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EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

23 May 2005 

MPH Training and Conference Centre, Stonehills Complex, Shields Road, Gateshead

PRESENT:

Ken Childs (In the Chair)

Patricia Adams

Maureen Goldsworthy

Nicholas O’Neil

Patricia Thompson

James Turnbull

Advisers



Julie McCartney
Principal Housing Services Manager

Ken Mullen
Area Housing Manager (East)

Charlotte Gaines
Housing Manager

Nick Huston
Tenant Liaison Manager

Paul Marshall
Repairs Services Manager

Kevin Johnson
Service Development Manager

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Apologies for Absence

Stan Dawson

Jo Grant

Ron Monaghan

15
MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the East and South Area Board held on 11 April 2005 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

16 MATTERS ARISING

(a) Security and Environmental Schemes – Potential for Linking into Other Sources for Matched Funding

Gateshead Council’s External Funding Team has indicated that it can progress this.  A report will be submitted at a future meeting.

(b) Security and Environmental Schemes

The request for the submission of a report to the Area Board on how the risk will be managed in the event of the re-inspection being unsuccessful will be addressed within the main security and environmental schemes report.

(c)
Review of Council’s Lettings Policy

The proposed new lettings policy is being considered by Gateshead Council’s Cabinet on 24 May 2005 and then has to be approved by full Council in May 2005.

17 INFORMAL MEETING OF AREA BOARD HELD ON 11 APRIL 2005 TO SET PRIORITIES FOR 2005-06

The notes of this meeting were submitted.  An informal meeting of the Board and the two Area Boards is being held on Wednesday 8 June 2005. 

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

18 PERFORMANCE – END OF YEAR RESULTS 2004/05

The Area Board has been informed of the results of performance indicators for the full year 2004/05.  For two indicators relating to investment programme expenditure, information is not yet available but these will be updated during May. An analysis of those performance indicators capable of being assessed on an area and neighbourhood basis were also reported.

Compared to targets for the year, results appear mixed at year-end. However, the overall trend is of much improved performance in many areas over the second half of the year, particularly in repair performance and rent collection.

Outturn results are very close to those predicted in January when the review of future targets was carried out. It is not proposed to revise those targets agreed by Management of Performance and Resources Committee at its meeting on 27 January 2005.  

Appointments for repairs were introduced at the start of 2004/05, with more categories of work being added to the appointment system as the year progressed. It is particularly pleasing that performance exceeded target for this indicator, as appointments are an example of something that makes a real difference to tenants and leaseholders when they report repairs. Future targets are more challenging (70% for 2005/06) now that the appointment system applies to all qualifying repairs.

Targets were also achieved for performance against ‘SAP’ rating (energy efficiency of homes), satisfactory resolution (without legal action) of cases of anti-social behaviour referred to the Neighbourhood Relations Team, resolving neighbour disputes referred for mediation, the proportion of homes vacant at the end of the year, satisfaction with improvement works and routine and planned repairs carried out within timescale.  All of these achievements provide positive outcomes for tenants and other residents.

Although not quite achieving target, performance improved compared to 2003/04 in the proportion of homes not meeting the decent homes standard, time taken to invoice leaseholders, the gas servicing programme and satisfaction with the repairs service.

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

(ii) That the following comment be reported to the Board on 9 June 2005: -

· Concern was expressed about the number of red-lights at the end of the year. The Area Board was referred to the significant improvements made during the second half of the year and was informed that the company was confident these improvements would be reflected in performance in 2005-06. 

19 NEW TENANCY VISITS PERFORMANCE FOR 2004/05

The Area Board has been informed of performance results and customer satisfaction with new tenancy visits carried out during 2004/05.  

Details of the number of ways that new tenants benefit from new tenancy visits were reported.  

The target that Estate Management staff work to is that all new tenants are visited in their homes within six weeks of the start of the tenancy. At sign-up new tenants’ details are entered onto a spreadsheet that sets the six week target date. Progress in contacting the new tenant is recorded and monitored at each stage.

The total number of lettings for 2004/05 was 1,825. Because the visits need to be undertaken towards the end of the six-week settling in period, of these, 1,526 new tenancy visits were due to be carried out by the year-end. Of those, 1,153 successful new tenancy visits were carried out, the full results of which were reported.

A total of 329 new tenants did not respond to attempts to arrange a visit and were sent a letter with information about how to contact their Estate Officer should they need access to company services. Their rent accounts are monitored alongside all others by neighbourhood Rent and Income Teams and a separate desk-top exercise is carried out which examines all introductory tenants early into and throughout their probationary period.  A total of 44 new tenancy visits are still in progress.

