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Summary:

This report outlines to Members the Review that has been undertaken of Homelessness and Carlisle City Council’s hostels together with the Action Plan that has been produced to take the service forward. This Action Plan forms a key part of the overall Housing Strategy 2005 – 10.

Recommendations:

It is recommended that Members;

1.That the Action Plan with its phased approach to delivery is approved and that any proposals for additional spending will be subject to a further report to Executive.

2.That implementation of the Action Plan is overseen by the Portfolio Holder together with Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee. 

Contact Officer:
Simon Taylor
Ext:
7327

1. BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND OPTIONS

1.1 
With the transfer of the housing stock to Carlisle Housing Association (CHA) on 9/12/02 the Council’s role was no longer that of a provider of rented housing but as a strategic housing authority. As such, the statutory responsibility regarding homelessness and the provision of temporary accommodation to those in need remained with the Council. 

1.2
In the two years following transfer of the housing stock the number of homelessness presentations made to the Council increased significantly. This together with a number of associated issues relating to the provision of temporary accommodation led to the authority undertaking a review of homelessness and of its hostels service.

2. REVIEW

2.1
A report (EPS.72/2004) was taken to the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 18/11/04 outlining the background to the review, the issues to be reviewed, how the review would work and data relating to the services being reviewed.

2.2
Carlisle’s Housing Strategy 2005 – 10 was developed during 2004 and the early part of 2005. The strategy was approved by Members in March this year, submitted to the Government Office of the North West (GONW) and assessed as ‘Fit For purpose’ in May 05. Under the first priority area ‘Supporting Vulnerable People’ of the Housing Strategy’s Action Plan was completion of the review with partners of homelessness and Carlisle City Council’s hostels.

2.3
In January 2005 the flooding emergency occurred which had a significant impact upon the people of Carlisle and services provided by the City Council including the homelessness and hostels services. The timetable for the review reflects the impact that the flooding emergency has had with a 3 month overall slippage in the programme.

2.4
The review started in December 04 with an initial meeting of key partners. The overall framework for the review of the services was through the Audit Commissions ‘Key Lines of Enquiry’ with work being undertaken by an external consultant and significant input through staff and key partners. A workshop was held in April with key partners and Members of the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee to discuss the main findings of the review and provide an opportunity for input into the drafting of the Action Plan. The draft Action Plan was produced in early June 05.

2.5
The key principles that have been used to prioritise our work within the Action Plan are;

· breaking the cycle of homelessness  - an example of this is under point 11 whereby the incidences of repeat homelessness will be analysed to assess their root causes and with partner agencies tackle these. It is intended that such work will help those caught in this cycle to breakout of it.

· homeless prevention – an example of this is under point 6 whereby through partnership working with Registered Social Landlords (RSL’s), private sector landlords and mortgage lenders to develop ‘early warning’ systems to identify potential cases of homelessness for rent arrears and other reasons. Such identification would enable the provision of advice or support services at an early enough stage to stem potential homelessness occurring.

2.6

The activities within the Action Plan have been broken down to be implemented  over a two and a half-year period in two phases. It is intended that phase one will be over a period of 12 months and the activities will concentrate on dealing with the immediate issues relating to operational systems, developing the preventative homeless work programme together with strengthening the partnership working processes. Phase two is based over an 18 month period and looks at dealing with the longer term issues relating to provision of suitable temporary accommodation for client needs, access routes to permanent re-housing and support provision where needed. The long term issues regarding accommodation provision are significant and implementation of the Action Plan will require a continuation of the partnership working that has already started with key partners including RSL’s, private sector landlords, statutory bodies, support providers, voluntary agencies as well as linking in with the Cumbria Supporting People Strategy.

3. CONSULTATION

3.1
Consultation to Date – Throughout the review process consultation has been undertaken in regard to the services under review as outlined in section 2 above which has involved key partners, Members and staff. A further round of consultation has also been undertaken relating to the draft Action Plan. This was circulated to Key partners and Members of the Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee. Following submission of a number of comments, the Action Plan has been amended and is attached as appendix one.

4. RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1
It is recommended that Members;

· That the Action Plan with its phased approach to delivery is approved and that any proposals for additional spending will be subject to a further report to Executive

· That implementation of the Action Plan is overseen by the Portfolio Holder together with Community Overview and Scrutiny Committee

5. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1
In order for the homelessness and Carlisle City Council’s hostel services to be developed in order to provide services needed within the community and fulfilling the aspirations stated within the Housing Strategy.

6. IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources – There are a number of activities within the Action Plan relating to the development of staff and working practices.

· Financial – A number of the activities within the Action Plan are operational improvements which do not have a financial cost however some do have financial implications e.g. training, and existing budgets will be re-allocated to meet these needs. 

There are potential financial implications arising from the development of accommodation proposals. Any proposals for additional spending will be subject to a further report which would need to be considered in light of council priorities and available resources.

· Legal –  Part 7 of the Housing Act 1996 (as amended) places a general duty on the Council to ensure that advice and information about homelessness, and preventing homelessness, is available to everyone in the district free of charge.  It also requires the Council to assist individuals and families who are homeless and apply for help.

If a person is identified as being in priority need, e.g. because of pregnancy, old age or physical or mental disability, the Council has a duty to ensure that suitable accommodation is available if the person is homeless through no fault of their own.  There may also be an interim duty to accommodate whilst inquiries are carried out.

The legislation provides that applicants may have a right of review against a decision to a more senior officer of the Council who has not been involved with the earlier decision.  Whilst the practice may vary between authorities, the Council’s current procedures, reflected in the Council’s Constitution, also provide a right of appeal to a Member Appeal Panel.  The benefit of this avenue is that it provides a robust independent scrutiny of homelessness decisions prior to the further right of appeal available to applicants in the County Court and reflects the role which, historically, the Council has believed should be undertaken by Members.  If there are thought to be reasons why this should be changed then the advantages and disadvantages should be rehearsed carefully prior to any decision being made. 

· Corporate – The Housing Strategy has been agreed with partners and a significant element of the Action Plan under priority one relates to the review of homelessness (see paragraph 2.2). Services relating to the needs of homeless people are linked into and partially funded by the Supporting People programme.

· Risk Management – The activities within the Action plan have been risk assessed.

· Equality Issues – All applicants who apply to the Council as homeless are entitled to equality of treatment and access to services.

· Environmental – Hostels and temporary accommodation has an impact upon the living environment for residents of the City.

· Crime and Disorder – Homeless strategies can have a significant impact in dealing with these issues.

· Impact on Customers – Homelessness has a significant impact on those who are affected. 
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