
 
 

An overview of the housing issues facing our clients – April 2021 
 
Executive Summary 
 
Housing benefit is the main source of support for renters who need financial help to cover 
housing costs. However, there is a growing shortfall between local rents and the housing 
benefit allowance, which is pegged to local housing allowance rates. In East Herts there are 
2,039 households on the waiting list for social housing, the fourth highest district in 
Hertfordshire1. 
 
Covid has put considerable pressure on people’s finances and heightened social vulnerability 
- 58% of people currently behind on rent arrears were not in arrears pre-pandemic2. Many 
renters do not have emergency savings.  
 
At Citizens Advice East Herts we have seen a large increase in housing issues, 62% higher 
in 2020/21 than 2019/20. Of this, private rented sector issues dominate – increasing by 
211%. Rent arrears and actual or threatened homelessness issues have fallen but we 
expect an increase once the eviction ban and ban on bailiff action is lifted. Private rented 
housing quality concerns have increased, with repairs and maintenance issues increasing 
209%.  
 
Further work is needed – collectively - to raise awareness of support on offer to those 
struggling with housing costs, for example council tax reductions, discretionary housing 
payments, ‘Breathing Space’, as well as on rights and responsibilities of landlords and 
tenants.  
 
The national picture: affordability  
 
Housing benefit (HB) is the main source of support for renters, linked to the Local Housing 
Allowance (LHA). (LHA rates are based on private market rents and depend on where you 
live and the number of rooms a household may need.) According to Crisis in 20193, HB has 
reduced as a result of a series of policy changes and is now locking renters into unaffordable 
commitments. HB previously supported c.50% of local rents but from 2011 there has been a 
decrease in the support provided and benefits have failed to cover 30% of local rents.  

 

                                                
1 https://www.hertscf.org.uk/shares/Hertfordshire-Matters---Full-report-REVISED-6th-Feb-2020-with-
additional-date-information-smaller-file.pdf 
2 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/policy/policy-research-topics/housing-policy-
research/new-year-same-arrears-how-the-pandemic-is-leaving-private-renters-with-unmanageable-debt/ 
3 https://www.crisis.org.uk/media/240986/crisis-cover-the-cost-solutions-report.pdf 



 
 

Pre Covid, research found that 97% of England was unaffordable to families on LHA 
and this gap had led to homelessness and extreme hardship for those reliant on it4. In 
March 2020, the Chancellor announced that LHA rates would increase to match ‘the 30th 
percentile’ of rents in each local area. This was a welcome change as more people claimed 
housing benefit (often as part of Universal Credit) as a result of the pandemic. However, 
LHA rates were subsequently frozen on 1 April 2021 so we can expect the gap to increase 
again.  
Our June 2020 analysis of LHA rates showed that although LHA does cover some 
property types in some groups, they are still insufficient in our area, as they do not 
cover many property types and if they do, in some cases, barely cover the lowest rent, 
suggesting they would not cover ‘the 30th percentile’. This is especially prominent in 
Bishop’s Stortford.  
 
According to the Chartered Institute of Housing’s recent publication ‘Supporting tenants 
affected by Covid-19 who have rent arrears’5, many living in rented accommodation are 
less likely to have an ‘emergency savings’ fund which can leave those either existingly 
vulnerable or put people in a vulnerable position. The latter is especially accentuated by the 
unemployment rates sparked by the pandemic. Whilst unemployment rates have shown signs 
of improvement in March 2021 by falling slightly to 5% in three months since January 20216, 
the overall number of people on payroll is down 693,0007.  
 
Many of those experiencing unemployment are renters who tend to work for sectors 
that are struggling due to Covid-19 therefore are being pushed further into rent arrears8. In 
a latest publication by ‘Social Housing’, one fifth of social housing tenants have housing costs 
that represent more than 40% of their income9, meaning even if people are still on a payroll, 
this does not eradicate them from the risk of facing arrears. According to the Health 
Foundation, the reduction in HB offered has seen tenants, rather than landlords, shoulder 
more of the burden10 (econometric analysis conducted by DWP on the impacts of the LHA 
reforms 11). 
 

