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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE 
 

AGENDA 
 

5th Meeting, 2009 (Session 3) 
 

Wednesday 11 February 2009 
 
The Committee will meet at 10.00 am in Committee Room 4. 
 
1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether 

to take item 4 in private.  
 
2. Homelessness: The Committee will take oral evidence from— 
 

Gavin Corbett, Policy Manager, Shelter; 
 
Andy Young, Policy and Strategy Manager, Scottish Federation of 
Housing Associations; 
 
Robert Aldridge, Chief Executive, Scottish Council for Single Homeless; 
 

and then from— 
 

Cathy King, Head of Housing and Regeneration Services, City of 
Edinburgh Council; 
 
John Kerr, Strategy Officer, and Janice Lockhart, Section Head of 
Homelessness Services, West Dunbartonshire Council; 
 
David Kemp, Homelessness Services Manager, Scottish Borders Council. 
 

3. Scottish Public Services Ombudsman Annual Report: The Committee will 
take evidence from— 

 
Professor Alice Brown, Scottish Public Services Ombudsman, Eric Drake, 
Director of Investigations, and David Robb, Director of Policy and 
Development, Scottish Public Services Ombudsman. 
 

4. Scottish Local Government (Elections) Bill: The Committee will consider a 
potential approach to the Scottish Local Government (Elections) Bill.  
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5. National Planning Framework 2 (in private): The Committee will consider a 
draft report. 

 
 

Susan Duffy 
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The papers for this meeting are as follows— 
 
Agenda item 2  

PRIVATE PAPER 
 

LGC/S3/09/5/1 (P) 

Homeless Evidence 
 

LGC/S3/09/5/2 

Agenda item 3  

SPSO Submission 
 

LGC/S3/09/5/3 

Committee members have been sent a copy of the SPSO 
report.  
The report can be viewed at the link below. 
(http://www.spso.org.uk/foi/spso-publications-list/reports-
and-leaflets-published-spso
 

  

Agenda item 4  

PRIVATE PAPER 
 

LGC/S3/09/5/4 (P) 

Agenda item 5  

PRIVATE PAPER 
 

LGC/S3/09/5/5 (P) 
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Local Government and Communities Committee 
 

4th Meeting, 2009 (Session 3), Wednesday, 11 February 2009 
Homelessness 

 
Members will recall that they agreed at the meeting of 14 January to take oral evidence on the 
issues around homelessness from local authorities and organizations working in the area of 
housing and homelessness.  The purpose of the session is to question the witnesses on progress 
to the 2012 target, on perceptions about access to housing that exist in local areas and views on 
the homelessness legislation generally. 
 
The Committee will hear evidence from two panels:- 
 
Panel 1 
Shelter 
Scottish Federation of Housing Associations 
Scottish Council for the Single Homeless 
 
Panel 2 
City of Edinburgh Council 
West Dunbartonshire Council 
Scottish Borders Council 
 
The written submissions from the witnesses are attached as an annex and are indexed as shown 
below:- 
 
Submission           Number 
Shelter        1 
Scottish Federation of Housing Associations   2 
Scottish Council for the Single Homeless   3 
City of Edinburgh Council     4 
West Dunbartonshire Council     5 
 
 
 
 
Ian Cowan 
Assistant Clerk  
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SUBMISSION FROM SHELTER 
 

Evidence to Local Government and Communities Committee  
 11 February 2009 

The Committee has asked for our views on access to housing in local areas, on homelessness 
legislation and on housing supply generally.  Since each of these is a big issue in its own right, in 
the evidence below, Shelter has looked mainly at progress towards the 2012 homelessness target 
and at some of the implications of that target. 

Summary of main points 

• Scotland has made good progress towards the 2012 target, having travelled four-fifths of 
the way there.  However, most councils now need to increase the pace of progress to be 
fully on track to meet the target. 

• The Committee may wish to ask the Minister whether he feels that he has sufficient means 
to gather evidence on what is happening with the homelessness programme and whether 
he has the tools available to drive it forward. 

• Shelter believes that there should be a “stock-take” on progress towards 2012 and a 
detailed implementation plan to cover the years 2009-2012. 

• The pattern of lets of social housing and the trend in temporary accommodation use both 
show signs of a system under some pressure:  

- The use of temporary accommodation has more than doubled since 2002. 
- 30% of all social lets go to homeless people; 

• However, in the case of lets, for Scotland as a whole, the pressure is not yet as marked as 
is sometimes claimed.  To the extent that there is pressure, it is primarily due to a decline in 
housing supply. 

• The evidence in this paper, coupled with dramatic changes in the housing supply chain, 
make even more compelling the case for a programme of 10,000 affordable homes per 
year.  

1. Background 
 
Scotland is currently embarked on an internationally-acclaimed programme of action on 
homelessness.  This was set in motion by the report of the Homelessness Task Force in 2002.  
The Task Force made 59 recommendations, the centre-piece of which was the commitment that, 
by 2012, all unintentionally homeless people would be entitled to a permanent home. This 
commitment is enshrined in primary legislation. 

 



 

 

While homelessness services have improved hugely in the last ten years, inspections are a 
sobering reminder that there is still some distance to travel. 
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2. Progress on homelessness 
 
Shelter has been heartened by the repeated commitments made by the First Minister, the Cabinet 
Secretary for Health and Wellbeing and the Minister for Communities and Sport to deliver on the 
2012 target.  Quite apart from it being a statutory target, it is also embedded in the National 
Performance Framework.  The prevailing situation – where some homeless people are entitled to 
the stability of a permanent home and others are not – is simply not tolerable in a nation which 
prides itself on social justice. 

High level commitments are important but what really matters is how they translate into change on 
the ground.  In our evidence to Committee in June last year we warned that there were increasing 
signs of pressure. We can now update that analysis for Committee members. 

We have attached a recently published article which assesses the pace at which local authorities 
are making progress to 2012.  In summary it shows that: 

• As a whole, Scotland is four-fifths (79%) of the way to 2012: it is not some distant dot over 
the horizon.  This is to the credit of local authorities and partner organisations and the way 
they have risen to a very challenging target. 

• However, the speed at which local authorities are making progress is only about half as fast 
as it needs to be.  In other words, if the current pace were simply maintained, without any 
acceleration, at least some councils would fall short of the target.    

• Averages disguise lots of variation between council areas.  Seven councils are ahead of or 
on track to meet 2012.  But seven councils are also going in the wrong direction.  The 
remaining 18 are going in the right direction but not quickly enough. 

The attached article picks out the top and bottom five local authorities.  However, the table 
attached to this paper as an appendix also sets out the trend in all 32 council areas, based on the 
most recent data available. 

The second area to which we wish to draw Committee members’ attention is the most recent data 
on homelessness inspections, carried out by the Scottish Housing Regulator.  As at the end of 
January, 28 inspections had been carried out, with each local authority being scored from A to D 
on their homelessness service.  Only one council (Edinburgh) has scored A, with three (East 
Dunbartonshire, West Dunbartonshire and North Ayrshire) scoring B.  Most councils have 
scored C (19) with five scoring D.  In general, councils score worse on homelessness than they 
do on the other functions on which they are inspected: housing management and property 
management.  
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3. Drivers for progress on homelessness  
 
The analysis so far suggests that councils are making progress on homelessness but that there 
are still areas of weakness.  The 2012 target has to be met by 31 December 2012 so there are 
only 4 years to go.  Further, councils have to meet an interim target on the road to 2012 by the end 
of March 2009, which is only a matter of weeks away. 

In such a context it would be reasonable to expect that the Scottish Government was cranking up 
its activity in order to meet the target.  While there is no doubting ministerial commitment, and no 
question as to the hard work of senior officials, the reality is that the Scottish Government is 
now in a weaker position to drive the homelessness programme than it has ever been since 
the Homelessness Task Force report was published seven years ago: 

• The Homelessness Monitoring Group (HMG), a multi-agency forum set up to oversee 
progress on the Homelessness Task Force’s recommendations has been shelved.  While 
the HMG was not working effectively, in its absence there is no transparent way of checking 
on what is happening with progress.  For example, the HMG produced an annual report 
looking at progress; there is no mechanism for this to happen now. 

