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2.
BACKGROUND INFORMATION
2.1
In July 2011, the Executive Committee were asked to adopt a new Private Sector Housing Grants Policy for the Borough.  The report which accompanied the new Grants Policy highlighted a number of significant changes to the environment in which we deliver our private sector housing services.  These are summarised below:   

· 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, often with just one or two properties in their portfolios.  

· 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 just 82 completions are anticipated in 2011/12, 148 in 2012/13, and significant reductions in numbers are expected thereafter. 

· Changes to the Housing Benefits system from January 2012 mean that 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 adapt and improve the standard of private sector housing has reduced significantly.  As a result, the only grant funding the Council received in 2011/12 for private sector housing activities was £215,000 for mandatory Disabled Facilities Grants.

· However, 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 These changes partly reflect demographic trends and adjustments in the local housing market but they also are the result of changes in national policy which have resulted in a steep decline in the supply of new affordable homes. A review of our Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy has been undertaken to identify the action that we need to take to address these new and increasing demands on our services.  A copy of the draft document is attached to this report.  

2.3 Four key strategic priorities have been identified in the Strategy which are as follows:

· Ensuring decent, safe and healthy homes in the private sector – helping to ensure that housing in the private sector is safe and fit for purpose;

· Supporting a thriving private rented sector – helping the private rented sector to make up the shortfall in the supply of affordable homes from housing associations;

· Unlocking the potential of empty homes – helping to bring empty homes back into use; and
· Enabling people with disabilities to retain their independence – helping elderly and disabled people to live in homes that meet their needs. 

2.4
These strategic priorities will provide a focus for the Council in responding to the new environment but, with growing demand for our services and less resources, they represent a stopgap solution at best.   


2.5
Information on the actions required to deliver our priorities are outlined in the Action Plan at the end of the document. 

3.
CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT
3.1
In developing our Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy, we have consulted a range of internal and external partners, including Occupational Therapists, Supporting People, and EMLAS accredited private landlords, as well as service users who have applied for Disabled Facilities Grants and Decent Homes Grants.  
4.
POLICY IMPLICATIONS & USE OF RESOURCES
4.1 The Council faces significant financial challenges in meeting the needs of  private sector residents in future years. The reduction in Government funding will severely constrain work in areas such as empty homes and on sub-standard properties. In addition, funds for the installation of disabled adaptations in privately owned homes are insufficient to meet both current and  future demand.  
4.2
Disabled Facilities Grants 

4.2.1
The provision of financial assistance to disabled applicants is a 
statutory duty placed upon the Council by the Housing Grants, 
Construction and Regeneration Act 1996.  The maximum grant payable 
is £30,000 per applicant, and is subject to a means test of resources, 
unless the disabled person is under the age of 18 years.        

4.2.2
A total of 112 elderly and disabled private sector applicants are 
currently registered on the Council’s waiting list for disabled adaptations 
funded by Disabled Facilities Grant at an estimated value of 
£648,000.  
An additional 17 applicants have been approved for adaptations valued 
at approximately £256,000 which will not be completed until next 
financial year.  A further 45 applicants who have applied since 1 
November 2011 are either awaiting a housing options 
visit to explore a 
move to more suitable accommodation, or have passed a means test 
for grant and a specification of works is awaited from the Occupational 
Therapy Service prior to placing them on the DFG waiting list.  
Therefore, it is anticipated that a capital budget of at least £500,000 per 
annum is needed to meet current demand. 
4.2.3 Those applying for our assistance through a Disabled Facilities Grant are among the most vulnerable in our community, due to both their physical ill health and low household incomes.  Yet those currently registered with the Council have already been waiting for up to two years, and as demand increases but capital budgets fall, waiting times are set to increase still further. 
4.2.4 Following the termination of the Home Improvement Agency contract by Northamptonshire County Council in November 2011, we have developed new ways of delivering our services to the elderly and disabled in conjunction with Supporting People Northamptonshire and the Occupational Therapy Service. These new services are both customer focused, and reduce our reliance on Disabled Facilities Grants.  However, our ability to continue this work in the medium term, and make best use of scarce resources for DFGs, will be severely hampered if additional funds are not identified.   

4.2.5 Similarly, we have been working with housing association partners with homes in our Borough to find ways of fast tracking the installation of disabled adaptations in their homes, in return for a fifty percent contribution towards the Disabled Facilities Grant.  Our ability to deliver this objective and reduce our expenditure on adaptations will be adversely affected if additional funds are not found.  

4.3 Decent Homes  
4.3.1
The total budget available for Decent Homes Grants for 2011/12 is 
£301,000 comprising Government grant carried forward from previous 
financial years.  The overwhelming majority of homes in our Borough 
that fall below the Decent Homes standard do so due to lack of thermal 
comfort. Therefore, Decent Homes Grants enable the Council to
support low income households with new heating systems, replacement 
roofing and roof insulation, new double glazed windows and doors, etc.  

4.3.2
Total expenditure in this financial year is estimated to be in the region 
of £75,000, leaving £226,000 to carry forward into next financial year.  
This grant provides a vital resource for home owners on low incomes who do not have the financial means to improve their own homes. It has also provided a useful incentive for private landlords to house 
applicants on the Council’s housing register.  In the absence of Central Government funding in the future, the Council will have no funds available to improve the housing stock, tackle fuel poverty and raise standards in the private rented sector.
4.4 Boosting Housing Supply
During 2011/12, we have piloted new ways of working with private landlords through the recruitment of a Landlord Liaison Officer, enabling us to access a greater supply of good quality, affordable homes for households in housing need, including those who are homeless or threatened with homelessness.  The post has been funded by a one off grant of £20,000 received from the Department of Communities and Local Government in 2010.  In the event that no additional funds can be sourced, this post will end in July 2012, and our ability to secure homes in the private sector will diminish with it.  This will inevitably increase demand for existing homes owned by the Council and housing associations, and with a lack of housing supply, increase the need for temporary accommodation such as bed and breakfast hotels, which will place added strain on the Council’s General Fund budgets.      
4.5 Disrepair in Private Sector Housing 


The Council also has a statutory duty to deal with complaints of disrepair in private sector housing.  However, with a further reduction in revenue budget for 2012/12, there is no scope to fund works in default in the event that the landlord refuses to rectify disrepair within specified timeframes.  Our inability to act will leave private tenants in particular extremely vulnerable to potentially 
dangerous hazards, such as faulty electrics in their homes. 

4.6
As a result, one of the key actions identified in the Strategy will be to identify additional sources of funding to support our private sector housing services through Government grants, as well as generating new income from services provided locally. 
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1.	PURPOSE OF REPORT





	To seek approval of the draft Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy 2012 – 2015 attached to this report and agree changes to the Private Sector Housing Grants Policy adopted in 2011. 





5.	RECOMMENDATION





	It is recommended that the Executive Committee agrees to:





(i)	Adopt the draft Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy enclosed, and;





(ii)	Revise the Private Sector Housing Grants Policy to allow adaptation requests from housing association tenants to be fast tracked when their landlord agrees to cover fifty percent of the Disabled Facilities Grant required to fund the adaptations.





	














