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Chapter One – Introduction 
 

Why do we need a housing advice strategy? 

Housing advice can play a key role in helping to improve peoples’ lives.  Advice is a vital tool in 
preventing homelessness.  In addition, it has an important role to play in protecting tenants’ 
rights, and in helping people to make informed and planned decisions about their housing 
options.   

 

There are many agencies providing housing advice services to thousands of people each year in 
London.  However, there is no clear picture of whether services are complementary and there 
are no real mechanisms for ensuring that the quality of advice is consistent across providers.  
There is also a lack of knowledge about overall provision of housing advice and whether or not 
it meets the needs of particular client groups.  To address these issues the London Housing 
Board, in its 2003 London Housing Strategy, tasked the Greater London Authority and Shelter 
to develop a London Housing Advice Strategy with a range of partners from the voluntary, 
statutory and legal sectors.  

 

Research carried out as part of the development of the Housing Advice Strategy found that, 
whilst there was evidence of a lot of knowledge about housing advice activity on a local level, 
there is a need for a London-wide vision to help develop the housing advice sector.  Agencies 
participating in the research also highlighted the continued need for both local authorities and 
second tier agencies to play a key role in the development of housing advice strategy and 
provision. 

 

This Strategy aims to highlight the range of issues currently facing those working in London’s 
housing advice sector.  It also aims to develop an agenda for action and identify the 
organisations responsible for ensuring the delivery of these actions.  It focuses primarily on 
preventing homelessness through the provision of widely available and effective housing advice.   

 

Vision and aims 

Our vision for housing advice in London is as follows: 

 

by 2016, all people in housing need in London will be able to access timely, high quality advice 
and assistance to help them resolve their housing problems well before their situation reaches 
crisis point and they become homeless. 

 

Underpinning this vision are number of key aims:  

 

� to provide value for money and high quality housing advice services 

� to ensure equality of access and outcomes for all 

� to prevent homelessness and repeat homelessness 

� to protect tenants’ rights 

� to promote a wide range of housing options 
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National policy context 

Recent policy developments and changes in homelessness and housing legislation and legal 
advocacy make the development of a London Housing Advice Strategy very timely.  There is an 
increased pressure on service providers to be clear about the outcomes they deliver, and have a 
greater focus on prevention of homelessness and housing problems.   

 

More than a Roof, published in 2002, sets out the Government’s agenda on homelessness.  It 
makes clear that homelessness is often the result of both personal and social problems and that 
action to tackle or prevent it needs to focus on the provision of appropriate support, as well as 
housing.  Housing advice is seen as having a central role in this new approach. 

 

The Homelessness Act 2002 signaled the Government’s intention that services for homeless 
people and people with housing problems should move from reactive to proactive delivery.  The 
Act expanded the existing duty on local authorities to provide advice and assistance, giving 
applicants who are homeless the right to an assessment of their particular needs and making 
this the basis of advice and assistance that is subsequently provided to them.  In addition, the 
duty to carry out homelessness reviews, develop homelessness strategies and set out action 
plans for preventing homelessness has moved the role of housing advice up the agenda for local 
authorities.  Local authorities must now ensure that the housing advice services provided in their 
borough contribute to the overall strategic aim of preventing homelessness. 

 

Since the Act the Government has outlined a number of policy initiatives that reiterate its focus 
on homelessness prevention.  Achieving Positive Outcomes on Homelessness sets out the 
positive outcomes that the Government wanted local authorities to achieve in 2003/04.1  The 
document defines homelessness prevention as "activities that enable a household to remain in 
their current home, where appropriate, or that provide options to enable a planned and timely 
move and help to sustain independent living".  Housing advice is key in homelessness 
prevention. 

 

The Housing Bill 2004, which is currently being considered by Parliament, aims to help create a 
fairer and better housing market and protect the most vulnerable in the housing market.  This 
Bill introduces major reforms to the house-buying process; changes to the social housing sector; 
measures to improve the condition of housing; licensing of the private rented sector and the 
creation of a Social Housing Ombudsman for Wales.  There are also minor provisions in the Bill 
that give social landlords more powers to tackle anti-social tenants.  Also, as part of the ongoing 
development of this Bill, it has become increasingly likely that Ministers will take action on 
issues relating to overcrowding.   In addition to the Housing Bill the Law Commission, following 
its review and consultation on tenancy agreements, has recommended a number of changes to 
the current system that are likely to be introduced in a new Bill later this year.  These changes to 
homelessness and housing legislation are likely to increase the demand for housing advice 
across all tenures. 

                                                           
1 Achieving Positive Outcomes, ODPM, April 2003 
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As well as legislation on homelessness and housing, there is legislation on advice.  The Access to 
Justice Act 1999 significantly changed the way in which civil legal aid and advice services are 
delivered and funded in England and Wales.  The Act created the Community Legal Service 
(CLS), with responsibility for direct funding of services for clients in priority areas of civil law, 
such as employment, debt and housing. The CLS Fund supports a range of services, from initial 
advice and assistance through to court proceedings – delivered through solicitors’ firms and 
voluntary sector agencies.  

 

The CLS replaced the previous civil legal aid system and is now the main Government 
expenditure programme for civil legal aid services to the public.  The CLS has also introduced a 
system of contracting, as a means of better planning of local services and to target money 
towards communities it considers to be in greatest need. Contracts are awarded to organisations 
that have achieved certain quality standards and are holders of the CLS Quality Mark.  Since 
2001, it has been a funding requirement for all agencies seeking funding for civil legal aid to 
have this. 

 

Overall responsibility for the running of the CLS rests with the Department of Constitutional 
Affairs (DCA).  The DCA acknowledges that there is a link between the overall availability of 
legal help and social exclusion.  In May 2004 the DCA and the Law Centres Federation published 
Legal and Advice Services: A Pathway to regeneration.2  This report outlines the important role 
legal and advice services can play in developing capacity in the community and giving local 
people a voice.  In addition, the report outlines how these services can “build confidence, 
empower, promote independence and employability and help create and support cohesive, 
vibrant and inclusive communities”.  The report concludes by saying that the key to maximising 
the benefits of legal and advice services will be to take a joined-up, strategic approach to 
delivery. 

 

Housing policy in London 

London Housing Board 

The London Housing Board was established following the Deputy Prime Minister's 
announcement that all regions in England would establish regional housing boards to produce 
regional housing strategies and advise Ministers on the allocation of funding from the Single 
Regional Pot for housing investment.3  The Board comprises Government Office for London 
(chair), Greater London Authority, Housing Corporation, Association of London Government, 
London Development Agency and English Partnerships.   

 

The Board’s 2003 London Housing Strategy (its first strategy) acknowledged that housing 
advice has an important role to play in improving the operation of the housing market in 
London.4  The London Housing Board is currently developing the London Housing Strategy 
2005–16, which aims to address the wide range of issues impacting on housing and 
homelessness in London.   

 

Housing Forum for London 

The Housing Forum for London was set up to assist joint working essential to tackle the housing 
issues facing London.  It is made up of representatives from the Greater London Authority, the 

                                                           
2 Legal and Advice Services, Department for Constitutional Affairs and Law Centres Federation, May 2004 
3 Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future, ODPM, February 2003 
4 London Housing Strategy: Homes and Communities in London, London Housing Board, August 2003 
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Association of London Government, the Housing Corporation, the London Housing Federation, 
the National Health Service Executive, the London Development Agency, the House Builders 
Federation, the London Business Board, the voluntary sector (represented by Shelter) and the 
Government Office for London. 

 

The Forum established policy sub-groups for each of the key themes in the 2002 London 
Housing Statement (the forerunner to the 2003 London Housing Strategy): homelessness sub-
group, private rented sector sub-group, decent homes sub-group and housing supply sub-
group.  These sub-groups have been reviewing progress against the actions in the 2003 strategy 
and feeding into the development of the forthcoming 2005-16 London Housing Strategy.  The 
homelessness sub-group is overseeing the development of the London Housing Advice 
Strategy. 

