Appendix F

Diversity Impact Assessment

TITLE HRA Budget Setting 2022/2023

Name / description of the issue being

assessed

DATE December 2021

Date the DIA is completed

LEAD OFFICER Aisling Sims/Katherine Bishop — Policy and
Name, title and dept of person Partnership Manager (HRA)

responsible for carrying out the DIA.

1. Summary description of the proposed change
e What is the change to policy / service / new project that is being proposed?
e How does it compare with the current situation?

In setting its budget, the Council is exercising a public function and must
therefore comply with the duties in section 149 of the Equality Act 2010.

The Budget report for 2022/2023 presents the Housing Revenue Account

(HRA) revenue and capital budget for 2022/2023 and details and updates:

e On the proposed rent and service charges levels for 2022/2023;

e The HRA Business Plan which is an integral part of the strategic
planning and setting of priorities for the HRA Service.

Only the parts of the report that will have a direct financial impact on existing
tenants are included for comment in this DIA. The main budgetary changes
that will impact on tenants over the coming year and which the budget report
and DIA will consider are:
e The ongoing roll out of Universal Credit in Medway (introduced by The
Welfare Reform Act 2013)
e Dwelling rent increase of CPI plus 1% (as directed by the Housing
White Paper ‘Fixing our Broken Housing Market’ 2017)
e Garage rent increase by 5%
e Service Charge increase (internal decision)

Government implementations and changes to the budget that will
directly impact on residents.

Universal Credit (UC) in Medway

Universal Credit is a single payment for people who are looking for work on a
low income and replaces a number of existing welfare payments. Universal
Credit is a Government initiative that commenced full roll out in Medway on 30
May 2018. Tenants on Universal Credit who previously had Housing Benefit
payed directly to Housing Services are now responsible for managing their
Universal Credit payment (that may include a housing element towards their
rent) and ensuring their rent is paid in full and on time.




Dwelling rent increase

In October 2017, the Government announced in the Housing White Paper
‘Fixing our Broken Housing Market’, that social housing landlords are
permitted to increase social and affordable rent by Consumer Price Index
(CPI) plus 1% each year from April 2020 for a period of 5 years. This makes a
return to the rent setting approach which was to apply for 10 year from 2015,
before it was replaced with rent reduction from April 2016 for 4 years in
‘Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016’.

From the April 2022 it is proposed to increase rents by 3.5%Given that the
CPI for September 2021 was 3.1% and under the guidelines an additional 1%
can be added, this is below the maximum allowed increase of 4.1%.

Garage rents

In 2018 it was agreed that garage rents would be aligned in a cascade
approach. In April 2020 all garage rents were set at the same level regardless
of tenure type.

As of December 2021, 72.7% of the 593 garages were let being charged the
standard weekly rent.

For the 2022/23 year it is proposed to increase the garage rent by 5% to make
a standard rent of £11.43 per week or £595.59 per annum. Non council
tenants will also be required to pay VAT at the standard rate

It is anticipated that this will generate an additional income of approximately
£12, 243 based on current letting rates.

Service Charges

Overall the average service charge for 2022/23 will increase by £0.08 per
week. Appendix C details the percentage increase required against each type
of projected weekly service charge in comparison to current charges.

Member’s preference has been not to increase average service charges by
more than 15% in any given year, even if a larger increase is needed to fully
recover costs. Due to the price rise of a new contract two years ago,
communal lifts service charges have been capped at the agreed 15% cap.
Due to the cap on increase, the total shortfall to fully recover these costs will
be £1,000 during 2020/21. These service charges over the next few years will
increase in order to eventually fully recover true costs.

Some charges for Sheltered Housing are funded through a Housing Related
Support fund via a Service Level Agreement (SLA). If this fund were
discontinued, the charges would be payable by the tenants. As at November
2021 this would affect 210 tenants. There are 110 tenants who receive SP
payments towards their telecare alarm.

There will be no new additional service charges implemented in 2022/23 that
would affect existing tenants.



2. Summary of evidence used to support this assessment
Eg: Feedback from consultation, performance information, service user records etc.
Eg: Comparison of service user profile with Medway Community Profile

Consultation

Tenant consultation on the budget is held annually. A meeting has been
arranged to present the budget proposals to customers in January 2022.
Due to current restrictions, it is anticipated that this meeting will take place
virtually, with information distributed to those who are not able to attend.

In addition, the Housing Act 1985 requires the issue of written notification to
each tenant a minimum of four weeks in advance of the date that rent
changes become operative. For 2022/23 the latest date for posting the
notices is 3 March 2022.

