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Civic Centre, Castle Street, 
Merthyr Tydfil    CF47 8AN

Main Tel: 01685 725000 www.merthyr.gov.uk

SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

AN UPDATE REPORT ON PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS ON 
DELIVERING THE HOUSING AND HOMELESSNESS ACTION 
PLAN, INCLUDING A FOCUS ON SUPPORTING PEOPLE & 
HOUSING RELATED SUPPORT

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 Significant work has already been undertaken to implement the changes required 
with the implementation of the Housing (Wales) Act 2014.

1.2 However, there remains lots more to do in the transformation of service delivery.

1.3 Staff are committed and receiving appropriate ongoing training and support.

1.4 Links with Supporting People are strengthening.

1.5 Service demands are increasing due to the new legislation – as more people are 
eligible for help, support and advice.

2.0 RECOMMENDATION(S)

2.1 To consider and accept (if appropriate) the content of this report.

2.2 To provide a degree of challenge to the information contained herein.

Date Written 27th November 2015
Report Author Julian Pike
Service Area Housing Solutions Team
Committee Date 7th December 2015 
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3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 This report aims to specifically address the direct queries of the Scrutiny 
Committee in a direct and concise manner. The author welcomes any further 
queries and challenge at the presentation of the report on the above 
committee date.

3.2 The Committee has requested a report providing: 

Monitoring & Scrutiny: An update report on performance and progress on 
delivering the housing and homelessness action plan including a focus on 
supporting people and housing related support.

3.3. The Housing (Wales) Act 2014 introduced a raft of changes to housing policy and 
practice in Wales. This Act is the first piece of primary housing legislation passed by 
the Welsh Government.

3.4 This report shall only address those policy matters which affect homelessness and 
housing allocations. It will not address changes with affect other service areas of the 
Council.

3.5 The key elements of the act (external link) are:
i. Introduction of a compulsory registration and licensing scheme for private rented 

sector landlords and letting and management agents, which will be delivered by Rent 
Smart Wales (external link)

ii. reform of homelessness law, including placing a stronger duty on local authorities to 
prevent homelessness and allowing them to use suitable accommodation in the 
private sector

iii. placing a duty on local authorities to provide sites for Gypsies and Travelers where a 
need has been identified

iv. introduction of standards for local authorities on rents, service charges and quality of 
accommodation 

v. reform of the Housing Revenue Account Subsidy system
vi. giving local authorities the power to charge more than the standard rate of council 

tax on long-term empty properties and certain types of second homes
vii. assisting the provision of housing by Co-operative Housing Associations, and
viii. amendment of the Leasehold Reform, Housing and Urban Development Act 1993.

3.6 For the avoidance of doubt this report shall address point ii) above only (as per the 
brief).

3.7 The various sections of the Act became ‘live’ at various dates, with the changes to 
the homelessness legislation coming into force on 27th April 2015. Unfortunately 
the accompanying statutory guidance (final version) was not published until after this 
date – which hindered the ability of local authorities to plan based on final detail.



3

3.8 A two day training course was attended by all staff on 27th and 28th April 2015 
which proved invaluable, and allayed the fears of many of the staff.

4.0 WHAT ARE THE MAIN REFORMS WITHIN THE HOMELESSNESS PART OF 
THE LEGISLATION?

4.1 The Housing (Wales) Act 2014 aims to ensure more is done by local 
authorities and their partners to help people who are homeless or at risk of 
homelessness. The main objective of the law is to ensure people who are homeless 
or facing homelessness receive help as early as possible. 

4.2 It places a duty on local authorities to work with people who are at risk of losing 
their home within 56 days to help find a solution to their problems. It is hoped the 
new provisions will prevent 3 out of 4 people at risk of homelessness from losing 
their home.

4.3 Everything must be done to avoid an unplanned move from adequate 
accommodation and to ensure people can act in a planned way to improve 
their housing circumstances. 

4.4 People must have access to the widest possible housing options. This enables 
them to secure their own accommodation before they become homeless or as 
soon as possible after losing their home.

4.5 Prison leavers are no longer automatically considered as being in ‘priority need’.

4.6 The local authority MUST undertake a review of homelessness within the County 
Borough subsequently adopting a Homelessness Strategy in 2018. This strategy 
must be renewed/refreshed at least ever four years thereafter.

5.0 CURRENT STAFFING STRUCTURE

5.1 In readiness for the Act and the new way local authorities would have to work to 
implement the provisions therein, the previous Housing & Community Safety 
Manager (Beverly Owen) had reconfigured the service, whereby all staff are 
Housing Solutions Officers’, whereas previously there were ‘Homelessness 
Officers’ and then back office/administrative roles. 