 

Sub-regional housing policy 

In London five sub-regional groups of local authorities have been formed in response to the 
Government’s new regional approach to allocating money for housing.  This new approach 
formalises the increasing trend of local authorities working with partners in their sub-region and 
setting up structures to devise and deliver strategy and policy.  Each of the sub-regions has 
developed housing strategies that will be vital tools in delivering the objectives set out in the 
London Housing Strategy.  It is also likely that the sub-regional groups will take on a greater 
role in the delivery of regional housing policies more generally. 

 

A partnership approach to homelessness prevention 

Many different agencies play important roles in the prevention of homelessness (diagram 1), for 
example people may often need community support or advocacy to help them implement or 
take action on the specialist housing advice that they have received.  Although this strategy 
primarily focuses on housing advice, throughout the course of the evidence gathering exercise 
issues relating to community support and tenancy sustainment arose.  In particular, how these 
services interlink with housing advice services to provide holistic responses to peoples’ housing 
problems.  In order to effectively prevent homelessness all three types of services should see 
themselves as part of a network of support for people with housing problems, rather than as 
part of a hierarchy of advice and support.   
 
Diagram 1 

A partnership approach to homelessness prevention
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What is housing advice? 

Issues covered by housing advice 

Housing advice covers two main areas: access to accommodation and the use of the existing 
home.  Within these two main areas, a wide range of housing advice issues can be identified, 
including: 

 

Access to accommodation 
• Housing options 
• Homelessness applications and 

appeals 
• Allocations 
• Transfers 
• Rent deposits  
• Accessing housing benefits 
• Debt advice 

Use of existing accommodation 
• Terms of occupation, tenancy 

agreements  
• Repairs and improvement 
• Eviction and repossession 
• Harassment and illegal eviction 
• Neighbour disputes and mediation  
• Payment of rent, housing benefit 

administration issues, mortgage 
arrears, debt advice 

• Leaseholders rights 
• Racial harassment and housing rights 

 
 
Levels of housing advice 

As well as addressing a wide range of issues, housing advice is also provided at different levels.  
The Community Legal Service (CLS) defines the following three levels of help that cover the 
main housing advice activities and services: 

 

1. Information services 

There are two main types of information services that help clients find the best place to 
get information, advice or help: 

1a. Self help information 

This is the most basic form of advice. It is usually available at information points (e.g. 
local libraries, courts and Benefits Agency offices) that hold leaflets and other reference 
material, but with no one available to answer questions. 

1b. Assisted information 

Assisted information is provided when an agency has someone available to help find 
information or the most appropriate source of assistance. Examples of assisted 
information services include information centres, one-stop information shops and 
community centres providing information and central libraries. 

 

2. General 

There are two general types of assistance that can identify the key elements of 
problems and provide advice on action to be taken. 

2a. General help 

General help involves organisations identifying key elements of an individual’s problem, 
explaining the options available, identifying further action to take, and giving basic 
assistance (e.g. help with filling in forms, drafting letters or contacting another 
organisations for further information). 

2b. General help including casework 
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In addition to the above, some organisations also provide casework services. General 
help including casework involves organisations taking action on behalf of clients by 
putting their case to someone else to persuade them to make or change a decision in 
their favour. This can include negotiation by telephone, by letter or face-to-face. An 
organisation may also provide advocacy or representation services, where they are able 
to speak for clients at formal proceedings such as tribunals. 

Organisations providing general help or general help including casework include some 
Citizen Advice Bureaux (CABx), generalist advice centres and advice centres for specific 
groups. 

 

3. Specialist help 

This level of service is provided by organisations that have expertise in particular areas 
of law. Specialist help covers the full range of advice and legal services on complex 
matters, including representation in court where this is permitted. Most specialist help 
organisations provide free/low cost help funded by the CLS to clients who are eligible. 

Organisations providing specialist help may include local authority housing advice 
services, solicitors, law centres, CABx and other advice agencies that provide specialist 
advice in a specific area of law. 

 

Delivering housing advice 

Since the Housing Act 1985, local authorities have had a statutory obligation to provide housing 
advice to all people who are homeless or threatened with homelessness, but not qualifying for 
the full housing duty.  The Homelessness Act 2002 introduced the requirement to do housing 
needs assessments prior to offering advice, thus ensuring that advice is tailored to individuals’ 
needs.  Local authorities structure their advice services in a number of ways: 

 

• in-house provision by officers who also carry out homelessness assessment 

• in-house provision by officers (either generalist or specialist) who are separate from the 
homelessness service  

• external provision by a generalist agency 

• external provision by a specialist agency 

• a combination of those outlined above.5 

 

The Audit Commission recommends that local authorities expand methods of delivery to enable 
all sections of community to access advice.  More than a Roof acknowledges that not all local 
authorities are likely to be able to provide services that are comprehensive enough to meet all 
advice needs in their area and that voluntary sector organisations may be able to provide 
services that are more accessible to marginalised groups, such as BME communities.  It has been 
suggested that voluntary sector organisations are sometimes better at reaching socially excluded 
groups because their organisational structures are less formal and allow a more holistic approach 
to resolving peoples’ problems.   

 

Research undertaken by Shelter suggests that there are gaps in specialist services for specific 
client groups e.g. ex-offenders, domestic violence survivors and that there is a need for much 
more joint work with voluntary sector organisations to fill these gaps.6  In addition there are 

                                                           
5 Audit Commission “Homelessness: Responding to the new agenda” January 2003 
6 Shelter 
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problems with people getting immediate, independent advice on housing offers.  Increasingly, 
offers of permanent housing are out-of-borough and come after a lengthy stay in temporary 
accommodation, which may have been the last time the tenant received housing advice.  
Tenants in this situation incorrectly believe that they have a right to turn down the offer. 

 

It is vital that there is a wide range of advice providers linking together to provide appropriate 
responses to peoples’ housing advice needs.  Housing advice in London is already provided by a 
wide range of agencies in terms of sector, level of specialism in housing advice (e.g. specialist 
housing advice services, other services such as Law Centres, and social welfare and community 
organisations), the extent to which housing advice is the central activity of the agency, or 
performs part of a wider advice or community advocacy function and client groups served. 

 

Within this, the following types of agencies can be distinguished: 

• housing and homelessness advice provided by local authorities 

• voluntary sector specialist housing advice services 

• voluntary sector organisations that provide housing advice as part of their wider work, 
such as day centres, hostels, outreach, resettlement and floating support services 

• advice agencies for particular client groups (e.g. older people, BME communities, 
asylum seekers and refugees, lesbians and gay men, women experiencing domestic 
violence/abuse, disabled people, young people) 

• voluntary sector legal advice services such as Law Centres 

• Community Legal Services (CLS) funded solicitors 

• private sector organisations giving housing advice as part of their service (e.g. 
accommodation agencies, estate agencies and banks) 

• generalist advice services (e.g. CABx, independent advice services) 

 

In addition there are other agencies that play key roles in supporting, signposting and referring 
to housing advice services, such as; 

• informal advice, information and signposting agencies (e.g. community groups, lunch 
clubs, faith communities) 

• other statutory bodies such as social services 

• second tier support and advice agencies and those that carry out policy work and 
consultancy. 

 

Who this strategy is for? 

It is estimated that there are about 1,500 people in London who define their role as a housing 
advice specialist (including lawyers), plus a further 5,500 who give housing advice (e.g. 
signposting, referrals, providing information or generalist advice) less regularly as part of their 
wider advice role.  It is difficult to verify these figures as they are self-reported.  However, they 
do illustrate the need for a clearer vision for housing advice in London so that the quality of 
advice across the sector is consistent. 

 

This strategy is aimed at both those carrying out housing advice as part of their role, and those 
that commission or fund housing advice services. 
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Evidence base for the strategy 

Resource Information Service (RIS) was commissioned by the Greater London Authority (GLA) 
to undertake a mapping exercise of needs and supply of housing advice services in London to 
inform the development of this Strategy. This work was carried out between January and April 
2004.   

