



______________________________________________________________

REPORT OF THE STRATEGIC DIRECTOR OF HOUSING AND PLANNING

______________________________________________________________

TO THE LEAD MEMBER FOR HOUSING

ON 16th November 2006.
______________________________________________________________

TITLE: Choice Based Lettings – progress and update.

______________________________________________________________

RECOMMENDATIONS:  That Lead Member: -

· Acknowledges the contents of this report.

· Acknowledges the importance of the co-development of Citizen and the Contact Centre and to recognise the time and expertise needed to ensure the successful implementation and integration of CBL.

· Approves option 2, section 2.7, in relation to the legal and policy issue.

· Approves a CBL launch date of March 2007.

______________________________________________________________

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: In 2002 the Governments green paper ‘Quality and Choice: a decent home for all’ stated that all authorities should have introduced choice based lettings by 2010.  On  25th October 2005 Salford’s Cabinet approved the revised allocations policy, which introduced and detailed Choice Based Lettings.  

A Project Board was established to ensure timely and appropriate implementation of the scheme.

In March 2006 a judgement went against Waltham Forest and its administration of their allocations policy with regard to recognising multiple needs. 

The key areas for the successful implementation of the project are: -

· Policy development and legal sign off.

· ICT development and integration.

· Marketing and consultation.

· Recruitment and TUPE of existing property shop colleagues.

· Training.

In summary this report outlines the progress to date of each of the key areas outlined above and the subsequent issues that have arisen. 

____________________________________________________________

BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS: Copy of Allocations Policy dated August 05 – Appendix 1.

http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1002882&PressNoticeID=2259
http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1503598 - Monitoring the Longer Term Impacts of CBL.

Lead member report 18th August 2005

______________________________________________________________

ASSESSMENT OF RISK:  Medium.

The key areas of risk are

· The potential of a legal challenge to the policy resulting in judicial review.

· The potential increased time and cost implications due to necessary ICT changes that may result from radically changing the allocations policy. 

· The negative impacts on the CSP and the Regeneration ALMO if either of the above means an extended timescale in relation to the implementation of CBL.

· Insufficient time to develop the Contact Centre role and the Citizen technology will result in customer dissatisfaction.

______________________________________________________________

SOURCE OF FUNDING: n\a

______________________________________________________________

LEGAL IMPLICATIONS: legal advice has been sought from QC.

______________________________________________________________

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS:

Nigel Dickens and Ernst and Young have provided financial advice.


COMMUNICATION IMPLICATIONS:

It is crucial to the success of the scheme that Members and Customers understand how the scheme works, how to access it and of the benefits of CBL.  

It’s equally important to ensure that customers are getting a good service from the launch date, if not, they will lose confidence in the system which will generate complaints and potentially, negative publicity.


VALUE FOR MONEY IMPLICATIONS:

Development work done with all stakeholders is crucial when developing operational service standards which impact on costs, efficiency of the service and customer satisfaction.


CLIENT IMPLICATIONS: n\a


PROPERTY: n\a

______________________________________________________________

HUMAN RESOURCES:

To ensure the deliverability of the CBL scheme the establishment of a Central Allocations Team is proposed.

The team will be made up of ten full time posts, five of which are currently based at the Salford Property shop and employed by New Prospect.  It is proposed that this team will TUPE back to SCC.  

The additional five staff will be recruited, by SCC, however this process can’t begin until the Governments announcements with regard to the stock options bid funding is made.  

CONTACT OFFICER:

Angie Allan CBL Project Manager email: angela.allan@salford.gov.uk

______________________________________________________________

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

This report is citywide.

______________________________________________________________

KEY COUNCIL POLICIES:

Think Customer

Housing Strategy

The Community Plan

______________________________________________________________

DETAILS:

1.0.  This report provides an update on the progress and issues raised in relation to the implementation of the choice based lettings scheme.

1.1.  Background.


1.2.  In August 2005, Cabinet approved the revised allocations policy, which incorporated SCC proposals for a choice based lettings scheme.


