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	Housing Needs Service Update


1. SUMMARY
This report aims to provide an update on the Housing Needs service including Homefinder, Homelessness, Tenancy Support, Rough Sleepers and Hospital Discharge.
2. GENERAL

Mansfield District Council uses the Homefinder Choice Based Letting website to advertise properties and allow applicants to bid for them each week and fulfils its statutory duty in making homeless decisions. The council also has a statutory obligation to provide homeless advice and support and works tirelessly to address issues of rough sleeping and give some of our most complex residents the chance to access mainstream housing with support.
The Assist service continues to help those being discharged from hospital to access suitable housing.

3. HOMEFINDER HOUSING REGISTER

The Homefinder choice based lettings system is an online service which allows applicants already active on the waiting list to bid for suitable properties each week. Homefinder includes properties advertised by Ashfield District Council and also Housing Association within the Mansfield and Ashfield District Council areas. 
Currently Mansfield District Council administer 6,842 Homefinder applications, this is a fall over 1,000 compared to last year. This is due to over 500 applicants being rehoused over the last year and a recent renewal update of current applicants on the waiting list which led to almost 700 applications being closed due to renewals not being completed and returned.

4. HOMEFINDER PRIORITY NEEDS BANDINGS

There are five Homefinder bands, three of which are priority bands (bands 1-3) and two of which award no priority at all (Bands 4 and 5).
 Table 1 – Priority Bands for Homefinder (MDC
	Band 1 Priority Need
	109

	Band 2 Priority Need
	530

	Band3 Priority Need
	2692

	Band 4 Priority Need
	84

	Band 5 Priority Need
	3427

	Total number of applicants on Homefinder
	6842


The numbers on the three priority bands have remained relatively the same over the last few years, band one consists of applicants who we have found statutory homeless and we owe a duty to, those in severe welfare need and those who are in severe medical need. 

5. HOMEFINDER CHOICE BASED LETTINGS (CBL) WEBSITE

The Homefinder website is open 24 hours a day and allows prospective applicants to register with us due to investment in the website they can also now scan and upload their eligibility documents and complete an online medical and welfare form and financial statement and also upload any supporting information. 
These changes mean that any additional priority award can be completed much more efficiently as there is no longer a need for paper copies to be sent to Homefinder and then assessed and scanned to files etc. 

During the current pandemic these changes have meant that the service provided by Homefinder has been unchanged.
6. PROPERTIES ADVERTISED

During the current year we have let considerably fewer properties than last year which in the main is due to the Pandemic and the Void Repairs Team being stood down during the original lockdown which has led to a large backlog of properties awaiting repair.
When the outstanding voids are added to the current lets for the year the total is on par with the past couple of years, 326 lettings and 170 current voids.

The tables below show the number of Mansfield District Council properties that have been advertised and let in the period April 2020 – January 18th 2021. 
Table 2 – The number of bungalows let 
	1 bed bungalow
	2 bed bungalow
	Total 2020/Present

	77
	27
	104


Table 3 – The number of houses let 
	1 bed house
	2 bed house
	3 bed house
	4 bed house
	Total 2020/present

	2
	33
	26
	2
	63


Table 4 – The number of flats let 
	Bedsit
	1 bed flat
	2 bed flat
	Total 2020/present

	1
	100
	58
	159


The numbers of bungalows and houses let this year has been on par with the last couple of years with houses still being sought after, we continue to look at those on the waiting list living in houses that could downsize in order to free up more family accommodation.

The number of flats let this year has increased from last year as fire-stopping works are now moving from the void process to planned works, this should see lettings times for flats reduce considerably.
7. VIEWINGS
Due to the pandemic we have had to vary the way properties can be viewed, with as many cases as possible using virtual viewings consisting of 2 minute videos of the properties. 

Current data shows that in 95% of virtual viewings properties have been accepted from the video and, of those not accepted, they have been accepted once a live viewing has taken place.

