Settled housing solutions in the private rented sector
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1 Purpose of paper

This paper identifies existing good practice in helping people who need accommodation to access and sustain a settled home in the private rented sector. It is aimed at local authorities wishing to improve access to accommodation in this sector and offers practical advice and positive examples from authorities and their partners who are actively engaging with private landlords. 

2 Background

· Nearly two-thirds (65%) of dwellings in the private rented sector are owned by private individuals. 

· 73% of them see their property as an investment but only 9% of them see renting property as a full time occupation.

· Letting to private sector tenants on housing benefit accounts for 18% of all lettings in England. The number of households in the private rented sector was 12% higher in 2002/3 than it had been in 1991.

· 79% of tenants in the private rented sector were very or fairly satisfied with their landlord. This compares with 66% of council tenants and 74% of RSL tenants.

· 82% of lettings require a deposit and 70% require references.

· 58% of tenants deal with an agent rather then directly with the owner of the property.

· Landlords who manage their property themselves tended to

· operate quite isolated from sources of support, information and advice.

· Only 15% of them had been involved in local authority landlord forums and 42% of all landlords had never had any contact with any local authority in the course of their business as a landlord.

· Landlords of a quarter of dwellings let on the open market had achieved gross rental returns of less than 5%. 7% of dwellings had negative income streams once running costs were taken into account. The average net rental return was 5.5%.

· 73% of dwellings would be relet if they became vacant

· (Source English House Condition Survey 2001)
3 Strategic importance of the private rented sector

The private rented sector plays an important strategic role for authorities. In many boroughs the sector dominates the rented market, with some boroughs having up to 25%. The Government’s 5 year strategy “Homes for All” highlights the importance of the private rented sector, identifying the development of landlord accreditation and rent deposits as examples of good practice, as well as linking involvement of the private rented sector with the development of choice based lettings. 

The Deputy Prime Minister stated in "Homes for All" that the target for choice based lettings would be widened out to include the Private Rented Sector and to make housing options part of choice based lettings (CBL) schemes.  And we still have the following targets: by 2005, 25% of local authorities to have adopted some form of choice based lettings scheme; and by 2010, all local authorities to offer choice to applicants. The allocation legislation has been revised to make it more conducive to the introduction of CBL and the Homelessness Act 2002 provides that authorities must include a statement in their allocation scheme about their position on offering choice to applicants. The statutory guidance on allocations states the Government’s view that allocation policies should provide for choice wherever possible.  These new provisions and guidance came into effect in January 2003. 

In recent budgets the Chancellor has announced plans to encourage institutional investment. The means of establishing Real Estate Investment Trusts (REIT) awaits the outcome of a further consultation on details. There are also tax incentives for “green” landlords who insulate their properties, thereby reducing fuel poverty amongst tenants.

Some regional housing strategies have demonstrated how the private rented sector is a valuable resource for local authorities, for example the regional strategies for Yorkshire and Humberside, London and the Southwest. 

Indeed, many local authorities are already working with private rented sector providers in their area, not least because this additional resource can help to offset the pressures on social housing arising from Right to Buy, falling stock levels and increasing registrations.
Improving access to the private rented sector can enable local authorities to meet wider corporate objectives such as regeneration and economic development, particularly when linked to empty property campaigns and this is discussed later on in the paper.

4 The local authority perspective

Most local authorities use the private rented sector to provide temporary accommodation for people to whom they owe the main homelessness duty, through schemes such as private sector leasing (PSL). However, only a few authorities encourage people who need accommodation to accept private sector tenancies directly with landlords who then manage the properties themselves, without the involvement of a third party (often described as direct lets).

Some authorities mistakenly believe that they do not have an active private rented sector, even though they have thriving PSL schemes that provide temporary accommodation (TA) for homeless people. Others believe that the private rented sector doesn’t offer suitable options of settled accommodation, and therefore do not promote it when people approach them for assistance, which denies people choice in finding accommodation. 

This paper concentrates on maximising access to self- contained accommodation through direct lets into the private rented sector, as a positive housing option for people in housing need.

The private rented sector is a potentially valuable housing resource for local authorities.11% of the housing stock in England, or a million dwellings, are in the private rented sector though the percentage varies between authorities. The size of the private rented sector as a percentage of housing stock varies hugely even within regions (Brighton and Hove 25%, Crawley 4%) However the ending of assured short hold tenancies in the private rented sector also contributes to homelessness in many areas and this can influence how authorities view and promote the sector and its potential benefits. 

The ending of Assured Shorthold Tenancies (ASTs) accounts for 20% of all homelessness acceptances and is the third most common reason for homelessness presentations nationally. 

Access to the private sector through direct lettings with landlords can offer people in housing need a much wider choice of accommodation and location than simply considering options in the social housing sector.