1.3.  The Government has stated that all authorities should have a CBL scheme by 2010.  Salford aim to introduce CBL in 2007 as it links to the development and launch of the CSP and is an audit commission requirement for the Regeneration ALMO.


Choice Based Lettings aims to transform the letting of social housing from a producer-driver function to a consumer-led service.  It allows customers to view details on, choose between and apply or ‘bid’ for available properties as opposed to the current allocations system, which allocates a ‘suitable’ property for customers whom must then accept or refuse it.


1.4.  The legal challenges are focused around the classification of applicants within the bands and the recognition of households who have multiple needs.

2.0.  Choice Based Lettings Allocations policy.


The policy Cabinet approved in August 2005 has four housing priority bands:

· Band A: Regeneration applicants.

· Band B: Statutory Homeless, medically assessed applicants, children leaving care, trade down applicants, statutory notice unsanitary conditions.

· Band C: Applicants who have a local connection to Salford and housing need such as, but not exclusively, lacking amenities, minor medical condition, non statutory homeless, lodgers, children at height.

· Band D: Applicants who have no housing need or no local connection.


2.1.  As a result of the judgement against Waltham Forest earlier this year, Salford reviewed the above policy paying particular attention to the bandings. 


The judgement stated that Waltham Forest’s allocations policy didn’t take account of multiple needs within households.

2.2 Legal advice was sought from Young Street Chambers who strongly advised SCC to ensure consideration was given to applicants with multiple needs.  The consequence of not reconsidering would mean that Salford would be acting illegally and therefore open to a legal challenge and judicial review.

2.3 Counsel has also stated their concerns in relation to a separate band for regeneration applicants only.

2.4 To address the issue of recognising multiple needs, additional months time credits were awarded per need, to increase home seekers time on the waiting list. Policy development members of the Project Board felt that there was enough justification for regeneration applicants to remain in a separate band. 

2.5 Counsel expressed further concern, as they didn’t feel that these solutions were enough to stave off a legal challenge and have proposed a meeting to discuss the issues and possible solutions.

          2.6.  There are three options to consider:

· Option 1 - Challenge the legal opinion.


In doing this SCC must be confident that it could successfully defend any future external legal challenges to the policy and judicial review.

· Option 2 - Accept the proposed additional needs solution, therefore accepting a slightly more complicated system and allocate properties to regeneration applicants either outside of CBL, place them into an existing band or keep them in band A.


By giving additional credits for each need the question is raised about which need is the most serious and therefore the introduction of a sliding scale of time periods awarded per need.  


There are implications for ICT when removing regeneration applicants from Band A as the bands will decrease from four to three which may ultimately mean a restructure of the bands and applicants.

The challenges, in adopting this option, are to minimise the changes to SCC’s CBL policy thereby ensuring timely project implementation, minimised ICT costs and also to ensure that it’s clear, transparent and fit for purpose for customers. 

· Option 3 - Explore the different CBL models successfully being used by other authorities and amend SCC’s policy accordingly.


Ultimately this option impacts on the project implementation timeline as investigation into other schemes is required.  It could also mean fundamentally changing the policy that may mean that it has to be presented to Cabinet for approval and then subsequently, significant IT changes.

2.7. Following legal advice on 01st November 2006, option 2 is the preferred route as it’s the most straightforward and requires minimal amendments to the current bandings. The amendments have been agreed by legal, in principle.  However, confirmation is required as to whether the proposed IT changes can be done, if not, there may be a need to revert to option 3.

Legal agreement was also gained in relation to regeneration applicants remaining in band A.

3.0.  ICT development.


3.1.  It is recognised by the DCLG that ICT development costs are the most expensive CBL ‘set up’ item and is referred to in both of the documents highlighted in this report under ‘Background  Documents’.


3.2.  ICT has primarily been developed for the scheme in two areas, firstly in developing Saffron and secondly in developing a web based system which is the customers facing part of the system.  These systems have been developed to ‘talk’ to each other.  


