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Results of Survey of Registered Providers  

 

 

The following Registered Providers manage a range of properties in 

Stockon Borough and have returned a survey setting out their responses 

to Welfare Reform and Financial Inclusion: 

 

 

1 Tristar Homes 

2 Erimus and Tees Valley Housing (Fabrick Group) 

3 Endeavour 

4 Isos Housing 

5 Home Group 

6 Coast and Country
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1. Name of Provider:          Tristar Homes, part of the Vela Group                     

 

Name of person completing survey:  Kay Glew, Head of Housing Services 

  

1. What overall support do you provide to tenants in relation to welfare reform 

(including any advice and guidance)? 

Tristar Homes introduced a range of pre and post welfare reform initiatives which when 

combined together shows customers that we want to help, have listened and have used this 

feedback to inform our approach. 

 A dedicated team completed 2091 home visits in advance of the welfare reform 

changes being introduced, helping to inform customers choices.  

 We have delivered a high profile media, poster and newsletter campaign which have 
raised awareness of change to our customers, agencies, local and national press 
whilst also sharing best practice with other housing providers.  

  

 We carried out targeted telephone contact to 544 high risk customers, including out 
of hours contact in advance of the changes ensuring maximum support in particular 
where customers were already in rent arrears. Customers were offered in-house 
money advice support, referral to external advice agencies, help getting into work via 
our pathways employability service, information about re-housing as well as the rules 
around taking in a lodger. 

 We have introduced a Landlord Discretionary Housing fund (LDHF) which is funded 
through our Bad Debt provision – see below for further information on how the 
scheme works. 

 We introduced a new Under-occupation policy which gives a higher priority to 

customers wanting to downsize, including customers with arrears/court orders. This 

policy has supported 81 customers to downsize during 2012/13 and a further 61 in 

Q1 and 32 during Q2.  

 Recognising that many of our customers were vulnerable and moving home is a 

significant decision, we appointed a dedicated Welfare Support officer who helps 

customers to downsize, with support around bidding, mutual exchanges and the 

moving process.  

 We introduced a Hardship fund which helps with the financial costs of moving i.e. 

removal costs, disconnection/reconnection of white goods, carpet refitting. We have 
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currently spent £2174.40, supporting 13 customers. 

 Our Pathways Employability service is well established with our Tristar customers, 

but we have targeted the service in particular to customers wishing to downsize. 

Many referrals came through our LDHF.  We are currently supporting 319 customers, 

have supported 63 into work of which 17 are under occupying (from April 2013). 

 We have two specialist Money Advice Officers who work very closely with Stockton 

District Advice and Information Service with a referral protocol in place. We have 

supported 912 customers of which 624 are under occupying.  

 We are a member of the Welfare Reform Project Board, Vice Chair of Infinity 

(Stockton’s Financial Inclusion Forum) and have worked jointly with the Local 

Authorities, other housing providers and third sector organisations helping to 

measure impact, share good practice, information and data sharing and enabling 

effective targeted support.  

 We are working with our sub-regional partners in the development of an information 

pack around lodgers – which provides information about the financial impact and top 

tips etc. 

 We have a specialist Income Management team who ensure effective 

preventative/recovery approaches which includes home visits, letters, telephone 

contact, text messages, out of hours visits including weekends and evenings. 

 We liaise closely with the Benefit Cap Project Team, a partnership between Stockton 
and District Advice and Information Service (CAB) and Stockton Borough Council’s 
Housing Options to support families affected with financial planning and lifestyle 
changes. 
 

 We have set up a Project team within Vela to prepare for the introduction of Universal 

Credit. This team is currently focussed on helping to support customers be more 

digitally included. We bid for DWP funding along with Fabrick Housing Group and 

Middlesbrough Football Club Foundation and received match funding of £40K.  

The project known as Teeside ResiNet will provide from a Tristar Homes perspective, 

5 self-service internet kiosks which will be installed in 5 high rise blocks, an ICT 

Community Engagement Officer who will provide121 support and training; specialist 

training at Middlesbrough football club and localised venues; an on-line centre at 

Stratford House (Choice Based Lettings office); funding via Tees Credit Union to 

provide low cost loans for hardware i.e. Ipads, kindle fire etc. We will be launching 

this project during Digital Inclusion week during October with drop in sessions at 

each of the blocks, use of Middlesbrough football club bus and producing a podcast 

to celebrate the event and further promote their “Let’s Get digital campaign”. 
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2. Do you provide a Discretionary Housing Payment scheme?  If so, how has this 

operated since April? 

