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	Report to the Board  

10 November 2005


	
	

	Title:


	Modernisation of housing services (including the housing office review)

	Report of:
	Director of Housing Management

	
	



Purpose of Report

1. To seek agreement to undertake consultation on phase 1 of the rationalisation of the of the housing office network.
Background
2. The Board and the Management of Performance and Resources committee have each received regular reports on the modernisation of housing office services setting out the background to the review including:

· Stock managed by each office

· Costs of transactions at each office

· DDA compliance costs and the costs of modernising offices

· Office usage and 

· Estate Officer activity 

3.
The Board received a report on 8 September 2005 to agree the vision for the modernisation of housing services as follows: 

Customers will be able to access high quality customer focused housing 

services in ways that are convenient to them.
This will be achieved by: 

· Setting up a dedicated customer service unit supported by customer relationship management software dealing with initial telephone enquiries, staffed by knowledgeable officers able to deal with most enquiries at the first point of contact.

· Increased payment options for tenants via the introduction of “Allpay” to provide over 150 payment points in Gateshead which are open for longer hours including evenings and weekends.

· Rationalising the office network in consultation with tenants to release officer time to focus on working in the community to provide excellent housing services.   

· Increasing access to services via the internet up to 24 hours a day, seven days a week.
5.
We have identified that there are significant cost implications associated with the updating of the existing housing office network to comply with the requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act (£550,000) and achieve suitability and sufficiency (£417,750). In addition there are some offices within the office network that are not technically viable to modernise.

6.
Key to developing the modernisation of housing services programme has been the results of the Priority Research Survey 2005 and the Customer Satisfaction Survey 2005. 

7.
There are a number of building blocks required in order to develop services in line with the vision for housing services namely:
· The development of a customer relationship management system to manage and monitor customer enquiries. Following procurement of a customer relationship management system by the Council in July 2005 we are assessing the cost/benefits of using this system. 

· With the Council, assess the impact office rationalisation in specific locations and with the Council plan to promote alternative arrangements for customers to access services. 

· The procurement of “Allpay” as a payment option for customers 

· Develop proposals for communication and consultation with customers on the rationalisation of the housing office network.

Current Position

8. The Council have procured a customer relationship management system. We have attended demonstrations of this system and are in discussions with the Council regarding the development of this system for company use.  
9. An assessment of the office network has resulted in a proposed first phase of the office rationalisation see appendix.

10. In order to maximise efficiencies and increase the benefits for customers we are assessing with the Council the options for payment office services including the procurement of “Allpay” as a payment option.   
11. Kathleen Scott (Customer Services Manager) commenced in post on 31 October 2005. A principal focus for this new role will be the modernisation of housing office services.
Proposal

12.
It is proposed that a phased programme of office rationalisation is implemented which will ultimately result is housing services being provided from seven strategically located service outlets across the borough. 

Phase one 

13.
It is clear that a number of the part time offices in the network can no longer provide a modern service that meets customer expectations. Under phase one of the rationalisation of the office network it is proposed that the following offices should close by February 2006:

Highfield

Sheriff Hill

Old Fold

14.
Under phase one of the rationalisation of the office network it is proposed that the following office should close by March 2006:

Springwell

15.
Under phase one of the rationalisation of the office network it is proposed that the following office is upgraded and modernised by March 2006:

Wrekenton

Phase two 

16.
The second phase of the office network rationalisation will consider the implications for the payment counter services recognising that payment offices in the network also act as collection points for Council Tax and other Council payments.  
17. In addition the second phase of rationalisation will address the fact that none of the service outlets in the Inner West are suitable locations from which to provide a modern service that meets customer expectations.

18. Following the conclusion of these discussions a further report will be submitted to identify a timetable for implementation of phase two.

Consultation

19. Consultation with customers and stakeholder (including the Council) has 

to date included the following:

· Feedback to customers on the results of the Priority Research Survey 2005 and Customer Satisfaction Survey 2005. 

· Individual consultation meetings for each housing office to consider locally the following: 
· stock managed by each office

· costs of transactions at each office

· DDA compliance costs and the costs of modernising offices

· office usage 

· estate officer activity

· opening hours 

· Priority research survey results for individual offices

· Customer Satisfaction Survey results 2005.

· Tenant Focus Groups

· Tenant Forum presentations and Tenant Forum sub group involvement

· Stakeholder meetings and special interest group meetings   

20.
As a result of these proposals further detailed consultation will be undertaken with customers served by the following offices:

Sheriff Hill

Old Fold

Highfield 

Springwell and 

Wrekenton

21.
There will need to be detailed consultation with elected members and Council officers on these proposals.

Financial Implications

22. The Director of Finance and ICT confirms that the resource implications attached to the development of the customer relationship management system will need to be determined. 

23. Efficiencies will be generated as we link the procurement of the payment option to the phased programme to rationalise the housing office network. Discussions with the Council are continuing, recognising that payment offices in the network also act as collection points for Council Tax and other Council payments.  
24. There are a number of temporary Housing Management Assistants located in the area office network in post pending the outcome of the review of the housing office network. Should the review result in the ability to phase out these posts there would be a potential minimum saving of £117,500 in a full year.

25. Fixed cost savings generated by the proposed phase 1 of the office rationalisation are expected to be a minimum of  £26,850 in a full year.   
26. The identification of the finance to undertake the DDA compliance work at the Wrekenton office was reported to the Board on 14 April 2005 
Equalities and Diversity Implications

27. The modernisation of housing services will ensure we improve access   

to services for customers. Services for customers will be provided from modern and accessible service outlets supported by improved telephony and estate based services and the extension of payment options.

The development and design of services with tenant involvement will consider the equalities and diversity implications of service development. 

Recommendations
28. It is recommended that the Board: -

(a)
agree that consultation on phase 1 of the office rationalisation be undertaken with tenants and stakeholders.

(b)
receive a further report in January 2006 on the modernisation of housing office services including the outcomes from the consultation on phase 1 of the office rationalisation.

Contact:  Neil Bouch, Director of Housing Management 
Tel No:  (0191) 433 5303
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PHASE 1 RATIONALISATION OF OFFICE NETWORK 2005/06

	Project/Location


	2005/06

	Allpay
	Complete discussions with the Council on procurement by March 2006



	West

Blaydon (P)

Highfield

Ryton (P)
	Highfield to close by end February 2006



	Inner West

Whickham (P)

Dunston

Dunston Activity Centre (P)

Teams
	Review options with the Council by March 2006 regarding the establishment of one service outlet in this neighbourhood.

	Central

Sheriff Hill

Civic Centre (P) 
	Sheriff Hill to close by February 2006

Civic Centre review options for the location with the Council by March 2006

	East

Old Fold

Felling (P)

Leam Lane (P) 
	Old Fold to close by February 2006 

Felling office facilities upgraded and modernised completed September 2005 

Services now located at Gateshead @ Leam Lane completed from October 2005 

	South

Springwell

Low Fell (P)

Wrekenton (P)

Birtley (P)
	Springwell to close by March 2006

Wrekenton office to be upgraded and modernised by March 2006


P = Payment Facility
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