Universal Credit (UC) in Medway

UC has been ‘live’ in Medway since May 2018, and it currently affects new
claimants and existing benefit claimants who have submitted a change in
circumstances. Currently the HRA receives approximately 52% of rental
income via Housing Benefit. As at November 2021 HB accounts for roughly
£107,726 of our weekly rental income

As of October 2021, there were a total of 801 tenants receiving UC (this is
an increase of 29% compared to the same time last year) It is well known
that nationally the introduction of UC is leading to increased rent arrears and
this is likely to continue as more claims move to the system.

Dwelling rent increase

From April 2022 the proposed rental increase will raise the average weekly
social rent to £87.29 based on 52 weekly payments. This is an increase of
3.5% compared to current levels. The average weekly affordable rent rise to
£159.18 which is an average weekly increase of £5.39.

The effect of the dwelling rent increase will have most impact on those
tenants who are not on full housing benefit. As of 09/12/21 around 24.4%
tenants are on full housing benefit which is paid directly to the service, with
the other 75.6% receiving either partial or no housing benefit. The proposed
average increase is £2.95 per week depending on the type and size of
property.

It is estimated that over the next year the rent increase could generate an
additional £352,267 of income based on 52 rent weeks, in comparison to the
current year and this includes £148,996 from the 18 affordable rent
properties.

Service Charges

All service charges are covered for those in receipt of housing benéefit,
except for cookers, fridges, heating (hon-communal) and water rates (non-
communal) charges.



Residents receiving supporting people elements have their charges covered
by Housing Related Support funding. If this fund were discontinued, the
charges would be payable by the tenants. As at November 2021 this would
affect 210 tenants.

Garage Rents
As of December 2021, there were 435 garages let.

In April 2022, it is proposed to uplift garage rents by 5% to £11.43, which is
the equivalent to £0.52 or £27.04 over the 52 week year. Private tenants
would also be subject to VAT.

There are a couple of tenants that have more than garage linked to their
tenancy so they would be liable for the increase for each garage rented.

3. What is the likely impact of the proposed change?

Is it likely to :

Adversely impact on one or more of the protected characteristic groups?
Advance equality of opportunity for one or more of the protected characteristic groups?

Foster good relations between people who share a protected characteristic and those
who don’t?

Protected characteristic Adverse Advance Foster good
groups (Equality Act 2010) impact equality relations
Age v’

Disabilty

Gender reassignment

Marriage/civil partnership

Pregnancy/maternity

Race

Religion/belief

Sex

Sexual orientation

Other (e.g. low income v
groups)

4. Summary of the likely impacts
Who will be affected?



How will they be affected?

Universal Credit in Medway

Medway Council is already starting to see the impact of Universal Credit on
tenant arrears, largely due to delays in payments. At the end of quarter 2, a
total of 801 households on Universal Credit which is 27.3% of all council
households. Working age tenants are more likely to be impacted by
Universal Credit and in turn more likely to be at risk of rent arrears etc.
Resources and support need to be targeted to this age group to ensure they
are not adversely affected.

Universal Credit will have to be claimed online. This may mean that some of
our residents with barriers to internet access will struggle to make UC
claims.

Dwelling rent increase

The dwelling rent increase will be applied to all tenants equally and as
previously stated this is more likely to affect those who are not on full
housing benefit claims.

The service has made the decision not to increase rents by the full 4.1%
permitted by legislation, in order to reduce the impaction and potential
financial hardship on our customers.

Currently there are a total of 1594 tenants (around 55%) who receive no
housing benefit and are the group who will feel the greatest impact.
Additionally, with the gradual move to Universal Credit it is likely there is the
potential for this number to increase over the coming year. These
households will need to be monitored particularly and preventative actions
undertaken to avoid financial hardship.

Rent charges are based on the property type and size, so the dwelling rent
increase will also have more impact on larger households (perhaps families
with children) who typically will reside in the larger properties.

Garage rent increase

The beginning of the last financial year garage rents were aligned, so that
council and non-council tenants were charged the same rent. The 5% uplift
proposed for 2022/23 will be applied to all garage tenants equally. Private
tenants will be subject to VAT.

Service Charges

Service charges will be applied to all applicable residents regardless of their
protected characteristics. Whilst some of the service charges are optional
for tenants the majority of charges are for a necessary service that would be
charged for regardless of the characteristics of the household or the type of
housing provider.

Some charges for Sheltered Housing are funded through a Housing Related
Support fund via a Service Level Agreement (SLA). If this fund were
discontinued, the charges would be payable by the tenants. As at November
2020 this would affect 210 tenants.



Any tenants identified as having an above average increase will be
monitored to ensure these are paid and supported should any financial
issues arise.

Summary of impacts

The majority of changes that will be brought into effect in the 2022/23
Budget Report will not impact on our tenants in terms of the protected
characteristics. Changes to charges and service delivery will be applied to
all relevant tenants, not on an individual basis.