• The decision to remove ring-fencing from homelessness funds (at around £40 million per 
year) and housing support (at around £400 million per year) has removed another means 
by which ministers could influence or track the development of homelessness services.  
While we do not want to re-open the discussion about ring-fencing and local versus central 
autonomy, the point here is that the loss of specific funding mechanisms has not been 
replaced by any other means to influence service development.  

• There is ambiguity as to whether the Scottish Housing Regulator (or any successor body) 
will continue to inspect and regulate local authority homelessness services, once all 32 
councils have been inspected.  If this function were to be diluted it would remove yet 
another means by which progressive reforms can be driven. 

Last year, all of the main homelessness organisations put a case, to the Committee, for a “stock-
take” on homelessness to be carried out.  The Scottish Government declined that suggestion, 
among the reasons for which was that it would replicate the work of the Homelessness Monitoring 
Group.  In our view, the case for a stock-take – accompanied by a detailed implementation 
plan 2009-2012 – has even grown more urgent. 

We understand that the Committee will be taking evidence from the Minister a few weeks from 
now.  It may be an appropriate time to ask him whether he feels he has all the tools he needs to 
assess progress on homelessness meaningfully and to drive action towards the 2012 target. 

To be fair on the Scottish Government, it has issued, with CoSLA, a statement of joint priorities on 
homelessness.  This letter was issued on 23 December and outlined four priority areas: 
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• Joint working across public services 

• Improving access to existing housing: including RSL stock and the private rented sector 

• Preventing homelessness 

• Investing in supply  

However, the letter contains little that is new and simply outlines a set of activities the impact of 
which is, as yet, unknown.  For example, on prevention of homelessness, there is the introduction 
of section 11 of the 2003 Homelessness Act, which requires lenders and landlords to tell councils 
when someone is being evicted.  However, a survey currently being carried out by Shelter, shows 
that a significant number of councils are worried about how ready they will be when the provision 
goes live on 1 April.  There is also the intention to expand the state mortgage rescue scheme.   
These are welcome steps but will only impact on quite a small number of homeless people.  
Prevention of homelessness still remains at the margin of homelessness services.  This 
point is further illustrated by research published at the end of 2008 by Shelter.  This showed that 
almost 3,600 households lost their homes following legal action by social landlords in 2007-08; and 
that social landlords obtain decree against, proportionately twice as many tenants as commercial 
lenders do against home-owners.  While we were careful, in that report, to dismiss any notion that 
social landlords are cavalier with eviction action; we also believe that levels of legal action on 
this scale cannot all be justified as a last resort; nor is it compatible with a service model 
that has fully embraced the priority attached to preventing homelessness.     

4. Impacts of homelessness change 
 
Finally, we wish to draw attention to some of the areas in which current housing pressure 
manifests itself most clearly.  There are two main areas: the level of social housing lets and the use 
of temporary accommodation. 

A concern of some observers has been whether the ongoing implementation of the 2012 
homelessness target is resulting in a disproportionate level of lettings going to homeless people.  
We have assembled some of the statistical evidence below but it does beg the question of what 
“disproportionate” would be.  If one takes the view – as does Shelter – that homeless people are 
generally people on house waiting lists for whom the pressure of waiting spills over into a crisis, 
then it seems legitimate that homelessness is high among the competing priorities that social 
landlords have to meet.  If one takes the view that homeless people are queue jumpers or “at it” – 
a view that still prevails in some quarters – clearly one will take a different view of what constitutes 
“disproportionate”.   

4.1 Council housing lets 

 
Overall, around 39% of all lets of local authority stock go to homeless people.   
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The number of lettings to homeless people has been increasing, as shown by the graph below.  
The percentage of lets going to homeless people has also been increasing at the same time as the 
overall number of lets made by local authorities is falling.  We might call this the “lettings squeeze”.   
However, the graph also shows that the squeeze is far more accounted for by the overall fall in 
lettings than it is by the rise in lets to homeless people.  In other words, it is supply side failures 
rather than demand side adjustments that have caused the squeeze.  

 

Once again, averages disguise a lot of variations.  In five local authorities the proportion of lets 
going to homeless people is above 50% - these are Angus, East Dunbartonshire, East Lothian, 
Perth and Kinross and West Lothian.  The highest is West Lothian with 67% and the lowest 
Aberdeen at 20%. 

4.2 Lettings to housing associations 

 
Of course, one of the reasons for the fall in lettings made by local authorities is the transfer of stock 
to RSLs.  So it is important to look at RSL lettings to homeless people as well. 
 
The data for 2007-08 show that 22% of all lettings made by RSLs were to homeless people, most 
of which went through a formal process known as section 5 referrals.  This means that for every 
one let made to a statutory homeless person, almost four lets were made to people on waiting lists: 
this is not consistent with assertions that homeless people are swamping lettings. 

4.3 Social lets overall  

 
Taking council lets and RSL lets together, in 2007-08 30% of all lets of social housing went 
to homeless households.  For some local authorities and some landlords the proportions will be 
much higher than that; and this may be even greater in some parts of a landlord’s stock.   That is, 
the pressure on lets from homeless people is not yet as dramatic as is often made out; however, 
this may not be the case in some particular hotspots.  
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4.4 Temporary accommodation 

 
The second way in which housing pressure may be manifested is in the use of temporary 
accommodation, most of which is used to house homeless people when there is not an 
immediately available permanent let for them.  The figure below illustrates the dramatic rise in the 
number of households in temporary accommodation in the last five years. 
 

 

Part of the explanation for this trend is that homeless people were given new rights to temporary 
accommodation in 2002.  However, the rights did not change for families with children and yet the 
trend there has been upward too.  Underlying that change in rights has been an increasing 
logjam in the supply of new homes for people to move into.  In other words, the graph 
above also illustrates a longer term problem of shortage of affordable homes.  

5. Homelessness and housing supply 
 
Taking both of these trends together – lettings data and use of temporary accommodation – there 
are signs that the progress which councils are making towards 2012 has created pressure 
elsewhere in the housing system.  So it is reasonable to assume that if local authorities increase 
the pace towards 2012, which we have argued they need to do, then that pressure will increase. 

Critically, however, the pressure is less to do with rising demand from homeless households and 
more to do with the declining availability of lets, as new builds have lagged behind the rate of sale 
through Right to Buy.  In the medium to long term the Scottish Government’s intention to reform 
Right to Buy will help here.  But what is urgently needed is a step change in the provision of 
new affordable homes.  Shelter, SCSH and SFHA all agree that 10,000 affordable rented 
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homes are needed each year.  The analysis in this briefing lends weight to that case.  As well as 
the immediate housing pressures such a programme would help to relieve, it would have a 
massive positive impact on sustaining jobs and bringing economic stability.   

