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‘Better Homes, Better Service, Brighter Future’
INCOME MANAGEMENT STRATEGY

1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background

The purpose of the Income Management Strategy (IMS) is to ensure that all elements of the Housing Income Management service combine to support our underlying vision and key objectives. The strategic context , therefore, drives the operational service.

Tenants, staff and other relevant stakeholder organisations are instrumental in the development of our strategy. Best practice and the Audit commissions Key Lines of Enquiry (KLOE) have also been used to inform its development. 

The Strategy will be reviewed annually to ensure that it reflects the key aims of the company and to ensure that the action plan is relevant and on target. 

The IMS recognises four key areas in our approach to addressing rent arrears; 

· Particular emphasis is placed on strategies to prevent arrears. 

· How we organise our management of rent arrears directly impacts on both the service provided to tenants and on performance. 

· The procedures and processes for managing rent arrears on an individual basis clearly have a key role to play in achieving the outcomes that we desire. 

· Effective performance management is an essential tool in ensuring our continuous improvement.

1.2 Legal and Regulatory Framework

To begin it is necessary to state the legal and regulatory framework that underpins the income management service The statutory framework for the service is set out in both the Housing Act 1985, and the Local Government and Housing Act 1989. Part II of the Housing Act 1985 allows for the provision of housing accommodation, and the application of Housing Management Provision. It further allows the local authority to make reasonable charges for the tenancy or occupation of their homes and recover possession should rent lawfully due from the tenant not be paid or an obligation of the tenancy be broken or not performed. 

Part IV of the Local Government and Housing Act 1989 places a duty on the Authority to keep, in accordance with proper practices, an account, called the “Housing Revenue Account”, of sums credited in respect of:-Houses and other buildings which have been provided under Part II of the Housing Act 1985 (provision of housing). The Act further places a duty on the authority to prevent debit balances on the Housing Revenue Account. These statutory responsibilities are more fundamentally underpinned by the authority’s general duty to Council Tenants and Council Tax payers, to maximise revenues and tenant income, and minimise rent associated debt. 

In addition the Human Rights Act 1998 has to be considered as it applies to Public Sector Landlords particularly before issuing proceedings. Policies and staff need to reflect and consider the principle of proportionality i.e. is the action being taken proportionate to the level of arrears, length of tenancy, previous payment history and any alternative courses of action.

The introduction of the Pre-Action Court Protocol in October 2006 has placed further responsibilities on landlords when dealing with rent arrears. The guidance within the protocol promotes a less litigious approach to arrears management. 

The Rent Restructuring Framework that was introduced in 2001 introduced a national for rent setting in the social rented sector based upon property values, local incomes and property size. The process requires the separating out of service charges and it is expected that the new framework will be implemented fully by 2012.
1.3 National Context

The management of housing income must be considered within the context of national government priorities. 

The ODPM states in its good practice guidance ‘Improving the Effectiveness of Rent arrears Management’ that; “social landlords should seek to maintain and sustain tenancies rather than terminate them, using eviction only as a last resort. Eviction has high social and economic costs and landlords should, therefore, place increasing emphasis on alternative approaches and a focus on preventative rather than reactive strategies”

A key priority for the Government is addressing the issues associated with financial exclusion. The Treasury set out in its report Promoting Financial Inclusion three key priorities (ABC)

· Advice:access to free face to face money advice

· Banking: access to bank accounts and savings schemes

· Credit – access to affordable credit

When developing a strategy for rent arrears management , therefore particular emphasis should be placed on a preventative approach which addresses these priorities.  

1.4 Local Context:  

Homes for Northumberland manages the collection of rents and other income from almost .6800 tenants within the borough of Blyth Valley. 

Blyth Valley is ranked 79 out of 354 local authorities in the Index of Multiple Deprivation 2004 (Rank 1 being the most deprived).

Almost 18% of Blyth Valley Residents of working age are claiming benefits (almost 12% nationally)

Statistics show that a high number of people are excluded from the labour market in Blyth Valley. In May 2005 there were 7,115 adults claiming Incapacity Benefit, Income Support or Carers Allowance and this accounts for 13.9% of Blyth Valley’s working age population  

Average earnings in Blyth Valley are significantly lower than across England at £17,205 gross / annum compared with £22,823 gross / annum. This figure is also lower than the £18,499 average for the North East.

Over 60% of our tenants receive Housing benefit. This accounts for around 63% of our weekly current tenant rental income.  