Increasing and sustaining access to the private rented sector can also reduce the number of people who experience homelessness and need to be assisted under the homelessness legislation, and will therefore have a positive impact on the number or households placed in temporary accommodation.  Increasing access to direct lettings in the private sector will therefore help local authorities to meet the Government target of reducing the number of households in temporary accommodation by 50% by 2010. 

This is discussed in the June 2005 policy brief "Providing More Settled Homes" which can be found on the ODPM website.
5 Common myths about the private rented sector

Local authority staff and clients may hold views about the private rented sector that are based on a combination of negative experiences and anecdote or myth, a few of which are outlined below.


All landlords are bad landlords, with poor housing management practices.

Not so. Local authorities have a duty to tackle poor landlords through the enforcement process.  However the majority of landlords offer their tenants a good service and a reasonable standard of accommodation, as evidenced through the satisfaction levels reported above. The use of landlord accreditation schemes can improve both the standard of accommodation available and the quality of property management, which benefits all parties.

You can only get a 6 -month tenancy in the private rented sector and at the end of it you have to move house. 

Not so. 6 months is the minimum period for an assured shorthold tenancy, not the maximum. A local authority with a well constructed strategy to increase access to the private rented sector will be seeking to negotiate 1-3 year tenancies, as well as actively assisting the tenant to negotiate a new tenancy agreement before the end of the term.

No one on housing benefit can get a tenancy in the private rented sector.

Not so. An efficient service is the key to improving access to the private rented sector for people who need accommodation. Landlords do offer tenancies to people in receipt of housing benefit, but poor local authority performance on payment, either current or historic, can deter some landlords from considering this market. 

An authority with a serious aim of increasing the number of successful and sustainable direct lets as part of a corporate approach to tackling homelessness must run an efficient and effective HB service. Deposits and rent in advance payments should be made available, Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) used appropriately and landlords able to contact HB easily if there are problems. Ensuring that landlords are aware of the HB payment cycles and overpayment responsibilities is also important. Landlords have long memories so if HB performance has recently improved, authorities will need to get the message out.

All accommodation in the private rented sector is prohibitively expensive.

Not so. Effective negotiation with landlords and the development of a wrap around service - including incentives such as the provision of rent in advance- will enable authorities to achieve lower rents for applicants. As the statistics above show, many landlords are operating on very tight margins. If authorities can make it cost effective for landlords to offer direct lets by reducing their overhead costs (such as advertising, credit referencing or by offering a management service at a lower rate than a lettings agent) this can have a positive impact on rent levels.

For some clients such as people moving on from hostels or young people leaving home, shared accommodation, with or without floating support, can be a more affordable option than living alone.
The private rented sector is not a tenure of choice for people.

It can be done. Many tenants live quite happily in the private rented sector and have done so for some time.

In 2001, Bristol County Council carried out a survey of tenants in the private rented sector. 25.6% had chosen to rent in the sector and a significant number of respondents had lived in the sector for a considerable length of time - 11.4% for over 10 years and 5.5% for 21 years +, challenging perceptions that the sector had a transient population. 

The private rented sector can offer a great degree of choice to tenants, both in terms of the type and location of properties. This makes it an attractive option for people who need accommodation.
Any one with support needs is excluded from this sector.

Not necessarily. Supporting People funded floating support is a highly effective tool for tenancy sustainment across all tenures. If an appropriate support package is available, people with quite high support needs can successfully enjoy a tenancy in the private sector. In some cases people with support needs have found renting in the private sector a safer and more attractive option than living on a large estate in the social sector.
6 How to make contact with private landlords

Local authorities and their partner agencies use a variety of methods to identify and make contact with landlords in their area.

The most important initial action is to understand the local market, which will differ across the country. Unless authorities find out what type of landlords they have in their district they will be unable to put together the right incentives to encourage landlords to offer tenancies to people nominated by the authority. 

Some landlords may have a portfolio of existing properties that include some in poor condition or which are not self- contained. Such properties can be brought up to a decent standard with the help of private sector renewal grants, which can then bring down the rents to a more affordable level.

Landlords may also be developers prepared to lease existing stock on other sites as a section106 option on new developments. This is a useful option to consider where authorities have maximised the affordable housing percentage on a new site but don’t have the funding necessary to carry out the development.

Smaller landlords, with typically 1 or 2 properties, may have bought their properties as a buy-to-let investment and may wish to manage them themselves. If they have borrowed money to buy the property they will be working to very tight financial margins and rental flow will be crucial for them. 

Some people will have inherited properties and may leave them empty while they sort out what to do with it. These properties may be suitable to lease in the short term, and briefings for local probate solicitors can be a useful way to make contact.
Employing someone with direct experience of the private rented sector, for example a letting agent, to run a private sector letting scheme can be an effective way for a local authority to increase access to this sector. They will have contacts that no housing officer is likely to have, and will understand the market and speak the same language landlords speak.
Council tax records are a useful tool both to identify and communicate with private landlords and owners of empty properties.
Case study- Bournemouth BC 

Bournemouth BC uses S85 of the Local Government Act 2003 to identify owners of empty properties and send them information about the various funding and management packages available to landlords with vacant properties. They ensure that all staff are aware of the options available, so that when prospective landlords contact the council they get the information they want.

