Rother District Council



Agenda Item:  8.2
Report to
-
Cabinet

Date
-
31 July 2006

Report of the
-
Director of Services

Subject
-
Private Sector Renewal - Decent Homes Grant

Recommendation to COUNCIL:
 That 

1) the amendments to the Housing Aid Policy to enable the introduction of a private sector renewal (Decent Homes) Grant as detailed in Appendix 1 be approved and the Director of Services be authorised to approve the form and wording of conditions imposed for this type of Grant;

2) the Capital Programme be amended to include provision of £215,227 for Private Sector renewal funded by Capital Grants;

3) the Decent Homes Grants be suspended when the funding has expired and Officers report back on the scheme outputs; and

It be RESOLVED: That

4) the Finance Working Group be asked to consider the impact of the change in Government funding for housing capital expenditure when reviewing the Capital Programme.

Lead Cabinet Member: Councillor Mrs Joy Hughes

Head of Service: Anne Fennessy
Introduction

1. This report is to inform Members of an additional £215,277 funding that has been awarded to Rother District Council for its private sector renewal. 

2. The report provides details about the award of additional funding and the amendments required to the Private Sector Renewal Housing Aid Policy in order to enable the additional funding to be spent.   The Housing Aid Policy is being further revised this year by a working group.  However, their work and the necessary consultation process will not be completed before the need to start spending the Private Sector Renewal Funding during the 06/07 financial year.

3.    Currently Rother District Council allocates £300,000 towards the existing Home Maintenance Grant that is limited to £5,000 per application.   It is not proposed to amend this grant.   (Note that currently an applicant can apply over a period of years for consecutive Home Maintenance Grants of £5,000 totaling £15,000).  

Private Sector Renewal Funding  (Decent Homes Grant) 

4. The Regional Housing Board has made a capital award of £215,227 from the 2006/07 South East Regional Housing Pot to support the Council’s Private Sector Housing Strategy.  Further grant funding for the financial year 2007/08 may be available, but the Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG) will not announce any awards for 2007/08 until they can confirm the total resources available.  These Grants will therefore be suspended when the funding has been committed pending the Regional Housing Board deliberations.

5. Appendix 1 details a proposal to direct this Decent Homes additional funding towards making a Private Sector Renewal (Decent Homes) Grant available to owner occupied vulnerable households to cover the costs of works required to meet the decent homes standard.  This type of Grant will cover three major issues. The Housing Aid Policy will need to be amended to include the proposal with changes to the conditions as follows:
a. To provide a Decent Homes Grant to a maximum of £15,000 for any one application, no further discretionary grant (including home maintenance grants) to be provided within seven years of completion of any previous grant.  
b. The Grant will be added as a land charge for a period of twenty years (with interest linked to the bank base rate) and repaid if the property is sold within twenty years.  In effect this becomes a repayable grant and the money can be recycled on repayment to support future private sector renewal.  However, it is likely that there will be a long lead in period before funds are able to be recycled into the scheme. 

c. Owner occupiers will be required to have owned and lived in the dwelling for at least three years on the date of the application to ensure resources are targeted towards long term residents.  The Council does not have sufficient resources to assist with improving properties that have been purchased in poor condition with existing defects.  

6. It is envisaged that the Private Sector Renewal (Decent Home) Grants will be administered by the In Touch Home Improvement Agency whose standard agreed fee, based upon the cost of eligible works, will be included in the maximum grant calculation.

Head of Finance Comments:

Government Support for Housing Expenditure

7. 
Whilst it is good news that Rother will receive this additional funding, Members are reminded that the Government are moving away from Supported Capital Expenditure (SCE) to capital grants such as this. SCE compensated Councils for the costs of borrowing or lost interest on using capital resources, through the revenue support grant (RSG) mechanism. For 2005/06 the Council received support comparable to nearly £1m of capital spend. This meant that the revenue impact of a significant element of housing capital spending was broadly cost neutral on the revenue budget and Council Tax. This is no longer the case and it will be necessary to review the housing capital programme to ensure its affordability in revenue terms. This can be achieved as part of the ongoing work of the Finance Working Group on the Capital Programme.

8.
  Representations will continue to be made to the Department of Communities & Local Government (DCLG) to recognise the apparent error in their calculations and increase the level of Government support. Recent correspondence from the Government Office for the South East, clearly demonstrated a lack of understanding within the Government of the impact of their change in policy on the Council’s ability to finance its housing Capital Programme. 

