
EXCERPT FROM THE MINUTES OF THE

COMMUNITY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

HELD ON 26 AUGUST 2004


COS.131/04
REFERENCE FROM THE CORPORATE RESOURCES OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE – PROVISIONAL CAPITAL OUTTURN AND CAPITAL DETERMINATIONS – 2003/04 AND REVISED CAPITAL PROGRAMME 2004/05

With reference to CRS.103/04, the Overview and Scrutiny Manager advised that the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee had considered report FS.12/04 on the 2003/04 Provisional Outturn for the Council’s Capital Programme, Capital Determinations for 2003/04 and details of the Revised Capital Programme for 2004/05.  In considering the report, Members of that Committee had commented on issues relating to right to buy receipts, the impact of right to buy on a reducing stock of properties held by Carlisle Housing Association and the current state of the Council’s hostels and the importance of hostel provision, particularly in relation to the Council’s role with the Housing Strategy.

Members commented that the issues raised by the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee all had implications which could be subsumed within Housing Strategy and they agreed to consider these during the next item of business on the agenda.

RESOLVED – That the points raised by the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee in relation to right to buy receipts, the impact of right to buy sales on a reducing stock of Carlisle Housing Association properties and the current state of the Council’s hostels be considered during discussions on the Housing Strategy, which was the next item of business on the agenda.

The meeting was adjourned at 11:15 am and reconvened at 11:20 am.

COS.132/04
HOUSING STRATEGY

The Head of Environmental Protection Services presented report EPS.50/04 which included the draft Housing Strategy for the period 2004 to 2009.  The Council has a duty to produce the Strategy, which must clearly define the priorities and resources which will be devoted to meeting the Government’s ambitions for “Building Sustainable Communities” and “Balancing Housing Markets”.

The Executive on 17 August 2004 had considered the draft strategy and had approved it as a basis of formal consultation and referred it to this Committee.

Mr Speirs and Mr Taylor, Housing Services and Health Partnerships attended the meeting to present the report and answer Members’ questions.

In considering and discussing the draft Housing Strategy, Members raised the following matters:-

(a) A Member referred to the identified priorities and the statement that one of the priorities was “to provide 60 units of hostel and homeshare accommodation to single persons and families".  A Member queried whether 60 was adequate in light of the increase in homelessness and the reduction in properties available from registered social landlords through the increase in Rights to Buy of properties.  

Mr Speirs advised that 60 was the current number of hostel and homeshare accommodation units and he stated that this would have to be further revised as the strategy moves forward.  He advised that the Strategy would be subject to continual revision and development in the light of changing needs and demand and he agreed that homelessness was changing rapidly.  He commented that it was not just a case of increasing the number of units available, but of working proactively to address root causes of homelessness and to seek to reduce the number of people declaring themselves to be homeless.

(b) Hostel Provision – Members sought clarification on progress with the review of hostel accommodation and raised the Corporate Resources Overview and Scrutiny Committee’s concerns about the current state of the Council’s hostels.  

Mr Speirs responded that the revision of staffing in hostels had been completed but that further developments with the Hostels Review had been held up.  Currently, discussions were being held with Impact Housing Association, as the other major hostel provider in the City, and with other registered social landlords to investigate ways in which the Council can work with these Agencies to address the growing problem of homelessness and the growing requirement for hostel provision.  Discussions were also being held with Supporting People and with the Government.

The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister had been made aware of the Council’s concerns regarding the current situation and Government Auditors had asked the Council to provide information which would help the Government to make decisions on what is happening with homelessness strategy.  Members echoed the concern that the lack of onward accommodation for people in hostels was effectively leading to hostel blocking and a lack of places available for people declaring themselves as homeless.

(c) Members recognised the statutory role of the Council in setting proposals to address housing demand and conditions in their locality.  However, they questioned the capacity within the City Council to bring all the different organisations and agencies involved together and enable them to work effectively to address problems of homelessness and provisions for the homeless.

(d) Members were particularly concerned about people coming out of probation or finishing custodial sentences and the need to find appropriate accommodation which would enable them to move on with their lives and to reduce the risk of them re-offending.  

Mr Speirs recognised the difficulties in this area and also with the number of other people who have alcohol or drug-related problems or psychiatric problems.  It was often a challenge getting registered social landlords to take particularly vulnerable people on.  He then outlined the current arrangements and discussions taking place with other agencies and registered social landlords to seek to address these problems.  

(e) The Council’s role in taking a lead in relation to Housing Strategy was recognised.  The Executive Director commented that the Housing Strategy Group needs to be reviewed and streamlined to ensure that it became a truly strategic group leading the process.  Members commented that there had been a number of issues and concerns in relation to homelessness and the need for a comprehensive hostel review and suggested that a separate report on homelessness and hostel provision be prepared, identifying the issues at the heart of these problems.  

(f) Members queried why the Housing Corporation had not invested in any housing schemes in Carlisle over the last twelve months and asked what was being done to address this.  

Mr Speirs advised that the City Council had hosted a meeting bringing together registered social landlords, Government Office North West and the Regional Director for the Housing Corporation to outline what needs to be done within the area and to establish what assistance they can bring.  He advised that the difficulties in relation to the Housing Corporation were that it covered an area of the North West and that Carlisle was often competing for funds against conurbations such as Merseyside and Manchester.

The Portfolio Holder added that the Housing Corporation had required bids to be on a regional basis and that very often Carlisle were out-bidded within the Cumbria context.

Mr Speirs explained that in order to secure Housing Corporation funding, evidence of housing need was required and resources were being used to research and establish that housing need which would support any bids to the Housing Corporation.  He advised that the post which had been created from the funding from the Second Homes Council Tax would be utilised to establish the needs.  In addition, a research officer had been establishing housing need in the Morton area and it was hoped that this would be extended throughout the District.  

(g) A Member queried the intention to use the monies generated from capital receipts on Rights to Buy and suggested that these should be set aside for the Council’s strategic role in housing-related matters.  Members suggested that this should be reflected within the Action Plan on Housing Strategy.  The Action Plan should also clearly set out all resource implications and there should be specific actions against each identified priority.

(h) The Action Plan attached to the Housing Strategy needs to be Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-Framed, if the Committee is to adequately fulfil its monitoring role.  Members emphasised the need for the Strategy and the Action Plan to be a living, breathing document which meets the requirements of the Council as well as meeting the requirements of Government Office North West. 

(i) The need for a commitment to a local Housing Strategy was stressed.  The Executive Director and Portfolio Holder commented that there were suggestions that a Cumbria Housing Strategy be developed but they emphasised the importance of having a Carlisle Housing Strategy which was specific to the issues, concerns and needs within Carlisle.

(j) Members then referred to the proposed timetable for consideration of the Housing Strategy and the programming of the Executive agreeing the final draft on 11 October 2004.  They commented that there was no time built in for the Strategy to be reported back to this Committee and they suggested that it could be considered at the next meeting of this Committee on 7 October 2004.

RESOLVED – (1) That the comments of the Committee as outlined above be forwarded to the Executive and taken into account by Officers in the preparation of the Housing Strategy.

(2) That the Head of Environmental Protection Services prepare a separate report to a future meeting of this Committee on the issues of homelessness and hostel review.

(3) That this Committee requests an opportunity to consider the final draft of the Housing Strategy at its meeting on 7 October 2004 in advance of approval of the Strategy by the Executive on 11 October 2004.  

(4) The Committee then thanked the Head of Environmental Protection Services for his input.







