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1.
Purpose

1.1
To establish the aims, principles and values which will be followed by the Group in pursing corporate debt recovery as to:

· Prevent arrears from occurring by using prompt and sensitive action, assisting our customers to maximise their income, manage any personal debt and to promote a payment culture

· Ensure that the groups approach promotes sustainable tenancies and communities in which we operate 

· Takes into account the individual's financial circumstances
· Determine the priority order of the debt to be pursued by the Group whereby a tenant or leaseholder owes more than one type of debt at any one time

2.
Scope

2.1
The Group Director for Operational Support & Service Development shall be responsible for the review of this policy.

2.2
Implementation of the policy is the responsibility of the Income & Charge Manager, Regional Regeneration Managers, Customer Services Manager, Operating Unit Managers, Neighbourhood Managers, Income Team Leaders, Charge Team Leader, Case Management Income Officers, Customer Support Officers, Sheltered/Supported co-ordinators, Neighbourhood Surveyors, Assistant Case Management Income Officers, Customer Services staff and Community Safety Team staff.

2.3
This Policy does not apply to the Keyworker accommodation, Management companies (Leasehold), market rent portfolio, Private Finance initiatives and any other charges not specified in 5.1 

3.
References

3.1 Policies

· Customer Care Policy  
· Debit and credit card terminal payments 
· Former tenant arrears and credit policy  
· Possession claims online 
· Rent arrears management policy  
· Rent arrears procedure  
· Rent review and setting of rent procedure  
· Service charge arrears leaseholder procedure  
· Corporate plan

· Financial Inclusion statement   
· Value for money strategy  
3.2 Other Documents

· Housing Act 1985

· Housing Act 1988

· Human Rights Act 1998

· Commonhold and Leasehold Reform Act 2002

· ODPM Pre-action protocols

4.
Definitions

4.1
Net Rent - A regular payment by the tenant/shared owner to the landlord for the right to occupy the property described in the tenancy agreement/lease.

4.2
Service Charge - The specified portion that each tenant/leaseholder pays towards the housing service provision.

4.3
Housing Services - Repair, management, maintenance and provision of services for the estate/scheme, e.g. cleaning, gardening (including staff costs), and maintenance, repair, redecoration and renewal of all parts of the building which are not the responsibility of the tenant or leaseholder.

4.4
Garage charge – A regular payment by a tenant or owner occupier to rent one of the Groups garages for use for a motor vehicle.

4.5
Garden charges – A regular payment made by a tenant for the gardening service provided by an association within the Group to maintain a tenant’s garden.

4.6
Court costs – costs incurred by the tenant or leaseholder as a result of legal action taken against them by the association or Group.

4.7
Housing Benefit reclaims – Housing Benefit monies recovered from the tenant via the payments made to the landlord, typically known as an overpayment.

4.8
Recharges – Monies recharged to tenants or leaseholders (or former) as a result of action taken by the association, neglect & damaged caused by the tenant or for additional services requested which our not part of the landlord obligation.

4.9
Supporting people reclaims – Supporting People monies recovered from the tenant via the payments made to the landlord, typically known as an SP overpayment.

4.10
Former Tenant arrears – monies owed to the Group or association by a former tenant or leaseholder who no longer is in a contractual relationship with the Group or association.

4.11
Former tenant credits – credits owed to the former tenant or Leaseholder who no longer is in a contractual relationship with the Group or association.

5.
Policy

5.1
Effective Corporate Debt Recovery 
To effectively manage debts owed to the Group is it vital that any debts owed by tenants or leaseholders are addressed at the earliest possible stage, in order to prevent an escalation of the debt and potential lose of home and legal action recovery taking place, we will:

· Ensure we provide flexible and appropriate methods for tenants and leaseholders to make payments including informing them of the different transaction costs relating to each payment method.

· Ensure we provide regular information to tenants and leaseholders relating to the various main accounts and sub accounts they may have, detailing charges incurred, payments received and balances carried and brought forward.

· Ensure that we have well-trained and approachable staff to assist tenants and leaseholders if they have queries, incur any debt or have welfare benefits or debt advice needs.