5.2 All Housing Solutions Officers are required to meet members of the public, 
deal with queries, resolve housing problems and navigate their way through the 
new Homelessness ‘duties’ within the new Act, whilst also managing all case 
records and data entry requirements.

6.0 WHAT PROGRESS IS BEING MADE TO ADDRESS THE HOMELESSNESS 
‘REFORMS’?

6.1 Fortunately, Welsh Government provided MTCBC with circa £115,000 
Transitional Funding to assist with the costs which will be incurred by the local 
authority in meeting the demands of: 
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(i) assisting more people with housing issues;
(ii) assisting people for longer, - doubling of the ‘prevention period’ from 28 
days historically to the new 56 day ‘at risk’ period;
(iii) implement new systems of working

6.2 The H&CS Manager, when appointed in mid March 2015 set about prioritising 
activity and projects relating to the new ‘burden’ placed upon the local authority, 
with the aim of addressing many of the new pressures. The difficulty here however, 
is that it is only when the Act has ‘bedded in’, in 12 to 18 months, are we likely to 
have a clear idea about the full impact of the legislation. An example of this – is 
that immediately after implementing the Act the Welsh Government issued a 
statement to all local authorities advising that we were to treat all prison leavers as 
‘priority need’ for an initial period, as the measures they were putting in place within 
prisons had not yet become operational. The direct result of this was that we 
would have to fund temporary accommodation for persons that we did not consider 
priority need (for an interim period).

6.3 The projects to be funded through Transitional Funding in 2015/16:

i. Appointment of a Private Rented Sector Housing Officer – to work with 
landlords and improve relationships and hence access to private rented 
properties, given that the Act now permits the local authority to discharge our 
duties into the PRS (formerly only social housing could be utilised).

ii. Appointment of an extra Housing Solutions Officer – to assist with the 
significant additional burden of work. The Act provides for all persons to be 
able to receive advice and assistance; part of which requires an officer to 
consider, draft and issue to every client – a list of ‘reasonable steps’ they may 
take to address their housing issue.

iii. Homelessness Prevention Fund – allows us to fund the setting up of a Private 
Sector Leasing Scheme – increasing the use of PRS housing stock. Also to 
be used to make small but vital payments to maintain or secure tenancies for 
persons where they have run into financial difficulty. 

iv. ICT Development Project – new legislation requires new systems of working 
and hence data capture and reporting. This is a significant piece of work and 
will continue for some time into the future.

v. Training & Development – staff have undergone intensive training, but 
refresher training will be required periodically to address changes and 
interpretations of policy and practice. The Housing Allocations Policy must 
also be renewed as the Act makes some subtle but fundamental changes to 
the terminology used. This must be reflected in this statutory document.

6.4 We are on course to spend our full allocation of Transitional Funding and may be 
in a position to access under spent grant from other local authorities in due 
course.

6.5 Other work underway includes reviewing the Council’s use of Bed & Breakfast 
accommodation, as a form of temporary accommodation, as this is an expensive 
and often inappropriate way of providing temporary accommodation to our clients 
whilst we investigate their case or because they are deemed to be in priority need.
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6.6 MTCBC currently spends circa £30,000 per annum on B&B accommodation 
(net of Housing Benefit – so ‘real’ cost to the organisation). Our work to develop a 
Private Sector Leasing Scheme and work with Supporting People to review hostel 
provision and other temporary accommodation, aims to reduce our reliance on 
B&B accommodation.

6.7 Continued use of B&B accommodation, potentially leaves the Council at risk, 
should an incident occur in a B&B as a result of our placement (client). Many of our 
placements are prison leavers, who have committed a range of offences of 
varying severity. Scrutiny members may recall the horrific murder in a B&B in 
Argoed, Caerphilly earlier this year as a case in point.

7.0 EVALUATION OF PERFORMANCE

7.1 With the Act and hence its implementation being very new and still bedding in, the 
author cannot report on performance at this time, for fear of miss-reporting 
data and providing a misleading reflection of demand on the service and local 
authority performance; and because the statutory performance indicators are in 
transition too (to reflect the new duties)

7.2 A significant part of the work already underway (funded from Transitional Grant) is 
to cleanse existing data, and to develop a more robust means of accurately and 
consistently capturing and analysing data, with the aim of then using this data as 
‘service intelligence’ informing how to improve service delivery and hence better 
allocate limited resources.

