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Foreword

When | started as the Ombudsman, one of the
first cases | saw concerned damp and mould.
The issues we investigated, and the
experiences of residents living with it are now
all too familiar.

| feel strongly these cases can be different. There are many and varying root causes
that lead to damp and mould in the cases we investigate; but the impact on the
resident is a thread that runs between them. You can see the distress, disruption,
even embarrassment, felt by the resident. You can see the evident concern about
their health and well-being, especially mental health; the impact on any children.
Whether or not we uphold their complaint, this experience is real, and it is profound.
It also reveals the strain on the resident and landlord relationship; the loss of trust
and reputation.

These are circumstances that no one working in social housing should want to see.
We decided to produce this report because of the high uphold rate and reoccurring
reasons leading to maladministration. In the context of Covid-19, looking at housing
conditions felt important, and the media stories we have seen throughout this year
has reinforced the need for an examination. | know many housing professionals, who
are passionate and committed to improving housing conditions, are alarmed by the
stories they have seen. | recognise the challenges sometimes presented for
landlords in tackling this problem; overcrowding, poverty, the age and design of
homes. That’s why this report, more than any other investigation we have done,
identifies best practice and innovation within the sector.

Yet evidently there are also other deep-rooted reasons why landlords are sometimes
falling short, evidenced by our high maladministration rate. These require changes in
culture, behaviour and approach by them; from being reactive to proactive, and from
inferring blame to taking responsibility. Our unique and entirely independent
perspective as an Ombudsman provides important lessons and practical
recommendations that are within the landlord’s control. Our 26 recommendations are
based on hundreds of investigations across 142 landlords — a really powerful body of
evidence — more than 500 responses to our call for evidence and candid discussions
with residents and landlords. It contains learning for everyone whatever their role.
Nor is any landlord exempt from this learning; yes, urban high-rise presents more
challenges, but one of the landlords we investigated manages fewer than 50 homes.

Our view is that landlords should adopt a zero-tolerance approach to damp and
mould. This does not mean zero cases. But it does mean less fatalism. Fatalism that
can sometimes result in a loss of empathy. The policy and legislative basis for taking
a zero-tolerance attitude is compelling. It is clear many landlords are reacting to



residents rather than proactively reviewing the homes and buildings they manage or
lease. Landlords should be on the front foot identifying potential issues which, given
the age of some social housing, are likely to be more extensive than we have seen.
Intelligence, data, and complaints should inform this strategic approach, which we
know that some landlords are successfully taking. When there is a problem, effective
diagnosis is critical. My view is landlords would also benefit from a consolidated and
comprehensive policy in relation to damp and mould if they have not already adopted
one. Establishing a clear and transparent framework on the landlord’s approach to
diagnosis and use of independent expertise; the steps they would take depending on
whether the issues are structural or not; timescales, effective communication and
appropriate mitigations; and after care. This approach would give the landlord and its
residents insight and clarity. If such a comprehensive policy already exists, it may be
time to review it.

This leads to the most sensitive area — the inference of blame on the resident and
the associated onus on them when it is often not solely their issue. Our call for
evidence revealed an immense frustration and sense of unfairness at the information
residents are sometimes provided by landlords about issues like condensation and
mould. This reoccurred so often it is appropriate to call it systemic. | met with
residents who spoke about feeling patronised, even stigmatised. While | appreciate
this is not intended, | would urge engagement with residents to review
communication and literature, working together with them to co-design meaningful
advice that shares responsibility and supports them at a distressing time. In doing so
| hope the word ‘lifestyle’, when it may be a consequence of limited choices, is
banished from the vernacular.

