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Tackling overcrowding and under occupation in housing association stock: review of a pilot with Hexagon HA.

1.  Summary
1.1. This report reviews the piloting of an approach to under occupation and overcrowding with Hexagon Housing Association based on offering overcrowded & under occupying households advice about their housing options.

2. Background

2.1 The pilot was set up to test some of the ideas behind a SE London Housing Partnership “Outline RSL Agreement” dated the 4th January 2011, about tackling overcrowding and under occupation.


2.2 This document was never ratified, but an important element in it was the idea of housing associations taking a more interventionist or ‘casework’ approach to under occupation and overcrowding in their own stock.


2.3 Nina Morris (SELHP Overcrowding Co-ordinator) worked with Hexagon Housing Association to carry out the pilot. She was based at the Hexagon office for 2 days per week between January and March 2011.


3. Costs


3.1. SELHP funded the post of the Overcrowding Co-ordinator and Hexagon provided the office space and other associated office resources. 

4. Work undertaken


4.1. To initially set up the project it was necessary to identify Hexagon’s overcrowded tenants and any under occupying tenants living in properties with 3 or more bedrooms.  Hexagon was able to confirm details of:-

· Under occupiers on transfer list - 67

· Overcrowded households on transfer list – 181

· Tenancies over 3 bedrooms and over 10 years – 492  (of which 4 came forward as under occupiers)


4.2. A sub-regional housing options ‘tool kit’ was adapted in order that it could be used as the basis of home visit interviews.


4.3. A ‘flyer’ for overcrowded and under occupying households was designed and printed.


4.4. All the above households (para 4.1) were written to regarding the pilot providing them with a pre printed reply slip and freepost return envelope.


4.5. Following responses, households were contacted to confirm their details for initial eligibility, their rent accounts were checked and home visit appointments were arranged.


4.6. Prior to all visits ‘case working’ files were set up.


4.7. 14 home visits were completed, at which advice was given and where appropriate applications and referrals were completed and forwarded onto the relevant schemes.  File notes were updated and tenants were contacted confirming the work undertaken.


4.8. All of the overcrowded households were written to who had responded to the pilot, acknowledging receipt of their ‘reply slip’ and informing them that Hexagon would be in contact with them shortly.


4.9. The work was handed over to Hexagon trainee who will be continuing the work commenced in the pilot.


4.10. To provide an indication of the tasks involved and how time was spent, a day-by-day breakdown is set out in Appendix A.



5. Outcomes


5.1 22 under occupying and 53 overcrowded households responded (approximately one third of the total number of overcrowded and under occupying tenants who were written to).
5.2 14 under occupation households were visited and provided with housing options advice.
5.3 As households started to enquire about the project it became possible to update transfer list information e.g. who was living in the property, personal details, contact information. 
5.4 Further investigations showed that some households had rent arrears that would prevent them from being eligible to move – though some were prepared to clear their account in return for a move.
5.5 Three households specifically asked about proposed changes to HB and tenancies and the introduction of “Affordable Rent” (80% market rents) and how this would affect them.
5.6 One household wanted to downsize from a 3 bedroom street property to 2 separate 1 bedroom flats (for the tenant and his adult son) but this was not compatible with Hexagon’s allocations policy.
5.7 The following options were identified as relevant to the 14 households that were provided with advice:-


	Scheme
	Number of households to which relevant

	Rehousing for Adult non-dependants
	1

	Perfect Fit - (Sub-regional underoccupation scheme moving within the SE sub-region)
	7

	Just Right – (Sub-regional underoccupation scheme moving to the East Kent coast)
	3

	Housingmoves – (access to Seaside & Country Homes for Over 60s and to ‘Choice Based Mobility’ for Over 55s 
	3

	Mutual Exchange – (House Exchange, Home Swapper)
	3

	Low Cost Home Ownership 
	1

	Private Rented Sector 
	2

	Sheltered Housing 
	0

	Internal schemes
	6


5.8 Advice was given on all of these options and where necessary referrals 
were made - with the exception of Low Cost Home Ownership and the Private Rented Sector where tenants made their own enquiries.
5.9 Offers of accommodation made (prior to April 2011):
1 x household offered property via Perfect Fit scheme – Refused as too small
3 x households offered properties via Just Right – 1 Refused as too small, 2 waiting to view
1 x household offered property via internal scheme – awaiting outcome
5.10 It is anticipated that some households will be re-housed as a consequence of the pilot. These are households who would not otherwise have been re-housed.


6. Key lessons and issues 


6.1 The response rate of approximately one third may have been greater had under occupying tenants’ attention been drawn to government proposals to reduce housing Benefit for under occupying tenants of working age from 2013

6.2 From the initial interviews undertaken it was clear that not all households were aware of the different housing options available to under occupiers - this despite Hexagon including information in tenant newsletters etc. It was only as a result of contact and a home visit that households had a full awareness of their options, particularly those based on cross borough or Out of London moves. Most households were open to transferring to other landlords.  


