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[bookmark: _Toc227751286]1.0 	INTRODUCTION 

1.1 	Housing Options provides a number of services to those households that are homeless or at risk of homelessness. This can range from providing temporary accommodation, to storage of personal items, kennels for pets whilst in temporary accommodation, as well as providing rent and deposits in advance to secure a home in the private rented or social rented sector.

1.2 	Where temporary accommodation is provided, the Housing Options Service are recharged for any works needed to rectify damage caused to accommodation or where the removal and correct disposal of items is required.  

1.3 	Wherever possible the cost of providing these services should be recovered to enable the funding to be recycled to help the next household in need. This policy sets out what these charges will be, and under what circumstances these will be recovered. 

[bookmark: _Toc227751287]2.0 	Temporary Accommodation Charges 

[bookmark: _Toc227751288]2.1 	Hotel accommodation 

2.1.1 	The Council, at times, has to use hotel accommodation to fulfil its legal duties under homelessness. Where possible hotel accommodation is avoided, however in cases of an emergency, where there is a move with little or no notice, or when there is no suitable own stock accommodation available, then hotel accommodation has to be used. 

2.1.2 	A hotel room charge can range from £40 per night up to £180 per night. The cost varies based on the location, time of year and the size of the room required. Where possible, and if it is safe to do so, hotel accommodation will be booked within the area of Mid Devon.  

2.1.3 	It is explained to the client, prior to going into hotel accommodation, that there is a daily cost to them and that they are expected to pay for this, either through self-funding or via housing benefit. 

2.1.4 	If the client does not check into the hotel, return the hotel keys, pay their accommodation charge or there is a debt left following their departure from the hotel, the council will recover this amount. 

2.1.5 	The client is not charged the amount the council pays for the hotel room but is charged the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) rate for that area. The local housing allowance sets the maximum amount of housing support claimants of Universal Credit and Housing Benefit can apply for. 

2.1.6 	The housing options team will produce a client specific personal housing plan which details what the council expects the client to do and what the council will do to assist the client to secure alternative accommodation. This could include negotiations to return to the original accommodation the client left (where appropriate); supported housing; private let or social housing. 

2.1.7 	A pregnant household or a household with dependent children should not remain in hotel accommodation longer than 6 weeks. In these cases, a move to own stock accommodation is sourced as quickly as possible. 

2.1.8 	In all other cases a move to own stock accommodation is completed as soon as possible to reduce the financial burden on the council, however there is no set time scale for this. In rare cases where a hotel is the only safe accommodation, a client can remain in hotel accommodation until discharge of the homeless duty. This could be an offer of suitable accommodation, end of the accommodation duty or being found intentionally homeless. 

2.1.9 	If the accommodation charge payments have not been made whilst the client is in the accommodation then the arrears that have been accrued will be invoiced. The invoice is sent to the forwarding address provided. 

2.1.10 The invoice will specify the hotel/s that were used, the amounts owed for each hotel and the time period covered by the debt. The invoice states the client has 21 days to pay in full. 

[bookmark: _Toc227751289]2.2 	Council Owned accommodation – houses and flats

2.2.1 	When temporary accommodation is required the Councils first option is to use Council owned stock. This is cheaper than the cost of a hotel and is more suitable and sustainable to the household. 

2.2.2	This can range from bedsits through to four bed properties. This type of accommodation is used until the Council discharges its homeless duty to the household; there is no set time scale for this. 

2.2.3 	The client will sign an excluded licence agreement for the property which clearly sets out the expectations of the Council and of the licensee. The excluded licence fee will be charged at the weekly local housing allowance rate for that area and size of property. The local housing allowance sets the maximum amounts of housing support claimants of Universal Credit and Housing Benefit can usually apply for.  

2.2.4 	It is the responsibility of the licensee to pay the licence fee, dependant on their income this would be via a housing benefit claim, part housing benefit claim and part self-funded or fully funded by the licensee. 

2.2.5 	The licensee is responsible for the cost of all the utilities at the property. This includes Council Tax, water, gas and electricity supply. The council does not supply a phone line or internet connection; these must be sourced and paid for by the licensee.

2.2.6 	There may be times when a household is placed into a property which exceeds their bedroom need. In these cases, the difference between the local housing allowance for the bedroom need and the license fee for that property will be written off. This is to ensure the client is not financially disadvantaged by having to be placed in a larger property. 

2.2.7 	If the excluded licence fee has not been paid whilst the client is in the accommodation then the arrears that have been accrued will be invoiced. The invoice is sent to the forwarding address provided. 

2.2.8 	The invoice will detail the amounts owed, the address of the property, and the time scale for debt. The invoice states 21 days to pay in full.

