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Special Housing Meeting


22nd  October 2007, Council Chamber

An Cathaoirleach Councillor Nick Killian presided

Members Present:

Councillors  Joseph Bonner,  Patrick Boshell, Oliver Brooks,  Phillip Cantwell, William Carey, Eugene Cassidy , Jimmy Cudden,  Jenny D’Arcy, Ann Dillon Gallagher, John V. Farrelly,  Jimmy Fegan, Michael Gallagher, Eoin Holmes, Jim Holloway, Tom Kelly, Noel Leonard, James Mangan, Liz McCormack, Seamus Murray, Patsy O’ Neill, Bryan Reilly, Joe Reilly, Tommy Reilly.

Officials in Attendance:
County Manager:

 Tom Dowling
Directors: 
 Brendan Mc Grath, Kevin Stewart, Tadhg McDonnell, Michael Killeen 
Head of Finance: 
                Fiona Lawless.
Senior Executive Officers: Larry Whelan, 
Senior Engineer

Joe Fahy

Senior Executive Engineer
Tom Traynor

Executive Engineer
Galen Doran 

Administrative Officer
Caroline Power
Senior Staff Officer
Irene Lynch, Rachel Brennan (a)
Staff Officer

Grainne Tuomey (a) 
Housing Investigation Officer Mary Carey
Tenant Liason Officer          Rosemarie Dooner
Settlement Officers             Susan Kelly, Julieanne Walsh
Apologies
Councillors Charles Bobbett,  Shane Cassells, Brian Fitzgerald, Peter Higgins, Michael Lynch.

The Cathaoirleach opened the meeting and it was agreed that questions would be addressed during the presentation.

The first element of the presentation dealt with: 

· Social housing starts, completions, land banks and housing waiting lists.

· Capital Allocation and funding of the programme

· Disabled Persons and Essential Repairs Grants Schemes

The Members raised the following issues and questions: 

Housing Supply

· The quality housing design and construction of some of our social housing.

· Is there an official / unofficial prohibition on Local Authorities delivering housing by means of off-site construction which is the only way to guarantee sustainable housing?

· Purchase houses in private developments?  

· The percentage of housing provided by Local Authorities identified as 10% is it not one third?  

· Affordable Sites are a great success.

· Energy conservation and cost implications

· Social integration.

· Can outside Authorities purchase houses in our administrative area and allocate them to people from their area.  Has the Council any control over this?  

· Cost of a housing unit provided by the Council versus the cost on the open market and how do we calculate the cost?

· Health and safety 

· The anomaly between tenants purchasing their houses under the Tenant Purchase Scheme and those purchasing Affordable houses.  Tenants should not have to pay more.  

· Timely delivery of  Part V houses are delivered per year

Land Bank:

· Availability 
· Consultation
· Council to consider looking at building a sustainable community project in East Meath as a model for others?  

Housing Need
· Targets for social housing 

· People are not going to invest in something that they do not own. Ask Minister to initiate scheme to enable people to buy houses.  

· Voluntary housing – purchase option  

Grants:

The members welcomed the new grants scheme and the introduction of the means test and sought a clarification on a number of issues 

These queries were addressed by the staff as follows:

· The net housing need estimated as one third or those on the housing list is based on the 2005 assessment.  It remains to be seen whether this follows through on the next assessment.

· Regarding the percentage of housing provided through the Local Authority building programme one in four houses owner occupied were formerly LA houses.

· We can enter into an agreement with neighbouring authorities to provide services.  

· A Local Authority is free to buy houses in another jurisdiction if they want to.   It was agreed that the Executive would write to the Local Authorities requesting them to inform us if they propose to purchase houses in our administrative area.

· We have purchased over 30 houses in private estates dispersed throughout the county.  

· Voluntary housing is actively promoted as part of a comprehensive housing options package. 

· Tenant purchases are valued by an independent Valuer.  Part V houses are subsidised and are subject to a clawback which is not the case with Tenant Purchase houses.

· Private sites have been successful and we would like to promote this scheme.  However, we have run into difficulties with the Lending Institutions who will not advance loans for affordable sites and we have to overcome this issue.

· LAP4 provides for Local Authority housing in Phase 2 but the Council will pursue progressing this in Phase 1.

· The Council ensures houses are built to our design requirements.  We are examining all options relating to sustainable energy.

