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Housing Benefit cuts and young people
Considering the local impact of proposed government changes to housing benefit

An interim report of initial findings by Bristol CAB Social Policy Team
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Bristol CAB provides advice and information on a wide range of issues and also works to improve policies that effect people’s lives.  As part of this work, we have been looking at the proposed changes to Housing Benefit regulations and what they will mean for younger people here in Bristol.  To explore these concerns we held a meeting on 18 July 2011 at the Grand Hotel, Broad Street, inviting speakers from Citizens Advice Welfare Policy team and Bristol City Councils Housing Options Team.  We plan to hold other events and to publish further evidence and findings as the impact of the cuts develops.
This report introduces the possible affects the changes will have on young people in Bristol’s ability to secure affordable accommodation, and describes the work we plan to undertake in the coming months.
Introduction  

The Government proposes to extend the shared accommodation rate (SAR) restriction from single people under 25 to single people under 35
.  
The Shared Accommodation Rate (SAR) currently applies to single people aged under 25 on Housing Benefit in the private rented sector. These claimants are restricted to the rate for a single room in a shared house, rather than the rate for a self-contained one bedroom property. Crisis, the national charity for single homeless people report that the SAR already causes considerable problems for young people, with many unable to secure or sustain affordable accommodation and left facing shortfalls, arrears and homelessness. 

From January 2012, the Government intends to extend this lower rate to claimants under the age of 35.  This will cause large cuts in the amount of housing benefit available to young claimants and may mean that many will lose their homes. 

The cuts mean that many 25 to 34 year-olds' will only be eligible for rental of a room in a shared house but there is only a limited pool of this type of accommodation available. What's more, even if they find a property, for most people, this lower Shared Accommodation Rate won’t cover the rent, causing hardship and risking homelessness. 
To explore the local implications of the proposed change, Bristol CAB carried out a short waiting room survey of young single people renting in the private sector, and a review of the availability of local affordable shared accommodation.  In addition, a meeting was arranged to consider the proposed extension of SAR in the light of other changes to Housing Benefit and to look at responses being developed locally to these challenges.  
Client survey 
A brief waiting room survey was conducted to explore the current housing situation of younger single people.  Of a small sample of 39 clients (13 were under 25, 26 were 25-34), 66% were male, 56% were in ft/pt work or were self employed, the remainder were unemployed and 61.5% were in shared accommodation, 38.5% in self contained.  Although the numbers were low, results indicated that compared to someone in self-contained accommodation, those sharing were more likely to be under 25 (69.2% compared to 57.7%), slightly more likely to be on housing benefit (43.5% compared to 40%) and more likely to be unemployed (54.2% compared to 26.7%).   25% of the total sample stated that they were unhappy or very unhappy sharing with other people and 51% were unhappy or very unhappy with the affordability of their accommodation.  
Comments were recorded as follows: from older clients in shared accommodation:  ‘extremely hard looking for accommodation.  Only a few, a very few ‘affordable’ options all of which are horrible’ and ‘
 The accommodation and tenants should be checked on regularly.  People from abroad disadvantaged’.  
From a younger person in shared property ‘You don’t know what the people you share with will be like’. 
 A similar comment was made by someone over 25 in self contained property.  Three clients indicated that they would find it difficult to share because of having a child staying with them regularly.
The local Housing Market 
During July, rental properties suitable for single people were identified using a variety of sources (Rightmove, Gumtree, Bristol Evening Post, Trade-it).  A total of 413 properties were found (limited to those charging under £500/month and not placing restrictions on tenants e.g. students, ‘professionals’ either explicitly or implicitly no DSS) etc. Of these, 215 offered shared accommodation, and 31 properties fell within the shared accommodation rate of £270.01/month (just 7.5% of the total). Although accommodation is often found using more informal sources (notices in shop windows, word of mouth) this snapshot suggests that the finding affordable shared property is already difficult.
Nationally identified concerns of this and other proposed changes
Citizens Advice nationally identify in addition to the extension of SAR, other changes that will also impact on this age group include the reduction in all LHA rates (set at the 30th percentile) and their gradual erosion if uprating is based on CPI (Welfare Reform Bill, April 2013); non-dependant deductions increase by 27%.
Major concerns include: 
· resulting shortfalls between HB and rent for this group are likely to cause debt, rent arrears, 
· evictions and homelessness; 
· the limited availability of affordable properties; 
· issues around sharing for certain vulnerable people;  
· SAR can act as a barrier to work ;
· challenges to homelessness prevention strategies; 
· possible bed-blocking; 
· limited value of Discretionary Housing Payments as a safety net.
See also Appendix 1 for a summary of Citizen’s Advice Policy Officer, Christie Silke’s presentation.
The local perspective 
Bristol City |Council report that In Bristol, the use of the 30th percentile to determine LHA rates will affect 6929 local households (an average cost of £7.02 pw); the extension of SAR to those under 35 will affect 690 local people (average cost of £59.99 pw); HB and CTB non-dependent deductions increases will affect 2073 people (average cost of £25 pw).  
There are real concerns that these changes will reverse the progress in addressing homelessness by making HB claimants less attractive as tenants, increasing shortfalls, indebtedness and eviction, and increasing difficulties faced by families housing non-dependants.  Measures to address these concerns include developing better communication with those who are subject to changes, researching the level of hidden homelessness in the City and working with landlords to increase affordable accommodation.
See also Appendix 2 for a summary of the talk given by Richard Nochar, BCC’s Housing Solutions Service Manager.  
Early Conclusions
· Affordable shared accommodation is already in short supply and the extension of SAR will increase the demand.  

