MANNINGHAM HOUSING ASSOCIATION 

RENT ARREARS POLICY


Aims

Guided by our mission and core values, we aim to:

· Collect promptly the full amount of rent income and other charges due from our tenants 

· Keep rent arrears to a minimum 

· Adopt a firm but fair approach with tenants who fall into arrears

· Assist and enable tenants to maintain their tenancy wherever possible

Objectives

We have a comprehensive approach to rent arrears recovery that:

· Adopts firm but sensitive and non-threatening methods of recovering debt

· Takes into consideration all debts and factors affecting payment

· Takes early action triggered by the first missed payment

· Aims for personal contact with every tenant in arrears as soon as arrears arise

· Aims to increase the methods of rent payment in order to assist tenants to cope with and manage their rent debts

· Assists tenants in arrears to assess their financial circumstances with a view to making an achievable arrangement to pay off the debt in a reasonable timescale 

· Includes effective liaison and working arrangements with other organisations, e.g. Welfare Benefits / Debt Advice Agencies, Housing Benefit Service, Department for Work & Pensions, Social Services, the Courts

· Makes use of all available remedies and solutions, with eviction only as a last resort

We have effective procedures in place to monitor and control arrears, and sets targets for the collection of rent and other income. 

We also benchmark our performance on rent collection and arrears recovery against targets, and against the performance of other organisations.

New Tenants

As part of the sign-up procedure, we explain to new tenants the various ways they can pay their rent. We advise them about the Housing Benefit scheme, and where appropriate we issue the necessary forms and help the tenant complete them. 

We also advise new tenants of what will happen if they go into arrears. We issue them with a copy of “Statement to Our Tenants”. We make it clear that the responsibility for ensuring the rent gets paid is theirs, even if they are getting housing benefit.

During the first month of the tenancy, a member of our staff visits the tenant to check that they are settling in well and to offer help with any housing-related problems they may be having. We use this as a further opportunity to check if there are any rent difficulties, and provide any help and support the tenant may need to deal with these. 

Rent Payments

Rent payments are due weekly. A rent account will go into arrears if a payment has not been received by the Friday of the week that it is due. 

In the case of housing benefit, after this has been applied for and granted, payments are made by the Council to the Association every four weeks, in arrears. In that situation, providing we have been notified by the Council that benefit is payable, we do not regard the rent account as being in arrears.

Rent payments can be made by any of the following methods:

· By cash or cheque at our Bank House office

· By cash or cheque at any Post Office

· From any bank or building society by standing order

· By any other new methods we introduce, as notified to tenants from time 

· By direct payments on the tenant’s behalf from the Council to the Association (where the tenant has been granted housing benefit)

Rent statements are sent out to all tenants quarterly. They are important records of what has been paid, and need to be kept in a safe place.

Action to Prevent Arrears

We recognise that dealing with rent arrears takes resources away from other housing management tasks, and so directly affects the level of service that tenants receive.

Dealing with the debt has a financial cost to the Association, and tenants pay for this through higher rents or reduced services. 

Equally, we know that coping with rent arrears can be a stressful and anxious experience for tenants. Arrears are often a symptom of deeper money problems, and efforts to clear the debt can mean financial hardship. In some cases, if the efforts are not successful, eviction and homelessness can result. 

Our policy is therefore to help tenants avoid getting into arrears in the first place. 

To achieve this, in addition to the preventative work we do at the sign-up and settling in visits, described above, we also:

· Have a clear rent-setting policy

· Provide regular statements to tenants about their rent accounts

· Inform tenants promptly of changes to their rent or other charges

· Assist and enable tenants to access any welfare benefits they may be entitled to, so that they are better able to meet their rent commitments

· Assist and enable tenants to access debt counselling services where appropriate

Keeping tenants informed in this way, and identifying any potential payment problems before they cause arrears to build up, are key elements in our strategy for dealing effectively with rent arrears. 

