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20 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the West and Central Area Board held on 1 July 2004 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

21 MATTERS ARISING

· With effect from 3 August 2004, Maureen Clelland has resigned from the Area Board as a Council representative.  The Council will appoint a replacement in September 2004.

· All members of both Area Boards have now accepted and signed up to the general principles of conduct and indicated any interest to be recorded in the company’s register of interests.

· It is proposed that a report will be submitted at the next meeting of the Area Board on disabled access to housing offices.

· In respect of the queries at the last meeting of the Area Board on the draft management agreement between the company and the Council to clarify the roles and responsibilities of the company and the Council in the provision of housing management and warden services to the residents of the Council’s sheltered accommodation properties, it was noted that: -

· Regarding data protection issues, tenants have signed an agreement authorising personal information about the scheme tenants to be provided to the Council.

· The 19½ hours per day was a historical arrangement, which includes standby cover. This issue will be addressed by the Council as part of the review of the warden service.

· The comment has been passed to the Council that ensuring the wardens will visit new tenants within seven days of moving to give advice on the use of equipment and facilities and to collate/check personal information was misleading and that this bullet should be reworded.

· Members of the Area Board had visited Bleach Green prior this meeting.

22 PROPOSED INVESTMENT PROGRAMME 2004 TO 2010

The Area Board received a report informing it of the proposed long term investment programme.

The company has developed a Delivery Plan, which includes overall targets to achieve the government’s decent homes standard by 2010.

Condition surveys of 40% of the housing stock amounting to 11,167 properties have been completed. This information has identified those properties most in need of investment.

Historically works to properties have been completed on an elemental basis with rewiring, heating, kitchen and bathroom replacement works carried out separately over a number of years. Consultations as part of the Best Value Review of Services to Tenants and recent focus groups and surveys have highlighted that tenants would prefer this work to be done at the same time rather than over a number of years.

The Area Board was informed at its meeting on 6 May 2004 of the improvement works for the current financial year.  A programme of works up to 2010 has now been developed for the estates in West, Inner West and Central Area.  A summary of these was reported. The summary identifies the estates, the year in which it is proposed to undertake the work and the average value of the works necessary to the properties within those estates. The general principle has been to place those properties requiring the most investment in the early years of the programme.

The programme is subject to the company achieving at least a two star rating at the forthcoming inspection and has been developed from the information collected as part of the condition surveys.  For each estate prior to any work being commissioned it will be necessary to undertake further surveys to establish exactly what work is required to each of the homes within the estate. 

Not every home will require every element of work and some may not require any decent homes work as part of the proposed investment programme if they have benefited from earlier improvement work.

Prior to investment programme work proceeding it will also be necessary to undertake an appraisal of the value of the works to each estate to ensure that value for money can be achieved over the longer term, taking into account the demand on the estate, the turnover of tenancies, the structural integrity of the properties and the value of the properties against the investment costs.  It will also be necessary to take into account the Council’s older persons strategy to ensure that the investment work is targeted to those older persons bungalows and sheltered housing schemes the Council evaluates as sustainable.

The average value of the investment works to each estate only covers the replacement cost of those elements to achieve the government’s decent homes standard. Any security and environmental works will be additional to the average value. Similarly any major upgrading of the external fabric of high and medium rise blocks will be additional to the average value.

RESOLVED –
That the report be noted and the following comments be reported to the Board on 19 August 2004: -



· The Area Board asked if any changes could be made to the programme at a later date.  It was noted that with the exception of this year’s programme, changes could be made to the programme if that was necessary.

· The Area Board asked if it would be informed of the real cost of the decent homes work after work on each estate has been completed.  It was noted that a regular report providing this information would be submitted to the Area Board.

· The Area Board asked what arrangement were in place if the company did not achieve two stars. It was noted that an action plan would be developed with the Audit Commission to take appropriate corrective action and another inspection would held as soon as possible (but not within six months).

23 PERFORMANCE – FIRST QUARTER 2004-05

The Area Board has received the results for those performance indicators, which can be reported at the end of first quarter in 2004/05. 

A range of performance indicators are used to measure performance including compulsory Best Value indicators for which comparisons can be made with other similar authorities and ALMOs and local indicators set and monitored internally.

Some performance indicators by their nature can only be reported for a full year, whilst for others information to calculate performance may not be available until later in the year. These indicators have been included in the table for information purposes only.

Details of those indicators capable of being assessed on an area and neighbourhood basis were also reported.

All indicators will be assessed at the end of the financial year. However, quarterly reports give the opportunity to take early corrective action where performance is at variance to the target. 

For all four indicators the West, Inner West and Central neighbourhoods fall short of their targets for the year end.  Area housing managers will implement corrective action to ensure that performance in these service areas improves during the remaining three quarters of the year.

