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Chairman’s Foreword and Acknowledgements

Councillor Joe De’Asha: Chairman of the Scrutiny Task Group

The changes to the welfare system that have been made during recent years have
had a major impact on people across the country including St.Helens. With the
introduction of Universal Credit people are receiving their benefits including housing
allowances in a very different manner, and for some people this can prove difficult to
manage.

The Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture and Leisure Overview and
Scrutiny Panel raised concerns about residents in receipt of Housing Benefits and
Local Housing Allowance (which is paid directly to people on housing benefits renting
in the private sector) being able to afford properties in the borough and their options.

A task group was formed to investigate this, in particular the St.Helens area and the
effects on its residents.

Housing costs are increasing, every month for everyone, but people on benefits are
finding it increasingly difficult.

We have learnt through the review process that private sector landlords are
increasingly not accepting housing benefits tenants and those that do are seeing an
increase in rent arrears.

Further work will be required to monitor the local situation to ensure all that is
possible is being done.

| would like to thank the task group members and the Officers involved in the review,
in particular the Housing Benefits Officers, Housing Strategy & Private Sector
Initiatives Officers and Michael Egan from St.Helens CAB for all their hard work. |
would also like to thank the members of the Landlords Forum for letting us attend
their meeting.
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Introduction and Terms of Reference

During the process of agreeing the Scrutiny Work Programme for 2013/2014
the Council’'s Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture and Leisure
Scrutiny Panel agreed to look at Welfare Reform and Housing Provision.
The aim of the review was to investigate how changes to the benefits system
as it is being implemented is effecting the housing provision in St.Helens,
particularly privately rented properties.

The terms of the review were as follows:

To establish the impact Welfare Reform is having on housing stock locally
and nationally.

To clarify the up to date position in terms of housing benefit reform.
To obtain views from Private Landlords in respect of the impact of changes to
the payment of Local Housing Allowance and establish the impact this could

have on the availability of housing stock in St.Helens.

To obtain views from local letting agents as to their experiences.

Method of the Investigation

We received information from Manager Private Sector Housing Services /
Housing Strategy and Policy Development Manager on background
information to Welfare Reform and Housing Provision.

We undertook online research via news articles, published reports etc.
We attended a Landlords Forum meeting held in the Town Hall.

We issued a brief questionnaire to all members of the Landlords Forum.

We met with the Council’'s Housing Benefits Manager to discuss and obtain
local statistics.

We spoke to the Citizens Advice Bureau to gain their comments on what was
happening to local tenants and their thoughts.
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Background

On the 8th March 2012 the Welfare Reform Act received Royal Assent. The
Act legislates for the biggest change to the welfare system in over 60 years.
In response to this the Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture and
Leisure Overview and Scrutiny Panel undertook a short review in March 2013
to investigate the matter further. The report highlighted various changes to
the welfare system which have now been implemented and what we as a
Council are doing to address these areas and support those affected.

From the review came a number of recommendations, one of which was for
St.Helens Council to establish a Welfare Reform Working Group to ensure the
activities of the Council are co-ordinated. The Group meets on a quarterly
basis and acts as a place for sharing information, good practice and
networking between the various representative groups involved.

There is also a Welfare Reform Operational Task Group which meets on a
monthly basis to discuss operational issues.

The changes made in 2012 have affected a large number of services and
people, and Local Authorities across the country have been making
preparations in order to ensure the process operates efficiently.

A number of the changes made were to Housing Benefits for example the
support for paying rent, which is currently paid by Local Authorities, will be
phased out and included in Universal Credit. As a result the housing
component of benefits will be paid to individuals and not directly to social
landlords (Registered Providers).

Universal Credit will see six existing benefits replaced by one monthly
payment. It will be administered by the Department for Work and Pensions
(DWP) and will be paid to those out of work or on low income. It is designed
to promote financial literacy and independence so that claimants can plan and
control household budgets as they move into employment.

Local Housing Allowance (LHA) payments have been made directly to those
who rent in the private sector since 2008. The relevant property amount is
paid directly to the tenant, which is then paid to the landlord by the tenant on
the agreed contractual basis stated in their tenancy agreement.

However, there are growing concerns from private sector landlords that rent
may not be paid on a timely basis and rent arrears levels will, and are
increasing. Currently a landlord will have to wait until eight weeks of rent
arrears have accumulated before they can apply for the LHA to be paid
directly to them.

The under occupancy charge or ‘Bedroom Tax’ as it is more commonly
known, took effect in April 2013, and has reduced the amount of Housing
Benefit that many social housing tenants receive. These regulations restrict
the amount of housing benefit awarded based on the size of the
accommodation and the need of the household. For under occupancy of one
bedroom a 14% reduction will be applied and for under occupancy of two or
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more bedrooms claimants will see a 25% reduction in the housing allowance
paid to them.

