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OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 
28 SEPTEMBER 2022 

 

*PART 1 – PUBLIC DOCUMENT 
 

 

Call to account of delegated decision taken on 13 August 2021 in accordance with 
‘Special Urgency’ provisions contained in the Council’s Constitution  
 
REPORT OF THE LEADER OF THE COUNCIL, MANAGING DIRECTOR AND STRATEGIC 
HOUSING MANAGER 
 
PRIORITY: PEOPLE FIRST 
 
1. SUMMARY 
 
1.1 To provide an account of the decision taken on 13 August 2021 to allocate £200k of 

homelessness funding received from the (as was) Ministry of Housing, Communities 
and Local Government to grant fund the development of an accommodation and 
support scheme for homeless single people in North Hertfordshire.  The scheme is 
provided by Keystage Housing at the former Lord Lister hotel in Hitchin. 

 
1.2 The decision was considered in accordance with ‘Special Urgency’ provisions as set 

out in the Council’s Constitution. 
 
2. STEPS TO DATE 
 
2.1 This call to account was made at the Overview and Scrutiny Committee meeting of 13 

June 2022, following a proposal at Annual Council of 26 May 2022. 
 
2.2 The Chair of the Overview and Scrutiny committee agreed to defer the call to account 

until after the Planning Control Committee has decided Keystage Housing’s application 
for the former Lord Lister hotel, which is due to be considered on 20 September 2022 
(at the time of writing). 

 
3. INFORMATION TO NOTE 
 
3.1 Context 
 
3.1.1 The Covid-19 pandemic dramatically changed the prevailing landscape of 

homelessness legislation, with the government issuing its ‘Everyone In’ directive in 
March 2020.  This required local authorities to provide emergency accommodation with 
immediate effect for all those sleeping rough in their areas, including those at risk of 
sleeping rough.  ‘Everyone In’ continued to remain in operation throughout 2021/22 
and whilst the initial stages of the rollout of the vaccination programme appeared to be 
successful, national and/or localised lockdowns posed a very real threat into the winter 
of 2021/22 (please see Appendix 1 for relevant government announcements). 

 
3.1.2 The pandemic revealed a significant, previously hidden, cohort of local single people 

(and some couples) living chaotic lives in unstable accommodation and many with 
unmet complex support needs.  Of the 150 single households that the Council placed 
in temporary accommodation over 2021/22 for instance, over 60% had two or more 
support needs.  Poor mental health was by far the most common support need with 
over half of households reporting this (more detail on this is provided in the information 
note to Cabinet on 21 June 2022). 
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3.1.3 The additional demand due to Covid-19, on top of the Council’s usual statutory duties 
towards homeless families and vulnerable households and those at risk of 
homelessness, has placed exceptional pressure on existing local accommodation and 
support services.  This has resulted in significant hotel usage – by the end of May 
2021, there were 67 households (the vast majority single people) in hotels with many 
struggling to cope without the necessary facilities and support, whilst the Council faced 
soaring hotel costs, in excess of £400k over the last two financial years. 

 
3.1.4 Whilst the Council has these immediate duties towards homeless households, it has 

been our experience that many of our vulnerable clients have been unable to access, 
or have not met thresholds of need, for other statutory support services such as Herts 
County Council, Herts Partnership Foundation Trust, Probation, the NHS and other 
bodies.  As a result of these unmet support needs, many clients have struggled to cope 
and have been evicted from multiple accommodation placements or refused access to 
services in a cycle that is repeated over the course of years. 

 
Provision of support-based accommodation 
 
3.1.5 There is a severe lack of accommodation options locally for single homeless people 

with complex needs; the Council does not possess its own housing stock and viable 
sites for new service provision rarely arise, a key factor limiting any additional 
provision.  St Mungos, an organisation specialising in helping single homeless people, 
secured planning permission for the redevelopment of the Sanctuary site in Hitchin in 
2013 for a new hostel, however this did not progress and shortly afterwards St Mungos 
withdrew from the district.  There are also generally few providers in this specialist field 
and opportunities to bring in new providers with an accommodation site are extremely 
difficult to realise.  For some years now, there has only been one main service provider 
locally (Haven First) which generally operates at full capacity, usually with a list of 
people waiting to access the accommodation.  The provision of additional 
accommodation for this client group is therefore highlighted as a priority in the 
Council’s Housing Strategy (2019-2024) and also as an action in its current Council 
Delivery Plan.  

 
3.1.6 It should also be noted that Haven First and another specialist provider, Emerging 

Futures, have both made additional efforts to help the Council meet the extra demand 
from this client group over recent years.  However they both found the local housing 
market to be very difficult and despite the availability of government funding, were 
unable to secure the necessary housing to deliver local accommodation-based support 
schemes.   

 
3.1.7 A planning application submitted by Haven First for a 40-unit hostel at Protea Way in 

Letchworth - to help meet the needs of those with complex needs – secured planning 
permission in February 2021.  However there remains some uncertainty around this 
project due to significant increases in construction costs and the recent announcement 
of the merger of Haven First with One YMCA that is due to complete on 1 April 2023.  
As a result, there is no certainty over if and when the new facility will be delivered. 

