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Review of Homelessness in Mid Suffolk

1 Introduction

Legislation

A local authority is bound by legislation when considering what duty it owes to a particular applicant. It must decide whether the applicant is eligible, is homeless or threatened with homelessness, is in priority need and is intentionally or unintentionally homeless. Depending on what decision is made there will be either no duty, if the applicant is not eligible or not homeless, a duty to provide advice and assistance in cases where the applicant is not in priority need or intentionally homeless, or the full duty to secure accommodation. Once a local authority has accepted that the full duty is owed, it must then decide whether the applicant has a local connection with the area. 

The scope of the current review and strategy covers not only applicants who are accepted for re-housing under the legislation but other groups such as single people many of whom are not considered to be in priority need and applicants who are intentionally homeless.

What is homelessness?

People who are sleeping rough are certainly homeless but so are other groups of people. For example people who are losing their home because of problems paying their mortgage and people who have been given notice from a private rented property or who have been asked to leave by their friends or families are all considered to be homeless. There may be other reasons why it is not reasonable for someone to continue living where they are such as domestic violence or poor repair.

Homelessness is not only the result of a shortage of affordable housing. Social problems, unemployment, poor physical or mental health, drug or alcohol problems and anti-social behaviour are all factors which can lead to an individual or family becoming homeless.

Housing in Mid Suffolk

Mid Suffolk which has a population of 84,000 is mainly rural with 73% of its residents living in villages and rural areas. Stowmarket, the largest town, has a population of nearly 14,000.

Owner-occupation

81% of households are owner-occupiers. However, the Housing Needs Survey carried out in 2000 shows that there is a lack of owner occupied property at the lower end of the market in Suffolk as a whole and particularly in Mid Suffolk.

Affordability is an increasing problem for first time buyers as the recent increase in house prices has exceeded the growth of incomes in the area. In order to purchase a two bedroom home with a 95% mortgage, an income in excess of £30,000 would be needed.

Rented accommodation

The private rented sector in Mid Suffolk is the smallest in percentage terms of all the districts in East Anglia, making up just 5% of households. The Housing Needs Survey found that only 14% of letting agents would accept Housing Benefit claimants. In May 2002 there were 540 Housing Benefit claimants in private rented accommodation.

Social housing accounts for 14% of households. The Council had 3694 properties as at 1 April 2002 which are being sold at a rate of approximately 70 a year.

Concealed households

The Housing Needs Survey identified 1320 concealed households with 319 projected to form each year. The Council’s Housing Register has 189 applications from people recorded as wishing to form a separate household. 87 are single people, 64 are all adult households and 38 have children.

Population growth 

The population of Mid Suffolk is projected to grow by 9415 (11.5%) between 1996 and 2016. The number of people aged 15 – 29, who are likely to be the main group forming new households, is expected to increase by 9% but the main increase is likely to be in the 65+ age range.

2 Homelessness: the current situation in Mid Suffolk

Mid Suffolk District Council has a responsibility to homeless people. It has a duty to re-house applicants who are in a priority group and not intentionally homeless and to offer advice and assistance to those who are either not in a priority group or who are intentionally homeless. 

	Year
	Spend on B&B


	Homeless Applications
	Homeless Acceptances
	%

Accepted
	Total no of lettings
	% to homeless

applicants
	No of lettings

to h’less
	

	2002/2003
	£20491
	225
	127
	56
	268
	29
	77
	

	2001/2002


	£11,650
	238
	109
	46
	339
	21
	72
	

	2000/2001


	£12,064
	210
	113
	54
	361
	23
	83
	

	1999/2000


	£613  
	196
	90
	46
	360
	19
	70
	

	1998/1999


	£4,392
	195
	89
	45
	409
	13
	54
	

	   1997/1998   


	£6,658
	189
	93
	49
	378
	18
	68
	


Applicants who applied as homeless but were not accepted for re-housing

	
	Not homeless
	Not in a priority group
	Intentionally homeless

	2002/2003
	20
	17
	9

	2001/2002
	23
	40
	8

	2000/2001
	10
	25
	3

	1999/2000
	15
	25
	5

	1998/1999
	11
	21
	6

	1997/1998    
	15
	5
	6


The overwhelming majority of applicants who are intentionally homeless have lost rented accommodation because of a breach of tenancy condition - either accruing rent arrears or causing a nuisance.

Priority Groups

The Council has a duty to re-house applicants who are considered to be in one of the priority groups unless they are intentionally homeless. 

The priority groups are; households with dependent children or someone who is pregnant. Anyone who is less able to fend for themselves due to old age, mental health problems, learning disability, physical disability, illness or because they are homeless in an emergency. 

The Homelessness Act 2002 has added the following groups; 16 and 17 year olds (unless Social Care Services have a responsibility to them), care leavers aged 18 to 21 and anyone who is less able to fend for themselves as a result of having fled violence, having spent time in the armed forces, having served a prison sentence or having a care background. There has not been a significant increase in the number of applicants accepted as being in a priority group as a result of these changes. However the number of 16 and 17 year olds applying in the six months from September 2002 was 10 compared with 14 and 10 in the two previous complete years.

Categories of priority need of applicants accepted for re-housing

	
	2002/2003
	2001/2002
	2000/2001               

	Households with children
	91
	65
	69

	Member of household pregnant
	14
	19
	18

	Old age
	1
	2
	3

	Physical disability
	8
	8
	6

	Mental ill health or learning disability
	7
	14
	9

	Vulnerable young person
	4
	1
	7

	Domestic violence
	0
	0
	0

	Homeless in emergency
	0
	0
	1

	Other
	2
	0
	0

	Total
	127
	109
	113


2002/2003
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Reasons for loss of accommodation amongst applicants accepted for re-housing
	





      
	2002/2003
	2001/2002
	2000/2001

	Loss of rented or tied accommodation
	         39
	  39
	38

	Parents unable to accommodate
	         34
	19
	25

	Relationship breakdown (non- violent)
	         22
	22
	15

	Other relatives/friends unable to accommodate
	        12
	7
	9

	Relationship breakdown (violent)
	        8
	8
	8

	Other forms of violence
	        2
	Not recorded
	Not recorded

	Rent arrears 
	        2
	6
	7

	Formerly in institution or care
	        1
	4
	1

	Mortgage arrears or other loss of home
	        5
	2
	1

	Other
	2
	2
	9

	Total
	127
	109
	113
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Evictions from social housing

Since April 1997 Mid Suffolk District Council has evicted 26 tenants for a breach of their tenancy conditions. Evictions are seen as a last resort by the Council and every effort is made to help the tenant retain their tenancy. Most have been evicted for rent arrears but in a small number of cases it has been because of nuisance and annoyance to neighbours. None have since been re-housed into Council tenancies. 

Single homelessness

Single people are not necessarily in a priority group if they are homeless. They are only considered to be in a priority group if they are less able to fend for themselves than the average person as a result of old age, mental health problems, learning disability, illness or other special reason. 

The Homelessness Act 2002 has added the following priority groups; 16 and 17 year olds (except those for whom Social Services have a responsibility), care leavers aged 18 to 21 and anyone who is less able to fend for themselves as a result of having fled violence, having served a prison sentence, or having a care background.

Number of homeless applications from single people

	
	Under 18
	18 - 24
	25 - 59
	60+
	Total

	2002/2003
	9
	8
	23
	5
	45

	2001/2002
	14
	15
	32
	1
	62

	2000/2001
	10
	14
	22
	5
	51


Outcomes of homeless applications from single people

	
	Accepted
	Not priority
	Did not maintain contact/awaiting decision
	Not homeless

	2002/2003
	17
	11
	10
	7

	2001/2002
	21
	24
	15
	2

	2000/2001
	17
	18
	14
	2


There are currently 87 single people on the housing register who are recorded as wanting a separate household. Some of these may be cases of “hidden homelessness”.

Rough Sleepers

Rough sleeping is not an obvious problem in the Mid Suffolk area and it was not raised as a hidden issue by any of the respondents to the consultation document. However it is likely that people in this position may gravitate to local towns where there are more services. Hostels in Bury St Edmunds and Ipswich report that some of their residents come initially from this area.