Although these steps may reduce complaints, it remains critical for complaint
procedures to be accessible and responsive. Landlords need to ‘find their silences’
where complaints are not being raised when all indicators suggest there may be
issues. It is profoundly wrong for any resident to feel their best option is to resort to
the courts or media. Effective complaint handling is preferable to increasing disrepair
claims, which may take longer or leave the issue unresolved. It is also important to
remember the Ombudsman may order an independent inspection following an
investigation and actions to resolve repair issues. It remains the individual’s choice to
pursue legal action, but the pre-action protocol on housing conditions encourages
the use of alternative dispute resolution. Yet we have seen the complaints process
being closed once the protocol commences. This is a missed opportunity to use the
complaints process to its fullest potential and resolve issues in a less adversarial
way. It is my opinion that the protocol does not constitute proceedings. Our
jurisdiction guidance for landlords has been revised to make this clear and how
complaint procedures and the protocol should work together is set out in this report.
This should empower complaints teams to resolve issues, and | am also asking the
Ministry of Justice to strengthen the protocol further to promote the use of the
complaint procedure.

When we took the decision to conduct this investigation, damp and mould was not
yet the focus of debate about social housing, but we have seen attention shift over
the course of the last six months. Alongside building safety and net zero, it is clear



that a strategic response to damp and mould is required, particularly in the context of
decarbonisation. The Decent Homes review is also an opportunity to consider these
issues afresh. A better, fairer, more reasonable approach can be achieved and |
would encourage landlords to share how they may do things differently with
residents over the coming months.

Richard Blakeway
Housing Ombudsman



Our jurisdiction

We can consider complaints from the following people?

A person who has a lease, tenancy, licence to occupy, service agreement or
other arrangement to occupy premises owned or managed by a landlord who
is a member of the Housing Ombudsman Scheme

An ex-occupier if they had a legal relationship with the member at the time
that the matter complained of arose

A representative or person who has authority to make a complaint on behalf
of any of the people listed above

This means that, as well as considering complaints from tenants, we can also accept
complaints from leaseholders and shared owners. The only category of homeowners
who are not eligible to bring a complaint to the Housing Ombudsman about a
member landlord are those who own the freehold of their home.

However we cannot consider complaints where:

The landlord/managing agent is not a member of the scheme

The complainant does not have a landlord/tenant relationship, including
leaseholders and shared owners, with a member landlord/managing agent
The landlord complaints procedure has not been exhausted

They concern matters that are, or have been, the subject of legal proceedings
and where the complainant has or had the opportunity to raise the subject
matter of the complaint as part of those proceedings

That involve the level of service charges or costs associated with major works
They fall within the jurisdiction of another Ombudsman, regulator or complaint
handling body.

1 Para. 25 of the Housing Ombudsman Scheme lists the people who can make a complaint to the Ombudsman.



Summary of recommendations for
senior management

Chapter 1: From reactive to proactive

1

Landlords should adopt a zero-tolerance approach to damp and mould
interventions. Landlords should review their current strategy and consider
whether their approach will achieve this.

Landlords should consider whether they require an overall framework, or
policy, to address damp and mould which would cover each area where the
landlord may be required to act. This would include any proactive
interventions, its approach to diagnosis, actions it considers appropriate in
different circumstances, effective communication and aftercare.

Landlords should review the accessibility and use of their systems for
reporting repairs and making complaints to ‘find their silence’.

Landlords should identify opportunities for extending the scope of their
diagnosis within buildings, for example by examining neighbouring properties,
to ensure the response early on is as effective as possible.

Landlords should implement a data driven, risk-based approach with respect
to damp and mould. This will reduce over reliance on residents to report
issues, help landlords identify hidden issues and support landlords to
anticipate and prioritise interventions before a complaint or disrepair claim is
made.

Where properties are identified for future disposal or are within an area
marked for regeneration, landlords should proactively satisfy themselves that
residents do not receive a poorer standard of service or lower living
conditions, that steps are taken to avoid homes degrading to an
unacceptable condition and that they regularly engage and communicate with
these residents.

Landlords should avoid taking actions that solely place the onus on the
resident. They should evaluate what mitigations they can put in place to
support residents in cases where structural interventions are not appropriate
and satisfy themselves they are taking all reasonable steps.

Together with residents, landlords should review the information, materials
and support provided to residents to ensure that these strike the right tone
and are effective in helping residents to avoid damp and mould in their
properties.




