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1.  INTRODUCTION  

The Council last published a Housing and Homelessness Strategy in 2017 

providing a plan for tackling homelessness in the district for the period 2017-

2021. With the introduction of the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 and the 

duties to prevent and relieve homelessness, the 2017-2021 Housing and 

Homelessness Strategy needs to be reviewed and a new Strategy and action 

plan put in place for the forthcoming five years. The National LGA carried out 

a Peer Review of the Housing Service in July 2019 which highlighted the need 

for additional work on homeless prevention.  

 

In order to develop a new strategy, the East of England LGA was 

commissioned to carry out a review of homelessness in the district, taking into 

account the requirements of the Homelessness Act 2002, the Homelessness 

Reduction Act 2017, the Rough Sleeping Strategy 2018 and the new 

Homelessness Code of Guidance. The review covered the following key 

areas: 

➢ The levels, and likely future levels of homelessness  

➢ A review of activities to prevent homelessness  

➢ Housing Register and Allocations Policy  

➢ The needs of vulnerable groups 

➢ A review of temporary accommodation 

➢ Housing options to relieve homelessness  

➢ Implementation of the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 

➢ New housing supply 

➢ Staff structure and resources. 

 

The review was undertaken between September and November 2019 by 

EELGA Talent Bank Associate Trish Reed who is a specialist in 

homelessness. The activities included a desktop review of statistical 

information, consultation with officers and engagement with partners and key 

stakeholders. The review focussed primarily on the homelessness service 

provided by Breckland District Council and links to other support services.  
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This report sets out the findings of the review which will provide the basis for 

formulating the homelessness and rough sleeping elements of the Council’s 

new Housing, Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Strategy 2020-2025. 

 

2.  HOMELESSNESS IN BRECKLAND. 

2.1 The Breckland district  

Breckland is a large district spread over 500 square miles and located in the 

heart of Norfolk. The Council is predominantly rural with 112 villages and 5 

market towns, Attleborough, Dereham, Swaffham, Thetford and Watton.  

 

The population estimates based on the 2011 Census and most recent 2018 

estimates show that the population stands at 139,400. By 2036 the population 

is due to increase to 153,678 representing a 10% increase from 2018 and due 

to increase to 159,400 by 2041.  

 

The population of Breckland is older than average and the percentage of older 

people is anticipated to grow. 25% of the current population is aged over 65, 

compared with 18% nationally. They have a larger ‘white other’ population 

than Norfolk and the UK, reflecting growth over the past decade with new 

communities settling in the district from Portugal and Eastern Europe, driven 

largely by employment opportunities associated with agriculture and factory 

work.  

 

2.2  Homelessness Statistics 

The introduction of the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 (HRA) in April 

2018 brought new duties to provide housing advice and support through a 

new prevention duty triggered when households are deemed to be 

‘threatened with homelessness within 56 days’. This includes a requirement to 

develop a Personalised Housing Plan with the applicant agreeing actions for 

both the applicant and the authority with a view to preventing their 

homelessness.  

 

Where homelessness cannot be prevented a new ‘relief duty’ requires 

housing authorities to help applicants secure accommodation. If they are also 
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considered to have a priority need then the authority must accommodate 

while they try to secure alternative accommodation or make a decision under 

the homelessness legislation. Priority need categories include families with 

children, pregnant women or people who are considered particularly 

vulnerable due to poor mental health, physical disability, old age etc.  

 

A new Government reporting system, Homelessness Case Level Information 

Collection (H-CLIC) was also introduced to monitor the effectiveness of the 

new legislation. It is widely acknowledged that statistical data collected on the 

new prevention and relief duties are not comparable to the homelessness 

decisions figures reported on the P1E statistical returns prior to the HRA. The 

new reporting system requires much more detail on the status of people 

approaching the council including their support needs. Over time it is hoped 

this builds a more comprehensive picture of people’s wider needs and 

circumstances.  

 

Historically Breckland had a number of challenges collecting the relevant 

statistical data for the Government and this led to them bringing in a new IT 

system which more accurately monitors caseloads and reports data required 

for the new H-CLIC quarterly return. From April 2018 when this was 

introduced, we are confident that the data provides an accurate picture of 

homelessness in the area, but prior to that there is little reliable information.  

 

2.3 Homelessness Assessment, Prevention and Relief Duties  

The HRA was designed to ensure that people were able to access timely and 

effective housing advice, assistance and support in order to prevent 

homelessness. In 2018/19 500 households approached the Council and were 

assessed under the legislation.  

Of those, 186 were owed a prevention duty (where threatened with 

homelessness within 56 days), and 279 owed a relief duty (literally homeless 

and owed a duty to help secure accommodation) totaling 465 owed one or 

other duty under the legislation.  

The reasons for their approaches are shown in the table below:  
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2.3.1 Reason for loss of last settled home 

Table 1    

Reason for loss of last settled home No. % 

Family/friends not willing to accommodate   170 37% 

Loss of private tenancy  94 20% 

Relationship breakdown (non-DA) 47 10% 

Relationship breakdown (DA) 42 9% 

End of social rented tenancy  20 5% 

Other violence or harassment 15 3% 

Eviction from supported housing  12 2% 

Left institution 4 1% 

Other reason / not known  61 13% 

Total 465 100% 

 

It is clear from the table above that the single main cause of homelessness is 

family or friends not willing to accommodate. This has seen a steeper rise in 

this period in terms of trend compared to both the neighbouring authorities 

and other similar authorities. Loss of a private tenancy contributes to a fifth of 

all approaches to the authority while relationship breakdown (both violent and 

non-violent) is also a major cause of homelessness and is above average 

compared to other authorities.  

 

2.3.2 Household types owed a prevention duty. 

Table 2   

Household type No. % 

Single parent 74 40% 

Couple or three adults plus children 25 13% 

Single male 33 18% 

Single female 34 18% 

Couple or three adults no children 20 11% 

Total  186 100% 
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Of the 186 households owed a prevention duty just over half were families 

with children, with the rest being either single people or childless couples.  

 

2.3.3 Ages of those owed a prevention or relief duty 

Table 3   

Age range No.  % 

16-17 5 1% 

18-35 261 56% 

35-54 154 34% 

55-64 27 6% 

Over 65 18 3% 

Total  465 100% 

 

Well over half of people approaching the Council for assistance are between 

16 and 35 years reflecting the difficulties people have accessing affordable 

accommodation in the private sector either renting or home ownership.  

 

2.3.4 Support needs for those owed a prevention or relief duty 

A new dataset that can help shape services is the support needs of 

households approaching the housing service. Of the 465 households owed a 

prevention or relief duty it is noted that 227, approaching half, have one or 

more support needs. The table below provides a breakdown of those support 

needs. 

Table 4   

Type of support need No. % 

History of mental health problems 108 34% 

At risk of or experienced domestic abuse 46 15% 

Physical ill health or disability 46 15% 

Offending history  13 4% 

History of repeat homelessness 11 3% 

Drug dependency needs 19 6% 

Alcohol dependency needs 17 5% 

History of rough sleeping 5 1% 
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Learning disability 11 3% 

Young person 18-25 requiring support  10 3% 

Care leaver  4 1% 

Young person 16/17 yrs. 1 0.5% 

Access to education, employment, training 9 3% 

At risk abuse/sexual exploitation 10 3% 

Young parent requiring support 4 1% 

Served in HM forces 2 0.5% 

Total support needs  316 98 

 

The overwhelming need is for support for mental health issues, followed by 

domestic abuse and physical ill health and disability. Young people are also 

presenting with support needs. The team reports that many people have 

multiple needs which are becoming more complex and harder to meet. In 

Chapter 4 we consider the support needs of vulnerable groups in more depth.  

Interestingly there is no category within the statistical return for people who 

need budgeting or financial support, but partners and the housing team cite 

this as a growing support need across all client groups as welfare reforms and 

the high cost of rents in the private sector make budgeting more challenging.   

2.3.5 Nationality of main applicants owed a prevention or relief duty. 

Table 5   

Nationality  No.  % 

United Kingdom 423 91% 

Non-EEA 5 1% 

A8, A2 and Croatia1 23 5% 

Other EEA2 14 3% 

Total  465 100% 

 
1 European Economic Area (EEA) states to have joined since 2004: A8 (Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia), A2 (Bulgaria and 
Romania) and Croatia 

 
2 Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, 
Italy, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and 
Switzerland 
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While the majority of households approaching the Council are UK Nationals, 

the approaches from other nationalities, especially from European countries is 

growing, however this is largely in line with the demographics of the district 

and does broadly represent the demographics of the general population. 

Translation services are provided by Language line through a telephone-

based system which is easy to use by both officers and clients.    

 

2.3.6 Prevention cases – prevention duty outcome 

The table below shows the outcomes for people owed a prevention duty 

where that duty ended. It is noted that some households will fall into a relief 

duty after the prevention duty so the numbers may not necessarily add up.  

Table 6  

Reason for duty ending  No.  

Secured accommodation for 6+ months 62 

Homeless (including intentionally homeless) 16 

Contact lost 1 

56 days elapsed and no further action 0 

Withdrew application/ applicant deceased 3 

No longer eligible 0 

Refused suitable accommodation offer 0 

Refused to co-operate  1 

Total  83 

 

Of the 62 prevention cases where accommodation was secured for 6+ 

months, 30 were supported to remain in their existing accommodation, while a 

further 32 were supported to secure alternative accommodation by the 

housing options service. This is a mix of 33 households accessing social 

housing through the housing register, 12 being helped into the private rented 

sector and 17 staying with family or making other arrangements.  

