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Introduction & Background
The rent policy of Homes for Life (HfL) has three main aims:

» togenerate sufficient rental income to cover the costs of managing and maintaining HfL’s
properties, conduct future planned improvements and maintenance, and provide a
quality service to tenants, thereby ensuring HfL’s long-term viability.

* tocomplywith current guidance that the rents resulting from the policy are affordable to
those in low paid employment but not reliant on Housing Benefit/Universal Credit and are
comparable with the rents charged by other local social landlords.

» toenablethe forward projection of rents for a full range of house types, to be used when
submitting bids for housing grant for new developments.

The rent policy applies to all HfL's properties for rent.

HfL aims to charge similar rents for comparable properties, as far as possible, within the
statutory and financial controls applied by the Scottish Government and Scottish Housing
Regulator.

Approach and Method

The Board of HfL, through its formal approval of the policy acknowledges that it accepts full
responsibility for itsimplementation and ensures that there isin place a Rent and Service Charge
Policy which enables HfL’s continuing financial viability and complies with current guidance and
good practice.

All relevant employees have a responsibility to ensure that this policy is applied as instructed
by the CEO and senior managers.

Legislative and Regulatory Framework

Under the terms of the Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 landlords are responsible for setting rent
levels for properties within their ownership and for consulting with the tenants involved.

Social Housing Charter

The Scottish Government, through the Social Housing Charter, sets the outcomes it expects
Landlords to achieve for their tenants. In terms of how rent and service charges are applied
the Social Housing Charter states that:

The Housing (Scotland) Act places a duty on HfL to consult tenants on matters that can have a
significant impact on service delivery, this is also embodied in HfL’s Tenancy Agreements.

This policy has considered the requirements set out in the Scottish Social Housing Charter
2022:

Charter outcome 3 — ‘Participation ‘Social landlords manage their businesses so that:

. Tenants and other customers find it easy to participate in and influence their landlord’s
decisions at a level they feel comfortable with.” Tenant participation is at the heart of
our activities, and HfL will actively encourage tenants to become involved, particularly
during the rent review process, to give an account of their views. Our Tenant
Participation Strategy provides the framework to ensure we comply with our statutory
duties, tenant’s needs, and good practice.
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Charter Standard 13: ‘Value for Money’: Social Landlords manage their business so that:

° tenants, owners, and other customers receive services that provide continually
improving value for the rent and other charges they pay.’

. HfL aims to ensure tenants receive value for money through our rent setting process and
by efficiently managing our costs and services.

Charter Outcomes 14 & 15: Rents and Service Charge: ‘Social landlords set rents and service
charges in consultation with their tenants and other customers so that:

. A balance is struck between the level of services provided; the cost of the services and
how far current and prospective tenants and other customers can afford them.

. tenants get clear information on how rent and other money is spent, including details of
any individual items of expenditure above the thresholds agreed between landlord and
tenants’ We will provide clear information to tenants on how rent and service charges
are calculated and consult tenants annually on the rent review process.

Standards of Governance and Financial Management

Within the Scottish Housing Regulator’s Regulatory Framework, it has outlined its Regulatory
Standards of Governance and Financial Management with which all landlords must comply. The

key standards that relate to this policy are set out below:

e Standard 1 — The governing body leads and directs the RSL to achieve good outcomes
for its tenants and other service users. This policy sets out the provision of rent and
service charge settings ensuring that a high quality and value for money service can be
provided to all tenants.

o This policy sets out the provision of rent and service charge settings ensuring
that a high quality and value for money service can be provided to all tenants.

e Standard 2 — The RSL is open about and accountable for what it does. It understands
and takes account of the needs and priorities of its tenants, service users and
stakeholders. And its primary focus is the sustainable achievement of these priorities.

o We will take account of tenant’s views by consulting on proposed
increases/changes to rent and service charge levels.

o We will make all information easily accessible online via our website and media
platforms. This policy deals with how we will be open and accountable when
undertaking our annual rent and service charge review and setting.

e Standard 3 — The RSL manages its resources to ensure its financial well-being, while
maintaining rents at a level that tenants can afford to pay.
o This policy outlines the importance of rental income in relation to the viability
of HfL and how the rent and service charge review is conducted in conjunction
with the budget setting process.

o We compare proposed rent and service charge reviews with other landlords
operating within our locality.

e Standard 4 - The governing body bases its decisions on good quality information and
advice and identifies and mitigates risks to the organisation’s purpose.
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4.0

o The policy outlines the information and advice reported to the governing body
in terms of its application. |

o The risks associated with the application of the policy are detailed, including
how these are assessed, mitigated, and reported so that the governing body
may make an informed decision.