 

The research examined the experience of people with housing problems as a starting point, in 
particular how they access the help they need.  The research also examined some demographic 
and housing market indicators of need for housing advice in London.  The research then 
examined the location and service provision of housing advice services. It identified some 
current gaps in services, examples of good practice, clients’ experiences of housing advice, 
issues around quality, monitoring and other factors that have helped to form an evidence base, 
along with discussions with stakeholders, for the Strategy.   

 

The full report of this mapping exercise, Housing Advice in London: A research project for the 
Greater London Authority Housing Advice Strategy, is available on www.london.gov.uk [from the 
end of July 2004]. 
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Chapter Two – The need for housing advice 
 

Housing need and homelessness in London 

London currently has a population of over seven million people, living in over three million 
separate households, including 500,000 pensioner households, 870,000 households with 
dependent children and 260,000 households with non-dependent children.  London’s 
population is growing and the GLA anticipates that this upward trend is set to continue and the 
Mayor’s London Plan predicts that London’s population will be 8.1 million by 2016. 

 

Moreover, due to social changes, for example people waiting longer to get married and 
increasing divorce rates, household size has fallen, leading to many more households and an 
increased demand for housing.  In addition household composition has changed; there are more 
students, migrants, lone parents, and people from minority ethnic groups.  This has lead to 
higher levels of mobility, transience and, for some groups, disadvantage.  In London there are 
over 300,000 households with at least three of the four characteristics of deprivation: 
unemployment, low levels of education, poor health and substandard housing.  There are over 
37,000 households in London experiencing all four characteristics of deprivation. 

 

London is more ethnically diverse than other cities in the United Kingdom; black and minority 
ethnic (BME) groups make up about 29 per cent of London’s population.  Statistically, people 
from BME groups are 2-3 times more likely than white British people to end up homeless and 
three times more likely to be living in social housing.  There is also a wide range of community 
languages spoken in London, with about 29 per cent of children speaking a language other than 
English at home.  This means that not only do service providers have to be culturally and socially 
sensitive to the needs of these communities, they also must consider how they will cater for 
people whose first language is not English. 

 

The housing market in London is also very different to other cities elsewhere in the UK.  House 
prices are twice the national average – the average house price in London is £261,000 compared 
with £132,000 elsewhere in the UK.  In total, 57 per cent of London’s households are owner-
occupiers, 26 per cent live in social housing and 15 per cent in private rented accommodation.  
Research has found that there is a clear relationship between income and tenure, with average 
income levels in social housing about one third of those for owner-occupiers. 

 

In London over 600,000 households are in receipt of Housing Benefit. Although the situation 
has improved substantially in recent years, levels of rent and the length of time some boroughs 
take to resolve claims means that tenants can face arrears averaging £500 - £1,750 before 
Housing Benefit is paid.  Poor administration of Housing Benefit can have a significant impact 
on homelessness in an area. 

 

Around 10,000 mortgage borrowers in London face possession orders each year. About 8,000 
households in London are more than three months in arrears with their mortgage payments.  
About 10,000 outright possession orders are granted by county courts in London each year. At 
least 45,000 households face a possession order each year.  About 10,000 tenants of private 
rented accommodation in London face problems retrieving their deposit from the landlord. 

 

Between 150,000 - 200,000 households are living in severely overcrowded accommodation in 
London.  In a recent analysis of the 2001 Census results, the Association of London Government 
(ALG) found that 1 in 50 families are living in overcrowded households in London.  It was also 
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found that overcrowding is three times more common amongst BME households than white 
British households.  Overcrowding has been associated with a range of physical and mental 
health problems, and has been strongly linked to an increased risk of tuberculosis. There are 
also links between overcrowding and lower levels of educational attainment and development. 7  
There are also over 215,000 dwellings in London that are unfit. The most common reason for 
unfitness is disrepair. Around 200,000 of London’s households are living in unfit 
accommodation. 

 

In London about 9,000 people each quarter are accepted as homeless by London local 
authorities, but this represents only about 45 per cent of homelessness applications. At the end 
of May 2004, London boroughs were housing almost 65,000 households in temporary 
accommodation.  In addition there are about 14,000 single homeless people living in hostels 
and about 34,000 asylum seekers supported by local authorities8.   

 

There is also a much wider group of people who could be described as being at risk of 
homelessness or in severe housing need who are more difficult to identify and quantify.  The 
GLA estimates that there are about 110,000 ‘concealed households’9 aged 25 and over living in 
overcrowded circumstances or in accommodation where the owner or renter is dissatisfied with 
the situation.  These households may be at particular risk of becoming homeless.10  Many may 
not approach local authorities’ housing advice services or homeless persons units, instead 
exploring other avenues to resolve their housing problems.  

 

In addition to these structural factors such as a lack of housing supply, personal factors, such as 
family breakdown resulting in homelessness, also drive the need for housing advice.  In a 
significant number of cases it is a combination of both personal and structural issues that are 
the underlying reasons for peoples’ need for advice. 

 

Furthermore, how individuals contact agencies that provide services on these issues, onward 
referrals from such agencies and links between them and more specialist housing advice services 
are also important.  As a result, the provision of housing advice not only needs to address 
rights-based advice needs and personal advice needs but also has to be flexible enough for 
people to have their problems resolved holistically. 

 

Tenure and housing advice 

Organisations that deal mainly with private rented sector tenants are more likely to be tackling 
rights-based, structural housing advice problems.  Those whose main role is to work with social 
rented sector clients or people with no-fixed abode are more likely to be dealing with 
personal/non-legal issues in order to resolve housing problems.  For people with many personal 
problems, housing problems are likely to be a manifestation of other issues.  In order to prevent 
homelessness rather than delay it, these issues will need to be addressed. 

 
High levels of mobility and transience within the private rented sector make it very difficult to 
engage with tenants.  As a result tenant participation within the sector is low and housing 
advisors working with private rented sector tenants need to have an overarching view of the 
issues facing tenants and lobby for change on their behalf. 
                                                           
7 Overcrowding in London, Association of London Government, March 2004 
8 Pan London Interim & UASC (0-17) Data Spreadsheets, LASC, March 2004  
9 Concealed households are any single adult person or couple, with or without children, currently living as 
part of a household of which they are neither the head nor the partner of the head. 
10 Estimating the numbers of people in housing need and at risk of homelessness, NPI for the GLA, April 
2004 
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People’s experiences of housing advice 

One strand of research undertaken to inform this Strategy focused on peoples’ experiences of 
housing advice.  A total of eleven case histories were obtained from individuals who took part in 
either interviews or focus groups at Shelter, a South West London Law Centre, an outer London 
CAB and a central London Day Centre for young homeless people.  The participants were 
diverse in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, first language and tenure.  The purpose of this strand 
of work was to find out about the referral routes clients take to find the services they need, the 
problems they encounter and how easy it is to get the advice they need. The findings of the 
case studies reinforced the many of the views raised by the service providers that were 
interviewed, surveyed or took part in the steering group. 

 

The housing advice clients interviewed for this work presented with a range of complex 
problems: housing rights, single and family homelessness, finding accommodation, support and 
emotional issues. The range of problems varied according to the type of service offered by the 
respective agencies, but tended towards an emphasis on homelessness issues.  The interviewees 
mentioned stress, depression and ill health frequently as a result of or as a reason for their 
housing problems. 

 

Findings 

Clients varied in the length of time that they had had housing problems.  Access to information 
about agencies was important, but more appears to be needed than just lists of referral 
agencies. Getting access and referrals to the right service at the right time was a key aspect of 
people’s experiences, and this was very much a hit or miss affair.  Some clients had approached 
several agencies to try to get the help they needed. Clients did not ‘shop around’ for further 
services once they had found the first service they were satisfied with and which dealt with their 
problems as a whole.  This suggests the need for holistic advice and a high level of client care. 

