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”Ensuring that rental income is collected effectively is a key function for social landlords”  (ODPM Good Practice Guidance ‘Improving the Effectiveness of Rent Arrears Management’ June 2005
Keniston’s financial health depends on tenants paying their rent promptly.  In this respect, it is important for a culture of payment to be developed.  The Association wants to avoid debt accruing which may ultimately lead to repossession of homes, which conflicts with its prime objective to house people in housing need.

This policy has been drawn up using advice on good practice as found in the ODPM’s Good Practice Guidance ‘Improving the Effectiveness of Rent Arrears Management’ (June 2005), DCLG ‘Guide on Effective Rent Arrears Management (Aug 2006) and Ministry of Justice ‘Pre-action Protocol for Possession Claims based on rent arrears (Oct 2006). 
Rent should be paid promptly in accordance with the Tenancy Agreement.  However, it is recognised that sometimes tenants have problems with paying their rent on time.  The aim is to maximise rental income through a “firm but fair” approach to recovery of rent arrears. 

The policy highlights the following

· Preventative action

· Incentives to pay rent

· Information and support for those in arrears

· Action to recover arrears


Arrears will be managed by staff whose role is dedicated only to arrears management. Staff will manage arrears mostly by telephone and letter; it is acknowledged that face to face interviews are sometimes necessary and this can be achieved either by Rent Income staff or Housing Officers.  The use of available technology will be maximised to assist with the efficient management of rent arrears.

1 
Preventative Action

’ The legal process is lengthy, expensive and to a degree, unpredictable, which is why it is important for social landlords to devote adequate resources to preventative measures’ (Audit Commission 2003)


1.1 Before the tenancy commences, the Association will explain to the prospective tenant(s) the need for regular prompt payment of rent and will assist tenants who claim Housing Benefit.

1.2 A ‘settling in’ visit will be made where possible which will include reference to paying rent.


1.3 The Association will promote to tenants the need to pay rent regularly, support and advice available for people in rent arrears and the consequences of non-payment.


1.4 Flexible ways of paying rent will be offered to make it as easy as possible for residents to make payments.


1.5 Rent statements will be issued to residents every three months and when requested. 


2 
Incentives to Pay Rent 


2.1 A quarterly prize draw and an extra one at Christmas will be held for tenants whose rent has been clear for at least four weeks.  


2.2 Certain planned replacements in the stock reinvestment programme (New kitchens, bathrooms and internal doors) will not be undertaken for residents who are in arrears by at least 6 weeks or who persistently owe the Association money.  In such cases tenants will need to have a clear rent account for 6 months before being eligible for the improvement.  This will mean in most cases that the improvement will be deferred to the next year’s programme.  Exceptional issues regarding incentives will be agreed at the Complaints and Resolutions meeting.
3 
Information and Support for those in arrears

3.1 It is recognised that some tenants experience financial hardship.  Keniston seeks to provide support to those in arrears due to financial hardship to help prevent arrears increasing which may lead to eviction. In these circumstances, Keniston will ensure tenants are actively encouraged to claim Welfare Benefits to which they may be entitled.   

4 
Action to Recover Arrears 


4.1 Of prime importance is making contact with the tenant either by telephone or face to face. Effective recovery and management of rent arrears is unlikely to occur unless personal contact is made with the tenant. 


4.2 Keniston will take early arrears recovery action and will seek a realistic undertaking to clear arrears having regard to the tenants income and outgoings. 


4.3 Where early action is not effective in controlling the debt, a more assertive response is required by the Association to ensure that arrears are controlled. The arrears procedure sets out the steps required to achieve this using a mixture of Notices of Seeking Possession, court actions for possession and eviction.


4.4 All reasonable, fair and legitimate means will be used to investigate a tenant’s circumstances before taking action. This may include using investigation agencies.


4.5 Costs will be applied for where the Association is successful in obtaining an order for possession.


4.6 Eviction is seen by the Association as the last resort and an exception in managing rent arrears.  Apart from the human cost, evicting a tenant can result in a debt having to be written off.  Every eviction requires the approval of the Management Committee.


4.7 Developing a culture of, and responsibility for payment is central to effective arrears recovery. However a reasonably tolerant approach will be adopted towards a resident in financial hardship to maintain an agreement.


4.8 Where the phasing of benefit payments direct to the Association is the cause of arrears, the Association will suspend arrears recovery action.


4.9 When it is clear that a tenant can pay rent but refuses to do so, fast and uncompromising action is to be taken to recover the arrears.


4.10 In general the arrears procedure should be followed by staff.  However it is acknowledged that discretion of staff is (often) appropriate.


4.11 Each year targets will be set for improving the management of rent arrears. Performance in achieving these targets and in other areas of arrears management will be monitored monthly by the Management Team and Quarterly by the Management Committee.


5 Former tenants

5.1 The Association will always pursue the recovery of debts left by former tenants.


5.2 Thresholds will be set which will determine the extent of action to be taken in various circumstances.


5.3 The Association will use tracing agents, and will also use debt collection agencies where its own actions have been or are unlikely to be successful.


5.4 Former tenants arrears may be written off when actions according to the procedure have been unsuccessful in recovering the debt. Thresholds will be set for the limit of arrears which the Director can write off. All other arrears must be written off by the Management Committee.

Approved at the Management Committee meeting held 24 January 2008
M:\KHA\KENISTON\Policy\Housing Management\Hm.3-rent arrears 2008 01.doc