 
3.1.8 Due to the low overall capacity of specialist accommodation-based support services in 

the district, there are limited options to help local people with their support needs and 
many are finding it extremely difficult to access the appropriate service at the right time. 
There is evidence of people with these complex needs, who have approached the 
Council for housing assistance, coming to serious long-term harm, including the deaths 
of three local people in the last year or so.  Although there are occasional opportunities 
to utilise vacancies in accommodation schemes located in other districts/boroughs 
across the county, many local people are reluctant to leave North Herts for unfamiliar 
areas, with some preferring to remain sleeping rough instead.            
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3.1.9 The universal operating model for services for this client group is accommodation with 
on-site round-the-clock support with external specialist support brought in as required 
that is tailored to individuals’ needs.  This enables clients to develop independent living 
skills and recover from trauma in a stable, supportive environment whilst also being 
helped and encouraged to access specialist support for e.g. substance misuse and 
mental health issues.  Although the majority of placements are successful and clients 
move on positively (eg into their own private rented unit), it must be acknowledged that 
owing to the often entrenched and complex support needs of this client group, despite 
the considerable efforts of specialist agencies, there will be occasions where the 
placement fails, and they are required to leave the accommodation.   

  
3.1.10 During the course of the pandemic, the Council and its partners have sought to 

develop an integrated and sustainable pathway of accommodation and support 
services in order to meet the unprecedented demand from single homeless people.  
Should the Keystage service receive planning permission, it would provide a significant 
part of this pathway and it also, crucially, builds in stability, with the Council securing 
exclusive access to the service for local people for the next ten years.  Keystage has 
also agreed the service can be modified to meet any changing needs identified by the 
Council throughout this period. 

 
3.2 Decision 
 
Timeline 
 
3.2.1 Due to the lack of alternative options for meeting the accommodation and support 

needs of this client group, Council officers contacted Keystage Housing in February 
2021 following a presentation Keystage made to Hertfordshire Heads of Housing in the 
previous September.  There were no other provider options at the time with existing 
local services at full capacity and Key stage’s base in Luton appeared to offer practical 
advantages.  After the introductory meeting with Keystage Housing, Luton Borough 
Council were approached in their role as a commissioner of Keystage’s service in order 
to discuss their view of performance and a detailed and lengthy meeting was held in 
May 2021.  Luton offered a resoundingly positive endorsement of the service provided 
by Keystage Housing and the success they had in delivery of positive outcomes for 
people with complex needs (see Part 2 report Appendices). 

 
3.2.2 Keystage were invited to meet the Director of Regulatory Services and Cllr Gary 

Grindal, the Executive Member for Housing and Environmental Health in June 2021 
and subsequently produced a written proposal dated 25 June 2021 (See Part 2 report 
Appendices).  It should be highlighted this was not a pure market situation – Keystage 
presented a complete proposal – accommodation (which is extremely difficult to source 
in the district) and support to help the Council to meet the complex needs of some of its 
residents by partnering with a specialist provider delivering an industry standard 
support model.  No other alternative options existed at the time, it was a choice 
between accepting or declining the Keystage proposal.   

 
3.2.3 On 29 July 2021, at the Council’s internal confidential Covid Response and Recovery 

Project Board meeting, with Cllrs Dennis-Harburg, Clare Strong, Morgan Derbyshire, 
Sam Collins, Ian Albert and Paul Clark present, the Lord Lister / Keystage proposal 
was briefly outlined (see Part 2 report Appendices).  Cllr Collins and Cllr Clark were 
ward members, with Cllr Clark also being the deputy leader at the time.  As the 
discussions between both parties became more advanced, Cllr Grindal offered his 
support for the proposal on 11 August 2021. 

 
3.2.4 Keystage were involved with lengthy and protracted negotiations with the former 

owners of the Lord Lister hotel and the Chief Executive of Keystage advised the 
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owners were considering renewing their business insurances to continue operating as 
a hotel, providing a final deadline of 31 August for the details to be agreed. This 
deadline meant the opportunity would no longer be available at the time of the next 
Cabinet meeting, which was scheduled for 21 September 2021.  As a result, the 
proposal was made to employ ‘Special Urgency’ provisions contained in the Council’s 
Constitution (please see Appendix 2, which is the email dated 12 August 2021 to Cllr 
Dennis-Harburg and Cllr David Levett as Leader of the Council and Chair of the 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee in accordance with the procedure).  The decision 
was also published in Members Information Service, although this did not explicitly 
reference the Lord Lister site (wording used was “a former hotel in Hitchin”) because 
the sale had yet to be contractually agreed. 

 
Grant funding awarded to Keystage Housing  
 
3.2.5 The decision taken on 13 August 2021 (please see Appendix 3) agreed the allocation 

of £200k of Homelessness Prevention Grant (HPG) funding for the development of the 
Keystage accommodation and support scheme based at the former Lord Lister hotel.  
In total, the Council received £340k of HPG funding from central government for 
2021/22 and at the time of the decision, about £212k of the Grant remained 
unallocated (the remaining £12k was spent on homelessness prevention activity).   

 
3.2.6 HPG is an annual grant to local housing authorities from central government (replacing 

the former Flexible Homelessness Support Grant and Homelessness Reduction Grant 
and merging them into a single funding stream).  It is ring-fenced for use in managing 
homelessness pressures and supporting those who are at risk of homelessness and 
rough sleeping.   

 
3.2.7 The Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC) maintains 

regular contact with the Council in its administering of grant monies and monitoring of 
grant use and service provision.  The Council’s s151 officer sought and received 
approval from DLUHC for the use of the HPG for the Keystage scheme (please see 
Appendix 4).  A DLUHC representative also visited the Lord Lister scheme in 
December 2021 to meet Keystage Housing, Hertfordshire County Council and North 
Herts Council officers to discuss the service and view the accommodation.   

