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INTRODUCTION

1.1

Rental income is the main source of revenue for Harbour Homes and it is
therefore important that Harbour Homes adopts rigorous policies and
procedures around the collection of rent. Good practice in this area can help
avoid or reduce rent arrears. Rent collection and arrears management is given
a high priority by the housing management team, with associated procedures
that give guidance to staff throughout the process.

12

The aims of the policy are to ensure that:

o We have effective control mechanisms and a range of payment options
in place to maximise rent collection and help minimise arrears

o All tenants are treated fairly and are not unlawfully discriminated against

¢ Tenants are advised of ways to pay their rent and ways to access money
management and benefit advice

e We have a performance culture where the prevention and management
of rent arrears is given a high priority

e Clear, easily understood guidance is given to tenants relating to the
prevention and recovery of arrears and the options open to them, so that
rent arrears are cleared and the threat of eviction avoided

e We monitor rent arrears performance by means of regular reports, target
setting and benchmarking against other associations

e Our rent arrears policy complies with legal and regulatory requirements
and best practice

POLICY STATEMENT

21

Harbour Homes recognises that effective management of rent arrears is
essential for maximising rental income, for preventing rent arrears building up
and for helping ensure that tenancies are sustained. We are committed to
ensuring that our arrears recovery process is carried out legally and fairly, taking
into account the circumstances of each case and in a manner which does not
violate tenants’ rights. Harbour Homes firmly believes that prevention, early
intervention and tenant contact are the key factors in controlling rent arrears and
maximising rent collection.

RESPONSIBILITIES UNDER THE POLICY

3.1

The Group Leadership Team is responsible for approving this policy.

3.2

The Housing Manager is responsible for ensuring that the policy reflects
legislative, regulatory requirements and best practice.

3.3

The Housing Management Team is responsible for the day-to-day
implementation of the policy.

POLICY FRAMEWORK

41

Rent collection
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We offer a range of methods for tenants to pay their rent including Allpay; direct
debit; standing order; by cash in the office in exceptional circumstances eg to
clear arrears to avoid court action; online via our website and by debit/credit card
in the office. We continue to explore any additional, alternative methods of
payment and communication to facilitate rent collection, including text
reminders.

412

We raise awareness of the variety of ways in which rent can be paid and provide
information to tenants at sign up; in our leaflets; on our website; at the settling in
visit; in any discussion about arrears; in our newsletter and in our tenants’
handbook. We discuss with tenants the most appropriate method of payment
for them.

413

We advise tenants at interview that we require a month’s rent to be paid at the
signup stage at the start of the tenancy, in accordance with the requirements of
the tenancy agreement. We have flexibility to waive this requirement in
exceptional cases, where it would compromise the ability to take on the tenancy.

42

Arrears management

4241

We have a focus on preventative measures for managing arrears. We give
information to tenants which reinforces responsibility for payment of rent, the
possible consequences of falling into arrears and the action we will take if in
arrears. We encourage tenants to contact staff at an early stage if they begin to
experience difficulties in meeting their rent payments and this is reinforced by
information given to all tenants in the Tenant Handbook, in newsletters and at
the settling in visit. We highlight the importance of informing Harbour Homes and
relevant agencies (Department of Work and Pensions (DWP), City of Edinburgh
Council (CEC)) of changes that could affect their benefit entitlement.

422

We identify vulnerable potential new tenants at interview stage and provide
pretenancy support to help with affordability consideration and benefit
entitlement; we offer welfare benefits advice and a benefits check; budgeting
advice; money management/debt advice; tenancy sustainment advice and help;
a wide choice of convenient payment options and help with opening a bank
account. All new tenants have their rent payment obligation made clear at the
commencement of tenancy and are offered an appointment with our tenancy
advice team or referred to other specialist advice agencies if they find
themselves in difficulty at any stage.

423

We offer a settling in visit to new tenants four weeks after the start of the
tenancy to ensure that they have moved in satisfactorily and to discuss any
emerging problems, including rent arrears.

424

We check and monitor arrears balances and repayment arrangements on a
monthly basis to identify cases where accounts have fallen into arrears and/or
arrangements have been broken, allowing for prompt follow up action. We
attempt to find out if there are any underlying causes for the arrears eg change
in employment/benefits; relationship breakdown/death of a partner; vulnerability;
habitual late or erratic payers and provide assistance and advice accordingly. A
variety of options and methods for recovery of rent arrears will be used, including
deduction from welfare benefits and, as a last resort, court action and eviction.
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Our arrears letters:

e Provide a clear and unambiguous message to the tenant

e Show the current arrears balance

¢ Emphasise the need for the tenant to establish early contact with Harbour
Homes

¢ Advise that tenants can seek assistance from specialist resources such as
our own tenancy advice team as well as local advice agencies

e Make clear that help with housing costs may be available from CEC or DWP

e State the seriousness of failure to reduce/clear arrears

o Clearly set out any arrangements made, as well as reminders of any that
have been broken

e Set out the options for methods of paying rent

426

As well as writing to tenants, housing staff will make every effort to make
personal contact with tenants in arrears by phoning, texting, e-mailing and
carrying out visits to their home. We also use texts, as well as letters, to alert
tenants of their rent balance when they fall into arrears. Staff discuss the reasons
for the arrears and offer guidance and advice, ensure welfare benefit
entitlerments are maximised and agree on arrangements for repaying the debt
outstanding.

