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2.
   BACKGROUND INFORMATION

2.1
A Changing Environment
2.1.1
Kettering last reviewed its Private Sector Housing Grants Policy and Strategy in 2003. However, the environment in which we deliver our services is changing rapidly, and this has consequences for the Council’s role in the private housing sector. In summary: 

· There has been a rapid increase in the number of private rentals across the Borough in recent years as many new buy-to-let landlords have entered the market.  

· We are increasingly looking to the private rented sector to provide affordable homes for local people as funding for housing associations to build new homes has reduced significantly. Kettering has been one of the most successful local authorities in the East Midlands developing over 800 new affordable homes in the last four years. However, a total of 95 completions are anticipated in 2011/12, 110 in 2012/13 and further reductions in numbers are expected thereafter. 

· Impending reforms to the Housing Benefits system mean more single people will have to live in Houses in Multiple Occupation, including shared houses, bedsits and hostels. In general, these present some of the worst housing in terms of stock condition, lack of basic amenities and fire safety.  
· Grant funding from central government to improve the standard of private sector housing has reduced significantly. 

· With the numbers of elderly and disabled people in our Borough rising, there is an increasing demand for grant funding to carry out adaptations to private homes.

· We are also seeing an increasing demand for adaptations from households with disabled children as their life expectancy is improving.
· The number of empty privately owned homes in the Borough is below the national average, but a significant proportion has been empty for six months or more.  At 31 March 2011, there were 443 long term empty homes in private ownership.  

· Although the private rented stock in Kettering is in better condition than is the case nationally, an estimated 1,488 privately rented homes have Category 1 hazards under the Housing Health and Safety Rating system, where a landlord is responsible for addressing, and the Council has a duty to take enforcement action. 

2.2
A New Approach
2.2.1
A review of our Private Sector Housing Strategy is underway and will be brought before the Executive Committee later in 2011.  Areas for consideration within the Strategy include: 

· Disabled Adaptations – We need to reconfigure our approach to delivering disabled adaptations so that we can achieve better outcomes for applicants requiring adaptations to their homes. 

· Houses in Multiple Occupation – Undertaking a review of HMOs through inspection and risk assessment will need to be accompanied by a balance of education and enforcement with landlords to ensure that minimum standards are met and maintained.  The number of HMOs is likely to grow as more private landlords join the market as a result of the changes to the Housing Benefits system.  

· Increasing Housing Supply - Developing new ways of working with private landlords to create additional housing solutions for applicants on the Council’s housing register.  This will be an important element of bridging the gap between the reducing affordable housing supply, and increasing demand. 

· Improving Private Sector House Conditions - Developing new and innovative ways of improving house conditions such as equity release and low cost home loans. 

· Enforcement - Developing an enforcement policy to tackle the worst housing conditions in our Borough, with funds made available to facilitate “works in default” when the landlord fails to comply.  

· Empty Homes - Considering our approach to bringing empty properties back into use and utilising compulsory purchase powers for more problematic properties.   
3
PRIVATE SECTOR HOUSING GRANTS POLICY
3.1
In the meantime, it is necessary to revise the Council’s Private Sector Housing Grants Policy so that we can target scarce capital resources on customers in the highest need. 
3.2
In 2009/10, the Council received resources of £454,000 from the Government to improve house conditions in the Borough, and a further £350,000 was received in 20010/11.  This was the last year of capital investment by the Government in this area, and no resources have been received for 2011/12 with the exception of £193,000 for mandatory Disabled Facilities Grants.  Funds to spend this financial year on improving house conditions are from unexpended monies from previous financial years.  The table below sets out the Council’s capital programme for private sector housing in 2010/11 and 2011/12.   
	Activity
	2010/11 £000’s
	2011/12 £000’s

	Minor Works / Renovation /  Disabled Facilities Grants
	450
	318

	Decent Homes Grants
	240
	100

	Energy Efficiency Grants
	25
	25

	Total
	715
	443


Source: Budget Book 2011/12

3.3
It is proposed that the Council now prioritises its capital resources to the following areas:

· Mandatory Disabled Facilities Grants – This will allow elderly and/or disabled applicants to access grant funding for home adaptations up to a maximum of £30,000.

· Discretionary Disabled Facilities Grants – This will allow additional works to be carried out to complete works undertaken under a mandatory DFG.  
· HomeMove Grants (Private Sector) It is also proposed that a proportion of available grant be used to allow people eligible for a mandatory DFG to access alternative, more suitable accommodation. The grants would assist with the move and any alterations to the property, provided this is cheaper for the authority.  The value of the waiting list for DFG’s is currently estimated at around £650,000, and will only increase at current resource levels.  Therefore, by providing funds and one-to-one advice and support to access alternative housing solutions, this will not only reduce pressures on capital resources, but will also allow applicants to consider their options and make a more informed choice based on their personal circumstances.  

· Decent Homes Grants – Grants up to the value of £5,000 will continue to be targeted at owner occupiers in receipt of welfare benefits who are living in non-decent homes, and private landlords with empty, non-decent homes in return for tenant nomination rights.  Our private sector house condition survey showed that 75% of privately rented homes are flats or smaller terraced houses, many of which were built more than fifty years ago.  However, it is the smaller properties which are the most in demand from our housing applicants, the majority of whom are eligible for one and two bedroom accommodation only.  Therefore, utilising grant as an incentive for landlords to let to our housing applicants, will help us to access a broader supply of good quality homes for those who come to us for help with housing, as well as improving the housing stock. 
· Energy Efficiency Grants – It is proposed that we continue to provide top up grants of up to £1,000 to private sector households eligible under the Warm Front Scheme for help with additional insulation and heating measures, as well as supporting the CHILLout scheme. As these are discretionary grants, the annual budget is allocated on a first come, first served basis until it is fully used.  
3.4
In addition to the grants listed above, the current grant policy includes provision for House Renovation Grants. These are discretionary grants which were used to bring private properties in poor condition up to a reasonable standard of repair and to improve defective common parts in flats. However given the decrease in Government resources and the need to prioritise mandatory grants, it is not viable to continue offering House Renovation Grants in the current financial climate. This is in line with the Council’s budget containment strategy, which is discussed in the Durable Budget report elsewhere on this agenda.     
4.
CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT 

4.1
In developing our Private Sector Housing Policy and Strategy, we have consulted a range of internal and external partners, including Occupational Therapists, Supporting People, the Home Improvement Agency, and EMLAS accredited private landlords, as well as service users who have applied for DFGs and Decent Homes Grants.  
5.
POLICY & RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS 

5.1
The Council faces significant financial challenges in meeting the needs of the private sector in future years. The reduction in Government funding will severely constrain work in areas such as empty homes and works-in-default on sub-standard properties. As part of the work to prepare a new Private Sector Housing Strategy, officers will seek to identify resources to further work in these areas. 
5.2
The proposed Private Sector Housing Grants Policy will, in line with the budget containment strategy, enable the Council to target scarce resources on residents with the greatest needs.
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1.	PURPOSE OF REPORT





1.1	To propose a new approach to Private Sector Housing and seek adoption of the Private Sector Housing Grants Policy 2011. 





6.	RECOMMENDATION





6.1	It is recommended that the Executive Committee agree to adopt the new Private Sector Housing Grants Policy as set out in section 3 of this report.