 

Housing advice agencies provide a wide range of types of service. In terms of what especially 
helped, clients mentioned sympathetic staff, good communication and case notes, and being 
able to access the services when needed.  Some clients mentioned the importance of getting 
independent advice at an early stage, and highlighted how crucial this is, particularly when 
dealing with statutory authorities. 

 

Finally, lack of housing provision was a major factor affecting the experiences of homeless 
people.  As this is not a housing advice issue per se it is outside the scope of this strategy, but it 
is an issue that will have to be addressed by stakeholders in London if homelessness is to be 
prevented across the board. 
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Chapter Three – Providing value for money and high quality 
housing advice 
 

Objectives 

1. To have common quality and performance standards and indicators that meet the 
administrative needs of both funders and advice agencies. 

2. To improve and standardise the monitoring of clients and outcomes thus enabling 
advice services to have comparable evidence of how they are providing value for 
money. 

3. To ensure the information collected by individual providers is used collectively to 
influence services and policy in London. 

4. To ensure funding is directed to meet identified needs, is in line with local, sub-
regional and regional advice priorities and is tied to quality and performance. 

5. To promote networking, information sharing and good practice across the housing 
advice sector. 

6. To support the professionalisation of housing advice services. 

7. To provide better training for housing advisors. 

 

Background 

Housing advice services are provided by a diverse range of organisations and also receive 
funding from a diverse range of sources.  Funding may be directed at supporting the core work 
of housing advice services, or for work on specific projects, for instance work with a particular 
client group.  This section outlines the main sources of funding. 

 

Local authorities 

The Homelessness Act 2002 introduced the requirement to do housing needs assessments prior 
to offering advice, thus ensuring that advice is tailored to the individual rather than simply 
general information or photocopied lists of letting agents.  An equally important reason why a 
local authority should allocate resources for advice services is the important role that housing 
advice can play in preventing homelessness.   

 

In addition to funding ‘in-house’ housing advice services, local authorities will often provide 
grant support to generalist advice and/or specialist services that provide housing advice, such as 
Law Centres or community organisations.  This support is often provided as part of a general 
commitment by local authorities to support a range of voluntary sector agencies serving the 
local area, rather than necessarily being specifically targeted at homelessness prevention 
activities.  

 

The value of housing advice services in limiting demand on scarce housing resources and 
preventing homelessness is often not recognised.  As a result, in the competition for scarce 
resources, local authority-funded housing advice services, both in-house and agencies in receipt 
of grants, feel themselves particularly vulnerable to cuts.   
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Community Legal Services (CLS) 

Funding from the CLS is available for providers of specialist housing advice, as part of the 
national legal aid framework in the form of contracts.  This funding is available only to private 
firms of solicitors and voluntary sector advice organisations.  

 

For voluntary sector agencies, contracts involve the provision of a certain number of hours of 
legal advice on housing matters.  Whilst a significant source of funding for voluntary sector 
agencies, the CLS is not sufficient to provide all the funding that advice agencies may require.  
There are three main problems.  Firstly, contract hours are fixed therefore any additional hours 
provided are ineligible for funding.  Secondly, the funding does not cover all activities needed to 
provide advice, especially advice to vulnerable people.  Finally, the funding does not cover free 
advice to people who fail the CLS financial means test. 

 

There are also problems with this system for solicitors.  The Legal Services Commission, which 
allows solicitors a number of new matter starts11 each year, regulates the number of new cases a 
firm of solicitors is permitted to take on.  There can be some allocation of further matter starts 
through the year.  Solicitors surveyed as part of evidence gathering for the strategy said that 
funding is a problem and that their matter starts had not increased or had decreased, or were 
insufficient to meet demand over the year. Solicitors said that they were turning away cases – 
one firm said they had turned away on average 15-20 cases a week.  Some said that they had 
problems in the second half of the financial year, having used up their matter starts at the 
beginning of the year. 

 

Housing Associations Charitable Trusts (HACTs) 

HACTs raise funds from housing associations, other trusts and statutory sources to fund projects 
for particular groups e.g. older people from BME groups.  They aim to promote independent 
living and quality of life for individuals and their ability to live independently and to promote 
mutual support, interdependence and enhance the health and well-being of communities. 

 

Grants from charitable trusts, corporate donations and sponsorship are also a source of funding 
for voluntary organisations.  This area of funding is the most difficult to co-ordinate at a 
strategic level as it comes from diverse groups with diverse interests.  However, although not 
necessarily co-ordinated strategically, this diversity is valued as an integral part of a thriving 
charitable sector. 

 

Additional sources of funding 

Funding for housing advice services is also available from a range of other statutory, charitable 
and commercial sources.  A major source of funding for housing advice is the ODPM, which 
funds the National Homelessness Advice Service (NHAS), a partnership jointly delivered by 
Shelter and Citizen’s Advice to provide second-tier specialist housing advice support to 
generalist advice agencies.  As part of its work in relation to the Homelessness Act, the ODPM 
also provides grant funding to local authorities for initiatives that help to tackle or prevent 
homelessness.  A proportion of this has gone to schemes that aim to improve housing advice 
services.  

 

Other statutory bodies such as the Prison Service and the Health Service fund specific housing 
advice projects to work with their service users.  

                                                           
11 A “matter start” represents each new case opened. 
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Quality and performance 

Monitoring requirements 

Diversity of funding can be beneficial in that it can protect organisations’ independence and 
provide more choice for service users. However, different funding streams often require 
different monitoring systems, which are an administrative burden, especially for small agencies, 
and often duplicate information. 

 

Most funders justifiably expect certain outputs or outcomes in return for their financial support, 
and this brings with it monitoring or administration costs for service delivery organisations.  One 
consequence of having a variety of funders is the variety of different outcomes or outputs that 
a single organisation may have to measure to satisfy the requirements of these different 
funders.  For instance, the local authority may want detailed homelessness prevention outcomes 
whereas the CLS is more concerned with quality of advice and accurate time-recording; and 
charitable trusts may want specific information on work with particular types of beneficiary.  
Where funding is for a specific project, there will normally be additional outputs and outcomes 
to be measured depending on the projects aims. 

 

Quality systems  

Since 2000, organisations have been able to apply to the Legal Services Commission for the 
Quality Mark. This certification is required for all services that wish to receive public funds from 
the legal aid budget, and through the development of Community Legal Service Partnerships 
(CLSPs) in boroughs (which bring together funders, the local authority and leading providers). 
Other organisations are usually required, as part of the CLSP and local authority grant aid, to 
apply for the Quality Mark as an externally audited certification of quality.  The Quality Mark is 
available at various levels (Specialist, General including casework, General, Assisted Information 
and Information-only).  

 

All the solicitors surveyed as part of evidence gathering for the strategy had the Quality Mark in 
housing, although eight per cent had recently stopped doing publicly funded work, which is in 
line with the recent downward trend in the number of firms participating in the Community 
Legal Service.  Of the non-solicitor services (voluntary and public sector) seven per cent had the 
specialist Quality Mark in housing.  A further 14 per cent of organisations had a General Quality 
Mark in housing, but 79 per cent of organisations had no housing-specific Quality Mark, 
although 21 per cent of services had either a Quality Mark at the Assisted Information level, or a 
higher Quality Mark in another area of law. 

 

While it is widely agreed that quality systems are needed, especially in local authority services, 
concern was also expressed by those interviewed about the dominance of the Quality Mark 
within the housing advice sector.  Quality Mark has the advantage of having a definition of legal 
advice that is sufficiently wide to encompass diverse advice provision and of being the 
recognised quality standard.  However, it has been developed for and is best suited to large 
organisations providing advice within very specific boundaries.  Other standards are not as 
comprehensive.  

 

It needs to be recognised that there are more flexible ways of measuring quality including 
capacity building, second tier support and incremental improvement.  Quality is more complex 
than just achieving a recognised standard and it depends on the culture of the organisation, 
ongoing feedback and evaluation.  
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Needs-based funding 

It is very difficult to determine the need for housing advice, as so many factors need to be taken 
into consideration.  There is also a quality and performance dimension in that a service that is 
providing a sub-standard quality or is under-performing cannot be regarded as adequately 
meeting the advice needs of the community it serves. 