3.3. Running parallel to this is the development of the CRM, Customer Relations Management Information System, otherwise known as Citizen.  Contact Centre colleagues use Citizen at the beginning of each enquiry, which over time gives a picture of the enquiry types, linked enquiries and enquiry resolutions.  The CBL element of Citizen is currently in the early stages of development with careful consideration required, in relation to the management information needed, to develop CBL in the future.  Saffron, CBL web and Citizen are currently being tested for compatibility and a scoping exercise is being developed to assess the range of services that can be directly linked from Citizen to the web based system. 

3.4.  Both the Contact Centre and Citizen development work are extremely important for several reasons:-

· Citizen enables SCC to develop the Think Customer agenda by linking enquiries.

· The Contact Centre will be the largest access point for CBL service users and therefore it’s essential that the staff operate between the three systems quickly for customers ensuring customer satisfaction.

· It’s also essential to minimise the amount of time spent on calls thereby reducing the cost of the service and maximising customer throughput.


Both the legal and ICT development are crucial areas of development for the     success of the CBL scheme and therefore it is essential that the project plan reflects the complex issues raised in this report and allows sufficient time to develop and implement robust solutions.

4.0. Customer and Staffing Consultation and involvement.

4.1. Extensive consultation was conducted in 2005 giving information and requesting feedback from a variety of stakeholders, which on the whole was positive. The decision was then made to recruit a Project Manager to drive the project forward by identifying key areas of work, issues and resources.  

4.2. Previous consultation was based on the policy, which was devised and approved pre the Waltham Forest legal challenge.  All changes to the Policy and therefore the procedures must be communicated to stakeholders.  

4.3. As the project has developed, key areas of work crucial to the success of CBL are still evolving and issues coming to the fore.  One such area is Citizen and the Contact Centre.  The Project Board, whom previously have identified both areas as needing to be included in the project, were unaware of the detailed work required until they were updated by the Project Manager.   It is crucial as these issues arise that consideration is given not only to the impact on deliverability but on the impact for customers and for staff who will be delivering CBL.  The CBL policy, procedures and customer information must be robust, transparent and easy for customers and staff to navigate from the beginning.  If not, staff and customers will lose confidence in the system.

4.4. An important stated concern from the DCLG was the recognition that        ‘vulnerable groups’, now known as households potentially disadvantaged under CBL, would have difficulties accessing the service.  The importance of advocates within CBL cannot be underestimated and in order to facilitate this it’s become increasingly important to identify those groups and organisations for training purposes.  There have currently been up to 15 different organisations including Probation, DAAT and Age Concern identified, which equates to over 100 people requiring training.  A comprehensive training package is being developed on two levels, an information session which will outline the policy and show people how to access the web on behalf of their customers and also a more comprehensive package incorporating Saffron training.

5.0.     Key Project Milestones.

	Action
	Completion Date
	By whom
	Comments

	Policy review
	November 06
	AA
	

	Policy Approval
	January 07
	Cabinet
	This could require cabinet approval dependant upon the outcomes of the review and meetings with the legal team.

	IT changes
	December 06
	New Prospect \ Comino & SCC
	The current test system reflects the original policy.  Changes to the policy will have to be reflected in the IT and tested.  

	Establishing central team.
	January 07
	AA
	TUPE transfer of existing staff and recruitment of new staff.

	Staff Training
	February 07
	New Prospect, Contact Centre, Central Team.
	The training incorporates policy and saffron training that cannot be started until the IT has been completed.

	Marketing
	March 07
	Sue Hill
	Information will be sent to all customers on the waiting list from January  - March 07.

	Launch Date
	Provisionally 06.03.07
	AA
	


6.0.    Recommendations – that Lead Member:-

· Acknowledges the contents of this report.

· Acknowledges the importance of the co-development of Citizen and the Contact Centre and to recognise the time and expertise needed to ensure the successful implementation and integration of CBL.

· Approves option 2 section 2.7, in relation to the legal and policy issue.

· Approves a CBL launch date of March 2007.
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