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	Corporate Plan Priority  
	· Customers
· Homes

	Strategic Risk(s) 
	· Failure to create a positive and inclusive culture
· Failure to engage tenants, service users and key stakeholders effectively
· Failure to operate both lawfully and in line with Taff values
· Failure to invest adequately in existing homes

	Equality Impact Assessment 
	· N/A as for information only. 

	Tenant Insight  
	This report has been formulated using information from our affordability survey and through conversations with colleagues and tenants

	Relevant links: 
e.g. policy, websites, etc.
	




1. Recommendation

1.1 Members are asked to:

a) Consider the contents of this report in relation to our rent setting paper. 

2. Purpose 

2.1 The purpose of this report is to: 

a) Provide the Board with the key findings from the affordability survey conducted by Taff Housing Association in October and November this year. This survey aimed to understand the current financial circumstances and pressures some of our tenants are facing, to inform discussions around these issues. 

b) Provide information on initiatives that Taff undertake to support tenants in financial distress. This is set within the broader context of any proposed rent increase that the Board will be considering. 

3. Background 

3.1 Each year, Taff consider what an appropriate rent increase should be. Operating within our affordability framework and the wider Welsh Government Rent Settlement, the two key considerations when making this decision are business need and affordability.

3.2 Each year, prior to our annual rent setting decision, we consult with tenants. The consultation seeks to understand how our tenants feel about their finances and rent payments. 

3.3 Our consultation does not seek a specific views or approval of a specific rent increase. We know from previous surveys, when asked this direct question, tenants will generally suggest a rent freeze or reduction.  Conversely, previous consultations have also shown overwhelming support to use rent levels to protect service levels. 

3.4 In seeking to ensure any decision we make takes account of the nuanced and complex challenges tenants face, we have sought to focus on financial stability for tenants. This will inform our decision on any proposed rent increase and what mitigations we put in place to minimise the impact on tenants. 

3.5 As noted, any decision on rent setting will need to be set against the context of rising costs, low wages, and greater regulatory expectations around homelessness, property management and decarbonisation commitments. These areas create a significant tension between the requirement to provide affordable homes, and the expectation (increasingly legislatively) to deliver improved and extended services. 


4. Methodology of our Consultation 

4.1 Consultation took place through October and November this year. It was comprised of the following: 

· Online Text Survey 
· Face to face -paper survey via Community Pop Up and Winter Wellbeing Club
· Have Your Say Tenant Panel Discussion 
· In depth phone interviews with  tenants 
· Discussion with Taff colleagues 

4.2 Our in-depth phone calls sought to dig deeper into the survey results and provide more qualitative context and to better understand tenant's experiences and provide the opportunity for tenants to identify what Taff could do better, more of or differently to support tenants. We spoke to a total of 6 tenants using this method. 

5. Key findings from the affordability survey - what tenants told us

5.1 136 tenants responded to our Affordability Survey. The survey gathered quantitative data, included in Appendix A. The headlines from this survey include:

· The majority of tenants believe the rent they pay is affordable (65%), with 16% of respondents says it was unaffordable. 

· Almost a quarter of tenants reported they had difficulty paying their rent (24%)

· When asked what the reason is, the cost of living was the main factor (27%) 

· Most tenants believe their rent represents value for money (61%), with 16% saying they do not believe it represents value for money. 

· Respondents were asked about the services that Taff have to offer to cope with cost-of-living pressures and what was important. Respondents ranked money advice as highest and then hardship assistance grants, debt advice and then Winter Wellbeing events in descending order.


5.2 As part of the survey, we asked tenants to leave comments, in order to provide a more qualitative angle to the responses. 
 



	Themes 
	Comments 
	Consideration 

	Being in receipt of  full benefit means affordability is ok


	“Being on benefits I get my rent paid in full so I don't have any issues regarding not being able to afford my rent”. 

“I'm a single mother, low income and feel this rent is adequate for the size of the property”



	Approximately 40% of our tenants are on full benefits (the rent is covered by benefits in full). For these people, the rent increase will not directly make it rent less affordable. However, for those on full benefits looking to get back into work, any increase may act as a barrier by making work less financially attractive. 

	For others in receipt benefit affordability is challenging 



	“The increases in rent and service charge is diabolical, especially for someone who can't work and the benefit cap I'm affected by. The benefits don't cover all the rent, so I am struggling with other bills and essentials to pay “

  “I love my home but do worry about the rent increase and full council tax I pay but taff housing is cheaper than private rent what people pay


	The benefit cap affects a small number of our tenants, but has a direct and significant impact upon their ability to meet rental payments. 10 families living in our homes are benefit capped. Tenants who have their benefit capped will see a greater difference between their benefit allowance and the rent they get charged. 

