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Recommendations:   

That Hub Committee RECOMMEND to Council: 

1. Introduction of a Local Authority Lettings Scheme for private rented 
accommodation managed by local Authority staff.  

2. Member approval for the appointment of one 0.6 FTE L7 Case 
manager for the delivery of the scheme. 

 
 
1. Executive summary  
 
1.1  Across the country Local Authorities are seeing rising levels of 
homelessness and housing need.  In West Devon we have worked hard to 
prevent homelessness for as many households as possible.  However we too 
are seeing a rise in the levels of homelessness in our area; resulting in an 
increase in homeless applications and placements of households in 
temporary accommodation.  In addition to this, we are experiencing increasing 
difficulty in finding suitable affordable housing for our customers to move on 
to.  This has led to households needing to spend longer periods of time in 
temporary accommodation whilst waiting for suitable housing.   



 
1.2 The introduction of the Homeless Reduction Act in April 2018 places 
additional emphasis on the importance of the private sector in addressing the 
housing needs of those homeless and threatened with homelessness.  Failure 
to increase the supply of private sector housing will place increasing pressure 
on our already overstretched social housing sector and will result in a further 
increase in homelessness across the Borough.  
 
1.3 The objective of this proposal is to avoid, wherever possible, the cost of 
placing households into temporary accommodation by increasing the supply 
of alternative private housing solutions.  Based on an annual growth 
projection of 10 properties per year the scheme will result in a cost avoidance 
of over £22,000pa.  Furthermore, the proposed scheme will contribute to 
sustaining our local communities by supporting local people to secure 
affordable housing in the West Devon area.  
 
1.4 Members are asked to consider the introduction of a private sector 
letting scheme in West Devon.  The purpose of a private sector letting 
scheme is to recruit Private Sector landlords to let their properties via the 
Local Authority letting scheme with the Local Authority acting as a managing 
agent. Such schemes are designed to increase the availability of affordable 
quality housing to address housing need in the West Devon area. The 
proposed scheme is a key action in our 5 year homeless strategy. ’  
 
 
2. Background  

 
2.1 Access to the private rented sector for families on low incomes in West 
Devon is impacted upon by the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) rate of 
housing benefit.  The LHA rate varies across the borough.  The LHA rate for 
the Tavistock area is calculated using an average across a broad market 
rental area which includes Plymouth, where rents are relatively low.  The 
resulting housing allowance rate is lower than the prevailing market rent levels 
in the Tavistock area.  As a result it is very difficult for local households reliant 
on income related benefits to afford to rent in the Tavistock area.  The local 
housing allowance rate for Okehampton is calculated as part of a broad 
market area with Exeter, where rents are slightly higher.  As a result LHA 
rates will meet some local market rents in the Okehampton area although 
access remains difficult for many.  These factors make it very difficult for local 
people to access quality affordable private rented accommodation across the 
borough.  
 
2.2 West Devon Borough Council currently has a variety of measures 
intended to assist those homeless or threatened with homelessness into 
accommodation.  These include; financial assistance to meet the initial costs 
of accessing the private rented sector, deposit bond agreements to cover the 
costs of the initial deposit required, landlord liaison work to support tenants to 
sustain their tenancies, among others. These options are well utilised and 
have resulted in the successful prevention of homelessness for 244 
households approaching in housing need in the year 2016/17.   



 
2.3 The 1996 Housing Act (as amended) places a duty on Local Authorities 
to provide emergency accommodation to those who are eligible for 
assistance, homeless and believed to be in priority need. In certain 
circumstances households owed a housing duty must be offered suitable 
temporary accommodation. Although we have worked hard to prevent the 
homelessness of many households approaching for assistance; homeless 
approaches have increased by 42% since the year 14/15.   
 
2.4 This increase in homeless approaches has led to an increased need 
for the use of temporary accommodation.  This has a significant cost 
implication to the council. 
 