2.3.7 Relief cases – relief duty ended outcome 

The H-CLIC statistical return does not differentiate between those owed a 

relief duty who are in priority need and therefore accommodated in temporary 
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accommodation and those who are not.  However, the total number of 

households owed a Relief duty in 2018/19 was 279.  

Of the 279 households where a relief duty was owed, and homelessness 

couldn’t be prevented the following outcomes are recorded for the 111 for 

whom the duty ended during the year.  

Table 7  

Reason for relief duty ending  No. 

Secured accommodation for 6+ months 79 

56 days elapsed (and duty ended) 20 

Contact lost  7 

Withdrew application / applicant deceased  4 

Notice served due to refusal to cooperate 1 

Total  111 

 

29 of the 79 where accommodation was secured for more than 6 months were 

housed into Social housing (15 of those into supported housing) with only 8 

being accommodated in private rented housing  

2.3.8 Provision of temporary accommodation 

The numbers in temporary accommodation are often indicative of the scale of 

the homelessness problem in an area. The numbers shown below provides a 

snapshot in time over the last three years and indicates an upward trend.   

Table 8 

 31/03/17 31/03/19 30/08/19 30/11/19 

Number in Temporary 

accommodation 

22 50 51 35 

 

Numbers are already showing welcome signs of reducing since the review 

was initiated and new management was put in place. The continued use of 

bed and breakfast is however an ongoing concern and the authority is actively 

developing alternative provision. Provision of temporary accommodation and 
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the work being taken to provide more suitable alternatives to bed and 

breakfast are explored further in Chapter 5.  

2.3.9 Rough Sleeping  

One of the main indicators of acute housing need is the number of people 

who are sleeping rough in an area. Historically numbers have been low 

between 1 and 5 but this has grown in the past year to the current November 

official estimate of 16. The Council has, along with other local authorities 

received Government funding to tackle rough sleeping and the actions being 

taken are considered in Chapter 4.  

Table 9 

 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Number of rough 

sleepers 

3 1 5 16 

(13/11/19) 

 

2.3.10 Comparison with other authorities. 

The Council has carried out some comparison data analysis with both CIPFA 

and neighbouring local authorities. 

 

CIPFA comparison 

The Breckland CIPFA nearest neighbours group consists of thirteen local 

authorities which are of a similar size and make up to Breckland. These local 

authorities are Bassetlaw, Fenland, Mendip, Kings Lynn and West Norfolk, 

Newark, Dover, South Somerset, North Kesteven, South Norfolk, West 

Lindsey, South Holland, Babergh and Amber Valley.  

 

It is helpful to compare the Breckland homelessness data to that in this group 

to see if it is receiving a higher or lower number than councils of a similar size. 

The analysis highlighted that in some areas Breckland has either a below 

average or average number in comparison to those within its CIPFA group.  

These categories include private rented tenancies as the reason for the loss 

of last settled home, people of no fixed abode at the time of application, 

prevention duty to single adults of both sexes, physical ill health and disability 
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as a support need and relief duty owed to single adult females with dependent 

children or single.  

 

Norfolk bordering authority comparison 

The bordering authorities group consists of councils which share a border with 

Breckland. The authorities which form these groups are North Norfolk, Kings 

Lynn and West Norfolk, St Edmundsbury, Mid Suffolk, South Norfolk and 

Broadland. This comparison allows the council to establish if there are 

geographical similarities between local authority housing returns or any 

geographical trends within the region. The results allow the council to 

determine Breckland only trends. 

 

Areas where Breckland has higher demand 

The following are considered as Breckland only issues as they are higher than 

both bordering authorities and CIPFA: 

• Domestic abuse (as a reason for loss of last home): Q3 and Q4 saw a 

significant increase in cases citing domestic abuse. 

• Living with family (Accommodation at the time of application): This is the 

most cited category across three quarters (1, 2 and 4). It is above average 

when compared to both CIPFA and bordering LA’s. 

• Rough sleeping (Accommodation at the time of application): Q3-4 rise of 

50% means this figure is now above average for CIPFA and bordering 

authorities. 

• Temporary accommodation (Accommodation at the time of 

application): Q4 rise has been very steep, now over triple the amount 

compared to CIPFA and bordering authorities.  

• Long-term illness or disability (employment status): This profile became 

above average compared to bordering LA’s in Q3. It is also now slightly 

above average compared to CIPFA based on both Q3/4. 

• Single Adult Males (relief duty): This category has tripled between Q1 and 

Q4 at Breckland, resulting in it being significantly above average in 

comparison to bordering LA’s and CIPFA average. 
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The prevalence of domestic abuse, parental evictions and rough sleeping are 

of concern as are the number of single adult males owed a relief duty. The 

increase in people applying from temporary accommodation may be as a 

result of the increasing number of ‘homeless on the day’ cases seen by the 

team. The demand and measures that could be put in place to address this 

will be explored later in the report.  

 

2.4 Demand on the housing options team.  

The Housing Team is based in the Council offices in Dereham although 

officers also attend appointments to see clients at the Councils other office in 

Thetford. An out of hour’s emergency service is available and details are 

given on the Council’s website.  

 

Since the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 came into force in April 2018 

officers report an increase in the number of people approaching the Council 

especially single people. 500 households approached the council and were 

assessed under the HRA criteria with many more approaching at an earlier 

stage although there is no recording system currently in place to monitor 

these pre-HRA approaches.  

 

The demand has led to increased pressure on the front line with officers 

focussing on people who are ‘homeless on the day’ rather than taking an 

earlier pro-active preventative approach, developing meaningful personalised 

housing plans and supporting clients to remain in their existing homes or 

secure alternative housing options. This is reflected in the figures above which 

show that nearly half of all households assessed under the legislation were at 

a stage where they were owed a relief duty, meaning they had become 

literally homeless.  

 

Unfortunately, the lack of early advice inevitably creates an environment 

where opportunities to act in a pro-active preventative way are missed. 

This review will consider how the service can become more pro-active and 

manage the demand and existing resources more effectively and work with 
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partners more creatively to create a much more prevention focussed early 

intervention service.  

 

2.4.1 Performance monitoring  

In order to achieve a clear understanding of the demands on the service and 

how it is performing going forward robust performance monitoring information 

must be available so that progress on service improvement can be tracked.  

 

The council has a large number of performance indicators for the operational 

housing service, with 43 of them relating to the housing register, housing 

options and homelessness services. Not all of these are necessary to inform 

or drive service improvement. There are also significant challenges around 

how these are reported as many do not all directly link to reports available 

from the current IT system and often take some time to work out. The 

outcome is that the data collected is either incorrect or not readily available. 

The lack of performance information is a barrier to either celebrating success 

or addressing poor performance and creates a vacuum in information to 

inform strategic housing priorities going forward. A review of performance 

indicators is taking place to establish which ones are easily reportable from 

the IT system and will be most meaningful in terms of the priorities going 

forward in the new Strategy.  

 

2.4.2 Complaints  

The number of complaints received by the service are high with a full time 

Housing Information Officer employed to deal with them. In a 12-month period 

June 2018 to May 2019 a total of 43 complaints were received and 35 MP 

enquiries, each requiring detailed investigation and responses in accordance 

with the Council’s complaints procedures.  

 

Many of the complaints relate to Housing Register log-in or password issues 

(60%), failure to respond to enquiries and include long delays in identifying 

customers who are not able to cope with the online systems. Most of the 

issues relate to either a lack of response by the housing team or to the Home 

Connections IT system which is used to run the Housing Register. Early signs 
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are that the number of complaints will reduce with a more robust performance 

management approach and a new more customer friendly IT system in place.     

 

2.4.3 Service monitoring  

There are no internal management systems in place to review the 

performance measures or complaints on a regular basis as a way of informing 

service delivery. A simple performance management system, which could be 

expanded to be more sophisticated over time as the service develops, that 

can be reviewed at quarterly Housing Leadership Team meetings would help 

inform service improvement. Comparison with other local authorities annually 

using a small number of important indicators would be helpful.   

 

2.5 Future levels of homelessness 

It is difficult to predict future levels of homelessness; however, it is predicted 

to continue to rise nationally. The introduction of the Homelessness Reduction 

Act is designed to ensure that advice and support is delivered to anyone 

facing homelessness to try to prevent homelessness.  

 

If the service can be effective in ensuring early prevention measures are put 

in place more effectively then potentially actual homelessness should reduce. 

However, the following factors are unlikely to change in the foreseeable future 

and will continue to impact on the demand for homelessness prevention 

services:  

• Welfare Reform including Universal Credit 

• Escalating private rents and low Local Housing Allowance rates 

• Lack of new affordable housing supply 

With a renewed emphasis on preventing homelessness and Government 

funding to help relieve rough sleeping, the hope is that current levels of 

demand can be maintained if not reduced.  

 

 2.6 HOMELESSNESS IN BRECKLAND 

KEY FINDINGS: 

• Demand has increased but there is little early advice available with the 

emphasis on dealing with people who are ‘homeless tonight’. 
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• The main causes of homelessness are eviction by family or friends, 

loss of private tenancy and relationship breakdown. 

