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WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

3 February 2005

Mulgrave Villas Communal Lounge, Windmill Hills, Gateshead

PRESENT:

Paul Elliott (Chair)

Malcolm Brain

Alan Ord

David Peacock

Alan Telford

Advisers



Julie McCartney
Principal Housing Services Manager

Wilf McNeany
Area Housing Manager (Inner West)

Brett Routledge
Area Housing Manager (Central)

Charlotte Gaines
Housing Manager (Blaydon)

Matthew Foreman
Operation Support Manager

Nick Huston
Tenant Liaison Manager

Paul Marshall
Repairs Service Manager

Andrea Wheatley
Tenant Involvement Officer

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Also Present

Jim Willis

Apologies for Absence

Maureen Chaplin

Margo Oloman

91 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the West and Central Area Board held on 6 January 2005 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

92 MATTERS ARISING 

(a) Resignation of Christine Burdess

A letter has been sent to all members of the Area Board advising them that Christine Burdess has resigned as an independent member of the Area Board.  Reports will be submitted to the next meeting on succession and Area Board governance, which will include the process for filling the vacancy.

(b) Review of Effectiveness of Cycle of Area Board Meetings

The working group has met on two occasions.  A report will be submitted for consideration at the next meeting of the Area Board.

(c) Security and Environmental Schemes

In respect o the potentail scheme of footpaths between the rear of Birch Road and the Dene, Blaydon, it was noted that the funding that Friends of Dene has received is not for this scheme.

(d) Review of Facilities Management

A further report will be submitted to the Area Board on options to modernise the service following consultation with trade unions.

93 REVIEW OF COUNCIL’S LETTINGS POLICY

The Area Board received a report and presentation on the review of the Council’s lettings policy.

The current lettings policy has been in operation since 1984.  The Council made some revisions to the policy in 1996 and 2003, which updated the current policy and removed barriers to accessing Council housing.  The current system is based on an award of points to reflect the needs of the applicant. Properties are then allocated to those on the housing register with the highest number of points.
There has been increased demand for Council housing in Gateshead over the last two years, with around 10,000 applicants at present on the housing register. 

The availability of properties to let, particularly family sized accommodation, has dropped due to lower turnover of stock and properties sold under the right to buy scheme. The number of properties let has decreased year on year, details of which were reported. 

Up to the end of December 2004, 1,339 properties had been let this financial year, with 636 (48%) of these being allocated to homeless and clearance / management cases. The percentage of lets to homeless and clearance / management cases rises to 74% (347 of 468 houses) for family sized accommodation.

The Council has set up a working group to develop a choice based lettings scheme.  The company, who is represented on the group, have identified two tenants to be part of this group who will directly contribute to the development of a modern lettings scheme.

Choice based lettings is a system that promotes customer choice.  It is a more open and simpler system where customers make more informed decisions on where they would like to live.  Customers are given more information on how properties are allocated.

The results of the questions in the 2003/04 Best Value Performance Indicator Tenants (Status) Survey on the way the Council lets houses, including views on the fairness of various lettings systems, will be used to inform the development of a choice based lettings system.  In addition, the company is meeting existing tenants to ensure they can express their views about the current system and the proposals.

Tenants’ views will also be sought on the modernisation of the existing policy including improved advice and information on the lettings system, the availability of housing and the potential for the development of local lettings policies.

Meetings with tenants and tenants groups are planned throughout January and February 2005.  The annual tenant satisfaction survey included in the January 2005 newsletter sent to all tenants and leaseholders also asks customers to identify their main priorities, including how the company allocates homes to people.

The Council is currently consulting with stakeholders including the Tenants Forum and waiting list applicants, to ensure that a wide and diverse range of views is sought. 

Tenants’ views and comments will be fed back to the Council to inform the development of choice based lettings. Further meetings will be held with tenants to discuss with them the outcome of the consultation and the options being considered by the Council. This information will also inform the development of area void strategies, which are scheduled for completion by March 2005.

Members of the Area Board were requested to complete a questionnaire seeking their views.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the Board be advised that the Area Board made the following comments on the development of a choice based lettings system: -

· The system would still be limited as a result of the need to prioritise homeless cases.

· A number of issues would need to be resolved when considering the development of local lettings policies.

