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EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

11 April 2005 

Pleasant Place Communal Lounge, Birtley

PRESENT:

Jo Grant (Chair)

Patricia Adams

Maureen Goldsworthy

Nicholas O’Neil

James Turnbull

Advisers



Colin Stockwell
Company Secretary and Solicitor

Julie McCartney
Principal Housing Services Manager

Margaret Copeland
Area Housing Manager (South)

Catherine Hopkins
Housing Manager

Hazel Forster
Housing Manager

Paul Proud
Operational Manager

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

In Attendance

Malcolm McKie

Apologies for Absence

Ken Childs 

Stan Dawson

Ron Monaghan

Patricia Thompson

1
MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the East and South Area Board held on 7 March 2005 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

2 MATTERS ARISING

(a) Area Boards Working Group

The Working Group met on 1 April 2005 to consider the other issues identified in the report.  Recommendations made by the Working Group and how it is proposed these be addressed, will be the subject of a further report to the Area Board.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That minutes of meetings of the Board and its committees be circulated for information to all members of the Area Board as soon as possible following each meeting rather than being included as items for information on Area Board agendas.

(ii) That a standing item be included on the Area Board’s agenda on issues members would like to raise on the minutes circulated since its last meeting.

(b) Date and Time of Meetings 2005-06

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the following schedule of meetings of the Area Board be approved: -

All to begin at 2pm

Monday 23 May 2005 

Monday 11 July 2005

Monday 5 September 2005 

Monday 17 October 2005 

Monday 28 November 2005 

Monday 9 January 2006

Monday 20 February 2006

Monday 3 April 2006

(ii) That suitable venues be identified for the meetings on 23 May and 11 July 2005.

(iii) That, subject to availability, meetings be held at Leam Lane Sure Start Centre when it opens in September 2005.

3 EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND DIVERSITY

The Area Board received a presentation on equal opportunities and diversity.

The purposes and impact on Area Board composition, governance, access and customer care, service user involvement and harassment and domestic violence, were highlighted.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

4 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES – POTENTIAL FOR LINKING INTO OTHER SOURCES FOR MATCHED FUNDING

RESOLVED –
That a report be submitted on this issue to the next meeting of the Area Board.

5 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The Area Board received an update on schemes approved during 2004/05, including those schemes not completed.

The budget for security and environmental schemes for the Area Board in 2004/05 was £336,234.  At previous meetings, the Area Board has approved schemes up to the value of  £301,675.
Due to the number of schemes submitted and the extent of work required, some schemes were not completed before the year end. These schemes will have priority on the security and environmental budget for 2005/06.

In order to improve the way the budget is managed, it has been necessary to change the way schemes are put together, taking into account comments made by both Area Boards.

It is proposed that the overall process is centralised with the company’s Property and Technical Services taking overall responsibility for putting schemes together, examining costs and viability carrying out full appraisals and consultation and submitting schemes to the Area Board for consideration. Feedback and monitoring information would also be provided both to the company’s housing management services and the Area Boards.  A proposed framework for this was submitted.

Following responses from tenants at the Your Homes, Your Choice event, it is also proposed that a greater emphasis is placed on carrying out larger schemes which have a bigger impact on estates and meet the agreed criteria. However, it is recognised that there will still be a need for small schemes to address local priorities throughout the year.  It is proposed that these be addressed using the delegated powers to Principal Housing Managers to approve schemes up to the value of £1,000.  Local issues could then be dealt with quickly and efficiently without the need for full approval first from the Area Board.

Details of schemes that were held in reserve during 2004/05 and a proposed plan of work for 2005/06, focussing particularly on the bigger impact schemes tied in with the decent homes work, were submitted.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That progress on schemes approved during 2004/05 be noted.

(ii) That the proposed framework in which schemes are put together and the plan of work for 2005/06 be agreed in principle, subject to the detail being worked up once the budget has been allocated for 2005/06.

(iii) That the schemes held in reserve during 2004/05 be worked up and presented for consideration at the next meeting of the Area Board together with any other schemes that have been identified.

