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Infrastructure Services

REPORT TO SOCIAL WORK AND HOUSING COMMITTEE – 10 November 2016
TENANCY SUSTAINMENT – UPDATE
1

Recommendations
The committee is recommended to:
1.1 Note and comment on the contents of this report

2

Background/Discussion

2.1

This follows a report to this committee in March 2016, where it was agreed a further update
be provided. The Housing Service monitors a large amount of performance and statistical
information, some of which is used to populate the annual Scottish Social Housing Charter
return. Only a very small percentage is reported to Committee as it is not included within
the Covalent reporting system but used extensively, for example, as part of our Continuous
Improvement process and the day to day delivery of services at a local level and shire-wide
through Functional Team meetings.

2.2

Aberdeenshire Council owned 12,874 properties at 31 March 2016, and stock turnover
(vacancies) varies from year to year. In 2015/16, 1,097 vacancies arose (835 mainstream
and 262 sheltered housing) (8.5% turnover), or a monthly average of 91 vacancies.
In 2016/17 (as at 30 September 2016), 545 vacancies arose (440 mainstream and 105
sheltered housing) (4.2% turnover), or a monthly average of 91 vacancies. Turnover by
area varies from (this year) 3.9% in Kincardine, Mearns and Marr to 4.8% in Banff &
Buchan. (YTD Banff & Buchan has the highest turnover in mainstream and Garioch &
Formatine the highest turnover in Sheltered Housing)

2.3

Targets require that properties be allocated as quickly as possible to minimise void rent
loss. At 1.44% rent loss year to date, Aberdeenshire is one of the best performers in
Scotland. A key target is “Average Days to Let”. The year to date figure (September 2016)
is 30 against a full year last year of 25 days and a target this year of 25 days. Rent loss in
this context includes temporary accommodation and garages, which means it is not directly
comparable with other landlords via the Annual Return on the Charter (ARC). The ARC
figure for comparison would be 1%, whilst worse than last year, is still good in relation to
other LA performance. Similarly, the average days to relet will not match that reported in
Aberdeenshire Performs, because the Charter figure includes low demand.

2.4

Applicants allocated properties or transferring from one property to another, are given
SST’s (Scottish Secure Tenancies) as required by legislation. This involves a face to face
“sign up” upon allocation followed by a Settling-In visit by Tenancy Services staff. One key
aspect of success is to ensure tenancy sustainment, with or without Housing Support,
which is offered if the circumstances require it. The Housing Service does everything in its
power to sustain tenancies. Policies and procedures are in place for dealing with breaches
of tenancy (ASB/Rent Arrears etc) and the remainder of this report analyses cases where
tenancy sustainment has failed and evictions have been carried out. It compares trends
over 2013/14, 2014/15 and 2015/16 where possible. In 2015/16 the data was recorded as
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area information where in previous years this was recorded North, East and South, which
reflected the team structures at the time.
2.5

The graphs in Appendix 1 (which will be available on screen at Committee) show the
position at a housing management area level. This shows the total number of evictions year
on year since 2001/2 (Scottish Govt. stats) and a more detailed analysis of shire-wide
figures under various eviction criteria. (There is a slight difference in the numbers
depending on the definition of eviction). Aberdeenshire Council is still in the best “quartile”
of arrears performance amongst local authorities.

2.6

Almost all of the eviction reasons related to rent arrears (as opposed to ASB) and shows
that total evictions in 2015/16 was 35. In 2014/15, the figure was 25 and lower than
2013/14 (30). The “Pre-Action Requirement” legislation is now fully embedded in the
arrears procedures but continues to increase workload. In addition, there are some
concerning trends, including the number coming through the homelessness route (albeit
reducing in 14/15); an unwillingness to engage with housing support, especially notable at
decree stage; and the number of single persons unable to sustain tenancies.

2.7

Evictions are now tracked monthly as part of our performance management process and in
2016/17 (YTD at April - end September 2016) the total across Aberdeenshire was 17, this
was exactly the same figure in August 2015.
•
•
•
•
•

2.8

Banff & Buchan
Buchan
Formartine & Garioch
Kincardine & Mearns, Marr
Aberdeenshire

2016/17
(5)
(6)
(4)
(2)
(17)

2015/16
(4)
(9)
(3)
(1)
(17)

The table below offers comparable important facts
2015/16
Length of tenancy

Homelessness
Family type
Housing Support

Debts

15 out of 35
evictions (43%) had
tenancies under two
years
60% of shire wide
evictions were
previously homeless
24 out of 35
evictions (68%) were
single persons
Shire-wide, 80% of
those evicted had
previously been
offered Housing
Support and 4%
engaged
At eviction, a total of
£104,830 was owed
by those evicted,
including £83,143 in
rent and £21,687 in

