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Inside/Outside Policy Framework

Title:
HOUSING POLICY - REGULATORY REFORM ORDER

Report of:
HEAD OF ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION SERVICES

Report reference:
EPS 31/2003

Summary:

This is a further report on the implications of the Regulatory Reform Order, incorporating Consultees responses on the proposed content of the Council’s Housing Policy, which will require to be approved and in place by 18th July 2003.  A fully detailed report, including the actual Housing Policy document will be presented to the meeting of Executive Committee on 7th July 2003.

Recommendations:

Members are requested to accept and approve the contents of this interim report on the proposed Housing Policy for Carlisle City Council.

Contact Officer:
Allan Dickson
Ext:
 7339

1. BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND OPTIONS

1.1 The Regulatory Reform Order (Housing Assistance) (England and Wales) Order 2002 came into force on 18th July 2002 and placed a duty on Local Authorities to prepare, adopt and publish a new Housing Policy document by 18th July 2003, otherwise, their grant giving powers would be repealed.


1.2 Report No EN 119/02 gave Members general details of the background to the introduction of the Order, the likely changes to be made, and that consultation would take place with all interested and affected parties.


1.3 Members, Housing Associations, Voluntary/Charitable agencies, 
Parish Councils, Landlords and others were issued with the consultation document and their views are included within the body of this report.


1.4 This report identifies the views expressed by those Consultees who responded to the consultation document, and are incorporated within this interim report.

2. Draft Proposals


2.1 The response of the Consultees indicated that they would be in favour of the retention of the means testing process, subject to tighter controls.  This included both owner-occupiers and landlords grant applications.


2.2 The Consultees also stressed the importance of targeting priority groups (i.e. disabled, elderly, vulnerable) however a number did indicate that they were not in favour of area-based targeting.


2.3 Equity release/loan scheme proposals were seen as being acceptable but were also seen as being difficult to implement and administer.  This is borne 
out by other, larger Local Authorities, still not being in a position to implement this type of scheme.


2.4 The consultation document that was issued, has now been amended to include the Consultees responses and is attached as an appendix to this report.


2.5 A final Housing Policy document is in the process of being prepared and will be presented at the July meeting of Executive Committee
2. CONSULTATION

2.1 Consultation to Date.  
Consultation has taken place with Members; Housing Associations; Landlords; Charitable Organisations; Parish Councils.

2.2 Consultation proposed.

Nil







3. RECOMMENDATIONS

3.1.
Members are requested to accept and approve this interim report on the proposed Housing Policy for Carlisle City Council.

4. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1
The Council is required to implement the provisions of the Regulatory Reform Order by 18th July 2003.

5. IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources – The proposals have no staffing implications.

· Financial – The Council must implement the Reform Order to retain its grant giving powers.

· Legal – As Financial comments

· Corporate – The production of a comprehensive Housing Strategy is a prime element in the Council’s implementation of “Balancing Housing Markets”

· Risk Management – Identified in Risk Register

· Equality Issues – The provision of grants will be targeted to priority groups.

· Environmental – The maintenance of adequate housing has beneficial environmental and health impacts.

· Crime and Disorder – Area renovation of housing stock has an important influence on issues of crime and disorder.

APPENDIX 1

CONSULTATION DOCUMENT

REGULATORY REFORM ORDER

HOUSING RENEWAL – GRANTS POLICY

Central Government introduced the Regulatory Reform (Housing Assistance) (England & Wales) Order 2002 on 18th July 2002, giving Local Authorities (LA’s) a far greater degree of discretion on how to tackle Housing Renewal in their area. This Reform Order placed a duty on LA’s to produce, approve and publish a Housing Renewal Policy by 18th July 2003, as the existing legislation, allowing grant provision, would be repealed on that date, barring LA’s from giving grants for Housing Renewal. 

Having recently commissioned and completed a Local House Condition Survey in Carlisle City Council area, the findings have confirmed a number of assumptions made in the past that:-

I. Carlisle has a low wage/low unemployment economy.

II. 23% of the heads of household have incomes of less than £7,500.

III. 2.66% of Carlisle private sector housing stock is “Unfit” and requires investment of £6.8m to remedy the immediate problem.

IV. A further £13.2m is needed to deal with those private sector properties that fall into the category requiring urgent repair.

In light of a reducing Capital budget for grant provision, it has been necessary to fundamentally review the Housing Renewal/Grant policy of the Council, to take into account a number of factors such as:-

I. The applicants ability to meet the cost of housing renovation/repair.

II. The responsibility of the owner occupier to repair or upgrade their own property.

III. The ability of the LA to assist, financially, applicants for grant.

IV. The sustainability for the housing stock where grant application are received.

This Council intends to take an holistic approach to Housing Renewal, taking into account not just ‘bricks and mortar’, but looking at the wider aspect of Neighbourhood Renewal, Regeneration and Supporting Communities.  We will work with partners both within and outwith the Council, in order to maximise investment in those areas that most need assistance, and target those people, who through no fault of their own, most need financial assistance.

Areas of work will include:-

· Provision of grant assistance in the form of Renovation, Minor Works and Disabled Facilities Grants.

· Targeting the fuel poor and others through Energy Efficiency work.

· Linking into any other funding streams associated with social, environmental or economic issues, such as Crime and Disorder; North West Development Agency; Single Regeneration Budget etc.

It is proposed to have three main types of grants:-

I. Renovation Grants – which will deal with ‘Unfit’ dwellings; Houses in Multiple Occupation and work to Common parts of residential premises.