Contact: Gavin Corbett, Shelter Scotland, 0844 515 2468 / 07847 504011 or gavin_corbett@shelter.org.uk

Appendix: Progress towards 2012           

  

Assessed 
as priority 
need (% -
2003-04) 

Target for 
2009 

Assessed 
as priority 
need (% -
2005-06) Progress  

Assesse
d as 
priority 
need (% 
-2006-
07) Progress 

Assessed 
as priority 
need (% -
2007-08) Progress  

Scotland 73 86.5 76 55.6% 77 49.4% 79 55.6% 
Aberdeen City 65 82.5 71 85.7% 66 9.5% 67 14.3% 
Aberdeenshire 68 84 67 -15.6% 70 20.8% 76 62.5% 
Angus 81 90.5 ..   76 -87.7% 80 -13.2% 
Argyll & Bute 60 80 67 87.5% 74 116.7% 74 87.5% 
Clackmannanshire 73 86.5 82 166.7% 82 111.1% 80 64.8% 
Dumfries & Galloway 71 85.5 75 69.0% 81 114.9% 85 120.7% 
Dundee City 86 93 79 -250.0% 81 -119.0% 80 -107% 
East Ayrshire 58 79 64 71.4% 69 87.3% 67 53.6% 
East Dunbartonshire 68 84 70 31.3% 72 41.7% 74 46.9% 
East Lothian 51 75.5 59 81.6% 62 74.8% 64 66.3% 
East Renfrewshire 75 87.5 71 -80.0% 71 -53.3% 78 30.0% 
Edinburgh, City of 68 84 78 156.3% 81 135.4% 82 109.4% 
Eilean Siar 55 77.5 62 77.8% 65 74.1% 71 88.9% 
Falkirk 69 84.5 ..   72 32.3% 78 72.6% 
Fife 62 81 64 26.3% 66 35.1% 69 46.1% 
Glasgow City 88 94 86 -83.3% 85 -83.3% 87 -20.8% 
Highland 56 78 57 11.4% 71 113.6% 78 125.0% 
Inverclyde 67 83.5 74 106.1% 69 20.2% 70 22.7% 
Midlothian 69 84.5 79 161.3% 84 161.3% 81 96.8% 
Moray 60 80 51 -112.5% 54 -50.0% 69 56.3% 
North Ayrshire 76 88 77 20.8% 81 69.4% 88 125.0% 
North Lanarkshire 67 83.5 78 166.7% 76 90.9% 75 60.6% 
Orkney 83 91.5 76 -205.9% 69 -274.5% 78 -73.5% 
Perth & Kinross 76 88 69 -145.8% 69 -97.2% 71 -52.1% 
Renfrewshire 73 86.5 86 240.7% 86 160.5% 90 157.4% 
Scottish Borders, The 73 86.5 69 -74.1% 67 -74.1% 72 -9.3% 
Shetland 64 82 76 166.7% 69 46.3% 62 -13.9% 
South Ayrshire 61 80.5 71 128.2% 75 119.7% 74 83.3% 
South Lanarkshire 65 82.5 73 114.3% 73 76.2% 83 128.6% 
Stirling 62 81 67 65.8% 67 43.9% 68 39.5% 

mailto:gavin_corbett@shelter.org.uk
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West Dunbartonshire 81 90.5 89 210.5% 90 157.9% 96 197.4% 
West Lothian 70 85 75 83.3% 80 111.1% 80 83.3% 

 

This table shows the rate of progress for each council and for Scotland as a whole towards the 2012 target.  
The final column shows, as a percentage, the rate of progress towards 2012.  A score of 100% or more 
means that the council is on or ahead of target.  Between 0-100% the council is going in the right direction 
but not fast enough.  If the score is a negative value, the council is going in the wrong direction.      
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SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH FEDERATION OF HOUSING 
ASSOCIATIONS 

 
Evidence to Local Government and Communities Committee  

 11 February 2009 

Background 
As the national representative body for the majority of housing associations in Scotland, the 
Scottish Federation of Housing Associations welcomes the opportunity to provide this written 
submission of evidence to Committee on issues surrounding access to housing, housing supply 
and homelessness legislation generally. 
 
Housing associations in Scotland own and manage around 40% of the country’s affordable rented 
housing stock. This represents over 260,000 homes across Scotland, and the SFHA recognises 
that its members can and should naturally make a significant contribution to the alleviation of 
homelessness. 
 
The Homelessness Task Force, set up by the then Scottish Executive in 1999, published reports in 
2000 and 2002 which formed the basis of the homelessness provisions of the Housing (Scotland) 
Act 2001, and the Homelessness (Scotland) Act 2003, giving Scotland the most progressive 
homelessness legislation in Western Europe. Its ultimate target is that by 2012, all households 
which are assessed by local authorities as unintentionally homelessness will be entitled to settled 
accommodation.  
 
This evidence will outline how housing associations are contributing to the alleviation of 
homelessness, general perceptions about accessing the affordable rented sector, how lack of 
housing supply is the most obvious obstacle to attaining the 2012 target and how an increase in 
supply will help to stimulate the economy.   
 
Homelessness Legislation and Housing Associations  
The provisions of Section 5 of the 2001 Act gave housing associations, for the first time, a statutory 
duty to allocate to homeless people referred to them by local authorities. 
 
However, there appears to be a misguided impression that this is the limit of housing associations’ 
contribution to alleviating homelessness.  
 
The 2012 Homelessness Support Project, sponsored by the Association of Local Authority Chief 
Housing Officers (ALACHO) and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), recognised 
that the Section 5 referral system was only part of the mechanism for housing homeless people, 
was not fully utilised, and that there were tensions relating to its operation, on both sides, despite 
there being many examples of good practice and collaborative working throughout Scotland. The 
publication of Scottish Government research into the operation of Section 5 referrals is imminent.  
 
In addition to the Section 5 referral system, the allocations policies of Scottish housing associations 
are expected to give reasonable preference to the categories of need outlined in the Housing 
Scotland (Act) 1987, one of which is homelessness. The Scottish Housing Regulator ensures that 
these statutory categories are catered for. The vast majority of Scottish housing association 
allocations policies recognise homelessness as the highest category of housing need, which 
suggests that housing associations DO house homeless people separately from the Section 5 
arrangements from their waiting lists and through internal transfers. 
 
It is important, in the context of homelessness, to ascertain who is being housed in our sector. 
Some individual housing associations let themselves down slightly by not publishing the outcomes 
of their allocations policies in respect of who they are housing, and all of this has made it difficult to 
be definitive as to how well (or otherwise) the housing association sector is currently contributing. 



2 
LGC/S3/09/5/2 

 

The necessity to publish outcomes is likely to be highlighted in Scottish Government Allocations 
Guidance, due to be published in autumn 2009. 
The SFHA recently carried out a survey of our members’ allocations outcomes to attempt to 
determine from which categories of housing need successful housing association applicants came 
from.  While we need to do some more work on this, it is clear from an initial analysis that housing 
associations are not only preventing homelessness, in many instances they are preventing a 
homeless application by allocating from their own waiting list or through an internal transfer (from 
one of their properties to another, usually larger, one). 
 
In the context of 2012 and the dismantling of the priority need barriers, typically around 40% of 
housing association allocations (waiting list and transfers) were made to applicants who would 
have been classified as statutorily homeless had they applied to their local authority. This is in 
addition to the 22% of allocations in the housing association sector that were made to those who 
had gone through the statutory homeless route, via Section 5 referrals. 
  
We feel that this is an under reported outcome and perhaps there is a role for the Scottish Housing 
Regulator in collecting and analysing this specific information as part of the annual statistical 
returns provided by all Registered housing associations.   
 
The challenges for housing associations to assist in meeting the 2012 target are many, and our 
sector will have to juggle its resources to try and satisfy the various demands on it. Unfortunately, 
these resources may end up being stretched even further when the ten year housing association 
exemption from the modernised Right to Buy provisions of the 2001 Act ends in 2012. It appears 
rather perverse to the SFHA that this should occur in the very year of our ambitious homelessness 
target, and these two pieces of public policy would appear to be polar opposites. We welcome this 
administration’s decision to end RTB for new build properties and its intention to consult on further 
restrictions, such as ending RTB for all new  
 
tenancies. We hope that consideration will also be given to extending the housing association 
exemption and avoiding the contradiction outlined earlier in this paragraph.    
 
Another major challenge is to ensure that there are sufficient support and care solutions available 
to help ex-homeless people to sustain their tenancies and escape from the vicious circle of 
homelessness which currently exists. There is often a danger of treating homelessness simply as a 
numbers game, and we need to recognise that solutions need to be far deeper and more wide-
ranging than that. Following the removal of the ring-fenced Supporting People Fund, we need to 
find ways to ensure that preventative and support services are fully funded. 
 
