
DISABLED PERSONS HOUSING SERVICE (Fife)

Firm Foundations:  The Future of Housing in Scotland
A Response to the Scottish Government Consultation from Disabled Persons Housing Service (Fife)

Introduction

The Disabled Persons Housing service (Fife) is a user-led, disability-led, independent group providing housing information and advice for disabled people in Fife.  This enables disabled people to explore options and obtain solutions to their housing needs, enabling them to live more independently and to direct the course of their own lives.

In the financial year to April 2007 we were working with 106 new customers – all of whom received appropriate housing information and advice. The numbers of disabled people accessing our service continues to rise.  Our customers have varying needs and in addition to physical disability, we support those with mental health issues, sensory impairment and learning difficulties.  Our customers may own their own property, or aspire to own their property, they may rent in the socially rented sector or from a private landlord.  We also work with customers who currently own their own home.  This year, we have also worked with customers who are entering a tenancy for the very first time.  

In addition to providing housing information and advice and providing a “matching” service, our database holds information of customer requirements which were used for community profile reports in order that future stock may start to address real need in the community.  This is proactive work which we are pleased to be involved with.  

In addition to customer data feedback, our volunteer Board of Directors is disability-led and more detailed views have been sought from this group.

We have sought to include the majority view on most of the consultation questions – however, there are instances where a minority view must be represented as they may currently be under-represented and we have sought to include such viewpoints where improvements in future housing may make a real difference to peoples lives.

Question One:  Do you agree that aiming to increase the rate of new housing supply in  Scotland to at least 35,000 a year by the middle of the next decade is a sensible and realistic ambition, and that this will help set a necessary political context for acceleration in housing supply?   
1.1 We agree that aiming to increase the rate of new housing supply in Scotland to at least 35,000 a year by the middle of the next decade is sensible.  Funding must match this proposal to make it possible.
1.2 Within these figures we would request that disabled peoples needs are taken into account when setting targets for types of housing.  An increase in amenity, accessible, and adaptable, would send a clear message that housing is for all and that provision will be made for all.  In addition to amenity-type housing we would recommend that family-size accessible accommodation is also allowed for in new developments.  This makes for a good mixture in the community and encourages such cases to be more of a norm, rather than being treated as “special cases”. 

Question Two:  Do you agree that, to give practical effect to the ambition, local authorities should co-operate regionally in setting realistic housing targets for housing market areas, and in enabling the delivery of these targets?  If so, what arrangements should be put into place to support and provide incentives for such co-operation between relevant local authorities?
2.1 We agree that local authorities are best placed to identify via Community Profiling and consulting with services on which types of housing is required and where. 
2.2 We would encourage close partnership working between the local authorities and non-statutory organisations who also work with the public – as not all people seeking appropriate housing have applied via the local authority.  It is a feature of those on our database that many who are seeking specialist housing (elderly, accessible) will directly target RSLs who hold such stock. DPHS(F) work to expand customer knowledge and encourage applicants to complete a Fife Housing Register form (with nominations) to increase the chance of their need being demonstrated, even when the local authority (and partners) may hold no such stock in areas the customer is interested in.  DPHS(Fife) carried out 12 Community Profile Reports during the last financial period.  It is proactive work we are happy to continue.  Community-based groups can provide accurate and useful information for local authorities on real identifiable need.  
2.3 Clear links to budget/picture of need for future planned developments is required no matter which mechanism is put in place.  We are pleased to see a short mention on Homes for Life on page 15 of the report.  DPHS(Fife) whole-heartedly agree with the concept of Homes for Life as they are suitable for all family make-ups and can make best use of budget to adapt in the future as necessary.  This demonstrates good use of public resources and also strengthens communities if it enables individuals and families to remain in communities in which they are already settled and supported.