2014/15

2013/14

13 out of 25 evictions
(52%) had tenancies
under two years

14 out of 30 evictions
(47%) had tenancies
under two years

56% of shire wide
evictions were
previously homeless
22 out of 25 evictions
(88%) were single
persons
Shire-wide, 68% of
those evicted had
previously been offered
Housing Support and
0% engaged

87% of shire wide
evictions were previously
homeless
21 out of 30 evictions
(70%) were single
persons
Shire-wide, 63% of those
evicted had previously
been offered ongoing
Housing Support and
only 26% engaged

At eviction, a total of
£80,994 was owed by
those evicted, including
£55,568 in rent and
£25,427 in other debts

At eviction, a total of
£100,057 was owed by
those evicted, including
£56,400 in rent and
£43,659 in other debts
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other debts (eg
rechargeable repairs
etc). An average of
£2,995 per eviction
(£2,375 rent)

2.9

(eg rechargeable
repairs etc). An
average of £3,240 per
eviction (£2,222 rent)

(eg rechargeable repairs
etc). An average of
£3,335 per eviction
(£1,880 rent)

Aberdeenshire Council does all it can to avoid evictions and attempts various ways to
engage with tenants. The service is assessing the current methods of communication with
tenants. This includes home visits; letter; email; phone; text and messaging tools such as
What’sApp and Instant Messenger which is linked to Facebook. The service intends to
consider ways to effectively communicate and engage with tenants as well as modernise
and become more efficient in our approaches. It is accepted that a letter is not the most
effective communication tool in isolation. Despite various attempts to contact tenants, there
are cases where unfortunately multiple arrangements to repay are broken. The rent arrears
recovery escalation process provides ample opportunities for tenants in arrears to maintain
agreements.

2.10 Mobile technology is being advanced across the council and sits firmly in the rent arrears
process to improve and streamline working practices. Work is also ongoing to implement
new modules in the Northgate Housing system which will enable much closer monitoring of
tenants’ rent payments by setting up individual payment profiles. This will support the
increased focus of early intervention to try and avoid arrears occurring in the first place.
These modules will also support staff in managing the accounts of tenants who are in
receipt Universal Credit (UC) more effectively with triggers to staff linked to tenant’s UC
payment dates. While UC continues to be rolled out, Housing Benefit remains a significant
source of income to the Council. To support staff to maximise this income they have access
to Housing Benefit systems. This allows them to monitor the progress of claims, support
tenants through the process and comply with Pre-Action Requirements. Following the
implementation of the staff structure review and appointment of staff, action has been taken
to ensure appropriate training is being rolled out to staff using these systems.
2.11 Tenancy Services staff work closely with other housing and council functions offering a
wide range of advice and assistance. This includes external partners and voluntary
organisations. The 7no Early Intervention Officers (EIO’s) are all settled in post with fairly
high workloads. The impact of these officers are being assessed in each area. A working
group is establishing the high priority work in each area. EIO’s will focus their efforts around
this, alongside prevention rent arrears, garden maintenance and low level anti-social
behaviour cases. They will establish positive professional relationships with tenants from
the first meeting. This will enable them to provide clear information and set expectations
as to how the tenants can meet the terms of their tenancy agreements.
The prevention role of the EIO’s has enabled Housing Officers to do more intensive work
with higher/serious tenancy cases and their presence in housing estates has identified
areas for improvement across all work streams, including garden maintenance and
environmental projects.
2.12 Sustaining tenancies during and following homelessness is also a high priority. In the last 2
years 1,982 tenancies were created. Of these, 960 were Statutory Homeless cases of
which 273 have since terminated (28.44%). This trend is concerning, given other sources of
allocations are much less. However, it is accepted that more in-depth research is required
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to identify the reason and onward housing position (see action plan in Appendix 3). 127
of these tenants had a Housing Support Assessment, but not all actually engaged in
support. Of these, 34 (26.77%) have terminated. Tenants at decree stage for eviction are
the most difficult to engage with; early prevention efforts are far more successful. The
graphs in Appendix 1 highlight the low levels of housing support engagement and eviction
rates. Appendix 2 provides case studies where housing support was provided from preallocation to eviction. The case studies provide examples where early intervention worked
successfully and another where significant effort over a much longer period to help sustain
the tenancy, failed. This demonstrates that in some cases even with every effort from
Officers to engage and help a tenant, should they not wish to engage and accept the
support, the eviction process becomes the eventual route in line with policy.
2.13 A Tenancy Sustainment Group has been established with staff from Housing Options,
Tenancy Services and the Housing Information team. The group’s task is reviewing ways
to encourage tenants to engage better, including the take up of housing support, which is
currently very low. The group is reviewing how to enhance the settling-in visit process to
help sustain and prevent tenancies reaching eviction and termination stage. Appendix 3
provides an action plan detailing the group’s objectives.
2.14

The Head of Finance and Monitoring Officer within Business Services have been consulted
in the preparation of this report and any comments have been incorporated.