Customer satisfaction telephone surveys have been carried out for new tenancy visits during 2004/05.  A summary of the results was submitted.  The survey found that 85% of respondents had an appointment arranged during their sign-up of the property. 94% of respondents said their visit took place within six weeks.  The majority of new customers who responded said they felt that it was important for all new customers to receive a new tenancy visit and found their own visit helpful and informative.

Customers recognise the importance of the new tenancy visit because it establishes a positive relationship between the new customer and the company very early into their tenancy.

The procedure is beneficial to the customer because it provides useful information, advice and access to support.  The procedure is beneficial to the company and wider interests of the community because it helps towards the prevention of rent arrears and other debts, breaches of tenancy issues and ant-social behaviour due to the pro-active nature of the work.

The company needs to collect information from a larger customer sample, which it will do by being more pro-active when it signs up new tenants.

The statistics show that the procedure is still bedding in and the company needs to work towards improving the success rate. This will be achieved by emphasising the importance to tenants of keeping appointments made at sign-up for these visits and sending them a reminder letter before their visit is due.  

The success rate should also improve when the Voids and Lettings Teams become more established, as this will allow the Estate Officer Teams in the out-based offices to concentrate more on direct customer service out on estates.  

There is also a need to develop procedures to improve the success rate and sample size in carrying out customer surveys.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information be noted.

(ii)
That in an estate that has a tenant or residents association, the possibility of the Chair or a representative of the association attending new tenancy visits be investigated.

20 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The Area Board received proposed guidelines for security and environmental work produced by the Area Boards Working Group.

Progress to date was submitted on all security and environmental schemes previously approved by Area Board during 2004/05.  Those schemes that were not completed before the year-end will have priority in the 2005/06 budget.

The total budget for 2005/06 is £546,000, which is split between the two Area Boards based on stock figures as at 8 April 2005.  The budget for this Area Board is £262,000 (48% of the total borough-wide figure).  However, due to approximately £57,000 having to be funded from this budget to complete schemes approved during 2004/05, this reduces the funding available to £205,000.

Details of schemes held in reserve during 2004/05 were submitted.  These schemes have been given approximate costs to enable further consideration.

The Area Board considered the following schemes, at a total cost of £62,400: -

	Location
	Proposal
	Cost


	Impact

	Birtley West


	Phase 2 of the railings & fencing work to 28 properties currently undergoing decent homes internal works 
	£59,400
	To enhance the appearance of the estate.

	Springwell Estate
	Renew signage to two entrances of the estate
	£3,000
	To improve initial appearance of the estate


Further schemes are being worked up in areas where decent homes works are currently being carried out.  Consultation is taking place in Ellen Wilkinson, with a view to presenting a scheme to the next meeting of the Area Board.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the guidelines produced by the Area Boards Working Group be approved.

(ii) That progress to date on schemes approved during 2004/05 be noted.

(iii) That the Birtley West and Springwell Estate schemes outlined above be approved.

(iv) That in respect of the schemes outlined in Appendix 3 of the report: -

· Schemes 2 and 3 be pursed without any further consideration by the Area Board. 

· Schemes 1, 13, 18 and 19 be approved in accordance with the powers delegated to the Principal Housing Services Manager.

· Schemes 4, 5, 9 and 11 be merged into one scheme and further details be submitted to the next meeting of the Area Board for further consideration but that it also be noted that it is likely that scheme 9 will be deferred until decent homes work starts on the High Lanes Estate.

· Schemes 6, 7 and 8 be merged into one scheme and further details be submitted to the next meeting of the Area Board for consideration.

· Further details of scheme 15 be submitted to the next meeting of the Area Board for consideration.

· Further details of the high cost of fencing outlined in scheme 12 be submitted to the next meeting of the Area Board for consideration.

· Further details of scheme 17, including clarification of the cost of the fencing, be submitted to the next meeting of the Area Board for consideration.

· Consideration of schemes 10, 16, 20, 21, 22 and 23 be deferred for consideration until after the outcome of the re-inspection of the company.

· Scheme 14 be not approved on the grounds that it is likely this type of work could be carried out by Gateshead Council.

(v) That a report be submitted to the next meeting of the Area Board on a proposal by the Friends of Springwell requesting a contribution from the Area Board towards the erection of targeted areas for both children and young people in the area and the Friends of Springwell also be put in touch with the Problem Solving Group for potential funding.

21 AREA VOIDS AND LETTINGS STRATEGY

The company is working with the Council to develop a modern lettings policy in line with current Government thinking. The Council intends to have a modern policy, including a choice based lettings scheme within 12 months. As part of that process each management area will have to have a clear strategy for managing its vacant properties and allocating tenancies in a way that is compatible with the Council’s policy.

Each management area has developed a strategy for its voids and lettings activity, which acknowledges the recommendations in the Audit Commission’s Housing Inspectorate report of 2004. This is the first area void strategy to be developed by the company.

