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More than 60% of financially excluded people live in social housing.  As some of the most vibrant and successful
social businesses in England, many housing associations are already starting to develop their own services and build
partnerships with other providers to help tackle financial exclusion amongst their residents.  
However, nationally, there remains scope for much more to be done, and for more housing associations
to prioritise tackling financial exclusion within their businesses.

That is why the Housing Corporation is pleased to support this publication.  It highlights not only the range of
activities that are already undertaken by associations, but it also sets out clearly the strong business case for housing associations taking
up the challenge and providing more and better services in this area.  As it clearly shows, targeted financial services can make a real
difference to tenants and residents lives, and through them to the health and wellbeing of their communities.  I trust that it will
contribute to the development and delivery of new solutions by associations across the country."

Jon Rouse, Chief Executive, Housing Corporation

Friends Provident Foundation is an independent charitable trust that is focusing its current giving programme on
addressing financial exclusion throughout the UK. We are delighted to have supported the development of this
publication and the subsequent toolkit – 
a practical method for RSLs to assist their tenants in moving toward greater access to financial goods and services.
We think the business and ethical case for engagement is compelling. We hope that the toolkit will form the basis
of further creative developments by this most innovative housing sector.

Danielle Walker Palmour, Director, Friends Provident Foundation

Housing associations can cut rent arrears, avoid evictions, reduce tenant turnover and save money on management
and legal costs by adopting financial inclusion strategies, as this report shows.  

Indeed, it makes a powerful business case for all associations to pick up this challenge as part of their wider role of
building sustainable communities. It shows that financial inclusion strategies can be successfully introduced by
associations of all sizes in urban and rural areas, working in partnership with a wide range of other organisations,
among them credit unions, high street banks and advice agencies.

It demonstrates that associations, as in so many other tasks, show a great deal of imagination and lateral thought
in developing strategies to suit the communities where they work. 

I urge those associations yet to engage with this issue to follow the example of those featured in this report. It makes business sense
for them to do it and, of course, it can have huge benefits for their customers.

David Orr, Chief Executive, National Housing Federation

FOREWORDS 
Social Housing Landlords across England are reaping the
benefits of financial inclusion strategies. They get involved
in financial inclusion work because it makes good business
sense. For some it is simply an ethical issue, residents who
do not have bank accounts are increasingly excluded form
society as more and more wages and benefits are paid
electronically. As bank branches and post offices close,
communities subject to deprivation become isolated, 
leaving social landlords on the front line. For others, 
by offering financial inclusion support for residents directly
contributes to cutting rent arrears, reducing evictions and
tenant turn-over and helping to produce settled and 
sustainable communities. All of which makes a convincing
business case for more associations to pick up this 
challenge.

The figures in the report speak for themselves. In the
space of 8 months, for example, North Devon HA reduced
its rent arrears from 5.2 per cent to 1.9 per cent by 
introducing an anti-poverty strategy and by changing its
procedures for dealing with rent arrears. It also works 
with and supports other groups, among them local credit
unions and advice agencies, to provide an ethical and
affordable alternative to doorstep lenders.

In the North West, Great Places Housing Group are 
benefiting from their support for Salford Money Line, one
of several Money Line, Community Development Finance
Initiatives that operate around the country with the 
support of housing associations. 

Salford Money Line has lent more than £1.75 million in
personal and business loans to people rejected by every
other financial institution except doorstep lenders since it
opened its doors in December 2000. 

In Sussex and Surrey, a specialist telephone debt advice
service funded by Hyde HA has helped 70 residents with 
a collective debt of more than £300,000 deal with rent
arrears and other debts. Key to the success of the scheme
is the involvement of Hyde’s housing officers who identify
residents in need of advice, and seek their permission for
the advice service to ring them. 

This overcomes the problems caused by the reluctance of 
those crippled with debt to take the first step and ask for
help.

In Birmingham, FCH Housing and Care, Family HA,
Keynote HA (now part of Midland Heart), Mercian HA 

and Optima HA work with Birmingham Money and Advice
(B-MAG) in a project launched in 1998 with a Housing
Corporation Innovation and Good Practice Grant. 

The project makes charitable grants available to residents
in need, offers independent and impartial welfare rights
advice to help residents  maximise their income and 
provides a debt counselling advice, which is funded by
Birmingham City Council. It has achieved significant 
benefits for residents and Social Housing Landlords alike.
In particular, it has been successful at supporting residents
with rent arrears and in preventing evictions.

On a national scale, Places for People, which has more
than 58,000 homes from the Isle of Wight to Edinburgh,
has set up a partnership with the Co-operative Bank to
offer its customers an entry route to financial inclusion.
Customers can apply directly to Places for People for 
personal and business loans up to £3,000, while a range
of Places for People mortgages – tracker, discount and
fixed-rate – is available from the Co-operative Bank to 
help residents onto the home ownership ladder.

The five examples, and the others in this report, 
demonstrate that:

• Social Housing Landlords of all sizes can successfully
introduce financial inclusion programmes anywhere 
in the country, in densely populated inner-city areas, 
in the suburbs and in the most isolated pockets of 
rural poverty.

• They approach the way they work in a variety of ways. 
Some support existing credit unions and debt advice
agencies, some provide targeted debt advice while 
others support and fund new CDFI organisations set up
specifically to promote financial inclusion.  Others have
set up partnerships with High Street banks.

• Partnerships are very important and feature in all the
examples in this report. Social Housing Landlords draw
on the wealth of experience built up by advice agencies,
banks and building societies and credit unions.

• Social Housing Landlords can be powerful allies of 
existing organisations, such as credit unions and advice
agencies. In many areas associations are the largest and
wealthiest third sector organisation, and can act as
‘community anchors’ for a neighbourhood, financing
and supporting other third sector organisations.

Social Housing Landlords reap the benefits 
of financial inclusion strategies
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The work of Social Housing Landlords and their partners is
providing affordable and ethical loans to low-income
households previously paying crippling interest rates to
doorstep lenders. For example, interest paid on a loan of
£500 from the Brighton Credit Union/Hyde HA Instant
Loan scheme is £65. Interest on the same loan from a
national doorstep lender working in the city is £360.

• While a clear ethical case can be made for Social
Housing Landlords picking up the challenge of financial
inclusion, there is also a strong business case. This is
developed in the last section of this report as a business
model for Social Housing Landlord Intervention. 
Both the Housing Corporation and the National Housing
Federation believe associations should regard the work
as core business.  Indeed, the Federation recently set up
a partnership with The Royal Bank of Scotland Group 
to explore new ways of supporting financially excluded 
residents.

The moral and financial case for Social Housing Landlords
picking up the challenge of ending financial exclusion is,
we agree, overwhelming. However, increasingly Social
Housing Landlords are also being judged by their 
regulators and peers on their organisational efficiencies
and performance indicators which, in turn, impacts upon
their ability to continue developing, getting local authority
support and leading on other social and economic 
initiatives.

This report offers a wide range of experiences which
together with the financial model for social housing 
landlord intervention demonstrates the moral, financial
and organisational drivers which together comprise the
overwhelming business case for Social Housing 
Landlord intervention.

Community Access to Money:  Social Housing Landlords Reaping the Benefit
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Housing associations and other social housing landlords
increasingly house a concentration of people on low
incomes in financially excluded communities where 
the poor pay more for essential goods and services. 
This structural market-based exclusion deepens 
disadvantage, reduces the effectiveness of anti-poverty
policies, such as benefit payments, tax credits and local
area-based regeneration. 

Many social housing residents are denied access to 
high-street credit and are forced to turn to doorstep
lenders and unlicensed loan sharks. As a result they spend
a high percentage of their limited budget on borrowing. 

Many fall into a dangerous spiral of debt that can lead to
rent arrears and eviction, and other associated costs for
landlords. Achieving financial inclusion is an essential part
of the gateway to combat social exclusion and poverty. 

