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1. SUMMARY
During 2008 a thorough review of housing data collections made by local authorities to Communities and Local Government was undertaken. This report provides information on the approach taken, overall findings of the review, and includes a set of recommendations for further work including suggestions for priorities and timing.

2.  BACKGROUND
2.1 During 2008 the CLIP Housing sub-group commissioned analysts in Communities and Local Government to carry out a review of the department’s Housing forms from local authority data providers. Its aim was to review CLG housing forms to ensure information collected continued to meet customer requirements and maintained minimal burden for data providers.
2.2 The main driver was in the context of best practice to review data collections regularly; the last review having taken place in 2005. However, there were also wider factors suggesting a review of housing forms would be beneficial at this time, including:

· A new local government performance framework, as set out by ‘Strong and Prosperous Communities: The Local Government White Paper’ published in October 2006. http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/localgovernment/strongprosperous 
Chapter 6 sets out the new framework which aims to reduce the number of national indicators for assessing local government performance to around 200. It also identifies the need for central government to only collect limited additional information for financial reporting (where information collected is required for the management of the national economy and operation of local government finance systems) and data returns (where a change in trend at a national level would necessitate a change in central government resource or a change of national policy direction). 

Coupled with the Government’s CSR 07 (Comprehensive Spending Review) commitment to reduce by at least 30% by May 2010 the total amount of data that central departments and their agencies request from the front line, a public commitment was made by the Government to reduce the burden of data collection on local authorities. The Reducing Data Burdens steering group was set up by CLG in late 2007 to drive forward this work across Whitehall and to agree processes with departments for identifying candidates for burden reduction.

·  Lifting the burdens taskforce’ http://www.communities.gov.uk/liftingburdens/ 
The Lifting the Burdens Task Force was commissioned by CLG and announced at the Local Government Association Annual Conference by Ruth Kelly in July 2006. It was set up as a local government practitioner body comprising of Chief Executives and directors of service, to focus on ways to reduce the burden of performance management and information requirements on local authorities. The Task Force’s remit was to identify which requirements caused the most difficulty on the ground, which add the least value and to agree packages of burden reduction with Government.

· A new social housing environment with the setting up on 1st December 2008 of the Tenant Services Authority (TSA) http://www.tenantservicesauthority.org/  as the new regulator for social housing, and the Homes and Communities Agency as the new housing and regeneration agency for England http://www.homesandcommunities.co.uk/ . 
Both organisations will be customers of the housing data collections carried out by the department. 
· The setting up of the new UK Statistics Authority whose objective is to promote and safeguard: the production and publication of official statistics that serve the public good; and the quality good practice and comprehensiveness of official statistics.

http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/ 
3. APPROACH
3.1. Scope

The scope of the review was restricted to housing forms considered within the work of the CLIP Housing sub-group. This included:

· Arms Length Management Organisations (ALMO) monitoring data
· Business Plan Statistical Appendix (BPSA)

· Housing Revenue Accounts - subsidy claims forms

· Housing Strategy Statistical Appendix (HSSA)

· HSSA - Possessions & Evictions supplement

· P1B - Right to Buy

· P1E - Homelessness return

· Pooling of housing capital receipts

· Register of Licensed Housing in Multiple Occupation (ROLHMO)

Other associated data sources where it was felt there may be areas of overlap or potential future data reductions were also considered, these were:

· National Register of Social Housing
· Continuous Recording of Lettings and Sales (CORE) 

· Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) Homelessness statistics

· Council tax band 1 (CTB) data

· Tenant Services Authority Regulatory Statistical Return (RSR)
3.2. A topic-based approach

Component parts of each of the forms were grouped into topic areas, these were: Homelessness; Decent homes; HRA and financial LA information; Stocks, vacants and losses to affordable housing; Social housing and landlord functions and Private sector housing. A matrix of the component parts of forms in relation to the topic areas is included in Appendix A.
These topics were used to define the work streams within the project. The benefits of a topic based approach ensured that information requirements across forms were considered holistically, and by design this created some areas of overlap.