HfL will provide tenants with details of our performance, as reported to the Scottish Housing
Regulator in our annual return on the Charter. HfL will make available our Landlord Report (as
published annually by the Regulator) together with our annual performance report, to
demonstrate how our performance compares with the Scottish average for social landlords and
other similar RSL’s.

SFHA Guidance

Specific guidance has also been developed by the Scottish Federation of Housing Associations
(SFHA) on the issues of developing affordable rents and service charging. Accounts have been
taken of this guidance in the development of this policy.

Resident Consultation

The Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 contains important provisions relating to the rights of
individuals and groups of tenants to be consulted on key policy areas. This policy contains details
of the steps to be taken to ensure that our obligations under the terms of this legislation are
met.

Business Planning

This policy supports the strategic requirements and the policies and procedures of HfL, including
the Tenant Participation Strategy and Equalities and Diversity Policy.

Policy Aims

The Policy aims to meet all legislative and regulatory requirements by ensuring that the following
aims are achieve.

o Affordability - rents set are affordable to households on low incomes.

e Viability - sufficientincome is generated to meet all financial requirements including the
costs of managing and maintaining the homes and any associated borrowings.

e Fairness - there is a fair system of setting and apportioning rents for different types of
property.

o Comparability - rents are broadly consistent with comparable rents charged by similar
social landlords in similar circumstances; and

e Fair and accountable service charges - service charge costs are priced to tenants and
recovered in a fair and accountable manner.

Affordability

HfL will seek to ensure that their rent and service charge levels are affordable to their tenants,
whether they are in receipt of welfare benefits or in low paid employment. The SFHA has
developed a Guide to Rent Setting to provide to support landlords when considering the
affordability of rent increase to tenants. The outcome of this allows informed consideration by
staff, governing bodies and tenants about the affordability expectations of tenants. To assist in
these considerations, the Guide provides an “Affordability Tool” which allows us to evaluate
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different rent various rent increase scenarios. The tool assumes that tenants on a “moderate
income” should not usually pay more than 25% of their income on rent. Where the assessment
indicates that a “moderate income” would be paying 25-30% of their income on rent, this is
considered to be on the margins of affordability. A “moderate income” is one that is just above
the eligibility threshold for receipt of Housing Benefit.

When setting rents and the annual rent increase, HfL will pay due accordance with the SFHA
Guide to Rent Setting and Affordability Tool, which will be used to evaluate the affordability of
their rents and any proposed rent increase. This assessment will be provided to the Board prior
to their approval of the rent increase.

In addition to this assessment of affordability, HfL will continue to ensure that their rents and
annual rent increase, on average, should not exceed levels set by other landlords operating in
the same area. HfL will also have regard for feedback from applicants from surveys on their
reasons for the refusal of offers of tenancies, for comments made by new tenants and the
reasons for leaving cited by former tenants in exit surveys.

Viability

HfL’s rental income is of vital importance to the viability of our organisation. Given this, the
annual review of rent and service charges will be conducted in conjunction with HfL’s budget
setting process. This will ensure that a detailed assessment of all relevant costs is made and that
charges will be set at levels necessary to meet these as well as achieving an acceptable level of
operating surplus. Costs to be considered within the rent and budget setting exercise will, for
example, include consideration of the following:

o Housing Management: The costs associated with providing a high standard of service to
all tenants regarding all aspects of their tenancy, including all supporting management
and administrative services.

e Voids and Bad Debts: The amount of rental income lost when properties are empty or
when rent arrears cannot be recovered.