Comparisons with other Suffolk authorities (2001/2002)

Mid Suffolk accepts a similar number of homeless households per 1000 in the district (3.6%) to comparable local authorities in Suffolk, such as Babergh, Suffolk Coastal and St Edmundsbury. Forest Heath accepts 2% and Ipswich 5.9%. The percentage of those applying who are accepted for re-housing is more variable, ranging from 80% in St Edmundsbury, 60% in Mid Suffolk, 44 % in Babergh and 33% in Suffolk Coastal, Ipswich 26.9% and Forest Heath 34.4%. 

Predicting future levels of homelessness

Between 97/98 and 02/03 there was a 19% increase in the number of homeless applications made. 

Predicting future levels of homelessness has its difficulties. It is likely to be affected by the national and local economic situation, the levels of interest rates, employment opportunities and wage levels and rates of unemployment, the availability of affordable housing options and the strength of the private rented sector. The Housing Needs Survey which is due to report in the next few months will provide valuable information which will enable us to predict future levels of homelessness.

Homelessness - The current situation in Mid Suffolk - Key conclusions

The last three years have seen increased levels of applications and acceptances compared with the previous three years. In 2002/2003 the number of applications was 15% higher than in 1999/2000 and the number of acceptances 41% higher.
In the last 2 – 3 years the main reasons for homelessness have remained consistent. They are loss of rented accommodation, family or friends asking the applicant to leave and relationship breakdown. In most cases where rented accommodation is lost it is because the owners have decided to sell the property or occupy it themselves. 

More than 75% of applicants who are accepted have children or are pregnant. However, the additional priority groups in the Homelessness Act 2002 may result in a greater number of single people being accepted for re-housing in the future.   

The numbers of applicants considered to be intentionally homeless has remained low (under 10 per year).

3 The Homelessness Service in Mid Suffolk

Mid Suffolk has, until May 2003, had a part time housing officer (0.6 full time equivalent) dedicated to dealing with homeless applications and case work, arranging temporary accommodation and supervising the Homeless Persons Reception Centre (HPRC) and a senior housing officer who spends 30 % of the time on homelessness. Money received from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister specifically for homelessness has enabled us to make the housing officer post full time, initially for 12 months and it is intended to employ a part time admin assistant. This will allow the authority to provide more advice to prevent homelessness and to implement the measures in the homelessness strategy.
There are on average 15 applications under investigation at any one time. 95% of decisions are made within 33 working days, the national average being 86%.

The majority of applicants are housed within 3 months.

Time taken to re-house (from date of decision to start of tenancy)

	
	Under 1 month
	1-3 months
	3-6months
	6 months +

	2002/2003
	27%
	42%
	26%
	5%

	2001/2002
	20%
	65%
	11%
	4%

	2000/2001
	34%
	48%
	15%
	3%


Of the applicants who had to wait for more than 6 months, 4 required general needs housing in Stowmarket, 4 were single people 3 wanted areas in which there are few vacancies and 1 accepted a property which needed a substantial amount of work doing before they could occupy it.

In 2001/2002 83% and in 2002/2003 76% of the homeless households who were given permanent accommodation were re-housed directly, without having to spend time in temporary accommodation provided by the Council.

Temporary accommodation

The Council has a homeless persons reception centre in Stowmarket which is used as temporary accommodation for people who are waiting for a decision on their homeless application or who are waiting to be re-housed. It has 5 rooms with shared kitchen, living room and laundry facilities. In the 11 years since it opened 253 households have stayed there.

There are two part time staff working there 3 hours a day, seven days a week. (0.5 full time equivalent).

They act as caretakers and a first point of contact for residents. The health visitor calls weekly to support any residents with children.

Number of households leaving the HPRC and average length of stay
	
	Number of households
	Average length of stay (days)

	2002/2003
	16
	73

	2001/2002
	19
	50

	2000/2001
	24
	67

	1999/2000
	15
	69

	1998/1999
	23
	37

	1997/1998
	15
	75


Bed and breakfast accommodation

The government has set a target that by March 2004 no homeless family with children should have to live in bed and breakfast except in an emergency and even then for no more than 6 weeks. Mid Suffolk is considered by the government to be a low user of bed and breakfast accommodation.
Gross expenditure on bed and breakfast accommodation

	2002/2003
	£20,491

	2001/2002
	£11650

	2000/2001
	£12064

	1999/2000
	£613

	1998/1999
	£4392

	1997/1998
	£6658


In 2002/2003 income from Housing Benefit and charges made to people in bed and breakfast amounted to £11,160, making the net cost £9331

Number of households leaving B&B and average length of stay

	
	Number of households
	Average length of stay (days)

	2002/2003
	15
	43

	2001/2002
	10
	40

	2000/2001
	14
	41

	1999/2000
	  2
	15

	1998/1999
	10
	37

	1997/1998
	  9
	63


Households with children placed in B&B

	
	With children
	Stay of more than 6 weeks

	2002/2003
	7
	2

	2001/2002
	3
	2

	2000/2001
	7
	1

	1999/2000
	2
	0

	1998/1999
	2
	0

	1997/1998
	2
	0


The use of bed and breakfast for single people may rise due to the additional priority groups introduced by the Homelessness Act 2002.

In addition to the HPRC and bed and breakfast, guest rooms at sheltered schemes have been used 4 times during this period for older homeless people and 5 households have been re-housed from a womens’ refuge.

Some people choose to make their own temporary arrangements rather than go into the HPRC or bed and breakfast i.e. they become “homeless at home”. On average over the last 5 years there are 5 people homeless at home at any one time. 

Temporary accommodation; comparisons with other Suffolk authorities

Mid Suffolk spent more on B&B in 2001/2002 than some comparable Suffolk authorities. Babergh spent £5,142 and St Edmundsbury spent £3,279. However Suffolk Coastal spent over £200,000. 

Mid Suffolk has 5 units of hostel-type accommodation at the HPRC compared to Babergh which has 26, St Edmundsbury which has 18 and Suffolk Coastal 13.

Out of hours service

The Council provides an out of hours service for people who find themselves homeless at the weekend or after 5 pm. A call made to the Council after office hours will be answered by Contact Care who call an appropriate senior housing officer to deal with the situation. Since June 2002 the number of out of hours calls has increased from a very low level to about 2 a month. They have generally been resolved by the officer over the phone either by arranging an appointment at the earliest opportunity inside office hours or when necessary by arranging temporary accommodation at the HPRC or in B&B. It is hoped to be able to formalise the out of hours service and make a payment to the officer on call, to be paid for out of money for homelessness received from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.

Customer satisfaction with the homeless service

16 applicants who had spent time in the HPRC and 11 who had been in B&B over the last 18 months were asked their opinions by means of a questionnaire. The response rate was low; 5 replies from former HPRC residents and 3 from people who had been in B&B. 

Satisfaction with the HPRC was high. Everyone who replied found it clean and tidy. 4 out of 5 thought the facilities either good or fair and the staff helpful. However 2 thought they did not receive enough support during their stay. Respondents were less happy with the standards and facilities in B&B accommodation. 

Only 8 out of 47 people responded to a more general questionnaire about the homeless service. The majority did not already know about the Council’s duties to homeless people but were happy with the way in which they were interviewed about their housing situation and with the amount of information they were given.

In 2002/2003 there were 6 appeals relating to homelessness made up as follows:-

Appeals against:

Decision of intentional homelessness

2

Not priority decision



1

Not homeless decision


2

Local connection



1 

Cost of the homeless service

The total net expenditure on homelessness in 2001/2002 was £68,023. Spending in other Suffolk authorities was:- Babergh £193,182, Forest Heath £37,712, Ipswich £592,398, St Edmunsbury £80,929 and Suffolk Coastal £484,614. (Source The Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy, “Homelessness Statistics 2001-02 Actuals”)

The net cost of the Homeless Persons Reception Centre in 2002/2003 was £9,648. This is comparable with the net cost of bed and breakfast. The accommodation is also of a higher standard, the concierges are able to provide support to residents and for many people it allows them to remain close to their family, friends, schools, doctors etc.

The Homeless Service – Key conclusions

Mid Suffolk has a good record of processing applications within Best Value Performance Indicator time scales, which needs to be sustained. 

The majority of applicants are housed without having to be placed in temporary accommodation.

 Mid Suffolk is considered to be a low user of bed and breakfast. 

97% of homeless households are re-housed within 6 months.

Satisfaction with the Council’s Homeless Persons Reception Centre is high.

Nevertheless the applicants who have to spend time in B&B, particularly those with children, find it a difficult experience. We should be looking to reduce its use to a minimum.

