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1. Introduction 

i. The Housing Strategy 2008 – 2011 was adopted by Ashford Borough Council on 17th  April 2008.  This report considers the Housing Strategy Action Plan and identifies areas of success and areas where targets are not being achieved.  For the latter it seeks to address the reasons for non delivery and where possible consider if an alternative course of action can be taken to achieve the target.

ii. The delivery of the Housing Strategy Action Plan requires, in many instances, joint working with a range of other agencies.  Many of the successes are a result of the formation of strong, positive working relationships to enable the delivery of the action plan and improve the housing and housing related services for all residents of the borough.

iii. This report covers the period from 1st April 2010 to 31st March 2011.  The full Housing Strategy document is available on the Ashford Borough Council website at www.ashford.gov.uk/housingstrategy.  The Housing Strategy has undergone the Council’s equality impact assessment and is compliant meeting all seven protected characteristics associated with equality and diversity. 
iv. The following table and graph shows the percentage of actions achieved at end of each of the last 4 quarterly monitoring periods. 
	Strategic Priority
	Percentage of Actions Achieved at 

	
	End June 10   End Sept 10     End Dec 10      End March 11

	Strategic Priority 1: Increasing the supply of homes
	69                     69                    69                     81

	Strategic Priority 2: Developing sustainable communities
	       95                     95                    95                     95

	Strategic Priority 3: Supporting Independence
	       95                     95                    95                     91

	Strategic Priority 4: Ensuring homes of decent quality
	       58                     68                    68                     80

	Strategic Priority 5: Providing accessible information on housing options
	       94                     94                    94                     94 

	Supplementary Actions added May 09
	     100                   100                   100                  100

	Overall 
	       84                     86                    86                     89


Percentage of actions achieved at end of each of the last 4 quarterly monitoring periods.
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v. The Housing Strategy 2008-11 is now due for renewal.  During 2011 consultation will be undertaken to inform and shape a new strategy that sets out the aims and objectives for the next 5 years.

2. Summary of work to date for each strategic priority
2.1 Strategic Priority 1: Increasing the supply of homes
Aim: To maximise the availability of homes affordable to local people

a) Increase the supply of affordable rented and intermediate tenure homes

i. The Council continues to work in partnership with Registered Providers of Social Housing (RPSHs) .  In 2010/11 266 units of new affordable housing have been delivered in the borough 148 social rented, 118 other affordable tenure such as  shared ownership and home buy direct.  This includes 35 homes on a rural exception sites for local needs housing.  This represents a 55% increase in affordable housing delivery for the same period for 2009/10 and is a significant achievement in the light of the current economic climate.

ii. Since 2007, 704 new affordable homes have been delivered in the Borough across a combination of developer led sites (providing a % of affordable housing) and registered provider (Housing Association) sites in both urban and rural areas.
iii. Housing Services continues to work closely with planning services to maximise the percentage of affordable housing delivered on section 106 sites, in line with the Core Strategy Policy CS12. 
iv. Currently 12 Registered Providers of Social Housing (RPSH) are approved to develop affordable housing in the Borough. A2 Dominion, Accent Peerless, Affinity Sutton, English Rural HA, Golding Homes, Housing 21, Hyde Housing, Moat, Orbit South, Southern Housing Group, Town & Country HA, West Kent HA.
v. The Council-led RPSH Development Forum ensures close working with social housing providers. The forum includes representation from the Homes and Communities Agency.
vi. The Council has extended its scheme to buy back homes sold under the right to buy to the RPSH partners where it does not wish to purchase and particularly where a property is strategically located to enable additional development opportunities. There have not been any buy back opportunities in 2010/11.
b) Ensure best use of existing homes

i. The void times continue to be monitored.  The void time for 2010/11 is slightly above target with the average at 26 days.  The Kent HomeChoice bidding cycle has been reviewed and the number of days for placing a bid reduced.  This will be monitored to assess if this measure helps to reduce void times.
ii. Assisted moves policy will be reviewed to assess its effectiveness and consider if further amendments are required to encourage down sizing especially in-light of proposed changes to the benefits system and introduction of universal credit.  In addition Ashford BC is working with Kent Housing Group to consider county wide options to promote down-sizing.  16 assisted moves took place during 2010/11 freeing up family sized accommodation. 