Question Three:  Is there a role for a specialist National function to provide expert support for local authorities in strategic planning for housing?  What expertise do you think this function would require?
3.1 A specialist national function in supporting local authorities in strategic planning for housing may be useful, in particular with regards to planning and release of land for development.  Local authorities and RSLs may find themselves unable to compete in the market place with private developers.  It is essential that Scotland maintain a good mixture of tenure and house types in order that housing provision is suitable for all. It is important that not all available land is put to use for private affordable housing to buy as some people will never be in a position to buy a property and good quality rented or shared ownership accommodation should still be a choice.   However, each local authority area is unique in its needs and is best placed to research this need.  
3.2 Choice-Based Letting Schemes may be a useful choice, however, DPHS(Fife) would raise awareness that this is a proactive mechanism which is not suited to all people.  DPHS(F) are aware that if Choice-Based Letting Schemes were introduced in Fife that this may introduce some challenges for customers on our database – particularly those with learning difficulties or literacy issues.  Support would require to be funded in order that people in those categories can adequately access the systems regularly to have the same equality of choice as everyone else.  
Question Four:  Even when land has planning permission there are still blockages that prevent new housing being built.  What additional arrangements would, or could, accelerate development on land with planning permissions to help ensure that future housing supply targets are met?
4.1 Proposals for new settlements are interesting in that features can be planned for from inception.  In particular we would encourage good transport links to negate isolation and would encourage good mixture of house types including potential Homes For Life.  This would ensure that individuals who settle well in these new settlements would have no need to uproot in future if their access circumstances changed.  It would also give a good clear indication of an inclusive society.  

4.2 Public Sector Land and the intention to deliver a balanced mix of housing in pressured markets should not simply mention affordable homes and private housing.  Much emphasis is being put on people entering the property market and having affordable homes but this needs to be sustainable in the long term.  Many people we work with would struggle to maintain ownership in the long term and there will always be a need for good quality affordable rented homes. 

Question Five:  We have proposed that much expanded or new, stand along settlements may be a valid solution.  How should we best encourage the development of new sustainable communities that are sympathetic to Scotland’s landscape and environment?
5.1 There are existing models in amenity-style housing which utilise centralised heating systems, etc over the scheme.  Such models could be utilised in new developments.  Making optimum use of public transport would mean ensuring that such transport links were fully accessible to the public.
Question Six:  How should different types of assistance within the LIFT be targeted?
6.1 The shared equity part of LIFT may be inaccessible to disabled people if a good mixture of properties is not built.  It has been our experience in Fife of Homestake that the types of properties built were first-time buyer semi-detached villas which were inaccessible to many disabled people.  We do have disabled people interested in shared equity in Fife but the relevant types of homes/area have not been available to them.  

6.2 An Open Market scheme would seem to offer more choice for disabled people when it comes to house types/area.  However, the competitiveness of the market makes for difficulty when it comes to timings of offers and the nature of “Offers Over” means that a disabled person must have income/savings to cover this as the benefits based mortgage is based on the valuation only, not on the selling/buying price.  

Question Seven:  How could the Government stimulate more innovative mortgage and related products and services to assist people in purchasing their first home?
7.1 DPHS(F) would be more than happy to be involved in consultation with disabled people on which types of mortgage related products may assist them in purchasing their first home.  Many of the additional criteria in Homestake were useful – e.g. the recognition that a disabled person may require to keep a higher level of savings to enable independent living.
7.2 Due to feedback which demonstrates the difficulties faced by disabled people who wish to purchase their home, we would agree that shared equity and mortgage related produces would be useful in supporting disabled people to either enter the property market, or indeed to move to a more suitable house which meets their needs, rather than join the waiting list for a rented home.   
Question Eight:  Should the Government provide direct cash grants to first time buyers?
8.1 Providing direct cash grants in a climate of “Offers Over” may not be wise as it may simply encourage price hikes.  However, in working with new developments where there are fixed prices this may be a workable and useful solution.

Question Nine:  How can the private house building sector play a bigger role in providing, without public subsidy, increased provision of affordable starter homes?
9.1 Offering incentives to first-time buyers (or indeed disabled people whose current housing does not meet their needs) in a range of subsidies may help but only if this is affordable to individuals in the long term.  We run the risk of setting up future re-possession climate if we encourage people into home ownership who cannot sustain it in the long-term.  

9.2 Shared Equity Schemes like Homestake enable a foot on the property ladder (and a share of profit for the provider) but are only workable for disabled people if a good mixture of house types are provided under the scheme.

Question Ten:  What issues do you consider should be taken into account when considering the increased use of private sector lets to house low income and homeless households?
10.1 During consultation with private landlords DPHS(Fife) can confirm that many landlords have experienced problems with tenants that could have been improved with a variety of support.  At present a disabled person can receive support via supporting people eg short term tenancy support but it has been our experience that this alone is often not enough.  A range of differing support in community programmes would be useful in supporting healthy communities.  

