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LANDLORD ACCREDITATION SCHEME

Responsible Cabinet Member (s) - Councillor Bill Dixon,
Community and Public Protedion Portfolio &

Responsible Director (s) — Cliff Brown, Director of Community Services

Purpose of Report

1.

The purpose of thisreport isto seek Members approval to introducing a Private Sedor
Acaedited Lettings ssheme for Darlington.

Information and Analysis

2.

The recently launched NeighbouhoodRenewal Strategy identified a number of strategic
priorities that are designed to have apositive impact on reversing the spiral of deprivation and
declinein the 11 most disadvantaged wards within Darlington and to help buld the apacity
and confidence in those @mmmunities. One such priority was the need to engage with private
sedor landlords to improve standards and increase the propartion d decent homes within the
private sedor occupied by vulnerable groups. One of the ways this can be adieved isthrough
aLandord Accreditation Scheme. Thisisidentified as akey actionwithin the
NeighbouhoodRenewal Strategy Action Plan 200306. By engaging with private sector

land ords and setting minimum standards for condtions and howsing management, a Landord
Acaeditation Scheme could make areal contribution towards improving housing condtions
and combating anti-social behaviour throughou Darlington, nat just in the 11 most
disadvantaged wards.

With aff ordability of owner-occupation being an issue for many people, the private rented
sedor can dfer aroute into good quality accommodation. Unfortunately, at the same time,
thereisno doub that a mmbination of poar quality accommodation and anti-social tenants
can have amajor negative impad uponlocal communities. Compared to Courcil or Housing
Association accommodation, there are relatively limited controls and guidance mncerning the
guality of accommodation and management in the private rented sector. The basic legal
requirement is the Fitness Standard, which will be replaced by a Housing Health and Safety
Rating System during 2005 There are dso regional targets to work towards Decent Homesin
the private sedor, particularly those occupied by vulnerable residents, although for private
rented housing thiswill rely uponlandord goodwill to bring dwellings up to the very basic
standards required under the Decent Homes criteria.
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In recgnition d the important role that can be played by the private rented sector, the
Government has been promoting voluntary private sector Accreditation Schemes for some
time. The Housing Act 2004 makes legislative propasals for local authoritiesto develop
licensing schemes for Private Sector Landordsin areas of low demand a to courter anti-
social behaviour. Accareditation Schemes are propased as away of harnessng the good
relationship that already exists with many landords without the need to impose alicensing
scheme onlandords. The Government sees improved partnerships with private landords as a
way of driving up standards whil e reducing the need for formal and legal enforcement adion.
An Accreditation Scheme amsto drive up standards within the private rented sedor by
pubicly identifying landlords or their property as being of arecognised higher standard. This
could be, for example, onthe grounds of their accommodation keing particularly well-
managed o well-maintained. Thisgiveslandords a dear market advantage over their
competitors. Prospedive tenants can judge whether alandord and their properties are of a
certain standard in terms of condtion, health and safety and management. An increased
demand for accommodation would suggest that landlords could attrad more resporsible
tenants to their property and perhaps =t higher rents for an acknowledged better standard of
accommodation. By implication, an Accreditation Scheme dso isolates poar quality landlords
offering apoa standard of accommodation and serviceto tenants and contributing to anti-
social behaviour within the neighbouhood Prospective tenants can exclude such land ords
from their considerations, while the Courxil is better placed to tackle them through arange of
enforcement and regulatory activity.

At astrategic level, many of the housing, social and community safety issues that blight parts
of the private rented sector can ony be addressed effedively through a solid partnership and
dialogue with private landlords. A dedicaied Accreditation Officer can facil itate this by not
only overseeing the scheme, but also developing partnerships and linkages between land ords
and arange of other agenciesincluding al parts of the Courcil, Police and Fire Service. The
Officer can ad as a‘one-stop shop for acaredited landords to contact the Courcil over a
range of related issues, and dfer training to accredited land ords on their rights and
obligations, tenancy management or anti-social behaviour. In essence, accredited land ords
can be utilised as a cornerstone for consultation over proposed legislative dianges, strategic
development and aher matters of common concern.