 

There is a need for greater co-ordination of funding to ensure that funding meets strategic 
objectives, and to ensure consistent levels of provision and quality of advice across London.  
However, the diversity of funding does reflect the diverse nature of different types of service, 
which provides more choice to service users and also favours adaptation and experimentation on 
the part of agencies.   There is a potential difficulty in adopting the same indicators across the 
board, as different providers will have different objectives.  In addition, it is of course central to 
a thriving charitable sector that bodies/individuals should be free to direct funds according to 
their own charitable objectives. 

 

Multiple funder requirements bring with them multiple quality and performance indicators. In 
the long term, the aim should be for funders and advice agencies to agree common standards 
and indicators.  To some extent this is already happening.  For example, the adoption of CLS 
quality standards is increasingly being seen as pre-condition for receipt of funding, or to access 
second-tier services.   Furthermore the Association of Housing Advice Services is currently 
developing performance indicators, which it hopes will be adopted by its members and the 
sector as a whole.   

 

Performance monitoring systems need to be sensitive to the fact that organisations differ in 
their objectives. This could be accommodated by developing a central set of indicators that 
could be supplemented by use of other indicators that are adaptable enough to meet different 
organisations’ objectives. 

 

Client monitoring and recording 

About 93 per cent of agencies providing housing advice in London monitor their clients: 55 per 
cent use their own manual system, 50 per cent use their own computerised database system and 
some use both in-house manual and computerised client monitoring and recording systems.  
Ten per cent of agencies use a commercial database system, the most commonly used system 
being LASA’s AIMS system. 

 

Whilst most agencies monitor information about their clients, there are wide variations in the 
information collected and the definitions used. The most frequently monitored information 
about clients is gender and ethnic origin, with around 80 per cent of agencies recording this. 
However, 20 per cent of agencies do not monitor this at all. Around 40 per cent of agencies do 
not record disability status and over 70 per cent of agencies do not monitor sexuality of clients. 
Agencies highlight the need for more agencies to record information about clients such as 
rough sleeping status, sexual orientation and racial harassment in order to have a better 
understanding of their client group and deliver effective, appropriate services.  

 

Agencies report the need to increase standardisation of information collected across agencies, 
despite the problems involved in doing this. However, whilst work is being done in this regard 
within the statutory advice sector, agencies have reservations about the practicality and 
appropriateness of attempting to standardise across different types of agency within the 
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voluntary sector.  As with performance monitoring, there may be issues, which are common to 
specialist housing advice agencies but do not apply to agencies whose focus is on a particular 
client group e.g. young people, older people or clients of BME community organisations. 

 

Cost effectiveness of housing advice 

With good monitoring systems in place it becomes more possible to determine the relative 
merits of housing advice services in financial terms.  Cost benefit analysis is possible where a 
narrow definition of homelessness prevention is applied, namely where providing housing advice 
has been shown to reduce the number people accepted by a local authority through the 
homelessness legislation.  It is also possible to measure cost benefits where homelessness has 
been prevented in cases of rent arrears.  One long-standing method of demonstrating the worth 
of statutory housing advice services is to work out the money saved to the local authority for 
each household whose homelessness can be prevented or delayed. 

 

The Audit Commission has estimated that the cost of a failed tenancy can amount to more than 
£2,00012 taking into account the average cost of unrecoverable rent arrears, legal costs, costs of 
reletting, repairs, a subsequent homelessness application and of a household being 
accommodated by the local authority.  However, whilst this is helpful in highlighting the relative 
cheapness of providing advice in comparison to the huge expense of providing temporary 
accommodation, and expresses in a clear way how giving good quality advice to private sector 
residents limits demand on stretched public sector housing, this particular measure does not 
reflect the wider aims of housing advice, nor is it necessarily meaningful to services that are not 
funded by the local authority.  

 

Actions 

Aim: To provide value for money housing advice 

 

Objective 1 To have common quality and performance standards and indicators that 
meet the administrative needs of both funders and advice agencies. 

Action In the longer term, work with the Association of Housing Advice Services (AHAS) to 
ensure London wide sign up to the full set of AHAS performance indicators 
(amended if necessary) for both voluntary and statutory sector advice providers. 

In the short term, run a pilot project using AHAS indicators with a wide range of 
different housing advice providers to assess whether or not they are applicable to all 
agencies.  A staged adoption approach will be required.  Implement, review and 
amend where appropriate.  Perhaps start with orgs for whom the AHAS indicators 
are clearly appropriate and those that have the capacity to adopt. 

The ODPM are currently develop a Best Value Performance Indicator on housing 
advice and this will be taken into account in developing further indicators.  

Action Work with AHAS to develop indicators that look at the wider aspects of 
homelessness prevention e.g. links to social services, in parallel with the above pilot 
project. 

Objective 2 To improve and standardise the monitoring of clients, referral routes and 
outcomes thus enabling advice services to show evidence of how they are 
providing good value for money. 

Action Work with Community Legal Services Partnerships to develop this area of work, 
ensuring that the system is consistent with existing CLS and local authority systems 
as far as possible.  

                                                           
12 Audit Commission (2003), Homelessness - responding to the new agenda 
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Action There is scope for the sector to benefit from more work on quality issues  

Objective 3 To ensure the information collected by individual providers is used 
collectively to influence services and policy in London. 

Action Collate and analyse AHAS performance indicator data to present a regional picture 
of the role of housing advice in homelessness prevention. Again, the ODPM BVPI 
will be useful for LA services. 

Objective 4 To ensure funding is directed to meet identified needs, is in line with local, 
sub-regional and regional advice priorities and is tied to quality and 
performance. 

Action Homelessness strategies to include clear priorities to shape funding decisions. 

Objective 5 To review the provision of housing advice services with a longer-term view 
to provide proactive rather than reactive services, taking into consideration 
the e-government agenda, and to support a diverse range of housing advice 
activities leading to a wide range of choice for those seeking advice. 

Action Carry out research on the effectiveness of different models of advice provision, 
looking outside the UK where necessary, linking in with the ODPM evaluation of 
prevention of homelessness. 

Action Carry out research that investigates the use of IT in delivering housing advice.  
Promote and share good practice found.  

Objective 6 To promote networking, information sharing and good practice across 
within housing advice sector. 

Action Develop a London wide housing advice forum that will organise seminars and 
workshops on good practice within the sector. The GLA will work with AHAS and 
members of the London Housing Advice Steering Group. 

There is a need to consider how this would link with diverse providers, perhaps 
through targeted sessions for different types of providers.  

Objective 7 To provide better training for housing advisors. 

Action Develop links with NHAS in London, 2nd tier training and consultancy for voluntary 
sector housing advisers to discuss and implement appropriate training for the 
different providers. 
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Chapter Four – Ensuring equality of access and outcomes for all 
 

Objectives 

1. To ensure people from socially excluded groups have a broader understanding of 
their rights through better promotion of services. 

2. To ensure different types of services, both in terms of methods of delivery and 
levels of advice, are accessible to all those in need of housing advice. 

3. To provide information that is appropriate for peoples’ needs.  

4. To gain a better understanding of the demand for and supply of housing advice 
provision in London and improve access and fill gaps in provision for particular 
client groups, e.g. people who need access to interpreters, asylum seekers and BME 
communities and disabled people. 

5. To improve referrals routes, especially between community organisations and more 
specialist housing advice providers.  

6. To review the provision of housing advice services with a longer-term view to 
provide proactive rather than reactive services, taking into consideration the e-
government agenda and to support a diverse range of housing advice activities 
leading to a wide range of choice for those seeking advice. 

