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SFHA Policy & Strategy Report – West Housing Management Staff Forum 15th December 2010 
Allocations 

The consultation on the Scottish Government’s draft allocations guidance has now closed – thank you to those who copied me into their responses or otherwise endorsed the SFHA response, which can be found here http://www.sfha.co.uk/component/option,com_docman/Itemid,106/gid,307/task,cat_view/ 
The Government will inform us of their intentions in due course.
Homelessness
The SFHA’s preventing and alleviating homelessness guidance is now available on the revamped SFHA website http://www.sfha.co.uk/sfha/publications/rsl-aleviating-homelessness/menu-id-91.html 
Meanwhile, the SFHA Board has issued a statement on homelessness, which can be found here http://www.sfha.co.uk/index.php?pg=29&id=42  

Rent Arrears
There would appear to be an appetite among practitioners to replace the Raising Standards chapter on rent arrears with a good practice publication. Evolving issues such as the increase in personal bankruptcy and sequestration, pre-court requirements and Housing Benefit changes have no doubt contributed to this being the current hot topic. I have asked for its inclusion in the SFHA Business Plan and will shortly be asking for volunteers to sit on a practitioner advisory group, which has been a successful model of operation when publishing other pieces of guidance. Watch this space!  
Housing Sex Offenders

The Scottish Government has begun producing monthly e-bulletins on NASSO, which practitioners may find useful. They can be accessed here http://www.sfha.co.uk/index.php?pg=29&id=65&subid=73 

Evictions 
Recent figures released by The Scottish Housing Regulator show that evictions by housing associations across Scotland have reduced by more than a third over the last 12 months. There was a 38% reduction from 1,524 in 2008/9 to 942 in 2009/10. 

 

Although the statistic is a fairly crude one, and there may be underlying reasons for the reduction that have yet to be investigated, this is on the face of it extremely encouraging news, and in my view strengthened our argument against introducing a mandatory pre-court requirement, an argument that was made forcibly to the Scottish Government and others. Sadly, the proposal to introduce such a Requirement did make it into the Housing Bill. 

Housing Benefit Reform
You should by now be aware that the SFHA has launched Housing Benefits, the campaign for a fairer welfare system.

The campaign aims to challenge the Coalition Government’s welfare reform proposals on the grounds they’ll hit the poorest hardest and will put additional strain on housing waiting lists which are already bursting at the seams, effectively taking us back to Victorian times.

The SFHA’s sister federations from around the UK have all joined forces with us to highlight the impact the proposed reforms to Housing Benefit will have on tenants and social landlords.

The Scottish Government and the Scottish Labour Party have also come out in support of the campaign. 

I would urge you to support our campaign by clicking on this link http://www.sfha.co.uk/component/option,com_rsform/Itemid,286/view,rsform/  and signing up to it, if you haven’t already done so. It should only cost you a minute of your time. These proposed reforms have the potential to hit the poor and working class much harder than the Poll Tax ever did, and between us we managed to get that scrapped – let’s do the same with the Housing Benefit reforms. Please forward on to anyone you think might be interested in supporting us in overturning these ridiculous proposals.




Factoring

QUALITY IN COMMON: RESIDENTIAL PROPERTY MANAGERS AND LAND MAINTENANCE COMPANIES IN SCOTLAND
CORE STANDARDS FOR A VOLUNTARY ACCREDITATION SCHEME - DRAFT FOR CONSULTATION 
This consultation closed in August and the consultation analysis is now available on the Scottish Government website at the following link: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/09/28094742/0
The individual responses of those who have given their permission for publication are available at the following link: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2010/11/02091432/0.
The Scottish Government has started the process of considering what changes should be made to the standards in the light of this information. They have indicated that they will be happy to supply a paper copy of either the full analysis or the research findings on request. 
PROPERTY FACTORS BILL

Meanwhile the Local Government & Communities Committee has given its backing to Patricia Ferguson’s Property Factors Bill, which will create legislation to back up the accreditation scheme with a more mandatory status. SFHA is currently lobbying to exempt RSLs from the fees associated with participation. 
Wider Planning for an Ageing Population – Update

The “Wider Planning for an Ageing Population” advisory group met again on 1st November to consider the draft report on the recent consultation. A final version of this will be available shortly and we will ensure it is circulated to members. One of the most important conclusions of the consultation is that Outcome 1 (i.e. the need for clear strategic leadership at national and local level) and Outcome 3 (i.e. the need to ensure that investment in new housing provision across the sectors meets future needs of older people) emerged as the most important priorities across all consultation responses. The group also considered a draft action plan which has been drawn up by the Scottish Government, which includes an undertaking that the Scottish Government will commission research on the cost-effectiveness of low-level preventative services, which in light of recent budget discussions and negotiations at Parliament is something we particularly welcome. The group also discussed the first draft of the Strategy for Housing for Older People which will come forward from this work stream – the next meeting of the group in February 2011 will be a workshop on this strategy, with a further meeting in June 2011 to progress the action plan in light of whatever has happened in the Scottish Elections. 