In the year 2016/17: 
  

• 72 households accommodated in temporary accommodation   
• Total spend on temporary and emergency accommodation provision 

in West Devon: £143,515 

• The total amount reclaimed through Housing benefit: £53,357 

• The total resulting cost to the council for temporary accommodation 
provision: £90,358 

• The average cost per household accommodated: £1993.26 

• The average Housing benefit subsidy per household: £741 

• The average cost to the council per household accommodated: 
£1279.26                                      

 
2.5 The introduction of the Homeless Reduction Act 2017 has amended 
the Housing Act 1996 and has increased the number of duties owed to those 
approaching for assistance. It is the biggest change in homeless legislation 
since 1977.  The Act will come into force in April 2018 and places a new duty 
on local authorities to prevent homelessness for all persons regardless of 
priority need who are eligible for assistance and threatened with 
homelessness.  The act also places additional emphasis on the use of private 
rented accommodation to discharge its duties. Early estimations by 
professional housing bodies suggest that local authorities are likely to see an 
increase in applications of around 40%.     
 
2.6 In response to this, it is important that we expand on the options 
available to prevent homelessness in order to meet the growing need in the 
area and reduce the use of temporary accommodation. 
 
3. Outcomes/outputs  
 
3.1 West Devon Members are asked to approve the proposal that the 
council establishes a private lettings scheme in West Devon.  It is our 
intention to offer a package of incentives to encourage local landlords to take 
part in the management scheme.  Our intention is to build a portfolio of quality 
affordable housing which will be let to local people in housing need. These 
properties will be used to house those threatened with homelessness who 
approach our service for assistance.  



 
3.2 The introduction of a private letting scheme will increase the availability 
of quality, affordable, private rented accommodation in the area.  The ability to 
offer this accommodation as an alternative to homelessness and temporary 
accommodation will result in a reduction in the use of temporary 
accommodation and an immediate cost avoidance.   
 
3.3 The intention of the scheme is to provide long term housing solutions 
for local families.  The turn over within these lettings is therefore intended to 
be low, with ongoing annual cost avoidance being achieved as a result of 
growing the scheme.  The introduction of the scheme in West Devon, based 
on a growth rate of 10 properties per year, would equate to an annual cost 
avoidance of £19,930pa (Gross).  With a cost avoidance for the council of 
£12,790pa.  The cost avoidance is achieved per household accessing the 
scheme and is not accumulative.  However there will be natural turnover of 
tenants and properties will be made available again as they become vacant.  
 
3.4 A private lettings scheme has been in operation in the South Hams 
since 2009 with 42 properties currently being managed.  The South Hams 
scheme has successfully prevented the homelessness of 95 households who 
were able to access affordable private rented accommodation through the 
scheme as an alternate to homelessness and temporary accommodation.  
Based on the current average cost per household of temporary 
accommodation this equates to a cost avoidance in the South Hams of over 
£209,000(gross) since 2009. 
 
 
4. Options available and consideration of risk  
 
Development of an in-house Private Letting Scheme 
We work closely with private sector landlords to improve access to private 
sector tenancies, building up a portfolio of homes that will be made available 
to families in housing need.  The scheme offers landlords a property 
management service with a variety of incentives offered in return for a 
competitive management fee of 6%.    
 
Continuing reliance on existing prevention measures 
Existing prevention measures have been successful however we have still 
seen a rise in the number of homeless approaches.  Research based on the 
changes made to Welsh and Scottish Housing legislation  suggest that the 
introduction of the new duties under the Homeless Reduction Act will result in 
a rise in applications of around 40%.  Failure to address the shortage of 
affordable private rented housing in the borough will result in a rise in 
homelessness and increasing costs to the local authority.  
  
