June 2021 – Summer briefing on Housing and Community Safety

Foreword from Graham Carr-Jones, Portfolio Holder for Housing and Community Safety

I am pleased to bring you some news and information about Housing and Community Safety in Dorset. I continue to be proud of the consistently great work done by the team, including the way they deal well with day to day demands in some of the most challenging areas of the council’s work.  It is not easy resolving a problem relating to homelessness, a substandard housing condition, or community safety, let alone the wide range of other tasks the team diligently and successfully deal with every day of the week. If there are aspects of this briefing which interest you as a Member, or comes up in your work with local residents, please do come back to me, or Andrew Billany, the Corporate Director, and we would be delighted to talk more.

This briefing gives you just some examples of what is going on. On the bigger scale, we are picking up pace on work to develop a Housing Strategy for Dorset Council. This will be our first, as a new unitary authority. I am keen to make sure it provides a great support to our ambitious plans as a council, with themes around decent housing, affordability, safe neighbourhoods and healthy living all being vitally important to residents in Dorset. I am also very keen to make sure we do our best to join up various parts of the council’s work to support our Housing ambition and to develop truly excellent partnerships with organisations who build, manage or develop homes for local people. I will be coming back to talk more on this, during the course of the year, with the first area of focus being our upcoming consideration of the new Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Strategy.

Homelessness and Rough Sleeping

There is a lot of activity underway to reduce homelessness and rough sleeping, and to find better, more settled, solutions to people without a home. For example, we have done well in using funding streams available for this purpose. Ten one-bedroom, self-contained homes have been successfully bought and acquired using the funding provided under the Government’s Next Steps Accommodation Programme (NSAP). Ten of Dorset’s rough sleepers will be moving into their new accommodation over the coming weeks, during June and July. These placements will be supported by the Housing First model, delivered by Shelter, and the Supported Lettings model, delivered by The Lantern Trust charity. These rented homes are dispersed across the Dorset Council area, according to need, are fully furnished and will provide accommodation for up to three years for a person who had previously had to sleep rough. As part of this programme, a further three properties were purchased by Bournemouth Churches Housing Association (BCHA) which will provide 1 bed accommodation for rough sleepers with lower level needs. One move has already taken place and a further two are scheduled to take place in early July. 

Additional funding was received via NSAP to build 12 self-contained pods which will provide accommodation for the project run by the ‘Bus Shelter’ charity. The modular (factory built) units are being built on the Weymouth Park & Ride site and will provide en-suite bedrooms for 12 rough sleepers as well as shared kitchen and living spaces. This project is scheduled for completion in August. 

We are awaiting news on our bid for the next round of Government funding, now called the Rough Sleeper Accommodation Programme.  We are spreading our thinking to consider how we can provide settled housing for people who are homeless for reasons other than rough sleeping but currently staying in Bed & Breakfast temporary accommodation (reduced to around 80 in recent months, from the peak of over 150 during last Summer). The Government funding is restricted to be spent on those who have slept rough, and, although this is important and welcomed, we recognise the need to tackle homelessness in all its forms and find settled housing across the range of needs (including families). Our new Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Strategy is about to be discussed at the People and Health Overview Committee on 6 July and Cabinet on 27 July, and our Action Plan to address the range of needs will be considered during that process. 

New Affordable Housing

Sturts Farm

Sturts Community Trust are celebrating a major new development on their site just outside West Moors. 

Part of several community housing schemes known as Clover Community Housing, Twin Oaks provides accommodation for people with learning difficulties.

Rapid progress was made, despite initial delays due to Covid, and in a mere 10 and a half months 
the project has been completed with residents currently moving in.






----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Spyway Orchard, Durnford Drove, Langton Matravers

Planning permission has been granted for twenty-eight units on a rural exception site. Of these, twenty will be affordable rent and eight shared ownership. This site will provide two much needed four-bedroom affordable rented homes. 

Work has started on site and all units are being provided by Aster.

[image: Site plan showing the layout of the housing development]
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Coal Yard, Rope Walk, Bridport

Award-winning housing association Hastoe have recently submitted an application for eight ‘all-affordable’ homes in Bridport.

This all-affordable scheme will offer three 3-bedroom homes and five 2-bedroom homes, all with parking. The Design and Access statement submitted by popular local builders C G Fry proposes a sympathetic scheme which reflects architectural details seen throughout Bridport.