• High numbers of single people are approaching the service and being 

accommodated in temporary accommodation in comparison with other 

local authorities. 

• Increasing numbers of single people are sleeping rough.  

• Half of all people approaching the council and owed a duty are roofless 

and owed a relief duty.  

• Mental health is the most significant support need 

• Performance measures and new systems to monitor them are required 

to better inform service improvement.   

 

3. REVIEW OF ACTIVITIES TO PREVENT HOMELESSNESS  

3.1 Access to Housing Advice and Assistance 

People in need of housing advice and assistance currently access the service 

in a number of ways. These include accessing the website, visiting the office 

or telephoning the main Council customer number.  

 

3.1.1 Website 

The housing pages on the website focus predominantly on asking whether 

people are homeless tonight with a banner heading up every page. The 

alternative directs you to a Housing Advice Form (HAF) which states that it 

takes 45 minutes to complete and requires lots of information to be provided 

in order to access a service.  

  

Increasingly people choose to seek information on-line and the limitations of 

the current webpages have been acknowledged. Steps are being taken to 

review the webpages and improve the online HAF as the form itself is a 

barrier to accessing the service. The IT system used to support the form 

provides a clumsy and counterintuitive process which customers find hard to 

navigate and the requirement to upload verification documents makes this 

particularly difficult, especially when many people’s only access to the internet 

is via a mobile phone.  
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When completed the HAF appears in the housing back-office system and 

housing officers are tasked with responding within 7 working days. Many are 

not responded to within this timescale, so this leads to people turning up and 

claiming to be ‘homeless tonight’ in order to access a service.  

 

3.1.2 Telephone contact 

The Customer Service Centre deals with many contacts from the public and in 

general will initially refer anyone in housing need to the website to complete a 

HAF. Customer Services are unable to put telephone callers through to 

housing officers and instead create notifications called LAGANs through the 

Council’s Customer Relationship Management system. This is both for new 

and existing customers. A customer journey mapping exercise carried out by 

the Council in October noted that many calls to Customer services are follow 

up calls where the initial enquiry hasn’t been responded to. This creates an 

environment of unnecessary calls, duplication of effort and frustration for 

customers. Customer Services are willing to help do more to help relieve the 

pressure on the housing team if given additional information and training and 

would benefit if the website was well maintained and up to date with additional 

housing options and services which they could refer clients to.   

 

A duty officer available within the housing team to take calls directly from 

customer services to provide initial housing advice without the need for 

complex forms to be completed would be of great benefit. Opportunities could 

be taken to skill up Customer Services staff to deal with more issues at first 

point of contact.  

 

3.1.3 Face to face  

The housing team are based at the main office in Dereham which has a 

shared reception with the Department of Works and Pensions (DWP). There 

are public computers available where clients can complete HAF forms, check 

their housing register applications and are encouraged to self-serve.  

 

In Thetford however which is the area of biggest demand, the reception area 

is mostly taken up by the DWP with the Breckland Council reception having 
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limited space, no access to a waiting area for customers and no private 

interview room or public computers. Officers do attend to meet clients 

however conditions are difficult to work in especially if clients have personal 

difficulties and are reluctant to talk about their problems in an open public 

area.  

 

It is suggested that officers could visit people in their own homes rather than 

in this office (provided there are no concerns about personal safety) as this 

would allow verification of their circumstances at the same time. Opportunities 

could also be taken to develop a regular drop-in housing advice facility at The 

Crossing in Thetford, a local community support office, or at John Room 

House in Thetford, the Council owned hostel provision there. Facilities at the 

Council’s Thetford office are currently under review and it is hoped that 

additional space can be identified soon.   

 

Customer Services deliver an outreach information and advice service in the 

libraries in Swaffham, Watton and Attleborough through a Support Officer who 

also runs the Digital Get online project. The officer has good relationships with 

the housing team and will support people to complete the HAF forms and 

refer cases to housing or to CAB as appropriate.  

 

3.1.4 The Housing Hub 

A new way of working introduced in 2015 was to establish a ‘Housing Hub 

Team’ to cover several more administrative housing roles including: 

• Housing Register: processes including applications, shortlisting, 

verification and nominations. 

• Initial triage of HAF enquiries and passing to options officers. 

• Reading and allocating messages from customer services (LAGANs) 

for Housing options and Private sector housing queries.  

• Temporary accommodation, booking, re-booking, income collection 

and management. 

While this appears to be an effective way of triaging initial enquiries and 

workflows, in practice the time spent on finding and securing temporary 
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accommodation and dealing with housing register applications has resulted in 

some essential service areas being overlooked or not prioritised sufficiently.  

 

The use of HAFs and LAGANs has resulted in a backlog of enquiries for early 

advice and information within the HUB due to increasing pressures. As a 

result, customers are unable to access timely housing advice that could 

prevent their homelessness. The Housing Options Officers have recently 

taken over dealing with the HAF and LAGAN queries in order to try to bring 

these up to date but that has increased the pressure on that team reducing 

their effectiveness and creating problems elsewhere.   

 

It is acknowledged that the current Housing Hub model is not working in a 

manner that supports the wider service needs and a different structure is 

required in order to provide a more effective service to the customer.  

 

3.1.5 Housing Options Officers 

The Housing Options team are generic with officers carrying out all aspects of 

the service from (currently) triaging HAF enquiries, assessing applications 

under the HRA, developing Personalised Housing Plans, placing relief cases 

into temporary accommodation (where they are eligible) and making 

homelessness decisions. There is a mix of experienced and new officers, and 

the team is now fully staffed having recently recruited an experienced Housing 

Options Team Leader and Senior Housing Options Officer.  

 

The tendency is to approach cases considering the relief and homelessness 

duty and a much more robust approach to both the prevention duty and 

homelessness decision making is required. Additional training would be of 

benefit especially in assessing and making homelessness decisions under the 

legislation and consideration given to separating the initial advice/triage/PHP 

from the more in-depth prevention casework.  

 

3.1.6 Specialist Champion roles 

Officers don’t currently take on ‘Champion’ roles except for one officer who is 

the Domestic Abuse champion and a Tenancy Relations Officer who sits 
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within the private sector housing team. Having specialist champions is 

considered good practice and where officer develop knowledge in specialist 

areas this can prove helpful in mentoring and support to other team members. 

Areas where it is particularly useful to have additional skills and knowledge 

include Welfare Benefits, Mental Health, Immigration, Mediation, Young 

People, etc. and it is recommended that this is considered, playing to the 

individual strengths in the team members.  

 

3.1.7 Home visits 

Home visits are rarely carried out, with time pressures being cited as a reason 

not to do them. The main cause of homelessness is eviction by friends or 

family so the introduction of home visits carried out quickly in cases of 

threatened homelessness from family or friends could create opportunities to 

resolve issues and provide a robust way of verifying people’s circumstances. 

Prevention officers could engage with the wider family on home visits and 

discuss the issues and options for the applicant, mediating where possible. In 

the case of young people especially, sharing the personalised housing plan 

with parents and including them in the plan can result in successful outcomes 

and delayed homelessness. Visits could be made jointly with Social Care or 

Community Safety colleagues if this is deemed to be helpful. 

 

The introduction of a focussed pro-active approach provides an opportunity to 

prevent homelessness amongst private tenants too, another major cause of 

homelessness in Breckland. Officers can speak to landlords and try to resolve 

any issues directly. There are already good relationships with private 

landlords who are being encouraged to contact the team much earlier. 

  

3.1.8 Service Structure 

A recognised good practice housing advice service structure is shown in the 

chart below. This allows most of the advice and prevention to be carried out 

either through self-help, by customer services dealing with more cases pro-

actively and with a significant emphasis on homelessness prevention 

casework and meaningful personalised housing plans. Staffing needs and 

structure is covered later in this report.  
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3.2 Housing Register and Allocations Policy 

Housing advice and homelessness prevention includes recommending an 

application to the Housing Register, ensuring applicants’ needs are correctly 

assessed, that they receive appropriate priority banding, and information and 

advice about how the Allocation Scheme works.  

 

Social housing in Breckland is provided solely by housing associations as the 

Council transferred its housing stock to Flagship Housing Group some years 

ago. Flagship are therefore the largest provider of social housing with 6,744 

homes.  Several other registered social landlords are active in the district 

including Broadland, Havebury, Orbit and Saffron owning 2,039 properties. 

The total stock of affordable homes across all providers is 8,783.  

 

Table 10 

Housing Register Applications as a snapshot 

 April 16 April 17 Oct 17 April 18 April 19 

Number on Register 2334 2214 751 773 1180 
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The number of households on the Housing Register has fluctuated over the 

last three years. A review of the register carried out in October 2017 resulted 

in around two thirds of applicants who were not bidding being removed. 

Numbers have increased since then but there are no current plans to carry 

out regular annual reviews.  

 

3.2.1 Housing Allocations Policy 

The current Allocations Policy was formally adopted in November 2012 and 

revised in June 2016. Changes brought in at the review included several 

procedural changes relating to verification (asking for bank statements, ID etc) 

which appear to have created unintended barriers to accessing the register.  

