








APPENDIX A
Three Rivers Choice Homes

Inclusion Policy
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Background

The Three Rivers Choice Homes is the Council’s choice based letting housing allocation scheme. Three Rivers Choice Homes is part of a consortium of four other Hertfordshire councils who have come together to develop a choice based letting scheme.  The consortium is call Herts Choice Homes and includes Hertsmere Borough Council, St Albans City and District Council, Three Rivers District Council, Watford Borough Council and Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council 

Under the Council’s old housing allocation scheme, applicants would apply to the housing register, and then wait to be made an offer (usually a maximum of one or two depending on the circumstances of the applicant. The Council has a high demand for social housing and a low supply.  As a result a high percentage of people on the register are unlikely to be offered accommodation by the Council and so therefore would be waiting for years with no realistic prospect of being housed.  Through CBL applicants will be given a realistic view of their chances of being re-housed.  Where their chance of being re-housed is relatively low, they will have access to advice on alternative housing options. 

Under choice based lettings we will advertise empty housing association properties. Applicants on the housing register will be able to ‘bid’ (express an interest in properties) which they feel will fit their needs. These applicants will then be prioritised according to their housing need, with the top applicants being invited to a viewing of the property. There will be no penalties for refusals.

This means applicants will have to be much more active, looking for vacancies, deciding whether the homes match their needs, and then expressing their interest in those properties. For TRCHs to be successful and fair the scheme must be open and accessible to all applicants. Due to the high demand for housing in the Three Rivers area we cannot ensure housing unless an applicant is in high housing need. Even though some applicants may need some level of support to access TRCH and need support to use the system, this will not necessarily reflect their level of housing need.
Purpose

This strategy sets out how we will:

•  Maximise access to the scheme

•  Make information on empty properties as widely available as possible

•  Ensure support is available to applicants who may need it

This strategy links with the

Strategic plan

Housing strategy

Homelessness strategy

Aims

The Council’s Three Rivers Choice Homes Inclusion Policy is an integral part of the Council Draft new Housing Allocation Policy – Three Rivers Choice Homes.  The Inclusion Policy and Vulnerability Compact aims to ensure that the Council’s proposed new housing allocation scheme, Three Rivers Choice Homes, is accessible to all sections of the community, particularly people who may not have access to choice for reasons of disadvantage, such as those who are vulnerable, or other groups, eg older people, or people who do not speak English, or people with literacy problems.  We want to empower people to make their own choices and decisions and provide support to help people to do so.
applicants who need support 

Available research on Choice Based Lettings identifies three areas in which applicants may need support to use the scheme: 

• Access to information on housing options

• Access to bidding 

• making decisions and making a bid

The usual way to view this issue is to suggest categories of people who may need help to use the system.  Suggestions are wide and inclusive: older people, people with learning difficulties or mental health problems, homeless households, younger people, people with drug or alcohol problems, people leaving rehab or prison, care leavers, people with medical needs, people with English as a second language, people with literacy problems, gypsies and travellers.

Although some applicants may need support to use the system; this will not necessarily reflect their level of housing need. 

People’s ability to access the scheme will change as time goes on.  At the beginning of the scheme most applicants will need information before they can use it.  We will also need to give this information in different languages and formats.

There are many reasons why an applicant will find it difficult to access the scheme, such as mobility problems, lack of decision-making skills or poor reading and writing skills.  We will focus on removing the barriers.

Barriers to choice based lettings

We have looked at the three main steps of choice based lettings: accessing information, bidding, and decision making:

Accessing information:

Reading and writing skills

Speakers of other languages

Chaotic lifestyles

Lack of knowledge

Visual or hearing impairment

Learning difficulties

Mobility issues

Geographical isolation- rural communities

Living outside the area

Mental health issues

Accessing bidding:

Chaotic lifestyles

Learning difficulties

Visual or hearing impairment

Geographical isolation

Mental health issues

Literacy

Speakers of other languages

Decision making:

Life skills

Confidence

Chaotic lifestyles

Learning disability

Mental health issues

This list is not intended to be exhaustive, but simply identifies some issues which may mean an applicant requires support.

Diversity and Inclusion

We value diversity and inclusion.  We want to ensure that people engage with our services.  We recognise that people may have different issues that affect how they  use  the scheme.  

