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WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

5 January 2006

Gateshead Civic Centre

PRESENT:

Paul Elliott (Chair)

Malcolm Brain

Maureen Chaplin

Norman Callender

Jim Willis

Bob Pinkerton

Ken Childs

Advisers



Kevin Lumley
Principal Housing Services Manager

Brett Routledge
Area Housing Manager (Central)

Henry Mayanja
Housing Manager

Simon Chrisp
Tenant Liaison Manager

Paul Proud
Operations Manager

Teresa Smare
Area Housing Manager (Inner West)

Debbie Weddle 
Support Officer

Apologies for Absence

Alan Ord

Alan Telford

80 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the Area Board held on 24 November 2005 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair subject to Bob Pinkerton’s name being added to the list of apologies for the last meeting.

81 RESIGNATION OF AREA BOARD MEMBER

The Area Board was informed that David Peacock resigned as a 

member of this Area Board, due to the amount of time he is now having to spend on voluntary work.

The Board will consider at its meeting on 12 January 2006, arrangements for dealing with the vacancy on this Area Board.

There is currently an under-representation on the Area Boards of black, ethnic minority, disabled and young people.  The company will be looking to address this imbalance through the recruitment process.  The company is committed to having a representative Board/Area Board membership and has developed an action plan to proactively pursue this.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information be noted.


(ii)
That the Area Board place on record its thanks to David Peacock for the time and commitment he gave to the Area Board.




82 AREA BOARDS TRAINING - UPDATE


The Area Board was given an update on the training Area Board members have received to date.


At its meeting on 13 October 2005 it was agreed that a training programme be arranged that gives the Area Board a better understanding of the processes involved in a number of issues.

Update
· The Area Board received training on Performance Indicators prior to its last meeting.

· A workshop took place on 9 December 2005 to agree criteria for security and environmental schemes from 2006/07.  The session was also used to provide the Area Board with training in the repairs, security/environmental and decent homes work processes.

· The Area Board received training on the lettings process on 15 December 2005.

· Training in the processes involved in the Neighbourhood Relations Team will take place on Monday 13 February 2006 at 10am at MPH Training and Conference Centre.

· Equality and diversity training is still to be arranged.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.
83 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The Area Board received an updates on schemes approved during 2004/05 and 2005/06 and noted progress made on a scheme which will commit additional resources now that the Company has obtained two stars.

It was recommended that the scheme at Marion Court be cancelled. A revised cost has been sought in association with detailed discussions with the Council’s Highways Section and a Senior Highways Engineer from Local Environmental Services. The cost of this work would be £10,018, which is a substantial increase from the original budget of £3,000. In addition the view of the Senior Engineer is that this work will not significantly improve the sight lines for traffic, and the work cannot justify the expenditure in this case. Residents will be informed of this decision. 


Progress to date on schemes approved so far this year by the Area Board for 2005/06 was given and it was noted that the majority of schemes were complete.

Clarification is to be sought on the following schemes for the next security and environmental update:-

· Highfield – Broomfield Crescent and Pennine View. Chopwell – To cover handrails with anti-slip covering.  Clarification is required on the estimate.

· Central – Abbey Court – Door entry system to 3 blocks of flats – The correct price for the scheme is required.

· Sheriff Hill – Queen Elizabeth Avenue – Door entry system to 2 blocks of 6 flats – No’s 21-51.

The revised cost of the scheme is required.


It was agreed that for the next update on security and environmental schemes that there would be a separate budget column and actual quotation column added to the table outlining the schemes.

At the last meeting the Area Board asked for the reasons for the actual cost of the scheme at Broomfield Crescent being higher than the estimated cost. The reason for this is that the cost of the seats themselves was £1500, therefore the estimated cost either did not account for installation, or a cost was given including installation but based on cheaper seats. Within the original bid for ALMO funding, there was a 5% allocation for expenditure on security and environmental schemes when the company obtains two star status. As part of the ALMO funding, this budget must be allocated to supplement the decent homes work and must be committed to estates where the decent homes work will be delivered. As a result of receiving two star status following the re-inspection of the company, the allocation for the West, Inner West and Central areas is £338,000 for the remainder of 2005/06.
As reported at the last meeting the scheme at Kelso Place in the Lower Teams is being worked up with the approval of the Area Board.  The final details of the scheme are still being worked up in consultation with the Councils Development Control Section. Therefore the total cost of this scheme is not yet known. However in order to spend the original budget by the year end, work will commence early next year on the fencing element. Consultation is currently taking place on the style, height and colour of the fencing.