(ii) That a further report be received on the results of the tenant consultation.

94 BUSINESS PLAN

The Area Board received a presentation on the Business Plan 2005-08, which will replace the delivery plan, establish the company’s priorities for the next three years and inform the way it delivers its services.

Tenants, leaseholders, employees and key stakeholders will be involved throughout the process.  The Business Plan will also link into the review of the housing office network.

The strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats identified by employees were also highlighted.

RESOLVED –
That the presentation be noted.

95 PERFORMANCE – END OF THIRD QUARTER 2004-05

The Area Board received the results for those performance indicators which can be reported at the end of the third quarter in 2004/05, including those indicators that can be assessed on an area and neighbourhood basis.

Performance at the end of the third quarter reflects the effect of the ‘non-payment’ weeks over the Christmas period, which provides an opportunity for rent income to increase. This year an effective rent payment campaign and a focus on increasing direct debit take-up have helped to bring performance much closer to the position at the same time last year. Reductions in Housing Benefit processing time since the last quarter have also contributed to an improvement in rent income performance.  

RESOLVED –
That the performance information included in the report be noted.

96 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The Area Board has received an update on schemes already approved within the West, Inner West and Central Area.

The budget for security and environmental schemes for this Area Board is £295,000. The Area Board has approved schemes up to the value of  £335,967 including Pathfinder funding of £39,055 for a scheme at Armstrong Street bungalows, which reduces its approved costs to £296,912. The budget for 2004/05 is therefore fully committed.
Once the Area Board has approved schemes, it has been necessary to undertake further consultation with residents.  Following this, detailed schemes are prepared and orders placed with relevant contractors. 

Progress to date on all the schemes previously approved by the Area Board was submitted.  Due to the high number of schemes submitted this year and the need to fully consult tenants on the detail once a scheme is approved, it is likely that some schemes will not be completed before the year end. These schemes will have priority for the security and environmental fund for 2005-06.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That a letter be sent to all members of the Area Board as soon as possible clarifying when schemes can be funded from the budget.

(ii) That the Board be advised that as this Area Board has committed all its budget on security and environmental schemes, the Board should consider any underspend as a result of schemes not starting before the end of the financial year when agreeing the Area Board’s budget for 2005-06.

(iii) That the company ensures that as many schemes as possible that have been approved by the Area Board start before the end of this financial year.

(iv) That officers in the company take appropriate action to reduce the time taken to start work on a scheme after it has been approved by the Area Board.

(v) That proposed schemes presented to the Area Board include an actual cost rather than an estimate of the cost of the scheme.

(vi) That progress to date on approved schemes also include key dates and milestones.

97 TENANT INVOLVEMENT STRATEGY

Progress on the production of a company Tenant Involvement Strategy was reported (Minute 51).

The draft strategy is currently being prepared following consultation with customers. It will be identified as the Customer Involvement Strategy in recognition of leaseholder involvement with the company.  It will be supported by an annual action plan developed from the Tenant Involvement Action Plan. It will address the recommendations made by the Housing Inspectorate with regard to involvement across the company.  It will also be supported by details of expenditure on involvement for 2004/05 and proposed resources for 2005/06, as well as performance indicators that will be agreed with customers.

Consultation on the strategy has produced mixed results. Focus groups, arranged with tenants who had already been involved with the company, had a limited attendance while postal questionnaires sent to 238 customers from the involvement database resulted in a 31% return rate. A focus group of leaseholders highlighted the need to develop current activities to actively involve leaseholders in the service areas specific to their needs. 

A telephone survey, conducted with 20 tenants who had not previously expressed an interest in getting involved with the company showed that 60% were aware of opportunities to get involved but only 20% had been involved. Tenants said they would be more likely to get involved if they could see the results of involvement and were given feedback on their views. 

Consultation with officers of the company to identify future options for extending tenant involvement and influence on services has highlighted a need for further training and information for officers on methods and techniques for involving customers. 

As a result of the consultation, the following early outcomes have been identified that will be included in the annual action plan: -

· the proposal for developing a compact and service standards for leaseholders will address the concerns of the leaseholders focus group.