Rent collection performance and arrears as a percentage of the rent roll have been affected by the three Bank Holidays so far this financial year affecting 4 of the thirteen rent collecting weeks in the first quarter.  There has also been the added complication of the Council’s Housing Benefit IT system being replaced during the quarter resulting in no new Housing Benefit awards being made during June 2004 whilst the new PERICLES system was installed.

Rent and income teams have identified the following key corrective actions as a short term way of improving performance: -

· Increasing the use of Debit Card payments.

· Increasing the use of Direct Debit payments.

· Increasing the number of visits and contacts carried out both during normal office hours and out-of-hours.

· Decreasing the number of abortive visits where officers do not get access to tenants homes.

· Ensure that tenants awaiting Housing Benefit do at least pay the water rate element of their rent which doesn’t attract Housing Benefit.

Longer term solutions, including the preparation of neighbourhood arrears prevention and recovery strategies, are already in hand and reflect the need to improve performance by the year end. Team leaders also carried out service quality audits on a monthly basis to ensure that procedural and customer care standards and targets are maintained during the recovery process.

The average time taken to relet properties is also above target but is expected to improve throughout the rest of the year. All three neighbourhoods are over target due to an initial backlog of work and the need to adjust procedures in line with the new letting standard. Further joint training relating to the lettings standard has been carried out with staff from Local Environmental Services who have also agreed to commit additional resources to reduce the backlog and the average turnaround time.

The rent loss attributable to empty properties increases as the average time to let properties increases. As that figure improves so the rent lost will reduce as well. However, the number of empty properties also needs to be reduced if this indicator is to be reached by the year end. Area housing managers have been developing neighbourhood voids and marketing strategies designed to achieve this overall reduction in empty properties.

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

(ii) That the following comments be reported to the Board on 19 August 2004: -

· The Area Board was informed that rent collection performance was expected to improve by the end of the year. 

· The Area Board requested details in future quarterly reports of the number of tenants awaiting Housing Benefit and those that are in arrears.

· The Area Board requested that future quarterly reports also indicate what has been achieved within that particular quarter to show whether the corrective action has had an impact.

(iii) That future performance reports be submitted to the Area Board on a quarterly basis.

24 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL WORKS

The budget for security and environmental schemes for this Area Board is £295,000.

The Area Board has considered the following schemes: -

1 Improved lighting to 56 bin chute rooms at Barns Close flats to increase security at a total cost of £10,632.

2 Improved lighting of 27 alleyways at Coatsworth Court to increase residents’ sense of security.

Budgetary provision for these works exists within the investment programme budget.

Details were reported of schemes, which are being prepared by housing managers to present to future Area Board meetings.  They are currently at various stages of readiness and will be presented when consultations have been completed.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the security and environmental schemes outlined above be agreed.


(ii)
That the pending schemes be noted and that the schemes be costed and prioritised for the next meeting of the Area Board, taking into consideration the following: -

· Any scheme that supports decent homes or Pathfinder work.

· Works that will have a positive impact on tenants’ lives.

· Utilise work of estate officers to give an indication of what is necessary.

· A spread across the three areas.

(Ken Childs declared a personal interest in the Coatsworth Court application, the nature of the interest being that he was one of the Ward councillors who supported the application).

25 MYSTERY SHOPPING

The Area Board has received an update on the mystery shopping programme and a progress report on the services areas, which were tested from April to June 2004.

In accordance with the work programme, tenant inspectors carry out checks on a service the company provides each month via written communication, office visits, telephone or email.  Tenants are asked to score the advice and responses they received from employees against model answers developed from the published policy and procedures and service standards.

In April 2004, the mystery shopping team carried out reality checks by telephone and tested the service provided by the repairs line.  15 out of 17 calls to the helpline were rated as helpful.  14 out of 17 calls were offered a time when an operative could call, however not all repairs can be given an appointment.  Three calls could not be offered an appropriate appointment due to the computer system not being available at the time of the call.  However, all three calls were returned and an appointment made once the system was available again.  Finally, out of 17 calls, only 10 people were informed how long individual repairs should take.  

An action plan was developed to ensure that every caller is given the correct information and that all housing offices take a consistent approach in future.  As a result: -

· Training has been given to employees to ensure they are aware of the timescales for each repair category and the appointment system.

· From June 2004 tenants receive a repair receipt by post to confirm the details of the repair work they requested. This receipt also confirms the timescales for the completion of the repair and at the same time a freepost satisfaction card is sent. 

· The guide to repairs leaflet was issued inside the company newsletter to all tenants and leaseholders in July 2004. The repairs leaflet sets out the service standards tenants and leaseholders can expect.  