Question Eleven:  How should we ensure an appropriate balance etween safeguarding tenants’ right and encouraging the private rented sector to achieve its full potential in Scotland’s overall housing market?
11.1 At DPHS(Fife) our customers have often declined the opportunity of a private tenancy due to the feeling of vulnerability regarding security of tenure/length of tenancy.  Certain success has been achieved through schemes for homelessness targets being assisted via private landlords and perhaps this could be looked at for assisting disabled people – e.g. using private landlords to provide ground floor or accessible accommodation.

Question Twelve:  Do you think there is sufficient engagement between the public sector and private landlords?  If not, what else should national and local government be doing?
12.1 We can confirm that our experience of private landlords is that they have said quite strongly that there is not enough engagement between the public sector and private landlords.  Perhaps at registration landlords could be given links to not only the landlords forums operating but also links to relevant consultations, etc via website links.  There may be scope to look at much closer working relationships in order to meet housing targets – by contracting with private landlords who meet certain criteria.  At DPHS(Fife) we are pleased to be working with a number of private registered landlords who operate in Fife as they are often able to offer ground floor accessible housing which can be considered by our customers.  However, when rents are set at a rate higher than housing benefit rates, this can be a difficulty – especially when a disabled person may not have the same disposable income as someone else due to extra expense like heating, petrol, etc. 

Question Thirteen:  What other options should we consider for increasing the supply of private rented housing for low income and homeless households?
13.1 We would confirm that schemes like the Private Sector Leasing Scheme are positive.  DPHS(Fife) would ask that consideration be given to using such a scheme to provide Special Needs accommodation and so to reduce the numbers of customers awaiting suitable accessible accommodation.  Many of our clients who are hesitant about a private lease would feel differently if there was a longer term contract/lease and that this was offered via the local authority.  

Question Fourteen:  How could more private landlords be encouraged to let to tenants on benefits and homeless households?
14.1 DPHS(Fife) feedback from landlords and referral agencies has been that a variety of measures of support is one solution.  Encouraging tenants to know what their obligations are and how to be a good tenant would lead to smoother relationships.
14.2 Some DPHS(Fife) clients have had problems in finding deposits and some have experienced problems accessing Key Fund.  Landlords have also experienced problems with Key Fund where staff have not managed to keep in contact with the tenant for the payback of the deposit.  Consulting with private landlords on their experiences of Key Fund and delays in Housing Benefit turnaround (for first time applicants) may throw some light on these issues.  

14.3 DPHS(Fife) would agree that a Tenants Accreditation Scheme would be useful on both sides.  It has been our experience that private landlords have not had the same access to Reference material that RSLs or local authorities would have – i.e. as regards housing related debt, damages, anti-social behaviour, etc.  To encourage parity, private landlords would have to be afforded the same information so that they can make informed choices in choosing tenants in the same way that RSLs and local authorities do.  In addition, if full information and references/advocating was available to potential tenants to private landlords then it may be that private landlords may be more likely to consider certain tenants when in full possession of information.  From DPHS(Fife) experience this has been clear in cases of mental health issues or learning disability – where a person may have had problems in the past but now has support to assist them in being a good tenant.  When working with individuals who have had past problems DPHS(Fife) take some time to raise awareness of consequences of actions and Communities Scotland HomePoint have also produced some useful leaflets which are good  in such instances (there is an extremely good one for those with learning disabilities). 
14.3 DPHS(Fife) are aware of concerns around changes to how Housing Benefit will be paid.  Whilst we are in general supportive in human rights terms that individuals be paid Housing Benefit direct, we are also aware that some individuals will need support to manage their money and that they may fall into difficulties when mismanaging money and missing housing payments.  Looking to voluntary schemes to assist such people may be beneficial – e.g. arranging for Housing Benefit to go into an individuals account set up especially to cover housing and for a Direct Debit to go direct to the landlord.  

Question Fifteen:  What other schemes or incentives might help us to recycle empty properties more effectively?
15.1 DPHS(Fife) is aware of shortage of certain types/sizes of properties.  Whilst it may be expensive and often prohibitive to build new family houses which are accessible, perhaps it is achievable to provide this type of housing through using existing empty properties.  It has also been our experience that some studio type accommodation is very difficult to let and it may be a better option to provide grants to convert these into 1-2 bedroom properties in order to have them let.  

