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Apologies for Absence

John Hamilton

Brian Stoneman

Esther Ward

215 MINUTES OF BOARD MEETING HELD ON 9 DECEMBER 2004 

The minutes of the Board meeting held on 9 December 2004 were agreed as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

216 MATTERS ARISING

(a) Articles of Association

Companies House has received and accepted the changes to the Articles of Association.  The revised Articles will be sent to all members of the Board.

(b) Board Member – Casual Vacancy

No response has been received as yet from the Tenants Forum regarding the nomination of a successor to John Burns to hold office pending the close of the first AGM of the company.

217 INVESTMENT PROGRAMME 2005/06

Following the inspection result, the Board has considered the investment programme for 2005/06.

Five of the schemes within the 2004/05 programme have been completed with the remaining three schemes in progress.  All the schemes have been undertaken by LES with the exception of Whickham North, which was awarded to Dunelm Property Services.

As a result of the shortfall in spend on the 2003/04 budget, £2m was spent on the Ellen Wilkinson Estate, which reduced the budget required for 2004/05.  This enabled an early start to be made on Birtley West, one of the schemes in the supplementary programme.

The Board agreed Frank Haslam Milan (FHM) and Morrison Facilities Services as preferred partners for neighbourhood management areas Central/West and South respectively at its meeting on 10 June 2004.  Morrison was awarded the work at Birtley West.  FHM has been preparing to start work at Carr Hill and Low Greenside, which it has committed some resources to.

It is assumed that the Council will provide the same level of capital funding for housing improvement works as 2004/05.  Details of this were reported.  The major repairs allowance has already been announced as £12.884m, slightly higher than last year’s figure.

It is proposed that those estates identified in the supplementary programme previously agreed by the Board should be the priorities for the 2005/06 investment programme, though not all the schemes in this programme could be completed within anticipated budgetary provision.

It is further proposed that the scheme at Birtley West be reduced to allow works to continue at Whickham North, ensuring that each neighbourhood management area benefits from the anticipated capital funding.

Tenants will be involved in discussions about the capital programme.  Details of the action plan developed to address the Housing Inspectors’ recommendation that the company should directly involve tenants in discussions about the capital programme and its investment plans within the next three months, were submitted.

Details of the schemes that could be financed from the anticipated capital budget were submitted.  It will also be necessary to undertake an appraisal of the value of the works to each estate to ensure that value for money can be achieved over the term of the investment, taking account of demand on the estate, the turnover of tenancy, the structural integrity of the property and the value of the properties against the investment costs.  This process may result in some schemes being deferred until the full appraisal is completed.

In previous years, schemes were identified to enable works to start on site early in the financial year.  Given the commitment of resources made by FHM and the involvement of tenants at Carr Hill and Low Greenside, it would be sensible to allow these schemes to start at the earliest opportunity.  FHM has offered to start the work on these estates immediately and be paid for the works next financial year.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the investment programme for 2005/06, as set out in Appendix 5 of the report, be approved, subject to the final level of resources being confirmed by the Council.

(ii) That the early starts of works at Carr Hill and Low Greenside by FHM be approved.

(iii) That further reports be received in anticipation of the release of ALMO funding following a successful re-inspection.

(iv) That the Communications and Tenant Involvement Committee consider ways in which the company communicates the investment programme to key stakeholders, particularly tenants and members of Gateshead Council.

(v) That a letter be sent to the National Federation of ALMOs requesting that it lobby the three major political parties about their long term commitments to ALMOs.

218 PATHFINDER TENDER RETURN

The Board has considered a report seeking the appointment of contractors to carry out Pathfinder environmental schemes at Eslington Park and Sheriff Hill.

Four tenders have been received for the construction of retaining walls and hard landscaping to the rear of properties at Eslington Park.

Two tenders have been received for the supply and installation of metal railings to the front of properties at Sheriff Hill.  The prices submitted are in line with the previous schedule of rates tender.

Three tenders have been received for the construction of boundary walls to the front of properties at Sheriff Hill.