Key objectives of the homelessness strategy

To improve the homeless service by:-

Reducing the use of bed and breakfast accommodation particularly for families with children

Reviewing the suitability of individual bed and breakfast accommodation hotels for particular groups

Increasing support to people in temporary accommodation

Minimising the number of moves within temporary accommodation

4 Housing Options for Homeless People

Applicants who have been accepted for re-housing because they are homeless are in general considered for council vacancies and for housing association tenancies where the Council has been asked for a nomination. In a small number of cases we have been able to nominate an applicant to a private rented tenancy which is leased to the Council or which has received an enhanced council grant for improvement.

The Council has recently decided to discontinue leasing properties from private landlords to let to homeless households as it is no longer considered cost effective. Notice has therefore been given on 5 properties, four in Stowmarket and one in Stonham Aspal. 

Housing of homeless applicants

	
	LA
	HA
	PR

	2002/2003
	64
	13
	1

	2001/2002
	55
	17
	2

	2000/2001
	58
	25
	1

	1999/2000
	48
	22
	2

	1998/1999
	46
	8
	1

	1997/1998
	53
	15
	0


Housing of homeless applicants as proportion of total lettings

	
	Total Council lettings
	% let to homeless applicants
	Total HA lettings
	% let to homeless applicants

	2002/2003
	218
	29
	50
	26

	2001/2002
	263
	21
	76
	23

	2000/2001
	280
	21
	81
	31

	1999/2000
	288
	17
	72
	31

	1998/1999
	329
	14
	80
	10

	1997/1998
	289
	18
	89
	17


Types of council accommodation used for re-housing homeless applications April 2000 to March 03

	1 bed flat
	  7
	3 bed house
	40

	2 bed flat
	56
	1 bed bungalow
	15

	1 bed house
	  2
	2 bed bungalow
	15

	2 bed house
	33
	3 bed bungalow
	  3


Of these, 50% were in Stowmarket. 3 were sheltered accommodation.

4 single homeless applicants were housed into supported housing.

The number of appeals against the suitability of permanent accommodation offered is low.

Applicants accepted for re-housing but not housed

In the two years between April 2000 and March 2002, 222 applicants were accepted for re-housing. Of this number 49 were not re-housed. We do not have information about what happens in all these cases. However a number of applicants, for example those who are homeless as a result of a relationship breakdown, return to their previous address, some find private rented accommodation and a very small number have moved into shared equity housing. Some people do not let us know that their situation has changed or where they have moved to.

Rent Deposit Guarantee Scheme

Mid Suffolk District Council has operated a rent deposit guarantee scheme since 1997 to assist prospective tenants who have difficulty raising sufficient money for the deposit on a privately rented property. The scheme is open to anyone who is homeless or threatened with homelessness, on a low income or in receipt of housing benefit, income support or other state benefit. On average 4 households a year have taken advantage of the scheme.

Home ownership

The failure of incomes in Mid Suffolk to keep pace with the rises in house prices over recent years means that home ownership is not an option for many people who are homeless. The cost of a two bedroom property varies from £90,000 to £115,000, which would require an income greater than most homeless households have.

Orbit Housing Association administer the Homebuy scheme in this area under which households in housing need who have sufficient income to raise a 75% mortgage on a property but not enough to purchase outright, can apply for a 25% equity loan which is only repayable when the property is sold. There has been a low take up of this scheme in Mid Suffolk. 

Empty Homes Strategy

Mid Suffolk District Council’s Empty Homes Strategy aims to reduce the number of empty homes in the area and to increase the provision of affordable housing. Since April 2000, 26 empty homes have been brought back into use or provided by conversion with the aid of Council grants. Of these 5 received an enhanced level of grant in return for granting the Council nomination rights to the tenancy for 5 years.

Housing options – Key conclusions

The majority of people who apply as homeless are on benefit or have a low income and few have savings. 

Most homeless people are therefore restricted to renting from a social landlord or seeking a private tenancy. 

The Rent Deposit Guarantee Scheme has had some success in helping people to access the private rented sector but some landlords are unwilling to accept it. Changing the conditions of the scheme could make it more attractive. 

Single people and young single people in particular have limited housing options in the area.
Key objectives of the homelessness strategy

To increase the housing options available to homeless households by:-

Investigating possibilities to increase the supply of accommodation for single people

Considering ways to increase the use of the Rent Deposit Guarantee Scheme

Increasing the supply of rented accommodation through the Council’s Empty Homes Strategy

Promoting the Tenant’s Incentive Scheme to encourage council tenants to move to smaller accommodation

5 Housing Options and Support for Potentially Vulnerable Groups of Homeless People

Young People

The Homelessness Act 2002 has changed the definitions of priority need in this group of people. All 16 and 17 year olds who are without the support of their families, unless they are the responsibility of Social Care Services, are considered to be in a priority group as are care leavers aged 18 to 21. These groups of people often need a lot of support if they become homeless as well as help to make a successful transition to independent living.
In 2001/2002 14 single people under 18 and 15 between the ages of 18 and 24 made homeless applications. Between April and December 02 there were 10 under 18 and 5 between 18 and 24 years old. The majority became homeless because of a breakdown of a relationship with a parent or step-parent.

The Homeless Code of Guidance suggests that in all cases of homelessness of a young person under 18, reconciliation with the family should be considered but that this should be handled carefully with Social Care Services taking the lead.

There is often a shortage of temporary accommodation for this age group. Some chose to stay on a very temporary basis with friends (i.e. become “homeless at home”) rather than go into bed and breakfast which is in many cases the only other alternative and is usually outside the district.

Support for young homeless people

There is a Joint Agreement between Social Care Services and district and borough councils in Suffolk for dealing with homeless young people. It is currently under review but exists to ensure that both housing authorities and Social Care Services are aware of a young person’s circumstances and that their needs and the responsibilities of the different agencies can be assessed.

There is support available for this age group from The Connexions Service. Connexions advisors provide information, advice, guidance and assistance to access other specialist help to young people up to the age of 20, or 25 for people who have extra support needs. 
Housing options for young people

HEART manages three supported housing schemes for young people aged 16 to 24 in Eye, Stradbroke, and a new scheme which is due to open shortly in Stowmarket. This will provide 4 rooms in a shared house with communal facilities and 5 flats for more independent living. HEART schemes offer life skills programmes and advice on employment and education.

If accommodation is not available at one of the HEART schemes or is not appropriate, general needs housing is often the only other option in the district. One bedroom vacancies are in short supply and whilst the young person may receive some support from Connexions or possibly Social Care Services, there is no currently no floating support scheme in the area.

Renting privately is difficult for young people. Estate agents will not accept people under 18 and if they are not working and relying on housing benefit they are subject to the rule for under 25 year olds which restricts the amount of benefit that can be paid to the amount for a single room. SOLO, an organisation which tries to help single people find lodgings has recently ceased operating in Mid Suffolk which is likely to mean that this type of accommodation becomes more difficult to access.

People with mental health problems

In 2001/2002 14 people were accepted for re-housing because they had mental health problems. In the 9 months from April to December 2002 there were 7.

MACA runs a supported housing scheme in Stowmarket for people with mental health problems. However vacancies arise very rarely and would not necessarily be allocated to a homeless person. Therefore homeless people with this problem are likely to be offered general needs housing. 

MACA operates a floating support scheme to provide help with living independently to a small number of people. Others in this group have their needs assessed and support is provided by Community Mental Health Services or a Community Psychiatric Nurse.

Lone young parents

In 2001/2002 15 lone parents under the age of 25 were accepted for re-housing because they were homeless. Of these one was under 18. The previous year six aged under 25 and none under 18 were accepted. 

This group of applicants are housed in general needs housing. 

There is no specific floating support arrangements however Home-Start offers emotional and practical help to families who have a child under 5. Trained volunteers are matched with a family and typically spend two or three hours a week with them. This can be for a short period to help with a particular problem or for a longer period. 

The Citizens Advice Bureau in Stowmarket has reported anecdotal evidence of this group of people frequently seeking their advice with practical problems such as budgeting, claiming benefits and other difficulties associated with living independently.

Single people

Single people are not necessarily in a priority group if they are homeless. 

There is no hostel accommodation for single people in this area but hostels in neighbouring areas such as Bury St Edmunds and Ipswich report that some of their residents come form Mid Suffolk. This may have the effect of reducing the numbers who approach this authority. 