¢ Maintenance: The costs of day-to-day (reactive) repairs, and of cyclical maintenance
such as regular external paintwork, including supporting administrative services.

e lLandscaping: The costs of maintaining open landscape areas including the cost of grass-
cutting, pruning and tidying up shrub beds.

e Planned Maintenance and Improvements: The costs of improving or replacing property
components such as windows, heating systems, bathroom, or kitchen units at the end
of their useful life, and any major repairs required during the life of a property. The costs
include the amounts required to bring HfL’'s properties up to any standards, such as
those for energy efficiency, set by the Scottish Government.

e Loan Charges: The cost of any private loans taken out to fund HfL’s activities, in
particular the building of new homes and the planned improvements to existing
properties.

e Insurance: The costs of property and office insurance, public liability, and employer's
liability insurance.

e Additional Services: this includes the cleaning of communal stairs and windows, and
common lighting. Also includes charges relating to white goods and furnishings.

The viability of HfL in the long term will be of key importance in the consideration of these costs

and all associated issues. A prominent issue for all Registered Social Landlords over recent years

has been the changes to the way in which development programs have been funded by the
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Scottish Government and the long-term financial considerations surrounding these. In summary,
the changes have involved increased assumptions in relation to rental income and the
introduction of standard rents to assess value for money within development grant calculations.

Fairness

A points-based framework is provided to allow a process and some flexibility to re-calculate and
set new rents for existing properties. Typically, this would be utilised following a program of
property remodeling or refurbishment which resulted in significant changes to that property’s
attributes or components. This will enable HfL to demonstrate that any new rent has been set
in a fair and transparent manner.

Comparability

The rent setting method as outlined in the Policy will ensure that HfL’s rent levels are consistent
across their housing stock, taking account of property features and attributes. HfL will also take
account of rental levels of other relevant social landlords operating within their area as part of
an annual comparability exercise. A comparability study of rent charges of local and peer social
housing providers will be provided to the Board as part of the rent review process.

Service Charges

The service charges applied by HfL are additional to the basic rent charge. They are property
specific and are calculated on the basis that HfL covers the full cost of providing the services and
that these costs are fair and reasonable. HfL will review their service charges on an annual basis
to ensure that the income generated is sufficient to cover the future cost of the services.

Any service charges for which an individual tenant is liable will be detailed in that tenant’s
tenancy agreement. All tenants who must pay a service charge will be provided with an annual
statement that provides details of service charge, income and expenditure for the relevant year.

In line with Scottish Government guidance, an administration charge is made where service
charges are applied to contribute towards HfL’s costs in this area of work.

Annual Review of Rent and Service Charge Levels

HfL will review their rents and other charges annually, with any increases being implemented
from the start of April each year. The decision as to the level of any increase in rent or other
charges must be made by the Board.

Prior to agreeing to any increase in rent levels, the Board will have regard to any representations
received from tenants as a result of a consultation exercise on proposed rent increases
conducted under the terms of section 25(a) of the Housing (Scotland) Act 2001.

When calculating rent increases in its annual budget setting process, HfL will use as a guide the
Consumer Price Index (CPI_ inflation figure for September. HfL will aim where possible to limit
any budgeted increase to no more than CPI plus 1%. However, this will be subject to the outcome
of detailed budget considerations within their annual review process.

All tenants will receive at least one month’s written notice of any increase in their rent and other
service charges. Any tenant who feels that a rent and/or service charge increase for their
property has been improperly calculated or applied may request a reassessment of the
rent/service charge level prior to the increase being applied. If they remain dissatisfied, they
may submit a complaint using HfL’'s complaints procedure.

Low-Cost Homeowners — Factoring charges
HfL will review the level of factoring charges annually to reflect the costs for the services
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provided.

Consultation on Budget, Rent and Service Charge

The Housing (Scotland) Act 2001 and Social Housing Charter places a responsibility on social
landlords to consult with tenants on their Rent Policy and their rent setting proposals. In
recognition of this, HfL will implement detailed consultation measures when setting their
budgets and when considering an increase in their rent charges. This will include providing
details to tenants of how the rent and service charge increase has been calculated, what the
income generated will be used for and how the increase and the outturn charges compare with
other similar landlords.

The consultation measures undertaken by HfL will be agreed with their tenants and will be
incorporated within relevant tenant participation strategies but as a minimum should include
the following:

o Discussions with the Tenants Panel on budget and rent setting issues (including the
Rent and Service Charge Setting Policy).