iii. Tenant profiling has commenced and will be undertaken in phases.  The first phases of all leaseholders and tenants in the rural areas of Hothfield, Biddenden and Wittersham and the urban areas of Kennington, Newtown and Hackfield  are in progress with data inputting and analysis ongoing. Information will help inform and target other areas of work such as assisted moves and moves into shared ownership or open market purchase.
iv. A feasibility study to look at the potential for remodelling the oldest sheltered schemes has been undertaken and the recommendations, including the financial requirements are being considered to develop a proposed programme of works.   The joint working with KCC through the Excellent Homes for All PFI to develop extra care at Little Hill (St Michaels, Tenterden) and 12 units of move-on accommodation for younger people, continues with the next stage being the appointment of the consortium to carry out the works.  A final decision on the successful bidder is expected in summer 2011 with work hopefully beginning in early 2012.
v. A list of long term empty homes has been established and a method of prioritising which homes to take action on is to be developed to ensure scarce resources are targeted in the most effective way.  As part of a wider consultation process on private sector housing the responses relating to empty homes will be reviewed and used to inform the empty homes section of the Housing Strategy.  A separate empty homes strategy will not be developed but a policy and practice document will set targets for empty homes work.     
c) Assess the viability of all the options available to the council in order to ensure best use of resources

i. The first phase of the local authority new build programme will see completion of 25 new affordable homes during the first half of 2011.  Construction of second phase has begun with starts on site for a further 44 homes, all due for completion in October/November 2011.   An additional scheme for Orion Way received planning approval in January and will deliver 9 homes by March 2012.  
ii. Other opportunities to build small numbers of homes on Council owned sites are being considered in order to ‘bid’ to the HCA for grant funding through the new framework which covers the period, 2011-15.
iii. A further initiative to develop homes outside of the Housing Revenue Account is being investigated and will be reported to members during 2011.
2.2  Strategic Priority 2: Developing sustainable communities

Aim: To ensure local communities are safe, inclusive, well located places where people want to live

a) Improve the balance of the local housing market
i. The Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) reported in June 2010 that 35% of households are unable to access the housing market in the Borough.  For affordable housing The SHMA recommends the following proportions for each size of home; 25% 1 bed, 50% 2 bed, 15% 3 bed and 10% 4 bed.  This mix will assist housing a range of households and create movement across the affordable housing stock.
ii. Close liaison with planning colleagues on the size and tenure mix of affordable housing for mixed developments continues to ensure housing needs are being addressed.
iii. The quarterly newsletter, circulated to a range of partners and stakeholders, has been reviewed and now includes information from Housing Plus and Planning Services. 
b) Ensure both new and existing communities receive the support and resources needed to flourish together

