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Background
Choose Your Home is a choice based lettings scheme use by BHEMB to encourage prospective tenants to choose Bushbury Hill for positive reasons.  The basic principle is:

“We give more value and importance to a possession that other people desire.”

The intention is to make the estate a place where people want to join the community and stay and raise their families.  
By changing the way we let our homes we have successfully increased demand and the desirability of Bushbury Hill.  It has become a place which is in high demand and this has had a positive effect on all aspects of life on the estate.
What is Choose Your Home?
Choose Your Home is the brand name of a choice based lettings scheme created and run by the Wrekin Housing Trust.  Bushbury Hill EMB joined the scheme as a partner in August 2007.
The principle is that available homes are advertised in The Management Centre and on the Choose Your Home website.  People join the scheme and are placed in one of three bands – Urgent, Needing or Wanting – within each band applicants are listed in the order in which they registered.  
How Choose Your Home Assessment Operates 

Choose Your Home operates as per the Allocations Policy authorised by the Wrekin Housing Trust.  However BHEMB operates it’s own policy on eligibility for properties which it will apply in all cases.  This has no effect on applicants assessment under Choose Your Home but will affect how they are dealt with when they apply for homes advertised by BHEMB.
1. Who we will consider
Applicants must satisfy certain criteria to be made an offer by BHEMB these are:
i. Applicants must be aged 18 or over. Under 18s who need to be rehoused must approach Wolverhampton City Council which will fulfil any legal obligations to re-house under 18s such as referrals under the Children Act.

ii. Applicants must have lived in the City for a continuous period of six months prior to the offer.  Where applicants do not live in the City an assessment is made of their need to move to Wolverhampton – see policy on out of City applicants. 
iii. In the case of Council tenants, former Council tenants and the tenants or former tenants of Housing Associations, no offer of re-housing will be made if they owe:







a. more than two weeks rent on their current tenancy


b. more than £60 in ex-tenant arrears or any other debt to the
Wolverhampton City Council with the exception of housing

benefit overpayments.
Applicants who have been awarded Priority Homeless status by Wolverhampton City Council will be considered regardless of any ex-tenancy arrears.
iv. Owner occupiers under pensionable age who apply for BHEMB homes will not be considered if they have more than £48 000 equity in their present property or had more than £48 000 in a property they have sold. This does not apply to pensioners who may register irrespective of the amount of equity. In both cases the EMB would expect that the property has already been sold so that the applicant is able to move into our property.
2. Which properties?
Bushbury Hill EMB advertises it’s general needs properties through Choose Your Home unless there are operational reasons not to do so.  Such exceptions must be authorised by the Chief Executive or Customer Services Manager.  

If a property has significant disabled adaptations either a nomination will be sought from the Council for an applicant on the UPS who’s assessed need is met by the adaptations or a special Choose Your Home advert will be issued and the eligibility criteria will include a requirement that applicants have a need for the particular adaptation.  If no demand can be identified then BHEMB will have the option of having the adaptations removed and the property advertised for general needs.
3. Eligibility criteria for property types

Depending on the property type and size an eligibility criteria is set by the EMB.  Applicants are eligible to apply for the following properties depending on their family size and ages.

For the purposes of Choose Your Home children must be aged under 18 to count towards eligibility.  Other minors who are part of the household for example grandchildren will only be considered where the applicants have parental or guardian responsibility.
Where an applicant is expecting a child, the unborn child is not counted for the purposes of eligibility.

Applications will not be considered where the eligibility criteria is not met.

Bushbury Hill does not have stock diversity, the majority of homes are 3 bedroom non-parlour type houses.  There are only a small number of 2 bedroom houses.  In light of this the EMB makes available some of it’s 3 bedroom non-parlour houses to families with only one child – this decision is made by the Allocations Panel when a home is under notice.
The Allocations Panel also monitor levels of recorded anti-social behaviour (ASB) in Bushbury Hill to identify ASB ‘hot spots’.  Where they identify a ‘hot spot’ and this is related to child density and to particular age groups, then they may set an additional eligibility criteria for properties in the ‘hot spot’.  The additional criteria may exclude families with children in the age group or groups identified with the ASB.  This will be clearly stated in the property advert.  Applicants with any child(ren) in the excluded age range will be bypassed.

3.1
Eligibility by Property Type

For the purposes of eligibility a family is at least one adult and at least one dependant child for whom they have main parental or guardian responsibility.  For the purposes of eligibility, ‘child’ or ‘children’ only applies to resident dependant children.
3.1.1
2 bed houses


Families with at least one child

3.1.2
3 bed non parlour houses

Families with at least two children
Where decided by the Allocations Panel these may be advertised for families with at least one resident child

3.1.3
3 bed parlour houses

Families with at least two children
3.1.4
4 bed houses

Families with at least four children.  As BHEMB has so few of these larger family homes this restrictive eligibility is necessary so that only those families that have the greatest need for four bedrooms can apply.

