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2.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION

2.1
At its meeting on 15th December 2004, the Council approved retention of the Council’s housing stock as its preferred option under the housing stock options appraisal exercise. In the report to the Executive Committee meeting of 8th December 2004 on stock options appraisal, it was reported that with the imminent completion of this process, the focus within the Housing Service would turn towards a review of the Council’s work in the private sector. This review, and this report, considers a range of issues including the promotion of home ownership opportunities; advice and assistance for elderly residents and marginal owner-occupiers; collaborative working with private landlords; and House Renovation Grant policy. 

3.
INFORMATION
3.1
THE HOUSING STOCK AS A COMMUNITY ASSET

Kettering Borough Council’s housing stock represents a significant community asset. Four approaches can be considered as ways in which the whole community could benefit from this asset and to assist in meeting the Council’s overall housing objectives:

1. Right to buy - assisting tenants to meet their aspiration to become homeowners through the Right to Buy;

2. Shared ownership - promoting shared ownership to tenants;

3. Asset management - carrying out an asset review of the HRA stock to identify properties and land for disposal;

4.
Temporary accommodation - using HRA properties to provide temporary accommodation for homeless households. 

In addition, there may be ways that the Council, in its strategic enabling role, might support owner-occupiers and these are set out later in this report.

3.2
RIGHT TO BUY

The Right to Buy (RTB) enables the Council to meet the reasonable aspiration of tenants to become homeowners, to promote diverse and sustainable communities, and to unlock value that the Council can invest to benefit the wider community.

At present the Council can take advantage of transitional arrangements for the retention of RTB receipts. During this financial year, the Council can retain 75% of set-aside RTB receipts. This will reduce to 50% in 2005/2006 and to 25% during the following year. In 2007/2008, all set-aside receipts will be passed on to the Government.    

The initiatives discussed below will enable us to maximise receipts whilst we are benefiting from the transitional arrangements for capital receipts. 

In 2003/2004, 114 properties were sold and £4.771 million was raised in capital receipts. Although RTB applications in the current financial year have remained buoyant, the rate of completions has decreased. To date, 27 homes have been sold and receipts of £1.449 million have been generated. The projection for the year is for a total of 40 properties to be sold, yielding receipts of £2.15 million. The decline in completions reflects diminishing affordability in the wider housing market as incomes have failed to keep pace with a rapid rise in local house prices. This is illustrated in the table below, which shows the average valuation for council properties since 2001/2002. Increasingly, home ownership is proving to be difficult to attain for many people on low and average incomes. 

	Year
	Average RTB valuation for KBC properties

	2001/02
	£48,474

	2002/03
	£64,786

	2003/04
	£79,742.

	2004/05
	£90,775


Despite this, there are a number of ways in which the Council can promote house sales in 2005 and help tenants to make the transition to home ownership. These include:

· Visiting prospective purchasers at home so that they get advice and assistance on a one-to-one basis from council officers. This will help to ensure that tenants receive high-quality guidance and reduce the level of abortive RTB applications.

· Reviewing information for potential homebuyers so that it is in plain English and available in a variety of media.   

· Bus advertising, following the successful rent arrears campaigns   

· Advertisements in newspapers and on local radio 

· Features on home ownership in Housing Link 

· Promotional displays in Customer Services

· A roadshow visiting different locations around the Borough.   

· A home ownership fair, involving housing associations, mortgage providers and money advice agencies as well the Council.   

3.3 
 SHARED OWNERSHIP 


At present, local authorities are not permitted to offer shared ownership to their tenants. The Government is, however, expected to announce plans that will provide more help to social housing tenants to buy their homes.  By offering a range of incentives, such as loans, in addition to the discounts currently available under the Right to Buy, tenants who are currently priced out of the property market will be able to buy, or part-buy and part-rent, their homes.  Further details have been recently published in the Government’s five-year strategy for housing and sustainable communities.  