We need to understand more fully our role in preventing homelessness, and the potential we have 
to expand that role by providing innovative, successful and measurably effective homelessness 
prevention initiatives. The ALACHO report suggests that the housing association sector ought to 
develop a more strategic and preventative approach to housing management and tenancy 
sustainment, as well as a wider role in housing advice. The SFHA is committed to working closely 
with our local authority colleagues and the specialist homelessness professionals to discuss ways 
of achieving this. This process has already begun, and we recently held our first Tenancy 
Sustainment Conference which was well supported by housing associations and well received by 
COSLA and ALACHO. 
 
Scottish housing associations have also assisted in preventing homelessness through the Scottish 
Government’s Mortgage to Rent Scheme. Over 700 families have benefitted from staying in their 
homes under a Scottish secure tenancy with a housing association in the 6 years of the Scheme, 
and the SFHA welcomes the recent additional funding afforded to the Scheme by the Scottish 
Government.  
 
Access to Housing 
According to the latest available figures from the Scottish Housing Regulator there are currently 
285,662 people on housing association waiting lists in Scotland.   
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The combined local authority and housing association waiting list in Scotland is 477,327. The 
equivalent figure in 2000 was 325,534, which suggests a 46% increase. NB – these figures may 
represent a larger increase. Although there will undoubtedly be some ‘double counting’ of 
applicants who appear on more than one waiting list, the emergence of common housing registers 
since the beginning of the decade will have reduced such instances considerably. 
 
In the same period, through Right to Buy take-up and demolition of dilapidated stock, there has 
been a net loss of around 100,000 homes in the sector in Scotland. This represents a fall of 14%. 
During this same period, changing trends in household sizes have led to sharply increased 
demand for housing and the number of households in Scotland has increased from 2.17m to 2.3m 
(up 6%). 
 
This rise in demand, coupled with a net reduction in supply, has created a logjam. 
 
There are various perceptions among the general public about how to access the affordable rented 
sector. The most common of these is the view taken that the only route into the sector is by making 
a homeless application. This will obviously vary from locality to locality and there is little or no firm 
evidence to support this view, at the moment. 
 
 
However, it is clear that as the priority need barriers are dismantled, which is a key element of the 
2012 targets, more and more applicants will fall within the statutory homeless category.  
 
Many communities are worried that there will be no other way to rationalise a limited housing stock 
other than to allocate to statutory homeless applicants in chronological order.  
 
Although this may be taking the perception to extremes, there is genuine fear among housing 
association management committees that their allocations policies and waiting lists will become 
obsolete. 
 
Some local authorities have reacted to the lack of supply by introducing comprehensive ‘Housing 
Options’ interviews and producing personal lettings plans, as a way to educate applicants as to 
their realistic prospects of housing. We would be keen for housing associations to join with local 
authorities in this approach. The evolution of common housing registers may facilitate this, and 
North Lanarkshire Council and its housing association partners are about to ‘go live’ with their 
partnership version of housing options advice. 
 
The lack of affordable rented housing supply is such that Perth and Kinross Council is in the 
process of establishing a private lettings initiative in conjunction with the delivery of their own 
Housing Options service.  

Housing Supply 

The most obvious obstacle to attaining the 2012 target is the lack of availability of sufficient 
housing. As detailed above, since the introduction of Right to Buy there has been a significant net 
loss of affordable rented homes in Scotland. At the same time, changing trends in household sizes 
have led to sharply increased demand for housing. 
 
This has led to a housing crisis in Scotland. 
 
The Scottish Government stated in “Firm Foundations” that its aim was that by 2015, 35,000 
houses per year would be built in order to meet housing need and boost the economy. Yet before 
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the recession hit the housebuilding industry, less than 25,000 houses were completed in Scotland 
in 2007. 
 
 
 
It is clear that the huge unmet demand for housing cannot be met through the private market alone 
– the housebuilding industry has suffered hugely in the recession and Homes for Scotland estimate 
that only 9,000 houses for sale will start on site this year. It is clear then, that the way to meet need 
is to significantly increase investment in affordable housing. 
To increase output of affordable housing we believe it is necessary to: 
 

• Double investment in housing        
• Revisit the financial assumptions used to calculate Housing Association Grant 
• Delay the proposed reforms to the way housing association developments are funded 
 

 
Doubling investment in housing 
The SFHA estimates that in order to meet housing need in Scotland, it is necessary to build 10,000 
affordable rented houses per year. In recent years Scotland has struggled to produce 5,000 
affordable houses for rent. We are asking for Housing’s share of the Scottish Budget to be doubled 
so that our members can build 10,000 homes per year and meet housing need. 
 
Such an investment would have the additional benefit of securing jobs in construction and 
stimulating the economy – Homes for Scotland estimate that half of the jobs in the construction 
industry have been lost since the Credit Crunch – it is vital to act now to retain these jobs and skills 
before they are lost for a generation. 
 
Revising Housing Association Grant (HAG) Assumptions 
The HAG Financial Assumptions, the calculation used to determine levels of grant, were radically 
changed this year to reduce grant levels on schemes. The aim was to increase value for money, 
however the changes went too far and the effect of the credit crunch on the cost and availability of 
private finance has meant that the revised assumptions are likely to reduce rather than increase 
output. The impact of the credit crunch means that the HAG Assumptions need to go back to their 
original 2007/8 levels so that Associations can borrow money to build much needed affordable 
housing. 
 
Investment Reform 
The Scottish Government has developed proposals to radically change the way that housing 
associations bid for, and develop, affordable housing in Scotland. Again, the aim was to increase 
value for money and produce more houses. The global banking crisis has, however, meant that 
this is not the time to introduce radical reform and the SFHA strongly believes that this change 
needs to either be delayed or dropped in the current circumstances. 
 
Summary 
Scottish housing associations house homeless people separately from the Section 5 arrangements 
from their waiting lists and through internal transfers, in significant numbers. In many cases these 
allocations are to applicants who would be classed as statutory homeless had they applied to their 
local authority, thus preventing a homeless application from being made in the first place. 
 
The SFHA is encouraging housing associations to develop their own tenancy sustainment 
strategies or processes. 
 
As the priority need barriers are dismantled, more and more applicants will fall within the statutory 
homeless category, leading to fears that housing association allocations policies and waiting lists 
will become obsolete as demand continues to far outstrip supply. 
 



2 
LGC/S3/09/5/2 

 

Following the removal of the ring-fenced Supporting People Fund, we need to find ways to ensure 
that preventative and support services are fully funded. 
 
 
We welcome this administration’s decision to end Right to Buy for new build properties and its 
intention to consult on further restrictions, such as ending Right to Buy for all new tenancies. 
However, this alone will not enable the 2012 target to be met. 
 
Along with other housing bodies the Scottish Federation of Housing Association argued in the run 
up to the 2007 Scottish Parliament elections, that Scotland needed 10,000 homes for rent a year. 
As we enter recession in 2009, this is needed more than ever - for social and now macro economic 
reasons.   
 
The housing association sector would lead the drive to delivering 10,000 new affordable homes for 
rent, per year, every year. This would create long term community assets for affordable rent. But 
though managed and commissioned by housing associations, the actual houses would be built by 
private sector companies, bringing them much needed business as the market for new build 
private houses for sale all but collapses. 
 
Finally, the prospects of actually achieving the 2012 targets are unclear, and the SFHA supports 
the recommendation made by Shelter in 2008 that there ought to be a more focused 
implementation plan for the period 2009-12, on the back of the evidence gathered from a detailed 
stock-take on progress. This should take account of some of the statistics we included earlier in 
this submission around allocations which prevent homeless applications.  
 
This has become even more necessary as a result of the effects of the economic downturn on 
homeless applications (the full impact of which we are yet to experience), and the apparent demise 
of the Homelessness Monitoring Group.  

