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Apologies for Absence

Barbara Dennis

227 MINUTES OF BOARD MEETING HELD ON 13 JANUARY 2005 

The minutes of the Board meeting held on 13 January 2005 were agreed as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

228 MATTERS ARISING

(a) Board Member – Casual Vacancy

The Tenants Forum has identified a person as successor to John Burns to hold office pending the close of the first AGM of the company, but has not written to the company to confirm the nomination.

(b) Investment Programme 2005/06

No response has been received from the National Federation of ALMOs regarding the request that it lobby the three major political parties about their long term commitments to ALMOs.

229 HOUSING INSPECTION ACTION PLAN – PROGRESS REPORT

An action plan, which has been developed to address the recommendations made by the Audit Commission, was submitted. It has been produced in consultation with the Council, to whom some actions apply jointly with the company.

The plan outlines each recommendation, the action to be taken, the lead officer and the proposed date for completion.  The senior management team are closely monitoring progress.

RESOLVED –
That the action plan be noted and further progress reports be received on a bi-monthly basis.

230 PERFORMANCE – END OF THIRD QUARTER 2004/05


The Board received the results for those Performance Indicators which can be reported at the end of the third quarter in 2004/05.

During the quarter, Morrison Facilities Limited began to carry out responsive repairs in Neighbourhood South. At this stage, performance results received from Morrison are not audited and therefore provisional. Officers of the company will be discussing this with Morrison to ensure that results can be audited by year-end.

Performance at the end of the 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 –
(i)
That the performance information be noted.

(ii) That a report be submitted to a future meeting of the Board on voids.

231 FREEDOM OF INFORMATION

The Freedom of Information Act is intended to promote a culture of openness and accountability amongst public bodies.  The company is classed as a public body under the Act because it is wholly owned by Gateshead Council.

There is a general right of access under the Act, which gives anyone, anywhere in the world a legal right to request any information that a public body holds, subject to certain exemptions.  The company must respond and provide information, or explain why it is considered exempt, within 20 working days.

Members of the public can obtain information from the company via an approved Publication Scheme or by making a separate written request.

The purpose of the Publication Scheme is to ensure that much of the company’s information is already publicly available, without the need for a specific request.  A draft Publication Scheme has been sent to the Information Commissioner for approval, as required by the Act and in order to minimise risk flowing from the requirement to comply with the Act.

The Publication Scheme is a guide to the types of information that the company routinely publishes, the format in which the information is available and how much it will cost.  The information is presented in the form of categories of information and the Publication Scheme will itself need to be published.

The concept of information is wide ranging as it includes any information which is in a recorded form.  There is no need for an applicant to request sight of a specific document and as a result, the scope of the company’s search for information may need to be extensive.  If the company does not have good records management policies and procedures in place it will find it difficult to comply with its obligations under the Act.

The Act applies both to paper and electronic records, including emails.  To comply with the Act’s requirements, the company needs to be able to find documents and information quickly.  This puts a premium on effective management of both paper and electronic records and a scrupulous use of well-designed filing systems.  A suggested Records Management Policy was submitted.

The Act states that public bodies may charge a fee for providing information.  The fee must be calculated in accordance with regulations made by the Secretary of State.

The Freedom of Information and Data Protection (Appropriate Limit and Fees) Regulations 2004 provide that the company may not make any charge for the employee time involved in locating, retrieving and extracting the information required by an application under the Act where the cost of this work is less than £450.  The Regulations also state that the cost of employee time is to be calculated at £25 per hour.  

The company is permitted to charge for copying and postage and for supplying the information in any other format requested by the applicant (provided the request is reasonable).  It is proposed that postage be charged at actual cost and photocopying be charged at 25p per A4 sheet.  Where it is necessary to copy material in printed formats other than A4 or where it is reasonable to supply material in a non-print format, the charge should be determined by the appropriate Strategic Employee in consultation with the Director of Finance and ICT.

To avoid incurring the cost of raising invoices for small amounts, it is proposed to waive the charge for disbursements when the total cost is less than £5.

Any costs arising from the Act and the Regulations will have to be met from within existing resources.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the making of a Publication Scheme be noted.

(iii) That the Records Management Policy, attached as an Appendix to these minutes, be approved.

(iv) That the proposed fees and charges set out above be approved.

232 WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

The minutes of the West and Central Area Board held on 3 February 2005 were submitted.

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

233 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

The minutes of the East and South Area Board held on 7 February 2005 were submitted.

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

234 COMMUNICATIONS AND TENANT INVOLVEMENT COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Communications and Tenant Involvement Committee held on 18 January 2005 were submitted.

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

235 PERSONNEL COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Personnel Committee held on 20 January 2005 were submitted.

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

236 STANDARDS COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Standards Committee held on 25 January 2005 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the recommendations contained in the minutes be approved.

