WORKSHOP ON PROPOSALS IN THE LOCALISM BILL FOR NEW ARRANGEMENTS TO DEAL WITH COMPLAINTS AGAINST SOCIAL LANDLORDS
BACKGROUND PAPER
Localism Bill
The Localism Bill
 aims to reform the way that social housing is regulated, most notably by abolishing the Tenant Services Authority (TSA) and transferring its remaining functions to the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA). The measures seek to provide social tenants with stronger tools to hold their landlords to account, with landlords expected to support tenant panels - or equivalent bodies - in order to give tenants the opportunity to scrutinise the services being offered.  The Bill also proposes changes to the way that complaints about social landlords are handled. It is this element which the workshops aim to explore. 
Changes to complaint handling 
This measure of the Localism Bill
 introduces what is referred to by some as a ‘democratic filter’ so that in future tenants, who have exhausted their landlord’s complaints procedure, would have to go through a designated person in order to escalate a complaint to the Housing Ombudsman.  In essence this means that a tenant / resident would no longer have direct access to the Ombudsman, but instead must have their complaint referred by a designated person.  A designated person means: an MP, a local Councillor or a local tenant panel.  
Aims: The purpose of the proposed filter is to strengthen:
· The local democratic process and accountability. The proposals to reform social housing regulation are designed to put local people in greater control of driving up standards of social housing management and resolving most failings.  
· The knowledge of local representatives’ in resolving housing complaints. The proposals give a greater role for locally elected representatives to resolve housing problems in their area.
· The speed of resolution of disputes at the local level. We expect local representatives to understand local issues and to be well placed to work with landlords to resolve complaints more quickly by avoiding the need to go to the Ombudsman.
Linked to the introduction of the filter the Bill also proposes to create a single watchdog - the Independent Housing Ombudsman - specialising in complaints about social housing. This should ensure greater consistency across the sector where currently there are two separate ombudsmen (the Local Government Ombudsman and the Independent Housing Ombudsman) handling social tenants’ complaints about their landlord.
Workshops
The proposed legislation provides a high-level framework for the operation of the complaints filter and allows significant room for determining how it works in practice.  
The workshops provide an opportunity to explore what the new arrangements would mean for landlords and tenants, as well as for MPs and councillors, and examine some of the key issues that need to be addressed before implementation (see below).
Key areas for consideration
The following is a summary of some of the key issues that will need addressing and will be worth considering during the workshop discussions:
· Understanding of the changes: we need to be sure that the changes proposed in the Bill are understood so that we can have effective discussions on issues that they raise (such as below).
· Operation of the filter: how can we ensure that the filter mechanism operates as smoothly as possibly and that all parties understand and benefit from the new arrangements?
· Timing issues: how can we ensure that the new arrangements do not delay the resolution of complaints?
· Relationship between the designated persons: how can we ensure an effective working relationship with clear arrangements in place to manage the complaints process so as to avoid unnecessary confusion and complication?
· Scope of complaint: how can we ensure that complainants and designated persons are clear what issues will be considered by whom, and ensure that legally all parties understand their jurisdiction?
· Conflicts of interest: how can we ensure that arrangements are in place to avoid a potential conflict of interest in respect of one of the designated persons, the complainant or between the different functions of a tenant panel?
· Information flows & data protection issues: how can we ensure that data protection protocols are respected when dealing with personal and potentially sensitive information?

· Awareness issues: how can we ensure that information on the new arrangements is effectively disseminated?
Timetable
These proposals are subject to parliamentary debate and can only be put into practice when Parliament agrees to them.  Members of Parliament will be able to suggest changes to the Bill as it progresses.   The following outline timetable, which is subject to change, sets out the broad parameters for the Bill’s passage through Parliament and its implementation: 
· January 2011: Introduction of Bill to House of Commons and Second Reading. 

· February – March 2011: House of Commons Committee stage.
· April 2011: House of Commons Third Reading.
· May – June 2011: Passage through House of Lords.
· Summer 2011: Royal Assent.
· April 2012: Transfer of regulation from TSA to HCA.
· April 2013: Introduction of complaints filter and single Ombudsman.
Further Background 

You can read the Bill and its explanatory notes in full, and follow its progress through Parliament, on the parliament website at the address below:

http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2010-11/localism.html 
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