In May 2004, the tenant inspectors carried out visits to six vacant properties, which were ready for let, to see if they met the newly published lettings standards for empty homes.  The properties all failed the standard, primarily because of the condition of the gardens and sweeping out.  

Four of the six properties had become ready to let before the introduction of the new lettable standard. The exercise highlighted the need to revisit voids returned prior to May 2004 to ensure they meet the lettable standard.  

An action plan was developed, which included the following: -

· A leaflet detailing the standards customers can expect when they view the company’s properties was published in May 2004. A copy of the leaflet will be given to all prospective tenants. 

· Employees have been trained on the lettable standard and now carry out a ‘check and test’ on all properties before arranging any viewings.

· Regular meetings are held between housing managers and Local Environmental Services, to ensure the work carried out on empty homes meets the lettable standard.

· Properties, which have been ready to let for some time, will be regularly checked and visited by an estate officer, to ensure the properties meet the lettable standard. 

Following the results of this exercise, a further reality check on homes that are ready to let was undertaken in June 2004. The mystery shopping team contacted 12 tenants who had been let new homes since the standard was introduced in May 2004. 11 out of 12 tenants thought their home was let in a safe and secure condition. Nine out of the 12 tenants thought their home was let in clean and good condition.  In total, nine of the 12 properties met the lettings standard.

The exercise proved useful as the tenants contacted raised other housing management issues not associated with the property condition. The individual queries raised have since been followed up and the outcomes from these inquiries will be collated as part of this exercise.

In June 2004, mystery shoppers contacted 14 individual offices by telephone and asked how they could pay their rent.  Employees were expected to give a detailed response on the range of payment options available. 10 offices gave a response, which detailed the correct information, three offices gave partial advice and one office did not give an appropriate response.  

An action plan has been developed, which included all front line employees being provided with a comprehensive folder containing information, which will help staff answer queries asked on a regular basis, including options for rent payments. 

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the outcomes from the mystery shopping exercise be noted.


(ii)
That quarterly reports be submitted on the outcomes and action plans arising from the work of the mystery shopping team.

26 PROPERTY INSPECTORS – QUARTERLY REPORT OF ACTIVITY

The results of the work carried out by the property inspectors during the first three months of this financial year were reported.  The company has five property inspectors, one for each neighbourhood, whose role is to carry out a 10% quality check on all responsive repairs carried out.

On average it is anticipated that approximately 90,000 of the repairs carried out Boroughwide during 2004/5 are suitable for post-inspection. Property inspectors are therefore expected to post-inspect approximately 9,000 completed jobs between them by the end of March 2005.

Details were reported of what a property inspector will check during a post-inspection and following a post inspection.

The results of the first three months of this financial year show that the West, Inner West and Central neighbourhoods have completed 502 (37%) of the 1,350 target for inspections at the end of the first quarter. 

Satisfaction with the quality of work is assessed by the property inspectors. The results demonstrate that in the main, work is carried out satisfactorily. Where the quality is not acceptable, the work is referred back to the contractor to be remedied.

High levels of customer care satisfaction are demonstrated with operatives being polite and helpful and neat and tidy.  Work carried out within timescale is also an important element of the level of service provided and one where the most improvement is needed.

As part of the inspection tenants are asked to express their overall satisfaction with the repair carried out. The results show that overall customer satisfaction with the work inspected is 54% in West neighbourhood, 49% in Inner West, and 72% in Central neighbourhood. The overall average for customer satisfaction for this Area Board is 57%.

The following issues are in hand: - 

· Actions to address the shortfall in inspections has been agreed between area housing managers and property inspectors.

· Property Inspectors’ findings and weekly reports are shared with the contractor via local meetings with depot managers.

· Findings form part of the regular monitoring meetings held with the repairs service provider.

· Regular meetings of property inspectors takes place to ensure they move towards adopting the same inspection standards across the Borough.

· Consideration is being given to rotation of property inspectors and doubling-up to help achieve standardisation.

· A postage satisfaction card is now issued with the repair receipt.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the report be noted.


(ii)
That further activity reports be submitted on a quarterly basis.

27 PREPARATION FOR INSPECTION 

The Area Board received a report that was submitted to the Board on 8 July 2004 informing it of the current position on the preparation for inspection and updating it on progress made against the recommendations following the mock inspection and service review. 

Details of a presentation at the Board on 8 July 2004 on the main findings and recommendations made by Housing Quality Network following their mock inspection of parts of the service in May 2004 were reported.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

28 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

The minutes of the East and South Area Board held on 13 July 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

29 QUALITY AND AUDIT COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Quality and Audit Committee held on 6 July 2004 were submitted.  

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

30 PERSONNEL COMMITTEE 

The minutes of the Personnel Committee held on 6 July 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

31 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting will be held on Monday 6 September 2004 at 2.00pm (venue to confirmed).
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