(iv) That a report be submitted to the Area Board on how the risk will be managed in the event of the re-inspection being unsuccessful.

(v) That the Area Board be advised as soon as possible of its budget for 2005/06 to enable it to plan its future priorities.

6 REVIEW OF COUNCIL’S LETTINGS POLICY

The Area Board received an update on the review of the Council’s lettings policy and was informed of the recommendations made to Gateshead Council.

The company consulted tenants borough-wide throughout January and February 2005. In total, 56 meetings were held allowing opportunity for tenants to express their comments and influence the shape of the new policy. 

Of the 512 people who attended the meetings, 421 completed a survey form and gave comments on the current lettings policy; the development of a modern lettings policy; the development of a local lettings policies and the current exclusion policy.

The company consulted with stakeholders linked to its business planning consultation and formally with stakeholders and waiting list applicants.

A summary of tenants’ views was formally fed back to the Council.  A letter including details of all meetings was submitted. The information will also inform the development of area void strategies.

A service improvement group was established in January 2005 and involved representatives from the Council, company and two tenants. The tenants’ involvement was invaluable in contributing from a customer’s perspective. 

There are two stages to the proposed new lettings policy, which will be considered by the Council. 

In May 2005, the proposed lettings policy will introduce the following measures, which will modernise the lettings policy in line with the inspectors’ recommendations: -

· Revised management move categories

· Implementation of an appeals process

· A framework for developing local lettings plans

· The need for applicants to provide references 

· The introduction of “eligibility criteria” – which sets out what properties applicants normally qualify for

· The implementation of a revised suspension and restrictions policy.
A list of properties where the lettings policy has in the past specified where age restrictions be reduced was submitted. The lettings policy proposal includes the reconfirming of lower age criteria at these locations.

The proposed policy is timetabled for full implementation by April 2006. This lead-in time allows for the implementation of the ICT to support choice based lettings. In addition, this timescale will enable the Council and the company to inform tenants and stakeholders about the new scheme and how it will work.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information be noted.

(ii) That further progress reports (including an update at the next meeting) be submitted on the implementation of the Council’s choice based lettings scheme.

(iii) That monitoring of the Council’s choice based lettings scheme be a priority for this Area Board.

(iv) That the draft lettings policy be sent to all members of the Area Board.

7 COMPLAINTS AND COMPLIMENTS – THIRD QUARTER

The Area Board received details of the areas of service development and improvement that have been identified from analysis of the complaints and compliments during the period 1 October to 31 December 2004. 

During the period, the company received 165 complaints, of which 68 relate to the Area Board. Of these, 57 were registered as step 2 complaints and 11 were step 1 complaints.

· Of the 57 step 2 complaints, 17 were investigated and responded to within the quarter. One complaint was closed as it was incorrectly recorded as a step 2 complaint. The remaining 39 complaints were in the process of being investigated at the end of the third quarter, with 36 relating to repairs.

· Two step 3 Chief Executive reviews were undertaken in the period covering the company’s response to reports of neighbour nuisance and leaseholder service charges.

· Of the 17 completed step 2 complaints, four were found to be justified, nine were responded to within the target and eight were resolved out of target, of which six related to repairs.

· Of the 57 step 2 complaints, the main category of complaint was quality of service, with 48 complaints including this issue. 

· Of the 17 completed step 2 complaints, the main area of complaint (11) was with repairs. There were six complaints about the housing management service.

During the period, 16 compliments were received, of which 11 were recorded for the East and South neighbourhoods. 

The results were reported of a postal survey undertaken with 100 customers who registered a complaint during the third quarter, to establish satisfaction levels with the service provided by employees dealing with the investigation of their complaint.

The following service developments were introduced on 14 March 2005: -

· In line with the recommendation of the housing inspection, the system for the recording of step 1 complaints was implemented.

· Improved recording of housing management complaints has been developed to improve analysis of complaints.