Contact peter.hoyle@bournemouth.gov.uk 
Once an authority has identified the different segments of the local market, it is vital to visit key landlords and letting agents to market direct lets to local authority clients. Many authorities ask HB departments to identify the 10 landlords / agents receiving the highest amount of direct housing benefit payments in the area and then visit them to promote direct lets. Bristol County Council uses the HB cheque run to promote its private sector lettings service and also its grants programmes to landlords. Not only is this a proven way of increasing access to the private rented sector, it can also help council officers tackle any existing tenancy problems, thus preventing homelessness.

Many authorities have private landlord forums and these can be a useful way to maintain contact as well as offering landlords training, advice and assistance with problems. Many landlords join local landlord associations, often operating on a regional or county- wide basis, which can be a valuable way to make contact.

Swindon BC holds an annual landlords’ exhibition and invites Inland Revenue, HB, RSLs, environmental health, Empty Homes Team and the private lettings team to meet landlords and offer advice and encouragement.

Bristol Landlords' Expo

Bristol County Council, in partnership with Bath and NE Somerset, South Gloucester and BALMA (Bristol Association of Landlords and Managing Agents) jointly host an annual, highly successful and well attended Landlords' Expo offering advice and information to private landlords. The Expo includes private sector suppliers, professional and legal services and services such as the fire officer, with over 30 stands. LA services for private landlords and tenants are heavily promoted at the Expo, where the key phrase is "finding tenants, no fees, no fuss". 

Bristol CC has developed a comprehensive landlord information pack in a loose leaf A4 folder, funded through private sector sponsorship and also available on their website.

Contact Martin Painter at: martin_painter@bristol-city.gov.uk 

One of the most important aspects when dealing with landlords and lettings agents is honesty about HB payment times and cycles, pre tenancy determinations, access to discretionary housing payments (DHP), how overpayments are dealt with and who is likely to be seeking accommodation. Authorities wishing to assist people with support needs to find private sector lets can, with the tenant’s consent, provide the prospective landlord with details of the support package agreed and contact details if problems arise.

7 The corporate approach of the local authority.

Accessing the private rented sector should have corporate support within the local authority. Increasing access to direct lets can enable authorities to meet wider corporate objectives such as addressing social exclusion, regeneration, improving stock condition and bringing empty properties back into use rather than looking at it as simply tackling homelessness. 

Ensuring that access to the private rented sector is featured in the regional housing strategy, and that joint work on the issue is carried out on a cross- borough or regional basis wherever possible will also improve wider objectives around sustainable communities and tacking social exclusion.

It is important that authorities ensure all relevant departments work together to common objectives around access to the private rented sector. These will include planning, finance and HB, legal services, environmental health and social services. Processes need to be as streamlined as possible, to minimise delay and bureaucracy kept to a minimum. It is surprisingly easy to lose the confidence of landlords by imposing the time-scales within which local authorities tend to operate. The use of delegated powers wherever possible is recommended.

In some authorities the traditional approach to private landlords has been adversarial, particularly if the sector stock condition is poor. This can lead to entrenched attitudes on both sides, which makes it harder for housing staff to promote private renting as a viable and attractive option of settled accommodation for people who need accommodation. This has to be tackled before any attempt is made to develop a different relationship with private landlords, to avoid failure.

A number of authorities and agencies have been developing training for front line and other staff where these attitudes are discussed and challenged and where questioning and interviewing skills are extended. This training could usefully be offered to landlords as well, to change their perceptions about partnership working with local authorities.
Case studies- training
ITS Training (UK) Ltd. offers Conversation Management Interviewing training for housing staff. By creating a feeling of mutual trust and asking questions in an appropriate style, the maximum amount of information will be gained during the interview. Clients are better able to focus on realistic options for their housing.

Staff from over 40 housing authorities and agencies have completed the course, with positive feedback from many including Middlesbrough and Birmingham.

The course, which is one of three modules specifically designed for housing staff, can lead to a BTEC award.

Call Mike Neumann or Steve Oram on 08454 300 262 or visit the website on www.its-training-uk.com 

Dr Nick Maguire, Deputy Director of Cognitive Therapy at Southampton University and Mark Meehan from LB Camden have developed a training course for housing staff which seeks to enable staff to 1) deal assertively with difficult situations through understanding clients’ perspectives and 2) change clients’ beliefs about social housing with the use of four different questioning techniques-


Problem solving


Challenging belief


Pros and cons


Motivational interviewing

The course enables participants to identify the links between thoughts, feelings and behaviour when interviewing clients.