The Courxil i s currently improving standards within the private sedor through arange of
advice and enforcement activity. Our private sector housing performance is being measured
against two key Best Value Performance Indicaors, BV PI 62 that relates to the number of
private sedor dwellings made fit, and BV PI 64 that relates to the number of empty dwellings
that are returned to use as aresult of local authority adion. Additiona fundng has been
received from the ODPM under aLocd Public Service Agreement (LPSA). Thisisfundng an
additional Housing Renewal Officer in return for which the Courcil isimproving
performance, still further, in relation to these targets. Our performanceis being helped by our
goodrelationship with amagjority of landords, allowing us to meet targets through advice and
informal action without the need to always resort to legal processes. Developing an
Acaeditation Scheme would help buld onand formalise this relationship, alowing the
Courxil to identify good quality accommodation.
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Thereisa dea demand for an Accreditation Scheme within the town. In the consultation with
residents and partners as part of the development of the NeighbouwhoodRenewal Strategy,
there was suppat for an Accreditation Scheme as a means of improving standards within the
private rented sector. Consultation hes aso taken place with bah individua landords and the
Darlington and District Private Land ords Association (DDPLA), andthereis clea suppat for
an Accreditation Scheme, subject to the outcome of any dedsion onthe detail of any proposed
scheme.

Clearly. that may not be enoughfor landords to join an Accareditation Scheme. In areas of
high demand, there may be little market advantage in simply being accredited and landlords
will nat join the scheme unless they can seesome dear benefits. Incentives such as Housing
Benefit *hot lines', fast tradking of claims, priority for renovation grant assi stance and
discourts oninsurance have all been used in ather parts of the @uriry to encourage landords
to join an Accreditation Scheme.

Benchmarking

0.

Few Accreditation Schemes are in existence within the region. A nationwide benchmarking
exercise has been undertaken and hes gathered the information contained in Appendix 1. This
reveals that the mgjority of schemes are property based, and are administered through a
dedicated member of staff. The schemesvary in sizebut all offer arange of incentivesto
encourage participation among landords.

Proposed Scheme

10.

11

12.

In Darlington, there ae gproximately 3600 pivately rented properties (8.3% of the total
housing stock). However the number or identity of landords who own these propertiesis not
known. This leaves agap in ou understanding of the type, locaion and onvnership of this
accommodation that can make an effedive ntribution to meeting housing nealsin
Darlington. An Accreditation Scheme will | ead to improved recording and mapping of private
rented housing because land ords will have to make their properties known if they areto be
accredited. Thiswill benefit the Courcil’ s strategic planning.

The propased scheme aombines property and landord aacreditation. The reason for thisis that
some landlords have many properties. It would be unfair, at least at the initial stage of the
scheme, to fail to acaredit alandord with many properties, the vast majority of which are up
to standard, while acrediting alandord of asingle property that attains the required standard.
Rather, it is hoped that the benefits of accreditation will mean that landords will offer up
properties to be included within the Accredited Lettings Scheme, while signing upto an
agreed Code of Management Standards that governs the way in which they undertake their
landlord duies.

The Accredituation Network UK, which represents over 150 accrediting organisations,
(predominantly local authorities and some universities) has developed amodel of good
practice. This Code of Standards has been adapted to fit the needs of Darlingtonandis
attached in Appendix 2. At the outset it is recommended that the Courcil start with this
statutory legal requirement that includes standards Housing Renewal Officers currently have
to implement through informal action and legal natices. However, the Code can be anended
in future to include issues of further concern and to increase standards of eligibility still
further.
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13

14.

15.

Landords will beinvited to submit details of properties that they would like to be included
within the Accredited Lettings Scheme. It would then be necessary to undertake an inspedion
of the property. It isrecommended that for landlords owning six properties or more, arandam
10% sample of the stock isinspected, while for landlords with fewer properties, every
property propased for accreditationisinspeded. To be an Acaedited Landord, the landlord
will be required to sign upto the Code of Standards. Since Housing management practices
tendto be less tangible, some preliminary enquiries will be made regarding, for example,
tenancy communications and repair resporse times, however there will have to be some trust
and dscretion owver what the landord indicaes as his/her practices until thisis proved to the
contrary.

