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Dear Lisa

Reducing Homelessness and the Use of Temporary Accommodation
We would like to thank you and the Homelessness Implementation Team for coming down to Devon during the week of 7th November 2005. 

Individually and collectively, all members of the Devon Strategic Housing Group (DSHG) support the government’s agenda on homelessness and are wholly committed to reducing homelessness and the use of temporary accommodation. Last month’s roadshow and the meetings with the specialist advisers have helped us to develop our strategies to meet the 2010 target.  

Moving things forward

The DSHG met on 16th November 2005, to discuss the messages coming out of your recent visit and to identify areas where we could best work together sub regionally. Attached are some initial thoughts on what we would like to do around direct lets, sanctuary schemes and training for staff. 

We would appreciate your feedback on the attached plans, and would welcome your advice on whether or not there is any scope for the ODPM to provide funding for the development of the Housing Advice and Options Certificate in partnership with the University of the West of England. 

Some areas of concern 

At our meeting on 16th November, we discussed some of the main ‘threats’ to our achievement of the 2010 temporary accommodation target.

· Supporting People

As you are aware, the provision of floating support (to sustain tenancies and reassure private landlords) is an essential element of our strategy for preventing homelessness and removing barriers to the private rented sector. 

Although we are working hard to realign the Supporting People funded services to meet this need, it is most unhelpful that government funding for housing-related 

support services in Devon, Torbay and Plymouth is again being reduced. This point is particularly pertinent when considering the nature of the recent HIF bids, which were predominantly for Supporting People eligible services.

· Housing options and choice based lettings

Although we are confident that the development of a range of housing options (together with more effective homelessness prevention) will enable us to reduce our use of temporary accommodation, we are surprised and disappointed that the ODPM has no immediate plans to amend the homelessness legislation to support local authorities’ use of housing options. Until the legislation changes, Local Authorities are under significant risk of legal challenge.

As you are aware, the circumstances in which local authorities are able to discharge their homelessness duty (by way of a ‘qualifying’ offer) are extremely limited and entitle homeless households to reject all of the housing options offered to them (except social housing) without penalty.

The situation is compounded by the fact that, despite the proactive work of the housing staff, some homeless households in temporary accommodation are choosing not to bid for properties under choice based lettings schemes.

Members of the DSHG are concerned that, if we are unable to persuade enough homeless households to accept private rented accommodation or other reasonable housing options (or to make realistic bids for properties under choice based lettings), we may get to the stage where the only way to meet the 2010 target will be to allocate a very high proportion of social housing to homeless households in temporary accommodation.

Such a course of action will not only be at odds with our obligation to give ‘reasonable preference’ to a range of housing needs, but it will also encourage people to use homelessness as a route into social housing and, perhaps, undermine our efforts to create balanced communities.

Conclusion

Although we appreciate that other local authorities may already have alerted you to these concerns, we felt it was important to bring them to your attention in the hope that you and your colleagues will be able to address them.

We look forward to hearing from you in due course. However, in the meantime, we thank you once again for your help and support.

Yours sincerely

Katy Shorten

On behalf of the Devon Strategic Housing Group
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