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WELWYN HATFIELD BOROUGH COUNCIL 
CABINET HOUSING PANEL 14 JULY 2020  
REPORT OF THE CORPORATE DIRECTOR, HOUSING AND COMMUNITIES 
 

HOUSING AND COMMUNITIES SERVICE UPDATE 
 

1 Executive Summary 

1.1 This report provides Cabinet Housing Panel with an update on the housing-
related activities.  

2 Recommendation(s) 

2.1 That Members note the content of the report, on services provided by the 
Housing and Communities teams, and the work that continues to be 
undertaken by officers.   

3 Explanation 

3.1 Over the past quarter the team has been engaged in day to day service 
delivery and has also contributed to the council-wide Covid-19 response, as 
previously reported to full council.  

3.2 Further details are included below. 

3.3 Working with Resolve to provide accommodation and support at the Jim 
McDonald Centre 

Following the closure of The Hive at Jim McDonald Centre and Jimmy Macs, 
the team took swift action early on in the crisis to work with Resolve and 
Mears, to set up emergency accommodation for eight rough sleepers who had 
previously been accommodated at the night shelter at Queensway House. 

The project has been a great success and we saw a strong community form 
among residents. The Housing Needs Team has engaged intensively with the 
residents to help them get their lives back on track.  We continue working 
closely with Resolve and looking at more permanent arrangements for current 
and future rough sleepers, given the success of this temporary hostel at the 
Jim MacDonald Centre. 
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3.4 Supporting vulnerable residents 

The Housing and Communities team has supported HCC through participation 

in the Volunteering People and Communities Cell, which developed new 

services to ‘shielding’ households and other vulnerable residents not picked 

up through the shielding programme.   

We have also supported the community effort for those who are vulnerable, 

although not officially ‘shielding’, through ‘Operation Sustain’.  The team 

identified a large cohort of residents, including our sheltered housing residents 

and homeless households living in temporary accommodation who were 

vulnerable and unable to access provision and support without help.  

To help meet their needs we have worked successfully with voluntary 

organisations and we have been distributing food parcels to households in 

need, including families in temporary accommodation.  Working with Campus 

West and our Public Health team, and by utilising the council’s currently 

inactive community buses, we delivered more than 670 parcels.   

As the current shielding programme comes to an end the team has worked 

hard to ensure that the vulnerable tenants and others in need of help who 

were receiving this support have alternative plans in place.  Through a highly 

coordinated partnership approach, we have been working closely with the 

CVS, supermarkets and foodbanks throughout and this legacy will help 

ensure ongoing support for those who need it. 

3.5      Letting our homes 

During the initial stages of the Covid crisis we were letting homes only to 

those with emergency need for re-housing.  Since restrictions on moving 

homes eased some weeks ago, we recommenced this service and we are 

now letting homes more generally.  However, some customers cannot move 

due to shielding or other risks relating to Covid 19.    

We have also recommenced the decanting from Queensway House and other 

blocks earmarked for development.   

3.6 Managing rent income and supporting benefit claimants 

Early in the pandemic we saw a spike in the number of Universal Credit 

Claims among tenants.  There have been 423 new claims since 1 March 

2020, although the number of new cases has stabilised and is back at pre 

Covid-19 levels. We continue to engage intensively with tenants who are 

vulnerable, to provide support and advice.  This includes proactively 

contacting tenants, offering direct support for those experiencing financial 

difficulties. 

We are pleased to report that rent arrears remain under firm control.   

Under Covid regulations we have not been permitted to pursue legal action to 

evict tenants.  Once the court system is up and running again (currently stated 

as being August 2020), we will prioritise court action where tenants have 
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breached their tenancies due to serious anti-social behaviour, including 

domestic violence.  We have though, continued to serve notices to take legal 

action for rent arrears cases, so that where tenants have and continue to fail 

to engage with our offers of support and continue to fail paying their rent, we 

will, where appropriate and as a last resort, be in a position take legal 

proceedings, once this is permitted. 

3.07  Managing anti-social behaviour 

We have seen a rise in anti-social behaviour and neighbour-related issues. 

The team is dealing with a wide range of cases and we continue to work 

closely with the police and other council teams. As set out above, the 

suspension of repossession action has been extended for a further two 

months to August 2020 and will impact on the team’s ability to progress 

enforcement action already taken. The team are working with legal services to 

explore our options on this to ensure we can continue to protect and support 

the victims and our communities.  We have successfully applied for closure 

orders, where this has been an appropriate option. 

3.08  Supporting sheltered housing residents 

Independent Living Officers have been making frequent contact with sheltered 

housing residents by phone to make sure they are well, and they have access 

to the support they need. As Government guidance changes, we will review 

how we can reintroduce more direct delivery of services on the schemes, 

whilst being mindful of not posing any risk to residents – or staff.  The team 

has continued carrying out routine fire alarm testing and Health and Safety 

checks on schemes, ensuring the physical safety of our residents. 

3.09  Lifeline community alarm services 

These have continued throughout.  However, we have altered the service so 

that our staff do not have to enter residents’ home.  We now attend properties 

only to allow access to emergency services, rather than enter the property 

ourselves. 

3.10  Meeting Housing Need 

We are working intensively with homeless households who have been brought 
into temporary accommodation under the Government’s ‘Everyone In’ 
campaign.  We have assisted 26 people through the initiative. We have 
responded to the Government’s requirements in terms of producing an action 
plan, setting out how we will support homeless households whom we helped 
during the pandemic to find settled accommodation.  We are waiting to hear 
about details announced by government regarding recently announced 
potential funding to support this group going forward. 