CREATING A CREDIT PATHWAY TO FINANCIAL INCLUSION 
The ‘Credit Path Model’ identifies four key stages along a
continuum between poverty and self-sufficiency. Our role
of social housing landlords is to help residents move along
the continuum by empowering them to make decisions,
and offering opportunities that will move them forwards.* 

How Community Finance Initiatives and 
Social Housing Landlords can work together 
to combat financial exclusion.

The ‘Credit Path Model’ provides guidance to Social Housing Landlords forming partnerships with Community Finance
Initiatives in design products and services to meet residents’ needs at their different points along the path and 
ultimately help them progress towards successful asset ownership. 

* The Credit Path Model of financial empowerment has been developed by Alternatives Credit Union of Ithaca, New York, USA It has
been used by Community Development Credit Unions as a model methodology that other partner organisations can use to 
promote financial inclusion and economic self sufficiency in low income households.

THE CREDIT PATH MODEL

Transactor 
Basic banking, cheque cashing 
and direct debit, residents pay 
their bills (e.g. utilities)

Saver
An offer of savings accounts 
encourages a savings perspective. 
To begin a life long habit 
‘pay yourself first’

Borrower
Borrowing small ‘starter’ loans enable
residents to build up a good credit
record, leading to larger amounts. 

Asset owner
Savings linked to existing tenancies
and equity ownership. Home 
improvement and other loans to 
move on from poverty

The Argus, 27th June 2006
c
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Four key stages along the path to financial inclusion

(1) TRANSACTOR
Residents without access to a bank account and who need
access to financial services, to cash cheques, pay bills etc.,
have no alternative but to turn to fringe financial providers
such as ‘cheque cashers’ who price their services at a high
cost for each transaction. 

Having a bank account can be a gateway to other 
products and services, such as affordable credit and 
insurance, as well as a means to avoid the extra cost 
of pre-payment meters and pay-as-you-go tariffs. 

Residents without bank accounts – the ‘unbanked’- are
overwhelmingly the most vulnerable in society. Financial
inclusion will only follow when low - income households
have access to fair and friendly budgeting and banking
services. Mainstream banks apart, these can also be 
provided by a credit union or a Community Development
Finance Institution (CDFI). 

(2) BORROWER
Access to affordable credit is essential to financial 
inclusion and poverty alleviation. Social Fund loans are 
one source of affordable credit, but, for a variety of 
reasons, they are not accessible to all. Social housing 
residents need credit, but the design of loan products and
the way in which they are delivered make the mainstream
credit market inappropriate for many of them. As a result
they are denied the credit choices and interest rates 
available to more affluent borrowers and resort to 
high-cost credit options.

A solution to this problem is needed. Working in 
partnership with mainstream banks, credit unions or
CDFIs, housing associations and other social housing 
landlords should help provide affordable credit products
that replicate some features of the high-cost lending 
products that appeal to home credit customers. Much 
of the lending to residents is consumer lending for cars, 
personal loans, white goods etc. As residents handle 
these loans successfully, they can build up a credit record.

(3) SAVER 
Encouraging savings, perhaps with landlord incentives for
low-income households is a crucial step in making a 
transition from cash budgeting and payments to banking
with a deposit account for surplus funds. 

Housing associations and other social housing landlord 
can take a number of practical steps, including the 

introduction of a payroll deduction scheme for staff joining
local credit unions. This increased staff awareness can be
used to promote the credit union’s service to tenants and 
leaseholders.  

Saving in the credit union can help aspiring home 
owners to get onto the first rung of the ladder. 
One way forward could be to assist good rent payers to
save towards the cost of home purchase through a social
housing landlord led incentive scheme in partnership with
one or more credit unions.

(4 ) ASSET OWNER
Developing a good credit record and learning to save gives
residents a modest share in rising prosperity and helps
them accumulate assets, including housing, furniture and
cars.  Credit unions and CDFIs offer a variety of 
consumer, home and business loan products that can be
accessed by residents who started at the beginning of 
the Credit Path. 

Other products that can be developed with a credit union
or CDFI include home improvement loans to help shared
ownership residents to meet repair obligations or credit
finance made available to top-up Disabled Facilities Grants.

Advice needed at every step
The main stumbling block for residents needing a 
‘hand-up’ towards financial inclusion is to find sources of
advice and practical assistance. Free face-to face money
advice and support to residents is an important and 
integral part of ensuring that residents can move along the
continuum of becoming financially included. Recent 
surveys by the National Housing Federation have shown
that social landlords recognise the benefits of supporting
and funding the provision of money and debt advice 
services for their residents. As a conflict of interests can
arise where a landlord offers direct debt advice,  it is often
best provided through partnerships with local CAB
providers or other local independent debt advice agencies.

In-house service provision delivered by social housing staff
should complement and supplement independent debt
advice provision. In many cases tenants and leaseholders
cannot save or take out a loan until other financial 
problems are solved through partnership work. Debt
advice is a crucial service that should be available at all
stages of the Credit Path continuum.

Community Access to Money:  Social Housing Landlords Reaping the Benefit
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North Devon Homes launched its anti-poverty strategy two
years ago to deal with the stark levels of impoverishment
it had uncovered among its 3,200 tenants. In the county
with the second lowest average wages in England and
where much of the work is seasonal, about two thirds of
them depend on benefit of some kind  Many are deeply 
in debt. 

‘When we talked to our customers we found staggering
levels of personal debt,’ says the Association’s Director of
Resources, Martyn Gimber. ‘Some people were paying
£200 to £250 a week to moneylenders from a weekly
benefit income of £350. Indeed, in some areas we could
see the spectre of the doorstep lender behind every 
tenant. Without help, some tenants will be in hock for 
the rest of their lives, paying £30 a week for a debt that 
started out at £750 to £1000.

‘Initially, our first concern was to protect the Association’s
income. However, there is also a moral issue for housing
associations. If we help our customers maximise their
income and benefit take-up and offer them affordable
and accessible credit, they benefit and we benefit.’

Internally, the Association responded to a sudden rise in
rent arrears by setting up a dedicated rent team in the
finance section. A debt team working with tenants in
arrears has successfully pushed down the level 
of debt and is working hard to change attitudes to 
paying rent. 

‘ The aim of our policies and procedures is to try to 
stop anybody going over arrears of £500,’ says 
Martyn Gimber.

‘People bury their head in the sand once this point is
passed and the debt becomes very expensive for us to
service. Roughly speaking, we estimate a debt of £1000
costs £2000 to collect, £2000 costs £4000 and so on.
Some tenants borrow from doorstep lenders to pay off
the arrears and the cycle starts all over again.’

‘ There is also the expensive prospect of tenants in arrears
declaring themselves bankrupt. Three or four of those in
a year at £3,500 each, for example, would be very bad
news for any association.’ 

Financial risk assessment
As part of North Devon’s financial inclusion programme, 
all new tenants go through a personal financial risk 
assessment. ‘We try and capture those on the financial
fringes and those who are in and out of jobs and make
sure they receive all their entitlements. We provide a 
mentor, arrange support from advice groups and arrange
fresh start loans, where necessary, through the Iflracombe,
Tawside and Plough and Share credit unions.’

Many tenants turn to moneylenders when they move in 
to a new home and are caught for life, he says. Loans of
£250-£500 over six months are available from the credit
unions to new tenants to buy furniture, carpets or white
goods to avoid this financial pitfall. All loans are 
underwritten by the housing association.

Like many other associations North Devon has forged 
partnerships with established credit unions and advice
agencies, rather than setting up new agencies to deal 
with financial exclusion. At a county level, it is a member
of the D£von Pound community banking partnership 
(see box), which brings together a host of organisations 
to combat financial exclusion.

The Association provides funding and support for the 
credit unions as well as underwriting the loans to its 
tenants. In return, credit unions have set targets and 
service level agreements and have improved their 
governance and management. North Devon staff members
serve on the board of one of the credit unions and the
Association staff are encouraged to take up membership.

‘Our work of promoting financial inclusion sits very well
with our broader regeneration strategy’, say Martyn
Gimber. ‘At the moment we are only just scratching the
surface of the problem, which can be very difficult to deal
with in rural areas. Two thirds of our homes are in
Barnstaple, Ilfracombe, South Molton and Tiverton, but
the rest are scattered across the countryside, some in ones
and twos, in isolated villages and hamlets.