STATUS 2007 identified that 17% of tenants had a net income of under £100 per week, with 53% receiving between £100 and £199 per week. The national average household income at the same time was over £400 per week of which only 4% of our tenants fall into this category

· 85% of our tenants are on state benefits and 60% receive all of their income from state benefits / state pensions. 

· 57% of tenants have an illness and 86% of these say it limits their activities with 8% using a wheelchair.

· The tenant base is very stable with 58% of tenants being a tenant for more than 10 years and 47% being in the same home for more than 10 years.

· 52% of households have someone within it who is aged over 60 years.

It is a clear conclusion from these statistics that our tenants represent the most disadvantaged groups in the community. Any IMS for BVH must therefore emphasise proactive, preventative, approaches rather than being focused on reactive enforcement measures.

1.5 Council Strategies

The strategy complements the Social Inclusion Strategy and Corporate Debt Strategy currently being developed by Northumberland County Council.

Key priorities for the Council include the creation of sustainable communities and addressing the issues raised in ‘Every Child Matters’ particularly in relation to ‘economic wellbeing’.

The Income Management Strategy contributes directly to achieving these objectives.

1.6 Links to Company Objectives

The IMS should not be seen in isolation and is only one strand of our strategic framework and as such it complements other strategies.

The IMS integrates with the Company’s strategies on homelessness, equality and diversity, resident participation, value for money and financial inclusion.

HFN has a strategic objective to be well governed and financially viable. The Housing Income Management Service is clearly a key contributor to achieving this core objective, by maximising income more money will be available to deliver our services.

However, the IMS also assists in delivering the wider goals and corporate objectives of the Company.

The following diagram shows how the key policy outcomes developed with our tenants which underpin the Income Management Strategy and associated service standards, fit with BVH’s five strategic objectives and themes;.
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1.7. Our Vision

The vision for the service developed with our tenants is;

Vision: “To encourage a culture of regular payment through cost effective and convenient payment methods, where tenant’s income is maximised and they are supported through financial difficulties” 

Our vision is supported by;

· A commitment maximising income from rent and reducing rent arrears for the benefit of all tenants. 

· A focus on the prevention of arrears from occurring by providing appropriate advice and support. 

· Ensuring recovery action is proportionate and fair. 

· Ensuring the service  is tailored to the individual needs of our tenants, preventing homelessness and promoting long lasting tenancies

This vision and aims, developed with our tenants, provide the cornerstone of both the Income Management Strategy and Service Standards.

1.8 Performance History:  
Current Tenant Rent Arrears

In 2005 the Audit Commission stated that; “HFN’s performance in arrears recovery has been variable”. It pointed to the previous three years where arrears had fluctuated between 2001/ 02 when current arrears stood below £225k, 2002/03 when arrears had decreased to £175k & 2003/ 04 where current arrears had jumped to £275k. Since that date current tenant rent arrears have totalled £222k (2004/05), £295k (2005/06) and £259k (2006/07).

Analysis of this variable performance shows a number of reasons including additional rent-free weeks, and the introduction of a new Housing Benefit Computer system.

Performance in key BVPI’s 66a, 66b and 66c is impressive with consistent top quartile performance. 

We believe that performance on the number of evictions is significant with a dramatic reduction in recent years. Again this represents top quartile performance.

The level of former tenant arrears outstanding has fluctuated greatly over the last five years. In 2006 and 2007, however, our performance in collecting former tenant rent arrears as a percentage of rent roll, was top quartile in comparison with other ALMOs.  

The challenge for the service, in the future, is to achieve consistently high levels of performance while promoting a more preventative approach.  

1.9 Tenant Involvement

In January 2007 a Service Improvement Group (SIG) of tenants, board members and staff was established to challenge the current delivery of the housing income management service and help define and shape the future services we deliver.  The SIG have been responsible for examining and developing a number of key elements of the housing income management service: 

· The Vision

· Key Aims

· Local targets

· Tenant Satisfaction Surveys

· Service Standards

· Best practice and advice

· Monitoring role

The SIG will continue to meet on a regular basis to examine the results of tenant feedback, assess performance and to further discuss the development of the service.  

Specific projects for the SIG, included within the action plan are; 

· To explore the introduction of incentives to promote the regular payment of rent.

· To assist in the review of the Housing Benefit Service Level Agreement (SLA)

· Regular review and monitoring of performance.