All live viewings involve no customer contact and applicants are asked about Covid related signs prior to the viewing.

8. HOMELESS
The Homeless service, as a statutory function of the local authority, has continued to help those in need of homeless advice and help.

Planned changes to try to get applicants to self-triage were made in early March and now nearly 97% of all homeless triages are carried out via the Homefinder website.

Once a triage form is completed with details of what help the applicants requires, the applicant received a follow up telephone call where more detailed information is given and when required the applicant can be signposted to other services.

All triages that require specific homeless advice and help are then assigned to individual officers.

Prior to the online self-triage form going live the vast majority of homeless applications were taken in person at the Civic Centre. However the vast majority of these time consuming face to face triages resulted in no formal homeless case.

9. HOMELESS CASES
We have received and managed over 2000 homeless enquiries during this financial year to date and have managed over 800 homeless cases; the vast majority of which have ended with the homelessness being prevented. 

The majority of cases presenting as homeless are from applicants currently in private  rented accommodation and who have been served with a Section 21 Notice, although evictions have been suspended during the pandemic until 21st February 2021 at the earliest, the serving of a Section 21 Notice is still allowed.
We are however seeing an increase with those who have complex needs and a great deal of work has been carried out with partner agencies to provide additional supported accommodation. Much of this accommodation has been financed following successful bids to central government by the Housing Needs Service. This includes supported accommodation being provided by the YMCA and the Housing First project where Action Housing are supporting tenants with complex needs.
10. EVERYONE IN
At the start of the pandemic the Government announced the ‘everyone in’ campaign where every local authority had to provide accommodation to all known rough sleepers. This resulted in over 20 rough sleepers being offered accommodation in the first week of the original lockdown. The vast majority of these rough sleepers were then found move on accommodation within supported housing with the YMCA and some moved into their own council accommodation.
11. FIRST STEPS PROJECT  
Members were updated last year on a new pathway for rough sleepers being developed in Mansfield utilising funding successfully received by the through the Rough Sleeping initiative. This funding has enabled the council to commission our partner Action Housing Association to the deliver the project on our behalf.
The project provides 10 single unit properties for the Mansfield district. Those rough sleepers engaged in the pathway are rehoused in the project and will receive an intense wraparound support programme based on their individual need.

As of the beginning of January 8 out of the 10 properties are currently occupied by rough sleepers, all of whom are commencing the pathway. The project also delivers 20 additional supported housing bed spaces in shared accommodation for low to medium needs homeless people. The council has full nomination rights for these and this ensures that we are serving our most vulnerable complex entrenched rough sleepers and enables us to offer a higher level of tailored support to them. 

This new way of engaging has demonstrated itself as an effective way of supporting those in need and has reduced the rough sleeping figure in Mansfield down from 22 recorded in November 2019 to 7 recorded in November 2020. Furthermore, week commencing 11 January 2021 the Street Outreach report informed us that only 2 people were found rough sleeping. We are aware of both rough sleepers and both have been offered a support pathway but they are not ready to engage. Despite this, the door to the pathway remains open and we continue to encourage them to engage. Further development of the Mansfield First Steps project are proposed during 2021, subject to additional funding, with additional units of accommodation plus specialist psychological and employment support services. 
We have commissioned an initial evaluation report of the First Steps project with Nottingham Trent University. This will relate to the setup of the initial project within the context of Covid-19 and will be available shortly once finalised. The next part of the evaluation will involve interviewing clients and Action Housing to demonstrate how the impact of the ‘housing-first’ style model really does make a difference to client’s lives. 

A furthermore in-depth evaluation will be commissioned later to allow more time for this new  pathway to be established and for Mansfield to see the real benefits of such a programme to support and prevent those rough sleeping. 
12. WINTER NIGHT SHELTER

Mansfield normally provides a winter shelter provision for rough sleepers in partnership with local churches and the Crossroads Trust. However, we were unable to do this due to COVID 19 and plans were needed to be put in place for alternative provision which looked very different for 2020/21.