We are also involved in the countywide Accommodation Cell and Homeless 
Recovery Group, which aims to support collaborative and multi-agency 
working, in order that people can be found suitable and sustainable solutions, 
with the right support in place. 
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Approaches to the homeless team have reduced in April (88) and May (82) by 

a third on March’s numbers (131). 

3.11    Affordable Homes 

We continue to progress new housing developments and open market 
purchases.   

Now Housing Limited is progressing, with board meetings taking place 
remotely. We are waiting for the completion of our first Now Housing 
development at Chequersfield, which we hope will be ready for occupation by 
early autumn.  Once the dates for completion are confirmed, we will work with 
the Communications Team to launch Now Housing and promote its first 
housing scheme. 

3.12 Housing repairs 

At the beginning of the Covid crisis many Mears staff were put on furlough.  
Initially only emergency/urgent repairs were carried out.  Most are now out of 
furlough and the responsive repairs service will be addressing the backlog of 
non-emergency repairs that has inevitably built up. 

Programmed installation of new gas heating systems are on hold, unless to 
replace a faulty system.  

Annual gas safety checks are continuing.  We had seen a build-up of overdue 
servicing visits, largely due to residents refusing access due to the fact that 
they were self-isolating or shielding, or just fearful of a visit. There are now still 
a number are out of compliance due to access problems relating to Covid-
related self-isolation.   

The Health and Safety Executive has published clear guidance on how to 
manage this and we have been following this very carefully.  Guidance 
includes assessing risk based on the age and condition of heating systems 
and keeping detailed records of attempts to gain access.  However, HSE 
recognises the difficulties related to self-isolating/shielding residents. 

Further, to help gain access to more homes we have taken several proactive 
measures, and these have had a really positive impact.  Measures included 
setting up a new temporary team, made up of staff whose day to day roles are 
reduced due to restrictions relating to Covid-19.  This new team is contacting 
by phone all tenants who have refused access due to concerns around 
infection, providing reassurance and encouraging them to allow access.  We 
will seek court injunctions where we consider that access is being 
unreasonably withheld.   

3.13    Private sector housing quality 

Earlier on in the pandemic the team was focussing on a reactive approach, 
dealing with complaints made by private sector tenants.  The private sector 
housing team have recommenced inspections of more properties, ensuring 
that control measures are in place to ensure that these can be carried out 
safely. 
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A social media promotional campaign is underway to raise the profile of the 
private sector housing service, to ensure that private tenants are aware of the 
help that is available, should they have issues with disrepair or poor 
management of their homes. 

4 Legal Implication(s) 

In response to the pandemic, there have been many areas of new regulations 

and Government guidance, as described above within the different service 

updates.  We continue to closely adhere to these.  

Along with all other registered social landlords in the country we have also 

been required to complete a monthly compliance survey for the Regulator of 

Social Housing (RSH).  This covers health and safety compliance in relation to 

our rented homes and a general service update on supported housing 

services.  The aim of the survey is to keep the RSH updated on any areas of 

concern.  To date, we have not received any follow-up communications from 

the regulator. 

5 Financial Implication(s) 

5.1 The main potential implications for our operational housing-related services 
are rent arrears and void turnaround times. As set out above, and in our 
quarterly performance update report, the team’s proactive approach has 
helped to mitigate financial losses to the council. 

5.2 As set out in the May Cabinet report, a number of other HRA income areas 
have also been adversely impacted by COVID-19, this include suspension of 
Community buses, Jim McDonald centre rental income, and reduction in 
hostel income due to social distancing. 

5.3 The continuation of activity within our Development Team has helped to avoid 
potential losses linked to the recycling of right to buy receipts.  The council 
has been granted an extension to 31 December 2020 for right to buy receipts 
that were due to be returned at the end of Q1 and Q2 this year. 

5.4 Work is underway to assess the impact of the costs of providing additional 
temporary accommodation and this will  continue to be monitored as part of 
the budget monitoring process. 

6 Risk Management Implications 

6.1 We are closely monitoring the impacts of Covid on our operational risks 
relating to housing services, which the actions set out in this report are helping 
to mitigate. 

7 Security and Terrorism Implication(s) 

7.1 There are no direct implications.  

8 Procurement Implication(s) 

The emergency changes made to our Contract Procedure Rules have 
enabled contracts to be completed without staff having to be in the office.   
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9 Climate Change Implication(s) 

9.1 There are no direct implications arising from this report. 

10 Human Resources Implication(s) 

10.1 Most employees have been able to continue working throughout the covid 
emergency. We have been utilising redeployed staff to support our critical 
services.  There has been very only a small number of Covid related absence 
in the team. 

11 Health and Wellbeing Implication(s) 

11.1 It is essential that we continue to fulfill our duty of care in respect of our 
employees, contractors and members of the public and as such new risk 
assessments, new control measures and new systems of work have been 
implemented. 

12 Communication and Engagement Implication(s) 

12.1 The corporate communications team continues to coordinate all Covid-19 
communication activities relating to Housing and Communities. 

13 Link to Corporate Priorities 

13.1 The subject of this report is linked to the council’s priorities ‘Our Housing’ and 
‘Our Community’.  

14 Equality and Diversity 

14.1 No EQIAs have been required on the basis that no new policies have been 
created and no policies have been changed as result of this report.   

 