The Scottish Federation of Housing Associations  

5 February 2009 
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SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH COUNCIL FOR SINGLE HOMELESS 

 
 

Evidence to Local Government and Communities Committee 
11 February 2009 

 
The Committee has invited evidence on local perceptions on access to housing, the homelessness 
legislation and housing supply. All three areas are important but broad in scope.  SCSH would wish 
to focus most of our written comments on the homelessness legislation and progress towards 
2012, but will be happy to address any other questions which may arise. 
 
The graph below gives a broad context to progress in homelessness, showing a marginal decrease 
both in those presenting for assessment and those formally assessed as being homeless. 
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However, there are a number of new elements which need to be considered in relation to the 2012 
homelessness target, in addition to the most significant issues of housing supply and housing 
support which underpin the homelessness framework. Most notably there are three new factors: 
 

• The impact of the recession 
• The new relationship between central and local government detailed in the Concordat 
• The increasing emphasis on the private rented sector to assist in tackling homelessness. 

 
 
 
In addition we wish to suggest that more than 5 years after the target that ‘no-one needs to sleep 
rough in Scotland from the end of 2003’ a review of how well the target is being met is undertaken. 
Reports from our members in different parts of Scotland suggest that in some areas rough sleeping 
may be creeping up, whilst in others it is not apparent. A national review of rough sleeping 
would give an objective assessment of progress. 
 
The impact of the recession 
It is clear that the recession and the squeeze on credit will lead to increasing numbers of people in 
financial difficulties.  Increasing numbers of potential first time buyers will be unable to access a 
mortgage for owner occupation. Others in owner occupation will be at risk of having their homes 
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repossessed. Others, in rented accommodation, will find themselves in financial difficulties and at 
risk of losing their homes through rent arrears. 
 
Some private landlords with ‘buy to let’ mortgages may find themselves in difficulties meeting their 
mortgage payments, thus putting their tenants at risk if the property is repossessed. 
 
This combination of factors will add pressure to the demand for social rented housing, from groups 
which had not been factored into local authority projections. So the need to focus on the supply of 
housing and on good quality prevention measures is vital at this time. The Scottish Government 
has taken a number of initiatives which are welcome in this respect. 
 
However these unexpected factors make it more important that at Scotland level there is a 
stocktake of progress towards 2012 and any additional interventions which may be required to 
ensure the target is met. 
  
The new relationship between central and local government 
There are a number of issues which give cause for concern here. The removal of the ring fence 
from homelessness funding streams and from Supporting People funding has given local 
authorities greater freedom and flexibility in how they make use of that funding.  The decision to 
remove the ring fence happened very close to the time when local authorities were finalising 
budgets and we believe therefore that the impact was limited in the current financial year. We 
believe the impact will begin to be apparent in the coming financial year. 
 
We are aware that local authorities are under immense funding pressures (for example from older 
people’s services, learning disability etc). The freeing up of funding originally intended for 
homelessness prevention and solutions may well (at least in part) be diverted to such services. We 
believe it is important in monitoring progress towards 2012 to have a full understanding of 
any such movements in funding and their implications. 
 
The Housing Support Enabling Unit has conducted a survey of services which were in receipt of 
Supporting People funding. From the 322 responses they received to their survey – 
 

• 44% said they were operating in deficit 
• small packages of support (less than 4 hours per week) were a significant proportion of 

housing support 
• those exclusively operating less than 4 hours of support per week were more likely to be in 

deficit 
• a number of organisations were looking for alternative additional sources of funding and/ or 

to reduce costs (e.g. through reducing staff). 
 
31% of those working with homeless people were operating in deficit, and, with the abolition of the 
Supporting People funding stream, it is unlikely there will be any additional funding available for 
such work. 
 
The anecdotal evidence from our members is that there is a strong downwards pressure on 
funding. 
 
SCSH has concerns that it will be very difficult to monitor the impact of this significant policy 
change, since local authorities are no longer required to report on how they spend the previous 
Supporting People funding. We are concerned that funding may become more concentrated in 
high intensity support at the expense of low level support for independent living skills which both 
prevents homelessness and helps people sustain their tenancies. This is likely to have a knock on 
effect on the numbers of households who present as homeless. 
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The limited requirements on local authorities to report to central government other than through the 
HL1 form (homelessness return) means there will in our view be insufficient information to monitor 
progress towards full implementation of the 2012 strategy. SCSH along with other homelessness 
organisations in Scotland called last year for Parliament to undertake a stock take of progress 
towards 2012. At the time the Government took the view that such work would duplicate the work 
of the Homelessness Monitoring Group. The HMG has not met for nearly a year, and we now 
believe it is important to set up a means of understanding what support will be needed to ensure all 
parts of Scotland are able to meet the requirements of the legislation in full.  
 
Very little comparable data will be produced. Working from 32 different Single Outcome 
Agreements with different ways of recording progress is likely to produce confusing results. This, 
combined with the removal of the requirement on local authorities to submit a homelessness 
strategy to the Scottish Government, gives us cause for concern that we will not know far enough 
in advance if the 2012 may not be met. 
 
2012 is not the end of the commitment, and we believe it is important to ensure that we continue 
to monitor implementation of the homelessness framework beyond 2012. 
 
Private Rented Sector 
Given the undersupply of social rented housing, the Scottish Government has suggested making 
greater use of the Private Rented Sector to assist with housing homeless people. It remains our 
view that there is a need for 10,000 affordable rented housing units to be completed each year to 
meet the anticipated demand. 
 
We accept that that the private rented sector has an important role to play in some areas of 
Scotland. The sector is quite diverse and the impact of the recession on it is difficult to predict.  
Parts of the sector may be quite volatile (such as people unable to sell properties becoming 
reluctant landlords). Demand may also vary quite considerably, for example from people unable to 
secure a mortgage to buy for the first time in the current climate. 
 
The sector serves a number of different markets (professional, social, tourist, student etc). The 
question in the current economic climate is whether the social renters may be squeezed out and to 
what extent a homelessness strategy can rely on constant or predictable availability in this sector. 
 
The introduction of Local Housing Allowance has produced winners and losers. We recognise that 
LHA does not fall within the remit of the Scottish Parliament,. However there are some areas in 
Scotland where the LHA upper limit is far less than the rent charged – effectively denying the use 
of PRS for homeless and vulnerable people in a number of locations. There is also increasing 
evidence in some areas of landlords refusing to accept those reliant on benefits. SCSH is currently 
undertaking a survey regarding these matters and will be happy to share the results with the 
Committee when it is complete. 
 
We have received anecdotal evidence from our members about a growing problem of landlords 
with ‘buy to let’ mortgages being unable to meet mortgage payments placing their tenants in 
danger of becoming homeless. If the sector is to be used to house homeless people landlords in a 
secure financial position must be used to ensure households are not put back into homelessness 
(or a position of insecurity) again. 
 
These issues of insecurity for tenants raise concerns about the type of tenancy offered in the 
private rented sector.  The Short Assured Tenancy is virtually universal which allows the landlord a 
simple means of repossessing the property, and affords the tenant minimal rights. The government 
has consulted on proposals to permit the homelessness duties on local authorities to be 
discharged to a SAT . We believe the protection for tenants is not sufficient and would recommend 
a review of the SAT. 
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Given the imminent welfare reforms, which include potential cuts in benefits for those who do not 
take up employment, the relatively high rents in some privately rented accommodation may place 
tenants in an ‘affordability trap.’ When Parliament considers changes to regulations on the 
greater use of the private rented sector, we trust these issues will be considered. 
 
