Appendix 2

Area Void and Lettings Strategy – Inner-west

Vision 

Working with the community to provide excellent homes and housing services.

Mission Statement

We aim to provide excellent services to all our customers, and will work in partnership with the Council and tenants to deliver homes and services that meet the aspirations of the people of Gateshead.

Aims & Objectives of AVLS

To provide an excellent Voids Management Service and effective lettings service which will:

· Ensure that the housing stock is utilised effectively to meet customer housing needs and minimise void loss

· Let properties in such a way as to create balanced, diverse, and sustainable communities

· Work towards ensuring that all properties meet Decent Homes standard by 2010  

· Achieve continuous improvement through effective void management

· Involve tenants in developing and improving services for customers and what happens in their areas.

The strategy will achieve the above aims and objectives by:

· Keeping customers informed of void and lettings management services whilst recognising the diverse nature of our customers

· Involving customers and tenants in developing service improvements and security and environmental schemes 

· Analysing present and past void trends

· Ensuring contractors performance is monitored

· Improving void and lettings performance 

· Identifying turnover and demand for local estates 

· Developing marketing opportunities 

· Developing an action plan to address neighbourhood issues – to include, Decent Homes and capital programme, structural issues, and demolition issues 

· Creating a neighbourhood and environment that our customers want to live in 

· Developing and maintaining effective partnerships with all stakeholders which meet the particular needs of our estates 

· Ensuring employees understand Performance Targets 

See action plan attached.

Tenant Involvement

A series of meetings was held with tenants across the borough throughout January and February 2005 to consider the:  

· current lettings policy

· development of a modern lettings policy

· development of local lettings policies

· current exclusion policy.

As part of the development of the Multi Storey compact meetings were also held with tenants to discuss the management of multi storey blocks that included tenant feedback and views on the delivery of the lettings policy.   

Tenant views and comments have informed the development of area void strategies. The key theme emerging from the tenant involvement meetings incorporated into the area void strategy is the introduction of local lettings plans. Tenants felt that local lettings policies were essential to strengthen and sustain communities and residents stated they wanted to be involved and fully consulted on the development of local lettings plans.

Other themes include:

· Providing more information for customers - in particular about the availability of housing

· Improve performance on Voids and Lettings

· Creating neighborhoods and environments that our customers want to live in   

The format of the Area Void Strategy has been agreed with the sub group of the Tenants Forum and presented to the Tenants Forum.

Area Profile

The inner-west has a diversity of housing provision and comprises 4064 council homes under management in an urban setting but with some semi-rural parts and a small estate at Byermoor that is close to the border with Derwentside council area and is in a rural environment.

The Teams area has two substantial multi blocks; an average sized traditional estate at Eslington Park, a 1970s estate at Clasper Village that has its own Estate Management Board and some newer houses and flats.

There are 1550 council homes in Teams (38.2%)
Dunston is dominated by Derwent Tower, a very large multi block surrounded by 1960s deck access maisonettes. The tower block has a number of structural issues that will need to be addressed imminently.

There is also a significant and highly desirable area with houses and flats around Dunston Hill and Dunston Park.

There are 989 Council homes in Dunston (24.3%)

Whickham is generally a very high demand area with a good mix of accommodation but significantly no 2-bedroomed bungalows.

Some parts suffered previously from limited demand but improvements and environmental works have addressed this.

There are 1525 Council homes in Whickham (37.5%)
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Demand:

Teams: 

Teams area has suffered over the years from a lack of demand, although the environment is rapidly changing due to the influence of the Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder. The Gateshead Housing Company, working with Bridging Newcastle Gateshead, has facilitated the transformation of the Lower Teams area with a range of new build to rent and for sale and significant environmental improvements to complement the major redevelopment. The work of the pathfinder will continue through 2005/06 and will move on to address demand and ASB issues in other parts of the Teams with the dual multi-blocks at Redheugh and Eslington Courts being the focus of much of the new work. 

Decent homes work is currently transforming the traditional estate at Eslington Park and there is a mix of accommodation across the area for which demand remains fairly consistent.

Clasper Village is a 1970’s development of 2-bed flats and maisonettes in blocks of four with communal entrances. Again demand is fairly consistent and there is considerable input from the Estate Management Board, the only one of its kind in Gateshead.

Dunston:

Dunston is dominated by Derwent Tower, a very large multi block surrounded by 1960s deck access maisonettes. The tower block has a number of structural issues that will need to be addressed imminently.

There is also a significant and highly desirable area with houses and flats around Dunston Hill and Dunston Park.

Whickham:

Whickham is a very desirable, residential area and there is demand for all property types. 

The Inner-west has the highest proportion of private homes in Gateshead (75%), although Teams has higher than average levels of council homes (45%).

More than 2000 former council homes have been bought through the “Right to buy” scheme.

The housing managers for all three offices have indicated that they will not require marketing allowances for their lettings in this financial year as they are all confident demand will be sustained.