3.3. Stages and timing
The objectives of the review were deliberately focused on reducing data requirements and burdens. The following steps and timetable were used to carry out the review:

	Internal assessment of data requirements 
	March - May

	Initial proposals and consultation 
	June - July

	Development of initial proposals 
	July - September

	Wider consultation on revised proposals
	September

	Assessment of wider consultation 
	October - December

	Implementation for 2008/09 data collections 
	January - March

	Write up draft report 
	March - April


The next sections (3.3.1 to 3.3.7) provide more detail on each of the stages of the review.

3.3.1.1. Internal assessment of data requirements with customers 
An assessment toolkit was developed to help assess information requirements consistently across the work streams. This was based on the following criteria:

1, How important is the data?

· Is it being used for monitoring purposes for Public Services Agreements (PSAs) or Departmental Strategic Objectives (DSOs)?
· Is it being used to drive/ influence policy?
· Is it being used for financial management purposes?
· Is it being used to maintain a long-term evidence base?
2. How good is the data quality?

- 
Is the data robust?

- 
Is the data used / fit for purpose?

- 
Are other data sources collecting similar information?

3. How easy is the information to collect (ie data burden)?
-  
Is the data collected through some automation (eg housing management systems)?
- 
Does the data provider already have this information for its own purposes?

- 
Are there particular difficulties in collecting the information?

4. Is there consistency in what is collected?
- 
across forms?

- 
for definitions (eg LA landlords and Registered Social Landlords)?

- 
at different geographies?
3.3.1.2. Initial proposals and consultation with data providers and stakeholders 
Contact was made with key external stakeholders including the Audit Commission, the Housing Corporation (now the Tenants Services Authority), Government Office Regions (GORs), Regional Planning Bodies (RPBs), and the Local Government Association (LGA) to seek their interest to the project and share early ideas. In the later stages of the review the Tenant Services Authority (TSA) and Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) were also consulted.
The initial proposals were discussed with local authority data providers at two work shop events held in London and Leeds (with approximately 60 to 70 attendees). These discussions were used to understand issues in more detail, particularly in the context of understanding how information is collected and measured by data providers.

Appendix B provides a list of organisations involved in the consultation.
3.3.1.3. Development of initial proposals with customers 
Each initial proposal was reviewed in light of the discussions at the work shop events and early discussions with stakeholders. This learning was shared with data customers and used to develop a revised set of proposals. 

3.3.1.4. Wider consultation (electronic) on revised proposals 
Feedback from data providers at the work shop events suggested the need for a wider consultation. The focus of the wider consultation was to allow all local authority data providers the opportunity to comment on the revised set of proposals. Other stakeholders were also invited to comment formally at this stage. (The consultation process used contacts held on the CLG data collection system).
3.3.1.5. Assessment of wider consultation 
Over 75 organisations responded to the consultation and provided a good balance across the topic areas. Many local authority data providers returned several topic-based responses. 
The consideration of responses and consolidation of comments took some time to pull together due to the vast number of returns. Where there was broad agreement across all responses the proposal was considered ‘accepted’. A judgement was made by the work stream lead on any areas where the responses to the consultation were divided. This generally resulted in an alternative proposal to overcome the issues identified, the identification of further investigative work, or in rare cases where significant concerns were raised the removal of the proposal.
3.3.1.6. Implementation for 2008/09 annual and 2009/10 quarterly forms
With an emphasis on trying to implement as many reductions in data burdens as early as possible, a pragmatic approach was taken to split out straight-forward changes that could be implemented for the 2008/09 annual and 2009/10 quarterly forms. 
The CLIP Housing sub-group provided initial thoughts at the October meeting on proposals that appeared to be relatively straight-forward for implementing.
To reach final agreement customers of the data (including external customers) were consulted so that broad agreement was met on the changes. The CLIP Housing sub-group also provided further agreement at the February meeting.
A list of changes implemented for 2008/09 annual and 2009/10 quarterly forms are presented in Appendix C. Discussion of the changes bringing about most reductions are included in section 4.2.
3.3.1.7. Write up of final report
The final stage of the review to produce a final report and reflect on the work carried out. This included recommendations for further work (section 4.3).
3.4 The consultation process 