Area voids and lettings strategies for the east and south neighbourhoods were submitted. The strategies aim to address both current and future needs for the management areas and reflects the issues that exist locally. The key aim is 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 the decent homes standard by 2010, achieve continuous improvement through effective void management and involve tenants in developing and improving services for customers and what happens in their areas.

Common elements of the strategy for each neighbourhood are the same to achieve consistency in both content and delivery of the strategies, though locally based elements have also been developed.

The content of the area void and lettings strategies have been agreed with the sub-group of the Tenants Forum and presented to the Tenants Forum.  Details of how their views have been addressed were submitted.

The action plan will be monitored and reviewed on a monthly basis with tenant involvement and each Area Housing Manager will identify a tenant who would be willing to monitor progress on the action plan. Tenants will be involved in January 2006 in reviewing the overall strategy, progress and assist in the development and identification of local issues for 2006/07.

RESOLVED –
That the area void and lettings strategies for the east and south neighbourhoods be recommended to the Board for approval, subject to the following comments of the Area Board being reported: -

· There is a need for local lettings policies to address community sustainability particularly in smaller areas, where currently residents do not get any priority to remain in the area they have always lived in.

· There needs to be a clear strategy, which addresses the issues around non-traditional housing and this needs to be communicated to the tenants. 

22 LOCAL LETTING PLAN – RICKGARTH

The Council’s Older Persons Housing Strategy 2003-08 identified that there is a mismatch of older person accommodation across the Borough.  As part of this review, it was found that a significant amount of available accommodation does not meet current aspirations and is regularly refused by older persons.

There has been falling demand for one-bedroom bungalows in the Rickgarth area and an increase in the number of refusals.  As a result, this type of property has become harder to let and as part of the older persons strategy action plan, the company were requested to develop a Local Lettings Plan for Rickgarth with the involvement of residents.

In October 2004, the company carried a survey of tenants residing in one and two-bedroom bungalows on the Rickgarth Estate to seek their views on their property and the area they lived in.  Of the 98 properties surveyed, 46 surveys were completed, details of which were reported.  As a result of this consultation, a proposed Local Lettings Plan has been developed for the Rickgarth Bungalows, details of which were also reported.

As well as falling demand from older persons, there is little or no provision of suitable accommodation for single people in the area.  There is an opportunity for the local lettings plan to address this and to look at alternative uses for one-bedroom bungalows.  

The company has been developing in partnership with the Council a keying scheme.  KeyRing is a charity that provides community supported living for people with learning disabilities and who want to live independently in their own tenancy with low-level support.  KeyRing’s unique system of support has been designed to make the best use of network members’ own abilities.  The scheme will provide accommodation for 10 people within an estate that are within easy walking distance of each other.  None of the properties are let to people with learning difficulties and KeyRing’s Community Living Worker, who provides support to the tenants within the network, occupies the tenth.

To enable the scheme to be successful, the company would need to identify suitable accommodation and under the current lettings policy members of KeyRing would not be eligible for one-bedroom bungalows.  It is proposed that KeyRing members with support packages would be eligible for this property type on the Rickgarth Estate as part of the Local Lettings Plan.

It is further proposed that the one-bedroom bungalows in Beechway, Blackthorne, Brockwade, Glynfellis, Lecondale, Richgarth, Wealcroft and Woodwynd, all on the Rickgarth Estate, have their age eligibility limit reduced to over-40’s.

Tenants also indicated that street cleaning and the maintenance of green areas were areas of concern.  To address this, the present estate tours, which occur bi-monthly, will be carried out on a monthly basis.

RESOLVED –
That the Board be recommended to approve the Local Lettings Plan for the Rickgarth area and refer it to the Council for approval.

23 INTRODUCTORY TENANCY REVIEW

Prior to the formation of the company, Introductory Tenancies were reviewed after six weeks as part of the new tenancy visit procedures.  They were also reviewed 10 weeks prior to the Introductory Tenancy becoming secure.  This enabled officers to take any prevention and recovery action necessary before the tenancy became secure.

The operation of that system within those timescales did not provide sufficient monitoring of Introductory Tenancies.  A Service Improvement Group reviewed those procedures and introduced the new Introductory Tenancy Review in April 2004. They also produced and published a new information and guidance leaflet on Introductory Tenancies.

To focus on pro-active monitoring, it was agreed to review tenancies after a four and eight-month period.  The four-month review was chosen as it gave the tenancy time to become established and resolve issues such as benefits, as well as establishing a rent payment pattern. The eight-month review gives the company an opportunity to ensure that the tenancy has been conducted satisfactorily. Where issues with the tenancy exist, the company has sufficient time still to resolve them or to take any necessary legal action before it becomes secure. 