Void Management 

Newly created Voids and Lettings teams will work closely with the local offices to ensure we meet the aims and objectives of the AVLS.

In the Inner-west a strategic partner, Local Environmental Services, carries out neighbourhood void works. The new Voids team will monitor the contractor’s performance.

The key purpose of the Lettings team will be to register housing applications and audit the letting of available properties.

Housing offices will liaise with both teams to ensure the efficient turnaround of vacant properties by interviewing prospective tenants, seeking references, conducting accompanied viewings and arranging “sign ups” and new tenancy visits.

Each neighbourhood also benefits from the services of a “handyperson” employed by the strategic partner who provides a minor repairs and garden maintenance service to assist with quick turnaround of voids.

Lettings Policy

The Lettings team will be instrumental in the development of the proposed new Choice Based Letting system; consultation on implementation with all stakeholders will be ongoing following approval of the new modern lettings policy by the Council in May 2005.

We will liaise with the Lettings team and consult with customers to ensure allocations are made in accordance with the council’s policy and in the best interests of communities.

We will achieve this by gathering data about lettings trends and demand for council homes, by holding regular consultations with stakeholders and by developing “Local lettings plans” in conjunction with customers.

These will reflect local needs and will help to create balanced, diverse and sustainable communities that meet the aspirations of the people of Gateshead.

We will hold regular meetings with residents’ groups to report on performance on voids turnaround and lettings. 

Decent Homes

In the Inner-west decent homes work has been undertaken during 2004-2005 to 156 homes in Eslington Park at Teams and to 69 homes at Whickham North.

Both sites have benefited from a show home/respite facility for the duration of the works and tenants have been fully consulted on the range of fittings being installed in their homes.

Further decent homes work is programmed but progress will be dependant upon a successful outcome to the forthcoming Audit Commission inspection in September 2005.

Housing Managers and Estate Officers will ensure future Security and Environmental works are designed to complement decent homes work to create environments that match the high standard of improvements to tenants’ homes.

Regeneration Issues:

Dunston:

Derwent Tower is affected by severe water ingress especially on the higher, more exposed floors and from significant “spalling” of the brickwork. The multi-block and surrounding 1960 s deck-access estate are in the HMR pathfinder area and L J Research, Consultants, is currently conducting attitude surveys.  

There are no significant structural issues, currently, in Teams or Whickham, although two pairs of semi-detached houses at Ruskin Road, Swalwell have recently been sold to the Byker Bridge Housing Association for a supported housing scheme for people with learning disabilities.

Right to Buy:

Right to buy sales have had a more significant effect in the Inner-west than in other parts of Gateshead with Whickham and Dunston, particularly, losing large numbers of family homes. Since 2000 the council has sold 467 houses in the Inner-west.

Figures for 2004/05 show that trend to be continuing with 56 house sales this year.
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Lettings information (April 2004-March 2005)

	Size & Type
	Demolition 
	Homeless 
	General 
	Totals 

	0Bed Bung
	0
	0
	1
	1

	1Bed Bung
	1
	5
	21
	27

	2Bed Bung
	0
	0
	2
	2

	0Bed FMS
	0
	0
	1
	1

	1Bed FMS
	0
	6
	37
	43

	2Bed FMS
	0
	2
	24
	26

	0Bed Flats
	0
	3
	11
	14

	1Bed Flats
	0
	16
	31
	47

	2Bed Flats
	3
	44
	54
	101

	3Bed Flats
	0
	2
	1
	3

	2Bed House
	3
	31
	16
	50

	3Bed House
	0
	17
	11
	28

	4Bed House
	1
	3
	2
	6

	2Bed Maisonette
	0
	11
	13
	24

	3Bed Maisonette
	0
	5
	3
	8

	0Bed Sheltered Unit
	0
	0
	26
	26

	1Bed Sheltered Unit
	0
	0
	4
	4

	Inner West Neighbourhood 

Totals
	8
	145
	258
	411

	Percentages
	1.95
	35.28
	62.77
	100.00%


The above table suggests that demand remains strong in the inner-west and the majority of allocations are to families with homeless applicants accounting for a significant and growing number of lettings.

There are still a lot of allocations made from the general list but these are predominantly in multi-storey and other flats.

Applicants on the general list requiring family homes have been disadvantaged to some extent by the increase in homelessness, although indications are that homelessness has peaked, at least for the time-being, with the number of families in temporary accommodation or B & B reducing significantly.

Diversity

The Gateshead Housing Company is currently compiling customer profiles. This data will enable us to recognise the diverse needs of our customers. We will seek to achieve equality of outcomes in lettings for our customers from Black and minority ethnic backgrounds.