The winter accommodation that we have been able to develop was made available with the YMCA who offered 6 bed spaces locally. The operational running of the winter provision has been maintained effectively providing supported accommodation for those engaging in the pathway over the Christmas period and continuing now. The support provides help and advice for those ready and able to move on into more settled accommodation in their own tenancies. The YMCA support staff concentrate on support with the residents at the temporary winter provision and with their move on plans. 

As of 11 January there are 5 people currently in the Mansfield Manor hotel, 4 were placed under SWEP (severe weather emergency provision). The council’s Early Intervention Officers are developing supported Housing Plans and engaging with each of the individuals in the winter provision. This ensures that they are assessed fully under the statutory provisions of the ‘Homeless Reduction Act’ and that all options are being explored to move them from the hotel provision into the newly developed pathway.  

The council has worked with the Mansfield Homeless Network over the Christmas period to ensure that food provision was available for rough sleepers and vulnerable people. The Beacon in particular supported the winter accommodation by providing supplies to people that are accommodated by giving them backpacks filled with toiletries and food. We also made sure that Framework directly had supplies to provide to people on the streets through the Beacon project. All provisions are currently running with Covid secure restrictions to provide takeaway provision for rough sleepers and vulnerable people. We are signposting people that are accommodated using these provisions to the food clubs across the district for a more sustainable source of food for the future.

13. ASSIST HOSPITAL DISCHARGE SCHEME UPDATE

The ASSIST Hospital Discharge Scheme (AHDS) has increased its offer to Sherwood Forest Hospital Trust (SFHT) colleagues by offering a ‘Safe at Home’ check to patients where the hospital is concerned about a patient and want to ensure they are safe. As part of the pilot AHDS will visit patients who have had a negative COVID test prior to discharge in Mansfield. If the patient lives in Ashfield or Newark districts the check is completed over the phone. If the team should notice during a lifeline referral installation that the patient is struggling, they will also conduct a patient/home check and try to establish the customer’s needs and will make any appropriate referrals.

The AHDS continues to undertake deliveries of medications from Kings Mill Hospital pharmacy to outpatients. ASSIST staff received a thank you card from the pharmacy team before Christmas thanking them for their help and support throughout last year delivering medications to their vulnerable patients. They also kindly wrote ‘we really don’t know what we would have done without you’. AHDS will be delivering medications from the wards during lockdown from week commencing 18 January 2021 to support KMH during this extremely challenging time.

14. CONCLUSION
Changes to the Homefinder website have ensured that throughout the current pandemic both the Homefinder and Homeless teams have been able to provide a seamless service to their clients. Both teams remain busy and the numbers applying for council accommodation via Homefinder and those applying to the council as homeless have remained high and consistent with previous years.

As in previous years the demand for local authority accommodation is high but the availability of accommodation is extremely low and this looks to be the norm for the future.
The Housing Needs Service continue to work towards a more inclusive Mansfield, securing funding to allow those with the most complex needs to be accommodated within mainstream housing whilst receiving tailored support. Our service has once again looked at the winter provision for rough sleepers and has managed to provide a service in particularly trying times in line with government guidelines.
Housing Needs also continue to build on the success of the Hospital Discharge Scheme and have offered additional services to help the burden currently being experienced by the local NHS trust.  

COMMENTS OF HEAD OF SERVICE
The pandemic has posed significant challenges to the service areas referenced within this report. As a result of the ‘everyone in’ roughsleeping campaign, the council has successfully housed the majority of those sleeping rough in Mansfield with the support of its partners with a holistic ‘housing first’ type approach. Homefinder has speedily adapted by developing new technology to improve the user experience on its website and by offering innovative virtual viewings which prospective tenants have greatly appreciated. The Housing Needs service have also continued to operate throughout the pandemic by providing vital support services to the most vulnerable in Mansfield including hospital discharge support, lifelines, key safes and humanitarian support. 
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