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WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

30 March 2006

Gateshead Civic Centre

PRESENT:

Paul Elliott (Chair)

Maureen Chaplin

Ian Daley

Alan Ord

Bob Pinkerton

Jim Willis

Advisers



Kevin Lumley
Principal Housing Services Manager

Brett Routledge
Area Housing Manager (Central)

Wilf McNeany
Area Housing Manager (Inner West)

Paul Proud
Operations Manager

Carole Nicholson
Tenant Liaison Manager

Alan Sandey
Tenant Liaison Manager

Charlotte Gaines
Older Persons’ Housing Manager

Caroline Saul
Housing Manager

Henry Mayanja
Project Officer

Ian Stevenson
Neighbourhood Management Team Leader, 

Gateshead Council

Karin McMorrrow
Problem Solving Co-ordinator

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Apologies for Absence

Malcolm Brain

Ken Childs

Alan Telford

92 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the Area Board held on 16 February 2006 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

93 MATTERS ARISING

(a) Area Board Member Job Description

The Area Board was informed that the Board agreed on 9 March 2006 that in order to ensure everyone who comes into contact with them is protected, Area Board members should continue to be required to have ‘enhanced’ clearance from the Criminal Records Bureau.

(b) Review of Appointment Criteria

The skills audit of Area Board members was still to be carried out.

(c) Security and Environmental Schemes

The Area Board visited Kelso Place on 22 February 2006.

(d) Vacancy for a Tenant Representative on Area Board

A recruitment process was about to begin to try to fill the vacancy on the Area Board for a tenant representative following the resignation of David Peacock.

(e) Retirement of Independent and Tenant Representatives on Area Board

A report on arrangements for the next Annual General Meeting of the company was being submitted to the Board Meeting on 13 April 2006, including the process for the retirement of a tenant and an independent director.  This process would also apply to tenant and independent representatives on the Area Boards.

(f) Board and Committee Structure Review

The Area Board was informed that the Board agreed on 9 March 2006 to set up a time limited task group to review the current Board and committee structure.  The Chairs of the Area Boards would be invited to discussions about the future of the Area Boards.

94 PROBLEM SOLVING

The Area Board received a presentation on problem solving in Gateshead from Karin McMorrow (Problem Solving Co-ordinator) and Ian Stevenson (Neighbourhood Management Team Leader, Gateshead Council).

In particular, what is problem solving, what is a problem, problem solving overview, examples of problem solving at Barkwood Road, Highfield and Balmoral Way, Operation Goldfinch and the next steps were highlighted.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

95 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The Area Board received an update on schemes approved during 2004/05 and 2005/06.

The budget for security and environmental schemes for 2005/06 is £284,000.  Last year’s commitments of £129,000 reduced the funding available to £155,000.  The Area Board have to date approved schemes up to the value of  £118,087, leaving £36,913 of the budget unallocated for the remainder of 2005/06.  This amount will be committed for the first phase of the fencing work at Kelso Place. The additional allocation of £295,087 from the ALMO allocation will fund the remainder of the Kelso Place scheme.

The scheme for extra lighting at River View, Heddon View and Denton View is now complete. 

Revised proposals for the communal lounge at Boltons Bungalows to help tackle problems caused by youths congregating at the front and rear doors are being investigated.  It is unlikely that this scheme can be completed before the end of March 2006 and will, therefore, need to be funded from the 2006/07 allocation.  

Of the 24 schemes approved in 2005/06, 18 have been completed.  Of the remaining six schemes, one will be finished by the end of March 2006 but five will not be complete until the early part of the next financial year.

The scheme at Kelso Place is being progressed in conjunction with the Council’s Development and Enterprise Group.  Consultation on the fence height and styles is complete. Planning approval is required for the road, which will take approximately nine weeks.  The rear fencing will not be installed until the road is completed in case it is damaged. Discussions are currently taking place with Bridging Newcastle Gateshead to obtain funding to carry out the fencing work to owner occupied properties, so the whole area can benefit from these works.