‘The strategy is working. Our rent arrears fell from 5.7 per
cent in January 2005 to 1.9 per cent in March 2006, and
we have released tenants from the clutches of 
moneylenders. However, the national doorstep lenders 
still take between £1 million and £2 million out of North
Devon every year. It disappears up the A361 by the 
lorry-load. We want to see that money stay in the 
community and put to good purpose.’

North Devon Homes tackles 
rural poverty
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D£von Pound
The D£von Pound community banking partnership was
launched in April 2006 after 18 months development
work by Community Finance Solutions an initiative of 
the University of Salford. 

A not for profit organisation, the partnership is Devon and
Cornwall Housing Association (DCHA) and Devon County
Council (DCC) and others. Its members include several
housing associations: North Devon Homes, Devon and
Cornwall, Sovereign Housing Association and Magna.
Between them they have housing stock in 106 of the 107 
most deprived neighbourhoods in the county. 

The development work suggests that about 60,000 
households are financially excluded in rural Devon, many
of them in deeply isolated areas where post offices, banks
and building societies have shut up shop in recent years,
leaving doorstep lenders to take a firm grip on personal
lending at interest rates as high as 600 per cent. 
The partnership plans to expand credit union coverage 
to these pockets of rural poverty. D£von Pound will 
manage and develop the partnership and provide a 
number of direct services, among them an immediate
response ‘budgeting assistance’ service. In partnership
with mainstream banks and community investment grant
of £15k per annum, it will help clients open basic bank
accounts, set up direct payments and budgeting 
arrangements and open savings schemes with national
and local partners, e.g. credit unions. 

The partnership will develop local training and volunteer
support networks. In the longer term the partnership plans
to introduce home improvement loans and loans for small
businesses and social enterprise organisations. A D£von
Pound smart card is planned, which customers can use to
pay their rent or pay in their savings, with housing 
associations acting as central points for collection. On the
financial education front the partnership will organise
training and outreach workshops in village, community
centres and supported housing schemes. It will work with
the Devon Strategic Partnership to spread financial 
education in schools and local communities.

The partnership is supported by:
• South Coast Money Line (SCML), Britain’s first 

community development finance institution (CDFI) to 
provide personal credit, which will provide affordable
loans for those on low and modest incomes who cannot
borrow from credit unions.

• Homemaker South West, a Devon-based charity that
works with people at risk of losing their homes, will 
provide face-to-face advice.

• Advice and community organisations, among them Age
Concern and Citizens Advice Bureaux, which will provide
advice and support.

• Local authorities in Devon

• Credit unions in the county

• Vos Amis, a charity that promotes community oriented
finance initiatives.

Says Martyn Gimber of North Devon Homes. ‘A lot of 
people are living on the edge and they face a crisis, if the
car breaks down or their kids need new shoes. D£von
Pound offers these people a lifeline. They can borrow
through the partnership at a rate of 25 per cent interest
rather than through doorstep lenders at anything between
150 and 600 per cent. It can also help clients build for the
future and begin life-long savings habits. From the housing
association point of view it will help us build secure and
sustainable communities by reducing evictions and tenant
turnover.’

D£von Pound: the five key 
elements

• Assistance on debt and financial services.

• Banking services, including bill payment schemes 
linked to savings schemes.

• Credit services to provide loans for those on low 
and modest incomes at affordable rates of interest.

• Deposit and savings schemes for vulnerable and 
low-income households.

• Education about financial and debt issues.

‘In some areas we could see the spectre of the doorstep lender
behind every tenant. Without help, some tenants will be in hock for
the rest of their lives, paying £30 a week for a debt that started out
at £750 to £1000.’ 
Martyn Gimble. North Devon Housing

Community Access to Money:  Social Housing Landlords Reaping the Benefit
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Working in partnership with established organisations 
is the central plank of Hyde Housing Association’s 
three-year Money Plus initiative, which was launched in
February 2005, with funding from the Hyde Charitable
Trust, to promote financial inclusion among the
Association’s 30,000 customers 

‘Housing associations have to be realistic about what they
can achieve and how best they can use their resources,’
says Jason Herbert, Money Plus programme officer, 
who worked for almost ten years in the financial services
sector before joining Hyde.  ‘We believe we can achieve
most by acting as a conduit between those tenants who
are experiencing financial exclusion and financial 
organisations that have solutions to their problems. 
As a result we support and work in partnership with 
existing credit unions, debt advice services and community
finance projects in London, Surrey and Sussex, Brighton,
Kent, Portsmouth and Southampton.’

Work with credit unions
In Lewisham, for example, the Association has funded
staff and volunteer development for the borough-wide
Lewisham Plus Credit Union, which now has a full-time
manager and counts Hyde tenants among its customers. 
Hyde works with and supports the City of Brighton and
Hove Credit Union to continue with its Instant Loans
scheme (see box). More recently the Association has 
established links with the Wantsum Credit Union on The
Isle of Thanet, where it has 400 homes. ‘We are 
supporting the work of the credit union to help it move
forward,’ says Jason Herbert.  ‘This will have real benefits
not only for our tenants but also for the wider community,
which has high levels of poverty and financial exclusion.’

Partnerships with CDFIs
Hyde is also a member of CHANGE, a CDFI launched by
London and Quadrant Housing Group in 2003. CHANGE
works across London where its 12 housing association
members have 180,000 homes. CHANGE offers:

• Support with banking options and with setting up bill
payments to save money 

• Affordable loans

• Building residents’ financial capability through 
information, support and training

• Signposting to specialist sources of help
Previously, CHANGE worked on an 18-month project 
to promote access to banking services as part of the
Government’s ‘direct payment’ initiative.

In Southampton, Hyde is working with South Coast
Money Line (SCML), which was set up by Portsmouth
Housing Association five years ago and now works from
Southampton to Hastings offering a range of loans and
other services. In Southampton it provides help to Hyde
tenants through regular surgeries.

Telephone debt advice service
Hyde Money Plus has funded and piloted a specialist
organisation to provide a telephone debt advice service 
for the Association’s tenants across Surrey and Sussex. 
The scheme has helped 70 residents with an aggregate
debt of about £300,000 by working on their behalf to
reschedule debts and to produce repayment plans.
Although the individual rent arrears are high they account
for less than 10 per cent of their total debts. 

The scheme has assisted people with rent arrears and 
possibly helped prevent eviction in extreme cases. It also
gives value for money.

Key to the success of the scheme is the involvement and
committed support of Hyde’s housing officers who identify
tenants in need of advice and seek their permission for the
agency to ring them. This overcomes the problems caused
by the reluctance of those crippled with debt to take the
first step and ask for help. It is made clear to tenants that
the advice is independent of the housing association.
Hyde plans to launch a similar scheme in Kent where it has
3,500 homes scattered across the county and where a
telephone service is the only practical way of helping 
people. A telephone service has many benefits, says Jason
Herbert. ‘Tenants, who are generally on low wages, don’t
have to take time off work to attend meetings nor do they
have to make sometimes long and expensive trips by 
public transport.’

In high-density estates where Hyde works, such as
Stockwell, South London, and the Hillside subsidiary, 
North London, face to face debt advice is more effective,
he argues, with the higher number of cases dealt with 
justifying the additional cost of delivery.

Hyde chooses 
partnership route
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Key role for housing staff
‘Our housing staff are the key to the success of our 
financial inclusion strategy whatever form it takes,’ 
says Mr Herbert. ‘Induction into this work is provided
through regular team meetings to help staff understand
the benefits that flow for tenants, the association and 
staff from actively supporting the strategy. Our long-term
ambition is give all our customers access to a full range 
of financial inclusion products, including saving 
opportunities.’

Brighton and Hove Instant Loan scheme   
The City of Brighton and Hove Credit Union’s Instant
Loan scheme is weaning housing association tenants 
and others away from long-established and high-cost
doorstep lenders, says the general manager Adrian
Davies.

