COPELAND BOROUGH COUNCIL

PRIVATE SECTOR HOUSING STRATEGY

2009 – 2011

FINAL DRAFT FOR CONSULTATION

Introduction

Copeland is a largely rural area with several densely populated areas scattered across the Borough.  The major towns in Copeland are situated along the West Coast of Cumbria and experience relatively poor transport links.  Over the past few decades the area has seen a decline in both economy and population.

There has been a trend of negative migration.  The younger generation are moving out of the area in pursuit of better jobs and training.  This in turn has lead to an increase in the older population which is forecast to increase.

Copeland is one of six local authorities in the county of Cumbria and is served by Government Office North West.  

The number of households continues to rise because of changing social patterns (such as the increasing rate of divorce and separation and the growing population of elderly residents).   This will put further pressure on the housing market, especially the supply of affordable housing.

What is the Private Sector Renewal Strategy?
The Strategy explains the way Copeland Borough Council intends to help achieve good quality housing in the private sector – for owner occupiers, tenants and private landlords.

Local Council’s have long played a major role with housing.  Many people think first of Local Authorities as housing providers – building and managing homes.  In fact their first housing work was to deal with bad housing – using legal powers to make the owners of poor houses repair them or pull them down.  The role expanded to include giving grants and loans to encourage repair and improvement.

Like all local councils, Copeland Borough Council has built and managed thousands of homes.  However, after the transfer of former council homes to Copeland Homes, the council is no longer a major social landlord.  The council still has a very clear strategic housing role – setting the direction for all types of housing in the borough.  It remains responsible for specialist housing services such as Disabled facilities Grants, Enforcement and assisting those who become homeless.

Securing the best standards possible in the private housing sector is an important job that is still the responsibility of the council.  This strategy sets out how the council will do its work in the private housing sector.  In particular, the strategy sets out how the council will consider giving grants or loans to help where properties need repair or improvement.  It also explains how the council will use legal powers to require improvements where private sector properties fall below minimum standards.

The Strategic Framework

This strategy aims to deal with private housing sector issues in Copeland based 
on local priorities, needs and resources.  However, it has to reflect policies and 
objectives at national, regional and County level, as well as other local strategies 
– both within the council and with our partners.

National Policies

The Government Green Paper “Quality and Choice: a decent home for 
all”(2000), followed by the Housing Policy Statement “The Way Forward for 
Housing” set out the Government housing proposals after a wide ranging policy 
review.  The introduction of the decent home standard, updated fitness 
standards based on hazards in the home, licensing of houses in multiple 
occupation etc are all aimed at improving housing standards.

The 2003 statement “Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future” builds on the housing proposals.  It brings in policies and funding aimed at producing cohesive communities with a proper balance between housing supply and demand.  

The decent homes standard is of course essential to this strategy.  The Government target for the private sector was that the proportion of vulnerable households (in receipt of income related or disability benefit) living in decent homes should be:

· 65% by October 2007

· 70% by October 2011

· 75% by October 2021

The Copeland Private Sector Stock Condition Survey 2007 showed that 67.2% of private dwellings met the Decent Homes Standard.  The Council intends to continue with action to drive this proportion up.  We want to see all vulnerable households in the private sector living in decent homes.

The Housing Act 2004 contained two very significant changes for which the council had to prepare and adapt;-

The Housing Health and Safety rating System (HHSRS)

Staff have undertaken training and can assess properties under the HHSRS.  Category 1 hazards are identified during the inspection of properties needing grant assistance as are properties in the rented sector to determine unfitness. 

Compulsory licensing of higher risk houses in multiple occupation.(HMO)
We have worked with our colleagues in the other Cumbria districts to provide a standard licensing fee and procedure throughout Cumbria.  We have licensed properties in Copeland that have been identified as HMO’s and have been proactive in our approach to tracing HMO’s in the borough. In July of this year we signed up to the Protocol between Local Housing Authorities and Fire and Rescue Services to improve fire safety along with all the other councils in the County.

Regional Priorities

The overall vision of the Regional Housing Strategy (January 2009) is:

“To create balanced housing markets across the North West that support economic growth, strengthen economic and social inclusion and ensure that everyone has access to appropriate, well designed high quality, affordable housing in sustainable, mixed and vibrant communities”.