    

A recent Chartered Institute of Housing report Rethinking Allocations3 

recommends that with ever increasing scarcity of alternative housing 

opportunities Allocations Policies should be reviewed to take into account not 

only the changes brought in by the Homelessness Reduction Act but to 

ensure that social housing is allocated to those in most need and that 

procedures are people-led as opposed to process-led to ensure the correct 

balance of meeting need while being mindful of the importance of creating 

sustainable tenancies.  

 

In Breckland issues to consider with homeless prevention at the forefront are 

whether applicants ready to move on from supported housing are given 

sufficient priority to ensure throughput in the hostels and whether the 

exclusion of people with rent arrears could be reviewed in light of the 

availability of the new Tenancy Training Course. A review and refresh of the 

Allocations Policy in light of the HRA will ensure it remains compliant and fit 

for purpose and supports the prevention agenda. 

 

3.2.2 Priority Bands – Who gets Housed 

The following table shows the numbers on the housing register and their 

banding. While numbers in Band A are low this band is designed to ensure 

they are housed quickly.  

 
3 CIH Rethinking Allocations http://www.cih.org/resources/Rethinking%20allocations.pdf 

http://www.cih.org/resources/Rethinking%20allocations.pdf
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Table 11 

Numbers in Band on Housing Register  

 Banding April 2018 April 2019 

A: Priority   30 20 

B: Gold  138 216 

C: Silver  301 481 

D. No need   304 463 

Total 773 1180 

 

With over 8,700 social rented properties within the district the number of 

lettings each year is relatively high and is increasing as new affordable 

housing schemes are completed. However, it is crucial that these properties 

are let to those in most need and some creativity could be used in creating 

chains of lettings to ensure the best use of the properties available.  

 

Regular reviews of the housing register to verify particularly those in Gold and 

Priority Bands would help ensure that the information is up to date. Many 

applicants in the top bands are already known to the housing team as 

homeless households so verification can be carried out quickly and routinely 

as soon as they are banded. Operational procedures like suspending 

applicants with a change of circumstances for an automatic 28-day period 

creates delays for all parties and doesn’t support the potential for the Housing 

Register to be a powerful prevention tool.  

 

The shortlisting process could also be streamlined as currently 6 nominations 

are put forward for each property. Where these are homeless applicants this 

can cause unnecessary delay waiting for a decision when those lower down 

the list could be bidding on other properties reducing the time spent in 

temporary accommodation.  

 

Table 12  

Housing Allocations / Lettings per year 

 2016 2017 2018 

Total Lettings 499 449 611 



 

23 

 

3.2.3 IT System 

The IT system used for both the homelessness and housing register function 

has created significant issues both in terms of ease of access for customers 

to update their applications and bid for properties, but also for housing officers 

who spend a large part of their daily job on the IT system preventing them 

from having a customer focus. Reporting for performance monitoring 

purposes is inadequate and effective support from the service provider is 

lacking.  

 

A decision has been made to bring in a new IT system which should support 

officers to speed up processes and be able to report on activity more easily. 

The opportunity will be taken to dovetail the new system implementation with 

a revised Allocations Policy so that housing register applicants can renew 

their applications and be re-assessed against the new policy in one exercise. 

This is a positive step and will contribute to improved service provision in 

future.  

 

3.3 Debt and money advice 

The Council funds the Norfolk Citizens Advice Bureaux £51k per year to 

provide their core generalist support service throughout Breckland through its 

Community Grants programme although there is no specialist debt or money 

advice service available locally.   

 

The Norfolk Citizens Advice Bureau are part of a wider five-year Lottery 

funded project called the Help Through Crisis Project which ends in 2021. 

This is designed to support people who have a crisis regarding debt, benefits, 

housing, domestic abuse, mental health, drug or alcohol, disability or 

immigration and live in Breckland or South Norfolk. It is a partnership across 

several advice and support agencies including Flagship, Change Grow, Live 

(CGL), Leeway and Shelter to provide additional support for households. 

Many of the referrals are clients who are or have been homeless and this 

service provides an intensive support framework albeit for a limited number of 

clients.   
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There appear to be excellent links with the Council’s Revenues and Benefits 

service Anglia Revenues Partnership (ARP) and good access to systems and 

other information.  Applications for Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) 

are dealt with efficiently and quickly and DHP fund is accessed before using 

the Homeless Prevention Fund if small sums are needed to prevent 

homelessness.   

 

3.4 Homelessness Prevention Fund    

The Council holds a fund to pay for prevention initiatives where financial 

support might help prevent homelessness. A budget of £35,000 per year is 

allocated to homelessness prevention payments.  

 

If an individual requires a rent deposit to secure private accommodation then 

the housing officer refers them to a Council funded scheme run by Eastern 

Savings and Loans, a local Credit Union, who can provide a loan. The Council 

provided a few years ago a one-off payment for up-front funding of £60,000 

which allows the charity to recycle the funding providing future loans from re-

payments received from clients. The Council pays £300 per client to cover the 

administration costs of the rental deposit loan provided.  

 

Other payments from the fund include payment of historical rent arrears or 

rent in advance or anything that might lead to homeless prevention. Officers 

are mindful of the availability of Discretionary Housing Payments (DHP) to 

cover some homelessness prevention payments and this will always be 

considered prior to the in-house fund making best use of resources.   

 

As the Homelessness Reduction Act requires a more pro-active approach to 

be taken to prevention for all households, not just those in priority need, it is 

recommended that the Homelessness Prevention Fund Policy be refreshed 

and updated in order that officers can be clear what financial payments can 

be included and what the criteria is for accessing these.   
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The availability of funding will be limited by the overall budget but with 

imaginative application of the funding and small grants available up to £1000, 

this could be an effective policy that would help prevent homelessness.   

 

3.5 Private Landlords and Letting Agents  

Relationships with private landlords and local lettings agencies appear to be 

good and the Tenancy Relations Officer actively encourages landlords to 

report tenancies at risk, negotiate rents and build rapport for the benefit of 

people approaching the service who require suitable and affordable housing.   

  

The Council holds regular Landlord Forum meetings encouraging landlords 

and letting agencies to engage with the local authority, understand their 

procedures and legislation and the consequences of non-compliance. With 

the introduction of the Tenant Fees Ban many felt it was not beneficial to rent 

out their properties due to increased costs but with clarity of services and 

grants available they are encouraged not only to take nominations from the 

housing team but to also to improve their existing accommodation and 

increase their portfolio by investing in the local area.  

 

A Tenancy Awareness Course has been developed by the Council to provide 

training for homelessness applicants or other tenants at risk to enable them to 

sustain and manage their tenancies. The course is available for any partner 

agencies to refer people into and was launched at the consultation event with 

partners in November 2019.    

 

3.6 Social Landlords 

Flagship Housing the main social housing provider in Breckland has systems 

in place to identify and send through ‘tenancy at risk’ forms to the housing 

options teams. They take a flexible approach to when it is appropriate to do so 

depending on the circumstances of the client, but generally this would be 

before a Notice of Seeking Possession is served rather than when Court 

proceedings have started, or an order has been granted.  
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Unfortunately, the current pressures on the housing team mean that these 

referrals are often not prioritised, so opportunities to work preventatively are 

missed. Flagship are also members of the Early Help Hub meetings, providing 

a multi-agency forum to discuss complex cases and agree the best way to 

support those at risk of homelessness.  

 

Flagship employs a Financial Support Officer to help tenants with claims for 

Universal Credit, housing benefit or discretionary housing payments. They 

carry out six-week checks on their Starter Tenancies to ensure that tenants 

have settled in but do not generally provide additional resettlement support.  

 

If officers can work closely with Flagship and other social housing providers to 

re-launch regular operational meetings this will help the service to get up-

stream and intervene much earlier. A review of pre-eviction arrangements to 

ensure tenants at risk are identified at an early stage and that housing officers 

engage pro-actively to prevent their homelessness will support this further.  

 

3.7 Partnerships 

The Council has some strong partnership structures in place that can provide 

early warnings of homelessness. Partnership arrangements exist with 

Flagship Housing, CAB, Social Services, Leaving Care teams, private 

landlords, domestic abuse services, supported housing providers, local 

churches, support providers and other local authorities. Some good 

partnership working has taken place over the last year and some innovative 

projects have emerged from these relationships. However, with increasing 

pressure on the frontline and ongoing staff vacancies within the team, creating 

capacity for senior officers to attend these regularly has proved challenging. It 

is inevitable therefore that opportunities to utilise these partnerships to 

prevent homelessness have been lost. Some examples of the partnership that 

are in place are given below: 

 

3.7.1 Norfolk Homelessness Project  

The Council’s Chief Executive jointly chairs a Norfolk-wide Homelessness 

Project looking at ‘working better together’ to consider the main causes of 
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homelessness and how collectively the local authorities can work together on 

the issue. The project is still in its early stages, but it is hoped that some 

strategic joint working at a senior level can make a difference.  

  

3.7.2 Norfolk Housing Reference Group 

The Council works collaboratively with the other local housing authorities, 

Norfolk County Council, NHS, Public Health and the main housing providers 

in Norfolk to make the most of joint initiatives. This has resulted in some joint 

work on the LGA Housing Advisors programme where learning is to be shared 

across local authorities by Broadland and South Norfolk Councils who were 

successful in bidding for resources. This also provides a useful forum to 

discuss county-wide issues such as commissioning or de-commissioning 

supported housing provision and action to tackle rough sleeping.   