 
3.2.8 At its meeting in March 2019, when approving the Housing Strategy (2019-2024), the 

Cabinet resolved that: 
 

“In the event the MHCLG [Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government] 
provides homelessness funding beyond the financial year 2019/20, the Cabinet 
authorises the Service Director – Regulatory, in consultation with the Executive 
Member for Housing and Environmental Health, to decide on the specific allocation of 
the funds in order to meet homelessness priorities, for the duration of the Strategy.”  

 
3.2.9 Keystage has also been allocated the following grants, which have been received from 

DLUHC following successful Council bids to these government funding opportunities: 
 

 £92k of Accommodation for Ex-offenders Scheme funding for the provision of an 
accommodation scheme for ex-offenders.  This is not based at the Lord Lister site and 
it supports clients into private rented sector units that are sourced via local 
landlords/estate agents.  This delegated decision was taken on 6 August 2021 by the 
Director of Regulatory Services. 

 £83k of Rough Sleeping Initiative 2021-22 funding for the provision of intensive support 
services at the Lord Lister scheme (from a total grant of £172k received, the remainder 
being allocated to Haven First for their similar service at the former Templars Hotel in 
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Baldock).  This delegated decision was taken on 25 January 2022 by the Director of 
Regulatory Services.   
 

‘Special Urgency’ provisions 
 
3.2.10 As detailed in the 13 August 2021 decision, the report contained a key decision that 

would normally be considered by the Cabinet.  However, due to the time limited nature 
of this opportunity, paragraph 15.15 of the Council’s Constitution (that detail the 
requirements for ‘Special Urgency’) have been employed so that this matter can be 
considered in a timely way. 

 
3.2.11  The Constitution states the following in relation to the Special Urgency provisions:  
 
 “15.15 Special Urgency  
 

15.15.1 If by virtue of the date a decision which must be taken under Rule 15.14 
(General Exception) cannot be followed, then the decision can only be taken if the 
decision taker (if an individual) or the Chair of the body making the decision, obtains 
the agreement of the Chair of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee that the taking of 
the decision cannot be reasonably deferred. If there is no Chair, or if the Chair is 
unavailable to act, then the agreement of the Vice-Chair of the Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee, the Chair of the Council, or in their absence, the Vice-Chair or Head of 
Paid Service will suffice.  

 
15.15.2 As soon as reasonably practicable after the decision taker has obtained 
agreement under 15.15.1, the decision taker must make available at the Council 
Offices a notice setting out the reasons that the decision is urgent and cannot be 
reasonably deferred and arrange for this notice to be published on the Council’s 
website. The notice will be circulated to Members.”  

 
3.2.12 The decision was deemed to be urgent, as detailed in the report dated 13 August 2021, 

as the opportunity was time limited.  Without the urgent decision by the Council, 
Keystage would have not been able to progress their separate transaction to acquire 
the premises.   Whilst the funding agreement was not entered into immediately, the 
decision itself enabled Keystage and the owners to progress with the rest of the 
transaction with some certainty concerning the funding arrangements.  

 
3.2.13  The above procedure, outlined at 15.15.1 and 15.15.2 of the Constitution, was 

complied with by officers.  The draft delegated decision report was sent to the Leader 
and to the Chair of Overview and Scrutiny Committee on the 12 August 2021; please 
see Notice of reasons for Urgency that was published on the Council’s website. 

 
3.2.14 The grant funding received from the government has been provided in accordance with 

the Council’s role as the ‘local housing authority’.  As a result, the decision was 
considered and taken by the Managing Director to avoid any potential conflict for the 
Director of Regulatory Services who also has responsibility for the Council’s role of 
‘local planning authority’. 

 
3.2.15 The Council’s Monitoring Officer was involved at the time of the delegated decision 

being made in August 2021 and confirmed the ‘Special Urgency’ provisions were 
followed correctly.  
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Contractual documents (summarised & copies of contract, see Part 2 Appendices) 
 
3.2.16 Given the time frame and period when these documents were required, external legal 

support was commissioned for the drafting of the inter-relating contractual documents, 
being:  

 Grant Agreement;  

 Lease; 

 Nomination Agreement; 

 Guarantee and Indemnity Agreement 
 

3.2.17 The Grant Agreement between the Council and Keystage Properties Ltd (which is a 
Private Registered Provider of Social Housing regulated by the government) and 
O’Grady Investments Limited contains the following key provisions over the ten-year 
contract period: 

 

 accommodation (en-suite bedrooms) and support for 21 (mainly) single people at any 
one time; 

 comprehensive 24/7 support to residents, with the ultimate aim of resettlement into 
independent accommodation.  Residents will be supported to address needs such as 
mental health issues and drug/alcohol misuse and space will be available for onsite multi-
agency working to assist with this; 

 Council to have exclusive access to all vacancies for local people; 

 locally and remotely accessed CCTV in all external and internal communal areas; 

 Keystage to seek formal planning approval for the intended use of the building at the 
earliest opportunity and any subsequent regulatory requirements adhered to without 
delay; 

 Keystage to apply for future grants in order to deliver as many kitchenette rooms as 
possible. 

