	MINUTE NUMBERS 755 - 756



Minutes of Housing Committee
Meeting Date:

Thursday, 24 January 2008 starting at 7pm

Present:

Councillor S Hirst (Chairman)

Councillors:


In attendance: Director of Community Services, Director of Resources, Financial Services Manager, Housing Manager, Housing Strategy Officer and Benefits Manager.

745
APOLOGIES

Apologies for absence from the meeting were submitted on behalf of Councillor D Berryman.

746
MINUTES

The minutes of the meeting held on 3 December 2007 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.

747
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

There was no public participation.

748
REFERENCES FROM OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEES 

There were no references from Overview and Scrutiny Committees.

749
LOCAL HOUSING ALLOWANCE

A presentation was given by the Benefits Manager, Dawn Slater, on the local housing allowance.  This was a reform of the housing benefit system and the payments made for private tenants.  She outlined the introduction to the local housing allowance which covered the amounts of rent, the objectives of the reform, who the new scheme would affect, the determinations and criteria used, length of the award and examples of changes in circumstances, how the payments would be made and the advice that we would be giving to landlords to help them in collecting rents from tenants.  The Benefits Manager gave examples of vulnerable tenants and how these would be assisted.  She highlighted the fact that in future, housing benefit would be made payable to the tenant rather than the landlord in an effort to encourage tenants to have their own bank accounts and take responsibility but that should problems arise, there were ways in which landlords could be helped.  

Councillors asked several questions with particular regard to how this would affect tenants in the Ribble Valley area bearing in mind that Ribble Valley was covered by three separate housing allowance areas which had different allowances.  Councillors felt very strongly that this would have an adverse effect on our social housing in Ribble Valley and that some tenants may well end up homeless where they are not able to manage their own finances.  

The Chairman thanked the Benefits Manager for her very informative presentation.

750
REVENUE BUDGET 2008/2009

The Director of Resources submitted a report asking Committee to agree a revised revenue budget for 2007/2008 together with a draft revenue budget for 2008/2009 for submission to Policy and Finance Committee.  He informed Committee that the revised budget was £2900 lower than the original estimate and this was mainly due to the change in the housing benefit system.  He also reminded Committee that the transfer of the housing stock to Ribble Valley homes on 1 April 2008 would have a significant impact on next year’s budget.  

With regard to the draft revenue budget for 2008/2009 he informed Committee that there were a number of other potential problems that could also have a significant impact on the budget which included job evaluation, three stream waste collection costs, growth items, cost/savings from Longridge Sports Centre, Castle Museum revenue costs, concessionary travel and the triennial in view of pensions.  He reminded Committee that his forecast did not include any additional items that might be requested by Committee or take into account revenue implications of the capital programme.  He informed Committee that the Budget Working Group and Policy and Finance Committee had asked Committees/officers not to include any growth items and to find 5% overall savings in the base budget.  This would involve reducing this Committee’s budget by just under £16,000.  The Director of Resources showed the forecasts both with and without the housing stock transfer.  The increase in direct costs of services would be £90,710 if the housing transfer goes ahead and the Director of Resources highlighted the reasons for these increases.  

With regard to the housing revenue account, he highlighted a reduction in net expenditure of £84,890 which would be transferred to the Council's general fund when the housing stock transfer to Ribble Valley Homes goes ahead.  He also informed Committee that as part of the Secretary of State’s proposals for housing subsidy, there were specific levels of rent increases of 5.41%.  He reported that Ribble Valley Homes were happy with this increase and had requested the Council to give the usual notice to tenants to implement this increase should Committee agree.  With regard to heating charges, he reminded Committee that gas prices had increased considerably and that to take this into account, the charges had been increased to ensure that the tenants would meet 70% of these costs.  The report also included the service charges for other things connected to housing.  

Councillors were concerned that the rent increases should have careful publicity with the tenants to ensure that they understood that the increase was not happening because of the transfer of the houses but that because it is a recommendation from the government.

RESOLVED:
That Committee 

1.
submit the general fund budget for 2008/2009 to the Policy and Finance Committee for approval;

2.
approve the housing revenue account budget for 2008/2009;

3.
agree a 5.14% increase in rents to be implemented on behalf of Ribble Valley homes;

4.
agree the increases in heating charges to sheltered accommodation as outlined in the report;

5.
agree the increases in service charges as outlined in the report; and

6.
agree the increases in other charges as set out in the report.

751
REVISED CAPITAL PROGRAMME 2007/2008 AND PROPOSED PROGRAMME 2008/2013

The Director of Resources submitted a report asking Committee to improve the revised programme for the current year and to consider the future five year capital programme for this Committee.  The main differences between the original programme and the revised programme were highlighted.  With regard to the draft programme for 2008/2013 he informed Committee that the housing revenue schemes had been taken out to reflect the forthcoming housing stock transfer.  It was also reported that early indications from the Government Office North West with regard to our grant allocation for 2008/2009 had not been good and that we would probably only receive 75% of our current year’s allocation.  This may mean that future housing capital schemes would need to be treated in the same way as other Committees with respect to funding schemes from the Council's overall resources, particularly following the transfer of the housing stock.  New capital scheme pro formas for all new schemes had been included in the report.  
RESOLVED:
That Committee 

1.
approve the revised capital programme for 2007/2008 as outlined; and

2.
approve the future five year programme for 2008/2013 as set out in the report.

752
SERVICE LEVEL AGREEMENTS

The Director of Community Services submitted a report seeking Committee’s approval in principle for service level agreements with Ribble Valley Homes post April 2008.  These were in respect of grounds maintenance, cash collection, elderly call monitoring, right to buy, housing benefits and allocations and the waiting list.  The reports highlighted the key points that Housing Committee needed to be aware of with particular regard to the services and how they would operate after the transfer of the houses to Ribble Valley Homes.  There was still some negotiation to take place with regard to these service level agreements.

RESOLVED:
That Committee approve the proposed service level agreements in principle subject to a review following Ribble Valley Homes shadow board and final negotiations between the Council and Ribble Valley Homes. 

753
REGIONAL HOUSING ALLOCATION – FUNDING ISSUES

The Director of Community Services submitted a report informing Committee of the reduction in the regional housing allocation and the potential risk that Ribble Valley may receive no allocation at all. The report highlighted the background to the regional housing allocation and in particular that it was allocated on regional priorities and as such Ribble Valley had been identified as one of the authorities that would receive no allocation.  However, after putting forward a case to the regional housing group, they had decided that a 70% protection should be retained for all authorities and this would mean that we would receive £200,000 instead of £286,000 as in the previous year.  This of course would have an impact on our contribution to disabled facilities grants and the private sector capital programme.  

RESOLVED:
That 

1.
housing capital projects be considered as part of the overall capital schemes by Policy and Finance Committee; and

2.
a letter be written to the MP and the Regional Housing Board expressing the Council’s concern at the way the allocations had been made, and explaining the problems that landlords and tenants will face as a result of the loss of this investment.

754
GENERAL REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR OF COMMUNITY SERVICES 

The Director of Community Services informed Committee of the progress with the various schemes currently being undertaken and the necessity to have these finished by the 31 March 2008 in anticipation of the transfer of the Council houses.

755
EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC

RESOLVED:
That by virtue of the fact that the following items 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.

756
WRITE-OFFS

The Director of Community Services submitted a report asking Committee to approve various write-offs as outlined in the report.

The meeting closed at 8.30pm.

If you have any queries on these minutes please contact John Heap (414461).
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