· The cumulative effect of this and other changes is likely to discourage landlords from letting to Housing Benefit claimants.  
· Measures are being developed by the Housing Options team and Housing Benefit department to minimize the impact of these changes but there remain real concerns that levels of debt, eviction and homelessness will rise.

· People under 35 may find it increasingly difficult to find places to live.

Our Future Plans

· We will lobby local MPs with evidence of the impact of these changes in Bristol
· Encourage those affected by the extension of SAR to contact their MPs
· Work together with our partners to raise awareness of these changes and help those affected manage their impact
· Plan appropriate events to increase the focus on the impact of the changes

· Produce a further Social Policy report in Spring 2012 

· In partnership with The Advice Network and working with a group of local Quakers we are planning an event to give those suffering as a result of all the HB changes a voice.  Information will be circulated via the Network. 

For further details contact:

Sue Ingham

Social Policy

Bristol CAB

12 Broad Street

Bristol

BS1 2HL

 

0117 9462556
www.bristolcab.org.uk
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APPENDIX 1 (Christie Silke, Citizen’s Advice Policy Officer)
Government’s policy agenda: to reduce welfare bill (£18bn of welfare cuts planned 2011-2014).   
£2bn from Housing Benefit budget stated aims to reduce welfare dependency,  reduce complexity and  make work pay.

Outline of cuts to Housing benefit 
First wave took place in April 2011: 
- LHA rates capped  
- Reduction in all LHA rates - set at the 30th percentile of local rents (instead of 
50th percentile) 
 - 4-Bed cap – the maximum LHA rate is 4 bedrooms. Large households claim for 
a 4-bed property only  
- £15 excess payment withdrawn

- Non-dependant deductions increase by 27% for all.

From 2013 (Welfare Reform Bill): 
LHA – up-rated by CPI (April 2013)

LHA – housing element in Universal Credit (October 2013)

Impact of these LHA Changes: 
- Setting LHA at the 30th percentile will mean 83% facing £9 pw average loss
- Max cap and 4 bed restriction will mean 21,000 (mostly London) facing £74 pw 
average loss
- Together with the removal of £15 excess payment all LHA claimants will lose, on 
average, £12 pw
- Many will have to move because shortfalls unaffordable

Shared accommodation rate (SAR)
- restricts LHA to rate for single room in shared flat/house, 
- applies to single people under 25, no dependents and in private rented sector   - proposed changes will extend rate to under 35s, who are currently entitled to 
the one-bed rate