 

3.7.3 Norfolk Housing Alliance 

The Norfolk Housing Alliance is made up of the 10 major housing associations 

in Norfolk and the local housing authorities. Members work collaboratively on 

common purposes and aims, maximising the impact of initiatives through 

efficiency, innovation and joint working. Through the formation of this single 

social housing provider body for the county, the Alliance has strengthened 

strategic relationships through active partnership working and co-operation 

with Norfolk statutory agencies and voluntary and specialist agencies. 

Breckland plays an active part in the group.  

 

3.7.4 Housing Advice and Allocations Lead Officers Group (HAALO) 

This county-wide sub-group of the Housing Reference Group provides an 

opportunity for housing advice and allocations officers to meet to discuss 

issues, trends, new legislation and consider joint training opportunities. The 

group provides a valuable professional network and is regularly attended by 

officers.  

 

3.7.5 Joint protocol meetings  

There are several ‘task and finish’ sub-groups of the Housing Reference 

Group established to cover projects including: 
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• Young People’s Housing Protocol refresh 

• Mental Health Hospital Discharge Protocol  

• Greater Norwich and Breckland Criminal Justice and Homelessness 

Prevention Protocol  

Protocols agreed are promoted across the County and training takes place for 

housing teams where needed.  

 

3.7.6 Anglia Revenues Partnership   

Anglia Revenues Partnership (ARP) provides the revenues and benefits 

service for Breckland and several other local authorities in the region. They 

hold partnership meetings quarterly inviting all the authorities they work with, 

DWP, housing and support providers. This provides an opportunity to share 

information and discuss new legislation and update for example on Universal 

Credit, changes in Council Tax reduction schemes, DHP spend to date etc.  

 

ARP also chair a Universal Credit meeting for all Breckland partners where 

the DWP Local Manager provides information and news on initiatives such as 

an increase in work coaches, national roll-out update.  Both these meetings 

are valuable in terms of updates and learning and regular attendance from the 

housing team is to be encouraged.    

 

3.7.7 Early Help Hub meetings  

These are multi-agency weekly meetings held in both Thetford and Dereham 

attended by partner agencies including local housing authority, housing 

associations, Police, Social Services (adults and children), DWP, CAB and 

other support services. The meetings are Chaired by Social Services and are 

designed to coordinate help and agree a collaborative response in complex 

cases. These meetings are well attended, and productive and shared 

solutions are identified including joint visits to ensure the response is effective. 

This is a good example of partnership working regularly attended by the 

housing team.     
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3.7.8 Joint working with Department of Work & Pensions 

The Council has worked closely with the DWP to establish shared reception 

arrangement at both the Dereham and Thetford offices. Co-locating the 

services provides a good opportunity to share information and facilities and 

officers report this is working well. There is close liaison on shared clients who 

have complex needs and relationships are reported to have improved over the 

last six months.  

 

There have been opportunities for shared training around such issues as 

mental health and disability with the work coaches and housing and this 

appears to be working well.  

 

3.7.9  Thetford Homeless Action group  

Officers are aware of a recently established informal group of homeless 

charities in Thetford who have begun meeting to discuss homelessness 

issues. It is understood that this group is in its early development stages and 

links can be established in future to ensure the housing team are engaged in 

its work, especially around rough sleeping.  

 

3.7.10 Homelessness Forum  

There have not been regular multi-agency meetings held in Breckland to 

discuss homelessness, a gap identified by several agencies during the 

service review. A dedicated Homelessness Stakeholder Event focussing on 

the findings of the Homelessness Review and providing an opportunity to 

discuss the priorities for the new Housing, Homelessness & Rough Sleeping 

Strategy was held on 27 November 2019 at Dereham Football Club.  

Breckland supports multi-agency partnership working and it is expected that 

the group will continue to meet regularly in future to discuss ongoing issues 

and concerns for the sector and to review progress on the implementation of 

the new Strategy.  
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3. 8 REVIEW OF ACTIVITIES TO PREVENT HOMELESSNESS 

KEY FINDINGS: 

• The website and housing information and advice are difficult for 

customers to access, especially in Thetford.  

• The current staffing structure does not support the prevention approach 

and procedures create unnecessary barriers to an effective service.  

• The housing team focus on ‘homeless tonight’ cases rather than 

homelessness prevention and need to create some capacity to refocus. 

• The Housing Register is difficult to access partly due to technical IT 

challenges and the Allocations Policy requires review to ensure it fits 

the prevention agenda 

• Partnerships are good and provide a framework from which to identify 

opportunities to work up stream with people at risk of homelessness in 

future. 

• Links with private sector landlords are good and a tenancy training 

course has been developed.  

 

4. CONSIDERING THE NEEDS OF VULNERABLE GROUPS  

In order to develop effective partnerships and homelessness prevention 

services the Council has considered what the needs of vulnerable groups in 

Breckland are, and what services are in place to support them.   

 

4.1 Supported Housing in Breckland 

The following table shows the availability of supported housing (excluding 

temporary accommodation) within the Breckland area. Many of these 120 

units of supported housing still receive housing related support funded by 

Norfolk County Council. A total of £393,097 is paid into accommodation based 

supported housing in Breckland locations annually.  

 

The provision is clearly needed considering the large numbers of single 

people approaching the housing service, however providers report difficulty 

moving people on when they are ready to live independently. This issue will 

be considered in the Allocations Policy review as it is important that the 
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accommodation available, much of it with 24-hour staffing, is occupied by 

those in most need of support.  

 

Table 13  

Supported Housing in Breckland 

Provider   

Name of provision 

Client group  No. of units Location 

Benjamin Foundation  

Walmington Court 

Young People  

(16-25) 

14 

 

Thetford  

Solo Housing 

Visiting support 

Single homeless 

(low needs) 

23 Various 

Access Community Trust 

John Room House 

Single homeless 

(18+)  

22 Thetford 

Notting Hill Genesis 

Selwyn House   

Single homeless 

(18+) 

18 Dereham 

Notting Hill Genesis 

Canterbury House 

Single homeless 

(18+) 

18 Thetford 

Notting Hill Genesis 

Caledonia House 

Single Homeless 

(18+) 

12 (+ 4 crash 

beds) 

Thetford 

YMCA 

Supported Lodgings 

Young People 2 Various  

Leeway Domestic Abuse 7  

Total   120 units  

 

In addition to the supported housing available the council is also considering 

additional support services for a number of client groups e.g. mental health.  

 

4.2 Rough Sleepers 

The number of people sleeping rough in Breckland has remained low, mostly 

in single figures, for several years. But this year the number in the official 

estimate carried out on 13 November was 16, with an increasing number 

identified as sleeping in areas behind shops or in tents in wooded areas.   

 

The Council recently secured Government funding of £75,000 to tackle rough 

sleeping. Two new full-time workers have been recruited on temporary 
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contracts and both started in October 2019. The Rough Sleeper Coordinator 

and Rough Sleeping Engagement Officer’s roles are to link in with other 

agencies with the aim of tackling rough sleeping by developing alternative 

solutions including accessing supported housing and planning the Severe 

Weather Emergency Provision (SWEP).   

 
The Council has a good relationship with local faith groups including the 

Salvation Army and other churches in Thetford who the council has worked 

with in previous years to deliver the SWEP provision and will again this year. 

The Hub officers monitor the conditions and temperature daily and will advise 

officers when the trigger of three consecutive nights of actual or ‘feels like’ 

temperatures of Zero degrees or below has been met. The focus is currently 

on SWEP provision in Thetford, and while this is the area with most rough 

sleepers, if a rough sleeper is identified in Dereham this can cause issues in 

terms of lack of provision.  

 

Foodbanks are available in all market towns and community fridges are 

available in several areas. The Council is working with Notting Hill Genesis to 

provide 4 emergency direct access beds at Caledonia House in Thetford. 

These beds will provide accommodation for up to 14 nights during which time 

individuals will receive intensive support to access housing solutions and 

address other areas of need, signposting where appropriate.   

 

The new officers will be engaging and working closely with partners to contact 

anyone at risk of sleeping rough and have carried out the annual rough 

sleeper estimate.  

 

4.3 Single homeless people / ‘sofa surfers’ 

There are a number of supported hostels in Breckland as shown in the table 

above and most cater for single homeless people. Provision for single 

homeless people is good and Breckland has more supported housing than 

many other similar districts. In addition, there are hostels in neighbouring Diss 

and Norwich areas that can be referred into.  

 



 

33 

 

In addition to the housing service at the council there are other support 

services available to help single homeless people. These include: 

• The Crossing, a drop-in centre run by the Access Community Trust 

providing information and advice to people in Thetford. 

• Solo Housing Lodgings scheme recently introduced to find rooms and 

match them with single people in housing need. 

• Help Through Crisis project- multi-agency support service  

 

The new HRA ‘relief duty’ to support people to access accommodation applies 

to single people who do not have a priority need, so options to increase the 

number of properties available to this group through work with private 

landlords, the local faith groups, through reviewing prevention policies and 

pro-active service development will be a key action.   

 

4.4 Young People and Care Leavers 

Young people and care leavers have several support options in Breckland 

although the main one is the supported housing at Walmington Court provided 

by the Benjamin Foundation. This is dedicated for young people aged 16-25 

and has specialist on site support.  