Solo Housing is a registered charity which aims to develop and maintain accommodation options for single people for whom there is no statutory provision, mainly through a register of lodgings. In 2001/2002 they placed 20 people from the Mid Suffolk area. Solo was part funded by Mid Suffolk District Council but has recently ceased operating in the area due to a change in the funding it receives from central government.

This authority is only able to house a small number of non-priority homeless applicants from the housing register due to the scarcity of suitable vacancies.

People fleeing domestic violence

Between 8 and 10 people are accepted as homeless each year because they are fleeing domestic violence. There are no refuges in Mid Suffolk but there are three in neighbouring areas, Ipswich, Bury St Edmunds and Diss, which provide temporary accommodation and support. Some people experiencing homelessness as a result of domestic violence chose to stay with friends or family whilst they are seeking permanent housing or taking legal advice about their rights but can receive support and advice from one of the refuges.

Older people

The number of older people who become homeless is very small. There were 2 accepted for housing in 2001/2002 and 3 in 2000/2001. 

If temporary housing is needed we try to use a guest room in a sheltered housing scheme rather than bed and breakfast accommodation. There is generally a reasonable number of vacancies for older people, either bungalows or accommodation at one of the sheltered schemes in Mid Suffolk.
People with substance misuse problems

The number of homeless applicants who present with a drug or alcohol problem is very low. However, substance misuse is often associated with other problems such as mental health problems, relationship breakdown and debt and it is possible that some applicants have a substance misuse problem that is not being addressed. General needs housing would be used for this group of people with help and support being provided by Social Care Services, mental health workers and where a particular need is assessed by agencies such as the Drug Action Team or Norcas.

Intentionally homeless people

This year and in 2001/2002 8 households were considered to be intentionally homeless. In 2000/2001 there were 3. All but one were families with children, the other was a single young person. In these cases the Council does not have a duty to provide permanent housing but does have a responsibility to give advice and assistance to find alternative accommodation.  The Homelessness Act 2002 suggests that housing authorities inform Social Care Services when children are involved. 

Housing options and support for vulnerable groups – Key conclusions

There is a shortage of suitable temporary accommodation for young people

Young people have difficulties accessing private rented accommodation

The housing options for single people are limited

Few people present with drug or alcohol problems however these problems are often associated with mental health problems, relationship breakdown and debt, which are prevalent amongst homeless households.

Key objectives of the homelessness strategy

To improve the level of support to homeless people by:-

Visiting people in bed and breakfast at least once a month and assessing their needs in order to facilitate referrals to other support agencies

Examining the possibility of providing a tenancy support service

6 Prevention of homelessness

The Council offers a housing advice service at its offices in Needham Market as well as giving advice on the telephone. Other agencies such as the CAB and Shelter also provide a service in this area. 
In 2002 the Council received 129 general enquiries from personal callers to the office regarding homelessness. Advice was also given on the following subjects, which relate to the prevention of homelessness. Debt problems (3), rent and mortgage arrears (263), security of tenure (2), succession enquiries (2), disrepair (32), pre-tenancy determinations (8), housing benefit (68), harassment and illegal eviction (4) and relationship breakdown (25). 

There are difficulties discovering the outcome of advice. However a questionnaire completed by callers to the housing advice service showed that everyone found the advisor helpful and knowledgeable and the advice they received either very good (60%) or fair (40%).  
No formal arrangement is in place to refer people to outside agencies if more in depth advice is needed. However housing advisors actively encourage contacting a solicitor or the CAB when it is felt appropriate and refer people to other council departments such as private sector housing or the housing benefit section.

Housing officers provide advice to Mid Suffolk tenants who are in arrears with their rent. This includes advice about maximising income through the take up of benefits, making realistic arrangements to pay arrears, and recommending other agencies which can provide assistance. Housing officers are also proactive in dealing with neighbour nuisance complaints, anti-social behaviour and any other breach of tenancy conditions.

The largest single reason for loss of accommodation in this area is the end of a private rented tenancy, typically because the owners wish to sell or move back into the property themselves. Although ultimately this cannot be prevented, negotiations can be entered into with landlords to avoid a family having to go into temporary accommodation. Other reasons for homelessness, such as rent arrears, are avoidable if help is sought early enough and a breakdown in a family relationship can sometimes be prevented but often only with expert mediation which is not currently available in this area.

Prevention of homelessness – key conclusions

There are difficulties in measuring the outcomes of advice given to prevent homelessness

The largest single reason for loss of accommodation is the end of an assured shorthold tenancy because the owner wishes to sell or reoccupy the property

There is currently no mediation service available for people becoming homeless as a result of a breakdown in a family relationship

Key objectives of the homelessness strategy

To increase the number of cases in which homelessness is prevented by:-

Developing better links with other agencies and departments in order to improve access to good advice and assistance to prevent homelessness occurring

Monitoring the number of cases of repeat homelessness and considering possible solutions

Increasing the number of home visits to people who are becoming homeless as a result of a breakdown in relations with family or friends and accessing and promoting a mediation service for people in this category

Developing housing advice surgeries in rural areas

7 Partnership working
Mid Suffolk works with a number of agencies in delivering its homelessness service.

Social Care Services

There is a Suffolk-wide protocol for dealing with homeless 16 and 17 year olds, which is currently being reviewed. It aims to clarify the housing and social care duties owed to the young person and to enable the agency which is the first point of contact to deal with the initial emergency need for temporary accommodation. It also facilitates a sharing of information.

Health

There is a countywide hospital discharge policy which aims to highlight housing problems at an early stage and to allow housing staff to be involved in planning discharge. 

Multi Agency Protection Panels 

MAPP’s  meet to identify potentially dangerous individuals and to agree steps to reduce the risk to the community. Representatives from police, probation, Social Care Services and when appropriate housing, share information and work together to reduce and control the risk.

Connexions

Connexions works with young people up to the age of 20 or 25 if the individual has extra needs. Good working relations have developed between Personal Advisors and the Homelessness Officer when dealing with individual cases of homelessness.

CAB

The Citizens Advice Bureaux in Stowmarket and Diss offer independent advice on housing matters. Housing Advisors at Mid Suffolk DC actively encourage people to consult the CAB in cases where more in depth assistance is needed than the Council can provide, for example debt counselling. Homeless decision letters have recently been amended to include the CAB as one of the sources of advice about homelessness. 

Refuges

Mid Suffolk has provided grant aid for a number of years to refuges in Ipswich and Bury St Edmunds. Applicants who are experiencing domestic violence are referred to one of the local refuges or if necessary to one further afield. Refuges provide temporary accommodation as well as advice and support to victims of domestic violence.

HEART

HEART – Housing, Employment and Rural Training - has three supported housing schemes in Mid Suffolk for single people aged 16 to 24. It aims to help young people obtain confidence and independence and to break the cycle of no job- no home – no job. Allocations are agreed between HEART and Mid Suffolk District Council.

Registered Social Landlords

Agreements exist with each housing association that has properties in the area with regard to the nomination rights the Council has to vacancies. As a result a total of 85 homeless households have been housed by housing associations in the last 5 years.

Most Housing Associations inform the Homelessness Officer of tenants that are nearing the point of eviction in order that the tenant can be encouraged to seek advice. A procedure could be developed that would increase the likelihood of advice being sought at an early enough stage for advice to have a good chance of success. 

County Allocations Policy

This is used when allocating special needs accommodation. Allocations panels, which are made up of representatives from housing, social care services and in some cases health, meet on an ad hoc basis when a vacancy occurs at any of the supported housing schemes in the area. 

Suffolk Housing Programme Group

The Suffolk Housing Programme Group brings together local authorities, and representatives from health, social care, the voluntary sector, registered social landlords and the supporting people team. Through a network of task groups with a specified area of work – older people, young people, learning disability, mental health, physical and sensory disability, substance misuse and marginalized groups – a rolling programme of supported housing development is produced which co-ordinates capital and revenue funding.  
Other agencies
The Homelessness Officer liases on a case by case basis with a number of front line workers such as probation officers, youth justice workers, community psychiatric nurses, social workers, staff at the Family Centre in Stowmarket, health visitors and leaving care officers.

Partnership working – key strategic objectives

To investigate the possibility of Solo Housing providing a service in Mid Suffolk

To improve links with other agencies that provide advice on the prevention of homelessness

To access and promote a mediation service for people who are becoming homeless as a result of a breakdown of relations with family or friends

To liase with the Connexions Service to provide information to young people about homelessness

To examine the feasibility of providing a tenancy support service for homeless households 

8 Consultation on homelessness review

A summary of this review of homelessness was distributed to around 50 individuals and organisations who were asked for their views and to comment on specific questions. In addition Social Care Services were surveyed on a countywide basis.