It is envisaged that the full scheme will be complete by May 2006. However the additional allocation can carry forward into 2006/07.

Discussions are currently taking place with Bridging Newcastle Gateshead to try and obtain funding to carry out the fencing work to owner occupied properties, so the whole area can benefit from these works.

This scheme will commit all the remaining budget and probably all the additional allocation the Company will receive as a result of achieving two stars following our recent inspection.  
No further schemes have been submitted at this stage until the final cost of this scheme is known.  Should any funding still be available, final additional schemes will be presented to the Area Board at the next meeting for approval. As the allocation can be carried forward, this wont present a problem for spending the money, although as there will be another significant allocation for 2006/07, every effort will be made to complete any new schemes as soon as possible.

The budget for security and environmental schemes for 2005/06 is £284,000. Last year’s commitments of £129,000 reduce the funding available to £155,000. 

The Area Board have to date approved schemes up to the value of  £111,191, leaving £43,809 of the budget unallocated for the remainder of 2005/06


The scheme at Kelso Place will commit all of the remaining original allocation of £43,809 as well as the majority, if not all of the extra allocation. The final cost is currently being prepared, taking into consideration comments made from recent consultation.


Satisfaction surveys have been carried out on all schemes completed this year. Details of the results were submitted.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That progress on the outstanding schemes from 2004/05 be noted and approved the recommendation to cancel the scheme at Marion Court.

(ii) That progress on the schemes approved from 2005/06 be noted.

(iii) That progress on the scheme at Kelso Place be noted.

(iv) That the satisfaction survey results be noted.

84 MYSTERY SHOPPING PROGRESS REPORT

The Area Board was given a quarterly progress report on those areas of services, which were tested by mystery shopping between July to September 2005.

Mystery shopping has been one of the methods the Gateshead Housing Company has adopted to bring our tenant customers to the heart of service delivery and improving standards. Using our own tenants with genuine service needs, we have been able to capture the experience from contact through to enquiry resolution.
In July 2005 the mystery shopping team contacted the repairs team by telephone to report repairs.


Key Findings

· The tenant inspectors advised that all calls made were answered.

· The tenant inspectors advised that all calls used the company telephone protocol.

· The tenant inspectors advised that all of the information provided was helpful in all cases.  Overall this was a very successful mystery shop.

Action Plan

· Repairs to ensure they take essential details name/address/telephone numbers. 

· Repairs team to advise the customer they are registering the repair.

· Repairs team to advise the customer of the target date to complete the work.

· Repairs team to always offer the customer an appointment when appropriate


In August 2005 the mystery shopping team contacted all of the housing offices, the lettings team and the Council’s housing advice section and asked the following question ‘I want to apply for a flat? Where can I get one and what are my chances?’

Key Findings

· The tenant inspectors found that the company always used the telephone protocol.

· Most of the information/advice provided was helpful and 5 of the offices provided excellent information.

· The tenant inspectors found that not all calls offered basic housing advice.

· Information could vary from lots of information to a small amount.

Action Plan  

· Managers of the company are to ensure that employees are aware of the criteria in terms of answering lettings queries and how to offer good, sound advice.

· Employees of the company should not pass customers to another office for advice.  Regardless of location all offices should provide clear, consistent advice to our customers.
· Employees of the company should be using the tools available to them lettings bulletin/website/daily void lists/employee resource etc.

In September 2005 the mystery shopping team contacted all of the housing offices and the Neighbourhood Relation’s team and asked the following question ‘How do I report anti-social behaviour?’

Key Findings

· All of the calls made used the company telephone protocol.

· The tenant inspectors felt that 10 out of the 17 calls made provided good, helpful information.

· 6 of the offices and the Neighbourhood Relations team did provide excellent responses.

· As the tenant inspectors wanted to remain anonymous when reporting anti-social behaviour they sometimes found there were barriers.