Despite the extensive consultation with tenants we recognise that the views of other key stakeholders also need to be considered in reviewing the strategy.  We plan to arrange further consultation with a wide range of partner agencies  (See Action Plan 1)
2. ARREARS MANAGEMENT

2.1 Staff Resources

A specialist team based centrally in Blyth established in March 2006 delivers the Housing Income Management service. The team consists of a Neighbourhood Manager, 5 x Housing Officers, 5.5 x Assistant Housing Officers, and a Debit Controller. It is our view that this specialist approach gives a stronger organisational focus on rent arrears management which leads to more consistency in case management, more skilled and professional staff and a clearer contact point for our tenants.

We are committed to ensuring adequate accessibility to the service for all our tenants. Direct line telephone numbers for relevant staff and a dedicated ‘rent arrears hotline’ are advertised. 

We are, however, aware that further improvements can still be made. Providing access to the service outside of normal working hours is an essential facility for working households. An out of hour’s service is currently being developed to provide specialist advice to tenants on specific evenings of the week. 
Further specialist roles will be considered in order to provide even better services to our tenants. For example the provision of a focused staffing resource to promote the financial inclusion agenda and associated initiatives, specialist ‘serious’ arrears officer and a dedicated team for new tenants have been highlighted as potential improvements. 
2.2 Northumberland County Council Information Centres
The Councils Information Centres provide the first point of contact for many tenants who are experiencing debt related problems. It is therefore essential that effective working practices and appropriately trained staff are provided and that careful monitoring of the service is carried out. 
A Service Level Agreement encompassing these issues is in place which lays down the key obligations and responsibilities for the respective parties. Specifically NCCIC provide cash receipting services, and initial advice about rent arrears and welfare benefits. 

The NCCIC offer easy access from the three main population centres of:

· Blyth 

· Cramlington

· Seaton Delaval

Office opening hours include later evening opening at Blyth. 

2.3 Information Technology (IT)

Effective IT systems are an integral element of income collection and rent arrears management. It is, therefore, a key component of an effective rent arrears recovery strategy. 

We are committed to ensuring that our IT systems;

· Are compatible and interlinked with other IT systems;

· Ensure speedy and accurate posing to rent account; 

· Update tenants rent records on a daily basis;

· Ensure that rechargeable repairs, service charges, court costs and HB overpayments are recorded and accounted separately from rent payments;

· Identify different types of payment (eg HB, cash, direct debit);

· Record payment histories and recovery actions;

· Provide information in a tenant friendly format (eg rent account statements);

· Enable staff to identify the emergence of arrears at an early stage;

· Monitor compliance with policies and procedures;

· Generate management information to allow the organisation to profile arrears and identify trends; 

· Enable staff to identify vulnerable tenants who may have specific support needs and; 

· Support internet payments

· Support on-line access to accounts

· Have good support arrangements to resolve problems as they arise.

We have also highlighted a review of IT solutions to enable mobile working to be extended into the Rents team subject to further evaluation  

2.4 Value for Money

We are committed to achieving efficiencies in the way that we deliver services.

Our Value for Money (VFM) strategy has been developed in response to the need to deliver ever improving and cost effective services for all our tenants and in so doing, meet the requirements of the VFM KLOE. 

We are a member of the Housemark benchmarking club and participate in annual benchmarking exercises with our peers. Our service costs and quality have been benchmarked with other ALMO’s for 2005/06 and we are currently gathering data for the 2006/07 exercise. We must continue to develop more sophisticated awareness of the real cost of our rent arrears management service.

We are developing a number of indicators, which balance the costs and quality of the service to demonstrate value for money.

Cost Indicators

· Collection & Accounting Cost Per Property

· Arrears Cost Per Property

· Properties per employee

· Write Offs

· Pay cost per employee

· Pay cost per property arrears

· Pay cost collection & Accounting

Quality Indicators

· Current % rent due

· % collected excluding Arrears

· % collected inc Arrears

· % Evicted due to Arrears

· Opening arrears % due

The analysis of our 2005/06 performance shows that all of our quality indicators are in either the top or upper middle quartile whereas our performance on costs is generally poorer. These figure do not take account the significant changes that were made to our arrears management processes that were implemented during 2006/07. These should be reflected in this years result.

In 2001 around 73% of tenants felt their rent represented good value for money by 2007 this had risen to 86% of tenants saying their rent was value for money. 

 Efficiencies have been achieved in recent years in a number of ways

· By the creation of a centralised specialist team responsible for HIM. 

