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Report of the Strategic Manager (Planning & Regeneration)
Ward(s) affected:  All
1. Purpose of Report – To seek Member approval for the use in Craven of a revised North Yorkshire Common Housing Allocations Policy, for the delivery of Choice Based Lettings to the participating Councils in York and North Yorkshire.
2. Recommendations – Members are recommended to:

2.1
Approve the revised North Yorkshire Common Housing Allocations Policy as set out in Appendix A for use as the Council’s Housing Allocation Scheme, for the delivery of Choice Based Lettings within the Craven District.
2.2
Approve that the Policy be adopted at a time when all IT system infrastructure changes and re-registration have been completed within the partnership area.
2.3 Give delegated authority to the Principal Housing Services Manager to make any minor amendments to the Policy that arises from the developmental work of the Partnership on the Policy.
3. Introduction
3.1 Members will be aware that at the Annual Council meeting of the 25th May 2010 they approved the North Yorkshire Homechoice Allocations Policy for use within the District.
3.2
It was further approved that the partner authorities undertake a full review of the Policy after 12 months of operation and any resulting recommendations for major policy changes be brought back to a future Policy Committee for approval.

3.3
Key elements of the existing allocations scheme are:

· A single unified ‘housing register’ that covers the whole partnership area.

· A single policy for determining eligibility to the register and or determining the level of priority of applicants.

· Prioritisation of bids for advertised properties on the basis of priority banding (e.g.  Gold Band = High Need, Silver Band = Medium Need and Bronze Band = No identified need).
3.4 
Under the Home Choice scheme, bids for properties are ranked in order of Housing Need (e.g. priority banding); local connection to the partnership area; household size and time waiting on the register.

3.5 
The scheme includes a number of checks and balances.  Applicants with a local connection to the partnership area, receive priority over those without, but cross boundary mobility within North Yorkshire is allowed but monitored to ensure that no one area experiences unacceptable levels of net inward migration. In addition, the policy includes a number of provisions to ensure that the needs of vulnerable groups are met, such as support with applications and bidding or automated bidding where required.
3.6
As part of the review process Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) were invited by partners to undertake an evaluation of the impact of this new policy during its first year of operation. This evaluation, funded by JRF and undertaken by the University of Birmingham has been completed. A published copy of the draft report can be seen at: 
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/social-policy/research/projects/2012/evaluation-north-yorkshire-cbl.aspx
3.7 
The evaluation highlighted a number of key issues that require a policy response. These include:

· A rapid expansion of applicants seeking social housing since Home Choice was introduced. This is having a significant impact in terms of the administration of the scheme.

· A significant imbalance between the needs of most applicants and their prospects of being allocated housing. 

· An increase in cross boundary mobility (both into the partnership area) and between partner authorities and the impacts on rural Councils. For information Craven had a net gain of 7 for the last recorded quarter. This net increase did not trigger a review of cross boundary inward migration for Craven. I can further inform you that since the implementation of the original Policy no such review has been necessary.
3.8 
In addition, since Home Choice was first adopted, the law concerning allocations policies has changed. The Localism Act 2012 has given Councils greater freedom and flexibility to adapt local policy to meet local needs. Essentially this change allows Local Authorities to have a greater level of discretion in determining who may be eligible to register on a scheme.

3.9      In June 2012, the Government published a new ‘Allocation Code of Guidance’. Local Authorities must have due regard to this guidance when framing their policies. The guidance replaces all previous guidance on social housing allocation.

3.10 
The new Code of Guidance enables Housing Authorities to allocate particular accommodation to people whether or not they fall into reasonable preference category. The following groups of people can now be considered for additional preference under a local lettings policy. These are -
· Households affected by under occupation

· Members of armed forces

· Households in work or seeking work

· Carers

· Prospective adopters and fosterers

3.11 
In addition welfare reform changes mean that the way that housing benefit is paid for social housing tenants’ changes from April 2013. Further policy changes are thus being recommended in response to this issue concerning the size of properties that applicants can bid for.
4.
Consultation

4.1 
The policy change proposals set out in this report have been worked up by officers on the North Yorkshire Home Choice Partnership. This is a grouping of all the Local Authorities in North Yorkshire (except Harrogate) as well as City of York Council. The partnership includes several key housing associations including Yorkshire Housing.

4.2 
A countywide consultation exercise has been completed with regard to the proposed changes. This has included.

· A countywide consultation with applicants via the Home Choice Website

· Countywide consultation with Housing Associations and other key partners including the County Council.

· Presentations to local stakeholders via the Craven Housing Forum
· Two consultation events with the Council’s Select Committee
4.3
In response to feedback received through this consultation exercise some changes to the original set of proposals are now being recommended. These include the awarding of additional preference for forces personnel and the scrapping of a proposal to bar households who do not actively bid for available properties from the register.

5.

Assessment
5.1 
A full overview of proposed changes can be found in Appendix B. Key elements of these changes are:

· The alignment of allocations policy to the new benefit entitlement rules for social housing tenants. This means that applicants shall only generally be entitled to bid for the size of property (number of bedrooms) they need.

· A restriction on eligibility to join the register to households without any local connection to the partnership area and the use of section 106 type local connection rules to restrict lettings for rural settlements.

· A restriction on eligibility to join the register on certain categories of household including home owners (with no recognised housing need) and households with a joint household income or assets in excess of £60,000

· Additional preference for service personnel who have urgent housing needs.

· Additional preference for foster carers.

5.2      The general aim of these changes is to align local policy with welfare reform changes and to ensure that policy accords with the most recent code of guidance.

5.3 
In addition the changes seek to try to ensure that only households who are genuinely seeking accommodation are registered on the scheme.

5.4 
A number of other fairly minor changes are proposed to the policy, including a tightening of the rules regarding applicants who deliberately worsen their own circumstances and applicants who falsify their applications. A further change is recommended to the ‘Good Neighbour’ scheme.

6.
Implications
6.1 
Financial and Value for Money (vfm) Implications – There are no financial implications associated with this report                 
6.2
Legal Implications - Housing allocations is governed by Part 6 of the Housing Act 1996 and statutory guidance both relating to housing allocations
6.3
Contribution to Council Priorities – The Policy contributes to the priority of delivering affordable housing to meet housing need.

6.4
Risk Management - There will be a reputational risk to this Council should it not have an Allocations Policy.
6.5
Equality Impact Assessment – 
The Council’s Equality Impact Assessment Procedure has not been followed however as the proposed Policy is a shared Policy between the sub-regional partners; a full Equality Impact Assessment has been undertaken by the City of York on behalf of the partnership that mirrors the procedure for Impact Assessments undertaken by this Council. 

In addition to the above the likely impacts of the changes have been addressed in the ‘Proposed Changes to the Allocations Policy’ at Appendix B
7.
Consultations with Others –   Financial Services, Legal Services, Director of Services, Procurement, Payments and Risk Manager. 
8.

Access to Information: Background Documents - Nil
9.
Author of the Report –  Wyn Ashton, Principal Housing Services Manager                   telephone 01756 706---;  e-mail: washton@cravendc.gov.uk
Note : Members are invited to contact the author in advance of the meeting with any detailed queries or questions.
10.
Appendices –

Appendix A – Revised North Yorkshire Common Housing Allocations Policy (supplied electronically – should Members require a paper copy please contact Democratic Services). 

Appendix B – Proposed Changes to North Yorkshire Common Housing Allocations Policy
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