· Ensure we have the most cost effective means of recovering debts through legal actions or third parties such as debt collection agencies.

· Identify/acknowledge issues of vulnerability and take the appropriate action in relation to the tenants or leaseholders circumstances

· Make customers aware of their responsibility for charges incurred as part of their         tenancy or lease, where applicable, from the start of the tenancy or lease, including joint and several liability where it is a joint tenancy.

· Contact customers using their preferred method of contact and in their preferred means of communication as soon as their account is in arrears.

· Make affordable agreements based upon customer’s income and expenditure assessments.

· Signpost customers with financial difficulties/ welfare benefit issues to an appropriate service provider for assistance.

· Comply with the stipulations in the pre-action protocol for arrears, ensuring all notices are served personally to all tenants.

· Follow the regulatory framework relating to the recovery of charges owed specific to the terms of the contract

· The Group will ensure we respect tenants and leaseholders resident’s rights to confidentiality and privacy and we will use plain English and not jargon when communicating with them.

· We will make sure all residents are treated fairly with regard to the principles of Equality and Diversity, and are given the same opportunities to access the association’s services with regard to debt recovery and also have an opportunity to influence the development and delivery of the service.

5.2
Partnership Working
Harvest Group and its member associations operate across many local authorities and administrative authorities, and we will strive to develop working relationships with all of these and any third sector agencies operating in our area’s of business.  We will:

· Seek to become Verification Framework compliant wherever possible in relation to process Housing Benefit claims

· Meet regularly, where possible, with Housing Benefit and Supporting People staff to discuss strategic and operational issues

· Work within established frameworks for the exchange of information and prioritise cases where legal action has commenced

· Identify and promote initiatives to address the issue of financial exclusion and worklessness

· Advertise any agency offering welfare benefits and debt advice in the areas we operate

· Promote the use of credit unions amongst our customers

· Work closely with support agencies

· Develop agreements with Homeless departments to refer tenants with arrears problems

· Seek to consult with our customers regarding the quality of the service provided and identify where it can be improved

· Identify and work with organisations that can offer services, such as insurance or energy supply, where there is a demonstrable benefit to our customers

· Lobby or respond to consultation on behalf of the Group’s residents and customers with regard to benefit reform, fuel poverty and other issues relating to personal debt.

5.3 
Arrears Procedure, Performance Management and Continuous Improvement
We will:

· Ensure all customers are treated equitably and consistently.

· Monitor the application of the arrears procedure to ensure they are appropriately applied and discretion is used where necessary.

· Ensure that customers are given every opportunity to address their arrears

· Acknowledge customer obligations and responsibilities for their dependants

· Assist customers in identifying priority debts 

· Use legal action only when the arrears procedure has been completely exhausted.

· Set targets for the Group with regard to the recovery of debts and publish recovery performance and arrears owed to the Group’s residents and customers.

· Benchmark our performance and cost against other service providers and organisations.

· Research best practice and seek first hand experience from practitioners delivering that service.

· Engage with best practice organisations such as RIEN and HQN.

· Review our policies/procedures to comply with any legislative changes.  

5.4
Priority Order of Debts owed to the Association or Group
The Group will pursue debts owed by current or former tenants and leaseholders as part of the Group’s approach to income recovery. Whereby only one debt is owed then the Group will follow the relevant procedure to pursue the debt.

In the situation of more than one debt at a time owed to the group by a tenant or leaseholder then the Group will pursue action in accordance with the Group’s approach to income recovery, taking into account the following priority order of corporate debt for pursing the recovery of debts owed:

1
Rent owed (Tenants) or in the case of leaseholders Service charge owed 

2
Court costs owed

3
Housing Benefit overpayments reclaimed from the landlord

4
Recharges

5
Service charges incurred by tenants

6
Gardening charges

7
Garage charges

8
Supporting people overpayments reclaimed from the landlord

The Group will ensure that tenants, leaseholders and the Groups staff are aware of the corporate debt priority order and understand fully the potential implications of non-payment and the approach adopted by the Group in pursuing these debts

This Policy will be reviewed in April 2010. 
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