The schemes to enhance sustainability funded from the ALMO allocation for the next financial year will follow the path of the Decent Homes schemes.  It is proposed that site visits to Argyle and Carr Hill Estates in Central area and Runhead Estate in West area, where Decent Homes work is currently in progress, be arranged prior to the next meeting.  

RESOLVED –
(i)
That progress on the security and environmental schemes in 2004/05 and 2005/06 be noted.

(ii) That the scheme at Broomfield Crescent and Pennine View, Chopwell to cover handrails with anti-slip covering be deferred until the outcome of DDA assessments and the next phase of Housing Strategy for Older People.

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

(iv) That site visits to the Argyle Estate and Carr Hill in the Central area and Runhead Estate in the West area be arranged after the next meeting of the Area Board.

96 MYSTERY SHOPPING PROGRESS REPORT

A quarterly progress report on those areas of services, which were tested by mystery shopping between January and March 2006, were reported.

During January 2006, the mystery shopping team tested caretaking services.  Mystery shoppers inspected eight blocks.  A brief questionnaire was also used to assess how the caretaking service was integrated with other teams. 

The key findings were that 50% (4/8) of the blocks passed all tests with ratings of either excellent or good; 37% (3/8) of blocks inspected passed over 80% of areas tested and 13% (1/8) passed 37% of areas tested.

All caretakers interviewed were able to use Language Line in situations where someone had very little knowledge of the English language; although all the caretakers were aware of referring lower level anti-social behaviour (ASB) issues to the Estate Officer, the majority of them were not aware that the Neighbourhood Relations Team dealt with general ASB complaints during weekdays from 5pm to 8pm; none of the caretakers who were interviewed referred to the Rent and Income Teams in situations where a tenant was having difficulties in paying their rent and caretakers seemed to work in isolation from other teams within the company that carry out the main housing management functions. 

An action plan was developed following the exercise and includes the Principal Manager addressing all issues identified during the block inspections with individual caretakers; a copy of the mystery shopping report being given to all caretakers to ensure all areas of weakness are taken into consideration; training sessions on what other teams do and the team following up actions taken.

Between February and March 2006 an exercise evaluating the letting standards from a customer’s point of view was carried out to ensure that ready to let properties met the letting standards and reflected good value for money.  Five properties were inspected to assess the general condition and cleanliness of the property.

The key findings were that one property passed all areas tested (100%) at a good or excellent standard; two properties passed 94% of areas tested at a good or excellent standard; one property passed 81% of areas tested at a good or excellent standard and one property passed 37% of areas tested at a good or excellent standard. However, 69% of areas tested were rated as average. Only 6% of the inspection was classified as poor. 

An action plan was developed following the exercise and includes Morrison being informed of the outcomes of this mystery shop to ensure areas of weakness are taken into account whilst carrying out vacant property repairs; outstanding repairs identifying being carried out and a meeting with Morrison being arranged by the Voids Manager to discuss areas of weakness.

In March 2006, the Rent and Income Teams were mystery shopped about advice given when a tenant was having difficulties in paying rent and perhaps needed to be referred to other agencies. The question asked related to where a relative who happened to be a tenant not maximising all her benefits and happening to be in rent arrears among other debts could get advice on where she could get help. 

The key findings were that employees who took the calls were friendly and courteous; there were barriers when it came to giving advice because the mystery shopper could not give his relative’s address even after he had emphasised that he only wanted general advice; all the offices that were contacted had to be prompted by the mystery shopper regarding availability of the Welfare Benefits Officer and the Citizen Advice Bureau; staff gave comprehensive advice after being prompted; when it came to referring the tenant to the Welfare Benefits Advice Officer, the advice given was inconsistent and some officers were asking the mystery shopper to directly contact the Welfare Benefits Officer and gave out the contact number, whilst others advised that RAIT would refer the tenant to the Welfare Benefits Officer.