Many social tenants are now finding themselves in a property that has too
many bedrooms for their requirements and as a result will see a reduction in
the housing benefit awarded to them. Local Housing Associations do not
have the required amount of smaller properties to meet the demand and
social tenants could be forced to rent in the private sector. There are some
exceptions to this charge, such as pensioners and certain disabled tenants.
The charge also brings social tenants awards in line with LHA.

With more and more private landlords voicing their concerns over the level of
increasing rent arrears, this could present a problem if private landlords
choose not to rent to housing benefits tenants, which at the moment is totally
their choice.

If social housing tenants are looking for smaller accommodation, due to the
under occupancy charge, which are not available from their local housing
agency and private landlords are reluctant to rent to tenants in receipt of
housing benefit, then this could significantly reduce the housing options
available to some residents.

Findings

There has been national press coverage over recent months citing examples
of private landlords issuing notice to their tenants who claim housing benefit
due to rent arrears, which could leave the tenant no option other than to apply
to Local Housing Associations for accommodation if they cannot find another
suitable private property. Having a debt with a previous landlord can result in
exclusion from local waiting lists for affordable housing.

The Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture and Leisure Overview and
Scrutiny Panel over recent months have been monitoring the situation locally
as welfare reforms have been implemented. They wanted to understand what
the local impact on welfare reform had been in relation to the operation of the
private rented sector locally and to understand better the perspectives of local
private landlords in how they let their properties.

In St.Helens there are approximately 4,000 LHA claimants with 75% of these
payments being paid directly to the claimant and 25% directly to the landlord.

Nationwide research has found that more than half of private landlords are
refusing to accept tenants on benefits with many claiming people not
receiving welfare support were more reliable. Flat and house share website
SpareRoom.co.uk said that a survey of more than 1,000 UK landlords showed
that 59 per cent were stating ‘no housing benefit tenants’ on their adverts

Landlords were asked why they would not rent out their property to housing
benefit tenants and 30 per cent said non-benefit tenants were more reliable,
while 47 per cent said they did not want the hassle of dealing with payment
problems. SpareRoom.co.uk called for changes to the way Local Housing
Allowance was paid, saying that moving back to a system of direct payments
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to landlords could increase the number of homes being let to tenants on
benefits.

Matt Hutchinson, director of SpareRoom.co.uk, said:

‘The planned welfare cuts to housing benefits, coupled with the lack of
affordable housing in the UK, could have a devastating impact on families and
individuals relying on the state for help with living costs. But it seems that
landlords, who have had bad experiences with housing benefit tenants, are
reluctant to help ease the pressure caused by a rental property shortfall,
favouring private tenants instead’.

‘The move to change the way Local Housing Allowance was paid in 2008 was
designed to give those on housing benefits greater responsibility for their
finances, but what this poll shows is that the change has had overwhelmingly
negative repercussions for British landlords’.

‘It’s clear from this survey that a shake-up of the current system of paying
housing benefit to the tenant is desperately needed, and reverting back to the
old structure, where landlords receive rental payments directly from the
council would be a step in the right direction’.

According to the Spare Room survey, 87 per cent of landlords have had
problems with housing benefit tenants not paying rent on time - with 11 per
cent claiming to have had tenants stop paying rent altogether. Landlords said
that problems associated with benefit tenants included late payments,
damage to the property and problems arising from suspension of benefits.
Almost three-quarters, 74 per cent, of landlords said they would not take a
tenant on housing benefit even if the person had a guarantor.

The task group explored these perceptions through a number of methods
during this review, including direct meetings with landlords and the completion
of a questionnaire.

Private Landlords Forum

Members of the task group attended the Private Landlords Forum which is
held several times a year at the Town Hall. The event is organised by the
Private Housing Section at the Council and various speakers are invited.
Approximately 1000 invitations were sent out to the private landlords that are
registered on the Councils database.

Speakers from, Merseyside Fire and Rescue Service, National Landlords
Association, Merseyside Police, Caribou and Citizens Advice Bureau gave
presentations to the attendees. The Regeneration, Housing, Planning and
Community Safety Cabinet member, ClIr Richard McCauley and Clir Joe
De’Asha, Chair of the Scrutiny task group, also spoke briefly at the event.
The guest speakers covered a range of topical issues and the attendance
numbers at the event were good.

The audience presented varied questions to the speakers, with
comprehensive answers given and useful information issued. Feedback from
the audience was positive. Attendance at the forum allowed Councillors of
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the task group to have an insight into the issues that were of concern to local
landlords.

