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	Report to West and Central Area Board 

1 July 2004


	
	

	Title:


	Housing Services Update

	Report of:
	Principal Housing Services Manager

	
	


Purpose of the report

1. To update the Area Board on progress made against year one objectives in the  Delivery Plan.

Background

2. The delivery plan agreed between the Council and the Company included a number of service improvements to be delivered by March 2005.

3. This report provides an update on those areas of service improvement identified for the first 15 months of the company’s operation.  

Actions set out in the Delivery Plan for January 2004 – March 2004

Exterior signage and internal branding of housing offices

4. The first stage of rebranding involved the renewal of exterior and interior signage of the housing offices, which was completed in January 2004 and began the company’s development of its own separate identity. Each employee of the company has been issued with an identification badge bearing the company’s logo.

5. The second stage of these works has been the redecoration of public areas of housing offices, including new carpets. Discussions are ongoing with the Council on those offices shared with Council services at Blaydon, Birtley and Felling. In addition a suite of company leaflets has been produced and new leaflet racks installed in each office. 

A dedicated company website 

6. The company’s web-site was launched on 28 May 2004 with a section dedicated to tenant involvement. The web site address is www.gatesheadhousing.co.uk
A planned programme of mystery shopping by trained tenant inspectors

7. Mystery shopping is an excellent tool in developing and improving levels of customer service. It enables us to identify current strengths and weaknesses in the way customers are dealt with and pinpoints where service delivery can be improved.

8. A mystery shopping team has been established and an annual programme has been developed.

9. The results are evaluated and communicated to employees, accompanied by an action plan dealing with areas of service where improvements need to be made. An article on the work of the mystery shopping team featured in the July edition of the company newsletter. 

10. It is intended to provide a quarterly report to the Area Boards to update them on the service areas which have been tested and the outcomes from the mystery shopping exercises.

11. By way of example, in May 2004 the tenant inspectors undertook a series of visits to six longstanding vacancies that were regarded as being ready to let to see if they met the newly published lettings standard for empty homes. All the properties  failed the standard primarily because of the condition of gardens and sweeping-out. This exercise identified the need to bring empty homes returned as ready to let before the standard was introduced up to the new lettable standard. A similar exercise is now underway to test with tenant satisfaction with properties let since the standard was introduced.

Customer satisfaction surveys

12. We are developing a comprehensive customer satisfaction survey, which will enable the company to gauge the level of satisfaction with the services it provides. The original plan was to introduce these by March 2004. It is now expected that this work will be introduced into offices for the end of June 2004. 

13. The results of the surveys will be published in the company newsletter and will provide a focus for future improvements.

14. Currently tenants satisfaction surveys are completed for all capital programme schemes and there is an ongoing satisfaction survey completed for the repairs service.


Tenant and residents organisation welcome packs

15. A leaflet has been developed with tenants and resident groups who have expressed an interest in providing information about their organisation to new tenants moving to their area. This leaflet will enable tenants to receive a welcome visit from a representative of their local tenant or resident group. 

16. Whilst the target date of March 2004 was not met, the leaflets are now being distributed by local housing offices as part of the tenancy sign-up procedures.

17. The information given to new tenants at sign up stage is currently being updated and a pack is currently being printed to provide information on local services and hold company leaflets.  


Actions set out in the Delivery Plan for April 2004 – March 2005


Gardening scheme

The Best Value Service to Tenants action plan identified the need to introduce a borough wide gardening tidy up scheme for elderly and disabled tenants.  Prior to this a limited service had been provided by Gateshead Foundations involving one tidy up visit per year to 226 tenants across the borough.

17. The new scheme, which was introduced in April 2004 and now provides two tidy visits per year for to up to 350 qualifying tenants. There are 338 tenants signed up to the scheme to date.


Repairs service and empty property management

21. In April 2004 a range of improvements were introduced to the responsive repairs service, following consultation with tenants.

· A new category system with four categories; emergency, urgent, routine & planned. Prior to April 2004 the repair reporting system had seven categories. 

· An appointment system for responsive repairs. 

· The April newsletter provided a summary of the repair improvements and promoted the availability of the repairs advisory booklet.

· The July newsletter contained a copy of the repairs advisory booklet.

· The company website contains full details of the repair policy.