Proposals

9. Members approve the amendments to the Housing Aid Policy as outlined in paragraph (5) above to enable officers to implement a discretionary Decent Homes Grant as detailed in Appendix 1. 

10.
Provision will need to be made in the Capital Programme of £215,227 for private sector renewal funded by capital grants. 

11. The Finance Working Group consider the impact of the change in Government 

funding for housing capital expenditure when reviewing the Capital Programme.

12.
That the Decent Homes Grant be suspended when the funding has expired and officers report back on the success, or otherwise, of this scheme
Anthony Leonard
Director of Services

Risk Assessment Statement

GOSE will confirm the deadline by which the PSRF must be spent, this is usually by the end of the financial year, in this case 31st March 2007.  Any delay in implementing a programme to spend the money in accordance with DCLG’s requirements and priorities will have a detrimental effect on actual approvals and spend towards the end of the financial year.  Reported progress on spend may have an influence on the decision to award future allocations of PSRF.

Failure to address decent homes standard issues in the Housing Aid Policy may be highlighted during future external audits.

Appendix 1

Decent Homes Improvement Grant for owner occupiers using Private Sector Renewal Funding (PSRF)

Decent homes assistance may be available to owner occupied vulnerable households for works to meet the decent homes standard, subject to funds being available.  These grants are discretionary.

Eligibility

Those considered a ‘vulnerable household’ may be eligible for a decent homes standard improvement grant.  The definition of a ‘vulnerable household’ is one that is in receipt of at least one of the principle means tested or disability related benefits.  The definition is taken from ODPM: A Decent Home – The Definition and guidance for implementation (February 2004)).  The definition is subject to change and the policy will be amended accordingly.

· Priority for Decent Homes Improvement Grants shall be given to vulnerable persons who are owner occupiers of pensionable age.

· Priority may also be given to vulnerable persons not of pensionable age but who are owner occupiers with children and are also in receipt of a disability related benefit.  

Works

Decent Homes Improvement Grant may cover the following areas (subject to relevant DCLG guidance):-

· Works to remedy category 1 hazards (HHSRS)

· Works to ensure the property is in a reasonable state of repair

· Provision of reasonably modern facilities and services

· Provision of a reasonable degree of thermal comfort

Conditions

· The Grant limit for Decent Homes Improvement Grants is £15,000 for any one application.  No further discretionary Grant (including home maintenance Grants) to be provided within seven years of completion of any previous grant.  The total amount of Grant will include all relevant works, fees and VAT

· The Grant will be added as a land charge for  a period of twenty years (with interest linked to the bank base rate) and repaid if the property is sold within twenty years.  In effect this becomes a repayable grant and the money can be recycled on repayment to support future private sector renewal.  However, it is likely that there will be a long lead in period before funds are able to be recycled into the scheme.

· Owner occupiers are required to have owned and lived in the dwelling for at least three years on the date of the application to ensure resources are targeted towards long term residents.  The Council does not have sufficient resources to assist with improving properties that have been purchased in poor condition with existing defects.  

· The property must meet the decent homes standard upon completion of the works.

· The property must be suitable for the needs of the applicant upon completion of the works.

The exact final wording for conditions will be agreed following legal advice.

ODPM A Decent Home: The definition and guidance for implementation February 2004 

Vulnerable households have been defined as those in receipt of at least one of the principal means tested or disability related benefits. For the purpose of establishing the national 2001 baseline from the English House Condition Survey the benefits taken into account were: income support, housing benefit, council tax benefit, disabled persons tax credit, income based job seekers allowance, working families tax credit, attendance allowance, disability living allowance, industrial injuries disablement benefit, war disablement pension. 

The detailed definition of qualifying benefits used to define vulnerable will be subject to change and since 2001 a new range of tax credits has indeed been introduced with different qualifying thresholds. These are child tax credit, working tax credit and pension credit. The definition of vulnerable households used to monitor progress towards the target has therefore been amended as follows. In addition to the benefits described in the previous paragraph, pension credit will be included as a qualifying benefit. Also households in receipt of either working tax credit which includes a disability element or child tax credit will qualify as a vulnerable household providing the person entitled to the tax credit has a relevant income of less than £14,200, as defined for the purpose of determining eligibility for the tax credit. Working Families Tax Credit and Disabled Persons Tax credit have been abolished. 
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