Contact nm10@soton.ac.uk 

John Cull has developed motivational interviewing training courses for both Oxford CC and Norwich CC housing staff which uses actors as part of the role play element, to test out the skills they have acquired during the course.

 Motivational interviewing is a series of techniques originally developed for the dependency field. It is useful for clients who seem to be lacking the motivation and ability to make decisions in their lives. It encourages clients to focus on their challenges, choices, consequences and creative solutions.

Contact johncull@wowmatters.com 
Many different agencies will be seeking to access privately rented properties for clients. YOTs, Probation Services, Leaving and Aftercare services, refugee agencies, RSLs finding PSL properties and single homeless services looking for move-on will all be chasing the same properties, and in some cases increasing costs through competition with each other.

To counter this, local authorities could consider developing a more strategic approach to procurement in the private rented sector, by appointing someone to negotiate for suitable accommodation which could be accessed by clients of all relevant agencies. This could be done on a cross authority or sub regional basis depending on the structure of the local rented market. 
Setting an agenda for an approach to the private rented sector should be seen in the light of offering a range of housing options at an early stage to people looking for accommodation - some authorities have found that this is best done in tandem with wide, long-term culture changes such as the adoption of a CBL system.

Case study- Homes4Let
Homes4Let is a charitable letting and management agency set up jointly by Bournemouth and Poole Borough Councils. It is targeted at landlords who want to enter into short-term letting arrangements and who do not wish to manage the properties themselves.

Landlords are offered a low commission rate, rent in advance, a dedicated HB officer, accreditation under the councils’ schemes and the 1st year’s subscription to the Dorset Residential Landlords’ Association.

Tenants nominated by the 2 councils are offered 6 month ASTs, renewable where possible, a high standard of accommodation within area reference rents and with access to floating support if necessary. DHP is also available.

The councils have benefited from a reduction in homelessness applications, a reduction in the number of empty properties and referral arrangements to good standard accommodation.

The scheme has cost the two authorities £118,000 between them in pump priming finance and will become self-financing in 2006. 

Contact peter.hoyle@bournemouth.gov.uk 

Work with the rent officer on rent levels is vital. LB Brent operates a very successful private sector lettings scheme designed to meet the needs of families who have experienced homelessness, but also offers a Homefinder service providing assistance to other local residents.

Case study- LB Brent

There is a well-established network of landlords in Brent who offer direct lets to council referrals. Brent offers a maximum of £500 to the landlord depending on the property size if they accommodate a household who has experienced homelessness.
Landlords are offered free advertising on the Homefinder scheme and are offered advice on how to deal with tenancy issues. They are invited to regular private sector housing forums along with private tenants.

Rents are in line with the pre-tenancy determinations supplied by the rent officer.

Contact manjul2.shah@brent.gov.uk or http://www.brent.gov.uk/phiu.nsf 

Case Study- Leeds
In common with many other authorities Leeds had seen a significant rise in homeless acceptances: from 2000 in 2000/2001 to 4965 in 2003/2004.  As a result the Leeds Homeless Service had begun to work with private landlords in order to provide temporary accommodation.  The council undertook a procurement exercise to contract under PSL and a three-year contract was awarded to one of the existing suppliers.  

This left other landlords who had previously worked with the council without a source of business and they were anxious to secure alternative opportunities.  One company, Cascade Homes, agreed to work in partnership with the council to offer long-term (generally up to 24 months) assured short-hold tenancies to households as a means of preventing homelessness or bringing a main homelessness duty to an end.
Key to this initiative was the Local Housing Allowance pathfinder and joint working with the Leeds Benefits Service.  The flat rate of Housing Benefit paid gave landlords greater security in relation to the level of rental yield that they could expect and ensured that there was swifter processing of payments.  The Leeds Benefits Service was also willing to forego direct payment to the tenant if the household were deemed to be vulnerable under Benefit Regulations.  The Leeds Benefits Service is committed to using Housing Benefit as a means of preventing or ending homelessness rather than being a cause of homelessness.  

To date 220 households have taken up the offer of an assured short hold tenancy either at the point of approaching the council for assistance with housing or as a way of securing longer-term housing that can bring a homelessness duty to an end.  It must be stressed that there has been no compulsion on households to take up housing through this scheme.  However, the Homeless Service has ensured that households have been given realistic housing advice on the length of time they would likely to have to spend in temporary accommodation if they chose not to accept an assured short hold tenancy and the reality of securing a social housing let in the Leeds area.  Furthermore, households have been allowed to take on longer-term tenancies in properties they already occupied as temporary accommodation and where they had therefore settled into the area.  A prerequisite of working in partnership with Cascade was that the company was a member of the Leeds Landlord Accreditation Scheme and that there were no issues of concern raised by the Benefits Service.  The accommodation provided by Cascade is furnished and of a very high quality and therefore households were able to compare this to the potential offer of an unfurnished social housing let.  