The Accreditation Scheme will build onthe existing and very successful Houses in Multiple
Occupation (HMO’s) Registration Scheme. It is proposed that properties that are arrently
fully registered under the HM O Registration Scheme (approximately 175 will be
automatically pasgorted into the new scheme, creating an instant membership. Such
properties have dready been inspected and foundto mes all the requirements of the HMO
scheme, which is a higher standard than that proposed under the Accreditation Scheme. The
frequency with which inspections are undertaken will be onarisk basis, in line with the HMO
registration scheme. For example bedsits and bed & breakfast accommodation to be on annual
basis, flats every 2 years, and howses every 3 years. An oggionwill be retained to insped
properties more frequently shoud the landlord contravene the terms of the scheme or there are
other issues of concern.

It is proposed that a dedicated officer will runthe Accredited Lettings Scheme. This officer
will:-

(8 Undertake the inspedions outlined above, suppated by, where necessary, other
members of the Housing Renewal Team.

(b) Actasaliaison pant for accredited landords in their deali ngs with the Courcil.

(c) Offer or direct landlords to appropriate advicein relation to their accommodation for
example tenancy and anti-social behaviour matters, and provide help in deding with any
problems which arise with tenants and their properties.

(d) Offer accredited landords education and training in relation to land ord and tenancy
legislation and changes in Government or Courcil palicy.

(e) Build upastrong partnership with landords that can be used in the development of
future houwsing strategy and in future fundng initiatives. The members of the scheme
will form a @rnerstone of future consultation regarding any proposals that may aff ect
private landlords, such as legidation and strategy devel opment.
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(H Fadlitate contact between accredited landlords and the services that are available to

16.

17.

suppat vulnerable dients. The officer will promote the Rent & Bond Guarantee
Scheme to make private sector housing accessible to more people. Information,
seminars and workshops will be aranged for landlords to find aut more abou the
scheme andit is hoped that that thiswill | ead to greater landord involvement. The
officer will make landords more avare of the tenancy suppat and advicethat is

avail able to them to help sustain tenancies and prevent homelessness. This soud lead
to more oppatunities for private accommodation to be accessed by tenants with suppat
from the Courxil.

It islikely that the advice and suppat detailed above may not prove sufficient incentive for
landordsto join the scheme. As mentioned ealier, it is customary for local authorities to
provide arange of other incentivesto attract landordsto the scheme. The following are
propaosed:-

(8 Discourts onfire safety equipment - ChubbFire Services have agreed to offer a50%
discourt on all their products, such asfire extinguishers and fire darmsto accredited
landords, while paying the Courcil 5% of the total sales value for these transactions
each yea. Approades are being made to ather organisations to establish whether other
similar arrangements can be established. Any income received could be used to off set
other costs.

(b) Discourts oninsurance — adiscourt is currently being negotiated with aleading nationa
insurance company specialising in insurancefor private sector landords.

(c) Housing Benefit. Consultation revealsthisto be of key importance for private sector
landords. It isintended that a*hot line' telephore number be establi shed for landlords
wanting to passon information and make enquiries abou the status of Housing Benefit
clams. Proposals will be devel oped with accaredited land ords for improving the speed
with which their tenants' Housing Benefit claims can be processed.

(d) Shared information. Darlington Police have indicated that they would be willing to share
information with accredited land ords on whether prospedive tenants have any criminal
convictions relating to former tenancies. Thiswill be dore only with prospective tenants
written consent. This could make asignificant contribution to improving crime and anti-
social behaviour within the Borough while contributing to a number of strategic
priorities.

(e) Advertising of accredited dwellings. Space within Courcil buildings and onthe
Courcil’swebsite could be used to promote available dwellings that are of arecognised
high standard within the private rented sedor.

A review procedure will need to be establi shed to ded with any complaints and dsputes
regarding the operation d the Accredited Lettings Scheme that canna be resolved by other
means including mediation.
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18.

