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Date: 17 January 1996 Ref: GSW/JM 

INTRODUCTION 

Reference is made to my progress report of 10 October 1995 which was submitted to the first meeting of the Housing 
Committee on 25 October 1995. 

Withn the aforementioned report I indicated my intention to submit more detailed reports on all major aspects of the 
Housing Service in order that the Committee could determine the policies and service standards which should operate 
from I April 1996. 

The purpose of this report is to review the Rent Arrears Procedures, and the report will endeavour to highlight the 
main variations in policy across each of the merging authorities and, where possible, make recommendations as to how 
these ddferences should be tackled prior to the next financial year, ie 1996197. 

I have taken the opportunity to prepare a draft policy statement which basically encompasses key elements of best 
practice, and the formal adoption of this policy statement should provide Elected Members, officials and service users 
with a clear and early indication of the Council's broad aims in terms of rent arrears recovery and the principles and 
methods which will be adopted to achieve them. 

RENTARREARS 

General 

Rent arrears is a potential problem for both landlord and tenant unless effectively managed, ie: 

For landlords, rent arrears represent at best a delay in receiving income and at worst lost income, and this is 
a cost to the organisation which may result in higher rents or lower service for tenants. 

Insofar as tenants are concerned, rent arrears may also represent a problem for individual tenants, which 
maybe a symptom of wider dif6culties, and which may ultimately lead to eviction or absconsion or 
homelessness. 

Rent arrears is an emotive issue, with many tenants in rent arrears being stereotypted as feckless people who refuse 
to pay their rents, whereas the reality is that many tenants in this situation are young householders who fall into rent 
arrears because of their inadequate or irregular income. 

Local authorities with high rent arrears figures are often criticised as being inefficient, incompetent and badly 
managed. 

However, when poverty is the cause of rent arrears, the scope of recovering these arrears is limited. 
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Whilst this report focuses on rent arrears, it recognises how each housing management hc t ion  affects and is affected 
by others, ie: 

The management of rent arrears is closely related to housing benefit administration and rent collection and 
accounting, and is affected by allocations and void management procedures. 

Therefore, the management of rent arrears must form part of an overall housing management strategy. 

3 PROCEDURES 

3.1 Responsibility for the management of Rent Arrears Procedures varies across the 4 merging authorities, broadly in 
relation to the size of the organisation, ie: 

In Motherwell and Monklands which have a devolved area management, the controlhesponsibility for rent 
arrears lies with the Area Offices liaising with a Central Support Section for court work, whereas in 
Cumbemauld/Kilsyth and Strathkelvin there is a shift in responsibility for rent arrears recovery towards a 
central Financial Adviser/Arrears Controller as the seriousness of the arrears increase, ie: after Notice of 
Proceedings stage. 

- 

3.2 Similarities in Policv and Procedures 

Early intervention; 

Use of rent direct; 
Use of conjoined decrees. 

Counselling and housing benefit advice; 

Appendix 1 summarises the existing procedures and monitoring arrangements for the current tenant arrears of the 
4 merging authorities. 

3.3 Differences in Policy and Procedures 

Charging periods; 
IT systems; 
Responsibility for arrears management; 
Coordination of court work; 
Court and legal expenses; 
Parameters for rent arrears letters; 
Criteria for reporting total arrears values. 

Appendix 2 provides further information on these differences. 

4 POLICY STATEMENT 

4.1 Management of rent arrears is a core f.imction of the Housing Service for which performance indicators have been set 
down by the Account Commission, and the Rent Anears Policy for North Lanarkshire Council will: , 

Be based on best practice; 
Be framed to target rent arrears at the earliest stage; 
Be framed for early referral to court; 
Reduce timescale for evictions; 
Maximise payment methods. 
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I t  is also intcnded that the Housing Department will provide a comprehensive information and advice service on rent 
account managcnient and will: 

. Encourage use of housing benefit; 
Promote welfare benefit take-up campaigns; 
Liaise with other agencies to minimise rent arrears. 

NB : It should however be noted tliat the full implementation or a Rent Arrears Policy for North Lanarkshire will 
depend on a fully integrated information technology system which will require to be developed over the 
coming months. 

However, the precise policy and procedures which represent good practice in relation to Uie moniloring etc of rent 
arrears is based on: 

Preventing arrears from occurring should be a primary goal or any social landlord. Good conununications 
with tenants can contribute to prevention, as can a variety of anti-poverty measures. In particular, liousing 
benefit take-up should be maximised. 

Welfare benefits aid debt counselling services should be available and accessible to all tenaiits, whether 
provided by the landlord directly or by another organisation. 

I n  setting objectives, social kindlords should consider the need to collect rents and to minimise arrears in 
a cost-eKective manner, and the need to be sensitive to tlie situation of those in arrears and to offer support 
wllich may help to resolve their problems. 

Tenants should understand their obligation to pay the rent by tlie due date and the options available for doing 
so. They should be aware of the action that will be taken if they fall into arrears, and of Uie support which 
sta€fcan oKer. 