· Interest is being expressed by developers in Turnkey developments

· The Council gives a high priority to health and safety.  Sites are monitored weekly.  All outstanding issues have been resolved.

· Our unit costs are monitored by the Department.  The average unit cost in Meath is approximately €155,000 for a 3 bedroom house excluding land costs. The issue of sustainability raised by the Department will affect our costs.  

· The land in Rathmoylon adjoins our current site and we are in discussion with the neighbouring  landowner.

· The Council are actively seeking to expand our land bank across the County.

· Grants: The income test will not apply until 1st November, 2007.  Applicants can withdraw their application and apply under the new system.  

· Under the Regulations the Council or the Applicant can employ an Occupational Therapist.  The Local Authority may have a panel of contractors and produce a list of standard costings which would give consistency and value for money.

· There is a clawback in the new Regulations but this needs legislation to bring it into effect.  

· It was agreed that the detailed Regulations will be circulated to the Members 

· There are currently 2.5 staff working on grants in Meath County Council.

· We can employ an Occupational Therapist on a case by case basis.  An Occupational Therapist report is not required in all cases.  In most cases certification from the Doctor may be enough.  

The second element of the Presentation included:-
· Social Inclusion to include Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS), Voluntary Housing Schemes, Travellers, Homeless and Estate Management.
· Pathways to Home Ownership including units from Part V delivery
Affordable Housing & Traveller Accommodation
The members raised the following issues which were addressed by the staff:

· Part V housing is allocated in accordance with the agreed policy to people with local need.   In April the Members adopted the scheme giving prioritisation to the local area of 60%, 30% outside the electoral area and 10% outside the county to date no allocations have been made outside the county.

· People have a choice and can refuse Affordable Housing.  After 3 refusals they will go to the bottom of the list. 

· Regarding direct sales for Affordable housing, we have a monitoring system in place in relation to the clawback.  

· Rent Supplement is paid by the HSE.

· The Members expressed their satisfaction with the refurbishment of St. Patrick’s Park.   Larry Whelan Senior Executive Officer confirmed that it is entered into a Chamber of Commerce Awards in terms of the consultation process undertaken.  He also informed the Members that we have been requested by the Department to review our Traveller Accommodation Plan.

Homeless

The members complimented the staff and raised the following issues:  

· People sharing accommodation who have problems.

· Demands on system by returned emigrants and people following marital breakdown. 

· Staff resources  and support mechanisms

· Need to identify area for a wet house in Navan.

Estate Management and Maintenance
The Members commended the work being done by the staff and raised the following issues:

· Should have a system for people to report illegal dumping that is being gathered for Halloween.

· Need to encourage younger people to become involved in Residents Associations.

· Staff resources

· Inspection of housing stock.

· Employment of contractors to carry out maintenance works

· Grass cutting and estate maintenance.

· Fire Safety.

· A report was requested on a recent fire in Athboy. 

Brendan McGrath, Director of Housing addressed

· Recent policies which will impact on delivery of the Housing Programme including “Delivering Homes Sustaining Communities”, “ Quality Housing for Sustainable Communities”, and new Construction Procurement reforms.

He confirmed:

· The Council had previously raised a loan for Grants.  Applications have now trebled and this will pose a challenge to the Members at Budget time.

· A rolling programme for the refurbishment of our housing stock is being prioritised

· Budget Provision for grass cutting can be made but will come down to a range of choice for the Members. 

· The Housing Programme will cost €70/€80 million over the next 3 years.  The requirement for 2008 will be €47 million.

· A proposed Housing Bill may include provision for a single housing authority for the County.  

· Staffing levels are inadequate but we did not get approval from the Department for all the staff that we were seeking.  Approval was received for 14 additional staff for specific projects but, do not now have the finance to recruit them.

The County Manager, Tom Dowling emphasised a number of key points:

· There are less staff per head of population in Meath and this puts pressure on people in the   organisation.
· Rates of absenteeism are lower in Meath than other local authorities.

· Staff resources are dependent on two key factors department approval and availability of   funding.
· There is a requirement to balance housing staff against overall staff.
· The Council are constantly seeking additional resources from the DoEHLG. 

The County Manager, Tom Dowling expressed concern with the approach to borrowing to fund grants.  Borrowing money for the grants will restrict us in funding other genuine needs in future years and he confirmed that we are spending more than other comparative Local Authorities. He confirmed that any situation of serious hardship would be prioritised. 

The Notice of Motion was adjourned to the November Council meeting.
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