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2.
BACKGROUND
2.1 An internal audit review of the Council’s arrangements for allocating social housing through the Keyways choice based lettings system was carried out as part of the internal audit plan 2012/13, as agreed by the Monitoring and Audit Committee. 
2.2
The Keyways choice based lettings system, which is delivered in partnership with the Borough Council of Wellingborough and Corby Borough Council, utilises the Abritas software package. This allows applicants to bid for properties over the internet, although hard copy applications are also accepted for members of the public who have no internet access. A number of housing associations also let their properties through the Keyways system.
2.3
The Council’s housing allocations scheme places applicants in one of four priority bands according to the severity of their housing needs. At the end of each bidding cycle, vacant properties are allocated according to priority band and the time that each household has been on the housing register. The Housing Options team is responsible for processing and vetting applications and managing the bidding and offer process. Keyways landlords are responsible for identifying properties to be advertised and for conducting verification visits to prospective tenants when an offer is made.
3.
INTERNAL AUDIT
3.1
The purpose of this internal audit was to ensure, through a process of systems evaluation and compliance testing, that there was an appropriate control framework in place to achieve the following key control objectives for the system:

· There is an appropriately detailed Lettings and Allocations Policy in place that is consistent with current legislation.

· Applications to join the Keyways system are processed promptly and are accurate, complete and subject to appropriate validation checks.

· Social Housing is advertised promptly and accurately on the Keyways system.

· The bidding process is run in a fair and consistent manner and offers are made promptly to winning bidders on the basis of a fully validated bid.

· The Keyways system is subject to appropriate levels of management review and monitoring.

· Access to the keyways system is restricted to appropriate officers.

3.2
The audit did not highlight any weaknesses that would in overall terms impact on the achievement of the system's key objectives. However, the audit did identify some control weaknesses that have impacted on the delivery of certain system objectives:

· The significant workload experienced by the Housing Options team is impacting on its ability to process applications in accordance with the 14 day target. There are also significant backlogs in dealing with on-line communications made by applicants and bidders.

· Evidence to support reasons for, and approval of, occasions when applicants are suspended from the bidding process needs to be provided on the system.

· Sample testing highlighted that whilst desktop vetting of applications is being undertaken, evidence to show that more detailed checks are undertaken (involving home visits) is not being retained on the Abritas system.

· Access levels to the Abritas system have not been reviewed since it was introduced. 

· The Abritas system includes a versatile report writing tool, but workload pressures have prevented the development of a suite of management and exception reports to be routinely produced and reviewed.

3.3
As a result, only moderate assurance can be given on the design and operation of the system's internal controls.  The results of this review have been discussed at an exit meeting held with council officers and action is currently being taken to resolve to resolve the control weaknesses that have been identified and to improve service to customers. 

4.
IMPROVING THE OPERATION OF KEYWAYS AND PROVIDING A BETTER 

SERVICE TO TENANTS 
4.1
Many of the findings of the audit relate to delays in completing back-up administrative activities and incomplete record keeping. This is often the result of dealing with housing applications which are completed incorrectly or which lack supporting paperwork. A number of important changes are being introduced to improve the day-to-day operations of Keyways and provide a better service to housing applicants. The most significant of these is the Single Point of Contact (SPOC) project, which was introduced in October 2012 with the aim of providing expert advice to applicants when they first approach the Council for help. A Housing Options Advisor is now available in Customer Services between 09:00 and 17:00 who can carry out a housing options interview and complete a full housing application at the initial point of contact. Initial indications are that the SPOC initiative is being successful in several ways: it has cut down the number of incomplete housing applications, reduced the volume of subsequent enquiries from housing applicants and has assisted in preventing homelessness.          
4.2
The Council is upgrading the Abritas choice based lettings software so that it can take account of the new Housing allocation Scheme which has recently been revised in response to the Localism Act 2011. This is also providing an opportunity to improve the day-to-day operation of the system and address some of the issues identified in the audit report. In particular, officers are working on the creation of a suite of monitoring reports which can identify any cases that have not been processed within target times. 
4.3
The table below sets out the issues which were identified during the internal audit and the action which has subsequently been taken. 

	Ref 
	Issue
	Action

	2.1
	Testing identified a number of Band A cases on the Abritas system who appeared not to have bid for properties within the 8 week window for bidding. In fact, they had, but their records had not been updated
	1) Landlords will receive a letter confirming that discounts will apply on receipt of timely nomination outcomes, direct lets etc (Feb 13). 

2) Abritas IT upgrade will enable us to run regular reports to check. (Apr 13). 

	2.2
	A significant backlog of client messages on Abritas was identified. 
	Letters now being generated for all applicants on the Kettering register, advising of policy changes, include a section confirming that client messages will no longer be available. (Feb 13)


	2.3
	The 14 day target time for processing housing applications is not always met due to delays in submitting and processing supporting paperwork.    
	The new Single Point of Contact pilot is improving the turn around time in individual cases, and the appointment of a temporary Lettings Assistant will assist further in eliminating the backlog. (Jul 13).

	3.1
	Debtor accounts for adverts placed by housing associations had not been sent out for quarter 1 of 2012/13 
	Charges for adverts made Oct - Dec 12 will be invoiced by mid Feb 13.  Further invoices to be generated within 1 month of the end of the quarter. 

	3.2
	Housing Options Manager does not routinely receive reports on unpaid invoiced for housing association adverts.
	Regular reports on unpaid invoices are being devised (Feb 13)

	4.1
	Insufficient information held on Abritas when applications are suspended. 
	Will be implemented following the Abritas upgrade as per item 2.1. 

	4.2
	Insufficient information is held on Abritas about the outcome of verification checks
	A three part process is now in place and includes Experian checks on every new application, which is carried out again immediately prior to nomination.  However, further work is to be undertaken with landlords on the verification checks they complete on receipt of a nomination, prior to offer.  A training event to be carried out in April to cover this and changes to the Housing Allocation Scheme. 

	4.3
	On some occasions, successful bidders are not notified within three working days  
	Will be implemented following the Abritas upgrade as per item 2.1. 

	4.4
	In two cases, insufficient information was held on Abritas about the basis for accepting local connection 
	In both cases, properties were allocated by officers outside of the Housing Options team. To be monitored on a case by case basis in the future to ensure adequate audit trail. 

	5.1
	Greater use should be made of regular monitoring reports from Abritas.  
	Will be implemented following the Abritas upgrade as per item 2.1.

	6.1
	Access levels to the Abritas system have not been reviewed since it was introduced. 
	Permissions were reviewed as part of the upgrade in Jan 13.  Access is now more limited, particularly for officers not directly employed on allocations within KBC.

	6.2
	No system for removing housing association staff who leave from Abritas 
	Monitoring report to be introduced (May 13)


4.4
It is planned that a follow-up audit will be undertaken in 2013/14.
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PURPOSE OF REPORT





1.1	At its meeting on 27 November 2012, the Monitoring & Audit Committee requested a briefing on the internal audit report on choice based lettings.





5	RECOMMENDATION





5.1.	That the Monitoring and Audit Committee notes the recommendations of the audit report and the work that is being undertaken to improve the operation of the Keyways system and service to customers.