 

The Council works closely with the Leaving Care Team to address 

homelessness and will carry out joint assessments with Social Care when a 

young person agreed 16 or 17 approaches as homeless. A Joint Protocol to 

address the needs of homeless young people in Norfolk was reviewed and 

updated in September 2018 to include new guidance from the MHCLG with 

joint training subsequently carried out for the teams.  

Other support services include:  

• Night-stop providing supported lodgings with host families for 5 nights 

in an emergency  

• YMCA in Norwich which can be referred into plus 2 bed-spaces within 

Breckland in supported lodgings.  

• The Benjamin Foundation provides rent deposits to access private 

rented housing. 



 

34 

 

• Evolve – provides a range of services for young people aged 16 to 24 

who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless and have additional 

mental health needs. 

 

4.5 Vulnerable families 

Families who are at risk of homelessness or who have become homeless and 

have moved into temporary accommodation have a variety of support needs. 

They may have to move away from their usual family support networks, and 

children may have to change schools. This combined with a relationship 

breakdown or financial worries can result in households with support needs of 

one type or another.  

 

Services for families in Breckland include Norfolk County Council Early Years’ 

Service – accessible through libraries, Dereham Church Group, Family Action 

for Children along with foodbanks and community fridge schemes. The 

housing team has good links with the Early Help Children’s Centres providing 

support for children and their families, and through these can access other 

services.  

 

4.6 Victims of domestic abuse (DA) 

Incidents of domestic abuse leading to homelessness are high in relation to 

other authorities and require a multi-agency response to keep victims safe. 

Housing options officers are involved with multi-agency partnership 

working around domestic abuse and there is a dedicated Domestic Abuse 

Champion in the team. Housing provide updates on cases for the Multi-

Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC) which aims to reduce the 

risk of serious harm to high-risk victims and their children by sharing 

information across partners.  

 

Leeway Domestic Violence and Abuse Services run the local refuge provision 

however in most cases victims from within Breckland are placed outside of the 

area for safety. Leeway have recently agreed a proposal with the Council to 

develop a pilot project to provide a 37 hour a week Family Support Worker 

specialising in domestic abuse, to be based within the housing team to work 
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with clients who are facing domestic abuse and support them to break the 

cycle and help them to make informed choices. This project should be starting 

in the New Year.  

 

Other services are also available within the district include:  

• The Daisy Programme – a drop-in support service 

• Anchor outreach – providing support and safe accommodation for 

people who have ‘no recourse to public funds’ and in addition 

temporary accommodation can be provided for a maximum of three 

weeks for homeless clients fleeing abuse.  

• Dove – a national accommodation search agency for refuge spaces 

• Harbour centre – services for people at risk of sexual abuse or 

trafficking  

Domestic abuse is a major cause of homelessness within Breckland so to 

have such a good range of service available is good, although with the 

significant numbers approaching as homeless there is no ‘prevention 

focussed’ service, for example a Sanctuary Scheme except in some social 

housing. This type of scheme can be invaluable in helping victims to remain in 

their own home where they choose to do so. It can provide additional security 

measures to the home and a ‘safe room’ with alarms, which help victims to 

take back control and exclude their former partner. Consideration should be 

given to funding such a scheme from the Homeless Prevention Fund in 

partnership with Leeway and the Police.  

 

4.7 People with a mental health problem 

Access to early intervention and support for people approaching the Council 

with mental health problems is essential as mental health is the main support 

need identified in the support needs analysis. A third of all people with a 

support need owed a prevention or relief duty suffer from poor mental health 

and approaching a quarter of all households owed one or other duty overall.  

 

There is no dedicated mental health accommodation-based supported 

housing, but Norfolk County Council and Health have jointly funded a 

dedicated mental health support service, Norfolk Integrated Housing and 
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Community Support Service. This service supports adults (aged over 18) with 

severe and enduring mental health needs, including individuals with complex 

needs. The service supports people across the whole of Norfolk in supported 

living and within the community.  

 

Partnership working surrounding mental health is well developed and a recent 

outcome from County-wide working across NCC Adult Social Care, Norfolk & 

Suffolk NHS Foundation Trust, local authority housing and the voluntary 

sector is a Norfolk Mental Health Hospital Discharge and Homelessness 

Prevention Protocol. The protocol is designed to ensure that a co-ordinated 

approach is taken across Norfolk to the housing needs of people with mental 

health issues leaving a mental health hospital or crisis house funded by any of 

the partners. This protocol is due to be approved by the Reference Group in 

November and adopted early in 2020.  

 

Other services for people with mental health issues that the team can refer to 

include Community Mental Health Service, MIND, Big White Wall – online 

resource, Job Centre – support, Social prescribing and well-being available 

through a GP.     

 

While there are several mental health services available in Breckland, officers 

report an increasing number of people presenting with low level mental health 

issues in addition to other needs (e.g. drugs, alcohol or offending) creating a 

cohort who are challenging but not eligible for statutory services and who may 

not engage with other voluntary sector provision.  

 

The raising of thresholds for statutory services has created a need for 

services for more complex cases where a risk of rough sleeping may occur. 

An emphasis on reaching people before they become roofless, developing 

specialist skills and a mental health champion role in the team with good local 

knowledge of services, helping people engage with support can prevent 

vulnerable people from falling into a housing crisis impacting further on their 

mental health and addiction or offending issues.  
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4.8 Offenders, former offenders and those at risk of offending 

The demand data shows a relatively small (13) number of approaches from 

offenders or former offenders where this is identified as a support need. There 

is a Category C prison, HMP Wayland in Watton which has an operational 

capacity of 1,017. The prison takes offenders from within the catchment area 

who wish to address their offending behaviour. It has specialist units that 

concentrate services around IDTS (Integrated Drug Treatment System) and 

recovery, the Phoenix Futures Substance Dependency Programme, a Drug 

Free Wing and a Category D progression and ROTL (Release on Temporary 

Licence) unit. It also has a Personality Disorder Unit with an Enabling 

Environment, the first unit of its type to open in a Category C prison.  

  

Housing report a good relationship with both the Police and the Probation 

Service strategically and officers have helped develop a Greater Norwich and 

Breckland Criminal Justice Homelessness Prevention Protocol. This was 

adopted in March 2019 and clarifies the roles and responsibilities of agencies 

involved with offenders, with the aim of preventing homelessness on their 

discharge from custody by identifying early on whether they may risk losing 

accommodation. While referrals of offenders being released from custody with 

no plan for housing are still evident, it is hoped the new protocol once adopted 

and implemented will provide an early warning mechanism and enable advice 

on housing options to be offered at a much earlier stage.  

 

There are also links with the Youth Offending Team and the DWP who have 

an Offender Link Worker focussed on homeless prevention. Other support 

services are also available such as Wonder Plus for female offenders and 

gardening activities run by former prison officers at the Thetford Horticultural 

Industry Scheme.  

 

Officers are represented on the Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements 

(MAPPA) panel and cases are dealt with through a partnership approach. 

Links with Community Safety colleagues and housing association partners are 

well developed, and cases of anti-social behaviour considered on a case by 

case basis and joint visits undertaken.   
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4.9 People with substance misuse or drug and alcohol problems 

People with substance misuse issues haven’t historically approached the 

Council for assistance in great numbers with 19 in 2018/19 identified as 

having a drug support need and 17 with alcohol support need, those who 

present often have complex needs, including mental health problems and can 

be hard to engage and work with.  

 

Services for this group are provided by Change, Grow, Live (CGL), who are 

commissioned to provide group activities, workshops and can provide one-to-

one support for people with drug or alcohol issues. Support is also provided 

by the Access Community Trust, a charity that runs a drop-in centre (the 

Crossing) in Thetford. Officers can also encourage clients to seek medical 

help from their GP or from self-help organisations such as Alcoholics 

Anonymous.   

 
4.10 People leaving Forces Accommodation  

Several support services under the headings above also apply to the Armed 

Forces Community, including families and single people. Charities such as 

SSAFA and the Royal British Legion (RBL) provide support locally and are 

able to refer individuals on to specialist support where appropriate.  

 

4.11  SUPPORT FOR VULNERABLE GROUPS 

KEY FINDINGS: 

• Provision of supported housing and services for single homeless 

people is good but it is often difficult for people to move on when they 

are ready and current provision risks silting up. 

• Partnership working to support domestic abuse victims is well 

developed but a Sanctuary scheme could be developed as an 

additional preventative measure. 

• Protocols have been developed recently to ensure co-ordinated and 

effective pathways for mental health clients and offenders.  

• There is a gap in services for people with mental health issues who do 

not meet statutory thresholds for services and who may also have 
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additional and complex needs. Developing a champion role in the team 

to focus on homeless prevention for this group would benefit many.     

• The number of people sleeping rough is increasing significantly and 

services are required to address this  

 

5.  REVIEW OF TEMPORARY ACCOMMODATION   
 
5.1 Numbers in temporary accommodation 

A snapshot in September 2019 of temporary accommodation used for 

homeless households where a duty to accommodate was owed, showed the 

following households. 

Table 14 

Type of 

Temporary 

accommodation 

Total 

Number 

Of which 

Relief Duty  

Of which 

Main 

Accepted 

duty 

Of which 

single 

people 

Self- contained 

Michael Monument 

Court (Flagship) 

12 1 11 3 

Bed & Breakfast  

 

38 31 7 22 

TOTAL 50 32 18 25 

 

The number of households placed in temporary accommodation has 

remained around at 50 for the past year with between 17 and 35 placed in 

bed and breakfast at any one time between January and September 2019.  