. Questionnaire based consultation on the budget and rent setting proposals.

o Provision of clear and easy to understand information to all tenants on the budget
and rent setting process with an invitation to comment on

A report on the outcome of the consultation on the rent and budget review will be submitted
annually to the relevant governing body, prior to any rent increase being applied.

HfL will ensure that the services provided represent value for money and shall incorporate
obtaining views on service performance as part of the annual consultation process. These views
will be used to supplement other feedback received throughout the year. Those receiving a
particular service will be consulted where there are any proposals to vary the scope or
specification of that service.

Applying Service Charges

We will only apply a service charge where it is necessary to do so, i.e., where the costs of the
items concerned would not be covered by the rent.

Examples of where a service charge may be required include the following:

° where a development has communal grass areas and equipment which requires to
be cut or internal common areas which need to be maintained.

° Stair and window cleaning

° where electricity/heating consumption is not billed directly to tenants.

° Communal waste uplift.

° where furnishings are provided by HfL as part of the tenancy due to tenants not

being able to resource.

Service Charge Contracts

We will seek new tenders for contracts for communal maintenance such as open space
maintenance in
accordance with HfL’s Procurement Policy.
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Calculating Service Charges

Service charges will be based on the actual cost of providing the service plus a charge to cover
our administrative costs in providing the service. The total cost of providing services for
individual housing developments in the main will be split evenly between the number of tenants
living there. Adjustments may be made, however, to reflect specific development design and
layout issues.

We will provide each tenant with a breakdown of their charges to show the rent they will pay for
their home and, where applicable, any service charges also need to be paid. Where requested we
will provide tenants with a schedule of their service charges advising them of their new service
charge with effect from April each year.

For all new tenants we will provide a full schedule of their service charges at the beginning of their
tenancy. Where possible in the initial offer letters we send out, we will clearly show the details of
any service charges applicable in addition to the appropriate rent. This information will also be
stated in tenancy and occupancy agreements.

Tenants will be consulted prior to the introduction of any new service charges. The consultation
process will include information about the likely costs as well as the scope of the services.

Rent and Service Charge Collection and Methods of Payments

Rent is due to be paid in advance on the first day of each month. Tenants can opt to pay weekly,
fortnightly, four weekly or monthly to suit their circumstances, but the overriding principle being
that the full month’s rent must always be in advance.

HfL provide a range of efficient and responsive rent collection methods which offer tenants
accessible and convenient ways to pay their rent. We will review rent payment methods regularly
to take account of changes in technology and ensure compatibility with tenants’ needs.

Our rent collection process is accountable and efficient rent payment processing enhances rent
and arrears recovery. Processes will be subject to regular review to ensure they effectively meet
tenants’ needs and maximize rent collection.

HfL’s Arrears Policy and procedures use a preventative and reactive approach to respond quickly
if/when arrears arise. We aim to recover rent fairly and effectively, minimizing nonpayment of
rent through a sensitive and supportive arrears strategy to prevent and reduce arrears.

Equal Opportunities

This policy has no direct equal opportunities implications. HfL will, however, as a matter of good
practice, monitor the affordability of their rents with information available on income levels
between different groups, such as gender groups, ethnicity, and disability groups. This will
support the point that rents set by HfL are affordable and will ensure that income levels do not
represent any barrier to access HfL's housing stock. HfL will also comply with all relevant equal
opportunities requirements in the development, implementation, and review of this policy.

Risk Management
In The Board will consider the risk management factors involved in their rent and service charge
setting processes including:

. Financial risk through potential failure ensures that enough income is generated to
cover operating costs.

. Non-compliance with the Scottish Government’s Social Housing Charter outcomes.

. Non-compliance with the Scottish Housing Regulator’s Regulatory Framework and

the Regulatory Standards of Governance and Financial Management.
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. Setting charges which are viewed as being unfair and/or not affordable; and

. Emerging risks from changes to be made to the welfare benefits system.

Given the importance of these risks, it is recognised that effective management of these is
vital. This will be achieved by HfL combining the annual review of their rents with a
comprehensive budget and business plan review process. This overall process will involve
active consideration of all relevant issues relating to the achievement of affordability,
viability, fairness, and comparability in line with this policy.