3.4.1 Local authority data providers
The mechanism for consulting local authority data providers has been through several routes including:

· the CLIP Housing sub-group via correspondence and meetings held in June, October and February

· two workshop events with around 60-70 local authority data providers held in Leeds and London for the discussion of early proposals (as outlined in section 3.3.2)

· a wider electronic consultation sent to all data providers on the CLG data collection system.

Proposals, explanation, responses to the consultation and decisions made are included in Appendix D.
3.4.2 Key stakeholders
The following mechanisms were used to consult other stakeholders:

	Tenant Services Authority
	Joint meeting, lead contact, correspondence, CLIP housing meetings

	Homes and Communities Agency

	Lead contact, correspondence

	Audit Commission
	Lead contact, correspondence, CLIP housing meetings

	Government Office Regions
	English Regions Networking (ERN) meetings, lead contact, correspondence, CLIP housing meetings

	Regional Planning Bodies

	Joint meeting, lead contact, correspondence

	Local Government Association
	Joint meeting, lead contact, correspondence, CLIP housing meetings


In addition to above, the Local Government Association contributed a briefing paper for the workshop events held with data providers. This provided a preliminary analysis of housing data returns considered the most burdensome and was built into the review. A copy of the LGA briefing paper can be found in Appendix E. 

3.4.3 Other consultations
There were other consultations which went beyond consulting data providers and stakeholders, this included:
· Joining up with the wider cross government ‘lifting the burdens taskforce’ 
· Sharing best practice and learning from others carrying out similar work for the Department for Children, Schools and Families and the Information Centre for health and social care.
· Engaging with organisations with specific data interests, such as the National Association of Empty Property Practitioners (NAEPP) and the Chartered Institute of Public Finances and Accountancy (CIPFA).
A full list of organisations involved in the consultation can be found in Appendix B.
4. KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
4.1 Changes for 2008/09 annual and 2009/10 quarterly forms
A full list of changes for the 2008/09 annual and 2009/10 quarterly data collections is presented in Appendix C. 
Detail on the proposals, explanations, responses from the consultation and decisions made are presented in Appendix D. 
Some of the more significant reductions made for the coming year’s round of data collections included:
	Action to be taken/ reason 
	Timing of implementation
	Data collection reduction (cell count)
	Data collection reduction (% cells dropped from whole form)

	Stop collecting the Homelessness PMR Grant Monitoring form because this was duplicating the P1E homelessness form.
	June 2008
	Reduction of complete form of around 116 cells.
	100%

	Dropping the collection of the Possessions & Evictions HSSA and collecting fewer, more high-level questions in the HSSA because of data quality concerns.  
	2008/09 data collection
	Reduction of 494 cells
	95%

	Stopping the collection of some information on the Housing Revenue Accounts, first advance claim form (section 2) because no longer required.
	2009/10 data collection

	TBC
	TBC

	Dropping 38 fields on the Register of Licensed Houses in Multiple Occupation (ROLHMO) because no longer required.
	January 2009 
	Reduction of 38 fields
	38/69 = 55%

	Rationalising stock data collected in both section A of the HSSA and BPSA and dropping cells where other data sources provide this information. 
	2008/09 data collection
	TBC
	TBC

	Stop collecting homeless acceptances by secondary priority need category on the P1E Homelessness form because data quality concerns.
	April-June 2009/10 quarterly return
	Reduction of 17 cells 
	2%

	Reduce the detail collected on reason for eligibility of foreign national homeless acceptances (P1E Section 9) 
	April-June 2009/10 quarterly return
	Reduction of 26 cells
	4%

