
Minutes of Housing Committee

Meeting Date:

13 November 2003 starting at 7.00pm

Present:


Councillor J Holgate (Chairman)

Councillors:


In attendance: Chief Executive, Director of Finance, Housing Manager and Surveying Manager.

Also in attendance: Councillor J S Sutcliffe.

510
APOLOGIES

Apologies for absence from the meeting were submitted on behalf of Councillor C Warkman.

511
MINUTES

The minutes of the meeting held on 18 September 2003 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

512
DECLARATIONS OF INTERESTS

There were no declarations of interest.

513
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

There was no public participation.

514
PRESENTATION BY THE Director of Finance 

The Director of Finance gave a presentation to the Committee on housing finance.  He informed them that this was a very complex issue.  Housing finance is split into two areas, the housing revenue account which is borne by the tenants in rents and the housing general fund which is borne by the Council Tax payers.  The funds in these two cannot be interchanged with each other.

The Director of Finance explained that the general fund covered several areas, including housing strategy, homelessness, administration of grants and benefits.  With regard to the administration of grants, this included renovation grants for private home owners, disabled facility grants, improvements to homeless property and grants to enable housing associations to build/convert houses.  With regard to benefits, this included rent allowances for the private sector and Council Tax benefits for either Council house tenants or the private sector.  He informed Committee that we received 95% subsidy from the Government for these benefits.

He went on to explain the housing revenue account.  Expenditure in this account included repairs on maintenance, management, sheltered accommodation, benefits for Council tenants and capital charges.  Income was from two main areas which consisted of gross rents and Government subsidy which is currently nil. 

Rent setting happens each year when the Government makes a suggested increase and then tries to persuade the Borough Council to implement this increase by withdrawing subsidy, although the decision ultimately lies with the Council.  It is the Government’s intention over the next 10 years that the Council should increase the rents to the same level as housing associations and as such we are currently implementing a rent restructuring system to equalise the rents across the Ribble Valley.  The Director of Finance informed Committee that the capital spent in the housing revenue account was mainly on improvements to Council houses and did not include any new build, although he highlighted a recent initiative with regard to private finance that would be the subject of a report later in the meeting.  

He informed Committee that capital receipts were received from the sale of Council houses which are sold at a discount to tenants.  25% of the capital expenditure is allowed to be spent but the other 75% must be set aside and can be used to repay debt.  However, from April 2004 this 75% has to be sent to Whitehall and pooled for them to redistribute to Councils in need.  He remarked that it was very unlikely that Ribble Valley Borough Council would be considered as such.

Councillors asked several questions of the Director of Finance and the Chairman thanked him for his very informative presentation.

515
OPTIONS APPRAISAL UPDATE

The Housing Manager submitted a report updating Committee with regards to the options appraisal for the Council owned housing stock.  She reported that following the presentation made by Mark Seaborn of Pennington Consultants at the last Housing Committee, all options were open to Ribble Valley including stock retention.  Also included as an option was the private finance initiative and it was felt that this should be pursued.  With regard to the Council being able to carry out new build affordable housing or the purchase of existing properties for the same.  In order to make an application for provisional support from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister for this, an outline business case needs to be completed.  It was felt that in order to undertake a submission help would be required from consultants.

RESOLVED:
That Committee:

1.
approve the actions in respect of the options appraisal outlined in the report; and 

2.
approve the proposal for pursuing a general fund PFI as detailed in the report including the appointment of Pennington Consultants to undertake this work.

516
HOUSING STRATEGY UPDATE

The Housing Manager submitted a report updating Committee as to the progress with the writing of the housing strategy.  She informed Committee that by July 2005 we must have a housing strategy and business plan that the Government Office North West accept are fit for purpose.  Following feedback on last year’s strategy, we have agreed with Government Office North West that we would submit by March 2004 which would give us sufficient time to address any weaknesses highlighted by Government Office North West.  The Housing Manager informed Committee that one main difference now was that we have a named contact at Government Office North West who works with us throughout the process in an advisory capacity.