There is budgetary provision of £1,215,000 from Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder to be spent in the current financial year on security and environmental schemes.  Almost £1,125,000 from the allocation has already been committed and the cost of the works for which tenders have been received will exceed the budget.  It is proposed that the works start this financial year to ensure that the full budget provision is spent and the outstanding works over and above the current financial year’s budget are financed from next year’s budgetary provision of at least £1m.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the contract for hard landscaping be awarded to MGM for the fixed price sum of £173,388.63.

(ii) That the contract for metal railings be awarded to Middleton Forge for the fixed price sum of £196,709.60.

(iii) That the contract for the garden walls be awarded to Able Construction for the fixed price sum of £378,955.

(iv) That the works start this financial year to ensure that the full budget provision is spent and the outstanding works over and above the current financial year’s budget be financed from next year’s budget provision.

219 EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY

The Board agreed at its meeting on 19 August 2004 to commission Housing Quality Network (HQN) to carry out an audit of the company’s approach to equality and diversity.  The Board had already agreed, on 8 April 2004, to evaluate the work required to achieve Level 1 of the Equalities Standard for Local Government (ESLG) to decide on the best way to proceed.

HQN’s report contains numerous recommendations.  Those which HQN recommends the company should focus on for the next 6-12 months, linked where appropriate, to action and business planning outputs, to help to ensure that equality and diversity is put at the centre of everything the company does, were submitted.

To date, much equalities related advice and guidance has been received from the Council on an informal, cost free basis and relies on Council staff having the capacity to meet the company’s needs.

An in-house adviser would work solely for the company and would be able to provide tailored advice accordingly.  However, such a person on their own would be unlikely to be able to provide all the equalities and diversity related advice and guidance the company might need.  Similarly, an existing employee simply having lead responsibility for these issues, would be unlikely to have the time or the knowledge to meet all the company’s needs.  Likewise, a working group on its own, is likely to have limited capacity, given employees’ other roles and tasks.

Contracting out aspects of advice and guidance would enable the company to specify its requirements, but could be expensive and mean that the company is less likely to develop its own in-house knowledge and expertise.

Bearing all of the above in mind, HQN recommends that the company should consider using sources of advice and guidance other than the Council.  In particular, the company should consider –

· giving lead responsibility to a senior employee

· setting up an equality and diversity working group

· contracting out specific pieces of work as and when required.

HQN’s assessment is that the company has already done much to fulfil the requirements to achieve Level 1 and recommends that the company: -

(a) confirms that it wants to adopt the ESLG in its own right;

(b) allocates responsibility to a senior employee to oversee progress;

(c) makes necessary commitments delivered through an action plan to be agreed.

If implemented, HQN believe these recommendations should lead to the company reaching Level 1 of ESLG by 31 March 2005.

In the absence of a specific budget head for equalities and diversity, the company needs to determine what weight it places on being an employer of choice and on improving customer care.  Such a determination needs to recognise that diversity is one of a number of factors that contribute to change and improvements in performance and that separating out its specific contribution is a difficult task.

The Audit Commission has recently produced a Diversity Key Line of Enquiry (KLOE), which sets out consistent criteria for assessing and measuring the effectiveness of this service.  The diversity KLOE, which was submitted, covers the following: -

· Corporate culture and governance

· Access to customer services

· Service user involvement

· Partnership

· Harassment and domestic violence.


The Housing Inspection report states that the company’s approach to diversity is underdeveloped and contains a number of specific recommendations on diversity.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the recommendations identified in the Appendix to these minutes be pursued as immediate priorities to shape service delivery and to deliver the improvements required to deliver a positive outcome in the area of diversity on the re-inspection of the company.

(ii) That the steps taken to give lead responsibility to the company’s Chief Executive and to set up an equality and diversity working group be endorsed.

(iii) That Malcolm McKie acts as a champion for equality and diversity issues, to liaise with the Chief Executive and the equality and diversity working group and drive the agenda for positive practice in this area.

(iv) That the Chief Executive be given delegated authority, following consultation with the Board member champion, to commission specific pieces of works on recommendations (b), (d), (f), (g), (h) and (l) identified in the Appendix to these minutes.

(v) That the Chief Executive, following discussions with the Board member champion and the working group, prepare a report for the Board on the committees’ terms of reference, particularly in relation to the present role of the Quality and Audit Committee and the need to use the Management of Performance and Resources Committee in order to bring equalities and diversity into the centre of all company activity and to deliver recommendation (e) contained in the Appendix to these minutes.