[bookmark: _Toc227751290]2.3 	Council Owned accommodation – Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs)

2.3.1 	In order to reduce the use of hotels where possible, the Council now has its own Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs) to provide single or double bedrooms. Most of the rooms have en-suite shower rooms, shared kitchens and some shared living space/outside space. 

2.3.2 Each room is set up with a bed, mattress, chest of draws, bedside table, curtains and a shower curtain. One set of bedding is provided which can be taken with the client when they leave. Replacement bedding would need to be sourced and purchased by the client, the Council will not provide further bedding. 

2.3.3 	The shared kitchen includes kettles, cookers, hobs, microwaves, cutlery and crockery for use by the occupants and cannot be removed from the building. It also includes a separate refrigerator assigned to each room. HMOs with a shared living area will include a variety of furniture for use by the occupants which cannot be removed from the building. 

2.3.4 	The client will sign an excluded licence agreement for their room in the HMO which clearly sets out the expectations of the Council and Licensee. 

2.3.5 	The excluded licence fee will be charged at the weekly local housing allowance rate for one bed accommodation in that area.
 
2.3.6 	A weekly service charge is also applied to the license agreement to cover a share of the gas, electric, water and council tax. 

2.3.7 	It is the responsibility of the licensee to pay the licence fee and service charge. 

2.3.8 	If the excluded licence fee and service charge has not been paid whilst the client is in the accommodation then the arrears that have been accrued will be invoiced. The invoice is sent to the forwarding address provided. 

2.3.9 	The invoice will detail the amounts owed, the address of the property, and the time scale for debt. The invoice states 21 days to pay in full. 
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2.4.1 	If payment is made in full, then the debt is cleared, and no further action is taken. However, if full payment is not possible within 21 days, then the client must contact the Housing Options Team to arrange an affordable repayment plan. 

2.4.2 	An assessment of income and expenditure will need to be completed by the client and this will determine a repayment plan which is realistic and sustainable for the client. This plan will be sent to the debt recovery team for them to manage the repayments.

2.4.3 	The Council recognises that the easier it is to pay, the more likely it is that payment will be made and the less likely it is that debts will accrue. The Council’s preference is for low-cost payment methods and those that provide a high degree of accuracy and certainty, such as Direct Debit, internet banking, use of the Council’s website and automated telephone payments. To provide our customers with the greatest flexibility, payment via ‘Payzone’ is also offered.

2.4.4 	Where the client fails to pay the debt within the 21 days and/ or does not contact the team to advise they are having trouble paying the debt, then the team will refer the case for further action by the debt recovery team.

2.4.5 	The Corporate Recovery team will follow their policy and procedures for the recovery of the debt. This could include a debt recovery agency, bailiff, or county court judgement (CCJ).


[bookmark: _Toc227751292]3.0 	Removal and storage charges 

[bookmark: _Toc227751293]3.1 	Removal of personal items

3.1.1 	The Council has a duty to protect the personal property of a client when they are owed certain duties under the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 and this can include the removal of personal belongings from a previous address. 

3.1.2	The client must obtain three quotes for removals from a registered company if this is required. Written quotes from the providers along with a completed Removals Assistance application form must be submitted to the Housing Options team for consideration. 

3.1.3 	Where a Removals Assistance application to cover the cost of removals is agreed, the contract for the removals will be between the client and the service provider and not Mid Devon District Council. 

3.1.4 	The client will be responsible for making the necessary arrangements with the service provider once approval of the Removals Assistance application has been agreed.

3.1.5 	The client must forward the invoice with the specified dates of removals from the agreed service user to the team who will complete a Payment Request form to facilitate payment to the service provider. 

3.1.6 	An invoice will be raised for the full cost of the removals once the payment has been made to the service provider. The invoice is sent to the forwarding address provided and will detail the amount owed, date of the removals, the to and from addresses and the removals company name.  The invoice states the start date for repayment to begin.  

[bookmark: _Toc227751294]3.2 	Storage of personal items

3.2.1 	The Council has a duty to protect the personal property of a client when they are owed certain duties under the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 and can include the storage of personal items. 

3.2.2	The client must obtain three quotes for storage if this is required. Written quotes from the providers along with a completed Storage Assistance application form must be submitted to the Housing Options team for consideration. 

3.2.3 	Where a Storage Assistance application to cover the cost of storage is agreed, the contract for the storage will be between the client and the service provider and not Mid Devon District Council. 

3.2.4 	The client will be responsible for making the necessary arrangements with the service provider once approval of the Storage Assistance application has been agreed.