3.1.5
Flats

BHEMB has a very limited supply of flats and these are predominantly occupied by older tenants, this policy reflects this situation.  Where a block has a majority of older tenants then it will be designated as suitable for mature applicants only.  In these cases the eligibility will be: 

i. Ground floor - aged 60+ (if joint applicants both must be over 60)

ii. Above ground floor – aged 40+
If the Allocations Panel decide not to designate a block for mature applicants then properties can be advertised as open to applicants aged 18+.
3.1.6
Bungalows

Aged 60+ (if joint applicants both must be over 60).  This policy is necessary to ensure that properties built to house older people are retained for this purpose.  If bungalows are allocated to those under 60 then the Right To Buy will apply.
3.1.7
Overcrowding

Allocations will not be made if the household would exceed the permitted number of persons for the property, this is to prevent statutory overcrowding.  The permitted number for each home in Bushbury Hill is listed on the Council’s property data-base.  The number in a household is calculated as follows: each person aged 11 years or over is counted as 1, a child aged one to ten counts as a ½, children under the age of one are not counted.
As well as statutory overcrowding, BHEMB will not make offers where the household would immediately be in housing need due to lack of bedrooms.  The exceptions to this are for larger properties being 3 bed parlour or 4 bed houses only.  Applicants for these larger properties will be considered even where they would be bedroom deficient because of the lack of larger housing stock unless they would also exceed the Statutory Overcrowding limits.
4. Out of City applications

Bushbury Hill EMB properties are advertised on CYH with a requirement that applicants live in Wolverhampton or can prove a need to move to Wolverhampton.  This is considered necessary during the pilot due to the small number of homes advertised by BHEMB, the relatively small number of CYH applicants registered from Wolverhampton and the fact that most will have a registration date after August 2007.  The Allocations Panel will keep this under review during the pilot and may authorise properties to be advertised without this requirement.

4.1
These applications will be considered in the normal way.  However before an offer can be made to an Out of City applicant, they must prove a need to move to Wolverhampton.  Prior to any offer being made to an Out of City applicant the allocating officer will carry out checks to establish this proof.
4.2
Such proof must be more than a desire to move to Wolverhampton, or the chance of obtaining a particular property type.  Previous residence in the City or family ties to the city are not relevant factors in establishing need.
4.3
Examples of need include:

· Moving to the area to take up work/training/education – the position they are moving for must be a current one, not a potential one.

· Moving to give support to a Wolverhampton resident

· Moving to receive support from a Wolverhampton resident
4.3.1
Support must be significant, regular and ongoing to qualify.  Examples of significant support would include:

· Giving or receiving care for someone sick, disabled or elderly

· Giving or receiving child care to allow resident to work/train/study, this is only relevant if the resident lives on their own or if all adults in their household work/train/study at the time the care is given or are unable to provide the care themselves.
4.3.2
The shortlisting officer must check the details of the need to move to Wolverhampton and the applicant must be able to provide proof.
4.4
Where an applicant must to flee violence, domestic or otherwise, severe harassment or crime they must be able to provide supporting evidence of the need to leave their current local authority area altogether.  Need to move away from their immediate locality, district or suburb only will not constitute need to move away from their current local authority area.
5.0
Missing and conflicting information or Omissions 
When shortlisting if there are significant discrepancies between the information provided to Choose Your Home and other information held about the applicant this will be investigated and BHEMB will bypass the applicant.  The applicant will be advised to amend or clarify their Choose Your Home application to remove the discrepancy.
Where important information has been omitted that would have led to a different banding or to rejection of the application, BHEMB is entitled to bypass that application.  BHEMB will record this on CYH in the appropriate manner.  Examples would be details of former tenancies where there are ex-tenant arrears, or rechargeable repairs, a history of anti-social or criminal behaviour or other serous breaches of tenancy.
6.0
Applicants Under Prior Offer
If an applicant is under offer to another Wolverhampton City Council Property or has been nominated to a Housing Association at the time of shortlisting then the applicant will be bypassed.
7.0 
Procedure prior to formal offer
7.1
Preliminary checks
The shortlisting officer must carry out checks on the shortlisted applicant under consideration.  This is to  check whether they have any:
· current/former council or Housing Association rent arrears

· outstanding recharges

· history of serious anti-social behaviour

7.2
Allocation Panel Template
Once shortlisting for a property is completed an ‘Allocation Panel Template’ is completed which summarises the applicants on the shortlist. 
8
Allocations Panel

Allocations Panel is normally held the Thursday following the closing date for advertised properties.  One of the functions of Allocations Panel is to approve the offer of an advertised property to an applicant.  The Allocations Panel also has a scrutiny function to ensure that officers have complied with EMB policy and that mistakes have not been made in the Shortlisting.  