6.3 A lot of administrative work was undertaken by the SELHP Overcrowding Co-ordinator as part of the pilot – if this had been done in-house it would have enabled more casework, especially for overcrowded households.
6.4 The 14 under occupying households could be perceived as constituting a case load that requires a degree of management by a dedicated officer. The same could apply to the most severely overcrowded households. Generally, under occupying and overcrowded households can be encouraged to pursue the options they have been given and to realise the limitations of a reliance on being on a transfer list. Only for a small number of households would an officer pursue options on their behalf. 

6.5 For overcrowded households it may be particularly necessary to impart a reality check about their prospects of being re-housed and to encourage them to consider their options accordingly.

6.6 The pilot was used to impart up-to-date options to households – but it could also have been designed to ensure that information about those households themselves was accurate and up-to-date.

6.7 Carrying out home visits and interviews is relatively time consuming and may not be achievable for other than under occupiers and the most severely overcrowded households. However home visits do offer an opportunity to confirm households’ circumstances.

6.8 It will be important to ensure that households who have been contacted are not left feeling ‘high and dry’, possibly having had their expectations raised. 

6.9 For a few cases options were restricted due to the housing association’s own allocations policies. 

7. Recommendations


7.1 For under occupying tenants, housing associations should consider allowing sufficient flexibility in their allocations policies to:

· Allow under occupying households to split

· Allow under occupiers with rent arrears the opportunity to clear arrears to move

· Allow downsizing tenants to still under occupy by one bedroom (.e.g. a household releasing a 4 bedroom home, requiring a 1 bedroom home could be allocated a 2 bedroom one.


7.2 Housing associations should maintain ‘active lists’ of under occupying and severely overcrowded households


7.3 Housing associations should ensure that their ‘active lists’ of under occupying and severely overcrowded tenants are made up of households who have received comprehensive advice about their housing options.


7.4 Housing associations should ensure tenants have access to mutual exchange schemes and that officers have scope to create or initiate mutual exchanges.


7.5 Housing associations should build up a  profile of their under occupying households that could be used in planning future tailor made developments


7.6 The SE London Housing Partnership should develop self funding but cost effective proposals for a short term service to housing associations that replicates and further develops the benefits of the pilot scheme.


For further information on please contact:

Nina Morris

SELHP Overcrowding Co-ordinator

Telephone: 020 8308 4128

Email: nmorris@gallionsha.co.uk
	Appendix A

	DAY
	Description

	1
	· Access to Hexagons network

· Training/overview of organisation’s network i.e. tenancy, rents & transfers etc.

· Reviewed transfer and 3 bed plus reports
· Familiarise with Hexagons allocation internal priorities
· Prepare ‘flyer’ to send to overcrowded and under occupying households

	2
	· Finalise ‘flyer’ and print 750 copies

· Adapt sub-regional housing options ‘tool kit’

	3
	· Source 750 outgoing prepaid envelopes

· Source 750 freepost reply envelopes
· Mail merge address labels
· Stuff envelopes
· Advise colleagues of mail out – send them copy of the flyer

	4
	· Stuff envelopes all morning!

· Advise colleagues (Housing Team and Customer Services of mail merge)

	5
	· 9 uocc slips returned – files made

· 30 o/c slips returned – files made
· Email & telephone enquiries responded to

	6
	· 4 o/c slips returned – files made

· 3 uocc slips returned – files made

· Tenancy, transfer and rent a/c checks

· Email & telephone enquiries responded to
· Photo ID badge arranged
· Identify Housing Officer patches – for queries

	7
	· 6 o/c slips returned – files made

· 5 uocc slips returned – files made
· Respond to phone messages, emails and referrals
· Co-ordinated and booked 6 uocc home visits

	8
	· Collate housing option leaflets and application forms

· Explore visitor parking permits
· Ensure diary and outlook up to date with appts and contact details
· Check with Housing Officer and computer system that there are no warnings or special notes

	9
	· 6 x uocc home visits completed

	10
	· Follow on work from previous days visits:-

· Completion of Seaside & Country Homes, Mutual Exchange forms etc.

· Research on internet

· Follow up phone calls

· File notes

· 7 o/c slips returned
· 2 uocc slips returned

	11
	· 2 x uocc homes visits completed

· 2 o/c slips returned
· Follow on work for completed home visits
· Admin - follow on work from phone messages, emails and referrals

	12
	· Admin

· Arrange a ‘sign’ interpreter for home visit
· Further 6 under occupation appointments booked

	13
	· 4 uocc appointments completed

· Follow on work completed 
· Admin work

	14
	· Uocc home visit completed with ‘sign’ interpreter

· Courtesy mail merge to o/c enquiries to acknowledge receipt of their returned slips

	15
	· Prepare ‘case working’ presentation for SELHP Workshop for Housing Association Lettings Managers – 22nd March ‘11
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