Cascade is also willing to offer long term tenancies to households to whom the Homeless Service may not have owed a full homelessness duty, for example, to households likely to be intentionally homeless.  

For further information contact: rob.mccartney@leeds.gov.uk
Case study- Smart Rent
Housing has a significant impact on the financial health of a local authority and plays an important role in its regeneration.  This is particularly relevant in rural areas where the high demand for affordable and decent housing needs to be balanced against the need to protect the rural environment.

In 2004/5 Stroud District Council was successful through its Local Strategic Partnership, in securing a budget of £17,000 from the income generated by the reduction of the council tax discount on second homes to set up a Private Sector Leasing scheme.  The aims of the scheme are to encourage owners of empty properties to bring them back into use and to increase the range of affordable housing available.

The Council has entered into a contract with Gloucestershire Housing Association to launch the ‘Smart Rent’ scheme in April 2005.  Private property owners entering into a lease agreement with the Association will be offered a guaranteed monthly income for the period of the lease (3-5 years).  In order to be able ensure a reasonable return to the landlord and cover the Housing Associations administrative and management costs the Council will make up any shortfall in the rental income to the Housing Association.

With a minimum lease period of 3 years the intention is to offer relatively long term, stable tenancies to people who need accommodation.  It is hoped that if a property has been successfully let it will encourage the owner to continue to let the property at the end of the lease period.

contact: maria.hickman@stroud.gov.uk
Using S106

Regional Housing Boards are interested in investment opportunities that produce more affordable housing for less public grant funding, combined with greater tenure choice. Local authorities wishing to maximise affordable housing will need to develop different approaches using new skills particularly around S106 negotiations. 

Case study- S106 agreements.

Portsmouth City Council has negotiated two deals with different development companies as part of discussions around s106 agreements. The involvement of the planning department was crucial, as was the need for flexibility and creativity.

The first scheme involved the conversion and refurbishment of a listed building into flats for sale on the open market. The planning department was negotiating a commuted sum but the housing department felt that there was an opportunity to increase the affordable accommodation to be provided. They appointed a negotiator with a commercial background, Mike Best, to act on their behalf who persuaded the developer to release 6 newly refurbished flats in another part of the city, at affordable rents for 10 years. This provided the authority with more units of affordable accommodation than the commuted sum would have provided, and was an attractive proposition for people in low paid employment, which satisfied other key corporate objectives.

The same negotiator helped the authority agree a planning trade- off on a site scheduled for demolition and redevelopment. The authority agreed to reduce the affordable housing quota on the new build, which made it financially viable, in return for temporary use of the existing houses at very low rents. The developer subsequently shelved the redevelopment of the site and has negotiated an extended lease on the existing houses at low rents with the authority.

In both examples the local authority, which still manages its own stock, has taken on the management of the properties itself, at a lower cost than either an RSL or lettings agent, which helped bring the rent levels down.

Contact: Mike@mikebestassociates.co.uk or


      Alan.cufley@portsmouthcc.gov.uk

8 Housing Benefit / Discretionary Housing Payments
The housing benefits service is crucial to preventing homelessness. It is also crucial in helping new clients access the private rented sector -a poor benefits service will reduce local housing options for the low waged, for families who would prefer to find their own housing solutions.

As said earlier, 79% of tenants in the PRS are very or fairly satisfied with their housing, which compares favourably with the social sectors. 

Specialist advisers and officials working in all English Regions confirm that the difficulty facing families and single people on low incomes seeking to rent or remain in the private sector is inversely proportional to the performance of housing benefit team.

The perception or reality of poor performance in benefits teams can be due to:

· poor processes;

· poor technology;

· inadequate staffing.

Examples include suspending claims because of an incomplete postcode on a previous address, having IT systems with significant periods of downtime or sending large payment cheques to landlords 2 weeks before the schedule of properties is sent out, making it difficult to reconcile rents.
Where housing benefit teams respond quickly to claims, there is usually a sustainable supply of good quality rental accommodation accessible for tenants in receipt of housing benefit in most boroughs. Effective pre tenancy determination and verification processes are also crucial.
Councils active in homelessness prevention in high rent areas such as Elmbridge, Reading and Brighton (an LHA pathfinder) report sustained success in helping households gain good quality settled and temporary housing solutions.

Colchester Benefits Team pride themselves on prompt turn-round of claims. They currently work at 22 days average.  Where they fail to pay within 28 days, they apologise to the landlord or agent and pay £100 to reflect this.
The following question was raised-How much did your HB team pay to landlords by way of this fine last year?
“Nothing - all service standards were met”.

Use Housing Benefits to prevent homelessness

Benefits teams delivering a prompt and responsive service to landlords and tenants on the day to day business of assessment and payment can influence successful homelessness prevention work. 