	Stop the compilation / collection on homelessness lettings information on the HSSA form that can be obtained from other data sources, is too detailed, or was collected in conjunction with old BVPIs.
	2008/09 data collection
	Reduction of 57 cells
	86% of section E

	Dropping section C - comparison of outstanding works between years - on the BPSA form because no longer required.
	2008/09 data collection
	Reduction of 12 cells
	100% reduction of section C

	Dropping section M - Disabled Facilities Grants - on the HSSA form because it is being collected elsewhere.
	2008/09 data collection
	Reduction of 18 cells 
	100% reduction of section M

	Total cells removed from HSSA
	2008/09 data collection
	Reduction of 62 cells (excluding historical cells).
	16% reduction

	Total cells removed from BPSA
	2008/09 data collection 
	Reduction of 49 cells (excluding historical cells)
	17% reduction


It should be noted that these reductions are only measured in a very broad sense. 

· While CLG have identified that this information is no longer required to be collected centrally, it is possible that local authorities may wish to continue collecting some of this information for their own purposes. In such circumstances, the reductions in burden are associated with providing the information centrally. 
· For the Housing Strategy Statistical Appendix and Business Plan Statistical Appendix there has been a change in principle from earlier years. In the past these collections have been partly used as a presentation tool (ie to provide all information in one place) as well as for data collection purposes. To reduce burdens, this review suggests it is unnecessary to collect historical data particularly because the purpose of these forms is to provide a snapshot of the position at the 1st April each year. In terms of measuring reductions the dropping of historical data collection may not be very significant if the authority’s information has not changed in historical years.
· Some of these reductions reflect a removal of duplication (eg HRA first subsidy claims for, and HSSA section M) rather than a change in requirements for data to be provided to the department. 

Measuring reductions in terms of compliance costs (eg how long and at what cost it takes to complete the form by the various people involved) is probably a more accurate way of measuring reductions in data burdens. Given the range of forms and range of different methods used to collect and complete each individual form (and cell), measuring compliance costs was outside the scope of this review. It may be something that requires re-visiting for further work.

4.2 Key points from stakeholders

CLIP Housing sub-group

The CLIP Housing group provided a formal response to the consultation which can be found in Appendix F. 
Summary of the key points made:

· The Tenant Services Authority (TSA), as a new regulator, offers the opportunity to streamline data collection which Housing Associations, Registered Social Landlords and Local Authorities complete, with the benefits of a complete ‘social housing sector’ view of an area.
· There was concern that guidance for the HSSA is focused towards local authorities with their own stock. Suggested solutions were to make it easier for LSVT authorities to complete, or to make the BPSA the form that collects all information from LA landlords. 

· There were more general points about the guidance notes requiring improvements through simplification and more precision. Suggestions were made for a topic based guidance (rather than form sections) or the creation of a higher level summary guidance for those already familiar.
· The principle of replacing data with other sources (eg CORE and NROSH) was welcomed. There was some concern of the process for making the switch-over so that LAs could be confident in the quality and robustness of these alternative data sources.
· There was support for improving the database collection systems, especially in terms of usability.

· On the removal of post-filled cells because of alternative data sources the group indicated the necessity to be able to find this data from alternative sources easily, for example with live tables. There was a suggestion for a re-evaluation of the accessibility of published data, in particular with reference to HSSA and BPSA data.

Audit Commission

The Audit Commission were involved at various stages of the review. They offered general support and agreement with the proposals, specifically in relation to the changes made to the 2008/09 annual forms (HSSA and BPSA).  Some more specific comments on the changes for the HSSA included: 
· Support for dropping historic data from the forms but a question about what happens to revised figures.
· Agreement with the proposals to drop some stock and vacant figures from section A because it is being collected elsewhere, so long as this information for all tenures is still available.
· Recognition that while it makes sense to lose questions on difficult to let and low demand in section A because of definitional and data quality issues, there may still be some customers for this information. 

· Agreement to lose anything on the old unfitness standard because there is the new Housing Health & Safety Rating system (HHSRS).