The Conservative Party’s current housing policy also indicates a desire to promote home ownership by reforming the current Right to Buy scheme, to enable tenants to purchase the home of their choice, through promotion of transferable discounts that can be used towards the cost of a property on the open market; extending Right to Buy to housing association tenants; and enabling tenants to have a stake in their own home through a Right to Shared Ownership. 


It is clear that there is a commitment across the national political spectrum to expand home ownership opportunities for local authority tenants. By ensuring that Kettering Borough Council is one of the first authorities to develop a shared ownership scheme for its tenants, the Council will be able to promote home ownership and utilise the value of the local authority housing stock in support of corporate priorities. 

3.4
ASSET MANAGEMENT

A review of the Council’s housing stock will be able to identify properties and land holdings that can be disposed of in order to provide a capital receipt. For instance:

· A number of street properties have been acquired in the past, which have poor internal layouts or maintenance requirements above the norm. In these cases, there is often an economic case for disposal. 

· A search of land holdings on council housing estates will identify pockets of land, which are surplus to operational requirements. These also can be sold and the proceeds reinvested.

3.5
USING HRA ACCOMMODATION AS TEMPORARY ACCOMMODATION 

HRA property can be used to reduce the demand on General Fund resources.  Services for homeless households, including the cost of temporary accommodation, are met from the General Fund. Where bed and breakfast is used, the General Fund has to meet charges for each household of up to £400 per week. During 2003/2004, expenditure on bed and breakfast accommodation amounted to £49,450.

Using HRA housing as temporary accommodation will assist in minimising General Fund expenditure on homelessness. As well as the financial advantages, a better standard of temporary accommodation would be provided for homeless households. 

3.6
FUTURE INITIATIVES

In the medium term, the Council, in its role as a strategic housing authority, will be able to support home ownership in several areas. Among the possibilities, which are to be considered during 2005, are:

· Delivering a private sector housing grants programme, including renovation grants, disabled facilities and home repair assistance grants, which meets the needs of homeowners in the private sector. (The grants policy is to be reviewed upon receipt of the findings of our Private Sector House Condition Survey due in December 2004.) 

· Introducing a loan/equity release scheme, to enable elderly, disabled and low-income owner-occupiers to access additional funds to repair their homes.

· Working in partnership with the Home Improvement Agency to ensure that elderly and disabled residents obtain appropriate advice, access to funding and supervision of improvement works to their homes. 

· Promoting grants/initiatives for owner occupiers to improve the energy efficiency of their homes and reduce fuel poverty. 

· Working in partnership with statutory and voluntary agencies, including the Police, to seek ways to reduce crime eg developing and promoting services which more vulnerable groups can access to reduce incidents of domestic burglary.

· Using a proportion of private sector grant monies for works to improve home safety for vulnerable groups.   

· Reviewing the Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy by May 2005 and developing an action plan to ensure that the Government’s target for 70% of all private sector housing meets the Decent Homes standards by 2010.  

· Including an element of shared ownership as well as rented dwellings on new affordable housing developments, to meet the needs of lower income households, e.g. first time buyers. 

Further work will be required to properly evaluate each of these options. It is envisaged at this stage that apart from right to buy that any future initiatives will commence from a zero base.

4.
CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT

These initiatives will all be progressed with a significant degree of customer consultation and information, including the valuable input of the Tenants Forum.

5.
POLICY IMPLICATIONS

These proposed initiatives are in line with progressing the Council’s overall objectives in respect of providing a quality housing service and ensuring that the whole community benefits from the asset of the Council’s housing stock.

6.
FINANCIAL/RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS


Any resource implications arising from these proposed initiatives will be addressed as part of the evaluation of each option. Initiatives concerning encouraging Right to Buy and home ownership can be progressed within existing budgets and could ensure the realisation of significant further financial benefits to the Council.
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1.	PURPOSE OF REPORT





	This report seeks the Executive’s approval to progress a range of housing initiatives regarding both the Council’s own housing stock and private sector housing issues.





7.	RECOMMENDATION





The Head of Housing Services recommends that the Executive Committee approve the further progression of the range of housing initiatives referred to in this report.