Housing Benefits teams work to strict rules - where they suspect or have good reason for suspecting the claim they are paying is not justified; they must establish the claimant’s circumstances.   For example, where they get no reply from the claimant, they will suspend or end benefit. Homelessness is a likely consequence. 

Where Housing Benefit services are involved in homelessness prevention as equal partners they can choose to act to help prevent homelessness. The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea have had close working relationships with their benefits team in order to prevent homelessness for many years.

In other authorities, housing benefits teams expect homeless prevention teams to maximize benefits take-up for clients and minimize potential homelessness.

Barnet Council’s Sanctuary Scheme to help victims of domestic violence remain in their home when they wish to do so, is backed up by the active involvement of HB services in cases where families cannot immediately return to their home and need interim accommodation. Housing benefits are able to pay rent on two properties where there is an intent to return.

Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP)
DHP is an invaluable source of support for families who need accommodation in areas where rents are high, or where it is considered that Rent Officer Service local reference rents may not reflect the true market rents for that particular area.

DHP can also be used to assist house holds with their housing costs.

DWP allocate a sum of money to each local authority to allow councils to help families and individuals find homes or remain in their home – without causing financial hardship. Each local authority receives a share of a national cash limited government contribution towards their DHP expenditure. Local authorities may exceed their contribution if they wish, but there is an upper expenditure limit of two and a half times their contribution.  Any unspent portion of their contribution must be returned to DWP. The government contribution is currently distributed to authorities using a methodology which takes into account such factors as their discretionary spend for earlier years and their overall Housing Benefit/Council Tax Benefit expenditure.
It is a matter of record that most English authorities do not spend their entitlement of Discretionary Housing Payment. In the North West Region 9 out of 43 authorities spent their full entitlement in 2003-4.   One authority returned £200,000 of this grant unspent.   Even in London only 8 of the 33 Boroughs spent their full allocation. In total the other 25 boroughs returned over £950,000 of this grant unspent. If a council fails to spend its allocation it may face a reduced amount the following year.

Relatively small sums are needed to provide swift assistance to families and single people – often a few hundred pounds.

Case study- Elmbridge BC
Elmbridge has some of the most expensive rental prices in England.  For them, DHP is an essential housing tool in providing affordable rental accommodation and in the prevention of homelessness. Elmbridge spends their full allocation of DHP grant.

The Rent Service uses a broad locality to decide average rents, which means that more expensive areas within that locality, like Elmbridge, can suffer from greater shortfall amounts per property than less expensive areas.  Clients are then faced with having to pay the shortfall themselves, despite being on a low income.

As a result, Elmbridge Council has researched their own actual market levels, and will award DHP to these limits providing other relevant client criteria are met. 

In cases where the rent exceeds even their own market levels, discretion is used as to the reasons why the property has been taken.  If the property has been taken through lack of choice at the time, needing to move urgently etc., the Council can negotiate with the landlord on behalf of the client.  This is either to compromise on the rental amount, or to end the tenancy early and help the client to secure more affordable rental accommodation.

In cases where the client needs to stay, awards above Elmbridge’s own market levels are considered.  Cases include clients with vulnerability issues, social support, disabled access, or very poor health - where moving would be detrimental to their physical or mental health.

Contact:  jbolton@elmbridge.gov.uk  
General HB information: http://www.dwp.gov.uk/lifeevent/benefits/housing_benefit.asp
Discretionary Housing Payments:

http://www.dwp.gov.uk/housingbenefit/manuals/dhpguide.pdf
Guidance manual:
http://www.dwp.gov.uk/housingbenefit/manuals/hbgm/index.asp
Information on Local Housing Allowance:

http://www.dwp.gov.uk/housingbenefit/lha/index.asp
9 Support
Housing related support can be funded through the Supporting People (SP) programme or through initiatives such as spend to save, as part of an authority’s plan to prevent homelessness.

The SP programme is a valuable resource for people in the private rented sector, though most schemes are currently focused on the social sector. Developing floating support schemes for people renting in the private rented sector will help vulnerable people sustain their accommodation and can help prevent repeat homelessness.  Landlords should be made aware of the type and level of support available to tenants. In some cases agencies have been highly successful in securing direct lets for people with high support needs, with support going in for both landlord and tenant.

Shared housing can be an effective option for people using resettlement and move on services, especially young people. Rents are often lower than single occupancy accommodation and living with others can help overcome the isolation many people feel when leaving hostels or the family home. Appropriate support is crucial to the success of shared accommodation, alongside robust housing management.
Non SP funded support for private sector tenants can cover a variety of issues, from paying off rent arrears arising from delays on HB renewals to tackling anti-social behaviour and repairing damage to property because of domestic violence. Local authorities must ensure that tenants have swift access to support that is appropriate to their needs in order to prevent loss of tenancy. This can range from loans to cover arrears or minor repairs to referral to floating support schemes as necessary.