· Team briefings and updated guidance has been provided and delivered to ensure that complaints are accepted at the point of contact; where appropriate investigating officers discuss the details of the complaint with the resident before the response letter is sent and holding letters are sent if a response cannot be completed within the 20-day target.

Areas of service improvement identified from the third quarter analysis together with a description of how they are currently being addressed, are as follows: -

· Request to review the ‘heating out of order’ repair category.

-
A review of repair categories is underway with tenant involvement and this was included in the discussion of a recent focus group held on the 16 March 2005.

· Request to address the number of repairs which have passed their target date.

-
The backlog of repairs has already reduced significantly during 2004/05. Monitoring of all jobs occurs to ensure that the target for the percentage of repairs carried out within their target date is achieved.

· To reduce the percentage of telephone calls missed by the Repair Reporting Service.

· New telephony has been ordered for the Repair Reporting Service. The team will be relocated to the Baltic Business Centre in May 2005 and additional posts have been established in the repair reporting team.

· To improve complaint handling of anti-social behaviour.

· Between January and March 2005 all local offices of the company were briefed on the anti-social behaviour service standards developed with tenant involvement.

· To improve the number of complaints completed within timescale.

-
A new post of Complaints Assistant has been established in the Repair Reporting Service.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information be noted.


(ii)
That future reports on complaints and compliments include a more detailed breakdown of the reasons for step 2 complaints.
8 MYSTERY SHOPPING PROGRESS REPORT – FINAL QUARTER

The Area Board received a quarterly progress report on those areas of service, which were tested by mystery shopping between January and March 2005. 
In January 2005, the mystery shopping team contacted 28 applicants who had been offered vacant accommodation, to assess whether an officer had accompanied them to the property and if relevant information had been provided during the visit.

A company employee accompanied 27 out of 28 applicants to their offer of accommodation advised that this had been accomplished.  The remaining applicant clarified that he/she asked to view the property alone at his/her request.  Caretakers and wardens also attend the property during the visit if the offer of accommodation benefits from this service, to provide additional relevant information.  One applicant was eligible for this and confirmed that the caretaker did attend.  

During the accompanied viewing the customer should be provided with the company’s guide to its lettable standard and a questionnaire to enable him/her to make relevant comments upon the property he/she has viewed and the service he/she received.  24 out of 28 applicants confirmed they received the guide and 16 out of 28 applicants received the questionnaire.  Customers should also be advised where the stopcock and gas/electric meter is located within the property and whether they can use a gas or electric cooker if they accept the tenancy.  16 out of 28 people received this advice.

An action plan has been developed following this exercise and includes all caretakers being provided with a Blackberry wireless handset, which enables communication through mobile telephone calls and email facility.   Employees have been instructed to contact caretakers via the handsets to inform them of arrangements for accompanied viewings that take place within their block.  They will then confirm whether they are able to attend.

The procedure for accompanied viewings was introduced in August 2004 and all employees were trained prior to this.  All employees will be refreshed on the procedures during employee briefing sessions and reminded of their role within this area of work.

In March 2005 tenant inspectors visited seven vacant properties which were recorded as being ready for letting to see if they met the publicised letting standard for empty homes.

Four out of seven properties had met the lettable standards. The remaining three properties had failed due to rubbish in the garden and minor joinery work.  

51 satisfaction cards were returned between 13 August and 23 November 2004.  Of the 51 prospective tenants, 42 (82%) said that the property met the company’s letting standard of being safe, secure, clean and in good condition.

An action plan has been implemented following this exercise and includes additional training provided for tenant inspectors regarding the lettable standard before any further checks are carried out in this service area, employees will be reminded of the current lettable standard which states all the company’s empty homes should be safe, secure, clean and in good condition and a centralised void team will be implemented in April 2005 to ensure a consistent approach in dealing with vacant properties.