· Increases in the take up rate of direct debits from 13% to over 20% 

· The introduction of do it yourself possession claims has created  savings for tenants who no longer have to pay the significant costs of legal representation at Court.

· The use of Possession Claims online has made further efficiencies for the Company in the administration of applications to Court. 

However it is recognised that a fundamental review of current management arrangements is required in this service area. This must include benchmarking the costs of the service against similar organisations. 
There are a number of opportunities to achieve greater efficiencies. These include;

· Further promotion of Direct Debits as the most cost effective method of payment; 

· Review of the cash receipting facility at the Blyth North Area Housing Office;

· Reducing the use of expensive payment methods such as girobank 

· The use of more cost effective methods of contacting tenants

· Further reductions in the level of evictions.

· The introduction of wider payment facilities in local retail outlets and Post Offices.

3. ARREARS PREVENTION

We are fully committed to the principal that ‘prevention is better than cure’ when dealing with rent arrears. We believe that there are a number of ways in which we can support this objective. 

3.1 Rent Collection

Ensuring the widest possible means of paying rent exist is, in our opinion, the first step to preventing rent arrears for our tenants.

Tenants can currently pay their rent in a wide number of ways;

· In person at NCC InformationCentres
· In person at the Blyth North Area Housing Office

· Direct Debits 

· Standing Orders

· Internet

· Telephone

· Post Offices 

· Pay Point Outlets

Currently (06/07) 74% of housing income transactions are paid in cash, 20% by Direct Debit, 4% at the Post Office, 1.3% by standing order and 0.3% by telephone.

Satisfaction with the methods of payment provided is monitored. The 2005 Tenant Satisfaction Survey indicated that 97.6% of tenants were satisfied with the methods available for paying their rent. It is recognised, however, that further improvements can be made to reflect best practice and consideration is currently being given to widening choice with the use of payment facilities in local retail outlets and Post Offices.
Equal Access - Profiling of tenants

Provision of a tailored service, which meets the individual circumstances of our tenants, is in our opinion, a key element in preventing rent arrears. 

In order to achieve this goal it is necessary to have a clear understanding of who our tenants are and the reasons that they fall into rent arrears.

Ensuring that we know who our tenants are and the potential reasons for any financial difficulties they may be experiencing is key to preventing unnecessary arrears being created.

Research has shown that certain groups of vulnerable tenants are more likely to fall into rent arrears. It is important that we can identify these groups and take appropriate action. 

NCC’s draft Social Inclusion Strategy states that; “The significance of social exclusion among the older poor is an important feature in Blyth.” It points to low rates of take up of both income related benefits such as Pension Credit and disability / health related benefits such as Attendance Allowance as major contributors to pensioner poverty.    

The tenant base is getting older. Over 40% of our tenants are aged 60 or over with almost 1 in 5 (18%) aged over 75. Although these tenants in general have lower rates of rent arrears the challenge for the service is to meet the needs of these tenants by addressing welfare benefits and pension issues and by providing other appropriate support services.

Conversely younger tenants have proportionately more arrears and it is important that the service uses new and innovative methods to engage with this client group and encourage a culture of payment, promote financial awareness and provide appropriate support.

Further more sophisticated analysis is required in order to develop a wider range of discrete services. 
Our equality and diversity policy states that;

‘The company is committed to providing services which embrace diversity and which promote equality of opportunity’

Furthermore the Company will 

· Ensure that its policies and practices do not discriminate either intentionally or unintentionally against individuals or groups on any unfair grounds. 

· Carry out research to help understand the scale and characteristics of different groups residing within the Blyth Valley area, if necessary in collaboration with the Council and other public bodies.

· Assess existing and new services, policies and procedures, to test the impact on disadvantaged groups and action will be taken to minimise any negative impact.

An Equality Impact Assessment has identified a number of areas where the service could have an adverse impact on different equality groups. Further extensive debt profiling is required, however, to ensure that the service meets the needs of all tenants . Tenant monitoring arrangements have also been put in place to monitor tenant perspectives of the service covering the equality strands.

Continuous monitoring will be carried out as policies and procedures change over time.

3.3 Housing Benefit

With over 60% of tenants dependent wholly or partly on HB it is essential to have a high level strategic relationship in place with the Revenues Services Section who administer HB for the Council. This partnership is encompassed in an SLA between the parties.

The aims of the SLA are:

· To provide an effective and efficient Housing and Council Tax benefit service

· To ensure that claims are processed within agreed time-scales

· To ensure that take up of Housing and Council Tax Benefit is maximised.