Mid Suffolk DC received nine responses, which together with the results of the Social Care Services survey were used in developing the action plan for the homeless strategy. 

The questions and responses are produced in appendix 2.

Strategic Objectives of the Homelessness Strategy 
The Homeless Service

To improve the homeless service by:-

· Reducing the use of bed and breakfast accommodation particularly for families with children.

Target for average length of stay in B&B by families with children in 03/04 – 3 weeks

To reduce use of B&B for families with children to nil by 2004

· Reviewing the suitability of individual bed and breakfast hotels for particular groups.

To be completed by Oct 03.

· Increasing support to people in temporary accommodation.

By Oct 03

· Minimising the number of moves within temporary accommodation.

90% of households to remain in the same temporary accommodation prior to being permanently re-housed

Housing Options

To increase the housing options available to homeless households by:-

· Investigating possibilities to increase the supply of accommodation for single people.

By April 05

· Considering ways to increase the use of the Rent Deposit Guarantee Scheme.

By April 04

· Increasing the supply of rented accommodation through the Council’s Empty Homes Strategy.

Target of 10 per year

· Promoting the Tenants Incentive Scheme to encourage council tenants to move to smaller accommodation.

Target of 30 per year

Prevention of Homelessness

To increase the numbers of cases in which homelessness is prevented by:-

· Developing better links with other agencies and departments in order to improve access to good advice and assistance to prevent homelessness occurring.

By April 04

· Monitoring the number cases of repeat homelessness and consider possible solutions.

From June 03

· Increasing the number of home visits to people who are becoming homeless as a result of a breakdown of relations with family or friends accessing and promoting a mediation service for people in this category.

50% of to receive a home visit

Support to Homeless People

To improve the level of support to homeless people by:-

· Visiting people in bed and breakfast accommodation at least once a month and assessing their support needs in order to facilitate referrals to other agencies.

By Oct 03

· Examining the possibility of providing a tenancy support service

To submit a proposal by October 04

Appendix 1
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HOMELESS STRATEGY ACTION PLAN

Objective 1   To improve the Homelessness Service

	Reference No
	Action
	Performance Indicator (National BVPIs or Local)
	Performance Target 

(with timescale)
	Budget 

Implications
	Officer/Group 

responsible for actions
	Comments

	1.1
	To reduce the number of families with children in Bed and Breakfast staying for more than 6 weeks
	BVP 183   Target of average of 3 weeks in Bed and Breakfast for families with children in 03/04
	0 by April 2004
	Minimal
	
	

	1.2
	Examine options to extend provision of temporary accommodation
	
	Increase by 4 places by April 2005
	£20,000 set up costs (est) £10,000 ongoing revenue deficit (est)
	
	

	1.3
	To formalise the Out of Hours Homelessness Service (Pilot Scheme)
	
	By September 03
	£4,500
	
	To be funded by ODPM Homelessness Funding in 03/04

	1.4
	To implement a method of testing customer satisfaction in HPRC
	
	Completed
	
	
	

	1.5
	To review Bed and Breakfast standards and suitability for different client groups
	
	By October 2003
	None
	JS
	

	1.6
	Ensure that everyone in temporary accommodation receives at least one visit a month and that a checklist of issues is drawn up including requirements for support and referrals to other agencies 
	
	To have in place by October 03
	-
	
	

	1.7
	Review the use of homeless at home for different groups
	
	By April 05
	
	SL      MK
	

	1.8
	To ensure that the number of moves within temporary accommodation is kept to a minimum.
	
	90% of people to remain in the same temporary accommodation prior to being permanently rehoused by 03/04.
	
	
	

	1.9
	To temporarily increase the hours of the Homelessness officer to one full-time equivalent with part-time administration support
	
	By 03/04
	£17,000
	
	To be funded by ODPM Homelessness funding in 03/04
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   HOMELESS STRATEGY ACTION PLAN

Objective 2   To improve housing options available to homeless people
	Reference No
	Action


	Performance Indicator (National BVPIs or Local)
	Performance Target 

(with timescale)
	Budget 

Implications
	Officer/Group 

responsible for actions
	Comments

	2.1
	Consider the information from the Housing Needs Survey together with information from the homeless review and investigate options for providing additional housing for single and young people and to predict future levels of homelessness
	
	By April 2005
	
	
	

	2.1.1
	Investigate the possibility of Solo Housing providing a service in Mid Suffolk for single homeless people
	
	By April 2005
	£7,000 - application would need to be made for funding from Mid Suffolk’s corporate grant provision.
	
	

	2.1.2
	Consider using some existing Council or RSL stock as shared housing for single people
	
	By April 2005
	
	
	

	2.2
	Review the terms of the Rent Deposit Guarantee Scheme (RDGS)
	
	By April 2004
	
	
	

	2.2.1
	Examine other similar RDGS  schemes in order to use best practice
	
	Increase the use of the RDGS by 50% by 04/05
	£2,000
	SL
	Currently an average use of 4 per year

	2.2.2
	Liaise with the Housing Benefit Section with regard to benefit claimants who use the RDGS.
	
	By April 04
	
	
	

	2.2.3
	Advertise and promote the RDGS scheme to landlords and agents
	
	By April 04
	
	
	

	2.3
	Increase the number of empty homes made available for rent to homeless people through the Empty Homes Strategy.
	
	10 units of accommodation per year
	
	SE
	

	2.3.1
	Examine the feasibility of RSL’s leasing empty homes brought back into use
	
	By April 2004
	
	GD
	

	2.4
	Promote more widely the Council’s Tenants Incentive Scheme to encourage more tenants to move to smaller accommodation.
	
	30 a year 03/04.
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HOMELESS STRATEGY ACTION PLAN

Objective 3   To increase the numbers of cases in which homelessness is prevented
	Reference No
	Action


	Performance Indicator (National BVPIs or Local)
	Performance Target 

(with timescale)
	Budget 

Implications
	Officer/Group 

responsible for actions
	Comments

	3.1
	Monitor the number of “repeat homelessness” cases in order to assess the size of the problem and possible solutions
	
	Commence recording from June 2003 and set target for reduction from April 2004
	-
	JS
	

	3.2
	Develop improved links with other agencies that provide advice on prevention of homelessness including RSL’s, CAB and Womens’ Aid
	
	By April 2004
	-
	
	

	3.2.1
	Work with Housing Benefits Section to consider the role of Housing Benefits in preventing homelessness
	
	By April 2004
	-
	
	

	3.3
	Access and promote a mediating service for people who are becoming homeless as a result of a breakdown in relations with family or friends
	
	By December 2003
	£1,000
	JS
	

	3.4
	Improve the provision and accessibility of housing advice on homelessness and prevention of homelessness by means of “surgeries” in rural areas.
	
	By October 2003
	
	
	

	3.5
	Liaise with the Connexions Service to develop information/leaflet for young people about homelessness
	
	By December 2003
	
	JS
	

	3.6
	To make home visits to applicants who are becoming homeless as a result of a breakdown of relations with family or friends/
	
	50% of this category to be visited from August 2003
	
	JS
	

	3.6.1
	To record the outcome of home visits.
	
	
	JS
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HOMELESS STRATEGY ACTION PLAN

Objective 4   To improve support to homeless people

	Reference No
	Action


	Performance Indicator (National BVPIs or Local)
	Performance Target 

(with timescale)
	Budget 

Implications
	Officer/Group 

responsible for actions
	Comments

	4.1
	Examine the feasibility of providing a tenancy support service to identify support needs and co-ordinate and signpost individuals to relevant services
	
	Have a proposal submitted by June 2004
	
	MK    SL
	

	4.1.2
	Put in a bid for funding from Supporting People if a tenancy support service is feasible.
	
	
	
	GD
	


Appendix 2

Questions and responses to consultation exercise.

1.
What is your experience of the levels of and reasons for homelessness in Mid Suffolk?  Is it your impression that the problem is increasing or decreasing?


1.
About the same.

2.
The CPA working in the Stowmarket/Needham Market area reports that about 10% (10 in number) of his caseload are homeless young people (predominantly male, registered with MSDC).  As his caseload increases, so the incidence of homelessness increases.  It is our view that the problem is not decreasing.

