Mid Suffolk District Council Stock Options Appraisal……….. 

Frequently Asked Questions

Q. Why are we looking at the options for our homes again?

· Because tenants and leaseholders, through the tenants forum, have asked the Council to do so. The Local Government Review is looking at setting up one or more ‘unitary’ Councils in Suffolk. If this goes ahead, which seems likely, Mid Suffolk District Council will cease to exist. Housing services will also cease to exist in their current form. 
Q. What are the Tenant Forum’s concerns about a unitary authority?

Tenants and leaseholders are concerned that a unitary authority would mean:

· Less money for Mid Suffolk housing, money could instead be targeted at other areas in Suffolk.

· We will lose local control over housing services. 

· With a larger council we might receive a less caring and responsive service.

· The priority awarded to ‘affordable and decent housing’ may be lost. 

Q. Can’t we just stay as we are?

No. The Government’s proposals for the unitary authority in Suffolk means that Mid Suffolk District Council will cease to exist. All services; housing, planning, education, transport, etc will be provided by one larger organisation. Council housing may lose the high priority awarded to it by Mid Suffolk in such an organisation. We will know what the recommendation for a unitary authority will be at the end of December and a final decision is likely in March 2009. So if we want to ‘go it alone’ then we need to make a decision on our preferred option before March.

Q. Why are we considering the option of ‘stock transfer’ to a housing association?

The major reason is that transferring to a housing association would allow us to keep a locally run housing service that makes housing in Mid Suffolk its priority. 

Because our landlord is a local authority, the Government takes approximately a quarter of the rent money collected (that’s 25p in every pound). As a housing association, we would get to keep ALL of the rent we collect. Last year, that would have meant an extra £3 million to invest in our homes.

Also, a housing association can borrow money to invest in our homes. This can be used to carry on with the Decent Homes Standard beyond 2010 and to meet other priorities. Examples of these are; work to the environment such as improved parking, fencing, paving and lighting and higher standards of fixtures, fittings and heating systems. 
Q. So would a large housing association come in and take over the homes just like a unitary authority?

No, we are looking for a solution that will keep a locally run and controlled housing service.  We will look at three types of housing association:

· a new housing association in partnership with an existing housing association. 

· a new ‘Mid Suffolk’ housing association created to manage our homes.

· a housing association in partnership with a neighbouring council. 

Q. Are there any other solutions we could consider?

You may remember that during the last appraisal one of the options was an ‘arms-length management organisation’ (ALMO). ALMOs were created by central Government to enable Councils to access additional financial resources to meet the Decent Homes Standard. These resources are no longer available and Mid Suffolk is able to meet the standard without additional funds. The ALMO option is therefore not applicable to us.

We have also considered a Tenant Management Organisation but this is generally only appropriate for transferring a specific housing estate, not for the entire housing stock (3500 properties in Mid Suffolk’s case).

Q. So what happens next?

A team of people (the Steering Group) has been set up. It is made up of tenants, Councillors, council officers and some independent people. The group is looking in detail at the financial case for each option, including evidence of the condition of the housing stock and a survey of a cross section of tenants’ wishes for their homes. In January 2009, this group will recommend its favoured option to the Council. 

So, if the preferred option is a housing association…………….

……then work will begin quickly to consult with all tenants and leaseholders. A formal ‘offer document’ will be produced, setting out exactly what a transfer would mean. This would be sent to every tenant and leaseholder.  You would then be asked to vote either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to this ‘offer’.

Q. How can I be sure that any promises made by the housing association would be delivered?
When you are asked to vote, you will base your vote on the “offer 

document”.  That document would include:

· a business plan, including assurances about how much rent you will pay.

· details of how it would involve  you in the decisions about the management of your homes. 

· information about how it would ensure you get value for money from  the services to be provided.

· details of how it would improve your housing services.

The offer document will form the basis of a contract with the Council, which sets out what the Housing Association must legally do when it takes on the Council’s houses.
Q. Could the rent increase?

On 1 April 2002, the Government introduced a fairer system of calculating rents for Councils and housing associations. In future all Councils and housing associations should charge similar rents for similar properties in similar neighbourhoods.  For example, a two-bedroom house in Eye, would have a similar rent whether it is owned by the Council or a housing association.

The Government has given Councils and housing associations a date by which they should have matched rent levels for similar homes. After the rent levels have met in 2012, the rent will rise by a formula set by Government, this will be the same for housing associations and councils. 

Q. Will I still be able to claim Housing Benefit?

Whatever happens you will still be able to claim housing benefit. Your benefit entitlement will remain the same unless your personal circumstances change. 

Q. Will I keep my right to buy?

As an existing tenant you would keep your right to buy if your home was transferred to a housing association, it transfers with you. It is known as a ‘preserved right to buy’.

Q. As a council tenant would I lose any rights if a housing association became my landlord?

Before you vote on whether to transfer or not, you will receive a copy of the new tenancy agreement. This agreement will contain a guarantee giving you the same protection and rights you would have if you were still a council tenant. On transfer your tenancy will change from a ‘Secure Tenancy’ to a ‘Protected Assured Tenancy’. 

Q. Aren’t housing associations profit making companies?

A housing association is a non-profit making organisation that is set up for the purposes of managing and developing social housing. It is regulated by the Government through two bodies called the Tenant Services Authority and the Homes and Communities Agency (formerly the Housing Corporation). A housing association is subject to similar rules, regulations and checks as the Council.

Q. What about leaseholders?

Leaseholders must be consulted on the works that affect them, whoever the landlord is.  This is because they are required to contribute towards the cost of maintaining their homes. A separate leaseholder document will be part of the offer document. Except for the change of landlord, the terms of the leaseholders’ contract with the Council would be unaffected if a housing association took over the housing stock.

Q. Will a new housing association be able to build new affordable houses?

Yes, a housing association could. However it is likely that for the first few years the priority would be to deliver a good housing service to existing tenants and meeting the Mid Suffolk Decent Homes Standard.

Q. Where will the money come from for the housing association to buy the council houses?

The housing association would borrow money on the open market to ‘buy’ the housing from the council. This borrowing would be financed by the rental income. The Steering Group will be examining the financial viability of the different housing association options.

Q. What would happen to current housing staff?

The current housing staff would have a legal right, under TUPE arrangements, to be offered jobs with the housing association. The idea is that we keep the current staff if a transfer goes ahead.

Q. Where would the office be?

Well before a transfer could take place we would need to sort out details like this. It is possible that the housing association could take over the current offices, set up new ones or consider having local offices across the district.

Q. What will happen to sheltered tenants, sheltered schemes, and the scheme managers?

These would be included in the transfer. Staff would have the same right to transfer to the housing association.  Sheltered housing residents would get a protected assured tenancy. Full details would be provided in the ‘offer document’ before anyone votes.

Q. What are the advantages of setting up our own housing association?

Will we get the same service with a housing association?

Hopefully better! Access to different sources of finance, and less money paid back to Government would mean more money for housing.

Q. What happens to council garages?

These would be included in the transfer and full details would be provided in the ‘offer document’.

For more information contact Robert Williams, Independent Tenant’s Advisor, Solon, 0800 884 0800, 