8.1
The Panel is made up by BHEMB Board Members and at least two must be present.   An of the assessing officers will present the shortlisted case summaries to panel.  Summarised cases are always anonymous so that Allocation Panel members do not know who any of the applicants are. 
8.3
The allocation will be made to the applicant highest on the shortlist that is eligible for the property and has not been bypassed per the CYH scheme.  The Allocation Panel cannot refuse to approve an offer to the applicant under consideration although they can request additional checks if they want certain facts relating to their application confirmed, prior to a formal offer being made.
8.4
Where an applicant has applied for more than one property would be eligible for an offer for more than one property then the Allocations Panel will decide which property to offer to the applicant.  

8.5
In making this decision they should take into account all relevant factors, including the eligibility criteria, type and size of each property, the applicants household composition and the household composition of the other applicants on the shortlists.
8.6
Once all of the offers have been approved, two Allocation Panel members will sign and counter-sign the ‘Allocation Panel Template’.
9
Offering Property
After Allocation Panel, the Officer that manages each advertised property will be given the completed ‘Allocation Panel Template’.  
9.1
The Officer will then make telephone contact with the successful applicant(s).  All applicants must be visited at home and the Home Visit checklist completed.  If there are further checks required, such as proof of care for children, proof of identity, proof of immigration status these checks should be carried out and any proofs obtained.  If checks are not satisfactory then the offer cannot be made and the Allocations Panel will have to approve an offer to another shortlisted applicant.

9.2
When the property is ready to let then the Officer can arrange a viewing and sign-up.  If the property is not ready to let, the Officer should give the applicant an estimate for when the property will be ready.
9.3
Council tenants in Wolverhampton
If the applicant is already a Wolverhampton City Council tenant the offer will be subject to a satisfactory Pre-leaving Inspection (PLI), to be carried out by the managing agent for their current property.  Where the managing agent is Wolverhampton Homes, the lettings teams now arrange PLIs.  The Officer will contact the relevant lettings team and request a PLI.  If a PLI is not satisfactory an offer cannot be made and the Allocations Panel will have to approve an offer to another shortlisted applicant.
9.3.1
Tenants of other Local Authorities and RSLs

If the applicant is a tenant of another local authority or RSL then any offer will be subject to a satisfactory tenancy reference being obtained.
9.4
Offers where applicant not on UPS

Where an offer is to be made to an applicant not currently on the UPS, the Officer must send them a registration form to complete and return.  When it has been received the Officer will load this on the UPS and make it live, for these cases, a First Time Interview is not necessary.

9.5
Allocations Checklist

Following telephone contact the Officer will complete an Allocations Checklist and make an entry in the Allocations Register and pass these to their line manager.   The line manager will check that the offer is in accordance with policy and will authorise the Allocations Checklist and make the offer to the applicant on the UPS.  
9.5.1
Where there are joint applicants, the offer will only be made in joint names unless one applicant is not eligible for an offer due to age or immigration status.  
9.5.2
The line manager then returns the authorised Allocations Checklist and Allocations Register to the Officer.
9.6
Offer Letters

Once an offer has been made on the system the Officer can then send the applicant an offer letter.  For Council Secure Tenants and RSL Assured Tenants this will be a secure  tenancy, for all other applicants this will be an introductory tenancy.  Priority Homeless applicants must be sent an offer letter which states that the offer is made under Section 206(1)(a) of the Homelessness Act 2002.
10
Viewing and Sign-Up

Once the property is ready to let the Officer will contact the applicant again and arrange a mutually convenient appointment to view the property and complete the sign-up.  
10.1
If the applicant does not wish to accept the property, the Officer must ask them the reason(s) why and process a refusal on CYH and the UPS.  A refusal will mean that the Allocations Panel will have to approve an offer to the next applicant on the shortlist – this approval may have been given in advance.

10.2
If the applicant wants to accept the property they will be invited to The Management Centre and the Officer will complete all new tenant paperwork with them, including the appropriate secure or introductory tenancy agreement.  The tenancy start date is the Monday following the viewing date.  They will be issued with a New Tenant Pack and all the keys to their new home.

10.3
The Officer will set up the new tenant(s) rent account and issue them with their new rent card.

10.4
If a Board Member is in attendance they will talk to the new tenant(s) about the EMB, it’s aims and tenant management and also sell the new tenant(s) an EMB share and issue a share certificate.  In the case of joint tenants, they need one share each at 10 pence per person.  If there is no Board Member present then the Officer will do this.
10.5
Prior to viewing the Repairs Coordinator will find out which companies provide the gas and electricity, check what type of meters are installed and take meter readings and provide this information to the Officer.  During the sign up the Officer will telephone the gas and electricity suppliers and assist the new tenant to set up new customer accounts.
11
Eight week welcome visit

The Officer will advise the new tenant that they will arrange a welcome visit, 8 weeks after the start of the tenancy.  A Board Member will attend with the Officer, the purpose of the visit will be to make sure the tenant(s) have settled into their new home, to collect any EMB net curtains and where relevant to make sure that any decoration allowance has been correctly used.  This also gives the tenant(s) a chance to raise any questions or concerns they have about their new home or living in Bushbury Hill.
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