3.2.5 	The client must forward the invoices from the agreed service provider to the team who will complete a Payment Request form to facilitate payment to the service provider. 

3.2.6 	An invoice will be raised for the full cost of the storage at the end of the storage duration. This is normally once the client secures and moves into accommodation, or when the Councils duty to the client ends. The invoice is sent to the forwarding address provided and will detail the amount owed, time scales covered and the storage company name.  The invoice states the start date for repayment to begin.  

[bookmark: _Toc227751295]3.3 	Temporary boarding for pets

 3.3.1 	The Council has a duty to protect the pets belonging to a client when they are owed certain duties under the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017. It is not always possible to allow pets into temporary accommodation. 

3.3.2 	The client must obtain three quotes from suitable, licensed, boarding establishments. Written quotes from the providers along with a completed Animal Boarding Assistance application form must be submitted to the Housing Options team for consideration. 

3.3.3 	It is the responsibility of the client to source kennelling, cattery or similar services. The contract for this service is between the client and the company not Mid Devon District Council. 

3.3.4 	The client will be responsible for making the necessary arrangements with the service provider for the care of the pets being accommodated once the Boarding Assistance application has been approved. The client must forward the invoices from the agreed service user to the team who will complete a Payment Request form to facilitate payment to the service provider. 

3.3.5 	An invoice to the client will be raised for the full cost of the animal boarding at the end of the accommodated period. This is normally once the client secures and moves into accommodation, or when the Councils duty to the client ends. The invoice is sent to the forwarding address provided and will detail the amount owed, time scales covered and the boarding company name.  The invoice states the start date for repayment to begin.  

[bookmark: _Toc227751296]3.4 	Recovery against unpaid invoices

3.4.1 	If repayments are paid as agreed no further action is taken. However if repayments are not made or missed then the client must contact the team to discuss their repayment plan and ongoing payments.  An assessment of income and expenditure will need to be completed by the client and this will determine the repayment plan which is realistic and sustainable for the client. This plan will be sent to the debt recovery team for them to manage the repayments.

3.4.2 	Where the client fails to pay the debt as agreed or does not contact the team to advise they are having trouble paying the debt then the team will refer the case for further action by the debt recovery team.

3.4.3 	The payment methods and processes detailed in 2.4 above apply to this section.

[bookmark: _Toc227751297]4.0 	Recharging for other costs  

[bookmark: _Toc227751298]4.1 	Accommodation damages
 
4.1.1 	Where damage has been caused to a hotel room by the licensee or anyone they have allowed into their room; the licensee will be responsible for the cost of undertaking the repairs. 

4.1.2 	The hotel will be required to provide a breakdown of the repairs and the cost to undertake the work. The licensee will be invoiced for the full cost of the repairs.

4.1.3 	Where damage has been caused to council owned temporary accommodation repairs will be organised through Mid Devon Housing. The licensee will be responsible for all the costs associated with the repairs and will be invoiced for the full amount.
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4.2.1 	In cases where a licensee or any person they have allowed into their accommodation, leaves items in the property, garden or communal area when they vacate, these will be disposed of. The cost to remove the items and legally dispose of them will be charged to the licensee.
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4.3.1 	Where there is non-compliance with the excluded licence agreement that results in a call out, the licensee will be charged a fee for officer time and any works that are required.

4.3.2 	Council owned accommodation requires regular checks including gas safety inspections. Where an appointment has been made to undertake such checks and the licensee misses the appointment they will be charged a missed appointment fee.

[bookmark: _Toc227751301]4.4 	Cleaning

4.4.1	Where temporary accommodation has been left in such a state as to require specialist cleaning, cleansing or fumigation, the licensee will be responsible for the cost of undertaking this work.
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4.5.1 	Invoices relating to the fees and charges in this section will be sent to the forwarding address provided. The invoice will detail the amounts owed and the address of the property or hotel it relates to. The invoice states 21 days to pay in full. 

4.5.2 	If payment is made in full then the debt is cleared and no further action is taken. However, if full payment is not possible within 21 days, then the client must contact the team to arrange an affordable repayment plan.  An assessment of income and expenditure will need to be completed by the client and this will determine a repayment plan which is realistic and sustainable for the client. This plan will be sent to the debt recovery team for them to manage the repayments.

4.5.3 	The payment methods and processes detailed in 2.4 above apply to this section.
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[bookmark: _Toc227751304]5.1 	Home Start Assistance

5.1.1 	Part Two of the Housing Assistance Policy 2026-2029 makes provision for financial assistance aimed at preventing homelessness. 

5.1.2 	The Home Start Assistance is available to support households owed a housing duty under the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017. It can be used to cover a deposit when starting a new private rented tenancy, rent in advance where this may be required.

