X

-*-

Haringey
Report for: Cabinet fem .
16 September 2014 Number:
Response to the report from the Overview & Scrutiny Committee
Title: on “Under occupation of Social Housing and Housing Benefit
Entitlement”
Report . : . ;
Authorisedlby Tracie Evans, Chief Operating Officer W
Lead Officer: Andrew Billany, Managing Director, Homes for Haringey

Ward(s) affected: All Report for Key/Non Key Decisions:

1. Describe the issue under consideration

1.1.The Overview & Scrutiny Committee has produced a detailed report which
identifies issues arising from the reductions in housing benefit to social housing
tenants and recommends policies to address these matters. Tenants lose benefit
on account of the penalties they now receive when they are deemed to have a
‘spare’ bedroom or bedrooms under the rules the government introduced in April
2013. This report provides a proposed Cabinet response to the recommendations
contained in the Committee’s report for consideration by the Cabinet on the 16
September.

2. Cabinet Member introduction
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2.1.As the Committee have noted, the government’s introduction of the bedroom tax
must be seen in the context of a programme of reductions in benefits with only
pensioners being largely unaffected. Although the bedroom tax only affects a
relatively small number of the Council’s tenants (about 1,500), the difficultly of
downsizing and hence the loss of between £18 and £33 per week often makes it
very difficult for them to avoid building up large-arrears of rent. This has the
potential to cause significant deficits impacting on the housing revenue account.

2.2.The Committee’s report has identified all of the main issues. It contains a great
deal of information and makes relevant comments about addressing the issues. A
number of the points it contains have already been taken on board by the services
concerned. | feel sure that some of the suggestions concerning closer
cooperation and improving the flow and quality of information to both tenants and
front line staff will be taken seriously by the services concerned, though |
appreciate they normally put a lot of work into these areas as part of the day to
day implementation of the Council’s policies.

2.3.As the Council is facing challenges in resourcing core services, many of the
report’s recommendations will need to be considered in line with the Council’s
Corporate Priorities and development of the Medium Term Financial Plan. In some
ways, we are unable to find some solutions until the government clarifies the
manner and timetable by which it proposes to introduce its policy for the Universal
Credit. This is especially in view of the substantial problems identified by the
rather limited pilot studies which they have carried out so far. However the
Committee’s report will undoubtedly constitute an important reference document
in mapping the future direction of travel.

3. Recommendations

3.1.The Cabinet is requested to agree the responses to the recommendations as set
out in the table in Appendix B. The recommendations and the service responses
are summarised in Appendix A.

3.2.The Committee made a number of recommendations (please see page 10 of
Appendix C) on matters relating to the remits of the Council’s Strategic Housing
Service, the Revenues, Benefits and Customer Services, the Regeneration,
Planning and Development Service, Homes for Haringey and other registered
housing providers in Haringey.

3.3.All the Committee’s recommendations seek to enhance and develop principles
and objectives most of which have been adopted by the Council as goals it
wishes to achieve. However a large number of the recommendations have
significant resource implications which will require further consideration.

Page 2 of 25



Haringey

4. Alternative options considered

4.1.Not applicable

5. Background information

5.1.In their report the Committee has provided a set of recommendations based on an
assessment of the effects and consequences of the recent changes in the rules for
housing benefit. These changes introduced size criteria whereby social housing
tenants have their benefit reduced by 14% or 25% if they are deemed to have a
spare bedroom or bedrooms in their home.

5.2.This reduction known as the ‘bedroom tax’ or under occupation penalty has
reduced the incomes of over 2,000 social housing tenants in the borough (of whom
about 1,500 are council tenants) by between £18 and £33 per week. This has
resulted in an annual loss of housing benefit to them of about £2.25 million every
year.

5.3.The Committee found that most of these tenants (in the region of 85%) had no
realistic plans for moving and up to 75% are experiencing financial problems
resulting in about 30% of them incurring increasing levels of arrears. The Council
can assist those in particular need, with exceptional circumstances, for a period of
up to 6 months through Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP). These grants can
also be renewed if necessary.

5.4.In order to provide alternative accommodation for all the tenants subject to the
bedroom tax it would require a net additional 1,000 one or two bedroom units
(whilst freeing up an equal number of three and four bedroom properties).

6. Comments of the Chief Finance Officer and financial implications

6.1.The introduction of Housing Benefit size criteria is a significant financial issue both
for individual residents and for the Council as a whole. The Council has already
introduced several initiatives in order to mitigate the negative impacts of the
policy.