427

Arrangements agreed for the repayment of arrears are set at a realistic level,
having regard to the tenant’s ability to pay, and is confirmed in writing. The
minimum arrangement acceptable will be the ongoing monthly rent plus a
payment towards the arrears. However, account will be taken of situations where
tenants are facing exceptional and genuine difficulties due to, for example, non-
payment of benefits because of error/failure to pay, iliness, disability, divorce or
bereavement. Staff emphasise to tenants that they must notify us of any change
in circumstances immediately, so that revised arrangements can be agreed, and
that, where they fail to contact the Housing Officer or fail to co-operate with
repayments, we may take legal action.

434

If any staff outside of the Communications and Marketing Team become aware
of any comments online that they think have the potential to escalate into a
crisis, whether on Harbour’s social media channels or elsewhere, they should
speak to the Communications and Marketing Manager immediately.

4.3

Legal action

431

Eviction has high social and economic costs for both the tenant and Harbour
Homes and is a last resort where other approaches have failed. Where, despite
the assistance offered by Harbour Homes, the tenant has failed to co-operate to
resolve the problem, the case will then be passed to solicitors for court action
and the tenant advised in writing of the reasons for this action. We ensure that
our procedures comply with the Pre-Action Requirements, introduced by the
Housing (Scotland) Act 2010, which social landlords must satisfy before serving a
Notice for Recovery of Possession for rent arrears.

432

We maintain accurate records of household composition to identify all qualifying
occupiers, ie any person over the age of 16 years residing in the property with a
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tenant. In accordance with the Housing (Scotland) Act 2001, these individuals
must be included in any legal action for the repossession of the property and
must therefore be served with separate Notices of Proceedings for
repossession.

433

Close liaison will be maintained between the Housing Officer and Harbour
Homes’ solicitor to ensure that any payments or arrangements made are
communicated and appropriate decisions made about whether to:

Request that the case be continued

Request that the case be sisted (carried forward for monitoring)
Request a decree be granted

Recall the sist and request a decree

434

In cases where a Sheriff awards a decree for eviction, the extract decree wiill
normally be forwarded to the solicitor within two weeks of the court hearing. The
Chief Executive and the Director of Group Operations have delegated authority
from the Board of Management to authorise evictions. We normally only cancel
the eviction at this stage if the tenant clears the full debt outstanding including
expenses awarded by the court, which Harbour Homes is entitled to recover
from the tenant or, in exceptional circumstances, where a substantial payment is
made towards the outstanding arrears.

4.4

Former tenant arrears

441

We try to ensure that a tenant’s rent account is clear at the end of their tenancy
but, where we have been unable to do this, we have clear, robust procedures in
place for pursuing former tenant arrears and for writing them off in appropriate
circumstances, namely where the amount is uneconomic to pursue (below £50);
where the tenant has died; where the tenant cannot be traced by Harbour
Homes or through a debt collection agency. The write-off of former tenant
arrears is approved by the Operational Managers under their delegated authority
(individual debts up to £56000), with requests for write off outwith that authority
being approved by the Board of Management.

45

Former tenant credits

451

Staff make every attempt to contact former tenants to return any credit on the
account that is due to them, where there are no recharges and no overpayment
of housing benefit. Where this has not proved possible, we write off credits of
less than £50 not sooner than six months after the end of the tenancy and write
off credits of more than £50 not sooner than two years after the end of the
tenancy.

452

Where the tenant is deceased and there are no claims from family for the credit
within a period of six months after the end of the tenancy, this will be written off.
The write-off of former tenant credits is approved by Operational Managers
under their delegated authority (for amounts up to £5,000), with requests for
write off outwith that authority being approved by the Board of Management.

4.6

Current tenant credits




HARBOUR

HOMES

461

Where there are no outstanding Housing Benefit or Universal Credit
overpayments, rechargeable repairs or other charges eg legal fees/court costs,
the housing officer can authorise a refund of a current tenant’s credit over one
month’s rent. Rent payment is due on the first of the month and we ensure that
we do not inadvertently put tenants in arrears and so will leave one month’s rent
credit in the account. Credits of over £1,500 are referred to the Housing Manager
for authorisation.

47

Sharing Owners

471

Sharing owners are not tenants but pay an occupancy charge for exclusive
occupancy of that part of the property they do not own. Where arrears arise,
these are dealt with in the same manner as tenant arrears, up to the point where
a Notice of Proceedings would be issued. At this stage, the case will be passed
to Harbour Homes’ solicitor to issue a Notice of Default/Notice of Potential
Liability. We offer advice and assistance to the sharing owner to deal with the
arrears and emphasise the importance of co-operation. In the event of the
sharing owner refusing to co-operate, Harbour Homes’ solicitors will be
instructed to commence legal action to repossess the property. This will require
to be arranged in liaison with the sharing owner’s mortgage provider under the
terms of the Co-operation Agreement between the bank/building society and
Harbour Homes.

472

Any factoring arrears would be handled under Harbour Homes’ Factoring
Management Policy.

ASSOCIATED PROCEDURES

51

There are separate, detailed procedures for staff available.

POLICY & PROCEDURE EFFECTIVENESS ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

61

Performance is monitored by operational managers and directors on a monthly
basis and reported to the Board of Management on a quarterly basis.