5.1.3 	The full eligibility criteria and terms and conditions are contained within the Housing Assistance Policy. This section will provide more detail on the repayment clauses associated with this assistance.
	
5.1.4 	As part of the application, an assessment of the affordability of the proposed rented accommodation is carried out. This is to prevent potential rent arrears being accrued if the rent is considered unaffordable. Following this first assessment, a further assessment is made to determine the repayment plan. 

5.1.5 	The assistance is paid directly to the landlord or agent for the accommodation to secure the tenancy. A direct debit will be set up with the client to cover the agreed repayment plan.

5.1.6 	Should the client default on the Direct Debit payments or cancel the Direct Debit without discussing this with the Housing Options Team first then the team will refer the case for further action by the debt recovery team.

[bookmark: _Toc227751305]5.2 	Rent Arrears Assistance 

5.2.1 	The Rent Arrears Assistance provides financial support to specifically prevent homelessness.

5.2.2 	The Rent Arrears Assistance is available to support households owed a housing duty under the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017.  It may be used to partially or fully clear rent arrears in private rented or registered provider accommodation where this will prevent homelessness, including supporting the withdrawal of possession proceedings or notice action.

5.2.3 	The full eligibility criteria and terms and conditions are contained within the Housing Assistance Policy. This section will provide more detail on the repayment clauses associated with this assistance.

5.2.4 	As part of the application, an assessment of the affordability of the rented accommodation is carried out. This is intended to prevent the accumulation of future rent arrears where the rent is assessed as unaffordable. 
 
5.2.5 	Following this first assessment, a further assessment is made to determine the repayment plan.

5.2.6 	The assistance is paid directly to the landlord or agent for the accommodation to secure the continuation of the tenancy. A direct debit will be set up with the client to cover the agreed repayment plan. 

5.2.7 	Should the client default on the Direct Debit payments or cancel the Direct Debit without discussing this with the Housing Options Team first then the team will refer the case for further action by the debt recovery team.
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6.1.1 	The Council recognises that a small proportion of its overall charges may not be collectable due to matters beyond its control. Where a debt is assessed to be irrecoverable it will be subject to a write off process. 

6.1.2 	Decisions about whether to continue to pursue a debt will be considered against the following criteria:

· the customer has died and there are no or insufficient funds in the estate 
· the customer cannot be traced 
· it is uneconomical to pursue the debt 
· the income is uncollectable due to bankruptcy/insolvency 
· it is not in the public interest to pursue e.g. at risk and vulnerable service users 
· Exceptional circumstances see section 6.3 on exceptions to the policy

6.1.3 	It should be noted that just because a debt is written off it does not rule out the possibility of writing the debt back and pursuing the debt in full.  Examples of when this may occur is if a client leaves with no forwarding address but is subsequently traced or re-approaches the council. In these cases, the expectation is that the client repays the debt in full or an affordable and sustainable repayment plan is agreed.  

[bookmark: _Toc227751308]6.2 	Procedure and appeals

6.2.1 	Where a client feels that the charge is unreasonable, they can request a review in writing. 

6.2.2 	The client will need to provide evidence to support their claim that the charge is unreasonable or that there are exceptional circumstances as to why it should not be paid. The decision by the Housing Options Manager is final and there is no further route to appeal.

6.2.3	Where application of this policy or conduct by an officer is reason for complaint then the client would need to follow the corporate complaints procedure.
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7.1 	In exceptional circumstances the Manager may make a decision about a charge that is an exception to this policy. A record of this decision must be kept detailing the reasons and justification as to why an exemption should be applied in a particular case.  

7.2 	An exception to the policy can be made in relation to whether or not a charge should be applied and where the decision is contrary to this policy.
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8.1 	Failing to pay off any charge or loan in full could result in no further financial assistance being available in the future.

8.2 	In addition, failing to make payments following an agreed repayment plan could result in exclusion from being shortlisted for a property on Devon Home Choice. 

8.3 	Unpaid debt is also taken into account as part of the Devon Home Choice banding criteria and may affect the band that is awarded.

8.4 	Rent arrears and unpaid debt also impacts on whether a client is considered a suitable tenant and able to maintain a tenancy. This will impact the options available to find alternative accommodation either in social housing or the private rented sector.

8.5 	Where debt is being pursued this could result in a county court judgement (CCJ). If a county court judgment (CCJ) or a high court judgment is issued, it will stay on the Register of Judgments, Orders and Fines for 6 years. Banks and loan companies use this information to decide whether to give credit or loans.

8.6 	There are a number of sources of help for debt management. The website Get free debt advice - GOV.UK provides more information.
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