The company recognises a need to communicate more effectively with groups within the broader Gateshead community who have proved difficult to reach previously:

· Those who do not speak English or do not have English as their first language

· Those with illness, disability or infirmity which reduces their ability to access and shape services

·  Those who live outside the urban centre of town and may have lesser aspirations in terms of the services the company aims to provide

· Those who for reasons of age may feel less able to access the services the company aims to provide

· Those who for reasons of sex/gender or sexual orientation may feel less able to access the services the company aims to provide

Action Plan

	Key area
	Action
	Action By
	Milestones 
	Review

	1. Keeping customers informed of void and lettings management services whilst recognising the diverse nature of our customers


	Use monthly lettings bulletins (showing demand and turnover and how properties are let) to provide comprehensive advice to customers.

Make information available in multiple formats to meet the diverse needs of our customers.

Ensure applicants receive a lettings pack, which includes clear & user friendly information on properties and estates

Ensure local staff provide high quality information to applicants 

Provide high quality information to applicants and tenants via website


	Housing Manager

Housing Manager

Housing Manager

Housing Manager

Business Support Officer


	April 2005

August 2005

April 2005

April 2005

April 2005


	November 2005

April 2006

November 2005

November 2005

November 2005

	2. Involving customers and tenants in developing service improvements and security and environmental schemes 
	Conduct joint estate tours with residents to identify potential security and environmental improvements to complement decent homes work.

Meet with tenants and residents groups to explore service improvements locally.


	Estate Officer

Housing Manager
	May 2005

June 2005
	October 2005

October 2005

	3. Analysing present and past void trends
	Use monthly lettings bulletins and the quarterly statement on lettings activity to inform marketing initiatives 


	Area Housing Manager/ Housing Managers
	May 2005
	Quarterly

	4. Ensuring contractors performance is monitored

	Consider reports from the Voids Manager to:

· Ensure we minimise void turnaround times for vacant properties.

· Identify structural or other property issues

· Identify areas where the “handyperson” can assist in maintaining the environment around vacant properties


	Area Housing Manager/ Housing Managers 
	May 2005
	Monthly

	5. Improving void and lettings performance
	Ensure staff meet targets and provide support and training to improve performance  

Ensure that all properties meet letting standard

Use decoration allowances to reduce void turnaround times

Arrange accompanied viewings to reduce void turnaround time

Arrange accompanied viewings whilst properties are under repair with due regard to health and safety regulations.


	Housing Manager/

Void Team

Estate Officers

Estate Officers

Estate Officers
	April 2005

April 2005

April 2005

April 2005


	Bi-monthly

Bi-monthly

Bi-monthly

Bi-monthly

	6. Identifying turnover and demand for local estates


	Implement exit surveys so that we can understand why people leave us and to inform decisions around sustainability and potential service improvements. 

Evaluate reports from the Lettings team around demand and turnover to identify potential local lettings plans and where marketing initiatives are required 

Develop requests from tenants groups to implement Local Lettings Plans and facilitate a consultation process to meet the diverse needs of customers

Consider with residents a local lettings plan for Redheugh and Eslington Courts to reduce turnover

Present reports to the Area Board to consider Local Lettings Plans


	Housing Managers

Area Housing Manager/ Housing Managers

Area Housing Manager/

Housing Managers

Area Housing Manager/ Housing Manager

Area Housing Manager/ Housing Managers


	June 2005

May 2005

On request

October 2005


	June 2006

Monthly

April 2006

March 2006

April 2006

	7. Developing marketing opportunities


	Use a range of marketing and advertising techniques to minimise void rent loss.

Arrange annual open-days in Sheltered housing schemes in liaison with the Council’s Housing Care to attract potential new tenants.

Use the Marketing Action Plan to identify marketing solutions appropriate to the Inner-west


	Housing Managers

Housing Managers

Housing Managers


	June 2005

June 2005

June 2005


	April 2006

June 2006

June 2006



	8. Developing an action plan to address neighbourhood issues including decent homes and capital programmes, structural and demolition issues
	Work with Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder to develop options for the future of Derwent Tower.

Identify, with tenants, environmental schemes that complement Decent Homes work.


	Area Housing Manager/ Housing Manager

Housing Manager/

Estate Officer


	October 2005

June 2005
	April 2006

October 2005

	9. Creating a neighbourhood and environment that our customers want to live in 
	Identify environmental schemes in consultation with residents which compliment Decent Homes work 

Identify local issues  & investigate options to improve sustainability in the area

Involve tenants’ groups and individuals in joint Estate Tours to raise standards and improve the appearance of housing areas.


	Housing Managers

Housing Managers

Estate Officers
	June 2005

June 2005

July 2005


	Monthly

Bi-monthly

July 2006

	10. Developing and maintaining effective partnerships with all stakeholders that meet the particular needs of our estates.
	Work closely with:

· NRT

· Letting and void teams

· Contractors

· Residents groups

· Individuals

 to address estate-based issues.
	Housing Managers/Estate officers
	Continuous
	October 2005

	11. Ensuring employees understand performance targets


	Involve Staff in the setting of targets.

Display latest performance information in Housing offices.
	Housing Managers
	April 2005
	April 2006
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