As part of our response to Welfare Reform, Vela has introduced a new Landlord 

Discretionary Housing Payment (LFHP) fund. 

The Vela LDHP scheme 

The principles of the Vela scheme is that all tenants must pay the extra charge but that they 

will be offered a “contribution” towards the charges where certain criteria are met. The 

scheme will be reviewed after 6 months and is time limited to a 12 month period.  

Criteria 

 It is available only to those who do not qualify for, or have been refused assistance 
under the local authority scheme. 

 Applicants must be in receipt of full Housing Benefit. 

 The under-occupation charge must amount to 10% or more of their income, unless 
exceptional hardship can be proven. 

 There will be a minimum entitlement of £3.00 per week. 

 Qualifying cases must be taking action to address the circumstances that lead to the 
charge being applied to them. (by seeking a transfer to smaller accommodation, or 
actively seeking employment for example) 

 Payments under the scheme will be subject to review after a set time. 

 Payments will only be paid where the tenant also makes a payment themselves 
towards the charge. 

 The scheme must be simple, cheap to administer, capable of coping with a large, 
simultaneous influx of cases. 

 Location based claims – DHP payments may also be made to tenants occupying 
dwellings in “difficult to let” areas where we wish to sustain existing tenancies and 
have low or no, prospective tenants. Additional payments may be made in these 
locations, although the general principles outlined above will still apply, other than the 
condition to seek to transfer.  

How much will customers likely receive through the fund? 

The amount customers will receive will depend on their income and the actual charge as the 
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charge isn’t a set amount. The following provides some examples of how much LDHP 

customers will receive. 

A single person under occupying a 3 bedroom house by two bedrooms who is on full 

housing benefit will receive £14 per week against an estimated £22 per week charge. 

A couple under occupying by one bedroom a two bedroom flat who is on full housing benefit 

will receive £3 per week against an estimated £12 per week charge. 

A family living in a four bedroom house with one child under occupying by two rooms would 

receive a payment of £6 based on an estimated £22 per week charge. 

What is the application assessment process? 

The applicant will be assessed against the qualifying criteria and an award of DHP 

calculated. The assessment will be carried out by a separate team to the Income Recovery 

teams i.e. Money Advice team to ensure a level of independence. 

Qualifying cases will have their accounts credited monthly with the relevant sum. These 

“contributions” will be made on the same day as monthly Housing Benefit is paid, to ensure a 

correct arrears balance can be confirmed.  

When will payments be withdrawn? 

Any customer who defaults will be identified by Income Recovery staff as they routinely 

check their arrears cases and advised of the implications that payments will be withdrawn if 

they do not recommence payments. In addition, reports will be run by the relevant Landlord 

Income Management Team Leader to ensure that all payments are checked. 

Payments will be removed from accounts where a customer has ceased payments in 

accordance with the scheme and where they have failed to adhere to the criteria above i.e. 

seeking employment or actively bidding for a transfer. 

When will the fund be reviewed? 

The fund will be reviewed after six months and will be limited to a 12 month period enabling 

customers to establish a longer term solution throughout this period.  

Performance at the end of September 2013. 

 £265K fund – supporting 306 customers,  spent £106,531 (assuming customers 

remain for the full year) 

 The Money Advice Team are currently contacting customers who are eligible to 

access the LDHF but have not done so inviting them to make an application 

 The Money Advice Team are currently reviewing awards over six months old to 

check that customers circumstances have not changed 

 74.8 % of customers supported by the fund are adhering to rent payment 

agreements, only 9.5% customers have been removed due to non-payment and 15.7 
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% are no longer require funding i.e. downsized, now working or no longer under-

occupying. 

81 Removed for variety of reasons: 

 29 not paying 

 15 transferred to smaller Tristar property 

 13 now working 

 4 transferred to another RSL 

 4 no longer under occupying 

 2 now in receipt of SBC DHP 

 1 rent reduced (concierge) 

 7 terminated – no details 

 1 deceased 

 2 regeneration moves 

 2 other 

3. What is your policy in relation to rent arrears linked to the under-occupation 

charge? 