Where dwelling rent charges, service charges and garage rents have been
increased there may be some negative impact on lower income groups. The
HRA Housing Service will continue to monitor and provide support to those
in terms of income and welfare.

Legislation brought in by Government around Universal Credit may have a
negative impact on working age residents and lower income households.
Whilst these changes are however outside our jurisdiction it will be up to the
Council to implement the necessary mitigating actions to reduce this impact.

5. What actions can be taken to mitigate likely adverse impacts,

improve equality of opportunity or foster good relations?
What alternative ways can the Council provide the service?
Are there alternative providers?

Can demand for services be managed differently?

The majority of the changes being implemented are Government directed,
and out of Medway Councils control. Housing Services will follow
Government process in order to ensure that compliance is met, and
implement the following mitigating action to ensure that any negative
impacts are kept to a minimum.

Consultation

To ensure tenants are informed of the changes tenants will be consulted on
any changes to their rents and service changes. A meeting has been
scheduled for January 2022 to consult customers on the proposed changes.

Additionally, each tenant will receive a written notification a minimum of four
weeks in advance of the date any rent charge adjustments become
operative.

Universal Credit (UC)

Where Universal Credit or financial problems impact on our tenants Housing
Services will signpost them to the HRA Welfare Reform Team who will
provide them with help and advice. This team also sign post tenants to
other debt advice agencies. The HRA has a communications strategy via
the internet, leaflets, newsletters, social media and tenants handbook for
advertising the impact of benefit changes. The HRA Housing Team is a
prominent member of the Corporate Welfare Reform Steering Group where
partnership working has been developed with the Department of Works and



Pensions and work streams agreed around communication, identifying
vulnerable customers and development of digital inclusion initiatives.

Where residents struggle to claim UC through barriers to internet access
Housing Services will signpost to appropriate training agencies, in addition
to signposting to free internet access sites like libraries. Housing Services
will also work with providers to get resident help and guidance to get back
into employment.

Housing Services can request direct payment of UC for the Housing element
if it is identified that the tenant would struggle to pay their rent directly to the
Council. This will help prevent vulnerable tenants from getting into rent
arrears and face the possibility of eviction.

Rent and Service Charges

Housing Services will need to proactively monitor the rent accounts of those
households that will see an increase in their overall rent and/or service
charges in 2022/23 and support offered to the tenants where necessary.

The rent arrears policy sets out the process that will be taken by Housing
Services should a rent account fall into arrears and this is available on the
internet.

Any household struggling with rent payments or requiring debt advice will be
signposted to our Welfare Reform Team. Housing Services also produces
publications, such as the tenants’ handbook and Christmas rent campaign
that promote debt advice helplines. We also have our own website and
Facebook page that tenants can access for help and advice.

The service can assist with property moves including mutual exchanges to
ensure that residents live in a property that best meets their household’s
needs and size.

Tenant and Leaseholders who pay services charges will be written to
informing them of the exact changes to their contributions.

Leaseholders can apply to Housing Services for a mandatory or
discretionary loan to help them manage the payback of their service
charges.

Garage rent increase

Garage rent arrears are monitored on a weekly basis, should a tenant
(council or private) fall into arrears then the Housing Management Team will
make contact within 1 week. If an account is still in debt after 4 weeks then
repossession process will start.

The deposit can be retained if the tenancy is terminated with arrears on the
account.



6. Action plan
e Actions to mitigate adverse impact, improve equality of opportunity or foster good
relations and/or obtain new evidence

Action Lead Deadline or
review date
Consult tenants on the budget ey 21t g ajecee
Partnership
Manager
If changes agreed, update the Rent E:E;Y;S”hdip FEUET e
Setting Policy to reflect everything Manager
highlighted in HRA Budget Report.
Continue to identify, support and prevent mgazser/Welfare IR
financial hardship Reform Team
Monitor all arrears associated with Rent, Hlousing _ ORI
. Manager/Policy
service charges and garages and partnership
Manager
Monitor the number of households on reushy ergey
. . . Manager/Policy
Universal Credit and the impact on rent and partnership
arrears METEEET

7. Recommendation
The recommendation by the lead officer should be stated below. This may be:
o to proceed with the change, implementing the Action Plan if appropriate
e consider alternatives
e gather further evidence
If the recommendation is to proceed with the change and there are no actions that can be
taken to mitigate likely adverse impact, it is important to state why.

The recommendation is to proceed with implementing the proposed
budget and Action plan and mitigating actions in this DIA.

8. Authorisation
The authorising officer is consenting that:
o the recommendation can be implemented
o sufficient evidence has been obtained and appropriate mitigation is planned
o the Action Plan will be incorporated into the relevant Service Plan and monitored

Assistant Director

Date December 2021
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