i. The Ashford BC Tenants Forum and the Seniors’ Forum play an active role in agreeing and monitoring the services for the benefit of all tenants.  The Tenants Forum were involved in the interviewing of contractors for the local authority new build project and inputted to the design specification.  The repairs monitoring group continues and the both the Forums review new policy as necessary. Training is an essential part of being confident to actively contribute to either forum and two half day session were held for representatives from sheltered schemes to assist them to confidently engage in debates about issues that affect them, the importance of making information available to all and promoting older people as valuable resource.
The Tenants Forum received equality training to update them on the new legislation and on undertaking estate inspections.
ii. The number of tenants willing to be involved in consultation continues to grow with over 540 tenants registered.  Promotion of involvement continues through Ashford ‘Back Chat’ and tenant profiling. 
iii. In addition to engaging with minority groups through attendance at cultural events such as the Ashford International Association open day, tenant profiling will identify any tenant with unique requirements and help to improve the ways we communicate with them.  
iv. The Stanhope PFI continues to progress on schedule.  2010/11 has seen the completion of the Legacy building and the landscaping of Central Park area alongside the demolition and new build works.  The last block of flats was demolished in January 2011 and 8 of the 10 development sites are now completed.
v. A programme of area plans was agreed by the Tenants Forum in June 2010.  These included improvements to the play area in Newtown Green, provision of fencing at Meadowsweet House, help to improve a garden area at Croft Road and improvements to bin areas and drying facilities at Cleves Way. 
vi. Estate agreements between residents and the council set out the level of estate management service that can be expected.  Block agreements for Newtown Green and Bybrook Road are being rolled out.

vii. The issues and options report for Gypsies, Travellers and Travelling Show people has been completed and responses are being considered.  Guidance from central government is expected later in 2011 and following this a Development Plan Document will be developed which will require an updated analysis of Gypsy and Traveller accommodation needs.
viii. Where 100% affordable housing developments are proposed consultation with the local community is carried out prior to a planning application being submitted. During 2010/11 a village consultation event was held for the local needs scheme at Ruckinge and for an urban scheme in Ashford.
c) Increase feelings of community safety in urban and rural areas

i. Area managers continue to work closely with other agencies and the Community Safety Partnership.  Operation ‘clean sweep’ initiatives have been held in Kennington, Town Centre, Victoria and Tenterden.
ii. 2010 saw the 1st crack-house closure in a council property, in the borough, this operation was led by the police and supported by the council. Housing services were then able to seek possession of the property to re-let.    Two successful evictions for anti social behaviour (Newtown and South Ashford) took place in July 2010.
iii. The Sanctuary Scheme continues to provide security measures for victims of domestic violence and during 2010 has prevented 49 families from becoming homeless due to measures installed and advice provided through the Sanctuary scheme.   
iv. Six affordable housing schemes developed by Registered Providers of Social Housing have achieved secured by design status in 2010/11.
d) Ensure the housing and related need of people in rural areas are assessed and addressed.
i. During 2010/11 the rural local needs housing programme has seen the completion of 35 dwellings, 11 at Old Wives Lees (Chilham), and 8 homes in each of Charing, Egerton and Godmersham.    A further 12 homes are under construction.
ii. The Rural Older Persons Accommodation Project has identified possible sites in 3 of the cluster groups of parishes.  Feasibility work is underway to determine if it is possible to develop an extra care scheme for each site. 
iii. Housing Needs Surveys were undertaken in Hothfield and Little Chart under the SLA for 2010/11 with Action with Communities in Rural Kent. A further parish declined the opportunity to carry out a housing needs survey.  The SLA has been reviewed and agreed for 2011/12 and will in future be funded through the Single Grants Gateway.

iv. The Rural Local Needs Housing Procedure was reviewed and revised during 2010 in consultation with Parish Councils and Members. In Spring 2011 the Local Needs Housing Survey was reviewed to ensure a robust assessment of housing needs and a revised survey will be used from March 2011. 
2.3  Strategic Priority 3: Supporting Independence

Aim: To ensure all members of the community have access to the right levels of support to enable them to live independently whenever possible