(ii) That consideration of whether the Board wishes to propose an amendment to the company’s Articles of Association expressly providing that the Chair of the Board can/cannot vote at all committees of the Board be deferred until the next meeting of the Board.

237 MANAGEMENT OF PERFORMANCE AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Management of Performance and Resources Committee held on 27 January 2005 were submitted.

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

238 QUALITY AND AUDIT COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Quality and Audit Committee held on 8 February 2005 were submitted.

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

239 RE-INSPECTION

A report was submitted informing the Board that following discussions with the Audit Commission, a re-inspection timetable of 19 to 30 September 2005 has been agreed.  The re-inspection will become live in the week commencing 13 June 2005 when the self-assessment request will be made.  Details of the other key dates were reported.

RESOLVED –
That the report be noted.

240 BUDGET MONITORING

Progress on the budget for 2004/05 and a monitoring statement as at 31 January 2005 were submitted.

For management costs, the actual costs represent 10 months salary for monthly paid employees and 44 weeks for weekly paid employees.  

There continues to be considerable budget pressure on Central Management Other Running Costs.  An analysis of these was submitted.

The major part of the additional costs is 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.

It has been possible to accommodate these additional costs because delays in appointing employees have led to an underspend against budgeted level on employee costs.  In addition, a lower level of insurance claims than that provided for will result in lower expenditure.

For repair costs, the actual figures represent charges up to week 43 from Morrison and up to week 40 from LES.

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.  In consultation with the Council, it has been agreed to capitalise some expenditure that is currently charged against the repairs budget.  Work is continuing to identify those items of expenditure that can be capitalised.

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

RESOLVED –
That the report be noted.

241 HOUSING REVENUE ACCOUNT 2005/06

A report was submitted informing the Board of the Housing Revenue Account (HRA) for 2005/06 agreed by Gateshead Council.

The HRA reflects the following: -

· an average rent increase of 4.54% (£2.13 per week to £49.04 per week over 50 weeks)

· an increase in existing fees and charges of 3%

· the need to provide a management fee for the company.

Negotiations to set the management fee are due to be completed this month. The Council was supplied with information as to budget pressures and these have been taken into account in the Council’s consideration of the HRA.

RESOLVED –
That the report be noted.

242 INVESTMENT PROGRAMME SCHEME OUT-TURN COSTS

A report was submitted on financial information on completed investment programme works previously approved by the Board.

Details were submitted of the completed investment programme works to date comparing budget, tender and final account prices, as well as reasons for significant differences.

RESOLVED – 
That the report be noted.

243 BEST VALUE IMPLEMENTATION PLAN – PROGRESS REPORT

A progress report has been referred to the Board from the Management of Performance and Resources Committee held on 27 January 2005 on the Best Value Review of Services to Tenants Implementation Plan.

RESOLVED – 
That the report be noted.

244 OUTSTANDING ISSUES

The Board has received details of outstanding issues it has requested further reports on.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

245 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting will be held on Thursday 10 March 2005 at 10am at Gateshead Civic Centre.

246 REVIEW OF COUNCIL’S LETTINGS POLICY

The Board has 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, which is represented on the group, has 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 simple 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.

The Board has received comments from the West/Central and East/South Area Boards held on 3 and 7 February 2005 respectively, on the current lettings policy and the development of a choice based lettings system.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the comments made by the Area Boards and the following comments of the Board on the current lettings policy and the development of a choice based lettings system be reported to the Council: -

· The current lettings policy is complicated and difficult to understand.

· It would be difficult to offer choice to tenants given the number of properties available to let.

· A balance needs to be struck between offering choice and not unrealistically raising people’s expectations.

(ii) That Board members contact the Director of Housing Management with any further comments on the proposals.

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

Appendix

THE GATESHEAD HOUSING COMPANY

RECORDS MANAGEMENT POLICY

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Gateshead Housing Company (the company) recognises that its records are an important asset and a key resource to ensure both the effective operation of the company’s services and the accountability of the company to its Council members, stakeholders and tenants and leaseholders of housing managed by it.

1.2 Like any asset, records require careful management. This policy sets out the company’s responsibilities and activities in relation to the management of its records. It provides the framework for any more specific guidance and detailed operating procedures.

2. SCOPE

2.1 This policy aims to ensure that records are managed effectively and properly, throughout the company in accordance with the relevant legislation and guidelines and professional principles (see Appendix).

2.2 The policy applies to all the records of the company. A record is any recorded information regardless of medium (including paper, microfilm, electronic, audio-visual and disk copies of publications), which is created, collected, processed, used, stored and/or disposed of by the company, its employees or those acting as its agents in providing a service or activity on behalf of the company.

(Note: some documentary materials are not records, for example, reference material, stocks of publications and documents retained for information and extra copies made for convenience).

2.3 The policy applies to all company employees.

3. POLICY STATEMENT

3.1 The aim of this policy is to define a framework for managing the company’s records

· that ensures that the company creates, keeps and manages authentic and reliable records which document its decisions and activities

· that facilitates auditing and accountability

· that protects the company’s legal and other rights.