 
3.2.18 As detailed in the 13 August 2021 decision, the Grant Agreement contains conditions 

to protect the Council’s interests, including: 
 

 Keystage shall make a pro-rata return of any granted funds should the use, including 
exclusive use, of the property for the purposes of providing housing not be available; to 
cover the period of time of which the property was not available in accordance with the 
terms of the funding agreement; 

 Keystage shall commit to meeting at least annually to review and adapt, as necessary, 
the operation of the property for the purposes of meeting the housing needs of the 
district, as determined by the Council; 

 Additionally, for the initial period of the funding agreement, as an additional safeguard, 
the Chief Executive of Keystage Housing will provide (and has provided) the Council 
with a ‘Personal Guarantee’ regarding payment of an appropriate amount of the grant 
funding in the event the business is unable to repay any clawback; 

 Keystage would seek to register a Restriction against the title in favour of the Council to 
provide some additional best value security for the payment. We have received 
confirmation that the application to register the restriction has indeed been made in 
accordance with the contract.  
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3.3 Operational update 
 
3.3.1 The Lord Lister building was acquired on 5 November 2021 and the first clients were  

accommodated by Keystage from 14 December 2021.  The application for a change in 
planning use was lodged by Keystage on 20 January 2022; Keystage sincerely 
apologised for the delayed submission citing technical issues with the drawings for the 
building and staff shortages due to illness.     

 
3.3.2 The scheme at the Lord Lister (called PAIRS, Provision for Assessment, Intervention 

and Resettlement Support) provides residents with en-suite accommodation and 
support to address individual clinical, psychological, and other needs.  Ultimately, 
PAIRS aims to support residents to make positive moves into independent or settled 
accommodation. 

 
3.3.3 PAIRS provides a package of targeted, individualised support for all its residents, 

including practical measures, such as ensuring that residents have bank accounts, are 
registered with GPs, and also that eligible benefits are in place.  The team supports 
residents - recognising the complexities of their needs - to access appropriate 
interventions with external agencies and specialist assistance (at the current time, 
seven residents are receiving mental health support and four are in active recovery for 
substance misuse).  Positive relationships have been developed working alongside 
Adult Social Care, Community Mental Health Services, Public Health, local Probation 
services and DLUHC and it is clear the service is already highly valued by partner 
agencies.  PAIRS has also been working closely with Helping Herts Homeless, Feed 
Up Warm Up, MIND and other charities such as the Living Room and Resolve.  The 
PAIRS team also provide onsite support with workshops on job and CV training, art 
therapy, cooking and nutrition amongst others. 

 
3.3.4 All PAIRS residents are referred by the Council’s housing team and are subsequently 

assessed to ensure that the scheme is appropriate for their needs.  Due to local 
concerns around anti-social behaviour arising from the scheme, the Council asked 
Keystage to limit occupancy to ten rooms (out of a possible 21) until the outcome of the 
planning application is decided (at the same time, the Council had on average between 
10-15 individuals in hotels at any one time over recent months, with many others 
waiting for hostel space and some remaining sleeping rough).   

 
3.3.5 In the first six months of operation, to June 2022, there have been 19 placements at 

PAIRS, mostly single males but also two couples (a further two individuals were placed 
in Keystage schemes outside of the district).  In total the Council has referred 34 
individuals to the scheme but not all were suitable for the scheme or were unable to be 
accepted due to capacity restraints or past histories of abuse/violence with existing 
residents.  Although the service is running significantly below capacity, with the low 
number of residents making it more difficult to operate the successful hub model that 
Keystage deliver elsewhere, during this period, seven individuals have been helped to 
resettle - four into social housing, one into the private rented sector and two into 
supported accommodation outside of the district.  Many of the residents have complex, 
entrenched needs and will therefore remain at PAIRS for some time until they are 
ready to move-on to more independent living.   

 
3.3.6 A small number of placements at the Lord Lister have broken down with residents 

being asked to leave or moved to other schemes.  These mainly occurred earlier in the 
scheme’s operation and have been well publicised.  There has been much local 
reporting of anti-social behaviour and significant concern amongst local residents, 
especially immediate neighbours.  As and when any incidents have required 
intervention, Keystage has managed these efficiently to attempt to limit the impact, 
especially for the local community, and they have provided subsequent updates to 
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relevant parties, sharing appropriate information including how a similar situation will 
be prevented from occurring in future.   

 
3.3.7 The PAIRS team has developed a good working relationship with the Community 

Policing team and are likewise committed to building positive relationships with the 
local community and other stakeholders.  A community engagement event was held on 
25 February 2022, with local neighbours, partners, councillors, and businesses invited 
to visit the service and continuous engagement is ongoing with open offers to the local 
community to meet Keystage staff and discuss the service on offer.  Keystage has also 
provided information on its website, highlighting their service ambitions as well as a 
specific impact report on the Lord Lister scheme.   

 
3.3.8 The planning application for change of use of the site was scheduled to be considered 

by the Planning Control Committee on 23 June 2022.  The decision was deferred and 
is scheduled to be considered further on 20 September 2022.  As anti-social behaviour 
has been raised as part of the Planning Control Committee proceedings and their 
consideration, it is not covered further in this report. 