Landlord Survey

A short survey was produced in conjunction with the Council’s Private
Housing Section and sent to nearly 1000 private landlords that have
registered with the Council as having accommodation in St.Helens that they
rent out. A copy of this survey can be found at Appendix 1.

We received 37 completed surveys back with comments documented. The
returned surveys were from a mixture of landlords, i.e. letting agencies and
private landlords. They results were recorded and analysed by the Council’s
Private Housing Section, a full results are shown in Appendix 2.

Bearing in mind the very limited number of returned questionnaires, the
analysis of the returned surveys gave us a snap shot showing that:

The majority of landlords (70%) own less than 10 properties.

The market appears to be stable - high proportion of long term landlords (44%
have been landlord for over 10 years) and relatively low long term vacancy.
25% of landlords are considering expanding portfolio in St Helens.

Majority (84%) landlords rent to tenants receiving LHA but most rent the
majority of their properties to non LHA tenants. 73% landlords said that LHA
tenants resulted in more landlord workload / involvement.

However, of landlords not currently renting to LHA tenants the majority did not
give a reason, with 16% indicating they had a previous bad experience of
LHA tenants and11% actively seeking non LHA tenants.

43% of landlords perceive that rental income would be higher from non LHA
tenants whilst 62% of landlords have tenants who receive LHA but 'top up'
their rent.

60% landlords had noticed changes in tenant payments, with 50% having
tenants in arrears.

24% of landlords said that welfare reform had changed their rental practices,
with 11% saying they expected changes in the future. Over 54% landlords did
not respond to this Question, possibly indicating a lack of awareness re:
proposed changes.

These results give a picture of how local landlords perceive the changes to
the benefits system and the effects that it is having on their rental income now
and in the future.

Meeting with Local Letting Agencies
The Councillors wished to obtain the thoughts and comments from some of

the local lettings agents on what they think the impact of the Welfare Reform
is having on local private sector housing.
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We contacted a selection of representatives from local letting agencies across
St.Helens to invite them either to attend a task group meeting or for the task
group to visit them. Despite numerous attempts we were not successful with
engaging with the agents. The fact that we could not engage with the local
letting agencies was a major concern to members of the task group.

Meeting with Housing Benefits Staff

The task group met with the Benefits Manager and Assistant Director of
Finance, Revenues and Benefits to discuss the issues that the Welfare
Reform is raising within St.Helens.

LHA was originally set at the amount of the 50% mark of borough rent prices,
now it is set at 30%, therefore LHA tenants can only afford to the rent the
bottom 30% of the private housing market, unless they ‘top-up’ there LHA to
cover rent, which could be £20 or more extra per week.

The task group also discussed Discretionary Housing Payments — this funding
can be used for claimants whose housing benefit payment doesn’t cover all of
rent charge. 2013/2014 figures increased from 100 applicants to 2000, this
was mostly due to applications from individuals seeking support due to the
‘bedroom tax’. However, figures show that there are approximately 3000
people affected by this charge in St.Helens. Records also show that the
majority of payments had been made to repeat claimants showing that
suitable, affordable accommodation had not been found.

LHA is currently paid 2 weeks in arrears to claimants, however Universal
Credit will pay 4 weeks in arrears, which could also cause problems for
claimants while managing their finances.

The Council developed a Local Welfare Assistance Scheme following the
abolition of Crisis Loans and Community Care Grants on 31 March 2013. In
which household and white goods can be purchased for residents that are in
extreme financial hardship and are setting up home. Although, approximately
only one third of this grant was spent in 2013/2014.

The Government has indicated that it will cease funding local welfare
provision after March 2015. As such, the underspend in 2013/14 has been
placed in a ring-fenced reserve to ensure that the Council can continue to
support the borough's most vulnerable residents in future years.

The Council also refers claimants to the Citizens Advice Bureau to seek
further advice and signposting to additional grants.

Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB)

The task group met with Michael Egan from St.Helens CAB to discuss the
situation. CAB has seen a rise in Housing Benefits claimants being
sanctioned and delays in payments resulting from this. Part of the service
provided by CAB is to signpost and apply for grants for local residents in
crisis. This can include extra money to relive hardship, white goods, help to
pay fuel bills etc.
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CAB have developed a ‘Good Trust Guide’ that can be found at appendix
three of this report. This gives claimants information to what additional help is
out there to assist them exceptional hardship.

CAB have an important role in advising local people when they are in need.
Their service is based in the Town Centre but outreach work is undertaken by
staff visiting various locations on a regular basis.