As part of the review, rent payments and arrears, Housing Benefit, complaints received and other housing management issues are monitored.  Procedures are in place for referring cases to the Rent and Income Teams or the Neighbourhood Relations Team where there are issues with rent and benefits or anti-social behaviour respectively.

There has been a 100% completion of reviews carried out.  

Details were reported of the number of tenancies reviewed on an office basis and a neighbourhood basis, as well as the number of referrals made.  During 2004/05, 1,113 Introductory Tenancies received a four-month review and of these, 725 have also had an eight-month review.  

108 Introductory Tenancies (9.7%) were terminated during the year.  More detailed analysis of any terminations this year will be undertaken to see what further action the company can take to address this issue.

Regular monitoring of Introductory Tenancies means that preventative action can be taken early where arrears accrue and arrangements made to enable tenants to sustain their tenancies. This is beginning to show an impact as there are fewer notices of termination needing to be served on introductory tenants for breaches of tenancy. This has resulted in a reduction in the number of cases being heard by the Council’s Introductory Tenancy Appeals Panel. 

The reviews also focus on benefit issues and enable Officers in the company to be pro-active in resolving these issues for tenants at an early stage, which prevents rent arrears from escalating.  The company works closely with Housing Benefit staff to resolve cases where there may be difficulties. 

Only 23 cases (2%) of the Introductory Tenancies granted during the year were referred to the Neighbourhood Relations Team.  Local housing office employees can give advice and guidance at an early stage to prevent situations deteriorating.  This not only impacts on the introductory tenants but also on the local community.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the report be noted.


(ii)
That a further report be submitted on the analysis of terminations.

24 PROPERTY INSPECTORS – END OF YEAR ACTIVITY 2004-05

The Area Board has been informed of the work carried out by Property Inspectors during the last financial year. The information is broken down from Borough-wide level to Area Board and neighbourhood level. 

Contractors are now providing weekly invoices showing all repairs carried out. This is used as a basis for the Post Inspectors to select a 10% sample of work. The invoices also allow the company to filter the information on a weekly and monthly basis to highlight any duplicate work and costing errors.

The figures show that in the East and South neighbourhoods the Property Inspectors completed 2,542 (71%) of the 3,600 target for inspections by the end of the year. This is a steady improvement from the half-year figure of 60% and the third quarter figure of 63%. 

Satisfaction with the quality of work has dropped slightly from 87% to 86%. All defective works are referred back to the contractor to be remedied. Once rectified and returned to the Post Inspector, a further 10% sample check is carried out.

Overall levels of customer care satisfaction are demonstrated by operatives being polite and helpful and carrying out neat and tidy work within timescale. This has also dropped slightly from 88% to 87%. The company is working closely with the contractors to try and improve this figure.

Monthly meetings with contractors and Post Inspectors are used to identify areas of poor performance, quality issues and highlight any works not being completed on time.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

25 DIY EDUCATION – PROGRESS REPORT

The DIY education programme has been successfully running since May 2004 and has proved popular with the tenants who attended. An evaluation of the programme was completed in August 2004 and has showed a very high level of satisfaction with the scheme. The programme was identified as an area of positive practice following the last inspection.

Information regarding the courses that took place since this evaluation indicates the same high levels of satisfaction feedback from all of the courses. The most popular courses have been plumbing, electrical, decoration and joinery, while exterior lighting and safe use of tools were less popular.

To enable the development of the scheme, a full evaluation has been completed through telephone surveys with interested tenants and a focus group. This survey was completed in January 2005 and the results indicated that 12-2pm was the most convenient time, Monday was the most convenient day, transport was the most influential factor in influencing attendance and most people saw the courses advertised in the Housing Company News.

A focus group was held on 17 March 2005.  Attendance levels at this were disappointing despite extensive advertising. However, those who did attend were very constructive in their comments, raising key issues and suggestions for the development of the programme and indicating that they would be interested in acting as a working group for the scheme to enable future development. 

As a result of the consultation, a six-month programme has been developed and agreed with B&Q according to suggestions made by tenants and an action plan is currently being developed with the involvement of tenants to look at developing the programme further in partnership with B&Q from the key issues raised at the focus group.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.
26 TENANTS AND LEASEHOLDERS SURVEY – RESULTS

The Area Board was informed of the results of “We need your views” survey that was sent to all tenants and leaseholders in January 2005. 

RESOLVED –
That the results of the tenant and leaseholder survey be noted.

27 WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

The minutes of the West and Central Area Board held on 7 April 2005 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

28 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting will be held on Monday 11 July 2005 at 2pm at MPH Training and Conference Centre, The Media Centre, Stonehills Complex, Shields Road, Gateshead.
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