 
4. LESSONS IDENTIFIED AND NEXT STEPS 
 
4.1 The Covid-19 pandemic created unprecedented demand for housing assistance from 

the district’s residents and the decision made on 13 August 2021 needs to be 
considered within this unique context.  However, since the decision was made, a 
number of potential lessons have been identified: 

 

 The special urgency provision was employed on this occasion due to the limited 
timeframe for the acquisition of the Lord Lister. However due to the potential 
community interest in the scheme, the decision could alternatively have been listed for 
consideration at the Cabinet meeting on 21 September 2021, although this would have 
been after the deadline by which Keystage required a decision from the Council.  The 
benefits of waiting for a scheduled Cabinet meeting would have to be weighed up 
against the risk of losing the overall opportunity (it is also worth noting that even if 
consideration had been delayed until Cabinet in September 2021, the detail of the 
report would inevitably have had to be in part 2 due to the ongoing contractual 
negotiations and therefore this would not have been a mechanism for notifying the 
public); 

 Although in this instance due to the demand on services the Council required the 
scheme to mobilise at the earliest opportunity, where there are planning 
considerations, there could be contractual requirements to ensure the planning process 
is engaged pro-actively, rather than retrospectively (ie prior to the first occupation of 
schemes) where there is likely to be significant community interest and/or concerns; 

 Although the Covid Response and Recovery Project Board (which included two ward 
councillors) was alerted to the potential Keystage proposal on 29 July 2021, concerted 
efforts should be made in future to involve all relevant Members (for example, other 
Hitchin Councillors) at the earliest stage; 

 Where there are potentially contentious accommodation projects, early pro-active 
communications with the local community should be initiated, with the Council 
facilitating these to ensure a holistic approach and these should provide enough detail 
to reassure the community on any likely concerns (it is worth noting however that these 
types of schemes typically generate a lot of community feedback, much of this being 
negative); 

 

 Professional references for potential service providers should be obtained in writing at 
the time of the request, with as many relevant references obtained as possible;   
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 The pandemic highlighted a significant need for accommodation-based support 
services for single people locally. Further work is being undertaken with Herts CC and 
other relevant partners to build additional capacity into a comprehensive pathway from 
homelessness to independent resettlement, including supporting individuals at an 
earlier stage before crisis point (this approach is of course subject to sufficient capacity 
and resources). 
 

4.2  At the time of writing this report the decision of the Planning Control Committee, 
scheduled for 20 September 2022, is yet to be known.  Officers will: 

 

 Continue to attempt to increase engagement with specialist statutory agencies 
including the NHS and relevant departments in Herts CC, to improve the support that is 
provided for residents of the PAIRS scheme; 

 Work closely with Keystage Housing regarding maintaining the regular communication 
that has been taking place with local stakeholders, especially the local community and 
regular Councillor briefings. 

 
5. APPENDICES 
 
5.1 Appendix 1: Timeline of relevant government announcements  
 
5.2 Appendix 2:  Email chain regarding Special Urgency decision 
 
5.3 Appendix 3:  Record of decision made under Delegated Authority on 13 August 2021 
 
5.4 Appendix 4: DLUHC confirmation email regarding proposed use of Homelessness 

Prevention Grant funding 
 
6. CONTACT OFFICERS 
  
Report authors 
 
6.1 Anthony Roche, Managing Director, anthony.roche@north-herts.gov.uk, 01462 474588 
 
6.2 Martin Lawrence, Strategic Housing Manager, martin.lawrence@north-herts.gov.uk, 

01462 474250 
 
Consulted 
 
6.3 Jeanette Thompson, Service Director: Legal & Community & Monitoring Officer, 

jeanette.thompson@north-herts.gov.uk 
 
6.4 Isabelle Alajooz, Legal Commercial Team Manager, isabelle.alajooz@north-

herts.gov.uk 
 
7. BACKGROUND PAPERS 
 
7.1 DLUHC’s Homelessness Prevention Grant allocations 2021/22: Homelessness 

Prevention Grant: 2021 to 2022 - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
 
7.2 Council Constitution: Council constitution | North Herts Council (north-herts.gov.uk) 
 
7.3 Keystage Housing Impact Report: Impact Reports – Keystage Housing 
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150 CALL TO ACCOUNT OF DELEGATED DECISION TAKEN ON 13 AUGUST 2021 IN 

ACCORDANCE WITH 'SPECIAL URGENCY' PROVISIONS CONTAINED IN THE 
COUNCIL'S CONSTITUTION  
 
Audio recording – 10 minutes 42 seconds 
 
The Chair introduced the Call to Account item and noted that some of the documents provided 
were within Part 2 and therefore should not be discussed in Part 1 and that the Planning 
application could not be considered.  
 
The Chair outlined the four subject areas to cover in questioning, these were; reason for 
urgency, grant allocation, choice of Keystage and performance monitoring. These were 
detailed in the briefing papers provided for Members and some questions under these topics 
had been suggested.   
 
The Chair welcomed Anthony Roche, Managing Director, Martin Lawrence, Strategic Housing 
Manager and Councillor Elizabeth Dennis-Harburg, Leader of the Council, who were in 
attendance to provide their account, alongside the accompanying report entitled ‘Call to 
account of delegated decision taken on 13 August 2021 in accordance with ‘Special Urgency’ 
provisions contained in the Council’s Constitution’.  
 
Martin Lawrence, the Strategic Housing Manager, provided an update for Members, which 
included:  
 

 It was over 20 years since North Herts Council had its own housing stock, but it remained 
the local housing authority and so had a duty to carry out government policy regarding 
homelessness.  

 There were huge demands on housing across the district, and the country, which was 
having an impact on the affordability of housing available.  

 Homelessness remained stable across the district, but was prevalent and more and more 
issues were raised every day.  

 There was huge demand for accommodation pre-pandemic and during the pandemic there 
was a directive to provide people with accommodation if they were homeless, which 
included people staying with friends, sofa surfing, etc.  