Effective action in arrears management meanspronlpt action. The basis of such action is accurate, up-to- 
date information. This depends upon good information systems. Information systems should be readily 
accessible to arrears staE 

Staff should have clear guidance as to what action is expected and by when, and they should be properly 
stcpenised and stipported by senior staK Organisations should ensure that staff have the necessary skills 
and troining to do the job effectively. 

Eviction should remain a m u s e  of lust resort. Before seeking to evict, social landlords should be satisfied 
dial all odier reasonable methods of dealing witli tlie arrears, such as action to recover the debl, have been 
explored. 

Performance and monitoring information should enable tenants, s t a ,  managers and members to assess 
how effective the arrears management fmction is, both in minimising arrears levels and in providing support 
to tenants in arrears. 

Appendix 4 outlines the aims and objectives for the Rent Arrears Policy which is recommended for adoption by the 
Council. 
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5 SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Rent Arrears Policy and Procedures will require to be reviewed and regularly updated to take account of new 
legislation and recognised good practice. 

5.2 However, it is important that North Lanarkshire Council establishes its aims and objectives for the management of 
rent arrears and quickly standardises procedures taking account of current good practice in the 4 merging authorities. 

5.3 A coordinated approach to rent arrears management is necessary in order to avoid confusion among tenants and staff 
following the transition to the new North Lanarkshire Council. 

The production of the Rent Arrears Procedural Manual will assist in this process. 

The Committee is therefore requested to consider the following: 

Adoption of the recommendations set out in Appendix 3. 

5.4 

5.4.1 

5.4.2 Adoption of the Rent Arrears Policy Statement set out in Appendix 4. 

G S Whitefield 
Director of Housing 

C:\OFFICE\WPWIN\WPDOCS\NLC\ARREARS.JAN 



RENT ARREARS - PROCEDURES APPENDIX 1 

MOTHERWELL MONKLANDS STRATHJCELVIN 

3 week letter - after 2 weeks 
missed payment. 

Computer generated. 

CUMBERNAULD & KILSYTH 

Balance €50.00. 2 weeks missed. 2 weeks missed - minimum 
$3.00. 

Reminder 1 

Reminder 2 

Computer generated. 

4 weeks missed. 

Automatic. 

Balance €75.00. 

Computer generated. 

4 weeks missed. 

Automatic. Computer generated. Computer generated. 

Action List 2 weeks later. 

Automatic. 

Immediately unless, eg: housing 
benefit problem / tenancy 
problem. 

After 4 weeks missed. flOO.OO and over. Notice of Proceedings. 

Visit 

Court Action Letter 

Housing Officer. Housing Officer. Customer Service Officer. 

Complete interview form details 
income & expenditure; check 
benefits; make arrangement; 
record on computer system. 

Week 4 - establish arrangement; 
complete income & expenditure 
form; check benefits. 

Complete interview form with 
income & expenditure details; 
check benefits; establish 
arrangement. 

Customer Service Officer. 

Strongly worded letter - red. 

Check benefits and income & 
expenditure; establish 
arrangement. 

Estate Supervisor. Housing Officer. Housing Officer. 

After Notice expired. 

Senior Housing Officer. Computer generated. 

Visit and re-establish arrangement. Visit and re-establish 
arrangcment 

Broken Arrangement 1 L Visit and re-establish 
arrangement. 

Housing Officer. Estate Supervisor. Customer Service Officer. 
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RENT ARREARS - PROCEDURES 

Pass to Court Officer. 

Housing Officer. 

APPENDIX 1 

~~ 

Enrol court; update computer 
system. 

Housing Department Solicitor / 
Senior Housing Officer. 

€120.00 -passed to court. 

Customer Service Officer. 

Pre-Decree Sub-Committee 

I 
Summons Ordered 

Decree Obtained 

Monitor Arrangement 

I 

MOTHERWELL MONKLANDS I CUMBERNAULD & KILSYTH 

Update computer system 
recording court date and amount 
sued. 

Court Officer. 

Conjoined - update computer 
system with instalment where 
appropriate. 

Court Officer. 

Instalments agrecd at court or 
account reducing. 

Housing Officer. 

Update computer system. 

Housing Department Solicitor. 

Conjoined - wages arrested 
where appropriate; update 
computer system. 

Housing Department Solicitor / 
Senior Housing Officer. 

Update computer system. 

Rent Arrears Controller / Solicitor 
(Legal). 

Conjoined - update computer 
sys tem. 

Rent Arrears Controller. 

STRATHKELVIN 

Interview - warn Court Action; 
make new arrangement. 

Estate Manager. 

Week 6 or dependant on number 
of broken arrangements. 

Councillors (local Member) / 
Legal / Depute Director of 
Housing Services / Tenant. 

Recorded manually. 

Legal. 

Conjoined - instalment where 
appropriate; update computer. 

Financial Adviser. 
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RENT ARREARS - PROCEDURES 

MONKLANDS 

Advised to contact within 7 days. 

Senior Housing Officer. 