                                                
4 https://blog.shelter.org.uk/2020/03/new-lha-rates-what-do-they-mean/ 
5 https://cih.org/publications?page=2&locations=&categories=&secondaryCategories= 
6 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2021/mar/23/uk-unemployment-falls-covid-19-jobless-rate 
7  ibid 
8 https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/heres-how-government-can-release-renters-mounting-pressure 
9 https://www.socialhousing.co.uk/news/news/moodys-warns-on-rising-rent-arrears-but-says-credit-impact-on-
has-will-be-minimal-69777 
10 https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/better-housing-is-crucial-for-our-health-and-the-covid-19-
recovery#lf-section-110846-anchor 
11 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/445618/rr8
71-lha-econometric-analysis-of-the-impacts-of-reforms-on-existing-claimants.pdf 



 
 

According to a recent ‘Research Foundation’ report, millennials are spending more of their 
income on housing than previous generations did at the same age, but receive less for their 
money when it comes to security and quality of life12. Combine this with the data showing that 
younger adults are more likely to be living in private rentals and we can see that people under 
35 risk facing significant shortfalls from the LHA freeze and reduction in Universal Credit 
entitlement13. 
 
A BBC News report in February 2021 found that more than 750,000 tenants were behind on 
housing costs in January 2021; 450,000 more than January 202014.  
 
Combining the above, with the acute shortage of housing - particularly social housing – has 
seen a spiralling of rents and house prices across the UK15. We can expect to see a rise in 
rent arrears, evictions and threatened homelessness as government support 
measures are withdrawn. (The ban on evictions is due to end on 31st May.)  
 
Covid-19 has heightened social vulnerability - 58% of people currently behind on rent 
arrears were not in arrears pre-pandemic16. ‘Inside Housing’ conducted a survey which 
found that arrears were higher in areas of the UK that have faced tougher Covid-19 
restrictions (during the periods when the tier-system existed as opposed to national 
lockdown)17 Increased vulnerability, combined with the reduction in LHA, will create a 
perpetual cycle of concern for those increasingly finding themselves in arrears. Financially, 
it would take 7 years for people we help with rent arrears to pay them off18.  

Instability and mental health 

Over 1 in 3 (Citizens Advice) Tenants Voice panellists said they felt insecure about their ability 
to stay in their current tenancy, with many worried about the possibility of being evicted and 
forced to leave19. 
 

                                                
12 https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2018/04/Home-improvements.pdf 
13 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Lockdown%20Lifeline%20-
%20Ensuring%20adequate%20support%20across%20the%20benefits%20system%20during%20the%20CO
VID-19%20pandemic%20(May%202020)%20%20(2).pdf 
14 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-56075518 
15 https://www.unison.org.uk/at-work/community/key-
issues/housing/#:~:text=The%20UK%20faces%20a%20desperate,enough%20homes%20to%20meet%20de
mand. 
16 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/policy/policy-research-topics/housing-policy-
research/new-year-same-arrears-how-the-pandemic-is-leaving-private-renters-with-unmanageable-debt/ 
17 https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/social-housing-arrears-40-higher-in-areas-with-tighter-local-
restrictions-survey-shows-68922 
18 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/policy/policy-research-topics/housing-policy-
research/new-year-same-arrears-how-the-pandemic-is-leaving-private-renters-with-unmanageable-debt/ 
19 ibid 



 
 

The number of households in the UK that are now in temporary accommodation has 
increased by 45% over the past 5 years20. This means that it is more difficult for families to 
create a secure ‘family home’. This in turn, can have an adverse effect on mental health, 
affected by housing situations.  
 
Poor quality of living standards and health 
Health is being impacted by poor quality of living standards, either from long awaited repair 
work required in accommodation21 or as a result of physical characteristics of the rented 
home22. Issues such as damp have led to a variety of health problems. Evidence has 
shown a reduction in hospital admissions following home upgrades23, thus improving health 
benefits and home quality simultaneously. In England, around one in five excess deaths 
during winter are attributed to cold, damp housing24.  According to the 2018 statistics, 
7.3% of households in East Herts are living in fuel poverty25. In 2019-20 Citizens Advice 
East Herts saw 49 clients, an average of nearly one a week, with fuel debt repayment 
issues26.  
 