3.
We have a feeling that it is increasing, particularly among young people, by approaches we have had at our Stow Lodge office.  However we do not have any statistical evidence.

4.
My experience of homelessness is in the very narrow field of Domestic Violence.  I am aware of growing numbers of homeless in other areas as this is having an effect on the length of waiting time for my residents to be re-housed from the refuge.

5.
Reasons for homelessness –a)  relationship breakdown, b) parents/step parents unwilling to accommodate, c) cost of purchasing in open market,  d) more recently persons moving into the area without adequate accommodation.  Problem appears to be increasing.

6.
The HP provides temporary accommodation for women and their children fleeing domestic abuse. In 2002 we had 89 referrals to the project,of which we could provide accommodation for 28 households.  Having opened in January 2002 it is difficult to comment on the changes in levels of homelessness.  We have had 3 referrals from Mid Suffolk in 2002, of which we accepted one. The others were turned down due to no vacancies at the project.

7.
As an RSC we take nominations from yourself.  There does not appear to be any significant increase.

8.
In the year to 31 March 2003 SH accepted 81 referrals of single homeless people, 34 were either NFA or living with friends and therefore had no secure tenure.  The problem has shown no signs of decreasing in recent years and indications suggest that single homeless is a permanent and increasing problem.

 2.
If you work with single people do you have any comments to make about homelessness within this group?
2.
They appear to be easier to accommodate than couples without children.  However, the lack of available accommodation for the younger age group is a constant problem.

3.
As a general policy, we do not accept single people under 25 yrs of age.  Experience has shown young people setting up their first tenancy at our Stow Lodge and Kerrison properties have caused distress in the form of anti-social behaviour to other residents.

4.
It is almost impossible  for my single i.e. childless residents to get re-housing and are often told to find private rented accommodation – not really an option due to the start up costs.

6.
We have one singe room which has, in the majority been used continuously.

7.
N/A

8.
As suggested above there are significant numbers who are NFA or in very temporary accommodation.  Please read SH statistics for 2002/03 appended.
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3.
What is your experience of the way in which Mid Suffolk District Council deals with applicants who are homeless?

1. Quite properly

33

2.
It is recommended that more time is allowed for interviewing young clients.  Where other agencies are involved and working with applicants, they should be consulted at an early stage.

3.
We have worked closely with Mid Suffolk District Council during the rehousing of applicants who are homeless, and we hope to develop this partnership further, particularly at Stow Lodge.  A greater sharing of information at the nomination stage would benefit both parties to increase the chances of a successful outcome, and I would recommend that ways are investigated to achieve this.

4.
I am disappointed that most of my residents are passed on to Co-op homes for re-housing in the awful Stow Lodge and Kerrison developments, to take a woman there and show her her ‘new home’ seems like further punishing her:- heartbreaking.  The questioning of proof of DV and local connections is very vigorous.

5.
No experience.

6.
We have only had one person re-housed with Mid Suffolk Council, she was re-housed in under three months, the process went smoothly and she was dealt with sensitively.

7.
N/A

8.
Referrals to us are made regularly but an improved system would greatly assist individuals in understanding the relationship and service level.

4.
If you have come into contact with people who have spent time in temporary accommodation, what was their general experience?  Are there ways in which it could be improved?

1.
Have been told that the temporary Bed & Breakfast accommodation which Mid Suffolk uses in Ipswich is dirty, and in a dilapidated state.

2.
Temporary accommodation is adequate, but it is in the wrong place – Ipswich, etc.  This type of accommodation is needed in Mid Suffolk.

3.
All our units in Mid Suffolk are classed as temporary social housing.  Our tenants overall feel fairly content with facilities.  However some feel they spend too long in our accommodation.  From our perspective we are looking at funding mechanisms to improve the maintenance and structural standards of temporary accommodation, and to ensure that any future units coming into management comply to set standards.

4.
Better standard for accommodation needed also less long in residing there.

5.
No expertise in this field.

6.
The temporary accommodation offered to the person referred by Mid Suffolk was the refuge.  The lady was only here for a short period of time before she was re-housed.  We only have five bedrooms for five households which has meant we have often been full when receiving referrals from other Mid Suffolk applicants.  We have found communal facilities to be difficult for some residents and often detrimental to their well-being if not re-housed permanently within approx 3 – 5 months.  Regular contact with their homelessness officer to keep updated with progress on re-housing may be beneficial to clients.

7.
We have not had any experience in this region.

8.
Temporary accommodations results in insecurity and social exclusion for individuals.  Better advice, networking and assessment of need would help greatly.

5.
What is your view of the type of permanent housing in this area for homeless people?  Are there ways in which the options available could/should be increased or improved?

1.
Council & Housing Association.  Seems fine, but there is not enough of it, i.e shortage of permanent housing for homeless people.

2.
Adequate in many cases, but there appears to be a shortage of one-bed flats.


3.
Generally an increasing supply of rented housing is needed.

4.
The standard of permanent housing in Mid Suffolk’s own housing stock or other H.A’s – other than Co-op – are generally very good.

5.
I would have expected that no specific permanent accommodation was held for homeless persons.  I would have expected that the homeless would be permanently re-housed into mainstream accommodation.

6.
We have only come into contact with one offer of permanent housing in Mid Suffolk.  The accommodation was appropriate to the needs of the client.

7.
Limited provision for the range of homeless people.

8.
Public/Social Housing equals limited access and availability.  Private sector is expensive, unco-ordinated and tends not to meet need for single people.  Our system of leasing direct could help.

6.
Are there particular groups of homeless people whose housing needs are not met or particular types or location of housing which is in short supply?

1.
They do not want Ipswich, nor Bed & Breakfast, they want Stowmarket area and a flat or a house.

2.
The accommodation needs of young people aged 16 – 18 throughout Mid Suffolk are not adequately met.

3.
There seems to be a particular shortage for young single people on low incomes.

4.
Village locations and houses are generally in short supply.  Also housing for single homeless.

5.
Properties for larger families are in short supply.  Property suited to mentally vulnerable is in short supply.

6.
N/A

7.
Single homeless – lone parents.

8.
Single people – usually without assessed/recognised support needs.

7.
Are you aware of opportunities for partnership working to increase/improve the housing options for homeless people? 

1.
Is there a possibility of setting up an organisation like “COSH”  OR “SOLO” who keep a register of Landladies.

2.
C is heavily involved in a number of partnerships in the area and Personal Advisers are working with Jane Shears, HEART Foyers, YMCA, Suffolk Heritage, etc.   Closer working relationships in respect of this client group are sought.

3.
From Co op Homes perspective there is potential for us increase and improve the housing options for homeless people.  We would like to be able to bring empty properties in the area into use for homeless people.  We would also like to look at providing accommodation for younger persons in partnership with support packages; we believe support is essential to sustain a first tenancy.

4.
No.

5.
Yes.

6.
Not with Mid Suffolk.

7.
Not aware of any.

8.
Yes – But these need better co-ordination

8.
If your work involves giving advice to prevent homelessness what are the most common problems and how many enquiries do you receive on average each year?  Are particular problems becoming more prevalent?


1.
One.   Do not want Bed & Breakfast.  Want flat.

2.
The most common problems are poor home and family systems, behaviour;  overcrowding in existing accommodation.

3.
Whilst we are not an advice agency, we do receive 10 – 15 calls per month requesting information/housing for persons who are potentially homeless.  Many people do not understand the court possession process and believe the expiry date on a notice is the day they must leave and the bailiff will be there.


4.
N/A

5.
Work does not in involve giving advice to prevent homelessness generally..


6.
N/A


7.
Being evicted for arrears.  This is becoming more prevalent.

8.
Eviction from family home; loss of tenure; rough sleeping;  please see attached statistics.

9.
Is there sufficient provision of advice or support to prevent homelessness in the area?


1.
Almost adequate.

2.
No Social Care capacity is an issue, with difficulty in referrals on numerous occasions.

3.
For both 9 and 10, there is always scope to increase and improve.  However I do not have specific suggestions that I am afraid.

4.
Sorry not known.

5.
Insufficient expertise to answer this question.

6.
N/A

7.
Not sure.

8.
No – more co-ordination, a single strategy and simpler systems for access would help..

10.
Are you aware of opportunities for partnership working which could increase/improve provision of prevention of homelessness work in the area.


1.
As before another organisation like “COSH” or “SOLO”.

2.
We would encourage closer working with Social Care family support and adolescent outreach to identify and address problems at an early stage.