 
SCSH 
4 February 2009  
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SUBMISSION FROM CITY OF EDINBURGH COUNCIL 

Evidence to Local Government and Communities Committee 
11 February 2009 

 
 
Homelessness – Current Context 
 
Despite the significant achievements made over the last 5-6 years in preventing homelessness and 
getting people who have been homeless into accommodation, homelessness remains a serious 
problem in Edinburgh with a considerable negative impact on a large number of people’s lives: 
 

• An acute concern is the shortage of affordable housing in the city.  Each year the gap 
widens between the available Council stock and the amount of people that we have to find 
permanent housing. 
 
Graph 1: Homelessness Presentations and Social Rented Lets 
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• The average time taken to close a priority need case has increased by 38 days from 
2002/03 to 2007/08. Each homeless household now has an average case length of 111 
days. This is due to the decreasing capacity of the Council to rehouse homeless 
people. 
 

• Households spend longer in temporary accommodation, average number of people in 
Bed and Breakfast per night has increased from 218 in 2005/06 to 275 in 2007/08.  The 
average length of stay in temporary accommodation has increased from 52 nights in 
2002/03 to 67 nights in 2007/08 
 

• Greater numbers of people are expected to approach the Council to resolve their housing 
need due to the current economic climate - increased unemployment will lead to 
increased homelessness. 

 
Homelessness Strategy 
 
The Edinburgh Homelessness Strategy 2008 – 2012 was launched in April 2008 following a two 
year period of consultation with voluntary sector organisations and customers. 
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Achievements have been made over the past few years in the following: 

• Reduction in rough sleeping – there was a significant fall in the number of people who 
had experience of rough sleeping or who had presented as roofless to third party services 
from 2003. 

• Prevention of homelessness – Over one third of people who receive housing advice do 
not go on to present as homeless to the Council. This has increased from 1 in 5 people in 
2003. 

• Priority Need assessments – priority need assessment decisions have increased by 15%, 
from 62% in 2003 to 77% at the end of November 2008. 

Credit Crunch 
 
The current strategy is being reviewed to ensure it can effectively respond to the changing 
financial, economic and political environment. Increasing unemployment in this sector will lead to 
increased homelessness, placing further pressure on Edinburgh’s homelessness services. 

Measures are already in place to plan for the potential impact of recession and possible job 
losses to the Edinburgh economy. These include:  

• Weekly monitoring of home repossessions and housing debt advice; 

• Revised business processes and training for staff for advice to people with housing 
debt problems; 

• Developing the process for dealing with notifications of repossession and eviction 
actions by lenders and landlords to local authorities. 

Innovations in Homelessness Practice 
 
The Council has introduced a variety of innovative services and service delivery to people 
experiencing homelessness. These include: 

• Private Sector Leasing (PSL) – Edinburgh has the largest PSL scheme in the UK.  The 
scheme was set up in 2005 to combat the difficulties encountered in finding short to 
medium term accommodation for homeless people in the private rented market. PSL helps 
people make the transition from homelessness to stability and independent living, improves 
access to private rented housing and supports people into employment. Currently 66% of 
people who move onto a permanent tenancy from PSL move into the Private Rented 
Sector. 
 

• “Safe as Houses” – Through Scottish Government Homelessness Innovation 
Funding received in 2005, Edinburgh set up the first “Sanctuary” scheme in 
Scotland. The service has been offered to Council tenants suffering domestic abuse 
and at risk of homelessness to allow them to stay in their own home with the 
provision of practical safety measures.   This scheme has been mainstreamed into 
general homeless assessment practice. An evaluation of the project by the Scottish 
Government stated:  
“The project has demonstrated that sanctuary schemes of this type can provide a 
valuable option for women who may be homeless due to domestic violence. Indeed, 
women have not wanted to move and valued the opportunity to 'stay put' at least for 
the immediate future” 
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Housing Supply and Demand 
 
Edinburgh suffers from an acute shortage of affordable housing across all tenure types, making it 
increasingly difficult to find housing for homeless people. This has become even more pressing in 
the current climate. 
 
Graph 1 shows the number of new houses being built is dropping, impacting on the delivery of 
affordable homes: 
 
Graph 1: New house building in Edinburgh  
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There has been a 400% increase in demand for affordable homes. 

Graph 2 shows a 400% increase in demand for affordable housing through Choice Based Letting. 

Graph 2: Average Number of Bids per Property Advertised in EH – Your Key to Choice 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Despite the critical need for investment in affordable housing, Edinburgh receives less public 
funding for affordable housing than its counterparts who have little or no need.  Glasgow and Clyde 
Valley receives over 53% of Scotland’s affordable housing investment in spite of having 80% of 
Scotland’s surplus housing and only 21% of the need. Graph 3 shows this in detail: 
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Graph 3: Affordable Housing Need/Surplus and Investment across Scotland
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The City of Edinburgh Council currently receives £36 million through the Affordable Housing 
Investment Programme (AHIP) however, the Strategic Housing Investment Plan (SHIP) that we 
have recently submitted seeks double that.  

Furthermore, the City of Edinburgh Council has identified land and “off the shelf” purchase 
opportunities which could provide 7836 affordable homes. Delivery of these homes would make a 
significant contribution towards alleviating the homelessness problems within the city. However, 
this is dependent upon substantial additional investment from the Scottish Government (the 
estimated purchase cost is £284 million). 

Unless we address the fundamental shortage of affordable housing within the city, it is unlikely that 
we will be able to meet the 2012 target of providing a home for everyone who is homeless. 

Commissioning of Non Accommodation Homelessness and Support Services 
 
The Council embarked up on a tendering process for homelessness services which weren’t linked 
to accommodation in 2008.  This process resulted in new services aligned with strategic priorities, 
with increased capacity and greater efficiency. The key features are the availability of more support 
to vulnerable people and more advice to prevent homelessness. Services were tendered for in 
order to:  

• Align provision with the Council’s five year Homelessness Strategy published in April 
2008; 

• Increase the capacity of services; 

• Improve the quality of services to customers;  

• Achieve efficiency savings 
 



5 
LGC/S3/09/5/2 

 

 

SUBMISSION FROM WEST DUNBARTONSHIRE COUNCIL 
 

Evidence to Local Government and Communities Committee 
11 February 2009 

 
The Committee has invited evidence from West Dunbartonshire Council on 
homelessness and in particular perceptions about access to housing, homelessness 
legislation and housing supply generally.  All areas are important but broad in scope. 
 
West Dunbartonshire Council would wish to focus most of our written comments on 
homelessness in a local context, but will be happy to address any other questions 
which may arise.  
 
Homelessness in West Dunbartonshire 
 
The graph below gives a broad context to progress in tackling homelessness in West 
Dunbartonshire and shows a stability and marginal decrease both in homelessness 
presentations and in those assessed as homeless. 
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However, homelessness does continue to be a major social problem within the 
communities of West Dunbartonshire.  This can be evidenced through the table 
below:-  
 
Number of Applications applying by local authority as percentage of total 
households: 2007/08 
  Number of Homeless 

Presentations 
% of all households 

Scotland 56,609 2.47% 
West Dunbartonshire 2,278 5.45% 
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West Dunbartonshire Homelessness Strategy 2008-2013 
 
West Dunbartonshire Council in November 2008 launched their new Homelessness 
Strategy with the vision to ‘end homelessness in West Dunbartonshire’ through the 
following strategic aims:- 
 
Aim1 – To prevent homelessness occurring in West Dunbartonshire 
Aim 2 – To improve the range of Housing Options available in West Dunbartonshire 
and to respond effectively to households in homelessness crisis. 
Aim 3 – To ensure a sustainable solution for those individuals who have experienced 
homelessness 
Aim 4 – To ensure a commitment to develop and improve services and tackle 
homelessness through a partnership approach 
 
Through these strategic aims West Dunbartonshire Council remain confident that we 
shall meet the 2012 homelessness targets. 
 