a) Improve opportunities for independent living, in line with identified local need
i. The feasibility studies for remodelling some of the older ABC sheltered stock are being considered.  A workshop held with stakeholders has informed suggestions for future older persons accommodation which will improve standards and lead to greater independence for residents.
ii. The Council continues to work with KCC on the Excellent Homes for All PFI. The consortia are due to be appointed by early Summer 2011. This will deliver an extra care sheltered scheme at Little Hill in Tenterden and 12 units of move on accommodation for homeless young people, in Ashford, creating a pathway to independent living.
iii. Work has commenced on 5 supported homes for people with learning disabilities as part of the 2nd phase of the LA new build programme and due for completion October/November 2011.  
iv. As part of a County wide initiative Ashford BC has worked closely with the Community Learning Disability Team and the District Partnership to undertake a housing survey of people with a learning disability and this has fed into a county wide database to inform future commissioning of services for people with a learning disability.
v. The Ashford Visiting Service delivered by Richmond Fellowship is a scheme where people with mental health problems are supported to bid for a home through Kent HomeChoice and develop skills to enable then to live independently within the community.  Up to 6 people can be supported under this scheme. 
vi. The Home Improvement Agency (HIA) works closely with Ashford BC and is supported by a grant from the Council. In 2010/11 the HIA received 574 enquiries from residents for various advice and services.  45 households were assisted by the HIA to have either disabled facilities grant adaptations or works to improve their homes through the regional housing board loan scheme.  From 2011 funding will be provided through the Single Grants Gateway and as part of the savings plan of the Council has been reduced by 15%. 

vii. The Ashford Vulnerable Adults Housing Strategy was adopted by the Council in February 2011.  The Strategy seeks to encourage multi-agency working to make best use of available resources to improve access to and choice of accommodation for vulnerable people living in the Borough. The action plan will be monitored by the multi agency Housing Health and Social Care Group. 
viii. Referrals for floating support services continue to the Supporting People programme.  Discussions are underway with Supporting People to link into the Housing and Employment Link Programme (HELP) system to streamline referrals.  

ix. To provide young people who will be taking up a tenancy for the first time a presentation and pack has been developed to help them think about what their responsibilities will be and what they need to do to maintain their tenancy.  This will be reinforced with small group interactive training sessions.
x. The Housing Plus project has delivered excellent outcomes since Ashford Borough Council was awarded funding under the Enhanced Housing Options Trailblazer extra project.  Joint working with a range of partners has enabled a variety of services and advice to be offered to customers such as benefits and debt, employment and training, health and well being.  All of which can assist in helping people towards secure accommodation and breaking the cycle of repeat homelessness.
b) Further develop partnerships with key agencies and stakeholders to improve the delivery and coordination of housing related services to vulnerable people

i. Accommodation Forums continue for the following client groups: Mental Health, Learning Disabilities and Young People.  Each forum is multi-agency and provides a platform to share good practice and explore joint working.  
ii. Ashford Council contributes to the sub regional work of the Joint Policy and Planning Board (Housing) and works alongside other local authorities and agencies to develop and implement procedures to improve the quality of service for vulnerable people.  A number of protocols have been developed to ensure each agency takes the correct course of action to reduce the occurrence of customers being referred between agencies.
2.4  Strategic Priority 4: Ensuring homes of decent quality
Aim: To ensure that homes of all tenures in the borough are developed and maintained to the highest possible standard

a) Maintain 100% of council owned homes at the Decent Homes Standard
i. All council owned homes met the Decent Homes Standard in 2004.  Continual maintenance keeps the stock at 100% compliance.  Independent verification to be undertaken in 2011 if resources allow.   During 2010/11 over £7,000,000 was invested in council homes through the repairs and maintenance programmes.
ii. The Housing Revenue Account funds adaptations to council owned properties and in 2010/11 some 237 adaptations have been installed at a cost of around £188,000.  These measures, such as grab rails, ramps, flush floors showers and through floor lifts help people to remain living a more independent life in their own home.
iii. The £1.5 million project to regenerate the Bybrook flats was completed in March 2011.  Improvements included: cladding to improve the look of blocks and reduce heating costs, providing new energy efficiency boilers, improving refuse areas, providing private outdoor space for each block and improving parking.
b) Improve housing conditions in the private rented sector

i. Private sector housing makes up the majority (86%) of the housing stock in Ashford. For houses in multiple occupation (HMO’s), the Private Sector Housing Team inspects licensed properties to makes sure the conditions of the licence are adhered to and will take action where conditions are breached.  HMO’s that are not licensed and require one are being brought to our attention through close working with other agencies and departments and through joint initiatives such as operation clean sweep. 7 HMO’s were licensed in 2010/11.
ii. Grants available through the North and West Kent Private Sector Renewal Partnership are aimed at bringing properties up to decent homes standard and improving energy efficiency.  25 loans have been approved to date.