9 Landlords should be more transparent with residents involved in mutual
exchanges and make the most of every opportunity to identify and address
damp and mould, including visits and void periods.

10 | Landlords should ensure their strategy for delivering net zero carbon homes

considers and plans for how they can identify and respond to potential
unintended consequences around damp and mould.

Chapter 2: From inferring blame to taking responsibility

11

Landlords should review, alongside residents, their initial response to reports
of damp and mould to ensure they avoid automatically apportioning blame or
using language that leaves residents feeling blamed.

12

Landlords should consider their current approach to record keeping and
satisfy themselves it is sufficiently accurate and robust. We would encourage
landlords to go further and consider whether their record keeping systems
and processes support a risk-based approach to damp and mould.

13

Landlords should ensure that their responses to reports of damp and mould
are timely and reflect the urgency of the issue.

14

Landlords should review the number of missed appointments in relation to
damp and mould cases and, depending on the outcome of any review,
consider what steps may be required to reduce them.

15

Landlords should ensure that their staff, whether in-house or contractors,
have the ability to identify and report early signs of damp and mould.

16

Landlords should take steps to identify and resolve any skills gaps they may
have, ensuring their staff and contractors have appropriate expertise to
properly diagnose and respond to reports of damp and mould.

17

Landlords should ensure that they clearly and regularly communicate with
their residents regarding actions taken or otherwise to resolve reports of
damp and mould. Landlords should review and update any associated
processes and policies accordingly.

18

Landlords must ensure there is effective internal communication between
their teams and departments, and ensure that one individual or team has
overall responsibility for ensuring complaints or reports are resolved,
including follow up or aftercare.

19

Landlords should ensure that their complaints policy is effective and in line
with the Complaint Handling Code, with clear compensation and redress
guidance. Remedies should be commensurate to the distress and
inconvenience caused to the resident, whilst recognising that each case is
individual and should be considered on its own merits.




Chapter 3: From disrepair claims to resolution

20

Landlords need to ensure they can identify complex cases at an early stage,
and have a strategy for keeping residents informed and effective resolution.

21

Landlords should identify where an independent, mutually agreed and
suitably qualified surveyor should be used, share the outcomes of all surveys
and inspections with residents to help them understand the findings and be
clear on next steps. Landlords should then act on accepted survey
recommendations in a timely manner.

22

Where extensive works may be required, landlords should consider the
individual circumstances of the household, including any vulnerabilities, and
whether or not it is appropriate to move resident(s) out of their home at an
early stage.

23

Landlords should promote the benefits of their complaints process and the
Ombudsman to their residents as an appropriate and effective route to
resolving disputes.

24

Landlords should continue to use the complaints procedure when the pre-
action protocol has commenced and until legal proceedings have been
issued to maximise the opportunities to resolve disputes outside of court.
Landlords should ensure their approach is consistent with our jurisdiction
guidance and their legal and complaint teams work together effectively where
an issue is being pursued through the complaints process and protocol.

Chapter 4: From a complaints to a learning culture

25 | Landlords should consider how best to share learning from complaints and
the positive impact of changes made as a result within the organisation and
externally. Systems should allow the landlord to analyse their complaints data
effectively and identify themes, trends and learning opportunities.

26 | Landlords should ensure they treat residents reporting damp and mould with

respect and empathy. The distress and inconvenience experienced by
residents in this area is some of the most profound we have seen, and this
needs to be reflected in the tone and approach of the complaint handling.




Background and methodology

Overview

No one can have failed to have been shocked by the conditions some residents
evidenced in media coverage earlier this year. While most social housing is of a
decent standard it is clear this is an area where, compared to others, residents feel a
great deal of frustration and dissatisfaction. Cases like those shown in the media are
thankfully a minority, however, even one such case is one too many. The recent
media coverage clearly demonstrates the significant impact on residents when things
do go wrong, complaints are not responded to appropriately, and lessons are not
learned.

There is a strong legislative and policy basis to prevent these issues arising but it is
clear that despite this, residents are still facing problems, sometimes extreme
problems, and landlords are struggling to resolve these. This means we need a fresh
approach.