Some schemesin ather areas of the courtry charge landords a small annual fee for joining
an Accreditation Scheme, with the income generated used to off set staffing costs. It is
propaosed that we would na charge for membership at the present time. There ae anumber
of reasonsfor this:-

(8 Asanpilot scheme, we want to encourage and foster as many members as possible to
ensure that the scheme can have significant and demonstrable outputs. A fee would
undoultedly deter some landlords.

(b) Feescharged in ather areas, appear to be where thereisalarger problem of housing
abandorment. As such, land ords have been more keen to engage with any scheme
which alows them to dstancethemselves from poar landlords.

(c) Feescould aways be brought in at alater date, oncethe schemeis off the ground In the
first instance we want as many members as passible to adhieve maximum impad.

Resour celmplications

19.

20.

21

22,

It will not be to accommodate the scheme within existing staff resources. It is anticipated
that the first inspedion, along with record keeping and reporting will take gpproximately 3
Y% hous per dwelling. Allowing for even just 10% of privately rented dwellings being
included in the schemein thefirst year, 360 dvellings would require an estimated 34
working weeks of officer time simply to attend afirst visit and undrtake the necessary
paperwork. The experience of establishing the Courcil’s HMO Registration scheme, also
suggests that some 75% of dwellings will not meet the Code of Standards at first visit.
Follow upinspections and paperwork will add further to that workload.

It isaso vitally important that landords do nd simply seethe scheme & atoken gesture and
can recognise the Courcil’s commitment to its success. Dedicated staff resources will signa
an intention to make improvements through a permanent collaboration with landords.

Alternative management and administration arrangements have been considered, in
particular the Darlington and District Private Landlords Association (DDPLA). However
consultation indicates that although they are suppative of such a scheme, they are not
interested in administering it. In any case, tenants might percave a self-regulatory scheme,
as lesstransparent than a Courcil run scheme, while it could alienate landords who have not
traditionally been members of the DDPLA.

It is proposed that a post of Accreditation Officer be created. It isanticipated, at this dage,
that administrative suppat for the scheme would be foundfrom existing resources from
within the Housing Budget, however, this situation will need to be monitored as the scheme
develops. Saary plus on-costs, together with miscell aneous costs, for example, for puldicity
materia islikely to be approximately £25000 per annum.
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Funding

23 Fundng has been identified from existing resources within the Housing General Fund

Outcome of Consultation

24. Discussions have take place with Darlington and District Private Landords Association and
members of the Anti-Social Behaviour Sub-Group d the Darlington Partnership, including
the Police, as mentioned earlier in thisreport, and they are suppative of the proposals.

Lega Implications

25.  Thisreport has been considered by the Borough Solicitor for legal implicationsin
accordance with the Courcil’s approved procedures. There ae no issues which the Borough
Solicitor considers need to be brought to the specific attention d Members, other than those
highlighted in the report.

Sedion 17 d the Crime and Disorder Act 1998

26. The mntents of thisreport have been considered in the cntext of the requirements placed
onthe Courril by Section 170of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 namely, the duty on the
Courxil to exercise its functions with due regard to the likely effed of the exercise of thase
functions on, and the need to doall that it reasonably can to prevent, crime and dsorder in
itsarea. Itisnat considered that the mntents of thisreport have any such eff ect.

Council Policy Framewor k

27.  Theissues contained within this report do nd represent change to Courcil padlicy or the
Courxil’s Policy Framework.

Dedsion Deadline
28. For the purposes of the ‘call in’ procedure this does represent an urgent matter.
Remmmendation
29. It isrecommended that:-
@ The propcsed Landord Accreditation Scheme be areed.

(b) A post of Accreditation Officer be aeaed and funded from the Housing Budget.
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Reasons
30.  Therecommendations are suppated by the following reasons:-
(&) Toraise standards within, and improve relationships with, the private rented sector.

(b) To administer the scheme.

Cliff Brown
Director of Community Services

Background Papers

(i)  No background papers were used in the preparation d thisreport.

Dale Thompson — 734102
W
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