7.3 To provide scrutiny members with an idea of current service demand, the Housing 
Solutions Team have dealt with the following between 27th April 2015 (go live date of 
legislation) and 26th November 2015 (circa 7 months):

 361 service requests 
 Of which 76 were single females (no dependents) = 21%
 Of which 118 were single males (no dependents)  = 33%
 Therefore 54% of contacts are with single persons
 10 prison leavers (3 female/7 male)
 69 contacts have been with persons aged 17 -24 yrs  = 19%
 15 of these 69 cases related to young persons aged 16 or 17 yrs
 27 cases placed in B&B accommodation as temporary accommodation

Duties recorded against cases:

Duty Nr of cases %
Ongoing 4 1.5%
Not Homeless 24 7%
s60 only (advice and assistance) 210 57%
s66 Accepted (prevention duty) 41 11%
s73 Accepted (relief duty) – to help secure accom 82 22%
s75 Accepted (final duty) – to secure accom 6 1.5%

Total 367 100%
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Please note: duties recorded here of 367 is greater than cases of 361 as some 
clients are due more than one duty.

8.0      SUPPORTING PEOPLE PROGRAMME WITHIN MTCBC

8.1      The Supporting People (SP) programme provides timely and effective housing 
related support to enable vulnerable individuals to live a fulfilled, active and 
independent life, in a home environment that is right for their individual needs. This 
can be in short term hostel or refuge accommodation but also in long term homes for 
life such as those services funded to support people with learning disabilities, 
physical disabilities and older people.  SP is a Welsh Government Programme which 
commenced in 2003. It works through a partnership of local government, service 
users, support agencies and other voluntary and statutory partners.

8.2      The Supporting People Planning Group (SPPG) oversees the planning,   funding 
and monitoring of SP funded services. The SP programme in MTCBC is effectively 
managed by the Supported Accommodation Services Team located within the Adult 
Social Care Division of the Council.

8.3     The budget for SP funded services in Merthyr Tydfil for 2015/16 is circa £2.1M. 
Welsh Government has indicated that the SP budget for 2016/17 may be reduced by 
up to 20%. This will have significant implications for support services and the third 
sector providers responsible for delivering this provision.  

8.4      The Housing Department and Supporting People Team have strengthened 
working arrangements in support of the implementation of the Housing (Wales) Act 
2014 which places greater emphasis on identification of support needs at the time of 
the Housing Solutions/Options Interview. The two departments are also working 
towards similar goals in respect of sustainability of suitable needs led 
accommodation.

8.5  Recent examples of productive engagements between the two departments   
include:

i. Data sharing exercise (ongoing) – to evidence demand and pressures on 
particular services -this data will inform service reconfiguration and 
commissioning by the Supporting People Team and SPPG (where 
appropriate) 

ii. Work to create a single Housing Pathway for gateway services such as 
temporary accommodation, hostel, short term supported accommodation 
across the local authority to ensure that individuals across the County 
Borough are more able to access appropriate services to meet their needs. 

8.6       With financial pressures bearing down on all Council departments it is 
imperative that the operational and strategic links between the Housing 
Department and Supporting People Team continue to strengthen, in order for us 
to provide the most appropriate and effective services to our citizens in a period of 
reducing resources.
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9.0 VIEWS OF OUR RESISTERED SOCIAL LANDLORD (RSL) PARTNERS

9.1 The following text has been drafted by Merthyr Valleys Homes and the content 
agreed by Wales & West HA and Merthyr Housing. Hafod have commented 
separated below (see 9.6).

9.2 From an RSL perspective, the thrust of the Housing Act (Wales) 2014 has been to 
strengthen existing arrangements within the County Borough for meeting housing 
need. 

9.3 As partners to the Tai Toddiant choice-based lettings scheme, RSLs were already 
offering 100 per cent of the homes they have available to let to registered housing 
applicants, which includes applicants to whom the local authority owes a 
homelessness duty to house. Tenure-neutral floating support funded by Supporting 
People, but delivered by RSLs, a new homelessness pathway (linked to a tenancy 
qualification) developed by partners, and provision of temporary accommodation 
units are all working well to help the local authority to prevent homelessness.

9.4 The use of the private rented sector to discharge homelessness duties is also 
positive for the local authority as the stock profile of the RSLs does not always match 
the needs of people who are presenting as homeless. The use of smaller properties 
in the private rented sector, where household size matches property size, means 
that people are not affected by the Bedroom Tax, making the property affordable, 
and the tenancy more sustainable. 