This report is published as we move into the time of year when damp and mould is
more prevalent and a rise in reports of damp and mould is probable this year as
people have been spending more time at home due to the Covid-19 pandemic and
subsequent changes to working patterns.

Following each news report, we reviewed our own casebook and identified that none
of the cases featured had been referred to us for consideration. We are deeply
concerned that we did not see any of those cases where we could have helped. The
call for evidence helped us ‘find our silence’ and we have since seen a 50% increase
in complaints about damp and mould.

The media investigation and our call for evidence highlight how vital it is that landlord
complaint processes are accessible and effective for residents. Clearly there is also
an awareness issue with our own service, and we have initiated a project to widen
access to complaints in response?.

The nature of an Ombudsman’s role means that we are more likely to see cases
where things have gone wrong than cases where they have gone right. We also
know that some landlords are doing excellent work in this space. As such we have
highlighted examples of good practice throughout this report to help landlords make
improvements to both their services and residents’ lives.

This report prompts learning for three groups within landlords. Our case studies
provide learning points for case handlers. Our recommendations are aimed at senior
management to consider their organisation’s approach. In our final chapter we ask a
series of questions for governing bodies to discuss and seek assurance on, and

2 Housing Ombudsman launches project on widening access to complaints - Housing Ombudsman (housing-
ombudsman.org.uk)
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strongly encourage any learning as a result of this report, or wider work by the
landlord, be shared with residents.

Legislative requirements

There are legislative requirements setting out what is considered to be a decent
home. The Decent Homes Standard was updated in 2006 to take account of the
Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS), which replaced the Housing
Fitness Standard!. According to the Standard, for a home to be considered ‘decent’ it
must:

1. Meet the current statutory minimum standard for housing
2. Bein a reasonable state of repair

3. Have reasonably modern facilities and services, and

4. Provide a reasonable degree of thermal comfort.

However, the Government’s Social Housing White Paper identified that the Decent
Homes Standard does not “reflect present day concerns”.

The Homes (Fitness for Human Habitation) Act 2018 amended the Landlord and
Tenant Act 1985, with the aim of ensuring that all rented accommodation is fit for
human habitation. While it did not create new obligations for landlords, it required
landlords to ensure their properties are fit for human habitation at the beginning of,
and throughout, the tenancy. The Landlord and Tenant Act does not define “fit for
human habitation”, but consideration should be given to repair, stability, freedom
from damp, internal arrangement, natural lighting, ventilation, water supply, drainage
and sanitary conveniences, facilities for preparation and cooking of food, the
disposal of wastewater and any prescribed hazard.

The Act also strengthened tenants’ means of redress where landlords do not fulfil
their obligations, with the expectation that if tenants are empowered to take action
against their landlord, standards will improve. The Act gives the tenant the right to
take their landlord to court and can therefore be costly if the court does not find in the
landlord’s favour. For registered providers, it has led to an increase in speculative
disrepair claims from solicitors on a “no win no fee” basis. This is not necessarily the
most effective route to resolution for residents as some registered providers will
settle the claim out of court while the underlying disrepair issue remains outstanding.

Social housing compared to the private rented sector

According to the 2019-20 English Housing Survey?, serious condensation and mould
problems were present in at least one room in 133,000 (3%) social sector homes
and 192,000 (5%) of homes lacked thermal comfort. Homes built between 1981 and
1990 were most likely to fail the decent homes standard for thermal comfort.

Although damp and mould is not specifically mentioned in relation to private rented
sector (PRS) properties, the survey does note that the PRS had the highest
proportion of non-decent homes (23%, 1.1 million). In comparison, the social housing
sector had the lowest proportion of non-decent homes (12%, 504,000). We heard

3 English Housing Survey 2019 to 2020: headline report - GOV.UK (www.goV.uk)



https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-housing-survey-2019-to-2020-headline-report

from private tenants in our call for evidence, many facing problems with damp and
mould. Given our mandatory membership consists of social landlords, the PRS is
considered outside the scope of our recommendations but private tenants’
responses evidence the need for redress to be strengthened across the housing
market.