We reviewed our Debt Recovery policy in advance of April 2013 in preparation for Welfare 

reforms.  

Our policy indicates that it is our approach to pursue all rent owed including debts owed by 

customers as a consequence of the reduction in housing benefit as a result of a spare 

bedroom. 

In order to support customers who are affected by the Welfare reforms we have introduced a 

Landlord Discretionary Housing Fund (LDHP) which will provide financial support to our most 

vulnerable customers and those who will be most affected by the changes. This fund will be 

widely published with clear eligibility criteria and will be regularly monitored and reviewed to 

ensure that it is consistently and equitably applied.  

In addition, both landlords have a discretionary fund for current tenants to receive short term 

support towards their rent accounts where customers are struggling with their rent payments, 

which will help to reduce the impact of emergency situations i.e. recent redundancy situation 

or fire/flood. This fund will help to maintain rent repayment agreements and ensure 

sustainability of tenancies.  

We will try to prevent homelessness, wherever possible, by providing timely advice and 

intervention through homeless prevention protocols. If appropriate, we will access the 

Council’s Homeless Prevention Fund. We will support schemes for younger customers and 

vulnerable customers that help develop skills necessary to manage household budgets and 

thereby sustain and protect their tenancy. We will ensure that special circumstances and 

vulnerability are recognised and assisted in income maximisation, advice and assistance. 

Eviction action is always a last resort. 

We are currently reviewing again our Debt Recovery Policy, taking into consideration the 

impact of welfare reforms after the initial six months period. We are considering a range of 
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options including the extension of our LDHF after the initial 12 month period.  

4. What has been the effect on housing allocations and your use of the housing 

stock? 

The number of empty homes has seen an increase of over 20% since January this year in 

comparison to similar periods last year.  

The number of relets during Q1 last year was 249 but this year it has increased to 300, and 

the trend has continued during Q2 with 504 relets last year in comparison with 657 this year. 

We are projected to relet 1300 empty properties this year whereas we have been managing 

approximately 1000 relets on an annual basis for the last few years.  

We have seen a significant reduction in the number of bids for some of our properties and 

have utilised to good effect alternative approaches to encourage demand including 

increased incentives, utilising show properties, reviewing the condition of our properties and 

improved marketing. 

It is pleasing though that following this approach, the number of empty properties that are 

empty at any one time, has started to reduce again. We had 123 empty homes at the end of 

March, 140 at the end of June and 98 at the end of September.  The number of empty 

homes, along with a reducing demand for some of our empty homes including three 

bedroom properties and two bedroom flats has impacted upon our relet performance. Our 

relet times (unadjusted) have increased from 22.43 at the end of March, 27.81 at end of 

June and 29.74 at the end of September.   

We currently have 54 properties that have been empty for over 6 weeks (both void and pre-

void) 39 are actually void including 8 properties in the Clarences. Of Properties Void Over 6 

Weeks: 

1 Bed Bungalow – 3 

1 Bed Ground Floor Flat – 3 

2 Bed First Floor Flat – 2  

2 Bed House – 15 

2 Bed Multi – 9  

3 Bed House – 16 

4 Bed House – 5 

5 Bed House – 1 

We rehoused 81 under occupiers via Choice Based lettings during 2012/13 and 61 in 

Q1 and a further 32 in Q2. 259 cases are managed via our home visiting Choice Based 

Lettings service and 104 of the above were supported by this service.  

The welfare reforms have had a financial impact in relation to our void loss figures increasing 
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above target to 2.19% (target 2% within our Business plan assumptions) and in addition 

extra costs around empty property removal, repairs, incentives and cleaning costs. 

We know that our “product” in certain areas lower demand areas needs to be improved in 

particular when comparing with the private sector, which often are fully decorated, carpeted 

and with white goods included. We have “seconded” an officer from across the group who 

has been looking at our empty properties performance, procedures and what our empty 

homes standard needs to look like in areas of lower demand.  

We have also looked at alternative use for our larger style accommodation and are working 

with the local authority around shared tenancies in particular for customers with learning 

disabilities who will receive additional support as part of their tenancy.  

