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Welcome from Neil Stubbings, Deputy Director of Housing and Social Care and Chair of West London Housing Group, London Borough of Hillingdon
The reform of social housing in  UK offers providers a chance to address the key question:  what is social housing for?   To assist providers in developing a strategy that meets the desired goals of their borough or association, WLHP has put together the seminar in order to:

· ensure that we  understand  the policy and legal context, 

· to share ideas and perspectives with each other and with RPs, 

· to  consider some of the implications generally and for West London.
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Patrick Owen, DCLG

Information on the time line:  the Localism Bill is likely to receive Royal Assent at the end of November 2011.  Activating the requirement to develop a tenancy strategy is likely to be bought in as soon as possible after the assent is received – by the end of January 2012.  Providers then have 12 months to have  strategy in place.  Other provisions in the localism Bill are due to come into force in April 2012.

There is not much detail in the Bill about strategies.  The strategy is there to set out the key objectives for LA’s, and those that RP’s should ‘have regard for’.  The DCLG is not dictating what is to be in the strategies.  Strategies do not have to be individual, can be shared between/among providers, or sub-regionally.
Link to presentation: Patrick Owen, Tenure and Housing Management, DCLG
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Gill Leng - CIH

Ultimately the strategies can follow either of two paths.  The first is the simple approach – lift the key objectives straight from the housing strategy (previously consulted on and agreed with members), and publish a ‘2-sides of A4’ strategy outlining the high level objectives.  Quick.

Or, take a more robust approach.  This approach is a good one, and can look at the consequences of wider welfare reform.  It involves analysing waiting lists and providing an evidence base for the strategy to look at tenure alongside allocations.  A partnership approach involves consultation with the voluntary sector, RP’s and community groups.  The impact on health, wellbeing, and the economy should be considered -  three important aspects of the strategies that the governments Impact Assessment doesn’t report on.

Questions posed by Gill:

· how sustainable are the communities if LA stock holds the more vulnerable households

· how will amended wording to the planning policy affect the outcomes (section 106)?

· will you meet statutory duties?
· housing reform and strategic development are understandable from providers positions, but what about making this simple for the customers?  There is a range of products, more choice and more for customers to understand. And the effects will be greater if all RP’s choose to do different things.

· do LA’s understand RP’s business?  The drivers of turnover and stock profile, and their customers profile – housed and waiting lists.  What are the risk for RP’s –the attractiveness of AR and FT?  and with MR constantly changing, what is the effect of the BP? Legal challenges and the resulting administrations and agreements.

· and have RP’s engaged with LA’s regarding the AR plans for stock?

· in terms of assessing impact, we need to pool the data and analysis.  Is the WLHP data sharing protocol robust?

· monitoring and trends:  outputs, outcomes, requirements, and effects.  Look wider than just inside social housing too – what about the PRS?
· consider young people – for them, the tenancy rules are changes at the same time as their benefit will change under the wider welfare reform.

Link to presentation: Gill Leng, Consultant CIH
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Laura Johnson, Head of Housing, Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea
Laura profiled the stock in Kensington outlining where Kensington is unique in the subregion: most expensive borough in the country, the higher percentage of second homes, the large private rented sector at high rents with high turnover, and the stability (ie low turnover) in social housing that represents the largest and most stable part of the community.

During consultation, RBKC found that the politicians do want social housing.
There are 40 RP’s across the borough,  and the top 10 providers own 90% of the social stock in the borough.

Defining ‘affordable’ for Affordable Rent based on salary (average teachers income), then AR will almost equal Target Rents.

Link to presentation: Laura Johnson, Head of Housing, RBKC
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John Schofield, Group Director, Family Mosaic

Plans in Family Mosaic for developing a tenancy strategy were development driven: how many homes do we need to build to meet needs and sales, and how many do we need to rent at AR and SR to fund the builds.  Thoughts currently centred on tailoring approach to different tenants in terms on the length of tenancy, the rent, and the distribution between new lets and relets.  Operating across 30 of the London Boroughs, Essex, and South East England, they are still to consult with tenants about rent.
Consider who we house – AR will be the highest rent, therefore households will be heavily benefit dependent.  In this respect, the RP’s will continue to house those in greatest need, but in expensive marginalised housing.  However, consider the unknown element of the market – what if no households bid for the AR properties, leaving the vulnerable households (those greatest in need) at risk.
The contract between Family Mosaic and the HCA says that 30% of 1- and 2-beds will be at AR, that no home over 2 bedrooms will be converted, and that they are not going to start charging AR until 2012.

FM had conducted some research that investigated the ‘Class of 2006’.  Of these:

· 20% could afford to partly own

· Most had no realist prospect of moving on

· They like being tenants (ie, no major aspirations to own)

The analysis of tenants that are not dependent on benefits:

· they have moved on

· the PRS rips people off

· they don’t like LCHO

· they don’t want a close relationship with their LL

· their financial position is their own business.

Link to presentation: John Schofield, Group Director, Family Mosaic
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Samantha Hall, Solicitor and Head of Tenancy Group, Trowers and Hamlins LLP,
(no presentation)
The issue around tenancies is all about to change.  Currently:
· HA can offer an AST on a fixed term and charge whatever  rent they want within the HCA Framework

· LA can only offer either an introductory or an assured tenancy

And, as the bill stands (not yet finalised):

· LA will be able to offer fixed term tenancies but must issue a notice of a flexible tenancy before the fixed term secure tenancy is issued

· LA’s cannot use a periodic tenancy for the main flexible tenancy – it must be a fixed term tenancy

Tenancies will be a minimum of 2 years, but only to be offered in exceptional cases, and there is no guidance re what make a case ‘exceptional’.  The norm will be minimum 5 years.

Two clauses in the Localism Bill will make tenanting properties on fixed terms administratively easier for landlords:

· tenancies of longer than 3 years do not need to be executed by deed

· removal of the need to register documents with Land Registry if a property is tenancy contract for longer than 7 years

Points noted by Samantha:
· a probationary period is not included in the minimum term

· re-base after a probationary period

· have a policy on tenancies and stick to it

· keep your policy and practices under review

· train staff so that they now what to do with appeals, re-basing rents, and ending tenancies

· keep notes – particularly of why you are not renewing a tenancy

· have due regard – consult the strategy for every tenancy

· keep up to date with case law
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Important points raised during question time

Patrick Owen pointed out that the consultation on the directions for the Tenancy Standards Regulator would provide further information for getting everything in place for 2012.

Samantha Hall, on re-basing for rents: have a policy and stick to it.  Don’t pick and chose which rent you re-base dependent on the movement in the rental market.
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Close from Neil Stubbings
· don’t underestimate the amount of work
· we need to work together

· as pointed out, Social Housing in its current form hasn’t been a good product

· and as Laura mentioned, this could spell the end for ‘choice’ based lettings.

Seminar Summary:   Developing a Tenancy Strategy
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