It is planned that a review of the SLA be carried out by August 2007.   
Monitoring of the SLA takes place at quarterly meetings with senior managers of both organisations.

There are a number of practical ways in which HFN try to promote the take up of HB and ensure tenants receive the benefit to which they are entitled;

· Experience has shown us that a key time to ensure that tenants receive the benefits to which they are entitled is at the beginning of the tenancy. Emphasis is, therefore placed on encouraging tenants to complete HB forms and provide all appropriate information at sign up. 

· Our staff actively assist tenants with Housing Benefit claims

· Day to day contact between the Rents team and HB colleagues is encouraged

· Effective information protocols are in operation. 

· Employ specialist welfare benefits advisor when appropriate to provide personal advice to tenants and to challenge when required decisions made by HB assessors.

· Working closely with NCC respect of overpayments of HB, providing information when requested.

· Ensuring that where HB overpayments are ‘clawed back’ the repayments are set at affordable levels.

· We will promote Benefit take up campaigns. 

· We will work closely with agencies to detect and reduce fraudulent Benefit claims.

3.4 Citizens Advice Bureau

It is essential to ensure tenants have access to high quality debt advice services.

We have recognised this requirement by developing strong links with Blyth Valley CAB. These are encompassed within an SLA and formal referral protocol which aims to promote the highest possible standards of advice. 

Debt Counselling and Welfare Benefits Advice is a major element of this service with a key aim of avoiding eviction and preventing homelessness. 

There is an average reduction in arrears of 37% for those tenants referred to CAB. The number of evictions for rent arrears since the start of the protocol in 2003 has fallen from 50 to 21 in 2007.  

Performance Indicators and targets have been developed to monitor the success of the agreement. 

· Number of formal debt referrals.
· Number of tenants who are self referrals
· Effect of referral on level of arrears
· Number of evictions in general
· Number of evictions on referred cases
· Tenant satisfaction as expressed in survey results
· ‘Added value’ as a result of referral e.g. additional welfare benefits, backdated benefits etc.

We recognise the important role of CAB and will always defer action pending an offer of payment made by CAB on behalf of a client.   

Quarterly meetings are held to monitor the effectiveness of the SLA.

It is important, however, that the current agreement with CAB is reviewed to reflect current trends and priorities. 

3.5 Financial Inclusion

We acknowledge that the Housing Income Management Strategy has an important role to  play in achieving Government priorities and goals in relation to financial inclusion.

There are a number of actions that have already been taken.

· In 2004 following concern about the lack of availability of low cost home contents Insurance for our tenants, within particular areas of Blyth Valley a partnerships was formed with Jardine Lloyd Thompson Municipal Risks and Allianz Cornhill to provide a tailored scheme to meet the needs of our tenants. This had low fortnightly premiums, no selection against high-risk areas, low minimum sums insured and no excess. 

· In 2003 we went into partnership with Your Homes Newcastle Furniture scheme to provide furniture packs to our tenants. This is of particular relevance to young people when setting up their first home and has had clear benefits in improving tenancy sustainability.

· Close links have been forged with Action Team for Jobs to provide specialist advice to tenants who wish to start or return to work.

This link needs to be formalised in a SLA with clear responsibilities and outcomes 
We recognise that there are benefits to be had from ensuring our tenants are aware of the basics of sound financial management. “Many companies do not recognise the business case of having more financially literate consumers” (“Beyond Bank Accounts: Full Financial Inclusion” Regan & Paxton 2003). The challenge for the service will be to address this area in practical terms by considering training for young people and other vulnerable tenants. 
There are a number of areas where further work is required. For example

· Extending access to debt / money advice 
Whilst some good work has been carried out with the CAB there is a need to continue to develop and widen access to good quality money and debt advice. Greater focus is required in our day to day dealings on this preventative area of work at the point of contact.

· Credit Unions 

There is a credit union currently operating in Blyth Valley CUSEN. 
Door step lending, at extortionate rates of interest, can have a significant impact on many of our tenants. We are, therefore, committed to supporting the development and growth of a credit union operating within the area. 