3.
See 9.


4.
Sorry not known.

5.
Local Authority could work closer into agencies such as Macca NCM etc.

6.
N/A


7.
No.


8.
LA/S/not for profit partnerships on service contracts.

11.
What do you feel are the main issues relating to homelessness amongst young people?  Is there sufficient support and preventative work done?

1.
The problem I have come across is young people who have been in care and even with the support of their Social Worker they are unable to cope.  There is no fault on the part of the Council.  These people are inadequate personalities who are unable to cope with life.  How to help them is a difficult question.

2.
Usually homeless young people are from our ‘level’ 1’ target group (those with multiple problems that require intensive one-to-one support to re-engage them in education, employment and training).  CS is attempting to ensure that all agencies in the CPartnership are working together to address the issues.  A large number of these young people come from families that are already accommodated by MSDC and, therefore, are aware of what the system can/should provide.

3.
Please see our comment under 7.

4.
Sorry not really my area but often with the break down of the traditional family unit we are having teenage admitted, due to violence from step-parents.

5.
Fractured families/step etc unwilling to tolerate partners ‘children’.  Unaware if sufficient support and preventative work done but would expect that more could be done.

6.
N/A

7.
Family break down.  Lack of suitable and affordable accommodation.  Not aware of preventative services.

8.
We have traditionally worked with all age groups but the young present major problems.  In understanding the complexities of living independently.  Landlords are reluctant to accept and behaviour is often the problem.  We are now looking at preventative work with schools, basic skills for education for pre school leavers.  This may help some support is needed – low level and non judgemental – to assist in maintaining tenancies.  Mediation to retain family homes and links will also help.

12.
What is your view of the current housing options for young people?

1.
Possibly the best answer is for them to stay somewhere, where there is a Landlady to support them.  If they are provided with a nice new flat, or shared accommodation it is quite possible within a short time they make it into an absolute tip.  (I’ve seen it happen)

2.
Practically nil, if they wish to remain in the Stowmarket area.  In other part of Mid Suffolk, provision is very thin.

3.
Please see our comments under 7.

4.
Bleak, perhaps if the younger has no special needs/problems.

5.
A lack of affordable housing the private rental sector (exacerbated by holiday lets).  A lack of well paid jobs in the area.  (So that the young cannot afford private sector rental even if working)   RTB means less quality local authority homes to rent.  High costs of buying (second homes/commuters etc).

6.
N/A

7.
Limited

8.
Very poor.  Foyers and hostels can only help limited number and types of young person.  Most require understanding and full assessment of basic skills and personal development, before placement and support thereafter.  Private sector accommodation is poor or in short supply and very limited opportunities exist in social housing.

13.
Please give your views of the housing options and support available in the Mid Suffolk area for any of the groups mentioned above or any other group of people you work with or have experience of.

1.
Sorry to hear than an organisation like COSH” or “SOLO” has folded up due to a change in Government funding.

2.
Support coming mainly from CPA and Jane Shears in the Stowmarket area.  Little assistance elsewhere.  Young people face significant problems with transport, etc., where there is a need to go to the MSDC offices in Needham Market for a housing interview.

3.
We believe there are a number of housing options and support agencies which make a positive contribution to any homelessness strategy in the area.  Our organisation believes that we have scope to offer more accommodation in the future and to work closer with support agencies.  West Suffolk Mind provides a well managed and successful:  support package to vulnerable homeless persons, and we work in partnership with them at Stow Lodge.

4.
Much needed support and advice from a well run C.A.B.   Also pretty good advice from Housing Office itself.

5.
A good range of RSL’s operate in the Mid Suffolk area.  Some good quality support  providing e.g. Macca NCM.  Need to encourage small initiatives in both villages and urban access.

6.
The HP works with domestic abuse survivors.  There is not a refuge in Mid Suffolk and hopefully you can refer an applicant to a near-by refuge but often refuges are full.  The women and children fleeing domestic abuse often need assistance and support with their situation so if they fail to get into a refuge and have to go into alternative accommodation where they may not get the support they need could deteriorate.  If unable to access appropriate support on first contact the client may fail to leave their circumstances.  It is vital that staff are trained to provide support and appropriate advice at this stage and can refer to specialist agencies.

8.
The single homeless (unless specified as in priority need) present a special set of circumstances, often having unrecognised support needs arising from unsettled lifestyles or background.  Housing options are very limited and the need for advice, placement (using lodging typehousing) and assessment.  Re any support needs remains an important provision.

9.
Floating support is key for young lone parents and is part of the strategy from the OPM.  I would like to see a floating support scheme initiated working in partnership with Homestart and other agencies as detailed below.  ?Possible use of monies from sale of housing stock to find a site (new build or renovation of existing building) for lone young parents working with the Colchester Quaker Association to provide on site support.

14.
Are you aware of opportunities for partnership working to improve/increase support available to vulnerable people?

1,
Suffolk Connexions, Suffolk Social Workers, Mid Suffolk’s accommodation for the elderly is good.  Norcas for alcohol abuse.

2.
CSuffolk would be pleased to work closely with MSDC to address the homelessness problems of our clients.

3.
There is the potential for us to work with MIND in other locations within Mid Suffolk.

4.
Not known sorry.

5.
Yes

8.
We work in partnership with 3 LA’s and we have established procedures, joint working, referral systems and mutual service levels to add to the LAs statutory duty under the homelessness act.

9.
Floating Support (Supporting People), Homestart.  It is about joined up working.  Working with other agencies whose services offer support to young lone parents such as:


Connexions; Homestart; Early Years Childhood Development Partnership; Health Visitors;  Social Services;  Midwives;  Welfare and Benefits.   I am working on a young parents referral pathway to join up working and link organisations/agencies to work in partnership in providing accurate and clear information for young parents – housing officers will be key to this.

Response by Mid Suffolk CAB

1. 
What is your experience of the levels of and reasons for homelessness in Mid Suffolk? Is it your impression that the problem is increasing or decreasing?

1.1 
CAB's experience

Mid Suffolk CAB's experience is that there has been an increase, year-on-year, in the number of enquiries we have been asked to assist with that relate to threatened or actual homelessness. 

In 2001-2 CAB dealt with 35 cases of actual homelessness and 207 cases of threatened homelessness, whereas in 2002-3 the figures rose to 65 cases of actual homelessness and 270 cases of threatened homelessness. 

This represents a 46% increase in enquiries concerning actual homelessness and a 30% increase in threatened homelessness cases. 

CAB monitors both the nature of each enquiry topic and the complexity/level of the work required by CAB advisers to resolve each enquiry. We have seen proportional increases in the complexity of the housing/homelessness cases we have handled, with corresponding increases in the level of work and expertise required in order to undertake detailed casework, negotiation on behalf of the client with outside agencies and authorities or advocacy/representation at Appeal stage. 

1.2 
Reasons for homelessness?

Using examples of real cases dealt with by CAB we feel the main reasons for homelessness include the following:-

clients being asked to or obliged to leave their family home (eg. following a dispute between parents and their children, having to leave the family home following a relationship breakdown/divorce/domestic violence etc)

high costs of local housing (ie. it typically takes two local salaries to service the average mortgage in Mid Suffolk and private sector rents are comparatively high)

low level of rented or local authority stock available -  therefore pushing up demand for accommodation and lengthening the waiting list

low levels of awareness amongst private sector landlords and lettings agents of the MSDC Rent Deposit Guarantee Scheme# and unwillingness to recommend it or get involved in it. This causes particular difficulties, hardship and (in some cases) direct discrimination for potential tenants who are on a low income or in receipt of benefits

1.3
Conclusions 

CAB's view therefore is that there is sufficient evidence to conclude that the level of homelessness in Mid Suffolk is increasing. 

2.
If you work with single people do you have any comments to make about homelessness within this group?

2.1
CAB's experience

We do work with and advise many single people who are facing threatened or actual homelessness. Our experience is that single, or newly single people (eg. people leaving the family home soon after a relationship breakdown) are the group most likely to fall within your description of "hidden homelessness". 

Typically, they may be sleeping in the spare room or on the sofa of a friend, work colleague or family member "just until I get myself sorted". In fact, their ability to maintain their own good health and mental well being can be threatened if they have always lived in a close family unit, which can make them very vulnerable. When they invariably overstay their welcome at their temporary accommodation, this frequently leads to them re-visiting CAB with additional enquiries as a result of fresh disputes. 