The credit union has removed the prior savings 
requirement, historically common to all credit unions, 
to make Instant Loans to people on benefits and very
low incomes. 

A typical £500 loan from a doorstep lender costs £825
with a repayment of £15 a week. A typical credit union
Instant Loan of £500 costs £12 a week, a total charge 
of £560. The credit union scheme also helps customers
save money. At the end of the loan agreement the 
member will have more than £100 in a savings account,
which is set up as a condition of the loan. For every 25
loans to people who would otherwise use a doorstep
lender, almost £7,000 is retained in the local community.

The credit union is working with housing associations 
in Brighton and Hove, among them Brighton Housing
Trust, Hyde, Sanctuary, and Southdown. 

‘Housing associations have to be realistic about what they can
achieve and how best they can use their resources. We believe we
can achieve most by acting as a conduit between those 
tenants who are experiencing financial exclusion and financial
organisations that have solutions to their problems.’ 
Jason Herbert, Hyde Housing Association.

Community Access to Money:  Social Housing Landlords Reaping the Benefit
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Manchester Methodist Housing Group is a member of the
Great Places Group, which has 12,000 homes in the North
of England. It is a housing pioneer in the financial 
inclusion field and first became engaged in the work in
the late 1990s in Seedley and Langworthy, Salford, where
it has about 300 homes. Since then it has, literally, 
helped tenants save a fortune.

Parts of Salford were perceived as financial deserts without
a bank or a building society and infested by predatory
doorstep lenders feeding off the deep poverty. 
‘Tenants with serious debts paid us last,’ says Violet
Barnard, Assistant Director, Housing Services. 
‘We reasoned that if affordable credit was made 
available to them they would be in a better position to 
pay their rent, which would help us protect our interests 
in the area.’ 

That was the business case. The moral and human case
was just as compelling. ‘The weight of debt people were
carrying was overwhelming. If you are too frightened to
open your door, it seriously affects you, your family and
your mental health.’

First steps in Salford
As one of its first steps, Manchester Methodist worked
with Community Finance Solutions at Salford University,
Barclays Bank, Salford City Council and other associations
to set up Salford Money Line, a not for profit community
finance development initiative that was officially launched
by local MP Hazel Blears in December 2000.

Six years on SML has lent more than £1.75 million to
about 2,500 local people in personal and business loans.
The lion’s share of the money has gone in Family Loans,
which peak at Christmas and the beginning of the school
year. SML also makes Getting to Work Loans and Fresh
Start Loans that take clients out of the hands of 
moneylenders. ‘SML has saved customers thousands 
of pounds,’ says Violet Barnard. 

All clients are given a budget plan and most stick to it and
pay their debts off on time. The interest rate on personal
loans is 22 per cent, which is much lower than the 
astronomical rates levied by doorstep lenders and loan
sharks, the only other sources of loans for SML’s clients.

An assessment of ability to pay is made by compiling an
income and expenditure account with each client. 
SML’s business plan has a bad debt provision of 12 per

cent and 10 per cent for business loans. It has proved to
be accurate with non-payers fluctuating between 10 and
15 per cent. About 50 per cent of the clients live on 
benefits, but non-payers are not necessarily those on 
the lowest incomes.

As part of its Home Miles Tenants’ Incentive Scheme,
MMHA offers up to a maximum pf £75 bonus bonds to
tenants who keep their rent account up to date or pay off
their arrears on time by agreement. Tenants have the
option of using their Home Miles to pay off the interest on
loans from SML.

Business loans create local jobs
The upper limit for business loans is £35,000 with an
interest rate range of 9 to 16 per cent. Businesses helped
range from a nail salon to an environmental waste 
processing company. While business loans are small in 
volume, the income from the interest paid on them
exceeds that from personal loans and is very important 
to the financial sustainability of the organisation.
Furthermore, the work supports local enterprise and 
helps create jobs. 

SML organises debt and money advice surgeries and
helped people open basic bank accounts with funding
from the New Deal for Communities. ‘We found many
people were frightened to even go in a bank, and we had
to go with them,’ says John Shea who worked for Barclays
Bank for 30 years before joining SML.

Most recently the organisation has received funding from
the Department of Work and Pensions Growth Fund to
provide small loans averaging between £400 and £600
during the next 18 months. ‘We believe this will help us
reach people we have never reached before,’ he says.

Reaching people is still a problem, he concedes, 
although moving to a shop in a Salford shopping precinct
has brought in more customers.’ We have large posters 
in the window explaining what we do and what interest
rates we charge, but many people still can’t make us out.’
SML advertises regularly in a local paper and all new
Manchester Methodist tenants are given information
about the service when they sign up for a new tenancy 
or through the tenants’ newsletter. 

Targeting tenants at the right time is crucial, adds Violet
Barnard. ‘We are planning to provide new tenants with
information on affordable loans from our partners when

Manchester Methodist: 
saving a fortune

Typical example of advertisement or shop sign offering services of moneylenders, cash chequers etc.
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we allocate properties. Moving home is a costly business
and we hope to give tenants who need carpets or 
furniture the power to shop around and secure the 
best price because they have cash.’ 

Work in Bolton
Elsewhere in Lancashire, Manchester Methodist has forged
partnerships with a credit union, Bolton Quids In, which is
only 18 months old but already has 1,500 members and
has made loans worth about £300,000, saving thousands
in interest payments for its member. The credit union 
supports the Association’s work in two of the most
deprived areas of Bolton, by holding debt advice surgeries,
operating savings schemes and making affordable loans. 

Concerned that the poor always pay more, Quids In is 
running a scheme in Bolton where members can buy
furniture. white goods, insurance and even days out in
Blackpool (half price if you buy on line) cheaply on the
internet using a Quids In credit card. ‘It is a scheme we
could extend to all our partners,’ says Violet Barnard.

Helping people into the habit of saving is a very important
part of the work. ‘We hold regular money surgeries for
tenants in our general needs and supported housing
schemes with some success,’ she says, citing the example
of teenage mums in a supported scheme who each save
£1 a week in jar with Quids In, ‘They are following in the
footsteps of our mothers and grandmothers who saved
money in jam jars to pay their bills. They have money for
their bills or a small amount of savings to take with them
when they move on, which will give them access to an
affordable loan. More importantly, I hope they will take
the savings habit with them.’

Spreading the service
In a review of its Financial Inclusion Strategy, which is 
currently under way, Manchester Methodist hopes to 
identify credit unions and other organisations in every 
area where it works to provide affordable loans, 
savings schemes and debt advice to its tenants. 

‘As part of the wider strategy, our financial inclusion work 
in Salford and Bolton helps bring down arrears and 
contributes to the regeneration of declining communities. 
We believe it makes a valuable contribution to the work of 
the Group and the lives of our tenants.’ 
Violet Barnard, Manchester Methodist HA
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The Places for People Group, which owns and manages
58,625 homes from the Isle of Wight to Edinburgh, has
joined forces with the ethical banking organisation the 
Co-operative Bank to offer its customers and their families
a range of financial products. 

The new initiative has two principle aims: to provide an
affordable alternative to high-interest doorstep lenders and
to help tenants onto the property ladder. It is the first time
a major housing organisation has teamed up with a high
street bank to offer loans and mortgages to its customers.
The partnership is the latest in a series of initiatives 
introduced by the Group during the past five years to 
help its customers out of financial exclusion.

‘Access to bank accounts, loans and other financial 
services is much too difficult for residents in 
disadvantaged areas,’ argues David Cowans, Chief
Executive of Places for People. ‘To address this situation,
we consulted with our customers on what services they
would like to see.

‘ Their views were backed up by our research that showed
that 82 per cent of our residents wanted to own a home
and 65 per cent would like to buy their present home.
However, many were deterred from doing so by the
increase in house prices and a lack of suitable 
mortgages. Further research showed that a number of
customers were experiencing financial exclusion as a
result of doorstep lending with interest rates frequently
rising above 400 per cent.’

‘ Together with the Group’s wide ranging home and 
support services, the new financial initiative underlines
our determination to work with our customers to create
sustainable communities,’ says David Cowans. ‘It will
assist us to combat financial exclusion, prevent customers
getting in to debt and help people step on to the 
housing ladder.’