The Regional Housing Board has several housing outcomes, the outcome particularly relevant to this strategy is:-

· Continuing to raise the quality of the existing housing stock

The Regional Housing Strategy states there are a number of associated issues on the quality agenda that have arisen consistently throughout consultation that districts are expected to address, these include:-

· Tackling growing numbers of North West households living in fuel poverty 
· Tackling the significant and widespread concerns over the extent of unsatisfactory management and conditions in the private rented sector.

· Improvement of housing stock which will lead to significant health gains

· The use of Home Improvement Agencies

· Identifying more effective investment models for existing homes to meet the housing needs of an increased older population

At Copeland we are addressing these issues, we have produced a draft fuel poverty strategy which will be ratified by Full Council before the end of March 2010; we have developed and implemented a HMO licensing scheme; we have implemented a new housing financial assistance policy which will improve housing conditions for many and therefore their health; we are working closely with Supporting People on the preferred use of Home Improvement Agencies and we are working closely with Cumbria Social Care to provide Disabled Facilities Grants which enable older people to remain in their homes longer.

A copy of the Regional Housing Strategy can be found on the web site www.nwpb.org.uk/regionalhousingstrategy/09 

Local Strategies

At a local level, this strategy has links with the Council’s own strategies and the strategies of our partners.  Key amongst these are:

· Copeland Borough Council Corporate Plan

· Copeland Strategic Housing Programme 2009 – 2011 (out to consultation with this document)

· Copeland Homelessness Strategy 2008 - 2013

· Copeland Local Plan

· Cumbria Supporting People Strategy

· Cumbria Housing Strategy

All of the above documents can be found on the Council web site www.copelandbc.gov.uk
The Housing Market

Average House Prices in Copeland 
	All

Detached

Semi – Detached

Terraced

Flat
	£122,640

£206,491

£109,969

£ 86,346

£ 66,900


Research undertaken for the Copeland Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) in February 2009 revealed;-

· During the credit crunch properties were still selling although there has been a downward trend over the last twelve months.

· The difficulty in getting a mortgage was thought to be the main factor in reducing sales.
· Prices have reduced steadily by about 5% over the last year.

· The time taken to sell a property is longer than earlier this decade; the average time to sell is about 12 weeks.

· Supply does not seem to be a problem in the area with a good supply of different sized properties available.

· Demand varies on size and type of property – there is no set type and there are no property types in low demand.

Average Rents within the Private Sector Housing Market

	Detached

Semi – Detached

Terraced

Flat
	£560

£440

£400

£320


(rates are for West Cumbria – source, Valuations Office)
The SHMA’s also revealed that;-
· The lettings market has been very fluent in the last twelve months.
· Most properties are let within one month

· An average tenancy is 12 months

· There is a wide range of property types and sizes to let

· Properties in highest demand are 2-3 bedroom unfurnished dwellings.

· Larger 4-5 bed properties are in lower demand.

· A combination of house prices and the credit crunch (mortgages difficult to get) is encouraging private renting ahead of buying.

Market Impact on Private Sector Housing
The general market forces in Copeland can have particular impacts on private sector housing.  Both prospective owner occupiers and private tenants may be more prepared to accept poor conditions through necessity.  Owner occupiers having just bought may be unable to commit any funds to essential repairs and/or improvements, especially during this recession as more funds are needed for mortgage deposits.
Private Sector Stock Condition
The last stock condition survey was undertaken in 2007, the full report can be found on our website www.copelandbc.gov.uk .  The survey found that;

· 17568 private dwellings (67.2%) meet the requirements of the Decent Homes Standard and can be regarded as satisfactory.  
· The remaining 8579 dwellings (32.8%) fail the requirements of the Decent Homes Standards and are unsatisfactory.  
· Almost 1 in 8 dwellings had at least 1 category 1 hazard under the Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS)

· Approximately 1 in 5 households experienced fuel poverty

Despite the prevalence of decent homes the report estimated an investment required of £57 million to deal with the backlog of repairs required to bring all properties up to a decent standard. 
33.4% of vulnerable households live in housing that is not decent, the new Housing Financial Assistance Policy which was adopted by Council in December 2008 for implementation in April 2009 after extensive consultation, specifically targets those residents who may not have the funds available to carry out all works necessary themselves;
· Economically vulnerable households (those in receipt of a large range of state benefits)

· Elderly homeowners

· Families with children

· First time buyers purchasing a home that has been empty for at least six months 

All properties must fail the decent homes standard at the point of application.  Financial assistance is available in the form of grants and loans (all details can be found on our web site www.copelandbc.gov.uk)
The Council’s Role with Private Sector Housing

The Regulatory Reform Order 2002

For many years Government rules set out clearly the way local councils could give financial help to repair or improve private sector homes.  However, the Regulatory Reform Order 2002 which came into force on 18 July 2002 signalled a major change in the Government approach.