 In 2021/22 there were around 150 people picked up as part of this, mostly individuals, who 
had to be found accommodation which was usually in hotels.  
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Wednesday, 28th September, 2022  

 In May 2021 there were 67 hotel placements by the authority, some within the district but 
others in neighbouring districts.  

 When accommodation was provided, there was a chance to engage with other factors that 
may be affecting people, and it became apparent a lot of homeless people had further 
complex needs which required specific support.  

 There had been previous attempts to develop a specific site to deal with complex needs 
faced by homeless people, but these have often been proposed and then never been 
further developed.  

 Planning permission was granted in February 2021 by Haven First for a 40-bed hostel in 
Letchworth, but was met with local concern and objections and nothing has been able to 
move forward on this.  

 Due to social distancing requirements, the only available location in North Herts had only 5 
beds available, with further 19-rooms provided temporarily at the former Templars Hotel in 
Baldock.  

 Funding had been made available, but providers could not use the money as there were 
no suitable locations.  

 The aim is to create a pathway from being homeless through to independent resettlement, 
with support provided along the way, which is where a supported housing scheme can be 
valuable.  

 There was a need to build up options available to deal with homelessness, with 133,000 
residents in the district, but only 33 bedspaces available for this group.  

 North Herts Officers made contact with Keystage in 2021, as a lot of existing providers 
were struggling with the effects of Covid and impact on staffing levels.  

 These initial discussions were held to discuss whether there was viability of Keystage 
providing services in North Herts.  

 Keystage had provided services in Luton since 2019 and are one of the best providers in 
the area and had a trauma led approach.  

 This was then discussed with the then Executive Member for Housing and Environmental 
Health, Councillor Gary Grindal, in June 2021. Following this, the proposal was provided 
by Keystage.  

 At the submission of the proposal the hotel had been identified and the owner had been 
spoken to. At this stage there was no commitment, but there were no other viable options 
available fir consideration.  

 The proposal was discussed at the Covid Recovery Board in July 2021, with the two ward 
Councillors in attendance.  

 The discussions were ongoing with Keystage throughout this, but it became apparent 
throughout this that there was a time limit on action required by the Council.  

 
In response to a question from Councillor Claire Strong, the Strategic Housing Manager 
advised that he was unsure whether the Lord Lister was housing homeless people at the start 
of the pandemic response, but did not believe it was.  
 
Anthony Roche, Managing Director, provided an update for Members, which included:  
 

 The proposal was brought to him in late July 2021 as a potential solution to government 
requirements, which was the point at which he became involved.  

 Throughout July and August 2021 there were discussions around the pros and cons of the 
scheme and drafting a draft Delegated Decision, which was ultimately signed on 13 
August 2021.  

 The Delegated Decision was passed onto the Managing Director due to a potential conflict 
of interest with the Service Director – Regulatory who oversaw both housing and planning 
at the authority, with the latter to consider any subsequent planning applications. 

 There were several considerations taken when the decision was brought to him, including 
whether he was happy with the report, whether any further information was required, if any 
reassurance should be sought on any of the proposal, that it was in line with the Council’s 
Constitution and that it was in line with urgency proceedings.  
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 In this case constitutional advice was provided by the legal team that Special Urgency 
proceedings were appropriate.  

 The Cabinet meeting was scheduled for mid- to late September 2021 and it was advised 
that this would be too late and the opportunity would be lost.  

 At the time at which the decision was being made, the three Group Leaders, two of the 
ward Members and the Chair of Overview and Scrutiny had been consulted and no 
substantive issues were raised to object to this decision. On this basis, the Managing 
Director was content to make this decision.  

 There was a need to learn lessons from this experience and some of these were detailed 
in the report.  

 In the instance of Haven First proposal, the planning application was submitted first, with 
plans developed following this decision. In the case of the Lord Lister hotel, this was not 
possible.  

 Given the context outlined with regard to homelessness in the district, combined with lack 
of clarity over government funding, a decision was required and this was felt appropriate to 
meet Council needs.  

 
Councillor Elizabeth Dennis-Harburg, Leader of the Council, provided an update for Members, 
which included:  
 

 Officers at Local Authorities advise and provide Members with opinions. It is best practice 
to consult the Executive Members to explain why decisions are going to be taken and to 
ask for sign off. It is also best practice to consult the Chair of Overview and Scrutiny in 
cases of urgency.  

 A weekly briefing takes place between the Leader and Deputy Leader of the Council and 
the Managing Director to discuss strategies, projects and some local issues.  

 The meeting on the 29 July 2021 was the first time that internal examination of the 
proposals was considered and it was at this stage that the Lord Lister hotel was named. 
As well as the Leader of the Council, this meeting was attended by then Deputy Leader 
Paul Clark, Councillor Sam Collins, Councillor Morgan Derbyshire and Councillor Claire 
Strong.  

 From the context provided at the meeting it seemed that this was an appropriate scheme 
to deal with the homelessness issues.  

 A longer conversation was held with the Leader, the then Deputy Leader and Managing 
Director to discuss the details of the proposal. There was one matter of concern raised 
regarding a previous HMO in Highbury ward, but assurances were given that this scheme 
would be managed completely differently. At this stage Members were provided with 
verbal assurance that references had been received. 

 There was awareness that neighbours would probably oppose the scheme, and as part of 
this questions were asked and consideration given to how and who should consult the 
local community and residents, to ensure the provider would be a good neighbour.  

 On balance it was decided that this was the right thing to do and this would provide the 
Council the opportunity to support people within the district.  