Health and well-being

One of the areas where we see damp and mould having the greatest impact is on
health and wellbeing. This came across repeatedly in our casework and in our call
for evidence, with distress and health issues referenced in almost every case. While
our investigations do not find causation with health conditions, we do consider the
detriment, and this is a reoccurring factor where we find maladministration.

Residents living in homes with damp and mould may be more likely to have
respiratory problems, allergies, asthma, and other conditions that impact on their
immune system?. This, set against the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, highlights
the potential seriousness of this issue for residents. There are also other broader
impacts on the mental health, education and career prospects of residents living with
damp and mould, highlighting why there is a real urgency for change.

Methodology and structure of the report

In addition to reviewing our casebook for the last two financial years, we also
conducted a call for evidence that ran for seven weeks during April to June 2021,
asking for assistance from both the public and sector professionals to inform our
understanding. We held discussions with landlords and with several representative
bodies, including the National Housing Federation, the G15 organisation and the
Northern Housing Consortium. We also held discussions with our Resident Panel
and the Tenant Participation Advisory Service.

This report will set out the data from our casebook before moving onto the insight we
gathered from the call for evidence. We will then explore the four themes identified
by the datasets and our discussions, making recommendations, and using case
examples to illustrate our findings, before drawing conclusions and setting out the
next steps.

4 Can damp and mould affect my health? - NHS (www.nhs.uk)
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Key data

Overall complaint volumes and outcomes — April 2019 to March
2021

1,595 complaints from residents about

damp and mould were reported while within the
landlord’s complaint process and were assisted
by our Dispute Support Team

410 damp and mould complaints were

formally investigated because the resident was
dissatisfied with the landlord’s response

56% of cases we investigated resulted in
findings of maladministration

976 individual findings were made within
those complaints

501 orders were made to put something right
with 288 additional recommendations

£123 y 094 . 57in compensation was

ordered across 222 cases, with sums over
£1,000 being ordered in 21 cases

11



Maladministration findings related to landlord size

We investigated 142 landlords within our formal remit, finding maladministration
against 92 of them; nearly two thirds of the landlords we investigated. As would be
expected, the majority (52%) of the landlords we investigated were large landlords
who account for the majority of social homes.

Under 1,000 homes Between 1,000 and Over 10,000 homes
10,000 homes
Number 8 60 74
Percentage 6% 42% 52%

The following table shows a breakdown of complaints maladministration findings by
landlord size.

Maladministration findings by landlord size

Under 1,000 homes Between 1,000 and Over 10,000 homes
10,000 homes
Number 3 39 50
Percentage 3% 42% 55%

The following table shows the maladministration rate — the proportion of their cases
that we find maladministration on — by reference to landlord size.

Maladministration rate by landlord size

Under 1000 homes Between 1000 and Over 10,000 homes
10,000 homes
Percentage 38% 65% 67%

While the data may appear to indicate that there is less of a problem for smaller
landlords, this is not necessarily the case as will be discussed in later chapters.

Landlord performance

The following table shows landlord performance in relation to cases concerning
damp and mould.

The table is ordered by maladministration (mal) findings per 10,000 homes to make
a fairer comparison that accounts for the size of the landlord. The table also includes
other important factors including amount of compensation paid and the
maladministration rate as a percentage of all cases investigated by the Ombudsman.

All of these landlords are large landlords with more than 10,000 homes and this
correlates with the perception that local councils and landlords covering high density
urban areas, with a greater prevalence of flats and converted properties, have the
highest maladministration rate.