 

5.2 Michael Monument Court, Dereham 

The accommodation at Michael Monument Court in Dereham consists of 16 

self-contained flats and maisonettes manged by Flagship Housing that 

provide a good standard of temporary accommodation for families awaiting a 

more permanent housing solution. There is no additional cost to the Council, 

and this provides significant value for money when compared to the cost of 

using bed and breakfast, the Council’s other temporary accommodation 

option.  
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The accommodation is unfurnished without white goods and this can be a 

barrier for households who have not had accommodation previously. There 

are opportunities to work more pro-actively with charities to access furniture 

and white goods at an affordable price or to discuss with Flagship offering 

basic floorings and white goods i.e. cooker and fridge to make this more 

accessible.  

 

It is suggested that the council could explore the use of additional low demand 

or short-life properties with Flagship and other housing providers for use as 

temporary accommodation until the new provision becomes available in 

March 2021.  

 

5.3 Use of bed and breakfast 

At the time of the review in September 2019, of those families with children 

placed in bed and breakfast, three had been accommodated for more than 

six-weeks and fifteen had been placed into accommodation outside the 

Breckland area.  

 

The Government’s Homelessness Code of Guidance is clear that bed and 

breakfast accommodation with shared toilets and bathrooms should not be 

used to accommodate families with children or pregnant women except in an 

emergency where there is no alternative available, and then for a maximum 

period not exceeding six weeks. Guidance also states that this type of 

accommodation is never suitable for 16 or 17-year olds.  

 

While there is no evidence of 16 or 17 year olds being placed in bed and 

breakfast the very high numbers of single people placed under a relief duty 

indicates that officers are taking a different approach to single homeless than 

in other areas where the priority need criteria is interpreted more strictly. On 

reviewing several homeless casefiles, it is evident that many non-priority 

cases had been accommodated for more than the 56-day relief period without 

a decision being made on their homeless application or pro-active prevention 

activity.  
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Some team members are inexperienced and require additional support in 

order to make robust and timely decisions. The recent recruitment of an 

experienced Team Leader and Senior Housing Options Officer should ensure 

that more effective practices are put in place in relation to meeting the 

legislative requirements, particularly in relation to interim accommodation 

provision.  

 

As well as being costly, the use of bed and breakfast creates challenges in 

terms of collecting client licence fee contributions. Processes are in place to 

monitor and re-claim payments towards the cost through housing benefit and 

through client personal contributions, however these are not kept up to date 

and not checked regularly. Action could be taken to end accommodation 

where applicants are failing to make payments, but with poor recording there 

is little oversight of this and rent accounts are not checked prior to offers of 

housing being made. This process currently comes within the role of the Hub 

and it is suggested that the management of temporary accommodation sits 

better with the Housing Options Team Leader who can then have oversight of 

the whole client pathway.  

 

5.4 New Temporary Accommodation Project 

Due to the continued use of bed and breakfast a capital project has been 

initiated to deliver additional temporary accommodation in Thetford. This 

involved the purchase of a Norfolk County Council owned former Day Centre 

in Elm Road which has remained unused and empty for several years. The 

property is now in the ownership of the Council and a planning application is 

due to be submitted in November 2019.   

 

The proposal has received support from the local community and will include 

3 self-contained flats along with 17 units of shared accommodation. The 

building has large communal areas and lends itself to providing a space to 

work with partners to develop wider multi-agency services to the community 

alongside support to vulnerable households accommodated in the scheme. It 

is hoped that once planning consent has been granted the scheme will be 
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completed and operational by March 2021 with the management being 

provided by a housing association partner.   

 

5.5 John Room House 

The Council also owns a 22-bed single person hostel in Dereham, John Room 

House which is currently leased to Access Community Trust and managed by 

them. The Council subsidises the accommodation and is responsible for 

major repairs and maintenance. Overall the scheme breaks even although 

there is a risk that with the council accepting liability for major repairs costs 

can exceed income, particularly with large expense items like kitchen and 

bathroom refurbishments.   

 

The Management Contract dated 2010 hasn’t been reviewed since its 

inception and it is noted that the original use of the hostel was as temporary 

accommodation for vulnerable single people. At some stage this has changed 

to accommodation for non-priority single households. The accommodation 

has overnight staffing and would be suitable for the complex priority need 

clients the Council owes a temporary accommodation duty. It is therefore 

recommended that the management contract is reviewed with a view to 

enabling some units to again be used as temporary accommodation for single 

homeless clients in priority need.  

 

5.6 REVIEW OF TEMPORARY ACCOMMODATION 

KEY FINDINGS: 

• The units of self-contained temporary accommodation owned by 

Flagship Housing provide the best value for money and use of other 

social rented properties could be explored. 

• Bed and breakfast is still used extensively for homeless households 

and processes to reclaim the costs are not followed. 

• High numbers of single people are placed into accommodation when 

they may not have a priority need and this needs robust management. 

• A project to deliver new temporary accommodation is in progress and 

will create accommodation and opportunities to provide community-

based support services. 



 

43 

 

• Another property owned by the council and leased out could provide 

additional spaces for single homeless and this should be explored.  

 

6. HOUSING OPTIONS TO RELIEVE HOMELESSNESS 

As mentioned in 3.5 above, good relationships are being developed with 

private landlords and letting agents and this is helping to support the 

availability of privately rented properties for families and single people. 

Financial support to access these properties is available through rental 

deposits via a loan from a local credit union, a discretionary housing payment 

or homelessness prevention fund. The Housing Register is available to 

families and can be used as an effective prevention tool if housing need is 

assessed accurately and applicants are flexible about where they live.   

 

Local Housing Allowance (LHA) rates have been frozen for the last five years 

and this has resulted in an increasing gap between local market rent levels 

and the amounts housing benefit and universal credit will cover. The LHA 

rates are due to be ‘unfrozen’ in April 2020 and this is to be welcomed.   

 

Hostel provision is good for a rural area delivering over 100 units of shared 

accommodation for single people. While some of this is referred into by other 

local authorities in Norfolk due to the nature of the commissioning model, it is 

still a valuable resource and one that many council areas do not have. 

However, opportunities to move on from hostels is limited by the priority given 

on the housing register. This has been noted earlier in the report and will be 

considered in the review of the Allocations Policy.  

 

Additional schemes are also being developed. Solo Housing recently started a 

Lodgings Scheme funded by the Council. This involves working with people 

who have spare rooms to rent out to people in housing need. Potential 

landlords may be people who are under occupying social housing or be owner 

occupiers or in some circumstances private tenants. The Lodgings Officer 

maintains a register of lodgings available for single people with no support 

needs and provides a ‘matching service’. The scheme started on 1st October 

and at the time of writing six bed spaces had been made available with one 
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applicant placed into lodgings.  This scheme provides a welcome addition to 

the work with private landlords.  

 

6.1 HOUSING OPTIONS TO RELIEVE HOMELESSNESS  

KEY FINDINGS: 

• Options for families are available if they can access privately rented 

accommodation or social housing via the housing register. 

• Supported hostel provision is available for single people in the area. 

• Supported lodgings scheme is now in place and provides additional 

options for low support need clients 

 

7. IMPLEMENTATION OF THE HOMELESSNESS REDUCTION ACT 

7.1 The Homelessness Reduction Act 2017 (HRA)  

The HRA placed new legal duties on local authorities, so that everyone who is 

homeless or at risk of becoming homeless has access to meaningful help, 

irrespective of their priority need status; if they are eligible for housing 

assistance.  

  

The Act largely amended part VII of the Housing Act 1996 and redefined the 

meaning of threat of homelessness by extending the period of threatened with 

homelessness from 28 to 56 days. There are six key aims of the Act which 

include: 

a) Prevention – Duty to provide casework intervention to resolve 

threatened homelessness. Local authorities work with applicants to 

draw up a personalised housing plan tailored towards their individual 

circumstances to help identify the best solutions in each case rather 

that standard advice.  

b) Relief – Homelessness relief occurs when a person is already 

homeless or where an authority has been unable to prevent 

homelessness but helps them to secure alternative accommodation, 

even though the authority is under no statutory obligation to do so.  

c) Duty to provide advisory services – Local authorities must provide free 

homelessness advice and information to any person in their local 
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authority area including advice and information on preventing 

homelessness, securing accommodation when homeless, the rights of 

homeless people or those threatened with homelessness, the help that 

is available from the local authority or others and how to access that 

help.  

d) Full Homelessness Duty – The full homelessness duty for priority need 

households where prevention has failed remains in place.  

e) Cooperation – Applicants will be expected to cooperate with local 

authorities as the duties outlined can be ended if applicants are found 

to have deliberately and unreasonably refuse to cooperate.   

f) Duty to refer – The new duty on other public services to refer people to 

homelessness services if they are working with people who are 

homeless or at risk of homelessness came into force in October 2018. 

7.2 Breckland progress on implementation 

In Breckland some progress has been made to implement the HRA but with 

an inexperienced team, vacancies in key positions and increased demand on 

the frontline it has not been possible to affect a full culture change towards a 

pro-active homelessness prevention approach.  Actions taken have included: 

 

✓ Purchase of an IT system to deliver the Housing Register, Housing 

Options activity and report on the new H-CLIC requirements – the 

system hasn’t however delivered the expected improvements and is 

due to be replaced early in 2020.   

