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1
PURPOSE

1.1
To inform Committee of the proposed changes, by the Rent Service, to the Ribble Valley locality and its possible consequences.

1.2 Relevance to the Council’s ambitions and priorities.

· Council ambitions (Community Objectives/Corporate Priorities)

The benefits service is a key element in our aim to match the supply of homes in our area with the identified housing need.  These proposals will have a direct impact on the affordability of housing for local people in receipt of housing benefit.

2 BACKGROUND

2.1
Every claim for Housing Benefit from tenants of privately rented accommodation (not registered social housing) must be referred to the Rent Service to determine if the rent is reasonable.

2.2 The Rent Officer determines if he/she believes that the rent is reasonable for the accommodation concerned, if the property is larger than required, and also a local reference rent (the average rent for property of that size in the locality).

2.3 The Housing Benefit calculation is then based on the lowest of these figures i.e. the reasonable rent for the property concerned, the rent for a property of the correct size or the local reference rent.

2.4 Currently the Rent Service have indicated that approximately 25% of rents referred to them in the Ribble Valley locality are restricted to the local reference rent.

2.5 In 2002, the legislation which defined a locality for Housing Benefit purposes was altered.  A locality means, for the purposes of the Rent Officers (Housing Benefit functions) Order 1997, an area:

(a)
comprising two or more neighbourhoods, including the neighbourhood where the dwelling is situated, each neighbourhood adjoining at least one other in the area;

(b)
within which a tenant of the dwelling could reasonably be expected to live having regard to facilities and services for the purposes of health, education, recreation, personal banking and shopping which are in or accessible from the neighbourhood of the dwelling, taking account of the distance of travel, by public and private transport, to and from facilities and services of the same type and similar standard; and 

(c)
containing residential premises of a variety of types, and including such premises held on a variety of tenancies.”

2.6 The localities in the North West are not currently set on local authority boundaries.  The West Pennine locality, which covers Pendle, Burnley and Rossendale also contains Read and Simonstone.  Similarly the Central Lancashire locality, which covers Preston, South Ribble and Chorley also contains Longridge, Chipping, Ribchester and Knowle Green.  However, a Ribble Valley locality exists that has Clitheroe at its centre and covers all other parts of the Borough from Slaidburn and Tosside to the north, and Mellor, Billington and Langho to the south.  Finally, the East Lancashire locality covers most of Blackburn and Hyndburn.

2.7 As you would expect the local reference rents for the Ribble Valley locality are significantly higher than those of East Lancashire, Central Lancashire and West Pennine localities.  For example, the local reference rent for a typical family with two children could be up to £20 per week less in the East Lancashire locality in comparison to the Ribble Valley locality.

3 ISSUES

3.1 The Rent Service recently contacted the Housing Benefit section to inform us that they were reviewing all localities in the Country.

3.2
They have informed us that they are proposing to abolish the separate Ribble Valley locality and instead merge it with the East Lancashire locality that covers Blackburn and Hyndburn.

3.3
The Area Valuation Manager dealing with the review, in the North West, has informed me that the Ribble Valley locality should never have been separate.  He believed that the locality as it currently stands does not meet the criteria of a locality as defined in the order.

3.4 The consequence of this would see local reference rents reducing across the board in the current Ribble Valley locality.  All new claims for Housing Benefit and any existing cases where the circumstances change will be affected immediately.  All other cases will be affected within 12 months as we are required to refer claims to the Rent Service every 12 months.

3.5
Reductions in the amount of Housing Benefit payable in the current Ribble Valley locality will lead to it becoming less affordable for persons claiming Housing Benefit to remain in the area.

3.6
Reduction in the level of Housing Benefit payable may also make it less attractive to let a property in the Ribble Valley.  This may lead to a reduction in the number of properties to let and would also reduce the incentive of property owners to bring empty properties back into use.

4 ACTION TAKEN

4.1
A meeting took place between the Director of Resources, the Revenues and Benefits Manager and Nigel Evans MP.  Mr Evans was made aware of the proposals and he has written to the Rent Service outlining his objections.

4.2 The Revenues and Benefits Manager has had several meeting with the Rent Service and has put his outline objections in writing.

4.3 The Revenues and Benefits Manager has been in contact with Lancashire County Councils Welfare Rights section to enlist their help.

5 RISK ASSESSMENT

5.1
The determination of localities is the responsibility of the Rent Service alone.  However, the following implications may result:

· Resources – Reduction in levels of Housing Benefit in the area could see increases in request for discretionary Housing Benefit, which has a cost to the Authority if granted.  This may also lead to persons on benefit moving away from the area resulting in fewer claimants and as such reduced levels of administration subsidy from central government.

· Technical, Environmental and Legal – As indicated this decision must be made by the Rent Service.

· Political – The Council’s ambition to ensure that there is sufficient affordable homes for local people who are in need will be more difficult to achieve.

· Reputation – Although this decision is the responsibility of the Rent Service, as Housing Benefit is paid by RVBC we will receive criticism as a result of these changes.

6
RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1
The management team believe that we should write to the Secretary of State to express our concerns.

6.2 That we make representation to the Rent Service outlining our objections to the proposals.
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