Statement re Local Housing Allowance (LHA) issue by Surrey County Council:

"Surrey County Council (SCC) recognises that the change applied by central government, which has affected how housing benefit contributions are calculated since 7th April 2008, has created an issue for some private landlords offering Supported Living Accommodation because the rate they wish to charge exceeds the 'middle of the range' figure determined by the Broad Market Rent value.

This is concerning to the council for a number of reasons but primarily because where private landlords feel unable to reduce their charges to reflect the capped rate, individuals are unable to consider such properties to meet their accommodation needs unless they pay a 'top up' amount from their own income to bridge the gap.  In view of this, the Council is keen to work with private landlords to understand how we may be able to help them to manage their costs and ensure that they can continue to offer Supported Living Accommodation at rates as close to the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) for their area as possible in order to eliminate the risk of additional costs for service users.  

Many alternative suggestions have been proposed to us to address this issue by private landlords and/or their representatives.  These range from the way in which we contract with our providers to asking us to fund the gap between the LHA and the rates they wish to charge.  To date, these proposals have been difficult for us to entertain because as a County Council it is not felt appropriate for us to use contractual and other processes to impact on regulations relating to the distribution of housing benefit.  You will also be aware that we must ensure value for money for the residents of Surrey by making the best use of our budget to deliver quality services to the community we represent. .  Likewise, we must  work in partnership with our colleagues in the District and Borough councils and support central government policies whilst employing a professional yet transparent approach in all that we do.

Whilst SCC is committed to working with private landlords to help them to address the issues mentioned above, we are unable to offer any financial support or consider sub-contracting arrangements for the financial benefit of private landlords.  We will of course review exceptional cases where additional funding from ourselves will be used to enhance the quality of the service being provided to service users or where, for whatever reasons, not-for- profit organisations are still unable to reduce their rates where we will work with our colleagues within the relevant District or Borough council to identify ways to alleviate the funding issue."

Surrey Care Association (SCA):

Surrey Care Association has been discussing this issue with SCC over the last months to find a way forward. It has also contributed to the national debate. The origins of this problem arose as historically housing benefit also covered elements of support. When Housing Allowance was transferred to local authorities it was deemed only to be for housing costs because the support costs would be covered separately. So the ongoing difficulty is the gap between the housing allowance and that which was previously covered by the nationally funded housing benefit. There is no easy solution for Surrey providers. 

However SCA has developed a range of advice, guidance and tools for providers contemplating a shift into supported living. These resources are freely available to providers within Surrey, much of it is downloadable from the SCA website. The advice, guidance and tools will assist providers to understand and establish their respective housing and social care costs that need to be separated out for the purposes of supported living charges (i.e. rent and social care support charges). We will also keep abreast of proposed regulation changes and keep providers informed.

SCA equally recognises that some providers will find their housing costs will exceed the level of economic rent that could be met by LHA, however well they manage their costs. This is because the care home business model under which they began to provide services is very different to that for supported living. SCA continues to explore ideas to support providers wanting to make the shift, including use of technology, learning from good practice elsewhere, sharing knowledge on how other providers and local authorities have overcome the issues, as well as practical opportunities for cost savings using our purchasing group.

SCA will continue to remain in communication with Surrey County Council and seek to find ways to move forward. 
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