5. What has been the effect on your business and investment planning? 

We have made void and bad debt assumptions of 2% this year. The impact of welfare reform 

is currently within these financial assumptions so currently has not had a negative impact on 

our business strategy due to prudent financial assumptions.  Our performance as of mid –

September 2013 in relation to those customers under occupying their homes is:- 

 63% of customers who are under occupying are in arrears  

 37 % of customers who are under occupying are either in credit or have a zero 

balance.  

 Although 63% of customers owe an arrear, 36% of customers have an arrears 

balance of less than 25 weeks charge   

 44 % of customer’s have paid, 43.5% are part paying 735 and 12.5% haven’t paid 

any of the charge. 

 Current rent arrears performance remains high at 105.16% of rent collected at Q1. 
 

 We have overspend however on empty property repairs, void loss, cleaning and 
clearance costs linked to higher than anticipated empty properties.  
 

6. What work do you undertake to support the financial inclusion agenda? 

 Vice Chair of Infinity – Financial Inclusion Forum 

 Financial support and Board Member of Tees Credit Union 

 Promoted payroll deductions with Tristar and Stockton Council colleagues 

 Working with Tees Credit Union around utilising Stratford House as a collection point, 

advertising its services in this office using our window display and producing a 

podcast on the Credit Union to help break down barriers and promote the community 

benefit of joining the Credit Union.  

 Working with Tees Credit Union on a furniture scheme which will enable our 
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customers to buy furniture / white goods via the Credit Union on a low cost loan.  

 We have employed two money advice officers and three employability officers, 

providing information advice and guidance to customers – see above. 

 Attended Grangefield School to offer Employability and Financial Money matters 

training to 15/16 year olds. 

 Arranged welfare reform coffee mornings across the Borough to support customers 

and raise awareness. 

 Door knocking campaigns on estates such as Clarences, Prior and Melsonby Court 

promoting money advice and employability along with our welfare reform services 

 Attended fun days at Roseworth, Hardwick, High Grange along with our main fun day 

at Preston park which helps to raise awareness of money advice and other services.  

 The Money Advice Team went to Bishopsgarth School to warn and inform about 

illegal money lending, this was made possible due to winning some funding from the 

Illegal Money Lending Team and was delivered in conjunction with Shontal drama 

group     

 An employment event was held at the community centre in Billingham, the Money 

Advice Team attended to give benefits advice to customers wishing to start work 

 Regular attendance at FINCAN, a regional financial inclusion group 

 Regular attendance at a practitioner’s group meeting attended by money advice 

officers/benefit advice officers covering the south of the region. 

 Attend the North East Welfare Reform Group co-ordinated by National Housing 

Federation. 

7. If you would like to make any additional comments please provide them below. 
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We are currently reviewing our Debt Recovery Policy approach and also the use of our 

Landlord Discretionary Housing Fund. We are looking still at possible stock re designation 

around our high rise properties at Prior and Melsonby Court or alternatively extending the 

use of our Landlord Discretionary funds in particular where areas are less sustainable and 

the impact of enforcement action will be detrimental to the long term sustainability of an 

area.   

Although our bad debt and void loss assumptions have been prudently established and we 

are currently operating within these assumptions, it is clear that with higher level of debts 

and void levels that this could longer term impact upon our ability to re-invest and carry out 

our new home build objectives.  

We have also received lots of positive comments from our customers in response to the 

support that we have provided. 

Money Advice quotes:-  

“I feel as though a great weight has been lifted off my mind” 

“It’s just nice to have someone to talk to” 

“I’m so embarrassed I never thought I’d find myself in this situation”  

Pathways quotes:- 

“Get involved with Pathways as they have helped me to believe in myself, come on…get 

involved!” Alan 

“A great service and a real confidence boost for my interview, the support given helped put 

me in a good frame of mind and because of this assistance I was lucky enough to secure the 

job” Natalie  

“Thanks so much for your help, really appreciate it”   Mohamed 

“The course has changed my outlook on life. I now feel so much more positive and confident 

that I will gain employment. I thought everybody was fantastic and I feel I got all the help that 

was needed.” 

“It has been a great way of preparing for a work environment and I have now gone on to 

secure a 3 week work placement, with the offer of a 16 hour a week job at the end of that.” 
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2. Name of Provider:      Erimus Housing and Tees Valley Housing  (Fabrick 

Group)                      

 

Name of person completing survey:  Stewart Tagg, Head of Neighbourhoods, 

Fabrick Housing Group.  