Personal loans
Personal Loans up to £3,000 are available directly from 
the Group’s newly established finance arm to those who
have been Places for People clients for a minimum of 12
months (subject to individual circumstances). 
New customers can borrow from £250 to £500 to help
with moving-in expenses and furnishings. A fixed interest
rate of is charged, which is much lower than the crippling
rates charged by doorstep lenders. Flexible terms are 
available to suit borrowers’ individual circumstances. 

Business loans
Places for People Small Business Loans up to £15,000 
are available to help budding entrepreneurs start or
expand businesses. The Group also offers to assess 
business ideas, helps with the development of business
plans and gives advice on access to grant funding for 
business development. The interest rates and payment
terms are flexible to suit the circumstances of each 
business. Personal and business loans can be refinanced
and a new loan granted for the increased amount.
Customers may apply for a rescheduling of their loan in a
genuine emergency or if their finances change leaving
them in financial difficulty. Places for People does not
charge early repayment fees, which are a common feature
of door-step lending, but does require a sum equivalent to
a further 30 days interest on the outstanding balance of
any loan settled early. 

Interest rates for the loans are much lower than those
charged by doorstep lenders and are more closely in line
with credit unions. Places for People funds the loans
directly from its own resources.

All loans are repaid by direct debit. A basic current
account can be provided for those customers without
bank accounts through the partnership with the 
Co-operative Bank plc. The account can be accessed
through the Post Office network. 

Quick take-up of loan scheme
The loan scheme was officially launched on 9 June 2006.

By 31 October: 
• 361 inquiries were made for loans. 
• 262 formal applications were made for loans. 
• 60 loans were made, totalling  £199,866
• Average amount loaned was £1,300 with an average

payback time of 18 months. 
• 18 of the successful applicants did not have bank

accounts. Places for People helped them set up
accounts.

• 95 applications for loans were rejected, mainly because
of rent arrears or affordability

• 2 of the unsuccessful applicants were signposted to 
debt advice agencies.

Places for People joins forces 
with Co-op Bank

Typical example of advertisement or shop sign offering services of
moneylenders, cash chequers etc.
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• The statistics suggest that most loan applicants are 
single, aged 26-35, receiving benefit and have earnings
of less than £1,050 a month.

• Most applicants had been tenants for more than 
18 months.

Savings account
The Places for People instant access savings account is
another element of the work of the partnership with the
Co-operative Bank and offers people without bank
accounts access to mainstream financial services. 
Main features are:
• £1 minimum to open the account
• Instant access via internet, phone, branch or post office
• Electron Card for use at LiNK cash machines
• A gross interest rate of 3.75per cent 

(annual equivalent rate)
• Standing order and direct debit facilities.

Customers who make regular income payments to 
their account can move on to a full current account 
with cheque book and overdraft facilities, internet 
and telephone banking, and LiNK cash machine access. 
Both accounts can be accessed through local post 
offices or the Co-operative Bank branch network.

Make yourself at Home Mortgages 
Three Places for People mortgage products are on offer
from the Co-operative Bank to the Group’s customers.
Their introduction follows a recent national survey carried
out for the Group that revealed a lack of suitable 
mortgages and loans is preventing people from  buying a
first-time home. Indeed, 50 per cent of those interviewed
believed unsuitable mortgages and loans caused 
significant difficulties for people buying a home. 

Says Chief Executive of the Co-operative Bank Financial
Services, David Anderson: ‘This partnership will help 
people take those first important steps onto the property
ladder and supports the Bank’s commitment to helping
first-time buyers.’

The three products are:
• Fixed interest rate mortgages for up to ten years. 
•  Mortgages at discounted rates for up to three years 
• ‘Tracker’ mortgages for up to five years.

Places for People believes it will help more than 400 
people from lower-income groups buy or part-buy their
own home during the first year of operation.

Housing safety net
Features of Places for People mortgages include payment
holidays or help in times of financial hardship for shared
ownership mortgagees. ‘Subject to circumstances, 
customers can remain in their homes either as tenants of
the Places for People Group or continue as shared owners
with a reduced equity stake,’ says David Cowans. 
‘We believe we are the first housing and regeneration
group to provide this housing safety net.’

Places for People also offers competitive fixed legal fee
arrangements to mortgage customers and valuation fee
reductions to customers exercising the right to buy or 
right to acquire who complete their purchase within 
specified timescales. 

Other Places for People initiatives
For the past five years Places for People has been tackling
financial exclusion as part of its wider drive to regenerate
deprived and impoverished communities. 

The work includes: 
• Energy efficiency improvements that have helped 

customers save more than £3 million through an 
affordable warmth strategy produced in partnership 
with Powergen.

• Partnerships with a number of Community Reinvestment
Trusts, Credit Unions and other projects around the
country including; East Lancs Moneyline, Financial
Inclusion Services Yorkshire, Derbyloans, North East
Community Banking Partnership, Blackpool Moneyline,
Preston Moneyline, Leeds City Credit Union, York Credit
Union and Hackney Credit Union. 

• Support for the economic regeneration of communities
by encouraging local businesses and individuals to invest
funds for five years in employment bonds. The investors
receive a nil return on their funds, but are guaranteed to
get their full money back after five years. The first bond
was issued in Sheffield in 1999 and created 250 jobs for
previously unemployed local people. It raised £800,000
from the general public and an additional £1.1 million
from the government, Europe and private companies. 
A second bond was issued in Sheffield in 2005, and 
further bonds have been issued in Newcastle (2001) 
and London (2002). 

Typical example of advertisement or shop sign offering services of moneylenders, cash chequers etc.

A Places for People case study that shows how 
good advice and affordable loans can help make 
all the difference
Mr G approached Places for People for a small loan of
£500 to buy bunk beds for his kids and to decorate 
their room. His budget planner was showing a weekly
surplus income of £147. The amount of surplus income
was questioned, and it transpired that Mr G’s partner
had taken out HP in her name that he had not disclosed.
The HP was from Homebuy, a company that 
provides household goods. Mr G was paying them £80 
a week for a coin-operated slot TV, a washing machine
and a cooker. The payments were over a term of three
years, and the total cost for all three items would be
£12,480. Mr G was a little astonished when this was
pointed out to him. Places for People confirmed that 
the couple could give the goods back and walk away 
from the contract, and that it would cost them £1,300 
to buy all the items new. A Places for People loan for 
this over 18 months would only cost them £19 a week
and a total payable of £1,473 – a massive saving of
£11,007. 

Mr G had substantial rent arrears. However, he had 
been making regular repayments for some time, and it
was decided that the savings of more than £60 a week
would be of great financial benefit to the family. Mr G
was advised to open a savings account to put some of
this away for future emergencies and, perhaps, to pay
off the arrears a little sooner.

‘ Together with the Group’s wide ranging home and support 
services, the new financial initiative underlines our 
determination to work with our customers to create sustainable
communities. It will assist us to combat financial exclusion, 
prevent customers getting in to debt and help people step on 
to the housing ladder.’ David Cowans, Places for People
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Work begins at home 
for Broomleigh
Partnerships with local credit unions and advice agencies,
welfare benefit training for staff, membership of CHANGE,
the introduction of basic bank accounts, close liaison with
local authority housing benefit teams and work with local
trading standards officers to deal with loan sharks. These
are among the many tools Broomleigh Housing
Association uses to combat financial exclusion among its
customers and to bring down rent arrears.

The tools work. Broomleigh, which is a member of the
Affinity Sutton Group, works in some of the most deprived
areas in the capital. It has 12,600 rented homes in Bromley
and eight other London boroughs. Two thirds of its 
tenants receive Housing Benefit. Six years ago it was 
evicting 250 households a year and taking 2,000 cases 
to court. Rent arrears were running at 6.1 per cent.  

By the end of 2005/06 rent arrears stood at 3.09 per cent
with collection at 100.17* per cent, evictions had dropped
to 41 a year and court cases to 675 a year. During the last
year the Association increased the Housing Benefit income
of its tenants by £2.3 million. 

