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11 APPOINTMENT OF DEPUTY CHAIR

RESOLVED –
That John Burns be appointed as Deputy Chair of the East and South Area Board.

12 MINUTES

The minutes of the first meeting of the East and South Area Board held on 7 May 2004 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

13 PREPARING FOR INSPECTION

The committee received an update on the preparation for inspection.

The Housing Inspectorate will commence its on-site inspection on 16 August 2004.  Documents will be requested during the week commencing 21 June 2004, which in effect is when the inspection will go live.

A mock inspection is currently being carried out by Housing Quality Network Services in the following distinct areas of the company’s work:

· Tenant involvement

· Sheltered housing

· Income collection

· Repairs and maintenance.

The output from this will include an indication of the star rating and prospects for improvement for each area, along with recommendations for improvement, with suggestions for prioritisation.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the contents of the report be noted.

(ii)
That a report be submitted at the next meeting of the Area Board on the outcome and action plans flowing from the mock inspection and service review.

14 HOUSING SERVICES UPDATE

The Area Board received an update on those areas of service improvement to be achieved in the first 15 months of the company’s operation identified in the year one objectives in the Delivery Plan.

The first stage of rebranding was completed in January 2004.  The second stage has involved the redecoration of public areas of housing offices and installation of company leaflet racks. Discussions are ongoing with the Council on those offices shared with Council services at Blaydon, Birtley and Felling. 

The company’s website (www.gatesheadhousing.co.uk) was launched on 28 May 2004 with a section dedicated to tenant involvement. The website also contains a section on homes to rent, which is the first stage in the development of a web based property shop.
A mystery shopping team has been established and an annual programme has been developed. Mystery shopping is undertaken by written communication, office visit, telephone and via email.  The results are evaluated and communicated to employees, accompanied by an action plan dealing with areas of service where improvements need to be made. The outcome of exercises will also be fed back to tenants through the company newsletter.  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.  The tenant inspectors undertook a series of visits in May 2004 to properties that are ready to let to see if they met the newly published lettings standard for empty homes.

A comprehensive customer satisfaction survey, which will enable the company to gauge the level of satisfaction with the services it provides, is being introduced into offices for the end of June 2004. The results of the surveys will be published in the company newsletter and will provide a focus for future improvements.  Currently tenants satisfaction surveys are completed for all capital programme schemes and there is an ongoing satisfaction survey completed for the repairs service.

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. The leaflet will enable tenants to receive a welcome visit from a representative of their local tenant or resident group. In areas where the agreement to provide welcome visits has not yet been established new tenants will receive information on the local tenants and residents associations when they take up their new tenancy.  The leaflets are now being printed and will be distributed by local housing offices as part of the new tenancy sign-up procedures.

As a result of the Best Value Review of Services to Tenants, a gardening tidy up scheme for elderly and disabled tenants was introduced in April 2004 and now provides two tidy visits per year for up to 350 qualifying tenants. There are 318 tenants signed up to the scheme to date.

Details of a range of improvements that were introduced in April 2004 to the responsive repairs service, following consultation with tenants, were reported.

A review will be completed in December 2004 to integrate the management of security, cleaning and grounds maintenance to multi- storey blocks.  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.  

Leaflets have been delivered to all residents who benefit from a caretaking service to promote the work of the caretakers. 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.  To improve accessibility to the service a free phone has been installed in the foyer area of all concierge suites. This allows residents to access all company and Council services directly from within their block.  

The Best Value Review of Services to Tenants identified the current lettings policy as an area in need of improvement and divided it into the following 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.

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 the housing offices and the company newsletter.  The first event on gardening skills was held on 17 May 2004 and was attended by seven tenants. The course was well received and the evaluation forms showed that all the tenants enjoyed the course and found it very useful. 

Leaseholders will start to receive quarterly repairs statements, the first of which will be sent in July 2004.  

The appraisal system was extended to all employees in April 2004 and 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. As part of the appraisal, managers will be agreeing a personal work plan with each employee, which identifies the 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.

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

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the actions taken to date towards implementing service improvements identified in the Delivery Plan be noted.