12



All
damp Number Mal per
Landlord and Cases % mal of Total . 10,000
with mal compensation
mould homes homes
cases
Hammersmith
and Fulham 20 13 65 12,022 £8,785.00 10.8
Council
A2Dominion
Housing 11 10 91 33,106 £10,037.22 3.0
Group
Camden 10 8 80 32,351  £11,692.00 25
Council
Lambeth 10 5 50 24051  £2,882.00 2
Council
Southwark 13 10 77 53,800 £3,450.00 1.9
Council
Leeds City 14 8 57 56,654  £1,967.00 1.4
Council
Clarion
Housing 21 14 67 109,545 £5,557.00 1.3
Association
Birmingham 13 8 62 65,600 £525.00 1.2
City Council
Sanctuary
Housing 12 6 50 75,831 £9,375.15 0.8
Association
London &
Quadrant
Housing 12 6 50 79,811 £3,382.47 0.8
Trust

The following table shows landlord performance in relation to cases concerning
damp and mould for landlords with between 1000 and 10,000 homes.

1,000 to 10,000 homes |

All
damp . Number Mal per
Landlord and %aa?es with % mal of Ig;[r?l ensation 10,000
mould homes P homes
cases
Harrow 4 3 75 5,969 £774.00 5.0
Council
Newlon
AIOLER 4 3 75 7.241 £4566.50 41
Trust
Waltham
Forest 5 1 20 9,653 £1,130 1.0
Council

13



No table has been produced for landlords with less than 1,000 homes as the data for
this group is highly variable and does not enable meaningful comparisons to be
made.

Heat map of maladministration cases

The maps below show the geographical locations of all damp and mould cases with
findings of maladministration and the geographical distribution of social housing.
Although this clearly demonstrates a disproportionately higher proportion of cases in
London, this could be influenced by other factors such as age profile and occupancy
levels (i.e. overcrowding) of homes.

% of total mal Map of mal cases

London 57%
West Midlands 11%
South East 8%
East of England 6% _
Yorkshire and the 6% g‘“ﬂ*ak\
Humber r
g E
North West 6% ¥
East Midlands 4%
south West 2% m—
North East 0.5% High % Low %

Heat map of distribution of social housing®

% of total Distribution map

London 19%
West Midlands 14%
South East 13%
East of England 11%
Yorkshire and the 10%
Humber
North West 10%
East Midlands 8% :_:‘_(,;';"_
South West 8% =
North East 7% o o

5 We have been unable to find postcode data for leasehold properties where the freeholder, head leaseholder or
managing agent is a social landlord. Consequently, the number of homes represented are for social rent only.
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Landlord response to fixing damp and mould problems

This data is a subset of the overall data above showing landlord performance in
relation to dealing with reports of damp and mould. This analysis uses individual
findings from the cases we investigated; a single case may have one or more
findings associated with it.

We found maladministration on issues related to

damp and mould in 40% of cases

286 orders

with 189 additional
recommendations

373 findings

£87,553.97

compensation in total was ordered in 177 cases

The table below shows landlords with findings in relation to damp and mould. Again,
local councils and landlords with portfolios in high density urban areas have the
highest maladministration rate.

All damp and Mal

Landlord mould mal %

findings Uk

Hammersmith and

. 23 15 65% 12,022 125
Fulham Council
Haringey Council 10 6 60% 15,106 4.0
AZDEIRIE ROy 12 11 92% 33,106 33
Group Limited
Camden Council 12 9 75% 32,351 2.8
Lambeth Council 11 6 55% 24,051 2.5
Southwark Council 13 10 7% 53,800 1.9
Leeds City Council 16 9 56% 56,654 1.6
Eg{}‘,{{:‘ﬁ’“am City 14 9 64% 65,600 1.4
Clarion Housing 21 14 67% 109,545 13
Association Limited
Islington Council 11 4 36% 34,594 1.2
Sanctuary Housing o
P - 16 8 50% 75,831 1.1
London & Quadrant 14 8 57% 79,811 1.0
Housing Trust
Notting Hill Genesis 10 4 40% 50,466 0.8

15



Landlord complaint handling performance

This data is a subset of the overall data above showing landlord performance in
relation to complaint handling when the substantive issue was damp and mould. This
analysis uses individual findings from the cases we investigated; a single case may
have one or more findings associated with it.

We found maladministration on complaint handling in
64% of cases

105 orders

with 53 additional
recommendations

144 findings

£12,556

compensation in total was ordered in 84 cases

The table below shows landlords with findings in relation to complaint handling with
respect to damp and mould, which is a universal factor and not directly related to the
location of the landlord portfolio. Local councils generally have the highest
maladministration rate.

