 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Background

 

The Government Respect Task Force was set up in September 2005 and although it sits within the Home office, it has a cross departmental remit. Hazel Blears is the Minister responsible and an inter-ministerial steering group has representation from ODPM, DfES, DoH and DWP amongst others. Its objectives are to work on the neighbourhood renewal and Anti Social Behaviour (ASB) agendas, promoting respect for others and society and it appears to focus particularly on parenting and young people. In early January the Government launched its Respect action plan setting out a framework of new initiatives and powers to tackle the causes of anti-social behaviour. The purpose of this briefing is to set out some of the key issues for housing and support providers working with vulnerable people in supported housing. 

 

The Action plan sets out a wide ranging programme that aims to use support and enforcement to tackle the causes of ASB. Poor parenting is identified as one of the root causes of ASB and measures in the plan include: youth activities; tackling truancy; improving behaviour and attendance at school; and, expanding parenting support. The plan includes a national network of intensive family support projects and a new drive for enforcement includes house closures and financial penalties for those who refuse help/won’t change. For Social Landlords a respect standard is to be introduced through Audit Committee inspections and local authorities will be given powers, which will allow housing officers to draw up parenting contracts.
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Support for the most challenging families

 

The Government indicate that despite the current level of services from a range of agencies for challenging families the net effect of intervention is disappointing and can be expensive. The reasons for this are identified as:


· lack of leadership and co-ordination, 

· lack of accountability resulting in no incentives for services to intervene earlier or sustain involvement, 

· the right agencies are not involved or do not prioritise resources, gaps in mental health or drug treatment which undermine the impact of other interventions

· staff are insufficiently trained in dealing with problem families or do not have access to programmes that have been shown to work. 

 

The Government wants to build on the success of the Dundee Families project and the other six similar projects currently dealing with ASB and will be rolling out these projects in areas where ASB is most acute. The projects, ranging from outreach (floating support) to residential support are anticipated to be delivered by voluntary and statutory agencies. 

 

By 2007 all local authorities will have Local Area Agreements with a total annual expenditure of £81 billion. The government will include a mandatory outcome that will require them to ensure that intensive family support projects are in place where they are needed. Mainstream funding is expected to be reprioritised and the only new funding available is £28 million to get the schemes of the ground and provide parenting support. It is currently unclear how this money will be distributed and the Government will be producing comprehensive guidance and assist areas directly. 

 

The projects will be guaranteed employment-related services; the care Services Improvement Partnership will offer guidance on what services the national intervention projects need; assessment will determine the needs of the individual for services and will look at the needs of the family and the community; and a nominated health professional will be provided. 

 

The aim over the long term is to mainstream approaches to supporting challenging families with the development of a cross government strategy.  Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships (CDRPs) may be made the accountable body for anti-social behaviour and the government wants to ensure that integrated working between agencies is not hampered by over-complicated funding streams. Government also wants to make sure that overall approaches are evaluated to see if cost-savings can be made.

 

Sanctions

 

The government is considering the introduction of sanctions for families who have been evicted for ASB and refuse offers of support. Suggestions include financial penalties or the controversial docking of housing benefit. SITRA believe that Housing Benefit sanctions are not the right incentive for those perpetrating ASB and the use of these sanctions will lead to increased homelessness and social exclusion, compounding and not deterring the problem.

Housing

 

Strong housing management is seen as making a difference to the quality of life of tenants and the wider community.  Housing managers are often the first to identify problems of ASB and are often the first people that victims approach. The plan is to make a direct link between housing enforcement powers, e.g. demotion of tenancies and the provision of support and rehabilitation programmes.  

 

The action plan outlines a Respect Standard for social landlords and their partners which will include commitments on the part of landlords and partners to: 

· involve the community in setting and enforcing standards

· provide incentives to reward tenants for respecting neighbourhoods

· handle complaints quickly 

· protection for complainants and witnesses

· deliver early interventions to stop problems escalating 

· swift enforcement action

· support to tackle the causes of ASB and help people get ‘back on track’  

· publicising action taken

· deliver preventative approaches

 

The Audit Committee Inspection regime Key Lines of Enquiry (KLOES) will be revised to ensure they include the demands of the programme. The Government are also considering introducing ‘Respect diagnostics’ - short focused inspections which will identify strengths and weaknesses in performance in this area. It will be interesting to see how the Housing Corporation requirements in managing anti-social behaviour, especially legal action as a last resort, will ‘sit’ with the requirements of the standard and the ‘diagnostics’. We hope that the emphasis will be on support rather than enforcement.
 

Parenting orders

 

Local Authorities will be given powers to extend the range of agencies that can enter into parenting orders, which may include housing officers. Whilst we recognise the positive contribution social housing landlords can make to managing ASB we are not convinced that Housing Officers have the appropriate skills to manage parenting orders. 
Enforcement and Court processes

 

The Government is still not satisfied with existing enforcement measures and is considering strengthening current measures and introducing new powers.  The most significant is the plan to consult on the introduction of a power to close any residential or licensed premises, regardless of tenure, which is causing significant, persistent and serious nuisance to the community. This is an extension of the ‘crack house’ closure powers and is seen as a last resort. In some areas ‘crack house’ closure protocols have been drawn up and it would be expected that similar arrangements would be made for this extension. We welcome the emphasis on ‘last resort’ but have some concerns about the potential implications for hostels or shared housing projects for vulnerable clients.

 

Other changes include changes to injunctions to protect witnesses from being named in applications. Young people may be subject to fixed penalty notices for disorder with parents expecting to pay the fine. On a more positive note, there will be the introduction of a review of ASBO’s given to young people after a period of one year to take account of changes in behaviour. 

 

The Government has also acknowledged that the legal costs of solicitors and barristers often act as a barrier for landlords taking cases to court. It intends to extend rights of audience to present cases in court to ASB practitioners for injunctions and possession cases. ASBO’s will be excluded because of their legal complications.  

 

Further measures include giving guidance to the courts to deal robustly with assaults on public sector workers and the introduction of anti-social behaviour co-ordinators to the civil courts to promote better understanding of anti-social behaviour cases.

 

For more information, the Respect Action plan can be downloaded from www.respect.gov.uk
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