APPENDIX 1 

CUMBERNAULD & KILSYTH MOTHERWELL 

Advised to contact Area I 
Assistant Area Manager within 
7 days; Social Work Department 
informed. 

Minimum 50% balance to stop 
eviction. 

Area I Assistant Area Manager. 

Must pay 50% to stop eviction or 
clear account if second time. 

Decision based on circumstances. 

Area Manager I advise 
Councillor, Housing Convener, 
Leader of the Council. 

Area I Assistant Area Manager. Rent Arrears Controller. 

STRATHKELVIN 

After 2 weeks instalment missed. 

Financial Adviser. 
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48 week year; 
fortnightly period. 

NCR 

48 week year; 
weekly period. 

BULL CRAWLEY 

Number of weeks in arrears. 

Rent; 
Insurance; 
Garages. 

Number of weeks in arrears. 

Rent; 
Insurance; 
Garages; 
Court expenses; 
Housing benefit overpayment. 

RENT ARREARS -DIFFERENCES IN POLICY AND PROCEDURES APPENDIX 2 

MOTHERWELL MONKLANDS CUMBERNAULD & I STRATHKELVIN 
KILSYTH 

Charging Period 48 week year; 
fortnightly period. 

MDIS 

50 week year; 
fortnightly period. 

CAPITA 
~ 

IT Systems 

Responsibility for Arrears 
Control 

Decentralised offices. Decentralised offices. Centralised Arrears Section. I Decentralised offices. I 
~ ~- 

Coordination of Court Work Housing Central; 
Court Section; 
liaise; 
Solicitor (Administration). 

Housing Area Office; 
liaise; 
Solicitor (Housing). 

Housing Central; 
Financial Adviser; 
liaise; 
Solicitor (Administration). 

560.00 - 580.00 average. 

Housing Central; 
Arrears Controller; 
liaise; 
Solicitor (Legal). 

No charge. Court and Legal Expenses 532.80 plus Sheriff Officer fees 
if required. 

570.00 average and all expenses 
charged. 

Parameters for Arrears Letters 
Reminder 1 and2 

Value of arrears. Number of weeks in arrears. 

Criteria for Reporting Total 
Arrears 

Rent; 
Insurance; 
Garages; 
Court expenses; 
Housing benefit overpayment; 
Sheriff Officer fccs. 

Rent; 
Insurance; 
Garages; 
Court expenses; 
Housing benefit overpayment. 

I I 
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ITEM 

Collection Period 

Rent Free Period 

Correspondence 

Responsibility 

RENT ARREARS - POLICY 

RECOMMENDATION 

Standard collection period to be 
implemented 1997/98 - forbightly. 

Christmas and Glasgow Fair to be 
implemented 1997/98. 

Pro forma letters being produced. 

Area Managers. 

(M 

~~ ~ ~~ 

Court and Legal Expenses 

Procedures 

I 
I 

To be recovered from tenants. 

Arrears letters to be issued based 
on number of weeks in arrears. 

Accounts Commission 
performance indicators to be used 
as a bench mark. 

Internal performance indicators to 
be implemented. 

Coordination I Employ own in-house Solicitor. 

APPENDIX 3 

ACTION REQUIRED 

Further report to be submitted to the 
Committee. 

Appropriate staff structure to be 
introduced in Area Offices. 

Rent Arrears Procedural Manual to be 
produced. 
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RENT ARREARS - CONTROL APPENDIX 4 

1 Policy Principle 

To minimise the level of current tenant arrears in a 
sensitive but effective manner. 

Policy Objectives 

Close monitoring of current tenant arrear levels with 
emphasis on early intervention. 

Provide advice to tenants with financial difficulties 
including referral to other agencies offering debt 
counselling services. 

Liaise with Social Work Department regarding 
vulnerable individuals or families in severe hancial 
difficulty. 

Provide confidential interview facilities and home 
visits including evenings where appropriate. 

Maximising the use of Department of Social Security 
rent arrears, direct payments where appropriate. 

Ensure that all housing and other benefits are being 
claimed. Ask all new tenants to complete housing 
benefit application. 

2 Policy Principle 

To minimise the level of former tenant arrears in a 
sensitive but effective manner. 

Policy Objectives 

Ensure arrears are cleared before tenancies are 
terminated including waiting list transfers and transfer - . 
of tenancies. 

Ensure that forwarding addresses where appropriate 
are known for all tenants terminating tenancies. 

. 

Develop options for recovering former tenant arrears 
including debt collection agencies and wage 
arreshents. 

Close monitoring of former tenant arrears and ensure 
that affordable repayment arrangements are made. 

Develop an effective historical former tenant arrears 
information system. 

Make adequate provision in the annual revenue 
estimates for non-recoverable former tenant arrears. 

Set payments, arrangements at an affordable level. 

Advise tenants to maintain payments arrangements 
during no charge periods. 

Make adequate provision in the annual revenue 
estimates for outstanding current tenant arrears. 

Maximise payment methods including use of direct 
debit. 