14.0 Trickle Transfer properties and Rent Convergence
HfL has acquired 26 empty properties from East Lothian Council.

The Board formally agreed in 2024-25 that the convergence of rent for these properties should take
place in the financial year 2024-25. For those properties where the convergence would increase the
average weekly rent substantially this would be extended to cover the financial year of 2025-26 also.

This would therefore bring all HfL properties to full parity.

15.0 Complaints
Any tenant who feels that a rent and/or service charge increase for their property has been

improperly calculated or applied may request a reassessment of the rent/service change level
prior to the increase being applied.

In addition, any tenant may submit a complaint using HfL’s complaints procedure if it is felt that
HfL has failed to correctly apply this rent and service setting policy.

16.0 Monitoring of the Policy
The Housing Manager is responsible for monitoring through performance reporting and review
process. Any matter which demonstrates a serious failure of internal controls should also be
reported immediately to the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) who will report such matters to the
Board.

17.0 Review of Policy
We will review actual rent levels and service charges annually in consultation with tenants. In
line with our Tenant Participation Strategy and the Scottish Social Housing Charter, we will
continue to commission periodic customer satisfaction surveys and thereby seek to measure
and assess general tenant perceptions of affordability and value for money of rents and service
charges.

The Board will consider the Rent and Service Charge Policy every three years. The CEO will make
a recommendation to the Board for approval. The review will be brought forward it there is a
need to respond to new legislation and/or policy guidance.
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APPENDIX 1

A Property Calculation Sheet
A. Property Size — Points (only one per property)
Number of bed spaces Base points
1 Person 86
2 person 89
3 person 97
4 person (2 bed) 100
4 person (3 bed) 101
5 person 102
6 person 104
B. Property type Additions (only one per property) points
House Detached +6
Semi-detached +4
End terraced +4
Mid-terraced +3
Flat Individual entrance +2
Common stair shared secure entry 0
Front and back door +1
Flat Individual entrance +2
Common stair shared secure entry 0
Front and back door +1
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C. Additions (as applicable) points D. Deductions (as applicable) points
Flats with front & rear doors +1 No Double glazing -2
Dining Kitchen, Separate Dining Area | +1 No separate kitchen Up to
/ Room -3
Additional w.c. +2 Partial double glazing -1
En suite shower room (or small | +4
additional bathroom) large 6 No central heating* -3
+
Parking bay within garden +2
Partial central heating only -1
Designated parking bay +1
No onsite parking -2
Garage +4
No shower -2
Sunroom +2
No storage facilities -2
Conservatory +4
Flat with no access to communal | -2
amenity area
Utility Room +2
Study Room +2
Integral white goods +3
New developments or major
refurbishment: where the average ‘s
energy efficiency rating over all
properties in the project is 80 or
above 30
Additional features or exceptional Up to
development costs +10
Total +

Total

To assess your weekly rent, you will need to add points from:

A. Property Size and B. Property Type then add or deduct points from C or from D and multiply
the final total points by column (increase by annual rent increased) i.e., by 1.0304 per point in
April 2024 to give the total weekly rent. The Monthly rent = Weekly rent x 52 + 12 per point.

The Monthly rent = Weekly rent x 52 + 12
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B.

Rent calculation historic to current.

Amended May 2023 to be used for calculations going forward
Increase |increase by annual
to rate rent increase

Year % increase

2009, 3 0.03 1.03 0.6900|
2010 2 0.02 1.02 0.7038
2011 33 0.033] 1.033 0.7270]
2012, 4.7 0.047| 1.047 0.7612
2013] 2.5 0.025] 1.025 0.7802
2014 2.5 0.025] 1.025 0.7997
2015 2 0.02] 1.02 0.8157
2016 1 0.01 1.01 0.8239
2017, 2 0.02 1.02 0.8404
2018] 3 0.03| 1.03 0.8656
2019 3 0.03| 1.03 0.8915
2020 2.25] 0.0225 1.0225 0.9116
2021 1 0.01] 1.01] 0.9207
2022 2 0.02] 1.02 0.9391
2023 4 0.04] 1.04 0.9767
2024 5.5 0.055] 1.055 1.0304
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