The Housing Manager informed Committee that a sub-group of the Housing Forum had been set up with specific tasks, one of which was to decide the priorities for the housing strategy.  This sub-group have now met and the following priorities had been agreed upon.

1.
Achieving a balanced housing market which includes addressing the shortages of affordable housing across all tenures and client groups, actively engaging with private sector landlords and contributing to the market restructuring work being undertaken by our East Lancs neighbours.

2.
Reducing unfitness and disrepair and delivering decent homes.  This would include improving the condition of the housing stock throughout the Borough but in particular in relation to Council Tax properties banded A and B, this would also include energy efficiency works and ensuring that the Council meets its targets on the decent homes standard and decent homes plus.

3.
To help build sustainable neighbourhoods.  This would include tackling homelessness more effectively and meeting the districts needs for specialist and supported housing for all groups, but specifically in relation to the increasing elderly population and the cross cutting themes would include building cohesive communities by meeting the housing needs and aspirations of all members of the community and tackling social exclusion and community safety issues through a multi-agency co-ordinated approach.  The Housing Manager felt that the initial draft of the strategy could be made available by mid December with a launch date and consultation day in mid February.  This would allow time for final amendments and printing and distribution submission to the Government Office North West by March 2004.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the priorities for the housing strategy as detailed, approve the future timetable and receive a draft strategy for consultation and comment at the meeting of this Committee in January 2004.

517
REVENUE MONITORING 2003/04

The Director of Finance submitted a report on the progress of the revenue expenditure and income on the housing revenue account and housing general fund for the period 1 April – 30 September 2003.  

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

518
CPA REVIEW OF HOUSING AND COUNCIL TAX BENEFIT

The Director of Finance submitted a report for Committee’s information on the Benefit Fraud Inspectorate’s assessment of the Benefits Section.  He reported that the assessment achieved had been fair for current performance with fair to good for capacity to improve.  He reported that in our results in terms of service delivery such as handling and processing benefit claims, were and continue to be in the top quartile of all authorities.  However, it was accepted that there are areas for improvement, particularly in some of our processes which include developing policy documents and monitoring arrangements.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

519
GENERAL REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF COMMERCIAL SERVICES 

The Surveying Manager informed Committee of the progress with various schemes currently being undertaken by the Council and with recent energy efficiency initiatives.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.  

520
PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

The Housing Manager submitted a report informing Committee of the draft performance indicators for the HRA Business Plan.

RESOLVED:
That the report be noted.

521
STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP STEERING GROUP

The Housing Manager reported that a representative was required from the Housing Committee to sit on the Strategic Partnership Steering Group. 

RESOLVED:
That Councillor Joyce Holgate be nominated to this position.

522
MEETING WITH PRIVATE LANDLORDS

The Housing Manager reported that the Steering Group had a meeting arranged with private landlords within the Ribble Valley on the 28 November to which all Councillors were invited. 

523
ROCKMOUNT, PIMLICO ROAD, CLITHEROE

The Housing Manager informed Committee that the scheme at Rockmount, Pimlico Road, Clitheroe would now be going ahead.  This was for Committee’s information.  The Committee thanked the Housing Manager for the time and effort she had put into this important scheme.

524
EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC 

RESOLVED:
That by virtue of the fact that the following item of business be an Exempt Information Under Categories 1 and 7 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972, the press and public be now excluded from the meeting.

525
FORMER TENANTS ARREARS – RECOMMEND WRITE-OFFS

The Chief Executive submitted a report setting out details of debts that the Legal Department had taken appropriate action with and that it was unlikely of recovering.

RESOLVED:
That the list of debts recommended by written off.

526
HOUSE RENOVATION GRANTS

The Chief Executive submitted a report setting out details of four applications which had been received for discretionary disabled facilities grants.

RESOLVED:
That the grants be approved.

The meeting closed at 8.48pm.

If you have any queries on these minutes please contact David Morris (414400).
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