Good payers rewarded
Good payers with clear rent accounts are rewarded with a
thank you letter and automatic entry into an annual prize
draw under the Home Plus Reward Scheme. At the end of
2005/2006, the names of 4,850 tenants (41.4 per cent)
went into the draw, and 60.2 per cent of lessees and
shared owners had clear accounts.

The work begins at home, says Assistant Director Ian
Hanstead. ‘Housing management staff, sheltered scheme
wardens and other staff are trained and kept up to date
with benefit changes by external trainers and our Welfare
Benefits Adviser, and we carry out accompanied lets to
make sure new tenants are claiming their Housing Benefit.
Crucially, we make appointments within 48 hours to have
new tenants claims assessed to ensure benefits are paid
from day one. We also promote basic bank accounts
among new customers and refer them to local banks and
building societies.’

Vulnerable tenants are identified and given help with
forms and procedures by designated support workers.
About 750 tenants have taken up the Association’s 
affordable ‘contents insurance with rent scheme’, 

which provides cover up to £30,000, When homes
become empty they are switched to the cheapest energy
supplier, which can produce another important saving for 
customers.
Bromley CAB ‘a critical friend’
Broomleigh refers residents, some with arrears, for money
advice and debt counselling to the Bromley CAB where it
joint-funds a debt and money adviser who also acts an
advocate for the tenants, if cases go to court. ‘The adviser
is a critical and valuable friend to the Association,’, says
Ian Hanstead, ‘evaluating and advising us on our processes
for dealing with rent arrears.’ In addition, the Association
commissions research projects from the CAB covering, for
example, the type of debt and the range of debt.

Links with the CAB bring other benefits. It was through
this partnership, that Broomleigh discovered three loan
sharks were working on its estates. The Association
worked with local trading standards officers to deal with
the problem.

Broomleigh maintains close liaison with local authorities on
Housing Benefit through regular meetings and electronic
links that provide access to the status of claims, payment
schedules, daily updates of new tenancies, rents and rent
charges. The Association works closely with a range of
agencies, among them Age Concern and Pension Service.  

Tenants are encouraged to join the 13.8 per cent of their
neighbours who pay their rent by direct debit. 
This payment route is barred to the many financially
excluded tenants, and Broomleigh has been working for
some time to encourage them to take up basic bank
accounts, first through an arrangement with the Woolwich
and more recently through CHANGE, the coalition of
London housing associations who came together to 
promote financial inclusion among their tenants.

The Association ran a campaign promoting basic bank
accounts among all tenants not paying by direct debit
between summer 2005 and summer 2006 and will follow
this up with meetings with high street banks and building
societies. Some tenants are still being refused this facility,
despite advice from the Financial Services Authority, 
which urges all banks and building societies to make
accounts available.

Work with Lewisham Plus credit union
More encouraging is the Association’s work with the
Lewisham Plus Credit Union, whose area of common bond
covers post-code areas that spill over into neighbouring
Bromley where Broomleigh has most of its stock. All the
Association’s tenants and leaseholders living in these areas
have been sent credit union membership details and some
have joined Lewisham Plus, which is planning to introduce
a basic bank account in 2007.  ‘Broomleigh has more
members in the Lewisham credit union than any other
housing association, including those working in
Lewisham,’ says Ian Hanstead.

Broomleigh’s membership of CHANGE ended in the Spring
of 2006 and the Association is looking to fill the gap this
has left by working more closely with credit unions in all
the London boroughs where it works. ‘We are talking to
the Croydon Credit Union and will be making contact with
credit unions in other boroughs. We promote credit union
membership on our estates and urge our tenants and
leaseholders to join credit unions where this is possible,’
he says.

‘Housing management staff, sheltered scheme wardens and other
staff are trained and kept up to date with benefit changes by 
external trainers and our Welfare Benefits Adviser, and we carry 
out accompanied lets to make sure new tenants are claiming their
Housing Benefit. Crucially, we make appointments within 48 hours
to have their claims assessed so benefits are paid from day one. We
also promote basic bank accounts among new customers and refer
them to local banks and building societies.’
Ian Hanstead, Broomleigh Housing Association

Benefits of insurance with rent schemes
Contents insurance is beyond the pocket of many 
households on low incomes. Indeed, the House of
Commons Treasury Committee recently reported that half
the poorest 20 per cent of households are uninsured. In the
report*, the committee argued that insurance with rent
schemes can reduce the cost of insurance and ensure easier
access for low-income households who face a high degree
of risk from crime and other causes. The schemes also 
overcome the problems faced by insurers who cannot 
collect payments efficiently from people without bank
accounts.Around 50 per cent of local authorities in England
and Wales and 75 per cent of local authorities in Scotland
operate insurance with rent schemes. The Treasury
Committee recommended that the Government ‘establish a
stretching target to ensure that such schemes are available 

in more local authorities and housing associations.’ Local
authorities should take action 
to promote the take-up of these schemes among uninsured
households, it added.

For many years Broomleigh HA has offered low-cost 
insurance to its tenants who can choose to pay their 
premiums with their weekly rent. Premiums range from 
75p a week for the minimum cover of £8,000 to £2.83 
a week for the maximum cover of £30,000. A minimum
cover of £7,000 at 66p a week is available to tenants aged
60 or more or those living in supported housing. 
Tenants with four or more weeks rent arrears cannot 
take part in the scheme. 

The scheme is run through the Association’s insurance 
broker Farr who produce a comprehensive and clearly 
written leaflet explaining the benefits of the policy, how 
it works and how much it costs. The policy document is 
also a model of plain English. Making insurance policies
understandable for those with low levels of financial 
education is an issue highlighted in the Treasury 
Committee report and should be considered by the 
increasing number of housing associations who are 
introducing similar schemes.

The business case for housing associations introducing 
insurance with rent schemes is clear. If tenants are able to
claim from an insurance company to replace their 
possessions and goods quickly after a burglary or natural
disaster, they will have their usual disposable income to pay
their rent and will be able to settle back into their normal
routines more quickly. As a result, both the resident and the
association gain.

In December 2006 the National Housing Federation
launched My Home, an affordable home contents scheme
for housing association tenants. Minimum level of cover is
£6000 for tenants aged 60 and over and £9,000 for all
other tenants. Customers can pay their premiums fortnightly
or monthly cash at the post office, as well as through bank
accounts, if they have them. 

*Financial inclusion: credit, savings, advice and insurance,
published 16 November 2006, HC 848-1

* Local authorities and housing associations collect historic arrears that pre-date the collection years 100%
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Midlands associations work 
across a broad front 
Housing associations in the Midlands work across a broad
front to confront poverty and financial exclusion. In 1998,
for example, FCH Housing and Care (now part of the
Longhurst Group), launched the Maxi project in 
collaboration with Birmingham Money Advice and 
Grants (B-MAG) with the help of a Housing Corporation
Innovation and Good Practice Grant.

The project, which has continued long beyond the life of
the Corporation grant, is a response to the poverty and
financial exclusion identified among housing association
tenants. Through B-MAG it provides charitable grants to
tenants to help them buy furniture and white goods, for
example, when they take up tenancies – a pinch point
where many tenants first fall into the hands of door step
lenders. 

It also makes grants at Christmas, offers independent and
impartial welfare rights advice to help tenants maximise
their income (hence the Maxi-project) and provides a debt
counselling advice, which is funded by Birmingham City
Council. 

Other associations, among them Family HA (Birmingham),
Keynote Housing Group (now part of Midland Heart),
Mercian HA and Optima HA, have signed up to the 
project, which about covers about 28,000 tenants. 
Each housing association has a service level agreement
with B-MAG and pays an annual fee. 

Supporting tenants with rent arrears
The project has achieved significant benefits for tenants
and housing associations alike. In particular, it has been
successful in supporting tenants with rent arrears and in
preventing evictions. About 80 per cent of the project’s
customers rely on benefits for all or part of their income.

