
EXCERPT FROM THE DRAFT MINUTES OF THE

COMMUNITY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

HELD ON 21 JULY 2005


COS.98/05

HOUSING STRATEGY ACTION PLAN

The Policy and Performance Manager presented Report SP.12/05 on the Housing Strategy Action Plan which had been reviewed following the flooding.  The updated Action Plan identified ways in which the Council could support the flood recovery process but would also contribute towards the Council’s Housing Strategy targets.  Progress within the first three months of the Strategy were also reported where applicable.  

The Executive on 13 June 2005 (EX.084/05) had considered the report and accepted the Action Plan and Risk Assessment.

The Post Flooding Review of the Housing Strategy Action Plan had reaffirmed that the following three overarching principles should remain the same.

(a)
Supporting Vulnerable people.

(b)
Decent homes, including empty properties.

(c)
Affordability and Balancing the housing market.

However, the Review had suggested that private sector housing renewal would be focussed in the flood-affected areas for year 1 of the Strategy, including empty properties.  Additional funding of £970,000 from the £1.5m Government Grant is available.  In addition a stock condition survey is under way to inform this work and future housing activity across the district, including potential renewal areas.  Capital monies for disabled adaptations would be targeted towards CHA homes with capital monies (for affordability) allocated to a pilot programme with CHA to bring back into use 30 empty properties.  30 CHA homes have already been brought back into use to house flood victims.  Detailed project planning is under way to support the delivery of the Housing Strategy and Flood Recovery Programme and the Project Plan for Cumbria Housing Strategy has been produced.

The Committee was asked to consider the presentation of the performance information and how it may be used in a proactive way.  It was proposed that the next progress report be presented to this Committee on 24 November 2005 to align with the corporate date of collection of the reporting process.

The Policy and Performance Manager commented that some risks in the delivery of the housing strategy remain, particularly –

· Staffing capacity, although this has been addressed temporarily.

· Impact of flood recovery on the Work Programme.

· Capacity within the sub-region.

· The risk of not being able to spend all the money available, this has impacted by the lack of availability of builders, due to flood related work.

The Committee considered the Housing Strategy Action Plan report and made the following comments and observations:

(a)
In response to a Member's question about the capital monies for disabled adaptations being targeted towards CHA homes, the Housing Services and Health Partnerships Manager advised that the CHA money was additional to the overall pot of £780,000 and that other adaptations would not suffer because this money was targeted at CHA properties.

(b)
Members expressed concern at the capacity within the Unit to ensure that properties in other areas are not disadvantaged because work has been focussed on the flood-affected areas.


The Policy and Performance Manager commented that it had to be acknowledged that the flood has affected the work that the Council had planned to do.  Private sector housing renewal has been focussed on flood affected areas and will continue to be so for the next few months, but this did not mean that the Council would not do what it had originally planned to do, it is just that the timescales may be different.


The Housing Services and Health Partnerships Manager commented that he believed there was a capacity to deal with the workload but there needed to be further project planning on how to deliver that work and there may be slippage on some aspects of the work.


Members again reiterated their concern about the capacity issue to deal with these matters.

(c)
The Decent Homes target set out within the strategy may need to be reviewed as a result of the outcome of the stock condition survey.

(d)
In response to a Member's question about progress with the action of researching the reasons for abandonment of tenancies, the Housing Services and Health Partnerships Manager advised that he would be following up progress on this action at a meeting with Impact Housing Association, to be held later that week.

(e)
Clarification was sought on the number of homelessness applications and whether there was an increasing or reducing trend.


The Housing Services and Health Partnerships Manager responded that there had been approximately 500 applications in the last financial year and the Council had accepted a duty to rehouse in approximately 250 cases.


Currently 13 people were in bed and breakfast accommodation and 45 hostel/homeshare units were filled on a temporary basis.


The Homelessness and Hostels Review had considered all the issues around Homelessness and temporary accommodation and the action plan and recommendations from that Review would be going through the political process within the next few weeks and months.  Although the increase in Homelessness applications has not been as rapid as it may at first appear, finding places is not as easy as it was when the Council was the Landlord.

(f)
Action 2.1 referred to production and delivery of an empty home strategy to provide a framework to identify and encourage owners to bring these empty properties back into use.  A Member queried whether there was a robust and accurate system of measuring whether the Council is accurately meeting its targets in this area.

The Assistant Housing Services and Health Partnerships Manager advised that there was a comprehensive database of empty properties in the Carlisle area and that the system was robust enough to enable measurement and performance against targets.  However, there may be implications from the new Housing Act which would be coming in to force in October 2005, but the detailed guidance was still awaited from Central Government.  Empty properties could now be logged through the Council’s GIS system and mapped to establish if there were any hot spots.  Information on empty properties could be picked up through the Council Tax database and also other information from other Council sources.

(g) There was discussion on the Contract with CHA and the quarterly meetings which look at the promises made at the time of transfer and measure performance.

(h)
In response to a Member’s question about progress with John Street Hostel, the Building and Facilities Manager advised that the rooms on the ground floor had been finished but there had been a delay in the kitchen.  It was anticipated that the work would be completed within the next couple of weeks by the end July or beginning August 2005. 

RESOLVED – (1) That the Housing Strategy Action Plan be noted.

(2) That in relation to future monitoring reports to this Committee, there should be quarterly reports picking out some of the key targets for Year 1 and 2 and also annual reports on the whole Strategy and Action Plan.  The Committee stressed that the quarterly reports should not just cherry pick the areas of good performance but should give a fuller picture.