An Equality Impact Assessment has been carried out to identify what actions need to be taken to ensure inclusion from all groups.  The actions identified are:

· Our IT system will allow us to collect data on specific equalities groups.

· Take action to remedy any adverse impact on equalities groups, which may be identified through consultation exercises and the monitoring and evaluation process.

· Advertising of properties must be as wide as possible to ensure accessible to all, including a range of methods to appeal to all groups.

· Responses should be made using website, telephone, text, fax, proxy bidding, kiosk, personal caller’s etc – as wide a range of methods as possible to encourage ease of use.

· Ensure translation services.

· New dedicated website should have information available in different community languages.

· Main leaflet will be available in the  community languages.

· Older people need reassurance more traditional methods of bidding (applying) will be available.

· Staff from external agencies will need to be trained to give advice on how the scheme works, and how to bid for properties.

· Monitoring arrangements must be robust and relevant.

· Training and awareness sessions for staff and partners.

The Three Rivers Choice Homes Housing Allocation Policy 

A summary of the Council’s housing allocation scheme will be given to every person on the Council’s housing register. In addition a leaflet on how to use the scheme will be provided. 

Inbuilt Solutions

In developing Three Rivers Choice Homes we have found solutions to some of the barriers. We have looked at the three main steps of choice based lettings: accessing information, bidding, and decision making. Some of the ‘softer’ barriers suggested above will be dealt with by support provision which is detailed in the following table.

	Barrier
	Description
	Solution

	
	
	

	Access to information
	Applicants requiring general information
	The Customer Service Centres all have high service standards and will be able to provide applicants with information regarding the scheme, and also direct any queries to experienced staff for issues they are unable to deal with.

	
	Applicants requiring information in different formats
	There will be a variety of ways to see property information including the website and a free sheet at pick up points and at the Council  and Thrive Homes offices.  Staff will be able to explain information to people who may be visually impaired, have literacy issues etc.

The website and free sheet will make use of symbols designed to aid understanding on the facilities of the property and who the property is suitable for.

	
	Knowledge of CBL and accessing housing
	There will be clear information on who is eligible to join the housing register, how to apply and how to use the CBL system.

	
	Applicants requiring information in different languages
	The website will be available in a range of community languages.  This will work alongside existing council translation services and the availability of information in a range of formats.

	
	Applicants who may be housebound
	We can target mail outs of property information by post to geographically isolated people, or people with mobility issues who cannot access the information on line.  We can also email or send property information to agencies and advocates.

	
	Applicants having information on where they can access information
	We will inform all applicants when they register of where they can access information.

We will collect and distribute information on IT facilities available in the district and their opening hours etc.

	
	Applicants require training to access information through the website
	Basic training can be given to applicants to access the scheme online at a PC/kiosk available at the Council offices.  This will, in essence, be an orientation of the website.

	Access to bidding
	Applicants may require different methods to bid.
	A wide range of bidding methods will be made available: website, automated telephone, contact with the Council offices (in person, by email, by telephone, by proxy) and text bidding.

	
	Applicant may not be able to place bids themselves
	Advocacy bidding will be allowed on an informal basis to make use of existing networks of informal support from family, friends and neighbours.  To bid, they will only need the person’s application reference number.  As, in general, there will be no penalties for refusals, there should not be any resulting problems – however, advice will be given to advocates to encourage them to only bid for properties they feel the applicant would be happy to accept.  If we are required to give information, there will be a formal procedure to ensure confidentiality.

In some cases, the Council will agree to set up automatic bidding for the property.  As the system can in the main only do this using broad criteria it is not envisaged that this method will be used often.

	
	Applicant may require training to bid using certain methods.
	The Housing staff  will be available to train people on how to bid.  They will also encourage people to make use of all the bidding options available to them, so if their circumstances change and one method will no longer be available to them, they will be able to use another.

	Decision Making
	Applicant is not confident in making a decision relating to accepting/refusing a property.
	The housing and customer service centre staff will be able to help people with general decision making, but there will be limits to this to avoid too much guidance or a reliance on ‘professional’ opinion overriding a person’s own choices.  No pressure will be put on an applicant to accept/refuse a particular property.

	
	Applicant is not engaging and in a high priority group.
	We have reserved a direct offer facility for certain groups in high priority who do not engage.  There are safeguards of an appeal or complaint procedure.


In the areas of decision making and being able to exercise choice it was decided a support strategy was needed to tackle these areas and this is detailed below.