An action plan was developed following the exercise and includes all rent and income staff needing to be aware of the procedure of referring a tenant to the Welfare Benefits Officer; staff should be made aware of what general advice to give that does not infringe the Data Protection Act and team leaders ensuring that staff can easily identify situations that require a multi-agency approach.

In March 2006, a mystery shop attempted to evaluate the support given to service users who may have low literacy levels when accessing services.  Gateshead is a region identified with very low literacy levels and people who fall into this category may be more likely to access company services.  Research shows that 22% of people in Gateshead have literacy levels poorer than that of an 11 year old.  The national average is 16%.

The key findings were that three housing offices were rated excellent; six offices rated good and one housing office was rated poor because they referred the mystery shopper to the Homeless Section without offering to help.

Although there are no specific policy or procedural guides for staff to refer to, this analysis demonstrates that frontline employees used their customer service skills and initiative effectively to deal with the mystery shoppers.  However, the findings will be used to establish such guidance.  Policy/procedure will be developed to ensure continuity of effectively dealing with customers with low literacy levels.

Following the mystery shop of lettings in November 2005, the team can confirm that all housing offices did address all areas of weakness identified via training sessions and one-to-one counselling interviews.  Further training sessions for all staff have been arranged to start taking place in April 2006 and detailed training on choice based lettings is scheduled for May/June 2006.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.
97 BLEACH GREEN – PROGRESS REPORT

Progress to date with the demolition area of Bleach Green and redevelopment of the site was reported.

488 properties have now been demolished, leaving two properties to complete the process.  No date has been given for these properties to be demolished due to some utilities not being disconnected.  The electricity has been disconnected.  Gas and water will be disconnected this week. 

The last remaining tenant in Ladywell Road was re-housed in February 2006.  All tenants have now been successfully re-housed.

The development of Bleach Green is underway. The ground is currently being prepared with the foundations for the new build properties.  A number of the proposed dwellings are for social housing. 22 will be for rent and 22 will be for shared ownership.  Social housing will have 100% nomination rights and subsequent 50% nomination rights when properties become empty. Timescales for the completion of the new build is currently October 2007.

The 214 remaining properties at Bleach Green are due to have major works carried out in 2009/10. 

There are currently three vacant properties on the estate and all are currently out on offer. There have been some recent incidents on the estate, which have been raised at joint problem solving group meetings, including unauthorised parking in gardens and garden rubbish, which the company is tackling in conjunction with Northumbria Police and the Neighbourhood Relations Team. 

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

98 HOUSING STRATEGY FOR OLDER PEOPLE – UPDATE ON PHASE 1

Progress to date with re-housing residents in Phase 1 of the Older Persons Strategy was reported.

All residents in Swanway and Hallgarth Road have now been re-housed.   

All the bungalows on the Swanway site have now been demolished. Due to the size and location of the site, it is not suitable for the development of new bungalows.  The area will be grassed over when weather conditions allow and maintained pending any future examination of options for the site.  Responsibility for maintenance of the site will then return to the Council.

Demolition of the properties on Hallgarth Road are due for completion by the end of March 2006. The size and location of the site at Hallgarth once cleared would lend itself to future re-provision with two bedroom bungalows for rent from a housing association.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

99 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

The minutes of the meeting of East and South Area Board held on 20 February 2006 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

100 DATE AND TIME OF MEETINGS 2006-07

A report was submitted proposing that meetings of the Area Board continue, wherever possible, to be held every six weeks on a Thursday.

RESOLVED –
That the following schedule of meetings be agreed: -

All meetings to begin at 2pm at Gateshead Civic Centre

Wednesday 3 May 2006

Thursday 15 June 2006

Thursday 27 July 2006 

Thursday 7 September 2006 

Thursday 19 October 2006

Thursday 30 November 2006 

Thursday 11 January 2007

Thursday 22 February 2007

Thursday 5 April 2007.

101 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting of the Area Board will be held on Wednesday 3 May 2006 at 2pm at Gateshead Civic Centre.
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