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	1.
	Policy statement



	
	
	Mid Suffolk District Council’s (MSDC) rent arrears policy reflects its corporate objectives and priorities.  

· Headline Objective   Good corporate governance 

· Corporate Priority    Create a robust financial and management               performance culture.                   

MSDC has a responsibility to ensure that all rent payments are made in line with tenants’ obligations under their tenancy agreements.

MSDC is aware that many of its tenants are on low incomes and may from time to time have difficulties in making regular rent payments.  MSDC will offer its tenants every possible advice and assistance to ensure that arrears don’t arise or if they do, are cleared.



	2.
	Policy objectives



	
	
	The policy has the following objectives.

· To make housing rent arrears reduction one of the highest priorities of the Council’s activities.

· To ensure that all staff and customers are aware of the importance of rent being paid in full and on time.

· To ensure a fair approach to tenants in financial difficulty.

· To provide a framework for formulation of procedures.



	3.
	Achieving the objectives



	
	
	Scope

This policy covers the period from when a tenancy with MSDC begins, throughout the tenancy and the way that any former tenant arrears should be managed after the end of the tenancy.

The policy does not outline in detail how MSDC should deal with cases, it provides the framework within which MSDC should develop practice and procedures to address rent arrears.



	
	
	Impact

As a major contributor to MSDC’s Housing Revenue Account income it is crucial to maximise rental income by keeping arrears to a minimum. 

The control of rent arrears must carry the highest priority with all housing staff, this should be emphasised by managers and incorporated into recruitment, induction, staff development and training for all housing staff, particularly to those connected to the collection of arrears.



	
	
	Culture

The importance of paying rent and its priority in relation to other outgoings will be emphasised when staff are dealing with tenants who have rent arrears.

On the basis of it being more effective to deal with small level arrears at the early stages, procedures will be adopted which;

· Develop a payment culture with tenants.

· Are firm but fair

· Start the arrears process as early as possible.

· Keep the time taken for each stage of the process to a minimum.

· Make it easy for tenants to pay their rent by providing a wide choice of payment methods.

· Ensure that if undertakings made by tenants are not kept, the promised action is carried out.

· Ensure that procedures are followed by staff.

· Ensure tenants are provided with regular accurate information about their rent account.

· Payment methods are easily accessible and offer choice.

The risk to the tenant of losing their home should be emphasised at all stages of the process.

Eviction should always be used as a last resort and not regarded as a ‘success’. An eviction is likely to reduce significantly the chances of the debt being paid off.

In collecting rent arrears MSDC is competing with a range of creditors such as credit card companies, utilities companies etc. MSDC will continually monitor the methods and techniques used to ensure that tenants see their rent payments as the highest priority.

The Rent Collection Policy will be promoted as a policy to help tenants avoid rent arrears or to assist in reducing them when they occur.

Officers implementing the policies and procedures must be seen as approachable.

Restrictions will be placed on transfers for tenants who have arrears of rent.



	
	
	Procedures

The policy will be implemented via detailed procedures covering the following:

· Pre-tenancy advice at sign up

· Monitoring and Advice

· Negotiation and agreement

· Prompt action at all stages

· Legal action

· Former Tenant Arrears

· Close supervision to ensure that procedures are followed at all times.



	
	
	Former Tenant Arrears

The policy has been structured to minimise the incidence of former tenant arrears as it is recognised that success in recovery is very limited and labour intensive. Where they do occur, there will be procedures for ensuring that initial attempts are made to recover the debt. If this fails, the debt will be written off and sold to a debt collection agency.



	
	
	Housing Benefit

Delays in the payment of housing benefit have a major impact on rent arrears performance. Assistance will be provided to both tenants and the housing benefit department to minimise the period taken to process claims.



	
	
	Maximising Income

Advice and assistance will be given to tenants ensuring that income is maximised through available benefits.



	
	
	Grounds for Possession

The aim of the rent arrears policy is to maximise rental income. In most cases the prime reason for using court action is to ensure that the tenant pays the rent and avoids eviction. The Housing Act 1985 Schedule 2 provides Grounds for Possession if a breach of tenancy occurs. Where a tenant has persistently failed to pay rent and has not kept to agreements to

repay the arrears, MSDC will use these grounds to apply to the Courts for a  possession order. This may be a suspended or postponed possession order to enforce an agreement to clear any arrear, or an outright possession order where all previous action has failed.



	
	
	Joint Tenancies

MSDC will treat all joint tenants as both jointly and severally liable for any rent arrears. 



	
	
	Appeals

All tenants with rent arrears will be provided with detailed information in the form of leaflets about the procedures used for dealing with rent arrears.

Tenants will be protected from any deviation from the policy by the complaints procedure. They will also have the opportunity to appeal through the County Court system against any decisions that they believe are unjustified.

MSDC will only undertake legal action having given due regard to the Human Rights Act.



	4.
	Monitoring and Review

	
	
	The terms of this policy shall be subject to ongoing review in the light of experiences, changes in legislation and meeting the needs of our customers and stakeholders. A full review will be undertaken every three years.
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