Registered Providers

Local registered providers i.e. Helena Partnerships, Riverside and Your
Housing Group have supplied recent figures on rent arrears. Although this
review was primarily focused on private landlords we also wanted to establish
the effects on the social housing market.

Both Helena Partnerships and Riverside reported increases in rent arrears
last year and there is an expectation that arrears will rise again during this
current financial year. Your Housing Group reported a decrease in arrears
but recognised that Discretionary Housing Payments that have been awarded
may have mitigated the impact of welfare reform and the impact of welfare
reform on this and it may only be in the new financial year that the impact
becomes apparent.

The Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture and Leisure Overview and
Scrutiny Panel will continue to monitor the impact of welfare reform on the
local Registered Providers, including information on eviction levels and rent
arrears in this sector.

Conclusions

It is obvious from national and local press that the Welfare Reform is having a
significant impact on the people involved. With confirmation of
implementation dates for more people to switch to Universal Credit, more
residents will begin to move towards this system and therefore the scale of
the impact in St.Helens will increase.

Research from Spareroom.co.uk is showing that more private landlords are
choosing not to rent out to housing benefits tenants due to increasing levels of
rent arrears and delays in benefits payments. This may have a consequential
effect on the level of available, suitable properties on the market.

Through meetings with Officers from various departments within the Council it
is clear that there are some funds available to assist people with financial
difficulties and that Officers signpost people to the correct organisations, such
as St.Helens CAB.

CAB provides an excellent service in supporting the boroughs residents, and
also signposts people to available grants and services.
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The Landlords Forum meetings are very informative and attendance is good
with a wide range of speakers talking about topical issues.

Due to a very low response (3.7%) to the survey we conducted with local
private landlords the results are limited. However, from the landlords who
responded, there was a concern about the impact of welfare reform.

From the responses to the questionnaire, landlords perception is that tenants
in receipt of LHA require more support and management and that half of the
respondents who had tenants in receipt of LAH indicated that they were in
arrears.

Moving to a system of Universal Credit will present a challenge for those who
are currently struggling to manage their finances. Whilst tenants in receipt of
LHA at present are already receiving the payment direct, in future they will
receive their housing costs as part of a wider payment through Universal
Credit.

This review has attempted to test initial perceptions of landlords to these
changes and the concern is that landlords may choose to move away from
letting their properties to people who are in receipt of Universal Credit. If
landlords choose to opt out of this sector, this could put existing tenants at
risk and withdraw options for new tenants to the sector.

The review has explored these issues, however it has found that it is perhaps
too soon in the changeover process to Universal Credit to understand how
landlords will react. Therefore close monitoring of the changes to this market
is a key recommendation of this report.

Recommendations

That the Welfare Reform Group is made aware of this report and the
recommendations made are considered.

That consideration be given to establishing a system to monitor the impact of
welfare reform in relation to the operation of the private rented sector in
St.Helens, and this to be reported to the Environment, Regeneration,
Housing, Culture and Leisure Overview and Scrutiny Panel on a six monthly
basis.

That better links are established with Lettings Agencies to understand their
perceptions of local housing markets.

That the number of people accessing Council services due to the cessation of
an Assured Tenancy is monitored to understand the local changes to rental
markets.

That consideration be given to ensuring that welfare reform is an agenda item
and key topic for discussion at the Landlords Forum.
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That regular updates are given to the Environment, Regeneration, Housing,
Culture and Leisure Overview and Scrutiny Panel with regards to the impact
of welfare reform and statistics from local housing providers.

This report be circulated to local MP’s for their consideration of the potential
impact of Welfare Reform and Housing Provision in St.Helens.
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Welfare Reform and Housing Provision

Rec
No

Recommendation

Responsible Officer

Agreed Action and Date of Implementation

That the Welfare Reform Group is made aware of
this report and the recommendations made are
considered.

That consideration be given to establishing a
system to monitor the impact of welfare reform in
relation to the operation of the private rented
sector in St.Helens, and this to be reported to the
Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture and
Leisure Overview and Scrutiny Panel on a six
monthly basis.

That better links are established with Lettings
Agencies to understand their perceptions of local
housing markets.

That the number of people accessing Council
services due to the cessation of an Assured
Tenancy is monitored to understand the local
changes to rental markets.

That consideration be given to ensuring that
welfare reform is an agenda item and key topic for
discussion at the Landlords Forum.

That regular updates are given to the
Environment, Regeneration, Housing, Culture and
Leisure Overview and Scrutiny Panel with regards
to the impact of welfare reform and statistics from
local housing providers.

This report be circulated to local MP’s for their
consideration of the potential impact of Welfare
Reform and Housing Provision in St.Helens.
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