Draft SELHP Response to DWP's public consultation “Supporting People into Work: the next stage of housing benefit reform” 

I am responding to the DWP's public consultation “Supporting People into Work: the next stage of housing benefit reform” on behalf of the SE London Housing Partnership (SELHP) Homelessness and Private Sector Groups.

Generally the experience of the SELHP boroughs is still that the majority of private sector landlords prefer not to let their properties to households in receipt of housing benefit (HB). This is supported by the results of our recent sub-regional Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) which found that only 18% of those renting in the private sector in SE London were in receipt of HB and also by research such as the Shelter “For Whose Benefit” Report, published in Dec 2009. 
We believe that the introduction of the LHA acted as an incentive to some landlords due to the clarity around published LHA rates and the link to median private sector rent levels. However the fact that LHA can only be paid direct to landlords in certain cases is a disincentive. In order to significantly increase the numbers of landlords prepared to let their properties to households in receipt of HB it would be necessary for LHA payments to be payable direct to landlords.
Any changes to the LHA system should ensure that accepting tenants on housing benefit is sufficiently attractive to landlords so that it does not make it even more difficult for HB dependent households to secure private sector accommodation. 

We share the Government’s concern about paying money to landlords who are not prepared to maintain their dwellings to a decent and safe standard and linking the payment of HB to improvements in standards may be a good idea in principle. SELHP boroughs and Registered Social Landlord partners already have experience of incentivising landlords by linking the payment of certain grants (e.g. empty homes grants, temporary social housing grant) to the delivery of improved standards. However there needs to be a balance to ensure that landlords do not have to “jump through too many hoops” or the idea will simply reduce the number of landlords willing to house HB dependant households. There may also be resourcing and training issues relating to the need to carry out inspections of properties. 
Specifically (Qu.13 in consultation), making HB entitlement dependent on the property meeting certain standards is likely to make it more difficult for vulnerable households to access properties. Linking direct payment of LHA to the landlord to meeting a certain quality or energy standard (Qu. 14) would be a useful incentive but again there is potential for negative impact on vulnerable households. Currently direct payments are seen as an option which can be used for the protection of vulnerable tenants, rather than as a benefit for landlords. Allowing local authorities discretion to use this facility may be an answer.
Finally, initiatives such as the Settled Homes Initiative are relying on a sufficiently stable LHA system, subject to as few changes as possible, to ensure their successful delivery. Any changes in the system need to take this into account and it is for this reason that we would not advocate wholesale revision of the Broad Rental Market Areas.
SELHP February 2010
