntary sectors