· the strategy will address the concerns of those consulted by telephone by including feedback to customers and publicising of outcomes as a key element in the customer involvement process

· A toolkit for involvement will be produced to ensure a consistent approach and standard of involvement across the company, which will address the issues highlighted during consultation with officers.
A specific budget for customer involvement will be identified to support the strategy, as part of the 2005/06 budget setting process.

RESOLVED –
That the progress be noted.

98 PROPERTY INSPECTORS – THIRD QUARTER REPORT OF ACTIVITY

The Area Board was informed of the work carried out by Property Inspectors during the first nine months of this financial year.

Property Inspectors are focusing their inspections more around multi-trade jobs and those involving high cost as these will inevitably be the ones which are more difficult for contractors to co-ordinate and therefore more likely to affect customers perceptions of satisfaction. 

Day to day line management of the Property Inspectors moved from Area Housing Managers to a centrally-based Repairs Service Manager with effect from January 2005.  

The West, Inner West and Central neighbourhoods had completed 3,036 (75%) of the 4,050 target for inspections by the end of the third quarter. This in an improvement on the half year figure when 62% had been completed, though there is still a backlog. 

Satisfaction with the quality of work is assessed by the Property Inspectors. The results demonstrate that the majority of work is carried out satisfactorily. Where the quality is not acceptable, the work is referred back to the contractor to be remedied.

Satisfaction with the quality of work seems to be levelling out between neighbourhoods, with the exception of Central neighbourhood, which although better than the half year figure, remains lower than the other four neighbourhoods. The Repairs Service Manager will ensure that this is resolved.

High levels of customer care satisfaction are demonstrated with operatives being polite and helpful and neat and tidy.  Work carried out within timescale is also an important element of the level of service provided and although continuing to improve, remains one where the most improvement is needed. Regular monitoring meetings will continue to take place with strategic partners.

As part of the inspection, tenants are asked to express their overall satisfaction with the repair carried out. Levels of satisfaction fluctuate between the three neighbourhoods covered by this Area Board. The results show that overall customer satisfaction with the work inspected has continued to increase in all neighbourhoods and is now at its highest level for the year.

The shortfall situation can now be monitored by the Repairs Service Manager and resources will be more effectively deployed to try to meet the year-end target.   

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted. 

99 BLEACH GREEN PROGRESS REPORT

The Area Board has been advised of progress to date with re-housing residents from the demolition area of Bleach Green and development of the site.

Of the 490 properties to be demolished, 316 have now been demolished.  A further 128 properties are empty and awaiting demolition.  All properties in Cedar Road, Cypress Road and 18 properties at the top of Ladywell Road have now been demolished. The contractors are currently working on Beech Terrace and will then progress to Rockmore Road.

There are a total of 21 residents who are waiting for an offer of accommodation. In addition, a further 25 tenants have offers or are currently moving into their new home. Of the remaining 21 residents awaiting an offer, 12 will be offered homes as a result of the vacancies created following the completion of the newly built 9 x 3-bed houses and 3 x 2-bed bungalows provided by Nomad Housing Group. 

As properties become vacant they are immediately secured. The Estate Officer and Handyperson carry out regular inspections of the estate to maintain both the environment and the empty properties.  The Council’s neighbourhood wardens also patrol the estate on a regular basis, reporting any issues direct to the housing office or police. 

Area Office staff regularly attend meetings of the Bleach Green Residents Association to update and discuss any issues residents may have concerning the scheme.

Redevelopment of the Springfield Road site has been delayed and is now due for completion in February 2005. This will comprise of 10 x 2- bed bungalows (one for special needs), 16 x 3-bed houses and a bungalow for people with learning difficulties.

Nomad Housing Group has secured the funding to build another two phases. These will be a mixture of rented and shared ownership. Phase 3 will comprise of 14 units of accommodation to rent, including flats, houses and bungalows. It will also include 12 three-bed houses for shared ownership.  Phase 4 will include 16 units of rented accommodation, a mixture of houses and bungalows plus a further seven units of shared ownership.

RESOLVED –
That the information report.

100 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

The minutes of the East and South Area Board held on 10 January 2005 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

101 BOARD MEETING

The minutes of the Board Meeting held on 9 December 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

102 QUALITY AND AUDIT COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Quality and Audit Committee held on 21 December 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

103 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting will be held on Thursday 3 March 2005 at 10am at Blaydon Cricket Club.
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