Implementation 
- Affects new claims from Jan 2012

- affects existing claims 

a) with transitional protection – until ceases


b) without transitional protection – anniversary of the date of claim


c) pre-LHA claims – on annual review of claim

Impact of Extension
- Will affect around 62,500 people

- average loss of £41 pw; current exemptions carried over

-  Likely will increase cases of debt, rent arrears, evictions and homelessness

 Main Concerns 
- Shortfalls – more frequent & of higher value; 
- Limited availability of affordable properties 
- Sharing is unsuitable for certain vulnerable people
- SAR can act as a barrier to work

- challenge to homelessness prevention strategies
- could cause bed-blocking
- Discretionary Housing Payments – adequate safety net? 
APPENDIX 2  (Richard Nochar, BCC’s Housing Solutions Service Manager)
Risk                                                                                                               
Reduction in all LHA rates to the 30th percentile will affect 6929 local households at an average cost of £7.02 pw. This reduction could become a disincentive to private landlords to take tenants on housing benefit.

Mitigation                                                                                                                        - The work of the ‘Consistent Approach to Landlords’ group which includes staff  
from the Private Housing and Adaptations Team, the Private Renting 
Team and Housing Benefits. The overall aim of the group is to pool its 
knowledge and skills to develop and offer clear advice, incentives and 
information to private sector landlords. 
- Investigating a business case for an In-house leasing scheme to ensure an 
adequate supply of accommodation is available as part of our preventing 
homelessness agenda. Private sector leasing could be attractive to 
landlords because, a guaranteed rental income stream is provided, 
regardless of void or rent arrears.
- Landlord and tenant questionnaires have been sent out to gauge reaction to the 
changes. This has been followed up with meetings to find out what they 
know about the changes and what they say they will do as a 
consequence.
Risk                                                                                                                           Extension of SAR to those under 35 will affect 690 local people at an average cost of £59.99 pw and could increase homelessness
Mitigation                                                                                                              - We have written to those affected explaining the extent of the changes and how it affects them.                                                                                                         - It is also intended to recruit a Housing Advisor as part of the work looking at 
hidden homelessness in the city; the post holder would make contact with 
as many people who will be affected by the change in the Single Room 
Allowance to help them plan for the change.
Risk                                                                                                                       Capping the LHA to the rate for a four bedroom house will affect 41 households at an average cost of £81.20. This could affect large families ability to pay their rent, make re-housing large families presenting as homeless more difficult to accommodate.
Mitigation                                                                                                                 -As per the LHA changes.                                                                                       - Additionally we have started negotiating with some landlords with larger properties to accept the capped LHA rates.
Risk                                                                                                                             HB and CTB non-dependent deductions increases will affect 2073 people at an average cost of £25 pw. This could result in more people approaching the authority having been asked to leave by family.
Mitigation                                                                                                                 - We have written to those affected explaining the extent of the changes and how it affects them.                                                                                                                - The Housing Advice Team has been preparing to deal with these cases on a day to day basis. 
Other Actions to Mitigate the HB Changes                                                              Bristol was successful in its cross authority (BANES, North Somerset and South Gloucestershire) bid to the DWP's Transition Fund. The fund aims to ease the transition of the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) measures that came into force on 1 April 2011.  The overall purpose of this joint bid is to provide a service that will engage a number of local authorities and their relevant departments plus selected third party sector parties, by bringing together their skills and expertise to help good tenants meet good landlords. The main aims are to encourage landlords to make decent properties available and affordable, thus making tenancies cheaper and sustainable, make tenants more appealing to landlords, and to assist existing tenants to stay in their current tenancies where it is sensible to do so, but also help where there is a need for them to move to more appropriate and sustainable accommodation.

� Since the meeting the Government has announced that it is going ahead with the extension of SAR with following addition to it exemptions - Ex-offenders who are subject to management by more than one agency under the Multi Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA); people who have spent three months or more in a homeless hostel, or more than one hostel, which specialises in rehabilitating and resettling this group. The Housing Benefit (Amendment) Regulations 2011(SI 2011/1736) Report
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