Question Sixteen:  Do you agree that we should exempt new build social housing from the Right to Buy?
16.1 DPHS(Fife) are aware of the implications on housing stock due to Right To Buy.  Many pensioner-type cottages and ground floor accessible properties have disappeared from rented stock.  We would agree that new build social housing should be exempt from Right to Buy although offering shared equity choices is acceptable as some revenue is still brought back via such schemes.  

16.2 DPHS(Fife) have also looked at the issue of the shortage of Special Needs properties and whether they should also be exempt from Right to Buy.  This would mean that certain types of stock are still available for rent.  However, there is the view that the disabled person ought not to be prevented from being an owner occupier simply because of their needs and this should also be considered.  Perhaps in such cases the property could be sold back to the developer – like a shared equity scheme.  Another idea is that the person should show that they have made efforts to find someone who requires that type of property to buy it – e.g. there are some private retiral schemes where this is a necessity – that the property can only be bought by someone over a certain age.
16.3 DPHS(Fife) would confirm that the majority view is that Right to Buy be stopped for all new socially rented properties and that in this way stock of accessible and barrier free homes could start to be increased.  If Right to Buy was restricted by area or type (including accessible) then this may be viewed as discriminating against disabled people being able to aspire to buy an appropriate property unless such properties were set aside for offer via such schemes as Homestake.  There are funding implications for this for RSLs an this would need to be budgeted for.   

Question Seventeen:  Do you agree that we should subsidise local authorities in areas of need to use their prudential borrowing capacity to build new council houses?
17.1 DPHS(Fife) is concerned that the correct housing types are built where required and that identified shortages of particular housing types are progressed.  Any system which makes this possible would be positive.  It is an unfortunate feature of land cost and build cost that bungalow type (especially larger family sized bungalow type) may require a larger subsidy – there will always be an issue with comparison cost wise between building flats, terraced or semi-detached properties against bungalow and amenity type when land is scarce and at a high cost.  It is essential that need is identified and that it is shown to be met and not ignored in these processes.  
Question 18:  Do you agree we should introduce large scale competition for subsidy?
18.1 DPHS(Fife) believe that large-scale competitions for subsidy may result in value for money and would caution that this requires prudent monitoring to ensure that essential community profiling is carried out and that certain house types are built where shown to be required and not withdrawn from a proposal due to cost measures.  It is essential in large scale contracting that like for like is compared and that certain targets should be set in meeting need in the community.

Question 19:  If not, how would you ensure that public subsidy is used to build as many good quality houses as possible?
19.1 Many applicants to DPHS(Fife) will still target their housing applications to RSLs who are seen to be specialists in certain type of housing provision.  These types of developments should still have a mechanism.  Good quality is important and so is variety of stock size and type to ensure that whole communities are served.
Question 20 :  Do you agree that we should subsidise the development of houses for mid market rent?

Question  21:  If so, should the subsidey be awarded as part of the competitive regime for awarding HAG that we are proposing?

Question 22:  If not, how would you increase the variety in social housing? 

20; 21; 22  DPHS(Fife) members believe in equality of choice for people and as such a variety of stock types/rental is positive.  Our customers represent a wide range currently across all house-types and income-types and therefore an element of choice is important.  Equality of choice can only exist where there is variety of house stock and house types.  If this does not exist, or become planned for,   some of our disabled customers would not be able to choose these different varieties of quality stock.  In addition we would note that this type of proposal ought not to be at the detriment of other stock or there is a risk of general stock being viewed as the lowest/worse type.  There is a good balance required especially when it comes to maintaining quality of standard on all stock.

Question 23:  Do you agree that we should encourage landlords to look at means of adjusting the mix of their stock in the interests of achieving more sustainable mixed communities?
23.1 For some DPHS(Fife) customers it is important for them to remain in their area of choice as their support exists there – however, currently it is not always possible as the required house-type may not exist.  Therefore a mixed community of house-types and stock may be helpful as it may lead to more choices and may lead to people deciding to aspire to move on but within their own area rather than move out of an area.  This may be of particular assistance to those who have built support around their needs.  
Question 24:  Do you think subsidies for development should be provided to bodies other than registered social landlords?
24.1DPHS(Fife) customers are often concerned about security of tenure if changing landlords.  If it is decided to provide subsidies for bodies other than registered social landlords then care would need to be taken to demonstrate that the landlord is comparable in service/security.  DPHS(Fife) has been approached in the past by a private developer keen to develop a piece of land to include amenity type housing and they were positive about providing such housing if need was shown.  However, the same sorts of subsidies or grants were not available to this developer to provide this on the land and if planning laws permitted flats or terraced houses then of course this would be more profitable.  