3

Equalities, Staffing and Financial Implications

3.1

There are no staffing or financial implications arising from this report.

3.2

As this report is for information only, no EIA is required

Stephen Archer
Director of Infrastructure Services
Report prepared by: Angela Keith, Acting Housing Manager (Tenancy Services)
Brian Watson, Acting Head of Housing (final)
Date: 28 October 2016
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Tenancy Sustainment - Length of Tenancy to Eviction (2013-2015)
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

North

East

South

Total

Under 12 months

16%

10%

20%

15%

1-2yrs

42%

29%

33%

35%

2-5yrs

32%

43%

>5 years

11%

Under 12 months
19%

40%
1-2yrs

2-5yrs
7%

38%
>5 years

13%
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Appendix 2
Case Study 1
X was a female, late 40’s, who became homeless following breakdown of her 25 year marriage.
She was diagnosed with Mental Health problems, and also had alcohol issues which resulted in
aggressive behaviour and self-harming. At time of presentation, the applicant felt that if she
could get her alcohol under control, she would be able to reconcile with her husband.
Unfortunately this did not happen and he filed for divorce several months after the initial
presentation. She started to engage with various voluntary organisations. The applicant
struggled with remaining alcohol-free, separation, and a bereavement. She moved into a
permanent tenancy in May 2016 but there were periods of rent arrears while applying for benefits.
Housing Support Officers assisted with furniture and acquired a washing machine and cooker.
Housing Support continued until the beginning of August 2016. The tenant settled in well; HB was
awarded and rental payments has been maintained with no debts. Tenant continues to resist
alcohol with the help of a support group.
Case Study 2
Y was a referral to Housing due to rent arrears and being enrolled in court. When the Housing
Officer (Support) carried out the assessment, she had a feeling that there was something in
relation to his memory and he was struggling to remember things and turn up for job seekers
appointments, etc. Further visits were done and he was assisted to attend the GP and speak
about the issues and our Housing Officer (Support) accompanied him to the appointment. Further
assessments were carried out which found that he was in the early stages of memory problems.
He was further assisted to claim ESA, sort out benefits including backdated housing benefit which
cleared his arrears. Housing also referred him for longer term support through our Assessment
Officer and this has been ongoing since March 2016. Had Housing Support not got involved,
there is no doubt he would have been evicted for rent arrears.
Case Study 3
Prior to allocation the tenant was homeless and placed in temporary accommodation with her two
children. Whilst the tenant was in temporary accommodation, there were neighbour complaints
about her that suggested lack of control over her children. She was on full Housing Benefit (HB)
so had no rent arrears issues in her temporary accommodation. She had housing support for a
short period of time but stopped engaging and her case was closed. She tried to refuse the offer
of permanent accommodation due to not getting on with a neighbour but this was rejected as an
unsuitable reason for refusal.
The tenant then moved out of homeless temporary accommodation and signed up for her tenancy
in May 2012. She had arrears ongoing from the start of her permanent tenancy because of gaps
in HB entitlement and HB overpayment deductions. The Housing Officer attempted to maintain
contact with the tenant throughout this period but was mostly unsuccessful. The arrears however
remained at a low level and payments were being made on and off by Rent Direct deductions
received from the DWP, paid from the tenant’s state benefits. However from September 2013 the
tenant’s HB and Rent Direct payments stopped completely.
Three unsuccessful visits were then made to the tenant and calling cards left, followed by a Notice
Of Proceedings for Recovery of Possession was hand served by Housing Officers in November
2013, where again the tenant was not at home. Following this, the tenant made contact and was
advised that she must address her HB which she said she would do. She did not get back in touch