✓ The adoption of best practice template plans and letters for applicants 

– although practical training and support on these is incomplete. 

✓ Commissioning an LGA Peer Review into the Housing Service – 

completed in summer 2019 

✓ Subsequently commissioning a full Homelessness Service Review and 

support to develop a new Housing, Homelessness & Rough Sleeping 

Strategy. 
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✓ Renewed focus on strategic partnerships and developing new services 

i.e. Lodgings scheme, Tenancy Awareness Course, Domestic Abuse 

Family Support Worker, new temporary accommodation.   

✓ A Homelessness Stakeholder Event and engagement with key partners  

 

This Review forms part of the progress to date. The new Housing, 

Homelessness & Rough Sleeping Strategy will identify the Council’s priorities 

and include recommendations for further changes to meet the requirements of 

the Act and deliver a pro-active homeless prevention service.   

 

7.3 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE HOMELESSNESS REDUCTION ACT 

KEY FINDINGS 

• The IT systems does not support the new prevention approach and it 

has been agreed that it needs to be replaced. 

• Staff have struggled with increased demand and have not achieved the 

required cultural shift to a prevention approach 

• Some new services are in place and will provide additional tools to 

deliver the change in approach 

• The service is undergoing a full review and a new strategy will be in 

place early in 2020 

 

8. NEW HOUSING SUPPLY 

8.1 New affordable housing  

While progress is being made in developing partnerships around homeless 

prevention, without a pipeline of new housing supply this will not in itself solve 

the housing pressures on the Council. A pro-active approach is already being 

taken with housing providers to identify new sites and deliver new affordable 

homes in the district.  

 

Delivery of new affordable housing is a key corporate priority for the council 

as increased supply will contribute significantly to the Council’s ability to 

manage the demands on the homelessness service and the costs of 

temporary accommodation.  
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Table 14 

New affordable housing supply   

 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20  

(6 months) 

Delivery of new affordable 
/social rented  

116 65 144 57 

Delivery of shared o/ship 12 16 16 0 

Delivery of shared equity 15 5 6 1 

Total 143 86 168 58 

 

The need for smaller units (1 & 2 bed) of accommodation for single people 

and newly formed households are the main needs identified by the team and 

it is recommended that smaller homes are included in all new developments. 

The current dialogue with housing providers when planning new affordable 

housing provision is to focus on the delivery of 2 and 3-bedroom properties. 

This should be reviewed considering the number of 1-bed units within the 

current housing stock, how often they come available for letting and the 

demand for single person accommodation experienced through the housing 

register and homelessness.   

 

9. STAFFING STRUCTURE  

9.1 Restructure of Housing Services  

The Housing Options service has not undertaken a review since the 

Homelessness Reduction Act came into force, but the ongoing issues with 

demand and the crisis-led approach have resulted in an acknowledgement 

that the current structure with a Housing Options and a Housing Hub Team is 

not fit for purpose.  

 

In order to refocus on prevention, get up-stream and be much more pro-active 

it is recommended that a single team is brought in to replace the current 

structure. Using the model shown in 3.1.8 above a new frontline housing 

advice and information service should be established to support Customer 
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Services to filter initial enquiries and deal with anyone approaching for advice 

in the pre-56-day prevention stage.  

 

Systems can be brought in to monitor the number of these enquiries so that 

demand and caseloads of the team can be managed. A home visiting officer 

who is trained in family mediation and has extensive knowledge of local 

services and the housing market should be a key role, able to verify 

applications where eviction by family or friends is the cause of homelessness.  

 

Homelessness prevention officer roles should be separated from relief, 

homeless decision making and temporary accommodation roles. Officers 

whose sole purpose is to hold a caseload of prevention cases and pro-actively 

support them will help avoid the tendency to place into temporary 

accommodation. Specialist champions in this team are helpful and can cover 

benefits/affordability assessments, mental health, young people and single 

homelessness in addition to the existing domestic abuse champion.   

 

The functions of relief, homelessness assessment and decision-making and 

temporary accommodation placement should be the role of experienced 

homelessness decision making officers who can make robust checks and 

enquiries and be held accountable.  Monitoring of the placements, numbers 

and payment collection for bed and breakfast accommodation should sit with 

the Housing Options Manager to ensure effective oversight of that function.  

 

The Housing Register needs a dedicated resource in order to complete all the 

tasks of registering application, banding, dealing with changes of 

circumstances, verifications, shortlisting and dealing with housing 

associations advertising properties satisfactorily and in a timely manner 

without becoming distracted by other work.  

 

There is a need for a good business administrator in the team to deal with the 

reporting and performance information as this currently reverts to the Housing 

Manager in the absence of officers with an in-depth knowledge of the system.  
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A staffing review to develop a new structure to support the prevention 

approach is already underway.  

 

10. RESOURCES 

10.1 Income and Expenditure on homelessness services  

The Government has provided additional resources in order to support local 

authorities to deliver the HRA.  These are the sums received by Breckland. 

  

Table 15  

Government Resources to tackle homelessness in Breckland 

 2017/18  

£ 

2018/19   

£ 

2019/20 

£ 

Flexible Homeless Support Grant 

(FHSG) (ring fenced) 

167,124 189,241 141,954 

Burdens Fund (ring fenced) 61,400 56,243 64,638 

Homeless Prevention Grant (non-ring-

fenced) 

35,000 35,000 35,000 

Rough Sleeping Funding    75,000 

Total  263,524 280,484 316,592 

 

The Flexible Homelessness Support Grant is ring fenced to homelessness 

services and the implementation of the HRA. Most of this funding has been 

used to bring in additional housing options staff. The allocation of financial 

assistance from the Government in future years is by no means certain and 

should be kept under review. Urgent consideration should be given to how the 

posts can be funded if the FHSG does not continue into 2020/21.     

 

11. CONSULTATION 

11.1 Homelessness Stakeholder Forum  

A Homelessness Forum was held on 27 November 2019 attended by over 40 

representatives from local statutory services and the voluntary and community 

sector. A workshop was held to understand and reflect on the challenges for 

Breckland in terms of homelessness and to comment and agree on the 
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findings of the Homelessness Review and the strategic priorities planned for 

the new Housing, Homelessness & Rough Sleeping Strategy for Breckland.   

 

Those attending included elected Members and several officers from the 

housing team in addition to external agencies and everybody welcomed the 

opportunity to attend such an event. There was wide support for the review 

findings, the priorities identified and the actions the Council proposes to take 

as a result, especially around access to services, awareness raising of the 

service and importance of early help. It is hoped that regular meetings will 

continue in future.   

 

12. CONCLUSIONS AND STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 

The Homelessness Review has highlighted several areas where significant 

progress has been made including working in partnership with others to 

develop new services. However, the implementation of the Homelessness 

Reduction Act in the housing service has not brought with it the shift in culture 

that is required and therefore the positive impact of these new measures is 

not being felt by potentially homeless people in Breckland.  

 

Time now needs to be spent re-ordering service priorities and focussing on 

the changes that will deliver the greatest improvements for customers as well 

as reducing the costs of providing shelter for those who find themselves 

roofless. The main findings of the review can be grouped under five headings.  

 

12.1 Policy 

A solid foundation of policy and strategy is required to underpin the culture 

change required and provide the council with leadership and focus to deliver. 

Policies sitting within this are the overarching Housing, Homelessness and 

Rough Sleeping Strategy this review will inform, but also the Allocations 

Policy, the Local Plan and the Homelessness Prevention Fund Policy. 

 

12.2 Pathways 

Pathways for customers need to be easier to navigate with self-help 

information and opportunities made simple to access via the website or via 
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contact with the team. Procedures aligned to the policies should be 

straightforward and customer focussed, making access to meaningful 

prevention the priority for the service and homelessness a last resort and a 

sign of service failure.    

 

12.3 Partnerships 

To achieve a turnaround in service delivery current partnerships should be 

maintained and developed, encouraged and refocussed on early help to 

support the homelessness prevention agenda. Opportunities to work in 

partnership to develop new solutions are already bearing fruit with new 

services coming on-line but these can be brought in at an earlier stage to 

make a real difference to people in housing difficulties.  

 

12.4 Performance  

Mechanisms to monitor service performance need to be re-designed to reflect 

the council’s priority areas and monitored by managers regularly to better 

inform service improvement and measure the effectiveness of any changes. 

New IT systems should be implemented with reporting in place from the start 

so that this is streamlined and easy to use.  

 

12.5 People 

To achieve the shift in culture required and embrace the challenges ahead a 

key priority is to develop a new staffing structure to deliver the prevention 

priority. This will involve redesigning the front-line and developing a new triage 

service, supporting skills development and training, developing champions in 

the team to lead on specialist areas and be the service experts. 

 

The conclusions in this review and opportunities it presents will significantly 

inform the priorities in the new Strategy.  

 

12.6 STRATEGIC PRIORITIES 

It is recommended that the following Strategic Priorities are taken forward into 

the new Housing, Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Strategy 
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❖ Improve access to early housing advice and homelessness prevention 

services 

❖ To reduce the number of people sleeping rough in Breckland.  

❖ Reduce the numbers in temporary accommodation and reduce reliance 

on B&B within 2 years.  

 