  

1. What overall support do you provide to tenants in relation to welfare reform 

(including any advice and guidance)? 

All our Operational Staff   have undergone training and are able to give general advice and 

guidance regarding welfare reform.   We have produced leaflets advising our tenants 

regarding the changes and always advise those that may be finding it hard to make rent 

payments to come and talk to us at an early stage.   Our “Tandem” financial inclusion team 

hold surgeries at our housing offices for those wishing to discuss any money matters 

including welfare reform. They also take referrals to visit people in their own homes and are 

skilled at identifying whether people may not be claiming all the financial support that they 

may be entitled to, or how they may be better off by considering a move.   We have spoken 

to and /or visited the  majority of people  affected by the under occupancy charge or 

Bedroom Tax, have helped people fill in LA DHP forms   and more recently those affected by 

the Benefit Cap.          

 

 

2. Do you provide a Discretionary Housing Payment scheme?  If so, how has this 

operated since April? 

 

No.  

 

3. What is your policy in relation to rent arrears linked to the under-occupation 

charge? 

We have informed people not paying all of the under occupancy charge that paying the rent 

including any Benefits shortfall remains their responsibility. However, as things stand we 

have not commenced legal action to recover outstanding rent exclusively down to the under 

occupancy charge.  We will consider allowing  people in rent arrears to “downsize “ to 

mitigate further debt escalation  

  

 

4. What has been the effect on housing allocations and your use of the housing 

stock? 
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We have seen reduced demand and properties taking longer to let.  Three bedroom 

properties are particularly affected in this way.  

 

 

5. What has been the effect on your business and investment planning? 

Rent arrears and void rent loss have increased since April 2013. We expected arrears to 

increase, are and are currently monitoring the impact of this on future income streams and 

the implications for investment planning.   The reduced  demand and result loss of income 

from 3 bedroom stock lying vacant for longer periods  is a concern  

 

6. What work do you undertake to support the financial inclusion agenda? 

     Our own financial inclusion team are actively involved in dealing with our customers on a 

1:1 basis to maximise their income entitlements. We have a number of initiatives from pre 

tenancy training including budgeting skills to a specialist young persons’ financial advice 

scheme. We encourage people to obtain more affordable credit and are working with local 

and regional credit unions with this in mind including a scheme that will allow our tenants to 

buy household goods with at a good price on good terms supported by ourselves.               

 

 

 

7. If you would like to make any additional comments please provide them below. 

- 
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3. Name of Provider:                Endeavour Housing Association               

 

Name of person completing survey:  Sara Herrington  

 

1. What overall support do you provide to tenants in relation to welfare reform 

(including any advice and guidance)? 

Primarily advice and guidance in respect of maximising income including welfare benefits 

advice.  We support and signpost our tenants to other organisations as deemed appropriate 

including CAB Food Banks, Mental Health Support Organisations, and Debt Advice Services 

such as Christians Against Poverty etc. 

We provide advice and support in finding alternative more affordable accommodation 

particularly for those affected by the under occupancy charges.   

2. Do you provide a Discretionary Housing Payment scheme?  If so, how has this 

operated since April? 

No 

 

 

 

3. What is your policy in relation to rent arrears linked to the under-occupation 

charge? 

Our organisation is collecting all rent that is due from reduction in housing benefit due to the 

under occupancy charge. As an organisation we have agreed that we have a responsibility 

to all of our tenants who pay rent regardless if they are in receipt of housing benefit and 

therefore we will collect all outstanding rent and arrears.  We have agreed that we will have 

an adult to adult relationship with our tenants and will provide them with advice and support 

in terms of their tenancy however we are informing tenants that these are Government 

welfare reform changes and any rent due as a result of these will be collected. 

   

4. What has been the effect on housing allocations and your use of the housing 

stock? 

We have seen our void turnover increase by 84% compared to the same period last year. 

This is significantly impacting budgets as well as capacity within the teams.  We are 

concerned about some communities where we have properties as there is now a high 

turnover and some areas where we have no demand and properties are empty.   

We are advertising properties outside of CBL as well as introducing a raft of incentives to 

maximise lettability of our properties. 
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We allocate properties through Compass and continue to let based on housing need and are 

informing incoming tenants of the housing benefit changes in order that they can make an 

informed decision to accept a tenancy with ourselves.   