However, there are a number of both new and existing challenges which require to 
be addressed in relation to the 2012 target and beyond.  These are listed below and 
summarised in greater detail:- 
 

• Housing Supply 
• Access to Social Housing 
• Temporary Accommodation 
• Access to the Private Rented Sector 
• The impact of the ‘credit crunch’ 
• The Concordat/Single Outcome Agreement 
• Negative attitudes towards homelessness 
 

  
Housing Supply 
The initial results of the West Dunbartonshire Housing Needs and Supply Study 
indicated a significant surplus of affordable housing being generated within the local 
area.  However, the more detailed disaggregated analysis clearly identifies the 
changing need for affordable housing in the area and reinforced the evidence that 
some types and sizes of the existing stock would have little or no role to play in the 
future housing market. 
 
The implementation of our Standard Delivery Plan will attempt to address this issue 
and determines a requirement for future major regeneration and demolition works.  
There is a need to ensure resources are available to ensure there is no detriment to 
affordable housing levels within the local authority area.     
 
 
Impact of the Credit Crunch 
It is evident that one of the major consequences of the present economic climate will 
be an increasing number of individuals with financial difficulties and facing the risk of 
eviction and repossession. This allied to a decreasing opportunity for potential first 
time buyers will add significant pressure on both social and private rented housing 
from demographic groups which may have previously not been factored into 
projections. 
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The current economic climate further emphasises the significant issue of 
homelessness prevention and housing supply in underpinning the drive to tackle 
homelessness. At a local level we welcome recent initiatives from the Scottish 
Government though anticipate increased demand for opportunities to access the 
owner occupation sector. 
 
Access to Social Housing     
It is evident at local level that as we approach the 2012 homelessness target  more 
allocations in the social rented sector should be made to homeless households.  
Through the Homelessness Strategy development we have established a target that 
by 2011, 50% of all social lets will be made to homeless households.  We recognise 
the importance that our RSL partners will play in meeting this target, and are 
encouraged by the increased focus by the Scottish Housing Regulator on this. 
 
In West Dunbartonshire discussions have commenced on establishing a Common 
Housing Register/Common Allocation Policy. We anticipate these developments will 
help to secure and maintain ‘balanced communities’ and would welcome further 
Scottish Government support and also continued focus from the regulator. 
 
Temporary Accommodation 
We anticipate increasing demand for temporary accommodation and recognise 
improved access to social housing for homeless households will be a catalyst to free 
up temporary accommodation provision.  
 
Locally, we have experienced increased lengths of time spent in temporary 
accommodation while maintaining our policy of eliminating the use of Bed & 
Breakfast accommodation for homeless households since 2005.   
 
We recognise that increased length of time spent in temporary accommodation may 
be beneficial to the service user, significantly those with complex and multiple needs 
and seek that the Homelessness Code of Guidance be updated to reflect this issue. 
  
We fully endorse Scottish Government intention to promote a more coherent and 
consistent approach to the provision of temporary accommodation.   
 
Access to Private Rented Sector 
We have broadly welcomed increased focus by the Scottish Government in ensuring 
greater use of the private rented sector in assisting with housing homeless 
households.   
 
However, in a local context the sector is small and is likely to be further stretched due 
to the current economic climate.  The client group within the West Dunbartonshire 
area that views the PRS as an attractive housing solution are young people.  
However, benefit regulations and in particular Single Room Rent restrictions for 
under 25’s restrict access to this sector.  We recognise that benefit regulations are a 
reserved matter but would support any discussions between the Scottish 
Government and Westminster concerning this matter.  We also have issues that 
were highlighted in the recent consultation concerning security of tenure within the 
sector.  
 
The Concordat / Single Outcome Agreement  
The removal of the ring fence from funding to tackle homelessness and other funding 
streams will allow local authorities greater flexibility in how funding is used within their 
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own particular area.  However, with this flexibility there will also be increased funding 
pressures through competing priorities.   
 
The introduction of the Single Outcome Agreement has also changed the way in 
which local authorities report on progress in meeting the Scottish Government 
homelessness targets.  The previous monitoring regime was a valuable exercise and 
helped keep local authorities remain focused on the target. 
 
We have concerns that the above factors and the removal of the requirement on local 
authorities to submit a Homelessness Strategy to the Scottish Government will dilute 
the importance of continuing the drive to tackle homelessness in Scotland after 2012.  
We appreciate as a local authority we will continue to lead the drive to tackle 
homelessness locally but would support a continued national focus through a 
National Framework for Scotland.   
   
 
Negative attitudes towards homelessness 
Research, both nationally and locally indicates that negative attitudes towards 
homeless people are widespread within communities.  We recognise that these 
attitudes should be challenged. Locally, through the homeless strategy development 
we aim to increase public awareness about the real nature and causes of 
homelessness, this will include a local homelessness awareness week in November.   
 
However, we appreciate that these public attitudes are not confined to the West 
Dunbartonshire community.  We would therefore welcome the Scottish Government 
in partnership with other agencies taking the lead in changing negative attitudes 
towards homelessness that exist in Scotland. 
 
 
West Dunbartonshire Council 
February 5th 2009   
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Overview  
 
I am pleased to have this opportunity to update the Local Government and Communities 
Committee on the SPSO’s work since I last gave evidence to the Committee on 14 
November 2007.  I consider that these regular meetings are a key component of the 
accountability framework for my office and also provide a good opportunity for the SPSO 
to obtain valuable feedback from the Parliament.   
 
In this briefing paper I summarise key issues arising from the SPSO’s work in the business 
year covered in our 2007-08 Annual Report.  However, as members of the Committee may 
be aware, I demit office at the end of March 2008 so I also take this opportunity to reflect 
on the whole period of my appointment as the first Scottish Public Services Ombudsman 
and offer some thoughts on the challenges and opportunities which will face my 
successor. 
 
 
1.  Casework trends and performance in 2007-08 
 
4,197 new cases were received, a decrease of just under one percent compared with the 
4,228 received in the previous year.  This is the first time since the SPSO was established 
in October 2002 that there has not been a year-on-year increase in caseload.  Figures for 
complaints received so far this business year show an increase again.  We will need to 
monitor trends over a period and analyse the data in detail before we can safely draw any 
firm conclusions. 

 
We responded to a total of 4,661 enquiries and complaints.  1,780 enquiries were dealt 
with, giving advice mostly by telephone.   
 
We made decisions on 2,881 complaints. 49% were determined within 2 weeks, 72% 
within 14 weeks and 88% within one year.  The figures for the previous year were 22%, 
57% and 88% respectively.   
 
390 investigation reports were laid in the Parliament – 24% more than in 2006-07.  The 
reports published in 2007-08 contained decisions on almost 1,000 separate issues.  19% 
of investigated complaints were fully upheld; 36% partially upheld and 45% not upheld.   
 
 
2.  Issues arising from casework in 2007-08 
 
Local Government 
We received 1,329 complaints about local authorities in 2007-08: 55% of all complaints 
received. 
 
In August 2008 we sent a letter to the Chief Executive of each Council detailing the volume 
and subject of enquiries and complaints received about their organisation in 2007-08.  The 
letters also summarised how we had determined those complaints and listed any 
recommendations we had made.  For the first time we also included comparative data to 
assist Councils in tracking trends about issues and measuring their complaint handling 
performance.   
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Complaints about planning matters continue to form a large part of our caseload.  Many 
people coming to us confuse complaint and appeal processes and are frustrated that we 
cannot stop a development or amend a planning decision.  Complainants are also 
frequently frustrated by the process they have undergone before they get to the SPSO.  
We are currently working with COSLA, the Standards Commission for Scotland and the 
Scottish Government to review planning complaints in local authorities with a view to 
establishing a more effective system for the handling of complaints across Scotland.   
 
Housing 
We received 243 enquiries and 618 complaints about Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) 
and the housing responsibilities of local authorities.  Complaints were received about all of 
the 32 local authorities and 88 of the approximately 230 RSLs on the register maintained 
by the Scottish Housing Regulator.  Around 60% of housing complaints received were 
about local authorities, who have just over 60% of the social rented stock. 
 