In March 2005, tenant inspectors carried out reality checks by telephone and tested the service provided by the Gateshead Repairs Line.
60% of calls made were answered within forty seconds.  The remaining calls were answered out of that time and were informed of their position via the telephone information queuing system. 10 out of 12 callers were correctly greeted and informed they had contacted the company. Eight out of 12 callers were correctly informed that their repair request was being registered and how long it should take to complete the work.  An appointment was offered to 11 out of 12 callers reporting urgent or routine repairs.  The inspectors also commented that the repairs reporting service had improved since its introduction in March 2004 due to the development of the telephone queue information service.

An action plan was developed following the initial check on the Repairs Reporting Service in April 2004, which was detailed in the first quarter mystery shopping report in July 2004.  The plan ensured that every caller was given consistent information when they contacted the service.  To complement the action plan, guide cards are to be produced for all employees, which will indicate what information should be provided to tenants when they report a repair.  Employees can refer to this checklist during each call.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information be noted.


(ii)
That the Area Board recognises that further improvements are needed in the Repairs Reporting Service and looks forward to monitoring the service following its relocation to the Baltic Business Centre.

9 BRIDGING NEWCASTLE GATESHEAD – PATHFINDER UPDATE

The Area Board was informed of progress to date with the option appraisals carried out as part of Bridging Newcastle Gateshead, which is the new name for the housing market renewal pathfinder. It is one of nine areas in the country that is benefiting from extra Government funding. Over the next 15 years the company is working with Bridging Newcastle Gateshead to provide a better choice of affordable housing in safe and attractive communities. The programme covers 77,000 properties and involves over 160,000 residents in Gateshead and Newcastle. 

As part of Bridging Newcastle Gateshead, the company has been requested to complete option appraisals on the Teams, Sheriff Hill, Brandling, Derwent Tower – Ravensworth Road and Abbotsford Road Estates.

The estates have been identified as having a range of issues, including high investment needs, low demand, high turnover, poor environmental aspects and anti-social behaviour issues. The company has been requested to look in more detail at these areas to assess their long-term sustainability.

A list of properties undergoing option appraisals was submitted. The option appraisal includes consultation with local residents. The company is working with an independent firm, Social Regeneration Services to involve residents in the process. All residents on each estate are invited to a public meeting arranged by Social Regeneration Consultants (SRC) to provide information about the review of their estate. Representatives from the company are also present and local ward members are invited. Following the public meetings, door to door surveys of all residents are carried out, providing an opportunity for individual comments about their homes and estates.

The public consultation for the option appraisals is now complete. SRC will produce a report on the results of the public consultation for each appraisal. This will form part of the appraisal that will also include housing management information.  The combination of these factors will shape and inform the recommendations for each option appraisal.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That information be noted.

(ii) That further progress reports be submitted on a quarterly basis.

10 HOUSING STRATEGY FOR OLDER PEOPLE – UPDATE ON 
PHASE 1 

The Area Board was advised of the progress to date with re-housing residents in Phase 1 of the Older Persons Strategy.

Phase 1 of the strategy includes the re-housing of residents from the schemes listed below and the demolition of the properties: -

· Mulberry Gardens, Nest Estate – 16, one bed bungalows

· Cresthaven, Felling – 30 sheltered flats.

Detailed discussions have taken place with the residents in the schemes and all residents in the schemes have now been visited to establish their preferred areas to be re-housed in. 

Due to the size, topography and location of the sites, they are not suitable for the development of new bungalows. Following demolition, the cleared areas will be grassed over and maintained pending any future examination of options for the sites.

As properties become vacant an assessment is made as to whether or not to secure the property. The Estate Officer and the Handyperson carry out regular inspections of the estate to maintain both the environment and to check on the empty properties as well as keeping in touch with the remaining residents.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That information be noted.

(ii) That further progress reports be submitted on a quarterly basis.

11 WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

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

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

12 BOARD MEETING

The minutes of the Board meeting held on 10 February 2005 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

13 PERSONNEL COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Personnel Committee held on 3 March 2005 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

14 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

RESOLVED –
That the next meeting of the Area Board be held on Monday 23 May 2005 at 2pm (venue to be confirmed).

6
1