The Covid-19 pandemic social distancing and ‘stay at home’ measures have led to 
people spending more time in homes that are hazardous, unsafe and lack security of 
tenure27. 
 

The local picture  
 
Hertfordshire has some of the highest house prices in the UK, with 90% of Hertfordshire’s 
districts with prices higher than the national average28. This, combined with a lack of social 
housing with nearly 18,500 households on the waiting list for social housing, has meant that 
across the past ten years, there has been a 96% increase in statutory homelessness across 
Hertfordshire29. In East Herts there are 2,039 households on the waiting list for social 
housing, the fourth highest district in Hertfordshire30.  

                                                
20 https://www.threehands.co.uk/news/2020/socialissuesspotlightbadhousing/ 
21 https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/policy/policy-research-topics/housing-policy-
research/one-renter-every-minute-how-the-pandemic-exacerbated-existing-problems-and-what-that-means-
for-the-renters-reform-bill/ 
22 https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/better-housing-is-crucial-for-our-health-and-the-covid-19-
recovery#lf-section-110846-anchor 
23 https://jech.bmj.com/content/72/10/896 
24 https://www.ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-09/Homes-health-and-COVID-19.pdf 
25 LG Inform, Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, ‘Fuel Poverty Sub Regional Statistics’ 
https://lginform.local.gov.uk/reports/lgastandard?mod-area=E07000242&mod-
group=AllRegions_England&mod-metric=2131&mod-type=namedComparisonGroup 
26 Casebook report C6 for CAEH for the period 01/04/2019 - 31/03/2020 
27 ibid 
28 https://www.hertscf.org.uk/shares/637285180462384663-Herts-Matters-FINAL-web-version.pdf 
29 ibid 
30 https://www.hertscf.org.uk/shares/Hertfordshire-Matters---Full-report-REVISED-6th-Feb-2020-with-
additional-date-information-smaller-file.pdf 



 
 

This has led to Hertfordshire becoming more deprived, relative to other areas in England, 
with Hertfordshire neighbourhoods showing higher levels of deprivation in relation to housing 
barriers31. 
 
Running our own analysis of the issues which clients (from East Herts and beyond) are 
coming to us on shows:  
 

 Overall housing issues are increasing – by 62% in 2020/21 (on 19/20). Of this, 
private rented sector issues dominate – increasing by 211%. In comparison, there 
has been an overall decline in the number of clients coming to us with housing 
association issues. Actual or threatened homelessness issues have fallen (but we 
expect it to increase once the eviction ban and ban on bailiff action is lifted) .  

 Issues surrounding rent arrears (captured in our debt stats) fell in 20/21 – most likely 
as a result of government support measures (ban on evictions and bailiff action). 
However, we saw a 243% increase in people coming to us for help with rents 
and other charges related to the PRS.  

 Housing quality concerns have increased, with PRS repairs and maintenance 
issues increasing 209%.  

 Landlord harassment increased 5-fold and illegal eviction 10-fold (though from a 
much lower baseline).  

 
(See annex below for more detail.) 
 
Conclusion  
 

 The LHA freeze (from April 21), lifting of the eviction ban (from June 21) and planned 
removal of the (£20/month) Universal Credit top up later this year is likely to generate 
an increase in demand for our support on housing issues.   

 With courts due to reopen from September 2021 and prioritising rent arrears of over 
six months we can expect to see a rise in threatened homelessness. Specialist 
resource will be needed to help meet this growing need. (We are recruiting for a part 
time Housing Specialist.)  

 Further work is needed to raise awareness of support on offer, eg via council tax 
reductions, discretionary housing payments, ‘Breathing Space’, as well as on rights 
and responsibilities.  

 
 
 
  

                                                
31 ibid 



 
 

Annex: Analysis of housing issues – 2019/20 vs 2020/21 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 