· Bank accounts

Access to bank accounts is crucial if financial exclusion is to be tackled successfully. Having a bank account enables people to obtain cheaper deals on fuel, insurance and credit. Many state benefits are now paid directly into bank accounts. The processes for opening and operating bank accounts, including basic accounts, continue to leave people financially excluded. We are committed to investigating how we can help to promoter widening take up for our tenants. 
3.6 New Tenant Strategies

Rent arrears prevention work begins even before the start of the tenancy.  We make contact with a new tenant, in person, before the start of tenancy and discuss their preferred method of payment, assist with the completion of HB forms etc, discuss issues around affordability and to establish if any other specialist support will be required. 

The commencement of tenancy is also seen as the ideal opportunity to encourage tenants to sign up to pay their rent by Direct Debit..

Staff are trained to deliver appropriate benefit advice at the commencement of tenancy.

It is important that the tenant’s rent-paying responsibilities and the implications of non-payment are explained clearly at the earliest possible opportunity. This helps to promote a payment culture, which will last throughout their tenancy.

New tenants are visited within the first weeks of the tenancy to ensure that these issues are reinforced.

The importance of the service that we provide to new tenants has been highlighted, as a potential area for improvement and investigation of the provision of a dedicated resource has been included in the action plan.  

3.7 Incentives:  

The 2005 Tenant Satisfaction Survey asked tenants to state ways in which BVH could ensure their tenants pay their rent. 48% of tenants indicated that the provision of incentives for prompt payment of rent could have a positive impact.

Best Practice encourages a culture of reward and recognition for tenants and staff. We need to consider and evaluate the introduction of a reward system for tenants with clear rent accounts. 
3.8 Introductory Tenancies;

We operate an introductory tenancy scheme for all new tenants. We recognise that a danger exists that this type of tenancy can be used as an ‘easy option’ to evict tenants who may struggle to pay their rent.

We are committed to using introductory tenancies with the goal of producing successful secure tenancies. They can, therefore, be a useful tool in promoting a positive culture of behaviour and regular rent payments.

We will monitor the rent arrears and evictions of these tenants to ensure that they are not treated unfairly. 

4. RECOVERY ACTION

4.1 Personal contact and early intervention 

Government research has highlighted that tenants who have had legal action taken against them, indicate that had they been informed of the seriousness of rent arrears and been offered support at an earlier stage they may have resolved their problems more quickly.

The 2005 Tenant Satisfaction Survey asked tenants to state ways in which we could ensure their tenants pay their rent. A popular method highlighted by tenants was; early personal visits when payments are missed (mentioned by 41.2%). 

Our rent arrears procedures have been developed to reflect this ethos. The principles of timely intervention starting with appropriate pre-tenancy advice and early and regular personal contact have traditionally underpinned our working practices.

We are now working towards making use of a variety of methods to facilitate personal contact such as text messaging and telephone contact. 
4.2 Procedures

Key responsibility for managing the recovery of current tenant rent arrears lies with the Rents team. Specific responsibilities are detailed within Quality System Procedures, which are accredited to ISO 9001. It is an integral element of the ISO procedures that front line staff can influence these procedures on a day-to-day basis. 

Our recovery procedures take account of individual circumstances and special needs.

Our standard documentation requires reviewing with tenants to ensure that letters are clear, concise, non-threatening and engaging. 

A fundamental review of our ISO procedures and standard documentation is therefore, required to support the changing priorities of the service. 

4.3 Repayment arrangements

We aim to ensure that all repayment arrangements are based on ability to pay. 

Being fully aware of our tenants’ income and expenditure is a key element of this process. We will ensure that staff are trained appropriately to enable appropriate and affordable arrangements are put in place.

The most manageable agreements for tenants are those that are implemented at the earliest possible stage when the rent arrears are at the lowest amount.

We are committed not only to taking early action where an arrangement fails but also providing positive messages where repayment agreements are being adhered to. 
Where it is possible to obtain a direct deduction from tenants Job Seekers Allowance, we will apply for the direct payment at the prescribed rate.

We monitor the % of agreements that are successful and analyse the reasons for individual failures so that we can continuously adapt our approach. 

4.4 Legal and Court Processes 

The IMS implicitly follows recommendations made in the Rent Arrears Pre-action Court Protocol with its increasing emphasis on negotiation not litigation.

We are committed to ensuring our policies comply with all aspects of the Protocol and are considering creating a specialist post to ensure a consistent approach in those cases we take to Court. 
In most circumstances we do not use the services of a Solicitor at Court so that the costs to our tenants are minimised. 

Appropriately trained staff attend Court hearings and promote effective working relationships with the Courts at all times through the local Court User groups.

We support the local Court Duty Housing Scheme  and will be proactive in publicising the service to tenants who could benefit from their advice.