(ii) That the progress made on actions which have not been completed within identified timescales be noted.

(iii) That a quarterly progress report be submitted to the Area Board on service improvements including the results of customer satisfaction surveys and the outcomes from mystery shopping exercises.

(iv) That a detailed report be submitted at a future meeting of the Area Board on the gardening scheme.

(v) That a report be submitted at the next meeting of the Area Board on the outcome of the tenant inspectors visits to properties that are ready to let.

15 NEIGHBOURHOOD RELATIONS – EAST AND SOUTH PROGRESS REPORT

The Area Board received an update on the work of the Neighbourhood Relations Team (NRT), including the Operation Blizzard project and an overview of the Anti-Social Behaviour Act 2003.

Details of the number of active cases for the East and South area were submitted.  Cases where legal action is pending and the number of Acceptable Behaviour Agreements that are currently in place were reported.  The staffing structure of the NRT was also submitted.

The Anti-Social Behaviour Act 2003 came into effect in October 2003 and introduces new powers as well as extending existing ones to many partner agencies.  The main provisions of Part 2 of the Act, which comes into effect from 30 June 2004 and relates to housing, are: -

· Duty for landlords to publish policies and procedures on anti-social behaviour

· Injunctions against those responsible for anti-social behaviour

· Demoted tenancies

· Court discretion in proceedings for possession. This requires the Courts to give particular consideration to the impact of anti-social behaviour on victims, witnesses and the wider community in all nuisance-related housing possession cases.

Operation Blizzard, which is a joint partnership initiative between the company, the Council and Northumbria Police, is funded through the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund, Building Safer Communities and the company.  The aim of the project is to actively manage the area, targeting the perpetrators and supporting the victims of criminality and disorder, ensuring the removal of the visible signs of crime and decline and breaking down barriers and restoring confidence to the communities within this area.

Operation Blizzard deals with complaints from communities and other agencies regarding issues of anti-social behaviour, crime and disorder. The emphasis is aimed at complaint resolution, with enforcement action being used as a last resort or in serious cases. A Neighbourhood Warden Scheme and the Positive Futures Project complement the project and are located within the same area. The team covers all tenures within the area not just Council tenancies.

Operation Blizzard comprises two police officers and eight company employees. It provides a single point of entry for all complaints, enabling the significant private rented sector to be included.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the performance information included in the report be noted.

(ii) That future performance reports relating to the Neighbourhood Relations Team be submitted to the Area Board on a quarterly basis.

16 BEACON LOUGH EAST PROGRESS REPORT

The Area Board received an update on progress to date with rehousing residents from the agreed demolition area of Beacon Lough East.

Of the 153 properties to be demolished 77 are now vacant, leaving a further 76 residents to rehouse.  Four of these residents are owner-occupiers and negotiations are taking place to acquire the properties and rehouse the owners. 

As properties become vacant they are secured and an order is placed to have the property stripped to further ensure the safety of the property. The Estate Officer and the Handyperson carry out regular daily inspections of the estate to maintain both the environment and the empty properties.  Security patrols are being undertaken on the estate four nights per week until 12 September 2004.  Ward councillors receive a fortnightly progress report.

At Callender Court, 43 of the 48 properties are now empty and every effort is being made to find suitable alternative accommodation for the remaining tenants. Housing 21 have secured funding to redevelop Callender Court with the Council to provide an extra care housing scheme. This future redevelopment will provide 20 one bed and 20 two bed apartments for older people needing support. Subject to further consultation with the Council and the community, the scheme may provide a range of other community facilities.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information report be noted.

(ii) That a tour of Beacon Lough East be arranged prior to a further update being submitted to the Area Board in September 2004.

(iii) That mobile patrol operatives introduce themselves to the Care Officer at Fennel Respite Care Home.  

(Derek Harris declared a personal interest in this issue, the nature of the interest being that his daughter attends Fennel Respite Care Home).

17 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting will be held on Tuesday 13 July 2004 at 2.00pm at Pleasant Place (Nos 1-23), Birtley.
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