Right to Buy

The Housing Bill has now passed Stage 3 and is awaiting Royal Assent, with no further changes to the Right to Buy proposals, despite our best efforts.
As a reminder, the changes are:

Ending the Right to Buy new supply social housing

· The proposal effectively amends existing RTB legislation to include a definition of ‘new supply housing’.

· The definition of ‘new supply housing’ will be any new lets after the date of implementation of the Act (as yet unknown), plus any re-lets of properties built after 25th June 2008.
· There will be exceptions (such as those forced to move because of demolition, or those forced to transfer because of the anti social behavior of others).
Ending the Right to Buy for new tenants

· Existing RTB rights will be untouched.

· All first-time tenants would NOT have the RTB.

· All tenants returning to the sector from a different sector would NOT have the RTB.
· The definition of ‘new tenant’ will be any new lets after the date of implementation of the Act (as yet unknown)
Reforming pressured-area designations

· The maximum period of a PAS designation will be increased from five to ten years.
· Particular types of housing, as well as areas, will be able to be designated.
· Responsibility for designating pressured areas will now lie with local authorities.
Another stated objective of the RTB ‘reforms’ (though this isn’t really a reform as such) was for the Government to develop guidance for RSLs seeking extensions to the ten- year suspension on RTB.
I have already had preliminary discussions with civil servants about a possible application process for individual housing associations and co-operatives to apply for an extension of the 10 year RSL exemption under Section 44 of the Housing (Scotland) Act 2001. This includes the type of information that the Scottish Government might expect each organisation to provide in support of their application. 
The object of this exercise is to enhance, as far as possible, the prospects of success for individual applications. 
In light of all the above, I am encouraging all affected housing associations and co-operatives to write to any tenants who currently fall within the exempt category to inform them of your intention to apply for an extension of the exemption. I have drafted a template letter - please contact me if you require a copy.

Housing Policy Discussion Paper  
The Scottish Government’s Housing Policy Discussion Paper, Fresh Thinking; New Ideas http://housingdiscussion.scotland.gov.uk/, signalled the start of a debate about both the supply of new housing and the management of existing stock. The debate takes as its starting point the economic downturn and the consequent challenges that this presents for all of us and, is looking for our sector’s views on the potential for new and existing sources of funding and on making the most of existing assets. 
The discussion paper sets out the current and likely economic and fiscal operating climate, considers the housing policies that will be required to meet the challenges of the next 5 years, and beyond. It makes the point that the Scottish housing system is facing unprecedented challenges and that radical thinking and action is required on the way housing is financed, produced, allocated and managed. Five key themes are discussed:
Chapter 1 examines the evidence about Scottish housing need and asks where Government’s priorities should lie.
Chapter 2 discusses some potential new ways of generating housing investment to increase supply, and asks which of these are the most viable.
Chapter 3 focuses on our existing stock and seeks views on how we might make more flexible use of it to support greater choice and better housing outcomes. This is the chapter that housing managers are likely to have the most interest in.
Chapter 4 looks at the quality of homes and places and the challenge of reducing carbon emissions.
Chapter 5 considers how each of the main players in the housing system can play its part in addressing the challenges.  

The SFHA facilitated 5 reference groups (one for each of the chapters) which fed into the SFHA’s formal submission, which can be found here http://www.sfha.co.uk/component/option,com_docman/Itemid,106/gid,159/task,cat_view/ 
We are expecting the Scottish Government to publish a Policy Statement in the New Year. They have already made it quite clear that they do not intend to go down the route chosen by the Coalition Westminster Government of ending tenancies for life and enforcing ‘affordable’ (sic) rents that are 80% of market value.

Membership Strategy

Colleagues may have become aware that my role within SFHA has changed recently. Just to clarify things. I have accepted responsibility for taking forward the SFHA Membership Strategy. This is likely to take up around 50% of my time. The remaining 50% will be spent dealing with housing management policy issues, and I will still be responsible for the staff forums and good practice guidance. However, it is likely that some of my SFHA colleagues will have more involvement in housing management issues than was previously the case. We will keep you informed if any contact details change, but for now please still contact me in the first instance.  

SFHA Housing Management Conference 2011

This year’s housing management conference returns to Cameron House, Loch Lomond, for the second consecutive year, on Monday 21st and Tuesday 22nd February 2011. Booking forms should be available before Christmas, early booking is advisable.   
Andy Young, SFHA Policy & Strategy Manager, 8th December 2010
Direct Line: 0141 567 6081 Mob: 07887 888347 Email: ayoung@sfha.co.uk
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