The local Court service has been consulted in the development of this IMS.

4.5 Prevention of eviction

The Homelessness Strategy has a key aim to reduce homelessness within the Borough. 

The use of eviction can lead to increased homelessness so homelessness staff are involved at an early stage in the recovery process to reduce the likelihood of this occurring.

Procedures have been developed to ensure appointments are made with Homeless officers prior to any decision being taken on eviction.

All evictions can only be arranged following the authorisation of a pre-eviction meeting. This meeting will consider whether all appropriate preventative measures have been undertaken and will try to pre-empt any possible future decision about intentionality.

The actions we have already taken have resulted in evictions for rent arrears reducing by more than half over the last five years.  

4.6 Former Tenant Arrears

Tenants consider it important that the debts left by former tenants are actively pursued. The recovery of outstanding rent debts from tenants who have left our homes are dealt with by the Debt Recovery Officer. 

Where a Debt Collection Agency is used for the collection of former tenants arrears we will ensure that the agency are members of the appropriate professional body and comply with the Company’s Equality and Diversity Policy.

We recognise that where a debt is irrecoverable, prompt and regular write off of such debts is good practice. We will seek to minimise the cost of write-offs by taking all necessary action to recover what is due. 

Specific decisions on whether to write off irrecoverable debts will be dealt with under the Company’s Write Off Policy.

 4.7 Other housing debts

We are aware that many of our tenants who fall into rent arrears often suffer from multiple debts. Sometimes, they owe more than one debt to us. Our statistics show that nearly 15% of tenants in rent arrears also have other housing debts. We provide clear guidance to our tenants on potential action and prioritisation. 

It is our aim to develop this approach with Northumberland County Council to include a wider range of debts owed as a whole.   

4.7.1 Garage Arrears

Garage tenancies form an essential part of the income generation needed to sustain the service. Procedures, accredited to ISO 9001, exist to ensure timely lettings of garages to maximise income and effective recovery processes to minimise rent loss.

4.7.2 Rechargeable Repair Costs

Where repairs have been carried out which are identified as being chargeable to the tenant then we will in appropriate circumstances offer a deferred payment. The tenant’s income and other debts will be taken into taken into account when determining the level of payment.

4.7.3 Recovering Legal Costs

We will limit costs awarded against tenants by, wherever possible, not using the services of a solicitor.

Costs will be recovered in line with the order of the court.

5 PERFORMANCE MONITORING

We operate a performance management system, which emphasises a philosophy of continuous improvement backed up by systematic processes which link the needs of our tenants and stakeholders to the activities carried out by the company. As such, performance management is much more than simply setting targets and monitoring key performance indicators.

5.1 Balanced scorecard approach:  

Targets are set and produced with tenant inputs. These form the basis of a ‘balanced scorecard’ approach to the measurement of the teams performance. These are cascaded to develop individual staff targets.

We will develop, and keep under continuous review, a suite of performance indicators, which measure outcomes across the key strategic objectives of the Company. It is important that we measure the success of the service not only in terms of the income collected but also by how the service contributes to wider objectives.

	Strategic Objectives
	Measures

	Well Governed and Financially Viable
	· BV66a Rent collected as a proportion of rents owed

· Rent arrears outstanding

· % tenants in arrears

· % tenants with clear accounts

· BV66b The number of local authority tenants with more than seven weeks of rent arrears.

· FT arrears outstanding

· FT arrears collected

· Rechargeable repairs outstanding

	Excellent Staff / Employer of Choice
	· Staff trained in welfare benefits advice

· Staff trained in the verification framework

· Flexible working arrangements to meet tenant and staff needs

	Excellent Systems and Processes
	· % Direct Debit Payers

· Number of NOSP’s served

· BV66c % of tenants in arrears who have had a Notice served.

· BV66d % of tenants evicted as a result of rent arrears.

	Effective Partnerships
	· Number of referrals to CAB

· Number of referrals to Action Team for Jobs

· CAB success rate

· Reductions in evictions

	Excellent services, homes and neighbourhoods
	· Satisfaction with payment options

· Satisfaction with the service in general


5.2 Performance Monitoring & Reporting:  

In order to achieve our objectives it is essential to have adequate performance monitoring information and reporting mechanisms in place.

Any computerised system must be able to provide both high and  low level information to be collected and analysed.  