2.2 
Recommendation

CAB should like to place on record its disappointment and concern that SOLO Housing has had to withdraw its services in Mid Suffolk from the end of March 2003, due to the withdrawal of its core funding from Central Government. 

In particular, SOLO's work to develop and support a network of local landlords and landladies who provided affordable rooms to let in their own homes, provided a well-used and much-needed service to the single people in Mid Suffolk who could not afford to rent their own property and were ineligible for priority re-housing by MSDC. CAB recommends that this new gap in local homelessness support and niche housing provision is filled as a matter of urgency. 

3. 
What is your experience of the way in which Mid Suffolk District Council deals with applicants who are homeless?

3.1 
CAB's experience

A good working relationship has developed between CAB advisers and the MSDC Homelessness Service team, resulting in a courteous and helpful response to the majority of enquiries we contact them about. 

We have also heard generally positive feedback from clients concerning the respectful and sympathetic way they have been treated by your staff team, even when the outcome of the client's application has not been in their favour. 

Following a meeting at CAB with Sue Lister and Jayne Shears on 26 February 2003, were pleased to have their assurance that they always liaise closely with their colleagues in the Housing Benefits and Legal Services teams concerning clients who are threatened with homelessness, in order to establish that any eviction pending is not due to rent arrears caused by MSDC's late payment of the client's housing benefit. 

Recommendation

That MSDC publicises with its correspondence and invoices the fact that clients who claimed housing benefit more than 14 days ago and who have provided all the necessary information are entitled to ask MSDC to make them an interim payment within 14 days. This would prevent some incidences of threatened homelessness and reduce the workload of MSDC and CAB'x. 

4.
If you have come into contact with people who have spent time in temporary accommodation, what was their general experience? Are there ways in which it could be improved?

4.1 CAB's experience

CAB only records (via our case records and social policy evidence forms) a client's experiences of temporary accommodation when they have a complaint or have experienced an injustice, so we are conscious that CAB is not able to present a fuller picture that will include the experiences that our clients find acceptable or even positive. 

However, the issues that our clients have raised as concerns about local temporary accommodation include:-

feelings of (or geographical) isolation if moved to accommodation that is away from the client's former neighbourhood, usual transport links and friends/family

loss or lack of personal support networks (as above)

lack of privacy and personal space

prohibitively high cost of keeping own possessions and furniture in storage and insured 

for clients staying in a B&B, restrictions on access to own room and possessions at certain times of the day

limitations on cooking facilities and poor impact on own diet (where there is a shared kitchen)

some fears for personal safety or security of possessions (eg. in accommodation where some facilities are shared and residents find themselves "thrown together")

CAB notes with concern the comment in your Consultation document (page 6) that the use of B&B for single people may rise due to the additional priority groups introduced by the Homelessness Act 2002. 

Recommendations for improvements

For single people and young people in particular, CAB recommends that MSDC should prioritise the option of developing affordable room lets in private homes, with support and advice offered both to prospective tenants and landlords/landladies (ie. the housing options that were always spearheaded by SOLO Housing).  

For the other priority groups in temporary accommodation, it is important that a trained and skilled support worker either lives in or visits regularly and is available to offer ongoing emotional and practical support to these vulnerable residents during a difficult time of transition. This additional staffing needs to be factored into the provision of any temporary accommodation and could perhaps be a partnership project with Social Care services or the Primary Care Trust?

5. 
What is your view of the type of permanent housing in this area for homeless people? Are there ways in which the options could/should be increased or improved?

CAB is unable to comment on the type of permanent housing. 

CAB recommends that another option for increasing options is to regenerate older, existing property  (as opposed to focusing on "new build" ventures),  particularly those properties closer to the town centres where there are more appropriate facilities, support services and transport links for some of the new priority groups needing to be rehoused. 

CAB is pleased to note the introduction of MSDC's Housing Enabling and Policy Officer post which we hope will have a direct influence on the increase in redevelopment and regeneration of older properties. 

6. 
Are there particular groups of homeless people whose housing needs are not met or particular types or location of housing which is in short supply. 

6.1 
Groups with unmet housing needs

 People who have experienced domestic violence, particularly those with care responsibilities for children, who need some ongoing support but who do not wish to go to a refuge and who do not wish to go into shared accommodation or B&B. 

Single people who are not necessarily vulnerable but who are living on a low income (eg. an estranged partner who has left the family home after a relationship breakdown but who may still be sharing financial responsibility for maintaining its mortgage or rent payments). 

7. 
Are you aware of opportunities for partnership working to increase/improve the housing options for homeless people?

No - we would be grateful for information on any partnerships that are already in operation, or which are being explored/developed by MSDC. 

Regarding your comments on page 10 about plans to start housing advice surgeries in some of the villages in the area, Mid Suffolk CAB would welcome the opportunity to be involved in this planning process and, if it is assessed as feasible, to work in partnership with MSDC by offering advice sessions as part of MSDC's surgeries. Please contact Helen Oldfield at CAB if you wish to explore this option further. 

8. 
If your work involves giving advice to prevent homelessness what are the most common problems and how many enquiries do you receive on average each year? Are particular problems becoming more prevalent?

Please refer to CAB's experiences, comments and recommendations given in question 1. 

9.
Is there sufficient provision of advice or support to prevent homelessness in the area?

No, because the public is utterly dependent on the voluntary sector agencies, such as CAB, to gain free and impartial advice on housing.  Our own services are being used more and more each year (see our enquiry statistics given in question 1) and although all our generalist advisers are trained to give basic housing advice and information,  we have very few volunteers who are able to work on housing casework at a specialist level.  

10. 
Are you aware of opportunities for partnership working which could increase/improve the provision of homelessness work in this area?

To a degree, yes, because Citizens Advice has negotiated a partnership arrangement for our own advisers to get specialist housing advice and a second opinion via the National Housing Advice Service. At a local level, this is delivered via the Shelter help line in Colchester. 

For other partnership opportunities, please refer to CAB's recommendations outlined in questions 4 and 7. 

11. 
What do you feel are the main issues relating to homelessness amongst young people? Is there sufficient support and preventative work done? 

Please refer to previous responses and recommendations above. 

Inappropriate policy on assessing under-age parents for housing purposes

CAB would recommend that, if MSDC has not already amended its housing allocation policy, then it does so to acknowledge that under-age parents are to be considered a family unit for the purposes of assessing priority for housing. In other words, that they can be housed together, rather than the young mother and their baby being housed separately, which causes great distress to both parents and further disadvantages the child by separating it from one parent. 

12. 
What is your view of the current housing options for young people?

CAB has noted with concern the lack of appropriate housing for young people in Mid Suffolk. The lack of alternative options means that groups of young people tend to be clustered together in single flats/bedsits that are based within a single building. Whilst there are clear and obvious cost-benefits of this type of accommodation, there are also clear disadvantages in terms of the social cost of this type of "communal" housing.  The outcome is a small, non-diverse community made up almost entirely of vulnerable young people living on a very low income, sometimes with complex support needs or dealing with difficult personal circumstances, many of whom are ill-equipped to support one another very effectively. The term “ghetto” has been used by some residents to describe their feelings about their own housing. 

Recommendation

Please refer to previous recommendations outlined in questions 4 and 5. In addition, MSDC needs to generate and/or publicise a register of “approved” lodgings, as was previously available via SOLO Housing. 

13 .
Please give your views of the housing options and support available in the Mid Suffolk area for any of the groups mentioned above or any other group of people you work with or have experience of.

Nothing more to add. Please refer to comments in response to previous questions. 

14. 
Are you aware of opportunities for partnership working to improve/increase support available to vulnerable?

CAB commends MSDC’s Visiting Officer service, which provides a much-needed home visit service to some of the district’s most vulnerable people around their housing queries.. 

What would further enhance this service and could prevent homelessness is a formal partnership arrangement (if it does not already exist) between the Visiting Officer service, the Suffolk County Council Welfare Rights Unit  and Social Care Services, in order to provide welfare benefits advice and ongoing support via home-visits, particularly where the client has difficulty accessing CAB’s drop in or telephone services.  

CAB’s experience is that where a client is facing homelessness because of rent/mortgage arrears or loss of tied accommodation due to redundancy etc, there are usually other debts that will need to be sorted at the same time. Only CAB’s usually advise so holistically, but unfortunately we are not adequately resourced to be able to provide this additional service.  Young adults who have left care are particularly in need of a “joined up” service, in order to prevent homelessness. 
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