5. What has been the effect on your business and investment planning? 

Will provide at a later date, awaiting further guidance from colleagues. 

 

6. What work do you undertake to support the financial inclusion agenda? 

We currently participate in various Financial Inclusion Partnerships and work with various 

agencies to support this and signpost our tenants accordingly such as to credit unions for 

affordable credit. We are presently reviewing our staffing structure to ensure it is fit for 

purpose as well as the role of our Welfare Benefits Officer as income maximisation will no 

longer be in place with the introduction of Universal Credit. The financial inclusion agenda 

will be considered as part of this.   

We are also considering all options in terms of fuel poverty including temporary appointing 

someone to assist tenants in finding cheaper gas/electric as well as supporting them switch. 

As we are a small organisation, we are continuing to work with partners in delivering the 

Financial Agenda including employment, training, cheaper credit etc.  

7. If you would like to make any additional comments please provide them below. 

We have found tenants overall ability to pay their rent is diminishing and they are not only 

affected by  under occupancy but changes to Disability allowances as well as the increase in 

non dependent charges in addition to the conflicting priority of other priority debts such as 

council tax charges.  

We are now referring tenants on a daily basis to food banks and front line teams are 

advising that our tenant’s mental health is being impacted by these challenges.   

As an organisation, we have seen demand for our properties significantly reduce and many 

tenancies ending on the grounds of affordability with outgoing tenants moving back in with 

family friends or moving to the private sector.   
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4. Name of Provider:      Isos Housing Ltd                      

 

Name of person completing survey:  Susan Howes 

  

1. What overall support do you provide to tenants in relation to welfare reform 

(including any advice and guidance)? 

We have an in house Financial and Social Inclusion Team of a Team Leader, 3 officers and 

2 assistants. All customers being offered a property have a financial and housing benefit 

assessment to advise what HB they would qualify for, what CT liability they would have and 

if they may be missing out on any benefits and whether they can afford the rent.  The team 

will advise how their income can be maximised. 

 The Team are referred to in all arrears letters.  

All staff have had training on the Welfare Reform Act and the implications of under 

occupancy, further training will be given on Universal Credit. 

 All tenants that have been affected by U/O have been contacted and their options 

explained. For the past year we have sent out a series of information leaflets on a variety of 

topics, such as Under Occupancy, PIP’s loan sharks setting up a direct debit and information 

on basic bank accounts 

We also ran a series of Neighbourhood Network meetings to raise awareness of Welfare 

Reform. 

In addition we will help those tenants wanting to downsize by helping with housing 

applications, mutual exchanges etc  We will also allow tenants to downsize if they have rent 

arrears but only if the arrears are directly attributable to underoccupation 

2. Do you provide a Discretionary Housing Payment scheme?  If so, how has this 

operated since April? 

 

We have introduced something similar to the DHP called iWRAP (Isos Welfare Reform 

Assistance Programme) where tenants who have been refused DHP can seek our help. 

Certain criteria have to be met and a panel considers each application.  This can be used to 

help pay for removals or to prevent arrears accruing,  if the tenant is in financial hardship 

 

3. What is your policy in relation to rent arrears linked to the under-occupation 

charge? 

Rent due is rent due. We ensure that we do all we can to assist those affected, early contact, 

referral to the Financial and Social Inclusion Team, advising them to claim DHP, iWRAP, 

make an arrangement to pay, set up a Direct Debit where we can. We advise that they are 

liable to pay and can consider moving and will give them advise re transfer, registering with 

the appropriate CBL/waiting list, (iWRAP may help with removals). We will take action 
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however if customers persist in non payment of rent, by the serving of a Notice of Seeking 

Possession and Court action/eviction where necessary. 

4. What has been the effect on housing allocations and your use of the housing 

stock? 

In our Northumberland stock we have seen a number of customers down sizing within our 

own stock (we are the main housing provider in parts of Northumberland), not so much in the 

South area (Newcastle, Gateshead, North and South Tyneside, Darlington, Sunderland and 

Stockton) although this is difficult to record as whilst customers have moved, information 

they provide does not confirm whether it is to the private sector or an alternative landlord 

such as the local authority or another registered provider. In the South we are still struggling 

to let 1 bed properties in harder to let areas. Turnover is slightly down for the first 2 quarters 

this year compared to the same period last year.  There has started to be a impact on 

demand for 3 bed properties in parts of Northumberland although this situation is 

manageable at the moment 

The Common Allocation policy for Northumberland has been reviewed and changed so that 

property eligibility is matched to HB eligibility  

We have seen an increase in the number of abandoned properties. 