II. Minor Works Grant (formerly known as Home Repair Assistance 

Grants) – dealing with houses in disrepair but the condition is not as serious as to be defined as ‘Unfit’.

III. Disabled Facilities Grant – to enable a disabled person to remain and be cared for in their own home.

Changes to present procedures:-

Renovation Grants

I. A new definition which will include all dwellings, Housing in Multiple Occupation and Common Parts Grants of residential premises.

II. The dwelling must be located in a sustainable area ie. if low demand is evident, then grant may not be available.

III(a)
It is presently under discussion whether to retain and modify the current method of means testing all grant applicants or to replace this with a general percentage grant.  If the latter option is adopted, grant assistance will be restricted to 75% of the approved cost of the works, subject to a maximum of £20,000.  In exceptional circumstances (and this will be decided by Executive committee) the percentage grant may be increase to 100%. (each application will be considered on its merits).

Any non grant funding (ie the additional 25%) will require to be funded by the applicant through pursuing a loan/equity release or other method. 

III(b)
Should the present means testing be retained this will be modified 


e.g to take into account general housing costs and to close present 


loop holes in order to prevent abuse of this system.

IV
A Renovation grant will be available to landlords, but subject to a maximum of 25% of the approved cost of the works, to bring the property up to the Fitness Standard.  (no increase in percentage will be made available to Landlords).

V
All renovation grant applicants, except for landlords, will have to have both owned and occupied the premises for the 3 years prior to the date of their application.  Waiver will be considered where the applicant is a “first time buyer” or the premises have been unoccupied for more than 18 months.

VI
Where a grant has been completed, and paid to the applicant it will be a condition of payment that, if the occupancy requirements are breached, the property is sold, or otherwise disposed of within 5 years, the grant shall be repaid on demand. 

VII
In certain circumstance, at the discretion of the Council, they may agree to recover none, all or part of the grant, dependant on the individual circumstance pertaining to the disposal of the property.

Minor Works Grants (formerly Home Repair Assistance (HRA).

It is proposed to revert to this title, as HRA is slightly ambiguous.  Applicants must be in receipt of a qualifying means tested benefit (eg. Income Support; Council Tax Benefit; Housing Benefit etc) but, as Working Families Tax Credit is meant to bring up to an acceptable level, the income of families receiving this benefit, this will no longer be adjudged to be a qualifying benefit.  This grant will continue to be provided at 100% of the approved cost of the works, but subject to a maximum grant of £4,000 or a maximum of £4,000 available over a 3 year period.  No exception will be made.  Applicants will continue to require to be aged over 60 to qualify for this grant assistance, and a minimum period of 12 months will require to elapse before a further application for assistance will be considered.

In the case of a Registered Disabled Person, one application only will be considered for small scale or urgent adaptations, but any subsequent applications must be a Disabled Facilities Grant application, (This will assist in cases of hospital discharges, where a disabled person cannot return to their home without first having minor/urgent adaptations work completed).

Where an application is received from a person with only a life occupancy of a property, the dwelling being owned by a member of the same family, the applicant will require to be the person who is the legal owner, and be in receipt of a qualifying benefit.  Otherwise, the owner will be responsible for the repair work from their own resources.

Disabled Facilities Grants (DFG’s)

These are the only Mandatory Grants that are available, and will remain as they are currently administered.  The maximum grant is restricted to £25,000, and is for the provision of aids and adaptations for a Disabled person, to enable them to remain and be cared for in the comfort of their own home.

DFG’s are means tested, but this test is restricted to the applicant and their spouse, or if the disabled person is a child or young person, to their parents. The Council has no discretion in the application of this test as it is set down by Central Government.

Relocation Grants

The Relocation Grant can be made available to a person residing within a Clearance area, to purchase a similar property an adjoining area.  As Clearance areas are not being considered as an option in Carlisle area it is not proposed to introduce this type of grant.

Grants – General

In consideration of a reducing Capital Allocation for Housing Renewal/Grants, it is considered necessary to develop a points based system to apply to any enquiries where the demand for grant assistance necessitates the implementation of a waiting list. 

All other section of the current legislation (Housing Grants Constructions and Regeneration Act 1996) will continue to apply, but will be reviewed, reworded and where necessary put into plain English.

The current appeals procedure within the Council will continue to be utilised, for anyone aggrieved by any decision on a grant application.

Anyone will be able to make a grant application, which will be dealt with in line with the new policy.

Due to the short time scale between consultation and implementation of the new policy, loans and equity release products will not be able to be accessed through the Council.  However, information and advice will be available to applicants on what is available on the High Street, to assist with any shortfall in funding.

Local Housing Agencies will be invited to discuss the provision of advice and assistance on accessing home loans and equity release products.

Other Items to Consider

I.
Should the present means testing for grant assistance be modified and retained or replaced with a common percentage grant for all applicants.
II. If the applicant has more than £30,000 equity in their property should part of the remaining equity be released to re-invest in the repair/renovation of the property?

III.
Should the LA use enforcement, instead of grant assistance, to improve the housing stock?

IV.
Should the LA consider ‘Area based renewal techniques’, instead of the current re-active, ‘pepperpotting’ approach ?

V.
Should priority will be given to the elderly : disabled people : vulnerable people : poor people.

General Comments

The proposed policy will be published after consultation has been completed, and it as been approved by Council.

The document will be reviewed annually, but should any matter require alteration, this can be sanctioned at any time, subject to Council approval.

Should the Council consider Area Action, all information at the disposal of the Council will be used to prioritise which area to target (Local House Condition Survey : Indices of Multiple Deprivation : Unemployment : Environmental Issues etc).
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