Action Plan
· All Housing Managers and Neighbourhood Relations Team Managers to ensure their teams are adequately trained in terms of offering advice about anti-social behaviour and to ensure all employees are aware of the service standards.

· All Managers to ensure their teams have read the Neighbourhood nuisance leaflet and keep a copy on their desk for reference.
· Neighbourhood Relations Team to provide local offices with training to ensure they can offer the right advice.
In June 2005, the mystery shopping team asked the same question to test anti-social behaviour.  The results from June to September 2005 have indicated a slight improvement in service standard provided to our customers.

In the June mystery shopping exercise, only half of the offices provided good information.  This exercise has shown a slight increase in good responses.  Six of the responses were excellent. This was not the case in June.  Training is still on going within the company to ensure front-line employees are able to provide the information needed.

In September 2005 the mystery shopping team also contacted the company’s repair service and raised a number of repairs.

Key Findings

· All of the calls made were answered.

· The company telephone protocol was used in all cases.

· All of the calls made provided a helpful response.

Action Plan

· The repairs team need to ensure they always take the name, address and telephone number of the customer.

· The repairs team should advise the customer they are reporting the repair.

· The repairs team should always provide a target date for completion.

When comparing the September mystery shop with July 2005 regarding repairs the company has seen a huge improvement in terms of service delivery.  The latest mystery shop had higher statistics when considering the standard we expect.  More names/addresses/ telephone numbers were taken and all of the repairs reported were given an appointment.  

The repeated action plan is a reminder to the Management and the Repairs team so they continue to ensure this information is requested and provided.  We need to ensure the expected standard is being delivered when our customers report repairs to the company.

Following the disappointing results from the August mystery shop, the mystery shopping team carried out a re-evaluation on lettings.  This mystery shop was carried out in two phases, hence leading to a crossover into the November month.  The team contacted all of the housing offices and the Council’s housing advice section and asked the same question used in the last mystery shop ‘I want to apply for a flat? Where can I get one and what are my chances?’ 

Key findings

· There was no significant improvement with regards to advice given from the last mystery shop
· The advice given on allocation in some housing offices was inconsistent and inadequate. However, some front line staff did give some good advice and went that extra mile.

· Some officers were advising the mystery shoppers to contact the homeless section/housing advise centre without trying to give the caller sufficient general advise on the allocations at the first point of contact.

· There was consistency with regards to sending out application packs.

· Only a few officers referred to or mentioned the lettings bulletin.

· In general officers did not make much effort to investigate the circumstance of the mystery shopper i.e. household details, age, then give realistic advise on what they could apply for to enhance their chances of being re-housed.

· The majority of calls were answered within their expected time scales.


Action Plan

· The above weaknesses set out a robust action plan, which mainly entails training on the lettings policy which to be provided to all Housing Offices. A target date has been set for the 11th January 2005. 

· Managers will address individual performances of staff that were mystery shopped in the one to ones/appraisals.

· Housing managers will confirm to the mystery shopping team that all employees have received training on all the areas of weakness identified in the mystery shop.  This should not be any later than the target date set for the 11th January 2005.

· The mystery shopping team will re evaluate the service again by carrying out another mystery shop. The date of the mystery shop will remain anonymous.
RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information be noted.

(ii) That when future mystery shopping exercises are carried out that at least 2 personal visits are made to housing offices. 

(iii) That all future mystery shopping exercises test the company’s response to meeting the needs of those tenants with communication difficulties. 

85 FEEDBACK FROM MAJOR WORKS LOCAL SCHEME MEETINGS

It was noted that a visit had taken place by Jim Willis and Bob Pinkerton to Carr Hill Primary School, Sheriff Hill.  

It was reported that employees handled the event very well.

It was agreed to provide the Area Board with future dates for major works local scheme meetings and venues.

86 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

The minutes of the meeting of the East and South Area Board held on 28 November 2005 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

87 MINUTES OF BOARD AND COMMITTEES

No issues were raised from on the minutes of the Board and Committees circulated since the last meeting.

88 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting of the Area Board will be held on Thursday 16 February 2006 at 2pm in the Whickham Room, Civic Centre, Gateshead.

It was agreed to provide a progress report outlining the number of people who have attended the West and Central Area Board in the last 12 months in order to consider using different venues.
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