Case Study- Accommodation Plus
Accommodation Plus, which began in Torbay in 1996, is run by Rethink (formerly National Schizophrenia Fellowship) and offers private sector accommodation with support to people with a mental health illness. The service focuses on training and supporting for landlords.

Landlords are funded through the Supporting People programme, with payments in 5 bands, ranging from £35 to £105 per week depending on the level of support required by the tenant. In addition there is a £45 per person weekly admin charge to the SP budget. Landlords have to provide references and are police checked. Once accepted, they attend monthly training sessions, which cover housing and mental health related subjects.

Landlords were initially recruited through word of mouth, advertising and visiting landlord forums, but it was a slow process. In the first year Rethink had found one landlord and placed one tenant. Eight years later they have 28 landlords and 90 tenants. Some landlords have only one property to let while others have a large portfolio which Accommodation Plus can access.

Tenants are referred to the service by the Community Mental Health Team and if accepted are generally offered self -contained accommodation, though some landlords offer more supported accommodation with meals provided. Tenants have a clearly defined support plan agreed between them and the landlord and all information about the tenant, including the risk assessment, is shared with the landlord.

Contact Mandy.lyons@rethink.org 

It is important to be as flexible as possible when seeking options in the private rented sector. One model doesn’t suit all, and different client groups may need different solutions, both in procurement and developing support.

Case study- P.A.S Ltd  

P.A.S Ltd and its property arm CTE are private companies providing shared supported housing in the South west. Street properties are purchased with private finance and referral arrangements set up with Probation and drug and alcohol agencies. Rents are affordable and are covered by housing benefit and support costs are met through Supporting People contracts.
One example of the flexible support packages developed by P.A.S is a scheme for people with substance misuse problems who are in structured day care from 9am to 5pm. Support workers visit the scheme in the early morning, the evening and during the night, when it is most needed.

P.A.S also runs a “time out” scheme, which is offered to residents at risk of eviction, usually because of behavioural issues, related to their substance misuse. Residents move into an intensive support unit for a short period, usually a week, which turns a crisis into a learning opportunity.

The benefits of the scheme are that is protects residents from eviction while highlighting the consequences of bad behaviour. It gives the other tenants a break and also enables mediation and reconciliation with neighbours to go ahead if they have been affected.

Contact: alankenny@pasltd.uk.com 
10 Landlord and tenant incentives

There are a number of ways to develop packages to attract private landlords to let directly to local authority clients and to make it easier for people who need accommodation to rent in the sector.

Single point of contact

Authorities who have successfully increased access to the private rented sector have generally identified a single point of access, usually a senior officer within either housing or HB, so that landlords, lettings agents and potentially tenants can contact them as soon as there is a problem. This trouble- shooting post greatly increases confidence in direct lets and minimises the chance of problems becoming overwhelming, leading to loss of tenancy and the possibility the landlord will withdraw his or her property.

Landlord accreditation schemes

As part of a strategic approach to tackling housing need, local authorities are establishing voluntary accreditation schemes that recognise and reward private landlords who manage their properties to a good standard.

These vary from area to area, but there are 2 main types-schemes that accredit the person who manages the property and those that accredit the property itself. Most schemes combine elements of both but the “unit” of accreditation is normally the property.

Schemes may include criteria relating to property condition, management practices and the landlord’s past management record. Standards can either be high at the outset or increase progressively over time. Incentives for landlords to become accredited may include:
· Having a liaison officer within the council

· Improved relations with housing benefit

· Access to training and development opportunities

· Access to grants, e.g. Warmfront and loans to renovate properties

· Advice on how to tackle antisocial behaviour

· Discounts and group purchase on services such as property    

· Insurance

· Access to rent deposits or rent guarantee schemes

Participating landlords will also benefit from the status of being publicly identified as a good landlord and distancing themselves from incompetent or unscrupulous landlords.

Accreditation schemes are a valuable tool for increasing the supply of good quality accommodation, which will benefit existing and potential tenants and reduce the need for intervention by council officers.
For further information on accreditation go to www.anuk.org.uk 

Rent deposit/bonds/rent in advance

These can make it significantly easier for people to secure accommodation in the private rented sector and also provide comfort to prospective landlords. Local authorities vary in both the amount of deposit or bonds they will provide and also the eligible groups. However they are equally helpful for both single people and families with children, and can make it easier for people nominated by local authorities to compete in the private rented market.

On their own they are unlikely to be sufficient to increase access to the private rented sector, but as part of a package of incentives they can encourage both landlords and tenants to consider direct lets.

The National Rent Deposit Forum is a useful point of contact for authorities looking for examples of best practice in setting up rent deposit / rent in advance schemes.