An evaluation of the work carried out in 2001 revealed
that:
• Rent arrears accounted for the lion’s share of 

customers’ debt.
• As a result of B-MAG’s intervention, rent arrears were

cleared in 8 per cent of cases, possession orders were
suspended in 76 per cent of cases and proceedings 
withdrawn or adjourned in a further 8 per cent.

• More than £100,000 had been paid to tenants in 
additional benefits as a result of the project’s income
maximisation work. The largest extra payments came 
in the form of housing benefit, followed by income 
support, disability living allowances and council tax relief.

Value of independent advice
The associations in partnership with B-MAG believe it is
better to work with an independent organisation with 
specialist skills to provide advice and counselling than 
to employ staff in-house to provide the service. 
Tenants, they argue, are more likely to respond to help
and advice, if it comes from an independent source rather
than their landlord.   

At the same time, housing staff work with tenants to help
them avoid arrears. FCH Housing and Care, for example, 
is raising awareness about poverty and financial exclusion
among front-line staff to help them with this task, says
Claire Grainger, Assistant Director (Regeneration).’We are
revising our policies on financial exclusion to take a 
broader approach, and we are working with local credit
unions on these issues and with Birmingham City 
Council’s loan-sharks team.’

Home visits for new tenants
The Family HA tenancy support team visits all new tenants
– 80 per cent of whom are on benefits – when they take
up their tenancies, says Susan Highams, Senior Income
Recovery Officer. Benefit entitlement is one of the issues
they focus on. Where appropriate, they will refer tenants
on to the Maxi project.

However, the association plans to become more pro-active
in its efforts to tackle financial exclusion, she says. ‘Most
of our income maximisation work relates to tenants with
rent arrears. We want to help other tenants without rent
arrears but with other financial difficulties, and we plan to
do a mail drop promoting B-MAG's work in the areas of
greatest deprivation where we work.’ 
A four-month monitoring of Family’s work with B-MAG
showed a 5 per cent reduction in rent arrears.

Money Advice Team
The guiding principle of Keystone’s Money Advice Team ‘is
to get more money into people’s pockets to help them pay
their rent’, says Elaine Le Montais, Head of Community
Investment and Innovation. 

Now part of the Midland Heart Group, Keystone sees 
financial inclusion as a priority in its community investment
strategy and is developing links with credit unions to 
produce a low-cost loan service for all 31,350 Midland
Heart tenants. Other initiatives include work to reduce 
utility bills. All empty homes are switched to one of the
lowest-cost energy providers before they are relet.

To help create local jobs the association has produced a
live/work scheme in Stoke and two in Coventry, one of
which is in a regeneration scheme that also includes 
housing, a youth centre and an enterprise centre. 
Other schemes aimed at promoting financial inclusion
include a foyer and a drop-in ICT centre in Coventry, 
which is run in partnership with a local college and where
people are given help producing CVs and job applications.
Click Start is a free training service that offers new 
tenants basic one to one IT training.

‘From money advice to job creation, we see all of this
work as part of a package to help our tenants out of
financial exclusion,’ says Elaine Le Montais. ‘It is part 
of our core business.’

Birmingham Money Advice & Grants
Birmingham Money Advice & Grants (B-MAG) is an 
anti-poverty agency that provides social work and legal
advice services to individuals and communities in need. 
A registered charity it can trace its roots to the
Birmingham Charity Organisation Society, which was
founded in the 19th century. Its services are available 
to people local to Birmingham. The organisation: 

• Obtains grants from charities and trusts on behalf 
of individuals

• Provides debt counselling, welfare and community 
care advice

• Develops and delivers anti-poverty strategies in 
partnership with local communities.

It receives funding from a variety of sources among
them: The Severn Trent Trust Fund, which helps people
unable to meet the cost of water services in the Severn
Trent area; The Legal Services Commission, which funds
legal advice, information and representation; the West
Midlands Probation Service; The Community Fund; Sure
Start South West Birmingham, its housing association
partners and local charities. It has a grant budget of
about £200,000 a year.

It helps hundreds of people every year with a collective
debt of more than £1 million. Its services include 
negotiating with creditors and court representation if
necessary, but the main objective is to empower people
through the advice process to be able to manage their
own finances more effectively.

‘The guiding principle of our Money Advice Team is to get 
more money into people’s pockets to help them pay their rent:’
Elaine Le Montais, Head of Community Investment and Innovation,
Keynote Housing Group 

Tenants
Need an Unsecured Loan?

Refused Elsewhere?

CJJs & Bad Credit 
No Problem

>Click Here<

Typical example of advertisement or shop sign offering services of
moneylenders, cash chequers etc.
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NHF banks on RBS to fight 
financial exclusion
Encouraged by the work of its members described in this
report and the many others engaged in similar initiatives,
the National Housing Federation has struck a partnership
with The Royal Bank of Scotland Group (RBS) to explore
the development of financial products for housing 
association tenants.

The partnership’s mission is to develop loans, savings
schemes and other financial products that are accessible 
to the most financially excluded households.

Driving the RBS partnership is the Federation’s belief that
the poorest households, including housing association 
tenants, are often unable to access mainstream financial
services such as affordable credit.

Says David Orr, Chief Executive, National Housing
Federation: ‘We know that many housing association 
tenants cannot access mainstream financial services and
are driven to doorstep lenders charging exorbitant rates.
Most people wouldn’t pay 177 per cent interest on a loan,
so why should they?

‘We want to give tenants an alternative, and we hope that
this new partnership with RBS will help us to identify how
best to do it. Ultimately, the Federation aims to develop a
portfolio of affordable banking and credit services 
accessible to people on low incomes.’

Affordable insurance scheme
The Federation has also set up a new affordable contents
insurance scheme for housing association tenants, 
My Home, in partnership with insurance broker 
Jardine Lloyd Thompson.

• The Federation’s Pathway to Financial Inclusion 
campaign, in partnership with the fair finance pressure
group Debt on our Doorstep, has called for an end to
the exploitative practices of doorstep lenders and better
access to basic bank accounts.

Tackling financial exclusion: 
a financial case-study approach  
Housing associations and other social housing landlords
use a range of interventions to combat financial exclusion,
as the case studies in this report show. However, it is clear
that no single agency can tackle the problems in isolation,
and landlords are ideally placed to work in partnership
with other agencies to develop appropriate interventions
for their own residents and other people living in the 
communities where they work.

The social and community case for action is overwhelming.
Research by Bristol University reveals that 80 per cent of
those experiencing financial exclusion are social housing
residents. Assisting them into financial inclusion helps
maximise their personal income, decreases their personal
debt and offers them the opportunity for personal
advancement. It also contributes to their wellbeing.
Communities benefit from a lower resident churn and
stronger social cohesion. 

However, it is the financial case for action that is often
paramount for social housing landlords that work 
constantly to reduce rent arrears and the income lost
through evictions and empty homes. Cutting the cost of
staff time spent dealing with these issues and the legal
costs incurred is another of their priorities. This section of
the report suggests that the potential for social housing
landlords’ intervention can be qualified in terms of the net
gains that can be achieved by investing in a range of 
community finance initiatives.

The Broomleigh case study demonstrates that the 
introduction of a number of community finance tools can
bring down rent arrears. Six years ago the Association’s
rent arrears were running at 6.1 per cent, it was taking
2,000 arrears cases to court a year and it was evicting 250
households. At the end of 2005/6 rent arrears stood at 3.1
per cent, court cases had dropped to 675 a year and 
evictions to 41, results of the association’s intensive assault
on financial exclusion.

In developing a financial case approach for social housing
landlord intervention we have taken Broomleigh’s good
practice and made certain assumptions drawn from their
experience. The model uses a social housing landlord 
managing 3,000 homes. In the first year of adopting the
new approach Broomleigh experienced a 0.53 per cent
reduction in rent arrears followed in the second year by 
a 0.90 per cent reduction, and these figures have been
extrapolated straight in to the financial model. 
Broomleigh reduced the number of arrears cases taken to
court by 66 per cent (or 11 per cent a year) over six years

as the result of improved money advice and changes in the
way arrears are pursued. During the same period the 
association’s evictions fell by 84 per cent (or 14 per cent a
year), which led to a slower tenancy turnover and a 
reduction in the number of tenants absconding owing
rent. It would, therefore, not be unreasonable to assume 
a figure of 0.03 per cent of the total annual rent debit for
former tenant arrears gained through this work.