Mal rate
All Mal Number per

0,
Landlord findings findings  Ma& % of homes 10,000

homes

Hammersmith and Fulham

) 7 4 57% 12,022 3.3
Council
Camden Council 8 6 75% 32,351 1.9
Lambeth Council 6 4 67% 24,051 1.7
Southwark Council 6 6 100% 53,800 1.1
Birmingham City Council 5 5 100% 65,600 0.8
Clarion Housing 0
Association Limited 7 6 86% 109,545 0.6
Sanctuary Housing 5 4 80% 75831 05

Association

16



Call for Evidence insights

Under the new Housing Ombudsman Scheme, we can conduct investigations into
potential systemic and thematic issues. In March 2021 we published our systemic
framework setting out how we look beyond individual disputes to identify key issues
that impact on residents and landlords’ services. A review of our case data identified
that damp and mould featured significantly in our work and that compensation levels
are proportionately higher, reflecting that damp and mould can have a significant
impact on residents.

We used our new powers to issue a call for evidence. We invited submissions from
all stakeholders, including member landlords, their residents and relevant housing
professionals. The call for evidence opened on 13 April 2021 and ran until 4 June
2021.

Increased awareness

Prior to the call for evidence, we received an average of 6-7 damp and mould cases
per week. This has increased by approximately 50%. During the call for evidence
itself, we received 523 cases relating to damp and mould, 464 of which were from
member landlords with the rest from the private sector. We referred 76 responses to
the call for evidence to our dispute support team for follow up action as these were of
concern.

Call for evidence survey responses

555 total 416 residents 115 other
:& hared their i
reguwﬁshfes gx = professionals
po p shared insight

We also received 20 written responses from landlords and other relevant agencies
including Citizens Advice, the National Housing Federation (NHF), the Chartered
Institute of Public Health, and the National Federation of ALMOs. While these written
submissions have been considered and insights from them do feature throughout the
report, they have not been included in our data tables.

According to survey responses, the top three causes of damp and mould are:

Ventilation Leaks Structural
|3II]% 23% 20%

Condensation was fourth with 18%. It should be noted that these causes are often
not mutually exclusive, and our respondents acknowledged that some or all of the
causes may be present in any particular case.

17



Resident response by residency type
1% = Flat

|

m tenants i

= shared m
owners/leaseholders

= private tenants

4%

= Semi-detached
house

® Terraced
house

Maisonette

= Bungalow

= Detached
house

Of the 416 residents that responded to the survey, 357 said they were tenants, 44
said they were shared owners/leaseholders and 15 said they were private tenants.
The Ombudsman can only consider complaints from private tenants where their
private landlord has opted to be a voluntary member of the Scheme.

Most residents responding to the survey lived in a flat and are therefore likely to
experience issues in addressing damp and mould issues that residents in houses do
not experience, such as landlords requiring access to other properties to locate the
source of a leak.

Heat Map of Call for Evidence respondents

This heat map shows the geographical location of the respondents to our call for
evidence. Notably, although London is top, by comparison to the location of social
housing and our maladministration findings we received proportionately more
responses from the South West, which may be indicative of an emerging issue for
providers in that area.

London 28%
West Midlands 17%
South East 15%
East of England 9%
Yorkshire and the 9%
Humber
North West 8%
East Midlands 8%
South West 3%
North East 1%

High% Low%
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Quotes from respondents

Most people surveyed did not think the root causes of damp and mould were difficult
to identify but did think they were difficult to address.

The general sense of frustration felt by residents who did not feel that they were
being heard or their landlord did not seem to them to be taking their repair reports or
complaints seriously was apparent from several responses.

The selected quotes below are proportionate and reflective of the responses to the
call for evidence.

“It is very tiresome trying to explain to tenants it is not rising damp,
time consuming and they don’t believe it’
Landlord

“Most landlords will tend to blame the issue on condensation
created by the tenants unless the damp has reached the water
stain stage.”