7. To capacity build community organisations especially for socially excluded groups. 

 

Background 

The housing advice needs of black and minority ethnic communities 

London is one of the most ethnically diverse cities in Europe, with BME groups comprising 
about 32 per cent if people of Irish origin are included.  BME groups generally experience higher 
levels of poverty and deprivation and lower levels of employment than their white British 
counterparts.  Nationally, people from BME groups are three times more likely to be living in 
social housing.  They are also over-represented amongst the homeless population and are far 
more likely to be living in overcrowded conditions.  Racial harassment and issues such as 
overcrowding and disrepair are often the most common housing problems for people from BME 
communities.  

 

The high proportion of BME groups in London means that mainstream service providers need to 
consider how they will provide socially and culturally sensitive services.  Different BME groups 
and different people within BME groups access housing advice services in different ways.  Some 
people from BME groups eschew mainstream services altogether preferring to seek advice from 
smaller voluntary, community or faith organisations that are perceived to be more sensitive to 
their needs. 

 

The proportion of the population from BME groups is also a factor in identifying the need for 
housing advice services in languages other than English.  London has a high number of speakers 
of other languages, for whom English might be a second language.  Around 30 per cent of 
school children speak another language at home.  Although the census does not include 
questions about language use (other than Welsh or Gaelic), there are some data on languages 
spoken at home by children attending school in London. These data tend to understate 
language use from asylum seeker, refugee and other recent migrant communities, but are 
nevertheless a useful indicator of the need for services in other languages. 
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Both the UK Advice Finder and CLS Directory databases contain information about advice 
services in other languages.  This information indicates that a majority of services offer access to 
some of their services in languages other than English: about half offer access to interpreters 
and the remainder directly through their staff.   This includes whether any services are available 
in other languages. In addition to this many voluntary and statutory agencies have contracts 
with Language Line for phone-based services.  However, this does not necessarily indicate that 
housing advice is available in all languages or that speakers of other languages will be present at 
all times, or able to offer a full advice service in that language.  

 

For solicitors, the main method of supplying services in other languages is via access to 
interpreters (which 94 per cent of services).  Solicitors can reclaim charges for interpreters used 
when working on CLS funded work.  Use of Language Line, British Sign Language (BSL) signers 
and services in common community languages are also all higher in solicitors than in voluntary 
and statutory organisations. 

 

Disabled peoples’ housing advice needs 

Other groups are also disadvantaged in terms of how they can access housing advice.  Disabled 
people in particular also have difficulty in accessing appropriate housing advice services.  The 
UK Advice Finder and CLS Directory databases contain extensive information about the facilities 
available for people with disabilities. For the voluntary and statutory sector, there is widespread 
provision for wheelchair users, with only 16 per cent of services not accessible, and full access 
provided by a majority of services.  However, this may not be the picture across all providers.  
Anecdotal evidence suggests that further research might reveal that a much larger proportion of 
providers are not accessible in this way. In addition, depending on type of disability, it will be 
necessary to provide other means of accessing advice (for example, email, outreach, telephone 
advice). 

 

Among solicitors there are generally lower levels of provision.  Only 49 per cent of solicitors’ 
offices have full or even limited wheelchair access, with lower levels of accessible car parking 
and adapted toilets. Around a quarter of services have a minicom number, compared to only 
seven per cent of voluntary and statutory services. 

 

Referrals 

Appropriate referrals are crucial to people with housing problems being able to get the help they 
need.  Research findings indicate that there are high numbers of referrals of people with 
housing problems between different agencies in the housing advice sector.  It is estimated that 
not for profit agencies made over 200,000 referrals during 2003/4 and solicitors made around 
52,000. 

 

There is evidence of some good local referral networks.  However, referrals do not work well in 
all areas or between all types of agency. Concern was expressed in particular that referral 
networks do not include BME and other community organisations sufficiently. Agencies 
identified lack of capacity for networking activities and poor communication between agencies 
as the main barriers to good referrals. Good practice identified around successful referrals 
included supported referrals for vulnerable clients, the provision of outreach services, and 
developing contacts with specialist advisers and solicitors. 

 

Evidence from the interviews with clients undertaken for the Strategy highlights the importance 
of accurate referrals, the need to reduce the number of agencies contacted, and getting the 
right help at right time. These interviews demonstrate the significant potential housing advice 
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has to make a real difference to the lives of people with housing problems.  The main problem 
agencies face in referring clients to other services is a lack of capacity for specialist providers 
such as solicitors, voluntary and local authority advisers to take on referred cases.  Improving 
the lack of information identified about providers for signposting information and knowledge 
about other sectors were also cited as problems. .  

 

Gaps in provision 

The survey and provider interviews provide evidence of a range of gaps in provision: 

• There are inadequate resources for housing advice, including a lack of casework 
advisors and housing solicitors.  

• The severe lack of housing and hostel provision in some areas was also highlighted by 
many agencies. 

• Agencies identify a need for services for particular client groups in some local areas, 
especially refugees and asylum seekers.  

 

Housing advice in London was seen by many providers and stakeholders to be failing to meet 
the needs of a range of client groups: BME communities and those with language difficulties; 
single men with no support needs, young people, older people, lesbians and gay men were also 
mentioned. 

 

The research found a lack of systematic data gathering about unmet needs and gaps in 
provision (apart from the analysis agencies did of their own client statistics and needs). There 
was no obvious shared vision within the organizations surveyed for how unmet housing advice 
needs might be measured although it was agreed that setting up a project to do this, possibly 
involving a London-wide approach, could prove fruitful. 

 

Actions 

Aim: To ensure equality of access and outcomes for all 

 

Objective 1 To gain a better understanding of the demand for and supply of housing 
advice provision in London. 

Action  

Objective 2 Improve access and gaps in provision for particular client groups, e.g. 
people who need access to interpreters, disabled people, asylum seekers 
and BME communities. 

 Partnership work with the community organisations that know the clients (obj2) 

Action Develop monitoring to identify who uses what kinds of services.  The monitoring 
should enable tracking of clients over a period of time and monitor outcomes.  

Objective 3 To ensure people have a broader understanding of their rights through 
better promotion of services.  

Action There is a need to review what advice is already available to these groups and to also 
consider housing rights promotion projects 

Objective 4 To provide information that is appropriate for peoples’ needs. 

Action Again, need to consider what is already available, e.g. govt, Shelter leaflets and 
breakdown into sub-categories, e.g. language needs, type of housing problem.  
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Objective 5 To improve referrals routes, especially between community organisations 

and more specialist housing advice providers. 

Action Carry out action research on understanding housing need and homelessness in BME 
communities and developing appropriate advice services 

Work with advice networks e.g. Advice UK London, who has worked with local 
advice forums in 13 boroughs across London. 

Objective 6 To capacity build community organisations especially for socially excluded 
groups. 

Action Carry out more work on the role of BME voluntary and community organisations in 
preventing homelessness through the provision housing advice, with a longer-term 
aim of capacity building them.   

Work with existing advice networks. 

Objective 7 To ensure that different types of services are accessible to all those in need 
of housing advice. 

Action Improve access to emergency and out of hours housing advice services 

Action Develop an accessible housing register for people with disabilities; access to housing 
advice will be addressed in this work. (GLA) 
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Chapter Five - Preventing homelessness and repeat homelessness 
 

Objectives 

1. To clarify the role of housing advice in preventing homelessness. 

2. To work with other housing stakeholders to tackle issues that can cause 
homelessness:  poor housing benefit administration, lack of accommodation 
options for those deemed intentionally homeless, lack of supply of housing and 
hostel provision in London. 

3. To improve liaison with related fields of advice and support services e.g. debt, 
alcohol, drugs and mental health. 

4. To promote the provision tenancy support schemes for those who need it.  

5. To have better links, networks and referral routes with services for those 
experiencing relationship breakdown.  

 

Background 

Homeless households have the right to apply as homeless to their local authority. If they are 
found to be unintentionally homeless and in priority need then the local authority must provide 
them with permanent accommodation. Shortages in the supply of social housing means that 
increasing numbers of people are living in temporary accommodation. In 2003, local authorities 
in England made 298,490 decisions on household homelessness applicants. 