We reached decisions on 684 housing complaints in 2007-08: a 57% increase on 2006-07.  
This sector continues to generate the highest number of premature complaints to the 
SPSO – that is, complaints brought to us before local procedures have been exhausted.  
We have been working to try and identify why this is and in February 2008, with the 
Chartered Institute of Housing in Scotland, undertook a study of Council Housing 
Departments’ complaints processes.  This identified the need for training for frontline staff; 
recording complaints accurately and for Councils to use complaint information to drive 
improvement.  We have disseminated information on our findings through our Housing 
News newsletter. 
 
There have been a number of complaints about the way applications under Right to Buy 
have been handled by landlords or about changes to entitlement as the consequence of a 
move or another change to a tenancy.  In a few cases we have been concerned about 
landlords failing to provide full, timely information to their tenants, particularly when there is 
a transfer to a different property.  Sometimes landlords are not keeping a record that they 
have supplied this information, and, if they have, are providing it too late for the tenant to 
be able to consider it properly, and to take appropriate independent advice.  Although 
there may not always be statutory obligations on a landlord to provide this information, we 
consider that it is good administrative practice to do so, and we would generally expect a 
landlord to keep written records to verify that tenants have been made aware of the 
potential changes to their rights. 
 
Health 
We received 741 enquiries and complaints about the NHS in 2007–08: an 11% decrease 
since the previous year.  This is the first time that there has been a reduction in the 
number of the contacts we have received about the NHS.  It would be encouraging to see 
this as an indicator of improved handling of concerns at the front line or of increased trust 
in the NHS.  However, research the SPSO and Scottish Health Council commissioned 
showed that many people who are not happy with the service they have received from the 
NHS feel inhibited from complaining. 
 
Of the 741 contacts, 142 were enquiries and 599 complaints.  328 of the complaints were 
about hospital services, 109 about GPs, 31 about dental and orthodontic services.  The 
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remaining 131 complaints covered NHS24, the Scottish Ambulance Service and other 
NHS services.  
 
I was invited to address the meeting of NHS Chief Executives in August 2007; I spoke at 
the National Clinical Governance Conference organised by NHS Quality Improvement 
Service in January this year; and in June 2008 I spoke at the conference organised to 
celebrate the 60th anniversary of the NHS.  These events, along with the meetings we hold 
regularly with the Scottish Government Health Directorates, provide excellent opportunities 
for engagement on a strategic level with the people and organisations that can bring about 
the wider changes we seek. 
 
Scottish Government and devolved administration 
In 2007-08 we received 67 enquiries and 143 complaints about bodies in this sector.  This 
represents around 5% of our total caseload and is a 17% decrease on the total contacts 
for 2006-07.  Complaints were made about a total of 37 organisations, representing a 
relatively small proportion of the devolved public authorities over which we have 
jurisdiction. 
 
Further & Higher education 
We received eight enquiries and 19 complaints about further education institutions in 
2007-08 and 12 enquiries and 60 complaints about higher education institutions, 
 
Given the small number of complaints received from this sector it is difficult to draw any 
firm conclusions.  However, a significant proportion of complaints concern academic 
appeals processes.  This seems to reflect a pattern observable in other sectors that 
complaints are often made by those who feel a loss of trust in a process which was 
intended to bring a resolution to a dispute.  
 
 
3.  Governance & Accountability 
 
As Accountable Officer for the SPSO I am responsible for ensuring that resources are 
used economically, efficiently and effectively.  Our annual budget proposals are scrutinised 
by the SPCB, as is required by statute and we also submit, on a voluntary basis, regular 
performance reports to the SPCB, and make available more widely a considerable amount 
of information about strategic planning and performance.  Full audited accounts are 
available on the SPSO website.1

 
In June 2007 we set up our Audit Advisory Committee (AAC) as a non-executive group to 
support me and my senior management team in monitoring the adequacy of the SPSO’s 
governance and control systems.  The AAC also provides a source of advice and feedback 
on strategic objectives and the SPSO’s annual business plans.  The AAC is chaired by Sir 
Neil McIntosh and Baroness Rennie Fritchie, a former UK Commissioner for Public 
Appointments and Civil Service Commissioner is the Vice Chair.  The other member is Mr 
David Thomas, Corporate Director and Principal Ombudsman for the Financial 

                                                 
1 www.spso.org.uk 
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Ombudsman Service.  The AAC reported on their work in the SPSO’s 2007-08 Annual 
Report.2

 
In 2007-08 we carried out our first comprehensive survey of complainants.  This covered 
complaints dating back to July 2006.  This was reflected in the survey results with many 
complainants being concerned about the time taken to determine their complaint.  
Satisfaction was higher among recent contacts compared with those whose complaint had 
been handled under our process before October 2005 when it underwent significant 
change.  Similar to surveys carried out by other Ombudsman offices, there was a 
correlation between the outcome of the complaint - whether it was investigated or not and 
then whether it was upheld or not – and the level of complainant satisfaction. 
 
In light of the findings, we have taken action on four main points. 
 

• Seeking to better manage complainants’ expectations; 
• Giving more explanation about why we have considered it appropriate to determine 

a complaint without going to formal investigation. 
• Improving the accessibility of our investigators; and 
• Committing to a rolling survey of complainants to provide regular feedback and to 

help spot potential problems early. 
 
The rolling survey began in August 2008 and we are receiving, and publishing, quarterly 
reports.  There are signs of gradual improvement in satisfaction rates.   
 
 
4.  Reflections and looking to the future  
 
It has been a tremendous honour to be the first Scottish Public Services Ombudsman. 
Over the six years since I was appointed I have had the privilege of setting up the office of 
the SPSO in line with the aspirations of the Scottish Parliament and leading it through 
improvements in its accessibility, internal complaints handling process, communications, 
outreach, structure and governance.  We have helped resolve countless disputes and 
have, I believe, brought justice to many individuals who have suffered because of the 
actions of public service providers.   
 
The office of ombudsman is a crucial part of the democratic system and should be at the 
core of a country’s constitutional arrangements.  This year sees the 200th anniversary of 
the setting up of the very first ombudsman in Sweden.  The reason why Sweden decided 
to create the office then is just as relevant today, namely that members of the public 
should be able to bring their concerns about government departments to an office-holder 
who is independent of the government and parliament and who can look at the complaint 
impartially.   
 
The recent reviews of public service regulation, audit, inspection and complaint handling 
have produced recommendations that the SPSO should be given an explicit role as the 
‘design authority’ for complaint handling across public services; and that the concept of the 

                                                 
2www.spso.org.uk/files/webfm/Publications/Annual%20reports/SPSO%20Annual%20Report%202007-08.pdf 
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‘one-stop shop’ for complaints be extended so that the SPSO takes over responsibility for 
handling complaints that are currently dealt with by other external review bodies. 
 
Both of these recommendations build on the work that we have done to make our part in 
the process of looking at complaints as straightforward and accessible as possible; to try 
to ensure that learning from complaints is shared effectively so that our work does make a 
difference; and to instil in public service providers a greater focus on the positive value of 
complaints.  There is evidence, across the public sector in Scotland, that handling 
complaints well, and learning from them, are now seen as integral to the delivery of high 
quality public services and part of a culture of service with the user at its heart.  I am very 
proud of this legacy and what my office has achieved over the years.   
 
The role and future of the SPSO is currently being examined by the Parliament’s Review 
of SPCB Supported Bodies Committee.  I gave evidence to the Committee on 20 February 
20093 and wish the Committee members well in their work.  My successor will have the 
important job of leading this next significant stage in the development of the SPSO.  I can 
hand over the reins in the certain knowledge that all those who work for the SPSO will 
continue their commitment to deliver a first class complaint handling system.  
 
 
 
 
 
Professor Alice Brown 
Scottish Public Services Ombudsman 

                                                 
3 www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/rssb/or-09/rssb09-0102.htm 
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