 
 
 
 
 



5.  Proposed Way Forward  
 
5.1 The private rented sector across West Devon varies considerably with 
private rental properties in parts of the borough being almost entirely 
inaccessible to those on low incomes.  It is essential that the offer available to 
landlords is competitive enough to attract landlords across the whole district; 
inclusive of those areas where rents are traditionally less affordable.   
 
5.2 Local market research has found that the average management fee 
charged by local lettings agents is between 10-16% of the monthly rent 
charges.  As previously identified, many landlords in the borough are able to 
charge rents which are higher than the local housing allowance rates.  
Charging a lower rate of commission will enable landlords to receive a 
comparable income whilst offering an affordable rent to local people. 
 
5.3 The scheme has been costed to offer the following benefits at 
competitive management fees of 6% +VAT.  
  

• A rent and damage deposit guarantee to the value of four months’ rent. 

• Guaranteeing 50% of the rent during void periods. (maximum two 
months) 

• Arranging and paying for annual Gas Safety Checks. 

• Arranging and paying for 5 yearly Electrical Safety Check. 

• A fast tenant referral service. 

• A tenant credit and referencing service. 

• Quarterly management inspections. 

• A comprehensive inventory together with digital photographic evidence. 

• In house support from a dedicated lettings case manager for early 
identification of any housing benefit, rent or support issues 

• Realistic market rents. 
 
5.4 The above benefits, exclusive of the void payment costs, have been 
costed at under £450pa per property.  This cost will be met by the 
management fee income with the true financial benefit to the local authority 
being the avoidance of the costs associated with temporary accommodation 
use.  
 
5.5 An essential factor in ensuring the success of the scheme is a positive 
relationship between the local authority and both the landlords and tenants.  
Landlords will need to feel assured that their properties are being managed in 
a professional manner and staff need to be aware of tenant and landlord 
rights and responsibilities to ensure successful sustainable tenancies.  We 
propose that for the scheme to be successful we would require a 0.6fte Level 
7 case manager. This role will be key in ensuring excellent relationships 
between the council, landlords and tenants.  
 
 
 



5.6 The concerns for most Landlords are having tenants fully referenced 
and having the Deposit Guarantee Bond in place. The bond would only be 
called upon should tenants cause property damage or non-payment of rent. 
The risk of this is minimised considerably by tenant selection through our 
options adviser’s, full credit checks and referencing, regular inspections and 
close internal relations with the benefits department and advisers within the 
council.  This work will be carried out predominantly by the named lettings 
scheme case manager to ensure consistency of service to the landlord and 
tenant. (All landlords will also be required to show current property insurance 
to cover Buildings and any contents included) 
 
5.7 The Deposit Bond Scheme has been operating independent from an in 
house letting scheme in West Devon for many years, working with private 
landlords and agents to enable tenants to obtain a private rented tenancy. 
The Bond scheme operates as a contractual agreement between the 
Landlord, tenant and the local authority; no money exchanges hands at the 
commencement of the tenancy.  A standard Deposit bond would normally be 
to the value of one month’s rent. Should the landlord have need to make a 
claim against the bond for damages or rent arrears the local authority will 
investigate the claim and, once satisfied the claim is valid, will pay the 
landlord the claimed amount up to the value of the bond.  The charge for this 
claim is passed on to the tenant who is required to repay the local authority in 
full.  
 
5.8 The offer of a deposit bond to the value of four months’ rent is an 
additional incentive which will attract landlords who would normally not 
consider tenants on low incomes.  The potential increased financial risk is 
mitigated by the level of tenancy support the scheme offers.  By way of 
comparison; under the South Hams private letting scheme 95 deposit bonds 
to the value of more than one month have been issued to tenants.  Less than 
13% of those Bonds have been claimed on by Landlords.  This low level of 
claims is due to the commitment of staff to resolving any issues arising at the 
earliest opportunity and ensuring tenants are well referenced and credit 
checked.   
 