· A question about whether losing information about length of stay in B&B and hostels might be required again in the future, even if it is not required for policy purposes at present.
· Consider providing more explanation of the differences and reasons for these between the affordable housing data in section N in HSSA and data used for the National Indicator (NI155).The Tenant Services Authority

The Tenant Services Authority was set up on 1 December 2008. As a new organisation they were not involved in the early stages of the review, though key contacts at (what was then) the Housing Corporation were aware of the progress being made. 

TSA provided input in the latter stages of the review and were consulted to agree the final changes for the 2008/09 annual and 2009/10 quarterly forms. Their main interests were in the local authority landlord information collected on the BPSA and parts of the HSSA.

There was broad agreement with the principle of the review. As a new organisation TSA were not fully aware of some of their detailed information requirements in the future. Through discussions agreement was made on the changes for the coming year. It was also agreed CLG and TSA should continue to review TSA information requirements as they became clearer and to work together to improve consistency of definitions and data collections across the social rented sector.
The Homes and Communities Agency

The Homes and Communities Agency was also set up on 1 December 2008. Like TSA, as a new organisation they were not involved in the early stages of the review, though key contacts carrying out similar work on the decent homes programme within CLG were consulted in the early stages.

The HCA’s interest was mainly in the local authority landlord information on decent homes collected on the BPSA. Overall the HCA were in agreement with all the changes. They requested questions on the number/ expenditure of non-decent dwellings to include elemental and preventative work, and requested a few questions on section D programme of work on HRA stock to be kept (the proposal had been to drop) because they required this information for their purposes.

The English Regions Network (regional bodies)

The Government Office Regions were in broad support of the principles behind the review. More detailed comments included:

· While there was an understanding of the issues around data quality and consistency, some regions expressed concerns about stopping the collection of difficult to let and low demand dwellings from HSSA section A.

· There was a request for pursuing options for making improvements to data on private sector stock condition / energy efficiency (including the scope for using modelled data). 

· To consider whether data required for Housing Market Assessments could be incorporated (eg private sector rents).
· With the move to using other data sources (eg CORE and NROSH) there were requests for a suitable process for validating and ensuring data quality and robustness is put in place.

· There was an offer from the Government Offices to assist in reviewing validation checks with a view to improving the quality of the data at the point of data collection.
4.3 Recommendations for further work
4.3.1 Specific recommendations for individual data collections

Appendix G provides a detailed list of recommendations along with suggested priorities and timings for further work. Some of the key recommendations for specific forms:
· P1E Homelessness return: CLG will continue to discuss the overlap of data collected on the CIPFA homelessness form, with a view to them using the P1E homelessness return collection in the future.
· BPSA: This will continue to be reviewed jointly with the Tenant Services Authority and the Homes and Communities Agency to ensure it meets their future information requirements. Further review of rents information is likely to provide more data reductions.
· P1B, section B: Further work will be carried out to explore whether the P1B (Right To Buy sales) section B and Housing Capital Receipts Form can be combined.

· HSSA & BPSA stock & vacant dwellings: to produce live tables which combine data sources together 

· HSSA, section A (stock): Further work will be carried out to explore possible alternative options for collecting data on housing support to lone parents aged under 18

· HSSA, sections C, D and E (CBL, waiting lists, lettings): A programme of work will be set up to take forward the proposal for replacing social lettings information on the HSSA with CORE data. This may also include consideration of whether a review of information requirements on lettings, CBL and waiting lists information is also needed, and whether these sections should be combined into one.
· HSSA, section K (private sector renewal): This section will continue to be reviewed in relation to new information requirements for the private sector.
· NROSH: A programme of work will be set up to pursue the replacement of data on the BPSA, HSSA and HRA subsidy forms, including the consideration of suitable data quality.

· NROSH: carry out analysis to provide information on difficult to let and low demand dwellings (dropped from HSSA section A).