Action for Non-Payment of Rent

Where tenants do go into arrears, we have a comprehensive range of procedures that we use to ensure repayment of the monies owed. We use a staged approach that is related to:

· The size of the arrears

· The reasons for the arrears

· How long the account has been in arrears

· The household circumstances

· The tenant’s response

In taking action, we:

· Begin at the earliest possible stage

· Negotiate an agreement with the tenant to clear the arrears in affordable instalments over a specific time period, where it is impossible for the debt to be cleared in one payment

· After any contact where an agreement is made, confirm in writing to the tenant:

· the current rent account balance

· the repayment agreement (amount, frequency, payment method, timescale)

· what action will follow if the agreement is broken

Our policy is to:

· Aim wherever possible to recover arrears without taking possession procedures

· Advise tenants in writing, and in person unless impracticable, of the reasons for serving a notice seeking possession, the full implications of the notice and places to go for advice and assistance

· Have clear criteria and procedures for taking legal action against tenants in arrears

· Apply to the court to seek possession only after:

· all potential solutions have been explored – e.g. attachment of earnings, rent direct, back payment of welfare benefit  entitlement

· the tenant has been told in writing that legal action is to be taken, has been given accurate details of the arrears, has been interviewed or every effort has been made to make contact, has had or been offered an income check and welfare benefits advice, has been referred to 

debt counselling services and has refused to make, or has broken, a repayment agreement  

· Advise tenants who are to be evicted for rent arrears that a local authority may consider them to be intentionally homeless

· Notify the Council’s homeless persons section of forthcoming evictions for rent arrears, so that it is forewarned of possible homeless applications

· Notify the Social Services authority of forthcoming evictions for rent arrears where members of the household may be vulnerable or at risk as a result, e.g., because they include young children, elderly, disabled or sick people

In line with good practice in housing management, it is not our policy to use distraint (i.e. the seizing of tenants’ goods in order to sell them to pay off the debt) in arrears recovery. However, we will pursue other legal remedies where repossession is not appropriate.

Housing Benefit

Housing benefit should be regarded as a method of rent payment, and not as an indication that no rent is payable. Rent is payable on every property we let, and it is always the tenant’s responsibility to ensure it is paid in full and on time.

To help our tenants obtain any benefit they may qualify for, we liase on a regular basis with the office at Britannia House, Bradford on the payment of benefit to our tenants. 

We also meet regularly with the Council and other Housing Associations as active members of the Housing Benefit Liaison Group, to discuss benefit issues affecting tenants as a whole, and agree the best ways of dealing with these.

Department for Work and Pensions (formerly Department of Social Security)

We liase regularly with the relevant local in order to assist our tenants, for example we can assist them in getting direct payments from income support made to the Association to repay rent arrears.

Joint Tenancies

Where there is more than one person named in the Tenancy Agreement, we treat all of them as being equally responsible for the payment of the rent, including any arrears. The legal way of describing this is that all people named on the tenancy are “jointly and severally” responsible for all the tenant obligations in the Tenancy Agreement.

Special Needs

In dealing with rent arrears we aim to be sensitive and responsive to any specific needs tenants may have, for example:

· minority ethnic groups

· people with disabilities

· people who are infirm

· older people

· people who are housebound

Examples of specific actions we would consider using in these situations include:

· accessing interpreting services 

· translation of printed material

· referral to specialist organisations (including voluntary organisations)

Rehousing of Tenants in Rent Arrears

Our Lettings Policy does not exclude tenants in rent arrears from applying to transfer to another MHA property.

However, in deciding on eligibility and priority for rehousing, each case is considered having regard to the way the current tenancy has been conducted, 

and we will take into consideration any significant, serious or consistent breaches of the Tenancy Agreement, including non-payment of rent.

Former Tenants’ Arrears

It is our policy to actively pursue all rent arrears, even where the tenant has moved out of the property that they were living in when the arrears accrued. Leaving the property does not remove the tenant’s responsibility to pay the debt owed.

We have detailed procedures for dealing with these arrears. As with current tenants’ arrears, we adopt a staged approach and the action we take is related to: 

· The size of the arrears

· The reasons for the arrears

· How long the account has been in arrears

· The household circumstances

· The tenant’s response

In certain circumstances we may decide to “write off” former tenants’ arrears. This means that we choose to stop actively pursuing the debt. It does not mean that the debt is considered to have been paid. We will seek opportunities to collect Former Tenant Arrears.

We do not write off current tenants’ arrears under any circumstances.  

Complaints

All complaints under this policy will be resolved through MHA’s comprehensive Complaints Policy. A leaflet setting out how to complain and what will happen next is available from our offices on request.

Responsibility

The person responsible for the implementation, monitoring and review of this policy is the Director of Housing.

The Lead Person in the implementation of the policy is the Rent Recovery Officer.  

Monitoring

The Director of Housing will ensure that there are mechanisms in place for the monitoring of this policy.

The Director of Housing will report quarterly to the Board on matters falling within this policy.

Review

The policy will be reviewed bi-annually.
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