6.2.This report makes a number of recommendations that have potential cost
implications. Although many of these have not been agreed, the full cost of each
recommendation needs to be established before any can be agreed, as there will
be cost implications of items that involve reallocating staffing resources,
improving communications and providing training.
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6.3.Where references are made to bids for additional resources in 2015-16, it needs to
be borne in mind that the Council will face further substantial reductions in funding
in 2015-16 and later years, and any bids for additional funding need to be seen in
light of that. This applies to both General Fund items and activities funded from
the Housing Revenue Account which also has several pressures on it in future
years.

6.4.Additional provision for bad debt has been made within the HRA budget for 14-15
and the position is being closely monitored by Homes for Haringey and the
Council and will feed into the 2015-16 budget-setting process. However, budget
allocated for bad debts, clearly reduces funding available in other areas.

6.5.Several recommendations concern Discretionary Housing Payments. It should be
noted that this is funded by a cash limited grant and so an increase in applications
may require a tightening of award criteria and other controls in order to remain
within budget. Additionally this grant is not guaranteed as a source of funding in
the longer term and thus the Council cannot make long-term commitments to
fund expenditure in this way. The Council has the legal ability to add its own
resources to DHP but this needs to be seen in light of the wider reductions in
resources the Council will need to address in coming years.

7. Comments of the Assistant Director of Corporate Governance and legal
implications

7.1.The Assistant Director of Corporate Governance has been consulted in respect of
this report.

7.2.The Welfare Reform Act 2012 and other benefit reforms have had a significant
impact on the Council as a Social Landlord and on the Council’s tenants. Whilst
there are no specific legal implications arising from this report, where appropriate,
Council policies will need to take into account the responses that are adopted.

8. Equalities and Community Cohesion Comments

8.1.This is only one of several other Haringey policies relating to the administration of
the Welfare Reform Act (the others include the Council Tax Reduction Scheme,
which was agreed by Full Council in January 2013; the Welfare Reform Act 2012
and; Implementation of the Social Fund, which went to Cabinet in April 2013. All of
these were fully equality impact assessed to identify how they would impact on
existing benefits claimants who have the characteristics protected by section 4 of
the Equality Act 2010 as well as other vulnerable groups such as homeless people
not specifically identified in the Act.

Page 4 of 25



X

=

Haringey

8.2.The results of those assessments show that although in each case, the reforms
would impact on claimants in all protected characteristics, certain groups are at a
higher risk of negative impact than others. In regard to this policy, those same
groups are also likely to be disproportionately affected.

8.3.Those measures agreed in response to recommendations of this Scrutiny
Committee report and indicated in the appendix B will target remedial actions at
all council tenants at risk of negative impact of the bedroom tax policy, whatever
their protected characteristics.

8.4.We do not think a separate full EgIA is necessary in respect of this report as this
will be covering the grounds already covered in EqglAs on other related policies
and recommending actions that are already covered in this policy and in the
related report.
9. Head of Procurement Comments

9.1.Not applicable

10.Policy Implication

10.1. The recommendations are broadly in line with the Council’s existing policies
and obijectives.

11. Reasons for Decision

11.1. The report seeks approval of the responses to the recommendations set out
in Appendix B

12.Use of Appendices

12.1. Appendix A — Summary of the Scrutiny Committee’s recommendations and the
service responses

12.2. Appendix B - service responses to the Scrutiny Committee’s
recommendations

12.3. Appendix C - Overview & Scrutiny Committee’s report on the Under

Occupation of Social Housing and Housing Benefit Entitiement (‘Bedroom Tax’)
- Final Report
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Please see separate report

13.Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985
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Haringey Appendix A - Summary of the Scrutiny Committee’s
recommendations and the service responses

The Committee made 16 recommendations in the following areas (as contained in
paragraph 8.3 of their report). The recommendations and the service responses are
summarised below (please see Appendix B for full details of the recommendations and
the service responses). The service responses are given in square brackets.

a. Recommendation 1: Supporting tenants to swap and mutual exchange. This
recommendation comprises 8 parts covering closer cooperation between the
Strategic Housing Service (SHS), Homes for Haringey (HfH) and Registered
Housing Providers (RHPs). This recommendation includes the provision of a rent
guarantee for downsizers; more information and support for tenants on a borough
wide basis regarding exchange options; the undertaking of small scale repairs at
no cost and actively marketing 1 bedroom properties to under occupiers.