Manor Court, Bishops Caundle

[image: Manor Court, The Caundle, Stony Lane, Bishops Caundle, Dorset, DT9 2 bed  house for sale - £175,000]Aster, working with Bishops Caundle Community Land Trust, are pleased to announce the completion of Manor Court.  

This scheme offers six new affordable homes in the small village of Bishops Caundle, which is situated between Sherborne and Sturminster Newton. The homes, on the site of Manor Farm, are a short distance from the centre of the village and were brought forward by Acorn Construction.



















Housing Standards – Activity Update June 2021

Housing Standards – Activity Update June 2021

Our team is available to follow up concerns about conditions in the private rented sector, and Members are encouraged to look at our website and the various links to help with advice, if approached by a tenant or person with concerns.  Report poor private rented housing conditions - Dorset Council.  The team are also available to help with enquiries from Members, and the service lead is Richard Conway.

Weymouth Proactive Enforcement Update (Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards Regulations (MEES))

Work is continuing to identify privately rented properties in the previously proposed selective licensing area in Weymouth that either don’t have a current Energy Performance Certificate (EPC) or have a very low rating.

Initial results indicate that the private rented sector in the Melcombe Regis area of Weymouth has reasonably good compliance with MEES.
 
It is thought that this is due to:
· individual landlords taking action
· the work of local letting agents and the Weymouth Landlords Association
· recent grant funded interventions by the council (Heat Melcombe Regis).
Heat Melcombe Regis scheme was the successful bid of £1.6 million to fund the provision of first-time gas central heating in properties in Weymouth. The scheme has now installed over 300 new gas central heating systems and several insulation upgrades to properties in the area.
For future work a further 317 properties now require further investigation by Housing Standards to assess compliance. 

Dorset Council Housing Standards Team to Bid for Funding

Dorset Council will be submitting a competition bid for £100,000 of funding from the Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) to increase the enforcement of MEES in the private rented sector across the county. If successful, additional officer time will enable non-compliant properties to be identified and improved, landlords engaged and enforcement action taken. We will know if this bid was successful by the end of July 2021.

Improving the privately rented sector: Free Landlord and Letting Agents Training in June

Free online training was made available to landlords and letting agents in June. Access to the training modules, which were specifically made for agents and landlords operating in the Dorset Council area, were free to watch. Over 90 landlords and letting agents registered which were recorded by Dick Scott from Monitor BCS. The individual training units included; 
· improving housing standards, 
· changes in housing law, 
· fire protection 
· houses in multiple occupation. 

The aim of the training is to help landlords and agents better understand their responsibilities and improve the quality of the private rented sector. We will be rolling out further training opportunities for landlord and letting agents soon.

Bringing long term empty properties back into use. First Steps for long term ‘eye-sore’ building in Blandford Forum

[image: ]

This property on Salisbury Street, Blandford Forum has blighted the area for over 2 decades. Boarded up, in disrepair and a ‘listed building at risk’; little or no action had been taken on the property for years. For the last year the Housing Standards Team have been negotiating with the owner. Following surveys and legal work the property will be offered for sale imminently. It is hoped that a new owner will come forward who will be able to take on this substantial project and bring the building back into use. This again illustrates the considerable period of time required to achieve even small results, in what is a complex and time-consuming area of work.

Long Term Empty Homes to be purchased by Dorset Council for Temporary Accommodation

Two long term empty homes which are affecting local communities are being bought by Dorset Council to provide temporary accommodation (subject to contract). Private purchases have been agreed by officers as an alternative to the compulsory purchase process, which takes substantial amounts of time (and at least 18 months). Acting this way enables action to be taken quicker. 
One property in Blandford will offer 5 units of accommodation for single persons, while the other will provide a 2-bedroom family home. We can predict that the saved B&B costs for housing homeless people alone will pay for the purchase and renovation of the properties in under 3 years, but it will also make use of these empty homes and improve the local areas. 
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Blandford                                                      		   Three Legged Cross

Long term empty home improved and brought back into use in Sherborne

When this investigation started the property had been empty for over 20 years, the owner absent, the premises in serious disrepair, overgrown and subject to complaints about rats from residents and local councillors. The owner was traced and colleagues in the councils Environmental Protection Team served legal notices to investigate the pest infestation. Over months of discussions, the owner was then persuaded to renovate the property and rent it out to a local family.