The Order set aside most of the previous rules which applied to all Councils.  It introduced new flexible powers for Councils to provide housing renewal assistance tailored to local needs – and of course the resources available to the Council.  However, the freedom is not unlimited – for example it is still a legal requirement for all Councils to give grant aid for most types of adaptation work to properties where there is a person with disabilities.

What are the Priorities in the Private Sector?

The Council introduced a new Financial Assistance Policy in April 2009 which was developed using data from the stock condition survey 2007.  The results of the stock condition survey clearly showed that the council needs to concentrate on raising private sector housing standards.  The new policy will take time to implement in full, but the council is committed to achieving real changes for the better – both by helping residents to improve their homes and by using statutory powers where appropriate.
The Government has set a decent homes standard containing four tests.  To meet the standard, a home has to:-

(i)
Be above the legal minimum standard for housing and

(ii)    
Be in a reasonable state of repair, and

(iii)
Have reasonably modern facilities (such as kitchens and bathrooms) and services, and

(iv)
Provide a reasonable degree of thermal comfort (effective insulation and efficient heating)

The Government is stressing that people should live in decent homes – whether 
in public or private sector housing.  The transfer of the Council housing stock to 

Copeland Homes in 2004 happened mainly to generate capital funds for work to 
meet the decent homes standard.  The Council recognises that meeting the 
decent homes standard across the whole private sector will present a challenge.
In particular, the Council recognises that it must give greater emphasis to 
securing standards in the private sector, using legal powers if necessary.  A new, 
policy enforcement ‘toolkit’ is being developed to support our structured approach to enforcement.
Financial Assistance
Of particular importance will be the way financial assistance is given.  

Traditionally Copeland Borough Council has given financial assistance to help 

repair or improve homes through grants.  The Government has said it considers 

the responsibility for maintaining homes rests with the people who own them.  

However, the Government also makes it clear it accepts that many home owners, particularly the elderly and vulnerable, do not have the funds to keep their homes in good repair.

The Government recognises that with many homes in poor repair, there is often 

substantial equity in the property (the value of the property over and above the 

amount of any outstanding mortgage).  This equity can be used to secure a loan 

to meet some or all of the cost of building work to repair or improve a home.

Like many other Councils, Copeland Borough Council has now moved towards 

a system which gives financial assistance based on a combination of grants and 
loans.  A copy of the Financial assistance policy can be requested from the 
Council or found on our web site www.copelandbc.gov.uk .
Why is Housing Condition Important? – The Links between Housing and 
Health

Numerous studies have shown a very clear link between the condition of a 

dwelling and the health and wellbeing of the occupants.  This is one of the 

factors behind the Government drive to improve conditions in private sector 

housing.  

Homes suffering from condensation or rising or penetrating damp are associated 

with ill health in particular allergic disease such as asthma and rhinitis.  In 

addition it is clear that cold homes are a major risk to health.  Those at particular 

risk are low income households where a greater proportion of the household 

budget is spent on fuel.

The condition of a home can also present a serious hazard to its occupants.  This 

is the reason for the Government replacing the fitness standard with the new 

Housing Health and Safety Rating System.  This considers a range of potential 

hazards, beyond damp and excessive cold, in particular falls, fire and hot 

surfaces.  Accidents in the home such as falls, burns or scalds are still common, 

especially with the young and older residents.

Studies are now showing that the impact of poor housing is not confined just to 

physical effects.  It is becoming clear that problems with housing conditions can 

lead to anxiety, depression and impaired child development.
Copeland’s Private Housing Sector

What do we mean by Private Housing Sector?

The stock transfer in June 2004, means in a sense that all Copeland housing can now be said to be in the private sector (i.e. non council).  However, the dwellings owned by housing associations (RSL’s) are in the social housing sector where the Tenant Services Authority oversees standards.  The aim of this strategy is to focus on the owner occupied and privately rented sectors where the council may need to intervene – whether to offer financial assistance or to use statutory powers.