[SHS and HfH do not regard the rent guarantee proposal as a viable option, so this
is not agreed. Otherwise they state there are policies in place to provide
information and support. This work can be expanded and policies put in place
regarding small scale repairs and the marketing of 1 bedroom properties with the
allocation of additional funding, where this can be justified.]

b. Recommendations 2-6: Discretionary Housing Policy (DHP) payments —
prioritising tenants facing legal action, improved information across the borough
about the eligibility criteria and additional funding from the HRA to facilitate DHP
payments to more tenants affected by the bedroom tax.

[The priorities contained in the Council’s DHP Payments Policy 2014-15 do not
allow for a significant expansion of this form of assistance at present to tenants
affected by the bedroom tax, so the allocation of additional funding for this
purpose is not agreed. Careful assessments are made of all tenants facing legal
action before proceedings are commenced. Consideration continues to be paid to
the best ways of providing good information to tenants on the DHP eligibility
criteria.]

c. Recommendation 7: Rent arrears policy - realistic projections of rent arrears
and assessments of the impact of court orders and evictions by Homes for
Haringey and RHPs. Financial barriers to downsizing should be minimised.

[HfH has advised that it has procedures in place to safeguard the interests of
tenants facing legal action. Furthermore it is undertaking work on assessing rent
arrears issues and SHS will consider the Council’s allocations policy. The costs /
benefits of altering policies on transfer and exchange will be kept under review, so
as to avoid unnecessary financial disincentives.]

d. Recommendation 10: Financial advice and support to tenants — improving
budgeting information, access to banking services (such as ‘jam jar’ accounts),
advice and support to tenants to mitigate the effects of the welfare reforms.
[HfH is working closely with agencies such as the Citizens Advice Bureau,
Moneywise and Haringey & Islington Credit Union. It is currently engaged in
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Haringey Appendix A — Summary of the Scrutiny Committee’s
recommendations and the service responses

discussions with the Credit Union about how they can set up a basic jam jar
account. It has set up Project 20/20, based in Tottenham to help unemployed
people develop the skills to gain confidence and obtain employment.]

e. Recommendation 16: Vulnerable adults — more work to identify them and
support them access the best housing and welfare options, improved and ongoing
support.

[HfH undertakes checks twice a year of vulnerable tenants and is further
developing the risk assessment criteria used to detect problems. It works closely
with the Council’s Key Support service, Family Mosaic and SHS to provide initial
support to vulnerable tenants. This work can be expanded with the allocation of
more funding.]

f. Recommendation 13: Referring tenants to related support programmes —
more advice and information and a more coordinated approach on employment
opportunities and training, sharing best practice and considering the possibility of
sector wide joint commissioning.

[The Council's ‘Jobs for Haringey’ service and HfH’s Project 202/20 and local
events for tenants provide a good basis for undertaking such work. Further
initiatives would require additional funding.]

g. Partnerships.

i. Recommendation 8: More coordinated process for communicating data
between Revenues, Benefits and Customer Services (RBCS) and local
housing providers in respect of those tenants affected by the bedroom
tax.

[The Council has recently revised the Partnership Agreement which will
facilitate this.]

ii. Recommendation 9: Closer cooperation between the Council, Homes for
Haringey and other RHPs to identify partnership opportunities to provide
information, advice, support or services to tenants affected by the
bedroom tax (e.g. budgeting skills, welfare rights advice, employment and
training). '

[Please see response to recommendation 8 above.]

iii. Recommendation 12: Front line staff should receive refresher courses on
welfare reform issues and the effects these may be having on local
residents. [HfH Financial Inclusion Team will undertake work to roll out an
updated training programme.]

h. Recommendation 11: Bedroom tax’ loopholes (tenants lose benefit as a result
of defects in the primary legislation) - Revenues Benefits and Customer Services
should notify tenants as soon as possible where these arise to enable them to
reclaim their lost benefit. [This work has been completed].
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Haringey Appendix A — Summary of the Scrutiny Committee’s
recommendations and the service responses

i. Recommendation 15: Core strategy - planning is required to ascertain the likely
future size requirements of social housing units in view of the impact of the
bedroom tax and other welfare reforms.

[This-is-agreed - the Council-commissioned-anew Strategic Housing Marke
Assessment which is currently in draft form and this will be used to inform future
housing needs.]

j.  Recommendation 14: Customer Service Transformation Project - the
Committee felt there had been problems for vulnerable tenants in accessing
information and requested information about the level of advice and support for
vulnerable adults in respect of digital inclusion policies.

[The way in which this matter is to be addressed will form part of the remit of the
CST Project.
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