iii.  A review of Private Sector Housing has been completed during 2010/11 and priorities for action resulting from consultation with stakeholders identified.  This will feed into the development of the new Housing Strategy and the Private Sector Housing Policy will be updated by end of 2011. 
iv. Disabled Facilities Grants (DFG) enable older or disabled people in the private sector to access adaptations to their homes to help them live more safely and independently.  In 2010/11 36 DFGs were completed at a total spend of £333,000.  The process is being reviewed to assess how the DFG process could be delivered with greater efficiency.  
c) Improve energy efficiency and address fuel poverty across all tenures

i. The Council continues to supports the local Energy Saving Trust Advice Centre.  In 2010/11 280 energy saving measures such as loft and cavity wall insulation and replacement boilers,  were installed between April 2010 and March 2011, in homes in Ashford Borough.
ii. The Energy Saving Trust 1-2-1 programme (which superseded the Carbon Management Action Plan) has resulted in an action plan that will be taken forward by the Environment Forum.   
iii. The Kent Health and Affordable Warmth Strategy development is now overseen by the Joint Policy and Planning Board (Housing) where Ashford is represented.  This sub group of the JPPB will now be focusing on health issues such as seasonal mortality, in particular excess winter deaths.  There are now representatives from private sector housing and Kent Energy Efficiency Partnership (KEEP) on the sub group.
iv. The programme to improve energy and water conservation, in council-owned homes is on schedule to meet the targets set for 2013.  Energy saving measures have been fitted to two properties in Appledore to assess the effectiveness and value for money of each measure.  Monitoring will continue into 2013.
d) Ensure acceptable management standards in the private rented sector
i. Landlords joining the accreditation scheme (Private Accredited Lettings – PALs) are eligible for loans to improve the standard of their property.  25 loans have been approved to date.  Further engagement with landlords is ongoing and a forum is planned for June 2011.   A separate training event for landlords of HMO’s is planned and will take place by December 2011.
ii. The landlord liaison officers continue to work with landlords to ensure homes are let at an acceptable standard and will work with tenants and landlords to resolve any issues to sustain tenancies.  
e) Ensure all new affordable homes are developed to the highest possible design and  quality standards

i. New build schemes grant funded by the Homes and Communities Agency meet rigorous space, design and environmental standards and must achieve Code for Sustainable Homes Level 3.  Many new build schemes include a renewable energy system such as solar water heating, photovoltaic panels and ground source heat pumps.   
2.5  Strategic Priority 5: Providing accessible information on housing options

Aim: To ensure local people are aware of the housing options available to them and reduce homelessness

a) Improve the housing options available through the choice based lettings scheme
i. The Kent HomeChoice, choice based lettings system has been fully operational in Ashford since February 2009.  In 2010/11, 272 households were housed via the choice based lettings.  Housing Services continues to be fully involved in reviewing and further developing this system.
ii. The demand for properties advertised is increasing as numbers on the housing register have been growing steadily through 2010/11 and at March 2011 there were 1724 households on the register, an increase of 281 from April 2010.
b) Improve the quality and range of housing options advice and assistance available

i. Housing plus partners have undertaken joint training events during 2010. In November 2010 and January 2011 open days were held to highlight the improvements made to the housing options service under the Trailblazer project.  As part of the planned move to the Gateway Plus building in July 2011 further multi agency training will be carried out. 
ii. Joint working with Maidstone BC has developed a policy and procedure document for Domestic Violence.  
iii. The Housing and Employment Link project (HELP) has been developed and is a secure online multi partner referral system capable of making referrals to other services that can provide support and advice to customers seeking advice from the Housing Options Team. As well as saving time and reducing the amount of paper referrals, the system is secure and provides the ability to track the customer journey and monitor outcomes.