 Due to accessibility Council meetings did not take place over the school summer holidays 
and it was advised that waiting until the Cabinet meeting in September would be too late 
and the proposals would be lost.  

 There was a consideration towards the upcoming winter months, with no other options on 
the table, and there was a need to deal with homeless people ahead of this.  

 Based on the evidence provided at the time this seemed to be a suitable proposal, 
however following additional concerns which have come to light since the decision it 
seemed that further information could have been provided.  

 The Chair of Overview and Scrutiny thought he had been provided adequate information 
and gave his approval to the Urgent Delegated Decision.  

 
The Chair thanked all three for their verbal update for the Committee. He noted that the role of 
the Chair of Overview and Scrutiny was to satisfy themselves that the matter matched the 
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requirements of the urgency proceedings, not the content of the item. Following the email 
detailed in Appendix 2, there was no suitable Cabinet meeting scheduled at which the item 
could be considered, and therefore it fell within the remit of urgent decisions.  
 
Councillor Claire Strong noted that, as Leader of the Conservative Group, she had not been 
consulted on the decision taken and did not remember the urgency requirement being 
discussed at the meeting on 29 July 2021. She confirmed that she had not seen the project 
report before its publication as part of the agenda pack for this meeting.  
 
The following Members asked questions:  
 

 Councillor David Levett 

 Councillor Tamsin Thomas 

 Councillor George Davies 

 Councillor Carol Stanier 

 Councillor Sean Nolan  

 Councillor Claire Strong 

 Councillor Adam Compton 
 
The following questions were asked by Members:  
 

 When did people become aware that this was not an urgent matter and that the purchase 
would take place at a later stage?  

 When did Keystage outline the deadline?  

 Could Members be provided clarity on whether cross-party consultation took place?  

 If the proposals were drawn up in June 2021, why could these not be presented to Cabinet 
on 20 July 2021?  

 Why was this proposal not mentioned at the Cabinet catch up meetings that took place?  

 If the proposal was made in June 2021, could an in principle decision have been brought 
to Cabinet in July 2021?  

 While the Constitution details the special urgency proceedings, is there a detailed process 
that has to be followed for this?  

 If the proposal document attached in the report was not final, was there an updated 
version provided by Keystage? If so, what difference was there between the proposals 
included and the final agreement?  

 Given the Homelessness Prevention Grant funding deadline was in April for this year and 
a requirement of this was for a specific scheme to have been identified, was there a 
scheme in mind for the £200k grant funds?  

 Have all the requirements outlined in the proposal been adhered to?  

 Why has the charge of the land not been updated to North Herts Council? And when was 
the application made to change this?  

 In reference to the other options considered, how many proposals were on the table at the 
stage Keystage made their proposal?  

 Had Officers had any previous contact with Keystage?  

 Did the Council have any other contracts with Keystage outside of this proposal?  

 What actions were taken to ensure the grant application and planning application were 
kept separate?  

 Would it be better in the future to ensure responsibility for housing and planning are kept 
separate?  

 How was the £200k grant funding agreed? And were Keystage aware this funding was 
available?  

 Was there a feeling of pressure to accept?  

 What due diligence took place?  

 Was there any consideration given to the suitability of the location?  
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 What was the experience like for the 67 homeless people in hotel accommodation during 
the pandemic?  

 Over what period was the £200k grant funding negotiated? 

 What would the cost to the Council have been if the 67 homeless people had to remain in 
hotel accommodation?   

 
In response to questions, the Strategic Housing Manager advised:  
 

 The deadline was outlined just before the request was made to the Leader and Managing 
Director. This deadline had never changed.  

 There were a number of assurances the Council needed to ensure this was a viable 
scheme, for example a number of safeguards needed to be confirmed, and it was not 
possible to fit within the timescale for the Cabinet meeting in July.  

 In June 2021 an outline proposal had been made and there were still conditions that had 
to be negotiated with Keystage alongside the proposal, as detailed in 9.5 of the report.  

 It was not felt that there was enough comfort that this was a practical scheme to bring to 
Members in July.  

 The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government were consulted to ensure 
they were content wit the use of funds.  

 The proposals included in the report at Appendix 6 was the final document.  

 The £200k allocated to this scheme came from the Homeless Prevention Grant that was 
received by the Council annually, and amounted to around £340k.  

 There were other grant schemes available for homeless prevention during the pandemic, 
some of which were through applications.  

 All the agreements within the proposal had been kept to by Keystage.  

 The project in Hatfield that did not go ahead was discounted reasonably quickly as it was 
felt inappropriate to send people out of the district.  

 There were no other proposals at the time of the Lord Lister submission, they come up 
regularly but rarely overlap. The Hatfield proposal was roughly a few months before the 
Keystage proposal.  

 The first contact with Keystage was in February 2021.  

 There were now further contracts with Keystage, as detailed in 3.2.9 of the report, which 
was for an ex-offenders scheme, where they were moving on from temporary housing. 
This was outside of the Lord Lister.  

 These schemes were considered at the same time, but it was decided that there were 
suitably separate.  

 The community aspect of the location was important and schemes like this are run across 
the country. In order to reintegrate service users there was a requirement for access to 
services and transport offered in a town.  

 The £200k amount was agreed mutually through discussions over 10 years. 

 The Housing Team had been fantastic during the pandemic, despite some challenging 
times, with the team raising the most safeguarding concerns at the Council and dealing 
with three potential suicides.  

