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1. Introduction 

 
1.1. The Corona virus pandemic has resulted in unprecedented changes to 

working practices in Housing. In response Housemark, the benchmarking 

organisation, put together a COVID-19 data collection exercise to gather 

evidence on how landlords are continuing to operate in a new environment. 

Since March 2020, Dacorum Borough Council (DBC) Housing service have 

been completing these returns. 

 

1.2. This report presents the July report from Housemark, which contains insight 

to how the social housing sector has been impacted by COVID-19 and the 

changes to services that have been made to adapt to the challenges. 

Additionally, it benchmarks the position of Dacorum Housing service through 

monthly data reports and while direct comparisons with some Housing 

Providers cannot be made, this report highlights the current position nationally 

in relation to the Impact of COVID-19. 

 

 
2. Background 

 

2.1. The Dacorum Borough Council (DBC) housing service values the importance 

of analysing data and using insight and knowledge to drive forward 

performance. HouseMark is jointly owned by the Chartered Institute of 

Housing and the National Housing Federation and our membership allows us 

to benchmark our performance against Local Authorities and Housing 

Associations.  

 

2.2. Annual costs and performance figures are provided to HouseMark who use 

the data to provide a yearly report. This sets out how Dacorum are performing 

in a number of areas and identifies the value for money the housing team is 

providing. The evidence from these reports allow us to identify areas of 

improvement and engage with tenants to understand how to further develop 

services. 

 

 

3. Housemark Monthly Covid reports 

 

3.1. COVID-19 has had a huge impact on tenants and their ability to maintain good 

financial, emotional and physical wellbeing. Since March 2020 we have made 

significant changes to protect the health of staff and tenants which has 

involved making considerable changes in line with government guidance. An 

adjustment to normal services were made in particular with all staff working 

from home where their role allowed it, implementing an ‘everyone in’ policy for 

anyone at risk of homelessness, stopping all but essential visits from officers 

and cancelling all major works and non-emergency repairs. 

 



3.2. To understand the current impact and forecast what the future repercussions 

might be, HouseMark started a monthly data collection for all Housing 

Associations and stock retaining Local Authorities. The Housing Service 

provided information from the first month collected so that up to date details 

could be shared with the Incident Management Team and inform decisions 

when having to react quickly to the pandemic and government guidance. 

 

3.3. Monthly reports have been received for the past 4 months. The latest of these 

is from July 2020 and provides an analysis of the impact across over 150 other 

housing providers. This allows DBC to benchmark against the sector in a 

number of areas like gas safety, ASB, lettings, repairs and rent arrears. An 

executive summary of the June and July reports are attached at Appendix 1 

and 2. The below details a number of areas and compares the performance of 

DBC against the average set out in the HouseMark reports. 

 

3.4. Staffing 

 

3.5. In June the Housing service had 54% of staff working and in contact with other 

staff and residents through home visits, site inspections and working in 

communal areas. This figure is higher than the average reported by 

HouseMark which was 35%, likely due to the internal cleaning service and 

large number of Sheltered schemes, where communal cleaning and fire 

checks need to be completed in person for residents safety. 

 

3.6. A further 43% of Housing staff were solely working from home and self-

isolating. The sickness levels of housing staff has also reduced over the past 

3 months and was below the average reported across other providers at only 

1.8%. DBC was able to re-deploy staff across the council to make use of the 

skills and experience of those who could no longer carry out their normal role. 

There was no need to use the governments furlough scheme unlike a number 

of Housing Associations. The average percentage of housing staff not working 

across the sector in June was 6%. 

 

3.7. Gas Safety  

 

3.8. DBC have an exceptional record in ensuring that gas safety inspections are 

completed. This matches the industry average pre-Covid of 99.9%. With 

tenants and staff safety a high priority, the Housing team have been have been 

quick to adapt procedures to the changing environment and continue to 

monitor the gas safety position regularly.  

 

3.9. Compliance across housing providers dipped to 89.6% in May but increased 

slightly to 92.9% in June following the publication of government guidance 

around visiting homes for repairs and urgent safety works. Due to the hard 

work of the team and contractor Sun Realm in quickly assessing the risks, 

identifying homes due an inspection and putting measures in place to reassure 

tenants, in June the gas safety compliance for DBC was 99.04% with only 7 

gas safety inspection outstanding.  



 

3.10. Repairs 

 

3.11. Landlords have continued to deliver emergency repairs to tenants over the 

duration of the pandemic with the average of 90% attended to and made safe. 

It is positive to report that 100% of the 141 emergency repairs were completed 

for Dacorum tenants in June 2020 putting the service considerably above the 

national average. 

 

3.12. With the lockdown introduced in March, any non-emergency repairs were 

stopped. In June DBC had 959 non-emergency repairs reported to Osborne. 

Across the housing sector the number of repairs reported in June increased 

by 60% showing the expectation of tenants in wanting services to re-start. The 

number of repairs reported in Dacorum increased again in July by a further 

24% leaving a considerable backlog outstanding. This will likely affect 

satisfaction with repairs over the coming months and could have an impact 

on the number of emergency repairs when non-urgent issues start to escalate. 

 

3.13. Rent Arrears 

 

3.14. Reduced working hours and increasing unemployment is likely to have a long-

term negative impact on the ability of tenants to pay rent. Across the sector 

arrears have increased by almost 20% since the start of the pandemic. In line 

with the below chart, in Dacorum the amount has increased from 3.19% in 

March 2020 to 4.01% in June 2020. 