Potential savings from intervention
This section of the business model places a value on the
potential savings from the targeted activity given the
assumptions made in the model. Each and every social
housing landlord will have a different scale and experience
in making their assumptions and in calculating their 
potential movement of activity. In making these 
assumptions we have suggested a careful approach to
arrive at what we believe are sensible targets that can be
applied and adapted by all landlords in demonstrating a
potential net gain. 

It is the net gain that provides the financial case for 
pro-actively supporting community finance initiatives 
set-out in this report. Each landlord will need to do their
own costings and arrive at their own net gain, but rather
than just requesting funds to combat financial exclusion
this approach potentially provides the resources from 
internal efficiency gains and is thus a more compelling
case for investment.

Typical example of advertisement or shop sign offering services of moneylenders, cash chequers etc.
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Financial model for social housing 
landlord intervention

PERIOD                                                              1                         2                        3

1. Stock Profile at start 
(5% growth pa) 3,000 3,150 3,308

2. Assumed Rent arrears at start of
period as a % 4.5% 3.97% 3.07%

3. Assumed Rent arrears at start of
period as a value inflated by new lettings  
3% for rent increases £410,00O £391,189 £327,208

4. Court Cases made in previous full year 100 89 79

5. Assumed cost per case of court cases staff 
time/court preparation inflated by 3% £400 £412 £424

6. Evictions Made in previous year 10 8 7

7. Assumed cost of evictions / legal advice /
staff time / loss of earnings / write off £6,500 £6,695 £6,895 

Potential movement in activity TOTAL

8. Rent arrears reduced in Period 0.33% 0.90% 1.43%

9. Cashflow improvement for period £37,437 £79,608 £117,045

10. Reduction in Cases to court year 
(11% per annum) 11 10 21

11. Reduction in evictions 
(14% per annum) 2 1 3

12. Reduction in Former tenant arrears 
w/off (.03% of Annual rent) £2,956 £3,197 £6,153 

Potential Savings from Intervention

13. Potential gain on interest from 
borrowings at 5.5% given cashflow 
change above £2,059 £4,378 £6,437

14. Cash gain as a result of reduced former 
tenant arrears write off £2,956 £3,197 £6,153

15. Potential gain on court costs given 
above assumptions £4,400 £4,120 £8,520

16. Potential savings on evictions given 
above assumptions £13,000 £6,695 £19,695

Net gain for period £22,415 £18,390 £40,805

Notes
1. Stock profile is the dwelling stock increased by 5% per annum
2. Rent arrears are shown as a percentage of the annual rent debt has been assigned at 4.5% at commencement of year 1; 

reducing by 0.53% for year 1 and 0.90% for year 2.
3. Assumed rent arrears at start of period.
4. Actual court cases recorded by the organisation in the previous year.
5. This is the cost of staff time in preparing court papers, attending court and court costs inflated by 3% per annum.
6. Actual evictions made in the previous year.
7. This is the estimated cost of staff time in preparing for an eviction, attending court hearings, legal consultations, rent arrears written

off, interest paid on rent arrears accrued up to court hearings etc. inflated by 3% per annum. One Housing Association has estimat-
ed this per eviction as follows:

(i) Rent arrears (£1,500-£2,000) £1,750

(ii) Legal costs and staff time £1,000

(iii) Lost rent whilst refurbishment and maintenance is carried out £750

(iv) Void costs of carrying the refurbishment* £3,000

£6,500
* much higher if a property  is trashed before eviction is carried out

8. Potential movement in cash flow stated as a percentage.
9. Potential cash flow improvement for the period calculated as follows:

Year 1 Rent arrears at commencement of period £410,000

Cash flow at end of period (see note 3) £372,562

£37,437

Year 2 Rent arrears at commencement of period £391,189

Cash flow at end of period (see note 3) £311,581

£79,608

10. Potential reduction in cases attending court (11% per annum) 
11. Potential reduction in evictions (14% per annum)
12. Potential income from a reduction in former tenant arrears as follows:

Year 1 £2,956 (£9,853,629 x0.03%) Year 2 £3,197 (£10,658,256 x 0.03%)
13. Assured interest saved based on 5.5% interest pa from current borrowings.
14. See note 12 above
15/16. Potential savings given the assumptions.
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Recommendations for housing associations and other social 
housing landlords based on the experiences and successes of
those housing associations featured in this report that are already
promoting financial inclusion among their residents.

Many of the recommendations are straightforward good 
housing management practice, and it is worth noting that all 
the landlords whose experience is included in this report work 
very hard to keep their rent arrears down.

Other recommendations involve landlords forging partnerships
with and supporting advice agencies and a wide range of 
financial organisations.

All the recommendations offer benefits for social housing 
landlords, their residents and the wider community and in 
many instances can be justified by reducing rent arrears, 
income loss through eviction, empty homes and staff time 
dealing with these issues.

HOUSING ASSOCIATIONS AND OTHER SOCIAL HOUSING 
LANDLORDS SHOULD:

1. Adopt a strategic approach for deciding on their financial
inclusion intervention policies that combine both altruistic,
financial, social and community reasons.

2. Establish what financial inclusion services are already 
available locally, what the gaps are for residents and what 
the opportunities are for entering into community banking
partnerships with advice, banking and credit agencies.

3. Adopt a two/three year cost/benefit financial plan that reflects
both the needs of the residents and the organisational benefits
to the landlord.

4. Provide training for front-line housing officers. They should
know and use the help and advice that is available to residents
in financial difficulties and the benefits that flow for housing
organisations residents and staff from financial inclusion 
strategies.

5. Set up best practice procedures where front-line officers 
can refer residents with financial difficulties to debt advice
agencies.

6. Keep housing management staff, sheltered scheme wardens
and other staff (eg at call centres) up to date with financial
inclusion policies and products. 

7. Ensure that residents are claiming their Housing Benefit and
any other benefits to which they are entitled. 

8. Carry out accompanied lets to ensure new tenants are claiming
their Housing Benefit.

9. Offer residents a financial health check when they take up a
tenancy or shared ownership occupancy.

10. Assist residents especially vulnerable people and help them
with forms and procedures. 

11. Introduce affordable contents insurance with rent schemes.

12. To combat fuel poverty: 
(i) Switch homes to the cheapest energy supplier when they
become empty to produce another important saving for 
customers and landlords. 
(ii) Social housing landlords can support Energy Clubs for 
residents to achieve further significant savings through energy
efficiency measures.

13. Provide new residents with information about affordable
loans when they move in to help keep them out of the hands
of doorstep lenders.

14. Give financial and development support to credit unions and
Community Development Financial Initiatives (CDFIs) to
enable them to develop affordable loans, savings services and
banking services for residents on low and modest incomes.

15. Enter into service-level agreements with debt advice agencies
to make budgeting advice and financial health-checks 
available to their residents.

16. Underwrite credit union loans to their residents. 

17. Encourage their staff and residents to join local credit unions
and sponsor payroll deduction schemes for staff and 
collecting points at landlords’ offices for residents. 

18. Support the work of CDFIs and other agencies that make
micro-enterprise advice and loans available to new and
expanding small businesses, thus creating and protecting
local jobs and helping to create sustainable communities. 

19. Support the work of CDFIs and other agencies that are 
making ethical home improvement and equity release loans
available to low-income homeowners – many of them older
and disabled people – to carry out repairs and improvements
to their homes.

20. Form partnerships with high street banks and building soci-
eties to offer basic financial services, such as savings accounts
and direct debit facilities, to residents without bank accounts. 

21. Liaise with other social housing landlords to jointly develop
and deliver financial inclusion strategies and products in a
defined area.

22. All social housing landlords should be work to ensure 
financial inclusion of all their customers.

Twenty two 
RECOMMENDATIONS NOTES
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