Our Stockton regeneration area has been adversely affected by u/o as they were given like 

for like properties following demolition and redevelopment, 28% of our customers in Stockton 

were affected. 

5. What has been the effect on your business and investment planning? 

 

We have increased our bad debt provision much like all other housing providers. 

 

6. What work do you undertake to support the financial inclusion agenda? 

See Q1 plus the Financial and Social Inclusion Team track progress and support those 

identified as financially vulnerable throughout the first year of their tenancies.  

Our Community Investment Team are heavily involved in projects such as “Back in the 

Game” at Sunderland Foundation of Light to help people living in our communities get back 

into work. We have a fund accessible to those wishing to set up a social enterprise scheme.  

 

7. If you would like to make any additional comments please provide them below. 

- 
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5. Name of Provider:     Home Group                     

 

Name of person completing survey:  Graham Darby, Head of Customer Service NE 

  

1. What overall support do you provide to tenants in relation to welfare reform 

(including any advice and guidance)? 

 
Our Customer Service Partners have strong individual relationships with our customers. 
Earlier this year, the customer insight information we hold for every Home Group customer 
was reviewed in order for us to understand the likelihood of them being affected by social 
size criteria or under-occupancy. This was then developed into the ‘reaching customers’ 
project where every ‘at risk’ customer was visited by their Customer Service Partner.  
Welfare Reform Guidance/Support packs were issued to customers and follow up support 
visits where required.   We employed specialist Welfare Reform Officers to concentrate on 
supporting affected customers.  In general Home are providing extra money advice, have 
undertaken customer analysis to identify and target under-occupiers and are providing extra 
assistance to housing applicants.  
 

2. Do you provide a Discretionary Housing Payment scheme?  If so, how has this 

operated since April? 

 

Home do not operate their own Discretionary Housing Payment scheme.  However, we work 

closely with affected customers to provide advice, assist & support with Local Authority 

discretionary payments applications. Many customers are in receipt of this payment. 

 

3. What is your policy in relation to rent arrears linked to the under-occupation 

charge? 

 

Home have increased support for our customers as well as increasing resources to manage 

the anticipated increase in arrears. Our Allocations policy was redrafted to accommodate the 

needs of customers who under-occupy their homes.  We prioritise applicants whom cannot 

afford the surplus bedroom(s) charge and where the charge is contributing to arrears accrual 

we re-house to smaller accommodation where we can. We have specialist teams employed 

to advise/support vulnerable customers affected by Welfare Reform    

 

4. What has been the effect on housing allocations and your use of the housing 

stock? 

Increased void turnover of 3 & 4 bed properties and 2 bed flats, with these properties 

having lower demand in some areas. The associated void turnover costs: rent loss, repairs 

& maintenance & safety checks, security is having an impact on our budget and 
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performance positions.   

We are a 100% Choice Based Lettings partner within the Teesside area and work in 

partnership with other providers & Local Authorities to address tenancy terminations & void 

turnover via agreed protocols.   

5. What has been the effect on your business and investment planning? 

Home are relatively satisfied with the changes that we are already making in management 

procedures.  We are focussed on cost and efficiency and have restructured our front line  

operations to best meet the challenges of welfare reform. In doing this we have given 

thought to our strategic direction in terms of who we house and how, the range of housing 

and non-housing activities we engage in, and our costs and benefits. 

6. What work do you undertake to support the financial inclusion agenda? 

 
There are real concerns that our customers require a great deal of individual support to 
manage their finances and pay their rent.  We appreciate that the threat to both rental 
incomes and to costs could be very significant.  
 
We have established multilateral frameworks with providers across different areas.  We are 

a member of the Tees Valley Social Inclusion Group working in partnership with other 

providers across the region  including the Illegal Money Lending Team &  Five Lamps 

Organisation. We are a board member of the Know Your Money, Keep the Change Project 

recently introduced to the Middlesbrough area tackling social inclusion for 16-25yr old 

residents seeking training, education, employment, money advice, tenancy sustainability and 

much more.  We have employed specialist officers to concentrate on intense financial advice 

& support.  Staff have been trained via external provider to enable them to facilitate delivery 

of Made of Money workshops to our customers throughout the region.  We have held 

Welfare Reform Advice days throughout the region in conjunction with other providers.  Our 

teams are working closely with customers to address concerns.  We are encouraging 

customers to go onto Direct Direct payments.     