 There was a need to engage with other specialists at this time, with Haven brought in to 
support. There was a block booking of 15 hotel rooms in Stevenage, but this was not 
suitable long term.  

 The agreed £200k came after discussions between the initial contact in February 2021 
and June 2021, following the identification of the Lord Lister hotel, but could not provide an 
exact date.  

 The cost of hotel accommodation was around £400k net over two years, but over a long 
period this would have been higher.  

 As recovery happened the numbers in hotel accommodation reduced, but costs do not 
add up to accommodate homeless people in hotels.  

 
In response to questions, the Managing Director advised:  
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 As detailed in the report, the Delegated Decision taken by the Council gave Keystage 
confidence to proceed, it was the legal agreements that then took longer to confirm.  

 He did not recall having a separate discussion with Councillor Strong regarding this 
proposal before the Project Board on 29 July 2021 and it was unlikely they had a meeting 
between this date and the Delegated Decision being taken.  

 There was no requirement to consult the Leader of the Opposition group and with the 
Delegated Decisions there was not always time to consult with all people and in some 
instances only the statutory consultees needed to agreed.  

 There is a huge amount going on at the Council at all times and unless it becomes 
apparent that a scheme will progress, it is unlikely to reach the Managing Director. The 
schemes are explored by the Strategic Housing Manager and their team to assess 
viability.  

 The scheme was still not sufficiently certain to bring this to the Political Liaison Board or 
the Cabinet catch up meetings.  

 The urgency became apparent around the 5 August 2021 and things progressed quickly 
between this date and the Delegated Decision being taken.  

 There was no further guidance on the process for urgency proceedings, but there is 
content guidance included with the Delegated Decision template. There is also a process 
as to who needs to be consulted on these, and these people are relied on to comment and 
make suggestions.  

 Ultimately the decision maker has to satisfy themselves that they are comfortable taking 
the decision, and that it is being taken appropriately, given the information provided.   

 The funds were allocated to the Council annually, this was not a funding bid.  

 The Council was aware the title of the land in favour of the Council had not yet been 
updated, but this was due delays at the Land Registry and was being monitored by the 
legal team.   

 He was unaware of when the application was submitted to the Land Registry.  

 The reason he was the decision taker was to ensure the Service Director – Regulatory 
was kept separate, this was to ensure Planning and Housing could have taken separate 
decision.  

 The Scrutiny Committee cannot scrutinise planning procedures and there are clear 
functions and processes to hold these decisions to account.  

 Whoever had taken the housing decision, there would not have been an influence over the 
planning aspect. 

 The Council had pushed back against the proposals with regard to the original 5 July 2021 
date and due diligence checks were carried out in this time until the decision was taken.  

 During the discussions of the grant amount it was all still discussed in principle and 
nothing was agreed until the Council was content with the proposals.  

 
In response to questions, the Leader of the Council advised:  
 

 The Cabinet catch up meetings were informal and held fortnightly to discuss strategic 
issues within the portfolio areas. If the Executive Member for Housing did not feel it 
needed to be discussed then it would not be raised.  

 It was important to note that the former Deputy Leader of the Council was not afraid to 
highlight when he disagreed with something and the only concerns raised were with 
regard to the previous HMO scheme in Hitchin.  

 If concerns were raised, these would not be ignored, and there were no direct concerns 
raised by Ward Member Councillor Sam Collins.  

 
151 EXCLUSION OF PRESS AND PUBLIC  

 
Audio recording – 90 minutes 35 seconds 
 
Councillor David Levett, as Chair, proposed and Councillor Claire Strong seconded and, 
following a vote, it was:  
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RESOLVED:  That under Section 100A(4) of the Local Government Act 1972, the public and 
press be excluded from the meeting for the following item of business on the grounds that it 
involves the likely disclosure of exempt information as defined in Paragraph 3 of Part 1 of 
Schedule 12A of the said Act (as amended). 
 

152 CALL TO ACCOUNT OF DELEGATED DECISION TAKEN ON 13 AUGUST 2021 IN 
ACCORDANCE WITH 'SPECIAL URGENCY' PROVISIONS CONTAINED IN THE 
COUNCIL'S CONSTITUTION  
 
Details of decisions taken on this item are restricted due to the disclosure of exempt 
information as defined in Paragraph 3 of Part 1 of Schedule 12A of Section 200A(4) of the 
Local Government Act 1972. 
 

N.B Following the conclusion of the Part 2 item, the Chair returned to Part 1 to conclude the 
proceedings.  

 
The Chair noted that the contract and anti-social behaviour had been discussed in Part 2 and 
the next stage would be to produce a report based on the Call to Account and this would then 
be presented to Council.  
 
The project was ongoing and there were undertakings and commitments made that had to be 
adhered and taking this into account, there would be a further report to Overview and Scrutiny 
on a date to be agreed.  
 
The Strategic Housing Manager advised that Keystage had been given 3 months for the 
enhancements requested at Planning Control to be carried out. It would be unlikely that full 
capacity would be reached before 2023 and suggested that March 2023 to provide further 
details on the scheme.  
 
The Chair noted that this would be too long, but acknowledged that 3 months would be too 
early, this would be agreed with the Scrutiny Officer outside of the meeting and added to the 
Work Programme.  
 
The Chair advised that there were no recommendations on this, the report would be written, 
which would return to Overview and Scrutiny for comment before being referred to Full 
Council.  
 
 
 
The meeting closed at 10.14 pm 

 
Chair 
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