3.2 In particular, the policy seeks to ensure that

· we maintain records securely and preserve access to them

· we dispose appropriately of records that are no longer required

· we protect vital records that the company needs in order to function effectively

· we maintain records to meet the company’s business needs

· we address the needs of the company’s stakeholders, including its Council member, tenants and leaseholders of housing managed by it, members of the Board, committees and Area Boards and employees

· we conform to legal and statutory requirements relating to record-keeping and government directives.

4. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
· The Board will approve this policy and any amendment to it that may be agreed as necessary.

· The Senior Management Team will keep the policy under review.

· The Director of Finance and ICT has ultimate responsibility for ensuring that the law and best practice on records management is followed.

· Strategic Employers are responsible for the management of their records, in accordance with this policy and ensuring that all employees are aware of record-keeping issues.

· All company employees are responsible for creating and maintaining records in relation to their work that are authentic and reliable

· The company will assist its Council member to comply with Gateshead Council’s Records Management Policy in relation to those matters that concern the company.

5. TRAINING AND AWARENESS

5.1 Since almost all company employees are involved in creating, maintaining and using records, it is essential that everyone understands their record management responsibilities as set out in this policy.

5.2 Strategic Employees will ensure that employees responsible for managing records are appropriately trained or experienced and that all employees understand the need for records management

5.3 The Director of Finance and ICT will ensure that training programmes are provided for members of the Board and Area Boards and employees to ensure that they understand their obligations in relation to data protection, freedom of information and records management.

6. RECORD CREATION AND RECORD KEEPING

6.1 Each service must have in place a record-keeping system (paper or electronic) that documents its activities and provides for quick and easy retrieval of information. It must also take into account the legal and regulatory environment specific to the service’s area of work. The system will include:

· records arranged and indexed in such a way that they can be retrieved quickly and efficiently

· records linked with the company’s Freedom of Information Publication Scheme

· procedure and guidelines for referencing, titling, indexing and any necessary security measures

· procedures for keeping the system updated 

· the ability to cross-reference electronic and paper records

· documentation of this system and guidelines on how to use it.

6.2 The record-keeping system must be maintained so that the records are properly stored and protected and can easily be located and retrieved. This will include:

· ensuring that adequate storage accommodation is provided for the records

· monitoring the movement and location of records so that they can be easily retrieved and provide an audit trail

· controlling access to the information

· identifying vital records and applying the appropriate protection, including a business recovery plan

· ensuring non-current records are transferred in a controlled manner to a designated records centre rather than stored in offices.

7. DISPOSAL OF RECORDS

7.1 Services must have in place clearly defined arrangements for the appraisal and selection of records for disposal and for documenting such disposals.

7.2 The system must ensure that, among other things, where a record which is due for disposal is the subject of a request for information, disposal is delayed until disclosure has taken place or, if the company has decided not to disclose the information, the complaint and appeal provisions of the Freedom of Information Act have been exhausted.

8. ACCESS

8.1 The company needs to ensure that decisions regarding access to records are documented so that they are consistent and can be explained and referred to.

8.2 Strategic employees must ensure that

· employees are aware of the arrangements for allowing access to certain types of information

· procedures are in place to document decisions concerning access.


In particular, where a Strategic Employee has decided that a request for access under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 should be refused, he/she must inform the Director of Finance and ICT to enable that Director to liaise with the Company Secretary and Solicitor in ensuring the consistency and reasonableness of that decision and in keeping such decisions under review.

9. EVALUATION AND REVIEW OF POLICY
9.1 The Director of Finance and ICT will annually review compliance with this policy and submit a report to the Senior Management Team.

9.2 The Director of Finance and ICT will review this policy at intervals of not more than three years, or more frequently if changes in legislation or good practice require it. A report will be submitted to the Board. The first review is to take place by 31 December 2007.

Appendix

RECORD KEEPING: STANDARDS AND LEGISLATION

Legislation relevant to record keeping and archives includes the following:

· Data Protection Act 1998

· Freedom of Information Act 2000

Records Management Standards and Guidelines

· British Standards (BSI)

	BS4783
	Storage, transportation and maintenance of media for use in data

	 
	processing and information storage

	 
	 

	BS7799
	Code of practice for information security management

	 
	 

	BS ISO 15489
	Information and documentation - records management

	 
	 

	BSI DISC PD 0008
	Code of practice for legal admissibility and evidential weight of information

	 
	stored on electronic document management systems

	 
	 

	BSI DISC PD 0010
	Principles of good practice for information management

	 
	 

	BSI DISC PD 0012
	Guide to the practical implications of the Data Protection Act 1998

	 
	 


· Lord Chancellor’s Code of Practice on the Management of Records under section 46 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000  (November 2002)

· Model Action Plan for developing records management compliant with the Lord Chancellor’s Code of Practice under section 46 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (Public Records Office).
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