Contact: Karen Hunt at training@nrdf.org.uk
Case study-Swindon BC
Swindon BC has 3 types of rent deposit schemes. They have successfully run a deposit guarantee scheme for the past 12 years, which can either be used to secure temporary accommodation in the private rented sector for households owed a main homelessness duty or for households who have become homeless intentionally, for whom authorities are only required to provide advice and assistance and secure accommodation for a limited period to give them a chance to find a home for themselves.
Their deposit and rent in advance scheme is used by their homelessness prevention officers either to enable people to stay in their existing accommodation in the private sector or help them find fresh accommodation in the sector as an alternative to making an application for help under the homelessness legislation.

Since October 2004 they have been using a deposit and rent loan scheme administered by a worker funded through the DAT, and designed to assist ex offenders and substance misusers.

Contact cmartin@swindon.gov.uk 

Making tenants responsible for repaying any rent deposit/bond through small weekly payments can help to ensure properties are kept in good condition. If this is done through a bank account it will result in the tenant not only having a deposit for any new property, but also a bank reference, which will be helpful when securing new accommodation.
Dispute resolution

Authorities are increasingly using mediation services in cases of parental and other exclusions, in order to prevent homelessness. Mediation and other forms of dispute resolution can also be offered to private landlords and tenants, either to prevent loss of tenancy or as part of a range of incentives to landlords to offer tenancies to people nominated by the local authority. Terminating a tenancy is time consuming and expensive and dispute resolution can be an effective tool for both landlords and tenants in preventing homelessness.

Use of grants and other funding
As part of its corporate approach to tackling empty homes and disrepair in the private sector, authorities can use a number of funding streams to bring properties back into use for letting. 

Temporary Social Housing (TSH) grants, administered by the Housing Corporation, can be used to repair, renovate or convert empty properties which are subsequently leased to RSLs for a minimum of 3 years at affordable rents. These schemes do not require rent deposits or rent in advance and are suitable both for families and single people.

Private landlords who have poor quality accommodation, in particular, houses in multiple accommodation (HMOs) can be offered renovation grants in return for nomination agreements. In one authority, Bournemouth, one landlord with a large portfolio of HMOs has not only brought them up to Decent Homes standard but has bought new properties to offer for letting to council nominees, encouraged by the range of incentives and service the authority offers.

Decent Homes Grant applications can also be linked to agreements on direct lets to council nominees.

References 

It can sometimes be difficult for people to provide adequate references when applying to rent in the private sector. Local authorities can help with this by confirming any support packages, benefit entitlement and any other incentives such as rent in advance to the landlord or lettings agent prior to the tenancy being agreed.
11. Check list
1  Is there an understanding within the local authority of the local housing market? For example;
Have Housing Benefit and Housing departments contacted key landlords and lettings agents and drawn up a profile of the local low rent market?

2 Is there a corporate commitment to increasing access to the private rented sector within your local authority? For example;
Do Housing, Benefits and Finance work together to ensure that rent deposits and rent in advance are available at the front line to help the low waged or unwaged gain accommodation in the private rented sector?

Do Housing, Benefits and Finance services work to ensure that the resources are available to front line staff for people threatened with homelessness?

3. Have you developed an effective approach to Housing Benefit to support increased access to the private rented sector in your authority?

 Do Benefits and Housing collaborate to identify landlords and agents in order to maximise access to housing?

Have Benefits and Housing resolved ways of assuring prompt benefits settlements and payment?

4. Have you developed an effective approach to minimise exclusions from the PRS
Do Benefits and Housing collaborate to help prevent homelessness from the private rented sector?

Do front line staff have access to a homelessness prevention fund? 

5. Is there effective partnership working with other statutory and voluntary sector agencies around access to, and support in, the private rented sector? For example;
 Are the following involved?


Supporting People Teams


Advice agencies


Registered social landlords


Agencies working with young people (16-25)

6.  Is appropriate training available for relevant staff and    landlords? For example;
Is there joint training for Housing and Benefits front line staff 

Do Benefits and Housing provide training for landlords

7. Have you got a process for effective dialogue with landlords and lettings agents? For example;
Does the local authority hold regular consultation/forums with key landlords and agents?

Does the local authority participate or lead in an accreditation scheme?

Are there incentives for both landlords/agents and tenants? 

8.  Do you and your partner agencies offer a comprehensive range of landlord and tenant incentives tailored to the local rented housing market? For example;
 Are there incentives for both landlords/agents and tenants within an accreditation or preferred landlord scheme?

9. Is there a single point of contact within your authority for landlords and lettings agents? For example;
Do Benefits provide a dedicated phone line or email address for landlords and agents?

Does Housing provide key landlords and lettings agents with a named officer to intervene to help  prevent exclusions?

10 Is there effective access to housing related support where required? 

Can tenants in the private rented sector access floating support?

For further details contact:

Helen.keats@odpm.gsi.gov.uk

Mark.meehan@odpm.gsi.gov.uk

Bob.lawrence@odpm.gsi.gov.uk

Andy.gale@odpm.gsi.gov.uk

June 2005
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