Question 25:  What sorts of protections should be offered to tenants in these circumstances?
25.1 DPHS(Fife) tenants are concerned about security of tenure if the type of property they are looking for is not so easily available.  
25.2 In addition RSLs and Local Authorities have support mechanisms in place – i.e. Housing Officers and Tenancy Support Officers.  Mixed communities with a mixture of landlords is a good aim but a much wider range of community support may have to be included to ensure that all tenants are able to be good community citizens and that there are mechanisms in place to ensure health of the whole community.  This requires a budget.  
Question 26:  Do you think the Scottish Government should vary Right to Buy discounts by locality and/or type of property? 

26.1  DPHS(Fife) are aware that certain types of stock have dwindled due to   Right to Buy and therefore would generally support changes to Right to Buy both by locality and by type of property.  This would ensure that adapted, accessible and amenity type properties remain in the social rented market.

26.2 There is also the equality of choice view which asks why a disabled person should be denied the Right to Buy on a property which meets their need – it is not their choice to require such a property, it is their need.  There may be room for manoeuvre in such instances to use schemes like shared equity which mean that the provider will still either retain a golden share and require the property to be sold back to them at a market valuation in the future.  If the potential buyer knows this at the outset then they are making an informed decision.  It means then that the property can either be sold on to someone who can demonstrate their need for it. This would need to be taken into account in RSL budgeting.  There are also examples in the private sector with private retiral complexes where properties purchased can only be bought/sold to someone over a certain age.  

Question 27:  Do you agree that ALMOs can provide a satisfactory alternative to stock transfers?
27.1Many DPHS(Fife) customers are suffering bad housing conditions which make their disabling conditions worse.  ALMOs may provide a satisfactory alternative if it leads to improved living conditions for tenants.  
Question 28:  Do you think that additional help from Government to enable landlords to meet the SHQS should be linked to improvements in a landlords performance?
28.1However, we would question the ALMOs being awarded additional financial support when the existing landlord has not received such support.  Great care would need to be taken in consultation to ensure that the ALMO is at greater likelihood of meeting the targets than the existing landlord would be if they were given the financial support – comparing like with like.  

Question 29:  If so, what measures do you think would be beneficial?  If not, why not?
29.1 Tenants deserve in this age to be living in housing which meets tolerable standards and to be living in balanced healthy communities.  Many DPSH(Fife) customers do not have this luxury.  This requires investment not just of money but of expertise and investment of support measures.  Improving the fabric of buildings is one thing but should go hand in hand with improvement of the community in general which involves more than simply housing budget.  Social elements of support are as important in improving communities and this requires partnership working.  

Question 30:  DO you agree that we need to find new ways of focussing on the quality of place/open space and green space within deprived neighbourhoods?

Question 31:  DO you have suggestions for approaches that are not resource intensive and that include stakeholders?

Question 32:  Do you agree that the lead role (and recipient of any resources) to undertake this work should be open to a range of stakeholders?
30; 31; 32 DPHS(Fife) would agree that quality of the open spaces/greenspace within neighbourhoods is very important – especially to good mental health.  Partnership working would be the key to ensuring that the views of residents is heard and participation encouraged.  
Question 33:  Do you agree with the features and principles we have set out here for a modernised regulation framework?

Question 34:  How would you like social housing regulation to be organised?  For example, should it be a separate organisation or part of a group of regulators?
33; 34  DPHS(Fife) agree that an independent regulator would be positive.  As DPHS(Fife) are an organisation currently supported via Communities Scotland, we would not wish to see advice/information/support services “lost” in any transition of duties.  In measuring performance it is important to look at communities and monitor support mechanism which encourage healthy tenancies.  It is important that tenants have access to independent community based organisations to support them in raising issues around their housing – whether this be tenant based organisations like Fife Federation of Tenants & Residents Associations (FFOTRA) or organisations like our own that support disabled people to access housing.  We would highlight that in setting targets these wider issues around healthy communities be included and that budget is set aside to achieve these targets.  DPHS(Fife) find difficulty in commenting how the regulation organisation be organised but have felt the positive impact of support from Communities Scotland being one regulator involved in all aspects of social housing we are involved with.  Preference is for an independent body which takes into account all aspects related to housing (including the social, community aspects).
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