 

At the end of May 2004, London boroughs were housing nearly 65,000 households in 
temporary accommodation.  Each of these households, and many of those who received 
negative decisions about their homelessness application, may be in need of housing advice to 
help them resolve their homelessness, appeal against a local authority decision or seek an 
alternative resolution to their housing crisis.  

 

The majority of single people or childless couples have no rights to permanent accommodation 
from the local authority under the homelessness legislation. As there are no definitive statistics 
on the numbers of single homeless people it is very difficult to quantify the true scale of the 
problem.  For people on low incomes, the range of housing options is limited to hostels and 
B&B accommodation. Access to private rented accommodation is restricted by the availability of 
landlords willing to accept tenants in receipt of Housing Benefit and because of Housing Benefit 
shortfalls in rents in many areas.  

 

Addressing the complex needs of homeless people 

The experience of homelessness can have a great impact on peoples’ lives.  The lack of a fixed 
address can make getting a job more difficult for those who are unemployed.  Enforced moves 
to unfamiliar areas may reduce peoples’ access to services and their support networks, which 
can contribute to social exclusion and marginalisation.  Living in temporary accommodation will 
impact on peoples’ health and welfare, and can be particularly damaging for children.  Housing 
advice services need to have the structures in place to ensure that people with complex 
problems are linked in with the services they require e.g. drug and alcohol treatment, mental 
health services, social services and so on. 
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Relationship breakdown 

Relationship breakdown is given as the main cause of homelessness by about 20 per cent of 
homeless households accepted as homeless by local authorities, and a further 30 per cent of 
households are homeless because they have been asked to leave by friends or family, which may 
also be an indicator of relationship breakdown. 

 

Accurate comprehensive statistics on the rate of relationship breakdown (other than divorce) 
are hard to come by. In England in 2001 there were a total of 150,000 divorces, which would 
imply over 20,000 in London.  Many of these couples will require housing advice, but this is only 
a proportion of the total amount of relationship breakdown in London.  In the Mayor’s London 
Plan the estimated rate of household formation in London results in growth of 20,700 new 
households in London.  Given that there is now a “crude deficit” between the supply of 
dwellings in London and the number of households, this means that housing pressures on 
people whose relationships break down will be high. 

 

Homelessness strategies 

The homelessness strategies that all local authorities published in 2003 have the potential to 
develop the role housing advice plays in tackling and preventing homelessness.  All 33 borough 
strategies explicitly refer to the role of housing advice in homelessness prevention and there is a 
considerable range of coverage of other housing advice issues.  For example, half the strategies 
refer to a recent or planned review of housing advice services in the borough and twelve 
boroughs refer to the local Community Legal Service Partnership.  Fifteen boroughs make 
explicit reference to the housing advice needs of the BME communities in their strategy and 
some have established, plan to establish or work with a housing advice forum or similar.  
Effectively implementing the housing advice work outlined in the homelessness strategies will 
be key in preventing homelessness in the longer term.  

 

Actions 

Aim: To prevent homelessness and repeat homelessness 

Objective 1 To clarify of the role of housing advice in preventing homelessness. 

Action Encourage London wide sign up to AHAS indicators. 

Need to look at more holistic issues that also lead to preventing homelessness. 

Objective 2 To work with other housing stakeholders to tackle issues around housing 
benefit administration, accommodation options for those deemed 
intentionally homeless and increasing the supply of housing and hostel 
provision in London 

Action  

Objective 3 To improve liaison with related fields of advice e.g. debt, alcohol, drugs and 
mental health services. 

Action Facilitate joint working at a local level between service providers. 

Objective 4 To promote the provision tenancy support schemes to those who need it. 

Action  

Objective 5 To have better links, networks and referral routes with services for those 
experiencing relationship breakdown. 

Action Ensure links with the Greater London Domestic Violence Partnership strategy on 
domestic violence. 
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Chapter Six – Protecting tenants’ rights 
 

Objectives 

1. To ensure people can access information about housing rights issues and sources of 
appropriate help. 

2. To ensure people can access legal and specialist advice on complex housing rights 
issues. 

3. To improve work around possession hearings. 

4. To promote multi-agency working e.g. advice services working in courts. 

5. To use knowledge of housing advice problems to improve housing benefit 
administration. 

 

Background 

The nature of the housing market is a major factor influencing the need for housing advice in 
London.  London has the highest house prices in the country, with the average home worth 
about £261,000 compared to £132,000 nationally.  Although there is wide variation between 
London boroughs, from an average price of £690,000 in Kensington and Chelsea, to £153,000 
in Barking & Dagenham, the level of house prices in London has a significant impact on the 
structure of the housing market.  In addition, rents in the private sector in London are also 
significantly higher than other English regions: during 2001/2 and 2002/3 the average rent in 
London was £189 per week, double that of most other regions (with the exception of the South 
East where the average rent is £135).13 

 

Households in London broadly comprise 57 per cent owner-occupiers, 26 per cent social renters 
and 15 per cent private renters. Compared to the rest of England and Wales, London has a lower 
level of home ownership and private rented accommodation and a higher level of social housing.  
There is a significant difference between the profile of inner London and outer London. Outer 
London is broadly similar to the profile of England and Wales as a whole, whereas in Inner 
London there is a very much lower level of owner-occupation (only 41 per cent of all 
households) and higher levels of social housing (37 per cent) and private rented accommodation 
(19 per cent).  There is also a wide variation between boroughs. A small number of outer 
London boroughs (Brent, Haringey and Newham) have a housing stock profile more similar to 
inner than outer London, and might therefore be expected to have similar levels of need for 
housing advice caused by structural factors in the housing market. 

 

As reported by the Survey of English Housing there is a “clear and unsurprising relationship 
between income and tenure”. Average household income ranges from £575 per week for 
owner-occupiers to £398 for households in private rented accommodation to £186 for 
households in social housing.  Although absolute levels will be different in London, the 
relationship is likely to be similar. The high price of housing both for purchase and private 
renting in London is a factor in the low levels of mobility for tenants of social housing in 
London. Although Londoners as a whole are more mobile than households in the rest of the 
country, housing association tenants in London move considerably less often than housing 
association tenants across England as a whole.  This is likely to mean that more households 
remain in accommodation that is unsuitable for their needs due to location, overcrowding, 
disrepair, health or need for independent accommodation.  Each of these factors is likely to 
increase the need for housing advice in London compared to the rest of the country.  

                                                           
13 Survey of English Housing, ODPM, 2003 
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Evictions from rented accommodation 

A key driver of need for housing advice is eviction and other tenancy breakdown from rented 
accommodation. Rented accommodation in London is made up of 35 per cent private rented 
accommodation and 65 per cent of social housing provided by registered social landlords 
(RSLs).  In 2002/3 there were approximately 10,000 outright possession orders granted in 
London. These include mortgage possession orders (about 30 per cent of the total nationally). 
However, a far larger number of possession orders were applied for, each of which indicates a 
household in need of housing advice.  Across England there were about 170,000 possession 
orders applied for by landlords (of all types). Of these, about 88 per cent were from social 
landlords and 12 per cent from private landlords. 

 

Private rented accommodation 

It is hard to obtain detailed statistics on the rate of tenancy breakdown and the need for 
housing advice in this sector. Although private landlords in England and Wales applied to courts 
for a total of 18,106 possession orders in 2002/3, this almost certainly represents only a very 
small proportion of landlord/tenant problems in private rented accommodation. The majority of 
lettings are in the form of assured shorthold tenancies, which are likely to come to an end 
without any court order for possession. 

 

Nationally, about 22 per cent of applications for possession in England and Wales during 
2002/3 resulted in an outright possession order. Assuming that there is no significant regional 
variation in these figures, if the number is extrapolated for London in proportion to its housing 
tenure profile, it is estimated that annually there are about 4,000 applications for possession in 
London from private landlords.  In addition, there is a significant problem with tenants 
unsuccessfully reclaiming rent deposits from landlords.  Shelter estimate this problem affects 
over 100,000 tenants nationally each year, which would imply over 10,000 such cases in London 
alone.  The Survey of English Housing reports that about 79 per cent of tenants in private 
rented housing are satisfied with their landlord. This would indicate that about 100,000 tenants 
in London may be dissatisfied. A proportion of these households may need housing advice to 
resolve their problems with their landlords. 