 
 

3.15. Sector-wide figures show a great deal of variation between landlords and the 

effect is felt most where the landlord has comparatively more tenants claiming 

Universal Credit (UC). The number of UC claimants in Dacorum has 

increased by 257% when comparing the pre and post 16th March figures. The 

most significant increase of tenants moving to UC was 255 new claims in 

March however in July the increase was only 47 returning back to pre-covid 



levels. It is expected this may increase again when the Governments Furlough 

scheme ends and the minimum five-week wait for payment will contribute to 

rent arrears, especially with 1923 DBC tenants now in receipt of UC.  

 

3.16. A number of steps have been taken by the Rent and Income Team to prevent 

arrears from escalating. This has included prioritising any new UC claims, 

increasing the number of calls to tenants and offering reassurances that while 

tenants work with us we will not take legal action. 

 

3.17. The number of tenants who owe over £1000 has increased by 33%, however 

many of these have arrangements in place and are regularly keeping in touch 

with their Income Officer. The recent extension to the suspension of 

possession claims and new notice period of 6 months before cases can be 

submitted to court, will reassure tenants but will likely increase this 

percentage. Steps will be taken to continue to offer support and information 

to those struggling to pay their rent and it is positive to note that a number of 

tenants who are self-employed recently cleared their rent arrears when 

received grants provided through local and national schemes.  

 

3.18. Lettings 

 

3.19. Lockdown restrictions on non-essential lettings has had a dramatic impact on 

the sector. Across April and May, national lettings activity was only a quarter 

of what it would normally have been. Once the freeze was lifted in mid-May 

on average lettings across the sector increased to almost 80% of what it 

normally would have been. In Dacorum the prompt action to reduce void loss 

and house residents in urgent housing need meant that 31 allocations were 

completed in June and 29 in July.  

 

3.20. An additional pressure has been the commitment to adopt the ‘Everyone in’ 

approach to prevent homelessness and support rough sleepers. DBC had a 

283.6% increase in households placed into temporary accommodation for Q1 

of 2020 and a 70.6% increase in the same period for households approaching 

in housing difficulty. Handover of a new Temporary Accommodation block last 

month was helpful, but a need to move those from B&B or Temporary 

Accommodation has put additional pressure on the ability to house 

transferring tenants and those on the housing register. 

 

3.21. Social distancing and virus control measures mean that key to key times will 

continue to be longer than average and the backlog will remain for some 

months to come. As a result, HouseMark predicts void loss will peak at the 

end of September - costing the sector almost £25m in lost income. At 

Dacorum the empty homes team continues to work with our contractors to 

overcome a number of challenges to get properties ready to let to meet the 

local housing need. Despite delays because of the closure of building sites, 

two new sites will be completed by the end of September and will considerably 

help the backlog of lettings and opportunity to house those in highest need. 

 



3.22. Anti-social Behaviour 

 

3.23. From historic data Anti-social Behaviour (ASB) cases tend to increase as the 

weather gets warmer and in particular over school holidays with more open 

windows and people outside causing noise to travel. With the lockdown 

introduced in March, the number of ASB cases involving council tenants 

increased nationally by 28% in April and a further 10% in May. Across 

Dacorum ASB cases rose by 44% compared to 2019, however this figure also 

included non-council tenants since the corporate team moved to Housing in 

January.  

 

3.24. The below chart provides the average of housing providers over the period 

from March to June 2020. In Dacorum there were 68.6 ASB cases in March 

2019 which is above the average when compared with housing providers 

across UK. However the impact of COVID-19 has been less significant as 

cases increased from 76.3 in March 2020 to 81.9 in June 2020.  

 

 
 

3.25. While cases have increased, having the ASB officers sitting alongside the 

Housing Officers has ensured that resources could be managed so that all 

residents reporting ASB received a response to their call, email or website 

request within one working day. This includes in May when 44 new cases 

were received ensuring that a prompt response and support was provided.  

 

3.26. While partners such as the Police have reported a decrease in crime with 

residents being home, reports of drug related issues and domestic abuse 

have risen. Increased support has been put in place for those experiencing 

domestic abuse and with the lockdown drug related issues are easier to spot 

leading to an increase in successful police raids and the ability for DBC to 

take enforcement action.  

 

Reports of low-level nuisance such as parking issues, boundary disputes and 

household noise has considerably increased with more tenants being at 



home, and the website has been updated to provide more information to 

support tenants to resolve these matters and consider options like mediation. 

 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

 

4.1. This reports highlight how the sector has been hit with been a number of 

significant challenges since March when lockdown was introduced. Where 

legislation has changed DBC have adapted to this and continued to identify 

how core services can be provided whilst keeping staff and tenants safe. Steps 

have been taken to identify the number of tenants affected financially by 

COVID-19 as well as those who have health concerns and were considered 

to be vulnerable or in the highest risk group and required to Shield. This 

information has been combined with the data requested by HouseMark to 

identify the current impact and also future repercussions on DBC. 

 

4.2. Reviewing the June and July reports from HouseMark there are areas where 

Dacorum has continued to maintain high standards for example through Gas 

Safety inspections, maintaining rent arrears levels and preventing increases 

of ASB cases. The service has adapted to pressure such as the increase of 

UC cases, and it is helpful to compare with other providers to understand how 

Dacorum could be adversely affected. There is also significant risk to rental 

income through high void loss and while concerning, this is felt across the 

sector and may provide opportunities for partnership working to identify 

solutions. 

 

4.3. It is important that our membership to organisations like HouseMark continue 

to provide value for money and allow the Housing Service to benchmark 

against other organisations and identify areas to improve performance. The 

monthly Covid reports provided by HouseMark have been included as part of 

the annual membership and have given a framework by which to collect vital 

information each month to identify the current and future impact of COVID-19 

on the core business.  

 