Current Policies and Working Arrangements

In June 2004 the council transferred its housing stock to Copeland Homes; this allows the council to concentrate on its overall strategic housing role and also its direct responsibility for service delivery in the private housing sector.  The council recognises that it needs to raise the profile of private sector housing and make best use of the resources available to us.

What Types of Action can the Council Take?

The Broad Purpose of the Private Sector Housing Renewal Strategy is to:

· Identify the ways in which the Council can offer help and take action to deal with unsatisfactory conditions,

· Examine current practice

· Select priorities from national, regional and local policies

· Look at the priorities identified in the private sector house condition survey 2007

· Match future action to the priorities within the resources available

The types of action available fall into three main categories

· Informing, advice and encouragement

· Financial assistance

· Enforcement

The sections below look briefly at current practice in Copeland.

With owner occupiers, particularly elderly owner occupiers it is common for local authorities to offer advice on carrying out repairs or energy efficiency works in cases where the household may not qualify for financial assistance.  Often this is done through a separate home improvement agency, in Copeland, Anchor Staying Put currently provide this service with the Council.  They also support elderly applicants who wish to apply for financial assistance.  
With privately rented properties, many local authorities operate consultative forums with local landlords where there is an opportunity to exchange information on statutory standards and best practice.  Copeland Borough Council have a landlord forum, the forum convened for the first time in March 2009 and will meet at least twice a year.  One of the main developments under discussion will be an accreditation scheme for landlords.  The next forum is on 15 October 2009.
Assistance for those owner occupiers in non decent housing

This has been described above; the council will continue to provide financial assistance in accordance with policy and resources available.

Assistance for those in privately rented accommodation
Privately rented properties constitute approximately 7% of the total housing stock across the Borough. It tends to be the properties in the worst condition and occupied by the least advantaged residents.  We will Provide guidance and advice for tenants and landlords on rights and responsibilities and use encouragement and incentives to private landlords, we will use enforcement powers as appropriate.  We work closely with our colleagues in the Housing Options Team to ensure tenants and landlords are given advice and support.
Bringing Empty Properties back into use

We are targeting empty properties that are dilapidated and are of concern to neighbours and will produce an empty property strategy by March 2010.
Energy Efficiency

The Home Energy Conservation Act 1995 introduced a national target to reduce CO2 emissions and improve domestic energy efficiency by 30% by the year 2010 by local authorities. There is also a reference in the Decent Homes standard to ensure that properties have both effective insulation and efficient heating.

It is recognised that cold homes have a direct impact upon the health of the occupants and quality of life. This is especially true where properties have repair issues such as dampness.

The most common reason for failing the Decent Homes Standard is due to thermal inefficiency.  This has been addressed in the draft fuel poverty strategy which will be adopted by the end of March 2010 and through the provision of home renewal assistance.
ACTION PLAN

The following action plan will be monitored by the Strategic Housing Panel and updated as targets are achieved and new targets identified.
	ACTION
	HOW WILL THIS BE ACHIEVED?

	Develop a sound understanding of local housing markets and conditions and use this market intelligence to develop effective responses and target service planning.


	Information from the Strategic Housing Market Assessments, Housing Needs Surveys and Stock Condition Surveys will be collated and used to inform the service plan.  This information will inform the Private Sector Strategy from 2011 onwards.

	Improve overall property and management standards in particular in the private rented sector.


	Inform landlords of legislation at the landlord’s forum October 2009 and action against those with unfit properties.
We will publish an enforcement ‘toolkit’ by end March 2010

	We need to reduce the number of empty homes, and maximise the potential use of this resource to meet our strategic housing priorities. 

	Empty Property Strategy to be produced by end March 2010

	We need to improve the overall energy efficiency of private sector homes by providing affordable warmth.


	Adopt a Copeland specific fuel poverty strategy by end March 2010

	We need to support vulnerable households to maintain their independence through advice and support services.

	Work with Supporting People to ensure the new Home Improvement Agency is in place by April 2010

	Continue to assist residents in bringing their properties up to a decent standard
	We will approve 75 financial assistance applications in 2009/10 and 90 during 2010/11

	Continue to reduce the average number of weeks between referral and approval of Disabled Facilities Grants.
	We will reduce the average number of weeks taken to approve a DFG to 17 by end March 2010 and to 14 by end March 2011