(vi) That the Board confirms its aim of achieving Level 1 of ESLG by 31 March 2005 by implementing the resolutions outlined above.

(vii) That budgetary provision be considered as part of the business planning and budget setting process to provide specific resources for improving equality and diversity practices in line with resolutions (i), (iv) and (vi) above.

220 RISK MANAGEMENT 

The Board agreed action plans for the three strategic risks rated as high probability and high impact at its meeting on 19 August 2004 (Minute 157).

Action plans for the six other strategic risks identified were submitted.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the action plans be agreed, subject to the following additional control in strategic risk D – change of Government policy.

· Lobby, through the National Federation of ALMOs, the three major political parties about their long term commitments to ALMOs.

(ii) That a review of all the strategic risks be carried out as part of the business planning process.

221 WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

The minutes of the West and Central Area Board held on 6 January 2005 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the recommendations contained in the minutes be approved.

222 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

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

RESOLVED –
That the recommendations contained in the minutes be approved.

223 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.

224 CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S VERBAL UPDATE

(a) Action Plan

The action plan, which is being produced as a result of the Audit Commission’s recommendations following the inspection, is nearing completion.

(b) Re-inspection of company

RESOLVED –
That a September 2005 date for re-inspection of the company be pursued with the Audit Commission.

225 BUDGET MONITORING

Progress on the budget for 2004/05 and a monitoring statement as at 31 December 2004 were submitted.

For management costs, the actual costs represent nine months salary for monthly paid employees and 37 weeks for weekly paid employees.

There continues to be considerable budget pressure on central management other running costs.  Controls have been set up for the balance of the year to ensure that costs can be contained within the overall budget.

The major part of the additional costs that have been incurred are on publicity, promotion and communication together with associated design, printing and distribution costs.  This is partly due to the setting up of the company and creating a new identity together with the build up to inspection.  However, the underlying level of the cost of communication is greater than originally provided for and will need to be addressed in the budget setting process for the next financial year. In addition, there has been a higher level of expenditure generally on printing, stationery and postages than originally envisaged.

For repair costs, the actual figures represent charges for 36 weeks on responsive repairs.

The level of expenditure on repairs and relets is exceeding that budgeted for and even though part of the painting programme was deferred, it is evident that an overspend will occur.  Officers are continuing to consider, in consultation with the Council, what further action can be taken to restrict expenditure and how the overspend can be financed.

Part of the overspend is due to the large reduction in outstanding jobs from the number identified in April 2004 to the number outstanding now.  It is estimated that this is responsible for approximately £1m of the overspend and should not be repeated on the same scale in future.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

226 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting will be held on Thursday 10 February 2005 at 10am in the Blaydon Room, Civic Centre, Gateshead.

Appendix

HQN Recommendations

(a) Ensure that the planned tenants survey collects data on gender, disability, age, ethnicity and communication requirements. 

(b) Develop an equality and diversity action plan, to help to ensure that equality and diversity targets are met, including the achievement of Level 1 of the Equalities Standard for Local Government.

(c) Set up an equalities and diversity working group chaired by the Chief Executive or another member of the Senior Management Team.

(d) Set targets for other equalities matters such as gender, disability and sexual orientation.

(e) Clarify where main responsibility for scrutiny and monitoring of equality and diversity is at Board level.

(f) Set workforce targets for age, disability and gender as well as race.

(g) Carry out a best value review of the company’s provision of information, to ensure the company is meeting its tenants’ needs in cost-effective ways.

(h) Examine ways of ensuring that the knowledge some employees have about the communication needs of the company’s tenant and leaseholder customers is collected, stored and used in a more consistent and systematic way.

(i) Carry out a detailed equalities monitoring exercise of supported housing tenants.

(j) Ensure systems are in place for people with hearing impairments etc to contact emergency repairs.

(k) Ensure there are a range of ways for people to record anti-social behaviour or harassment.

(l) Develop clear performance indicators for harassment work on timescales and user satisfaction by ethnicity, sex, disability, sexual orientation etc.

(m) Set up monitoring systems to capture the age, disability, sex, race, religion and sexual orientation of victims and (where possible) of alleged perpetrators of anti-social behaviour or harassment.
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