Extensive renovations included new windows, kitchen and bathroom; including extensive internal renovations to make the property fit and decent. The garage and rear yard were improved and landscaped, making the building look attractive and an asset to the local area. The result is a new improved home for a local family which enhances the appearance of the area.

Before
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After
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Before the property was empty, in disrepair and overgrown. It’s now improved and occupied

Unusual home made safe

Planning Officers called in the Housing Standards Team when they spotted a tenant living in a wooden cabin. Although of unusual construction it offers suitable, low cost accommodation for a tenant who had very specific health and other needs. The case officer worked with the tenant’s social worker and the property owners to carry out a full inspection. The main issue revolved around fire safety. A Prohibition Order was served on 2 bedrooms to prevent their use for sleeping due to fire risk until remedial works were carried out. The landlord is now providing appropriate escape windows to the bedrooms, so that the Order can soon be lifted. At the same time the landlord obtained an Energy Performance Certificate and Electrical Inspection Condition Report, both of which were lacking. Once works are complete this will provide a safe home for the tenant and others who prefer a more simple, rural outlook. In this case officers used discretion and proportionate enforcement, along with careful negotiation with the tenant and landlord to ensure that a vulnerable person was protected and their tenancy maintained.

[image: ]
The property will offer safe yet unconventional accommodation

Long Term Empty Home Cleared up and on the way to being Sold

Empty properties often end up causing an eyesore to local residents and getting them cleared up can be the first stage to bringing it back into use. Complaints about a long-term empty home in Bradford Abbas led to the involvement of the Housing Standards Team. The clear up has now finished and action by the Housing Standards Team has pushed for the property to be sold onto new owners, providing a new home.




Before
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After
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Community Safety Updates

Domestic Abuse

The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 came into force on 29th April and places several new statutory duties on the council. The council already works closely with partners to tackle issues of domestic abuse but is now legally required to conduct a needs assessment, have a strategy relating to support in domestic abuse safe accommodation, and establish a Partnership Board that can help advise and guide the Council in its new duties.

The Community Safety Team has worked with partners to complete the needs assessment and draft a strategy which will be considered by the Community Safety Partnership (which will act as our local Partnership Board) on 23 June 2021. The strategy sets a clear direction for work to tackle domestic abuse in Dorset.

Prevent

The council plays a key role in helping to ‘prevent’ violent extremism. At their meeting on 4 May 2021, members of the People & Health Overview Committee heard about the important work the council is doing on the Prevent agenda.

The Home Office recognises that councillors play a key role in local Prevent delivery. They have published a ‘Prevent Elected Members Handbook’ that explains the Prevent programme in-depth, helps build understanding and can be used in meetings and when engaging with local communities. The handbook is attached to this briefing.

Training on Prevent is mandatory for all council staff, and councillors are encouraged to also undertake the Home Office online Prevent training available HERE.

Modern Slavery

Modern slavery is a devastating crime that happens across the country. Council staff are legally required to report any suspected victims of modern slavery to the Government so they can access help and support. The Community Safety Team has developed a clear route for staff to report issues and provided training so they know what to do should they come across a potential victim.

The Local Government Association is providing an introduction to modern slavery for councillors on 14 July 2021. Details can be accessed HERE.

Some Dorset Councillors are already attending. If you would also like to attend please contact Hayley Caves in Legal & Democratic Services hayley.caves@dorsetcouncil.gov.uk

Housing and Community Safety – Senior Team

· Andrew Billany – Corporate Director Housing and Community Safety

· Andy Frost – lead for Community Safety strategic and partnership matters, including domestic abuse strategies

· Fiona Brown – Service Manager – lead for homelessness

· Sarah How – Service Manager – lead for housing register/waiting list and temporary accommodation

· Sharon Attwater – Service Manager – lead for Housing Strategy and Housing Association liaison on new developments and existing services

· Richard Conway – Service Manager – lead on Housing Standards, primarily in the private rented sector

· Stephanie Dunford-Madders – key contact to coordinate Member enquiries, especially relating to homelessness and housing register

· Judith Shepherd – PA to the Director


Thank you for taking the time read this bulletin. As I said, if you have any queries or would like to discuss any of the matters included, please do get in touch. 

For now, I wish you a happy and safe summer. 

Graham Carr-Jones				Andrew Billany
Portfolio Holder					Corporate Director
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