Support strategy

We need to be able to identify the barriers an applicant can face.  Council staff can do this by:

· Direct contact

· Difficulty in completing the application form. This will trigger contact to see if there are any problems accessing the scheme

· Support agency notified on application form

· A referral or expression of concern from an agency

· Monitoring of bidding- not bidding will trigger a further assessment.

This is a way of identifying potential barriers for new applicants. However, agencies will be able to refer clients for help at any point. Monitoring of bidding will also be able to flag up a change to non-bidding.

To ensure that we identify barriers for existing applicants, we will carry out a survey of all applicants on the Housing Register before the launch. We will ensure they are aware of the change to choice based lettings and how to bid, any barriers they may face and preferred methods of contact. We may be able to identify a solution immediately, or support needs may be identified. This may result in an invitation for face to face help, or advice that a support agency they are in contact with are able to help with bidding. As we are aware of the time constraints and pressures our colleagues are under, support agencies will not be identified as a sole source of bidding help unless the applicant is unable or unwilling to engage with the council staff, and has issues that an agency would also be able to help them with.  We will develop a robust referral procedure to facilitate information sharing with other agencies and to ensure people do not get ‘lost in the system’.

Confidentiality

To ensure people have trust in approaching us for support we have a confidentiality policy. All personal information is held securely, and staff have

a duty to not disclose information on applicants. We will not share information

without an applicant’s permission. 

Information sharing protocol

The Council will advise applicants  of any information sharing protocols.

Who can help?

An applicant can approach many organisations for help with the Three Rivers Choice Homes CBL scheme.  These are listed below.

These are agencies who have been consulted over this strategy, been trained, and/or indicated their willingness to be involved.

(We will add these in after the training program is completed)

Partnership working

We have built partnerships with other statutory and voluntary agencies working in the TRDC area.  We have invited input into this policy.  We are keen to avoid ‘dumping’ responsibilities onto these agencies.  As stated above agencies will not be identified as a sole source of bidding help, unless the applicant is unable or unwilling to engage with council staff, and has other issues the agency would be able to help them with.

We plan to hold information events on the new housing allocation policy. 

Monitoring

We have developed rigorous monitoring procedures to check whether people

from certain categories who are expected to encounter barriers are able to achieve:

• similar or improved outcomes under choice based lettings

• similar properties and quality of properties

• similar or higher levels of customer satisfaction

To ensure our service is available to all sections of the community we will also

monitor rates of access by different groups.

To ensure that people are able to take part in choice based lettings we will monitor bidding patterns. This will not only be non-bidding, but also a negative change in bidding.

If non-bidding is identified, we will contact the applicant concerned if they could reasonably be expected to be a successful participant (for example, in bands A or B). The reasons for their non-bidding will be discussed with them and they will be helped to identify solutions.

Future service improvements

We want to consider issues of raised expectations. This may impact on some groups who are encouraged to access the system, but do not have enough priority to be housed. Some applicants may find this more difficult than others, and may lack the knowledge or capacity to find other solutions to their housing need.  Three Rivers Choice Homes will actively be promoting a housing options approach.

Housing staff  will be able to discuss a whole range of options with applicants including private rented tenancies, existing schemes to access these, and sources of support.

We will set up a system of review of the TRCHs CBL scheme.  This policy will also be kept under review, being reviewed shortly after the launch of the scheme to take into account developments in the system and future plans.

The introduction of choice based lettings will give us more contact with our customers than before, enable us to listen to them, and come up with innovative solutions. 

Considering Impacts

Although choice based lettings does involve considering issues of access for groups, it is important to bear in mind the positive impacts choice based lettings has had in other areas, or is expected to bring.  Department of Communities and Local Government research reveals that customers recognise the extra input they have to make in choice based lettings, but most consider the increased choice and control worth it.  

There will be no penalties for refusing properties bid  through the scheme, so people will be able to choose a property suitable for their needs. We will no longer be making people go to an area they don’t want to live in. It is hoped that it will contribute to community stability when people live where they want to live.

We have also considered some of the less positive potential impacts of choice

based lettings, such as the issue of segregation.  Research carried out on behalf of the CLG has shown that the introduction of CBL has had few negative effects, with segregation actually being reduced in some areas, and the increased chances of homeless applicants being housed in high demand areas.  These issues will be monitored regularly.
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