c) Prevent and reduce homelessness

i. A review of the mediation service, with Stepahead Support, identified that it was not cost effective and was terminated in September 2010. 
ii. A homelessness prevention education programme developed by Porchlight is being delivered in schools across Ashford to years 8, 9 & 10.  The project, part of a joint local authority initiative, is funded by 10 local authorities.

iii. The Council continues to operate the rent deposit bond scheme to assist people who are at risk of becoming homeless or are homeless into suitable accommodation in the private rented sector.  During 2010/11 100 deposit bonds were issued (the equivalent value is £77,335).
iv. The Prevention fund (a one off payment given at the discretion of the Council to sustain the tenancy whereby in return the Landlord will agree to extend the tenancy for a further period of twelve months) has been used 39 times in 2010/11, preventing homelessness.   Throughout this period the Landlord Liaison Officers will assist and support the tenant.  
v. The mortgage rescue scheme continues to contribute to preventing homelessness. As well as 9 successful MR cases, there are an additional 8 that are progressing with Moat and the number of referrals for debt advice has increased

vi. It has been agreed to incorporate the Homelessness Strategy into the new Housing Strategy during 2011

d) Enable the provision of suitable temporary accommodation for homeless households

i. The young persons accommodation pathway was reviewed in January 2011 with key stakeholders to look at how the process could be improved. There is ongoing work with Social Services, Home Group and YMCA to ensure that young people receive the correct support to enable them to move on through the ‘pathway’ towards settled accommodation.  
ii. The private sector leasing scheme continues to provide an alternative to bed and breakfast and now operates at its capacity of having in the region of 70 properties available.  At end of March 2011, 73 households were living in accommodation provided through the Private Sector Leasing Scheme.
iii. A supported housing providers forum considers how to move people on in planned way into more independent living, Porchlight are now leading a bi-monthly  meeting in Ashford which will also look at clients and consider who could potentially move on using the Supporting People funding that is available to facilitate this.
3. Conclusion
i. The ongoing impact of the recession, budgetary restraints and the slow down in housing growth continues to challenge the delivery of all the actions of the housing strategy. By maintaining good working relationships with a range of partners, both statutory and third sector, 89% of actions have been achieved.
ii. As a stock holding authority the Council continues to efficiently manage some 5000 homes across the borough.

iii. Where resources have been reduced, where ever practical, alternative courses of action have been sought to achieve a productive outcome.  Such as 

· delivering supported housing for people with learning disabilities as part of the second phase of the local authority new build programme, when unable to identify a suitable site with our housing association partners.

· Identifying Houses in Multiple Occupation by working together with other departments and participating in initiatives such as operation clean sweep has been a way forward when capacity does not allow for a systematic check of properties across the borough.
· Homelessness, bringing empty homes back into use and private sector housing will be included in the new Housing Strategy in preference to developing stand alone strategies dedicated to these 3 areas of work.

iv. The need for affordable housing is ongoing, although delivery in 2010/11 increased by 54% from the previous year to 266 units this is still falling short of the 450 units per year required.   Numbers on the housing register are increasing so maximising the delivery of affordable housing, making best use of existing stock and reducing void times continue to be critical areas of work.
v. Improving neighbourhoods and assisting people to maintain their homes whether living in the private or social sector is a core part of the housing strategy.   Good quality homes and neighbourhoods have a positive impact on health and well being and contribute to generating pride in the local area.  
vi. Working with other agencies sees better outcomes than working in isolation as has been demonstrated through initiatives such as operation clean sweep, the young persons housing pathway, regeneration projects and housing plus. 
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