 

7. If you would like to make any additional comments please provide them below. 

- 
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6. Name of Provider:     Coast & Country Housing                        

 

Name of person completing survey:   Sharon Dalton – Compliance Manager 

  

1. What overall support do you provide to tenants in relation to welfare reform 

(including any advice and guidance)? 

 Consulted with and advised 1,800 tenants affected by cuts in benefit owing to under-
occupation to including home visits to vulnerable tenants 

 Ensured that under-occupying tenants in ‘exempt’ groups (foster carers, families with 
severely disabled children and those with dependants in the forces) receive the correct 
housing benefit  

 Referred under-occupying tenants for specialist help and advice including over 100 
referrals to our in-house benefit & money advice team 

 Helped tenants and their families to seek training and work through referrals to the 
Working Communities Team and our Forging Futures project 

 Helped under-occupying tenants to apply for Discretionary Housing Payment 

 Worked with tenants to set up payment plans with R&C for council tax arrears 

 Consulted with and advised all C&C tenants affected by the Benefit Cap 

 Carried out Home Exchange events to help under-occupying tenants to find exchanges 
to smaller properties resulting in a 50% increase in the number of exchanges (24 in Q1 
compared to 12 in Q1 last year)  

 Helped 70 under-occupying tenants wishing to downsize to transfer to smaller homes 

 Advised and helped tenants with applications for Personal Independence Payments and 
helped with reconsiderations and appeals against decisions 

 In preparation for Universal Credit helped tenants to open budgeting accounts to help 
manage monthly payments 

 

2. Do you provide a Discretionary Housing Payment scheme?  If so, how has this 

operated since April? 

Redcar & Cleveland Borough Council’s DHP fund for 1013-14 is £308,690.  Of this £161,987 

(52.48%) has been allocated for Coast & Country tenants – based on the percentage of 

benefit claimants that are Coast & Country tenants.   

This is administered quarterly and the fund is exhausted within the first 2 weeks of each 

quarter.   When successful the DHP is generally awarded up to the end of March 2014. 

Redcar & Cleveland Council received a further £37k transitional payment from the 

government and they are using this for people affected by the Benefit Cap, with the condition 

that they engage in seeking work.  There are 31 Coast & Country tenants affected by the 

Benefit Cap. 

3. What is your policy in relation to rent arrears linked to the under-occupation 

charge? 

Our CBL Allocations Policy states that current tenants must have a clear rent account to 

transfer.  However, we are allowing transfers and home exchanges to tenants with debt and 
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these are being considered on a case-by-case basis. 

4. What has been the effect on housing allocations and your use of the housing 

stock? 

There has been a significant increase in the number of voids in our lower demand areas and 

an increase in the time taken to re-let properties.   

The drop in demand in these areas is demonstrated by the decrease in average number of 

bids for void properties, compared to bids in 2012-2013. 

In terms of average re-let times, overall there has been a slight increase from 18.4 days to 

22.5 days since last year.  Looking at re-let times in lower demand areas, this is significantly 

higher. 

The rent loss due to voids was £374k in 2012-13 and the rent loss as at August 2013 is 

£315,349.  Based on this the rent loss for the year is predicted to be £792,315, a 112% 

increase. 

5. What has been the effect on your business and investment planning? 

Too early in the process to impact on investment plans but we are keeping the position in 

mind for when we revise the current business plan early 2014. 

6. What work do you undertake to support the financial inclusion agenda? 

We were successful in securing the big lottery fund which is for 5 years to employ six Money 

Advisors to improve the financial confidence of first time social tenants.  Also, we have newly 

appointed a Money Advisor for existing tenants. 

The Money Advisors provide advice on grants, benefits, loans, bank accounts, savings, 

internet access etc. 

Coast & Country lead on the Redcar & Cleveland Welfare Reform Group and play an active 

role with partners across Redcar and Cleveland. 

7. If you would like to make any additional comments please provide them below. 

 

 

 