Item: 4
Page: 14
and no HB claim was received, so in line with the Rent Arrears Procedure, a check was made on
the Council’s Care First system to identify if the tenant had Social Work involvement but there was
no open case. One further attempt was made to contact the tenant before she was enrolled in
court in January 2014.
A housing support referral was considered and accepted, in line with the Rent Arrears procedure.
The Housing Officer (Support) successfully visited the tenant end February 2014 where HB and
Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) forms were completed but she subsequently failed to
provide the supporting evidence required, despite the Housing Officer attempting unsuccessfully
to contact her to provide this. The claims were cancelled. The tenant only attended that one
appointment but failed to attend any future offered support meetings and the case was closed in
April 2014.
The tenant was then successfully phoned by a Housing Officer (Tenancy Services) (TS) the same
month when her partner, who had just moved in, made an arrangement to pay £300 per month.
Two payments were made totalling £600 in April and June 2014 but no more payments were
received. A total of 5 further unsuccessful attempts were made to contact the tenant and then
decree was sought and granted with an arrears balance of £1,986.98.
A home visit was then made by the Housing Officer TS and the tenant was advised of the
outcome of court and that an eviction would be set. Following this the tenant contacted Gordon
Rural Action (GRA) who served a Minute of Recall in October 2014, which cancelled the decree.
GRA advised that the tenant was now on remand and the children had been taken into care and
were no longer in the household.
The tenant had involvement with the prison Social Worker and the Housing Officer TS liaised
closely with the Social Worker who assisted her to complete a HB application. GRA were also
liaising with the tenant’s Social Worker and the Housing Officer TS.
The HB payments commenced in October 2014 but with a shortfall due to the Social Sector Size
Criteria, attempts were made by the Housing Officer TS, in liaison with the prison Social Worker,
to get the tenant to claim DHP. This was finally paid and backdated in April 2015 but then both the
HB and DHP stopped early May 2015.
During this time the tenant was in and out of prison on remand and made no payments. The
Housing Officer TS continued to liaise with the prison Social Worker and attempted to contact the
tenant when she was not in prison. Decree was sought in court twice during this period as no
payments were made however GRA defended the tenant on both occasions and the case was
continued. On 5 further occasions the case was continued at court, to allow time for the tenant to
take various steps to address the arrears.
At the last contact with the tenant early May 2015, she advised she would clear the rent arrears
but nothing was paid and there was no further contact with her despite 5 attempts being made
where calling cards or voicemail messages were left. Decree was therefore sought and granted in
July 2015 with a balance of over £2,800
The tenant was then in touch and indicated she was to move out before the eviction. She was
evicted in September 2015 with a balance of £3,280 and was not present in court as she had
moved out of the property. She did not subsequently present as homeless.
Throughout the tenancy there were reports of anti-social behaviour and a number of
abandonment notices served which were always responded to so no further action was taken.

Develop Action Plan with
clear objectives

Tenancy Sustainment

Terms of Reference for
Group

WHAT

 Evaluate the impact of homelessness in line with
UC.
 Evaluate the impact of rent arrears in line with UC.

 To help and support tenants to prevent
homelessness with appropriate support and advice.
 To help and support tenants to sustain tenancies.
 To consider new and effective way to engage with
tenants as early as possible.
 To maximise the role of housing officer support,
housing officer tenancy services, early intervention
officers and other relevant services and functions.
For example, HB welfare reform officers
 To consider and understand the higher level issues
such as welfare reform.
 Maximise multi agency working to ensure best
outcome for tenants and the council at all times.

HOW

Appendix 3
Tenancy Sustainment – Action Plan

Project Team:
Angela Keith,
Acting Housing
Manager TS, Alan
Jones, Acting
Housing Manager
HO, Susan MacIver
TS, Alison
MacKinnon HO,
Hannah McSherry
HO, Neil Watts
Senior Information
Officer (Housing),
Belinda May
Strategic
Development
Officer Service
Improvement
Housing

WHO

Meeting 19th
July and
23rd August
2016

Quarterly
Meetings

WHEN

UPDATE
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WHAT

 Improve and develop method of communications
with tenants
 Maximise officer time with prevention focus.
 Identify robust information sources; internally and
externally.
 Consider what the policy drivers are around
sustainment.
 Consider what other LA’s doing - benchmarking
 Consider tenant profiling, credit checks, risks to the
business plan, impacts on numbers of customers
attending local offices
 Consider how accompanied viewings can be better
utilised – build confidence and create professional
relationship with prospective tenant. An opportunity
to engage and identify needs; discuss expectations
on how to sustain tenancy.
 Consider how the Settling in Visit can be maximised.
 Consider the benefits of a housing support
assessment and subsequent plan at settling in visits.
 Should ‘Settling in visits’ also include an income
maximisation service to ensure that all tenants are
receiving the income they are entitled to and assists
in mitigating the impacts of welfare reform?
 Expand checklist and enhance formal sign-up
meeting with tenant.
 Improve mobile based technology and the
introduction of additional modules within Northgate
to support, for example, payment arrangements.
 Consider additional training for staff around HB and
UC changes.
 Consider ways to improve joint working across
functions; eg, housing support, HB and TS.
 Maximise take up of UC and HB entitlements.

HOW
Project Team

WHO

WHEN

UPDATE
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WHAT

 Involve tenant functional groups in the process and
mapping of changes where appropriate.
 Maximise referrals to other support networks. Build
on list already provided and share more widely.
 Consider the barriers to engaging with support – why
do tenants resist help particularly at decree stage.
 Consider how we can present a more assertive,
positive and proactive approach to working with
tenants.
 Develop a positive payment culture amongst tenants
 Develop cross working and sharing of contact details
for all tenants.

HOW

Project Team

WHO

Thursday,
6th October
at 3.30 p.m.

WHEN

UPDATE
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