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EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

3 April 2006 

Gateshead Council @ Leam Lane

PRESENT:

Jo Grant (Chair)

Pat Adams

Ken Childs

Stan Dawson

Maureen Goldsworthy

Nick Kirikal

Ron Monaghan

Nicholas O’Neil

James Turnbull

Advisers



Julie McCartney
Principal Housing Services Manager

Ken Mullen
Area Housing Manager (East)

Teresa Smare
Acting Area Housing Manager (South)

Charlotte Gaines
Older Persons’ Housing Manager

Henry Mayanja
Project Officer

Paul Proud
Operations Manager

Andrea Wheatley
Tenant Liaison Manager

Ian Stevenson
Team Leader, Neighbourhood Management, Gateshead Council

Karin McMorrow
Problem Solving Co-ordinator

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Apologies for Absence

Pat Thompson

94 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the Area Board held on 20 February 2006 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

95 MATTERS ARISING – PAT THOMPSON

The Area Board was informed that Pat Thompson was recovering well following her heart attack and should be able to attend meetings again in a couple of months.

96 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 Elisabethville, Birtley and the Nest Estate, Felling, Operation Goldfinch and the next steps were highlighted.

Reference was made to PDF case studies and the action plan, which could be circulated.  Reference was also made to an Elisabethville video.

RESOLVED – 
(i)
That the information be noted.

(ii)
That Ian Stevenson look into raising the profile of the Anti-Social Behaviour hotline.

97 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The Area Board received an update on schemes approved during 2004/05 and 2005/06 and considered again schemes held in reserve by Property and Technical Services and the local housing offices.

The total budget available during this financial year is £517,000.  The Area Board has to date approved schemes up to the value of  £468,683, leaving £48,317 of the budget unallocated.  The Area Board, at its last meeting, approved in principle schemes that amount to £11,000, subject to more information.  A total of £37,317 is therefore unallocated, of which £34,500 relates to schemes where the Area Board requested more detail.  

During 2005/06 and 2006/07, the company has access to an additional £2.8m for investment on estates where Decent Homes work is being carried out, some of which will have been spent in this financial year.  The two-year spending period gives the flexibility to carry the under spend on the security and environmental budget from this year over to 2006/07.

Schemes to enhance sustainability, funded from the ALMO allocation, for 2006/07 will follow the path of the Decent Homes schemes.  Schemes to be considered for areas where Decent Homes work is programmed will be included in consultation with tenants as part of wider improvements to estates.

Details of satisfaction surveys carried out on schemes completed this year were submitted.  Satisfaction surveys for recently completed schemes are currently with customers for completion.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That progress on the outstanding schemes from 2004/05 and 2005/06 be noted.

(ii) That the schemes from 2005/06 at Penrith Grove and Pensher Street be deferred pending the outcome of the second phase of the Housing Strategy for Older People.

(iii) That in respect of the schemes held in reserve: - 

· the schemes at Kateregina and Grisedale Gardens be approved; 

· the scheme at Brandling/Field Street be cancelled due to demolition as a result of option appraisals on the site;

· the scheme at Ellison Main Gardens be deferred pending the outcome of the next phase of the Housing Strategy for Older People; 

· the scheme at High Lanes be deferred pending the outcome of much more detailed discussions about the development of this site; 

· the remaining schemes be deferred pending photographs, maps and more information to enable the Area Board to make an informed decision.

(iv) That the satisfaction survey results be noted.

98 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.
99 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 of Cresthaven and Mulberry Gardens have now been re-housed.

Cresthaven has 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 at Mulberry Gardens is due for completion shortly.  

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

100 WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

The minutes of the meeting of West and Central Area Board held on 16 February 2006 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

101 MINUTES OF BOARD AND COMMITTEES

The Area Board made the following comments on Board and committee minutes circulated since the last meeting of the Area Board: 

· The Area Board should be consulted on any proposals for the Area Boards following the review of the current Board and committee structure.  It was noted that the Chairs of the Area Boards had been invited to a meeting of a time-limited task group leading on the review.
· The Area Boards should be consulted on the review of the repairs categories before the Council makes a decision.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

102 DATE AND TIME OF MEETINGS 2006-07

A report was submitted considering whether, wherever possible, meetings of the Area Board should continue to be held every six weeks on a Monday.

RESOLVED – 
That the Company Administrator draw up a programme of meetings based on the Area Board continuing to meet, wherever possible, every six weeks on a Monday at 2pm, with the venue for meetings being rotated between MPH Training and Conference Centre and Gateshead Council @ Leam Lane.
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