	 Being in work

 
	“If rent keeps rising, while wages don't it will become unaffordable”

“It is an uphill task, especially for those who are self-employed"

“With the cost of living rapidly rising and gas and electric bills too....plus my council tax is £130 every month and probably going to rise soon...I'm also on minimum wage..a significant increase in rent on top of this would be the final straw!... I would be working for nothing....”

	Wages are rising on average, as evidenced by this years ASHE data. There has also been a 5% rise in the National Living Wage and Real Living Wage. This will feed through to those on low incomes – but each case is individual. 

	Service charges


	“Increasing rent and/or the service charge is unacceptable if they're not going to use the money to do that which it is set aside to do”

“Service is high for the level of service we get”.

“The service charge is and has always been a complete rip off. We get very little in return. 
	Service charges are considered within out affordability framework. Satisfaction remains low with the value for money tenants receive from service charge. 

	  Repairs and maintenance

 
	
“Rent continues to rise but no improvements to our home have been made to justify the increases”.

The decor throughout the block is grubby and a good lick of paint is needed”
	We have identified the need for additional investment in our homes and rent increases will support us to achieve that. 

	Support we offer 
	“Taffhousing has been supporting me with any questions or help with any issues I need help with with. Thanks”

	Tenant clearly value the support we can provide, but often it is over-subscribed. 




5.3 We also held in depth phone calls with some respondent to the survey to find out more about their circumstances. The phone interviews sought to dig deeper into the survey results so we could understand tenant experiences. Full details of these calls are detailed in Appendix B. 

5.4 The interviewees came from a variety of backgrounds. From single parents (one of whom had a child with special educational needs), a student, a widow and in employment.  For many of the interviewees working excluded them from further financial support.  For others paying the rent was not an issue but social isolation was. 

· Social Isolation 
“I  and would like if someone can come and chat to me at the flat”  

· Work & Wages 
  “Half of my wages go towards rent”  

Accessibility of support
“Taff do all the events during working hours and  so I don’t benefit from them” 

· Awareness of support 
“many tenants will not be aware of the support that Taff offers”.  

5.5 A discussion was also held with a panel of tenants on rent increases, affordability and the option of linking rent setting to energy efficient homes. The feedback includes:

· Rent Increases: The panel understood the need to increase rents, but they felt the decision is not transparent, nor that Taff   adequately justified or explained how the decision was reached in the past.

· Increasing costs: The panel recognised that Taff are expected to deliver more and house more people with complex needs, and this is adding to costs. They did not feel that it is unreasonable to raise rents but also felt that Taff could do more to protect people who are the most vulnerable. 

· General Affordability: The process around transitioning from work to benefits, or from one benefit to another, was of considerable concern and how this can make people quickly fall into arrears

· Linking rental levels to energy efficiency: We discussed whether tenants felt it was fair to link rental payments to how energy efficient a home is. There was general acceptance of the need to invest in energy efficiency but also caution around asking tenants to pay extra rent from the savings made from their energy bills. The panel supported the principle that if this option was taken, the increase in rent should not exceed the total saved via energy efficiency measures. 




6. Summarising the Tenant Voice 

6.1 The survey provides a high-level overview of our current tenant's experience of housing affordability. The picture is mixed, with some of our tenants finding housing affordability manageable while for a significant minority it is more challenging.  However, some broad conclusions will need to be considered when agreeing a rent increase for this forthcoming year:

· A significant minority of tenant's struggle to meet their rental payments. Any rent increase will directly affect these people. 
· We know from previous surveys that an overwhelming majority of tenants want to protect the level of service they receive. 
· There are certain groups who are more vulnerable than others to increases in rental levels that may require additional support. These include tenants affected by the benefit cap, in part time work and on partial benefits. 
· There is a clear appetite for more support around budgeting, money advice and debt support from tenants and this is a service they value.  
· Taff can do more to explain its decision to increase rents. 


7. Our Response & Next steps 

7.1 Taff remains committed to ensure we do not evict any tenant that engages with us due to financial hardship. Beyond this sector commitment, we will continue to deliver a raft of support and cost of living measures, as set out below: 

	Initiative 
	What we will do 

	Hardship grants 
	Increase our hardship fund in line with our rent increase. 

	Use our data to proactively communicate with the most at-risk groups 
	Look at our data and use it to reach our most at risk groups

	Increase our offer around money advice 
	Look at way we can engage with third party suppliers of services around money advice to expand the offer. 

	Increase our communication 
	Communicate early and often. Use multiple communication channels. Use existing tenant engagement forums, social media, to provide information and Q and A sessions. 

Ensure all tenants know what is available to support them – for example debt and budgeting advice, hardship grants, energy saving options.

	Community events and other outreach activities  
	Commitment to Winter Wellbeing Club

Continue with Pop up sessions 

We will continue to prioritise foodbank, fresh food and fuel vouchers to those in hardship.
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