Information needs to be available and reported to;

· The Board and Tenant Services Panel 

· Government Departments

· The Council

· Staff

· Tenants

· Stakeholders

Performance will be monitored through a range of the following: 

· Tenant inspection; 

· Internal audit; 

· Self-audit; 

· Audit Commission; 

· Benchmarking

6. REVIEW

We are committed to ensuring that the IMS, Action Plan, targets and associated procedures are monitored and reviewed on a regular basis.

The core IMS will be reviewed on an annual basis as part of the corporate performance management framework 
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Service Standards – Paying Your Rent
1. Why have Service Standards

We have set some standards in consultation with tenants so that you are clear about the level of service you can expect from us. This leaflet sets out the standards of service and levels of performance that you are entitled to and which you should receive from us, in relation to your rent account.  

2. Vision for the service:-

“To encourage a culture of regular payment through cost effective and convenient payment methods, where tenants income is maximised and they are supported through financial difficulties”

3. We will;

· Give you a polite welcome and treat you courteously and efficiently. 

· Listen to and respond to all enquiries fairly and consistently.

· Provide wide ranging payment methods which make it as easy as possible for you to pay your rent.

· Take action quickly and attempt to contact you personally if problems arise with your rent account.

· Ensure all the letters we send will be accurate, clear and easy to understand. Standard letters will be checked for plain language.

· Produce a range of leaflets on the service;

· Standards of service – what standards you should expect from the service

· Paying your Rent – general information on how to pay your rent

· Rent Arrears – information on what will happen if you get into arrears with your rent payments.

· Debt Advice – information on the support available if you get into debt.

· Refund credits on tenants rent accounts within 28 working days

· Set up a rent account and send out a rent card within three working days of the start of a tenancy

· We will arrange to visit you within four weeks of you moving into your home to discuss any issues you may have, including paying your rent

· Provide all our tenants with an easily understandable quarterly rent statement 

· Encourage all our tenants to receive the benefits they are entitled to.

· Promote initiatives that maximise our tenants income. 

· Publicise performance information on a regular basis.

· Monitor our tenants satisfaction with the service.

4. Your responsibilities;

· Your tenancy is a weekly tenancy and your rent becomes due each Monday. You can pay your rent any day during the same week otherwise you will be in arrears. If you do not pay your rent you risk losing your home. 

· If you are having difficulties paying your rent do not ignore the problem, you must contact your Housing Officer immediately for advice.

· If we try to contact you, please respond to any letters we send or cards we leave. 

5. Former Tenants;

If you are no longer a current tenant but still owe arrears we will pursue this debt. We may use any of the methods below;

· Telephone calls to your home

· Letters sent to your new or last known address

· If we have details, we could contact a family member or your employer

· Debt Collecting Agencies, who will visit you at your new address

· Tracing agents if we do not know your new address

If you fail to respond or do not meet a repayment agreement, we will pursue the debt using a range of methods until it is cleared. In order to avoid further action being taken, please contact our Debt Recovery Officer on 01670 542121. 

5. Have your say:-

We want to know how you feel about the service we provide, particularly if we are failing to meet the standards described above. We welcome any suggestions that would help us improve either the quality of our services or the way we deliver them. Your comments and complaints today are the tenant service improvements of tomorrow. There are a number of ways in which you can make us aware of your views:-

· The simplest way to sort out a problem is to discuss it with the staff concerned, either face to face or on the telephone. Many problems can be quickly resolved in this way and all will be recorded to help us improve our service.

· You can make a formal complaint if you are unhappy with our service. Full details are available within our leaflet; Not Happy With Our Service – Tell Us

· Every month we will be contacting a random sample of tenants, requesting that they complete a simple survey of ten questions relating to our service standards. If you receive this survey, please take five minutes to complete and return as this will enable us to track our performance over time.

Employer of choice





Well governed and financially viable





Efficient systems and processes





Effective partnerships





Excellent services, homes and neighbourhoods





Involve staff


Well trained and competent staff








Respect for tenants


Appropriate support and advice


Fair and consistent


Tailored service


Involve tenants


Personal contact


Monitor satisfaction





Cost effective service


Maximising income


Recover former tenant debt


Monitor performance


Regular review of strategy and action plan





Wide range of payment methods


Prevention is better than cure


Culture of payment


Clear communication


Early intervention


Prevent homelessness


Sustainable tenancies





Involve stakeholders


Effective use of partnerships








� (Information from Blyth Valley Datawarehouse Project, March 2006)


� (The State of Northumberland 2005, Northumberland Strategic Partnership June 2005)