 
Conclusions 
The current cost of temporary accommodation to the local authority is 
significant.  Failure to consider alternate housing options to meet the need in 
the area will result in these costs increasing significantly.  It is proposed that 
the introduction of a private lettings scheme which will provide an alternative 
to the need for households to access temporary accommodation is an 
effective cost avoidance opportunity. For every household able to access a 
private letting as an alternate to temporary accommodation the council will 
see a net cost avoidance of £1279.00. 
 
 
 
 
 



It is recommended that the success of the scheme would require additional 
resource in the form of a 0.6fte L7 Case manager.  It is proposed that the 
initial cost of this post will be met through use of the Homeless Prevention 
Grant money which has been confirmed until 2020.  The ongoing cost of this 
member of staff will be met through the commission charged within 3-4years 
based on 37 properties with an average annual commission of £430pa.  
 
6. Implications  
 

Implications 
 

Relevant  
to  
proposals  
Y/N  

Details and proposed measures to address  

Legal/Governance 
 

Y A private sector lettings scheme is in operation in South 
Hams currently.  The legal documents have therefore all 
been prepared by our legal team for the current 
scheme.  It will be necessary to review the current 
documentation however the work required will be 
minimal.  
 

Financial 
 

Y Appointment of a 0.6FTE L7 Case manager with on 
costs @ 21% - £15,944.  
 
Based on the average commission rate per property the 
full staff cost for a 0.6fte L7 will be met once we reach a 
portfolio of 37 properties.  With a growth projection of 10 
properties per year it is envisaged that the full cost of 
staff provision will be met within 3 years.  The shortfall 
for the initial three years of service delivery will be met 
through the use of the Homeless Prevention Grant of 
allocated to each local authority.  The annual grant 
amount has been confirmed up until 2020.  
 
Cost avoidance  
2016/17 – 72 Households accommodated in temporary 
accommodation.   
Average cost of stay: £1993/household  
Average housing benefit received: £714/household 
Resulting shortfall: £1279/household 
 
Cost of service delivery – see appendix for further 
detail 
Initial costings indicate an annual cost of under £430 per 
property for ongoing management activities.   
 
In additional to this is a cost of around £65 per tenancy 
for tenancy start up and close down.  
 
 



Annual commission rates vary according to the rent 
charged.  Initial costings indicate that the ongoing 
annual cost of property management will be met by the 
commission rates charged.  The one bedroom rate in 
the Tavistock area is the only commission income that is 
less than the projected commission income.  See 
appendix for detailed commission projections.  
 
Commission income has not been factored to include 
the payment of 50% rent during void periods for up to 2 
months. This cost will be variable according to tenancy 
turnover and lengths of void periods.  We do not 
envisage these being high.  The cost of meeting this 
void payment charge, in order to ensure the property 
remains available for future tenants, is considerably less 
than the cost of temporary accommodation provision.  
 
The cost of service delivery for each property will 
therefore be met predominantly though the income from 
commission.   
 

Risk  Customer satisfaction risk 
There is potential for damage to a relationship with a 
landlord should they have a very poor experience with a 
tenant sourced by the local authority.  Examples of this 
could be ASB, damage to property and rent arrears not 
covered by the deposit amount.  This risk is considered 
to be low based on the provision of a 0.6fte member of 
staff who is able to conduct regular inspections and rent 
account monitoring.  
 
Financial Risk 
Deposit bonds are set up so that the landlord is able to 
recoup any costs associated with damages or rent 
arrears. Should the tenant not pay back the amount paid 
out they will become a debtor.   
 

Comprehensive Impact Assessment Implications 
 
Equality and 
Diversity 

 None   

Safeguarding  None   

Community Safety, 
Crime and 
Disorder 
 

 • Is there any potential positive or negative impact on 
crime and disorder reduction? 

None 
 

Health, Safety and 
Wellbeing 

 Lone working policy covers 

Other implications   
 



 
 
Supporting Information 
 
Appendices:  None 
 
Background Papers:  None. 
 
 
 
 