4.3.2 General recommendations for all data collections
Dissemination & developing databases
It is recognised that making information accessible is key for all users and data providers. This relies on good database systems and dissemination processes. It is proposed to adopt the principle “collect once, use many times” for data collection and to continue to work towards developing a national database on housing data. These sorts of developments take time and investment and so a view will need to be taken by CLG and the CLIP Housing sub-group on priorities and the recommendations that can practically be taken forward. Recommendations include:

For the longer term 
· exploring the best options for databases and collection processes. A range of solutions should be considered, which might include exploring the feasibility of the transfer of information from housing management systems to a central database using XML schema. 
For the medium term: 

· exploring the possibilities of making the web-based data collection process (ie the data collection front-end) more user-friendly.

· exploring the possibilities of web-based reporting tools that allow for flexible theme-based analysis, user-interactivity, interrogation and reporting of data. This should include the ability for flexible geographies and for use in benchmarking purposes.

· exploring opportunities for making RSL information by LA area more easily accessible to local authorities/ general public (eg by bringing it into the CLG database) 

· considering how to make data available as early as possible but within UKSA Code of Practice release arrangements (eg for the purposes of management information). Appropriate guidelines of the circumstances of when to use this data will also be helpful.

· considering how to support Local Authorities in their monitoring and benchmarking work (eg suggestion of quarterly information packs) and how to support regional bodies in their work. 
· to continue to review validation rules at the point of data collection, perhaps with input from the Government Offices to provide more local knowledge.

Guidance:
For the 2008/09 and 2009/10 data collections the adjustments made to the guidance were limited (unless there was a specific proposal). One of the recommendations for further work is to review the guidance across all forms to promote consistent definitions and improved usability, and to review the guidance content, presentation and structure. This should include the consideration of tailored guidance for different types of data providers. More specific suggestions include 
· Setting up a working group with those who complete the forms to help review definitions and guidance on a more continual basis (ie more than once a year).
· To improve the guidance by providing more explanation about the purpose for collecting the information, making it easier to identify where the guidance has been changed, and where the final published information can be found / accessed.
· To consider whether further guidance is required (in particular for the HSSA) to reflect differences between unitary and district authorities, and authorities owning or not owning stock (eg LSVT / ALMO).
Other recommendations:
There is a requirement post-review to consider ‘what is left’ once the first reductions have been made to forms. In doing so, there may be further options for rationalising forms, including opportunities for combining forms and sections together.
One of the recommendations for further work is to continue to work with Tenant Services Authority to establish common data definitions (and where appropriate data collections) across the whole social housing sector.

It is recognised that data quality is key to enabling further reductions in data collections. Proposals for switching to alternative data sources such as CORE and NROSH have been identified as requiring further work to investigate data quality concerns, and to set up a process for making the switch-over.
Developing principles for revision policies for quarterly and annual data collections is recommended, particularly as the annual collections will now be focused on collecting the most recent years data only.
More detailed recommendations include:

· To set up a feedback process after the new forms have been completed.

· To consider whether there is scope to provide best-practice guidance for storing and interrogating data sources.
· To carry out further work to understand the regional information requirements and regional data collections in relation national data collections, with a view to reducing areas of overlap.
5 CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS
A full list of recommendations for further work with suggested priorities and timescales are included in Appendix G. The purpose of this list is to assist the CLIP Housing group and CLG to agree relative priorities and possible ways for taking this work forward. A significant proportion of the work will fall to CLG and so the department will need to take a view on resources and the practicalities of implementing each of the recommendations. This work should then form part of a longer term action plan. 
The review has proved an invaluable process for engaging with all stakeholders in the collection of housing data. The enthusiasm of all involved, particularly local authority data providers was welcomed and encouraging. This momentum should not be lost and a key for the success of future data collections will rely on better processes for enabling easier engagement with stakeholders. For example, setting up a feedback process for the 2008/09 annual and 2009/10 quarterly forms will be a useful starting point.
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� Due to the timing of when the HRA first subsidy form is sent out, it was unfortunately not possible to implement for 2008/09 collections.
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