· Each neighbourhood has a property inspector who inspects 10% of all completed repairs to ensure they are of a high standard and that tenants are happy with the work.

· A lettings standard was published in May 2004, which was agreed with tenants. The standard ensures that homes let to new tenants will be safe, secure, clean and in good condition.


Management of services in multi-storey blocks

20. One of the options in the Best Value Services to Tenants action plan is to integrate the management of security, cleaning and grounds maintenance to multi- storey blocks. The review is due to be completed in December 2004.

21.  To inform this review a sample survey of residents living in multi storey blocks will be conducted to establish the views of a wide representative group of residents. In addition a series of focus groups will be held and inform the review.
22. In May 2004 two focus groups of residents living in multi storey blocks were held to inform the development of service standards for the caretaking service. 

23. Leaflets have been delivered to all residents who benefit from a caretaking service to promote the work of the caretakers and the standards of service tenants can expect.

24. A leaflet to promote the concierge service is currently in draft format and will be distributed in July 2004. This will update the previous leaflet that was distributed to residents in December 2003 and identify the standards of service which tenants can expect. 

25. To improve accessibility to the service a free phone has been installed into the foyer area of all concierge suites. This allows residents to access all company and council services directly from within their block.  


Choice Based Lettings

25. The Best Value Review of Services to Tenants identified the current lettings policy as an area in need of improvement.  The improvements were divided into two stages: -

· Stage 1 - Update current policy and remove barriers to accessing Council housing.

· Stage 2 - Implement a Choice Based Lettings System by December 2004.

26. Stage 1- the policy update was completed in December 2002. This involved changes to the rehousing of owner occupiers (removal of equity restrictions); allow out of borough applicants to accrue waiting time points; relaxed the age restrictions on one bedroomed bungalows; working with social care applying a common approach to medical priority. 
27. Stage 2 – Work on the development of the Choice Based Lettings system continues and is on target for implementation in December 2004. 

DIY education courses

28. The company in partnership with B & Q stores has introduced free DIY education courses for tenants. An annual programme has been developed with B & Q providing a different DIY, decorating or gardening skills course each month. The courses are advertised through housing offices, the company newsletter and the website.

29. The first two events, one on gardening skills and the other looking at electrical skills were held on 17 May 2004 and 14 June 2004 in the Scotswood store of B & Q and were attended by seven and 14 tenants respectively. The courses were well received and the evaluation forms from the first one showed that all the tenants enjoyed the course and found it very useful. Forms from the second event are still being collated. The use of evaluation forms will enable us to develop the programme of courses around what tenants need and would like to be involved in.


Leaseholders repair statements

30. In the past leaseholders received annual statements in relation to the cost of repairs carried out, which they had partial responsibility to pay for.  Leaseholders will start to receive quarterly repairs statements, the first of which will be sent in July 2004.  


Develop a web based property shop

31. The company’s web-site launched on 28 May 2004 contains a section on homes to rent. This is the first stage in our development of a web based property shop and is linked to the introduction of choice based lettings.

Action to support Delivery Plan implementation-Appraisals and personal work plans

32. The appraisal system was extended to all employees in April 2004. This provides an opportunity for employees to spend time with their manager to talk about issues in relation to their job and working for the company. They also receive feedback on how they are doing, what is expected of them and agree what training and development they need.

33. All managers were trained on appraisal techniques and teams across the company were briefed on the process to raise awareness but also to allay any concerns staff may have had about appraisal. Employees received a guidance booklet on both appraisals and performance progress meetings.

34. As part of the appraisal, managers will be agreeing a personal work plan with each employee, which identifies key areas of work for the next twelve months, including performance targets for their area of work. These plans link directly to the company’s service plan and objectives. All employees receive a six monthly review of their appraisal.

35. Managers and employees also have interim performance progress meetings (‘one to ones’), which allow progress to be reviewed throughout the year. 

36. Each office or team will develop a training and development plan, which will feed into an overall training plan for the company. This will be used to inform future training programmes.


Recommendations

37. The Area Board is asked to:

· note the actions taken to date towards implementing service improvements identified in the delivery plan;

· note the progress made on actions which have not been completed within identified timescales;

· request a quarterly progress report on service improvements.

Contact:
Kevin Lumley




Ext: 8980