9.5 However, the stock profile and increased use of the private rented sector has 
presented some challenges for RSLs. Smaller properties are in high demand, 
within a picture of falling demand overall within the County Borough for social 
rented housing. It is positive that housing partners and teams within the local 
authority are working together to develop work streams to rebalance the local 
housing market as part of the Council’s statutory housing functions and which 
help to deliver the aims of Welsh Government’s Wellbeing of Future 
Generations Act.

9.6 Hafod Housing Association does not develop new homes in Merthyr; it is 
from a lettings perspective that we provide this statement.  We appreciate that the 
Housing (Wales) Act 2014, requires a supportive commitment from the partner RSLs 
to assist Merthyr to effectively discharge its housing obligations to homeless 
applicants who present themselves for assistance. The Legislation whilst allowing 
the duty to be discharged to applicants in the private housing sector, it is this 
requirement which has posed problems for Hafod Housing Association and for other 
partners. We are now in a position with the Choice Based Lettings scheme, where 
we are in competition with the private sector to receive bids from applicants for our 
empty properties. 

9.7 Therefore we are looking to the Local Authority to ascertain why we are not the 
housing providers of choice. The situation has reached a point where partners are 
unable to let three-bedroom stock, as prospective tenants turn to the private sector to 
achieve their housing solutions. We await a recent plan to use those family homes 
for a possible leasing scheme as solution to the problem. 
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9.8 New pathways are being generated to allow the Council to have a clear structured 

plan on the process that is Supported living/young person’s etc... In 2014, Hafod 
entered into a Shared Tenancy   Scheme with Merthyr County Borough Council and 
Merthyr Valleys Homes, but terminated because of council tax complications. Larger 
three bedroom properties are not an option for those single homeless applicants 
requiring accommodation, particularly if they require financial support through the 
Benefit system.

10.0 CURRENT & FUTURE CHALLENGES

10.1 The new Act which came into force in April of this year has significantly changed the 
way in which Councils have to interact with clients in order to properly provide 
support, advice and assistance to client’s housing problems. We have made 
significant progress in beginning to make the requisite changes to service delivery, 
but we must acknowledge we are at the start of this journey.

10.2 Whilst the Transitional Grant funding from Welsh Government is very welcome in 
these austere times, we must also recognise that the funding will not be available 
indefinitely. Therefore it is imperative that we make best use of this funding whilst it’s 
available to review and change both front line service provision and back office data 
management. We must continue to streamline processes and procedures, moving 
away from the practice of ‘unnecessary’ repeat customer contacts towards a more 
holistic and comprehensive (but more time consuming) initial contact, whereby we 
capture all relevant information, allowing us to provide the best possible advice and 
provide the most efficient and effective solution for each client.

10.3 There will continue to be a cultural shift within the Housing Solutions Team (and the 
wider Council) whereby we cannot be all things to all people. We must prioritise our 
limited resources and investing in developing the professionalism of the private 
rented sector locally; and of course our relationship with said sector (through 
landlord and agent engagement), we will over time be able to empower more 
customers to be able to source and sustain their own accommodation, negating the 
need for significant involvement from Housing Solutions Officers. This approach is 
entirely consistent with the ethos of part of the new Act

10.4 There is a distinct lack of specialist accommodation for persons with mental health 
issues within the County Borough. The service is finding that increasing numbers of 
clients are either displaying behaviour consistent with mental health issues or 
already have a diagnosis of mental health issues. Most are complicated further by 
substance misuse issues. Without specialist facilities to accommodate such clients, 
the number which will have to be housed in private rented accommodation; and 
hence less likely to receive intensive support, will inevitably increase. To address this 
issue a sub group of the newly formed Strategic Housing Partnership has been 
tasked with evidencing the need for specialist accommodation, with the aim of 
providing a robust business case to fund (by whatever means) specialist 
accommodation for this purpose.

10.5 Cuts to SP funding are expected of between 5% and 20%. Any level of cuts will 
inevitably result in cuts to service provision/support. The implications of which are 
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difficult to predict, but may conceivably lead to great levels of homelessness, as 
tenants and those without homes, are less able to access the support they 
need to obtain and sustain tenancies.

ELLIS COOPER
DIRECTOR OF PLACE & 
TRANSFORMATION

COUNCILLOR CHRIS BARRY
CABINET MEMBER FOR REGERATION, 

PLANNING & COUNTRYSIDE

BACKGROUND PAPERS
Title of Document(s) Document(s) Date Document Location

none n/a n/a
Does the report contain any issue that may impact the Council’s 
Constitution? 

NO