 

Social housing 

Almost 800,000 households in London (about 26 per cent of the total) rent their 
accommodation from local authorities and housing associations. This stock is made up of over 
516,000 local authority houses and flats and around 274,000 rented from housing associations.  
According to the Housing Corporation, tenancy eviction rates from housing association 
accommodation are about 5.4 per cent in London, which would indicate about 1,500 
households being evicted each year. Most of these evictions are for rent arrears rather than for 
anti-social behaviour, and eviction rates for family-sized accommodation are about half that for 
one-bedroom accommodation. The number under threat of eviction during each year is likely to 
be at least five times higher than this figure, as many social landlords are reluctant to evict 
except as a last resort. 

 

It is not possible to obtain good data on local authority eviction rates, although an extrapolation 
from the numbers of possession orders sought by social landlords (including local authorities) 
would indicate a total of about 20,000 households in danger of eviction from local authority 
accommodation in London each year. 

 

Housing Benefit 
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In August 2003, 614,500 households in London (19.7 per cent of the total) were in receipt of 
Housing Benefit from their local authority to help with the costs of their rent.  The average 
amount received was £82.44 per week towards an average rent of £88. Local authorities can 
take a long time to resolve new claims for Housing Benefit, and to process changes to claims 
resulting from changes in circumstances. Only 73 per cent of new claims were decided within 14 
days in 2002/3, and by the third quarter of 2003/4 this figure had risen to 74 per cent.  On 
average, London local authorities took 43 days to process new claims in 2003/4.  This 
represents an average level of rent arrears of £506 for new claimants before Housing Benefit is 
paid.  Some London boroughs take far longer to process new claims, with worst performing 
authorities taking up to 144 days on average, which would result in average rent arrears levels 
of £1,695 before Housing Benefit is received.  Poor Housing Benefit administration fuels 
problems with arrears and subsequent homelessness, which drives up the need for housing 
advice. 

 
 
Actions 

Aim: To protect tenants’ rights 

 

Objective 1 Ensure that people can access information about housing rights issues and 
sources of appropriate help 

Action The protection of private tenants’ rights is an area of work that will require further 
work in the future. 

Objective 2 Ensure that people can access legal and specialist advice on complex 
housing rights issues 

Action  

Objective 3 Improve work around possession hearings 

Action  

Objective 4 Promote multi-agency working e.g. advice services working in courts, Duty 
Schemes 

Action  

Objective 5 Use knowledge of housing advice problems to improve housing benefit 
administration 

Action  
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Chapter Seven – Promoting housing options 
 

Objectives 

1. To improve the availability of decent, affordable housing and hostel 
accommodation. 

2. To ensure on a London-wide basis that there is sufficient provision of 
accommodation and support for people with support needs. 

3. To ensure early intervention and good referral routes so people can access the 
advice they need and to help maximise options available to them. 

4. To develop more initiatives such as rent deposit schemes which provide practical 
solutions to issues such as accessing private rented accommodation. 

 

Background 

Unsurprisingly many agencies interviewed for the Strategy, particularly homelessness agencies, 
mentioned the lack of affordable housing and hostel accommodation in their area. Groups 
particularly affected by this problem included single men without support needs, especially 
middle aged men. Other provision for single homeless people included young people, women 
experiencing domestic violence, and newly arrived asylum seekers whose status had not been 
verified. 

 

In recently published guidance the ODPM outline how local authorities can maximise the supply 
of settled housing:14 

• Have an effective allocation scheme in place 

Nominations to RSLs 

Choice based lettings schemes 

• Monitor void turn round closely 

• Offer financial help and practical assistance with out of borough moves 

• Develop under-occupation incentives for both local authority and RSL stock 

• Consider purchase of occupied homes 

• Optimise the use of Section 106 agreements 

 

Developing and promoting these housing options will be important in homelessness prevention.  
Ensuring that both local authority, voluntary and legal sector housing advice clients are aware of 
the range of housing options available to their clients will be key.  Providing effective housing 
options advice can help people to access private sector accommodation and other social housing 
schemes that they may not have been aware of.   

 

                                                           
14 Reducing Bed and Breakfast use and tackling homelessness: good practice handbook, ODPM, August 
2003 
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Actions 

Aim: To promote housing options 

 

Objective 1 Improve the availability of decent, affordable housing and hostel 
accommodation 

Action Feed in findings of this research into the development of the 2005-16 London 
Housing Strategy. 

Objective 2 Ensure on a London-wide basis that there is sufficient provision of 
accommodation and support for people with support needs 

Action Feed in findings of this research into the development of the 2005-16 London 
Housing Strategy. 

Objective 3 Ensure early intervention and good referral routes so people can access the 
advice they need and to help maximise options available to them 

Action  

Objective 4 Develop more initiatives such as rent deposit schemes which provide 
practical solutions to issues such as accessing private rented 
accommodation 

Action Feed in findings of this research into the development of the 2005-16 London 
Housing Strategy. 

 

 

  
 29 





 




	�
	Greater London Authority Housing and Homelessness Unit
	working in partnership with
	Draft London Housing Advice Strategy
	A partnership approach to homelessness prevention through the provision of housing advice
	��
	Greater London Authority Housing and Homelessness Unit
	working in partnership with
	Draft London Housing Advice Strategy
	A partnership approach to homelessness prevention through the provision of housing advice
	Chapter One – Introduction
	2
	
	
	Chapter Four- Ensuring equality of access and outcomes
	19
	Chapter Six – Protecting tenants’ rights
	25



	Chapter One – Introduction
	Why do we need a housing advice strategy?
	
	
	
	As well as legislation on homelessness and housing, there is legislation on advice.  The Access to Justice Act 1999 significantly changed the way in which civil legal aid and advice services are delivered and funded in England and Wales.  The Act created


	Overall responsibility for the running of the CLS rests with the Department of Constitutional Affairs (DCA).  The DCA acknowledges that there is a link between the overall availability of legal help and social exclusion.  In May 2004 the DCA and the La
	
	London Housing Board
	Housing Forum for London
	Sub-regional housing policy


	A partnership approach to homelessness prevention
	Levels of housing advice
	Housing need and homelessness in London


	Tenure and housing advice
	Organisations that deal mainly with private rented sector tenants are more likely to be tackling rights-based, structural housing advice problems.  Those whose main role is to work with social rented sector clients or people with no-fixed abode are more
	People’s experiences of housing advice
	
	Objectives
	Background
	Local authorities
	Community Legal Services (CLS)
	Housing Associations Charitable Trusts (HACTs)

	HACTs raise funds from housing associations, other trusts and statutory sources to fund projects for particular groups e.g. older people from BME groups.  They aim to promote independent living and quality of life for individuals and their ability to liv
	Additional sources of funding
	Quality and performance
	Monitoring requirements
	Quality systems
	Needs-based funding

	Client monitoring and recording


	Cost effectiveness of housing advice
	
	Actions
	
	Aim: To provide value for money housing advice
	Chapter Four – Ensuring equality of access and ou
	Aim: To ensure equality of access and outcomes for all
	
	
	
	Chapter Five - Preventing homelessness and repeat homelessness






	Homelessness strategies
	Actions
	
	Aim: To prevent homelessness and repeat homelessness


	Actions
	
	Aim: To protect tenants’ rights




	Promote multi-agency working e.g. advice services working in courts, Duty Schemes
	
	
	Chapter Seven – Promoting housing options

	Objectives
	Have an effective allocation scheme in place
	Monitor void turn round closely
	Offer financial help and practical assistance with out of borough moves
	Develop under-occupation incentives for both local authority and RSL stock
	Consider purchase of occupied homes
	Actions


	Aim: To promote housing options