Contractor

“There are obvious holes and cracks in the walls. | keep the
property heated properly and let out condensation ... | spend
hours cleaning off mould and | can smell it when | sleep at night.”

Resident

“They have been steadfast in insisting that you ventilate, open
windows and keep the heating on low. | have been put off bringing
it to their attention because ... there was a hostile attitude towards
tenants. It brow beats you down. When even care coordinators
and social workers repeat ... that the council won’t do anything,
you just give up.”

Resident

“Landlords | feel don’t care ... according to them and the person
that came to my property, it’s the tenant’s responsibility. Which |
found was an easy way out for them.”

Resident
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“It appears to be an issue that is dismissed ... The inspector [that

came to the house] said he doesn’t know why the council are

doing this inspection as they are unlikely to take any action.”
Resident

“There is a culture of not caring as they hear it all the time. There
is a lack of involvement with their tenants which leads to a them
and us culture and where issues could be dealt with quickly and
efficiently, the lack of communication means things take much
longer.”

Resident
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Chapter 1. From reactive to proactive

Zero-tolerance approach

The building safety crisis and the challenge of net zero is leading many landlords to
proactively examine the homes they rent or lease. This is an opportunity for
landlords to improve their approach to damp and mould by adopting a zero-tolerance
approach. Both our casework and call for evidence suggest that landlords miss
opportunities to address issues early on either because of a protracted diagnosis or
by failing to extend their investigations to other properties within a block after a
problem is reported. Moving from a reactive to proactive approach to tackling damp
and mould is essential to improving the experience of residents.

The need to address damp and mould has been raised in successive policy
measures, including legislation, seeking to improve the conditions of homes. The
Government has also said it will review the Decent Homes Standard, as it does not
fully reflect present day concerns.

Our investigation indicates that addressing damp and mould needs to be a higher
priority for some landlords. A proactive attitude needs to be the bedrock of a revised
approach. We are aware that some landlords are revising their approach, but this is
not necessarily universal.

Nor is it evident that all landlords have a clear, comprehensive, and consolidated
framework, or policy, to respond to damp and mould. This means that landlords may
need to rely on different policies or procedures to inform their response to the
resident, such as their repairs policy if there are structural issues. This can lead to a
lack of clarity and inconsistency and make it harder to manage the resident’s
expectations. Such a policy or framework would ensure a shared understanding and
approach across different teams within the organisation, to reduce the risk of silos.

Good practice — a consolidated, comprehensive policy

One council has implemented a specific damp and mould policy with the key
principles of ensuring they provide dry, warm, healthy homes for their tenants, and to
ensure that the fabric of the buildings are protected from deteriorating due to damp
and mould.

The policy also outlines their approach to proactive and reactive investigations,
planning of resources in anticipation of periods of higher demand, budget
management to reduce instances of damp and mould and ensuring staff have the
correct equipment to assess cases.

The policy clearly sets out how they will achieve those aims with a focus on reducing
condensation, recognising the health risks of living with damp and mould, staff
training to enable them to spot risk factors and understand the stock portfolio. They
are also committed to seeking out and adopting best practice from other
organisations.
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Recommendation 1 for senior management

Landlords should adopt a zero-tolerance approach to damp and mould
interventions. Landlords should review their current strategy and consider
whether their approach will achieve this.

Recommendation 2 for senior management

Landlords should consider whether they require an overall framework, or
policy, to address damp and mould which would cover each area where the
landlord may be required to act. This would include any proactive
interventions, its approach to diagnosis, actions it considers appropriate in
different circumstances, effective communication and aftercare.

Reducing over-reliance on residents to report issues

It is evident that many landlords have been too reliant on residents reporting issues.
We have also heard from landlords that many of their customers complained after
having to chase missed appointments and report recurrence of damp and mould in
their homes. Landlords should consider proactive actions to identify homes that
have, or may be at risk of, developing problems rather than waiting for their residents
to report issues.

The challenges which some residents face in accessing complaints procedures may
also mean issues are not being addressed. Responses to our call for evidence
suggest some residents 