THE GATESHEAD HOUSING COMPANY

STANDARDS COMMITTEE 

13 August 2004 

PRESENT:

Directors


Esther Ward (Chair)

John Biggs

Ken Childs

John Hamilton

Advisers



Colin Stockwell
Company Secretary and Solicitor

Neil Bouch

Director of Housing Management

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Apologies for Absence

Stan Dawson

17 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the committee held on 5 May 2004 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

18 WORK PROGRAMME: PROGRESS REPORT

A report was submitted that informed the committee of progress against its agreed work programme and proposed timescales for further reports.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the progress made on the work programme be noted.  

(ii) That the timescales for further reports be agreed.

19 COMPLAINTS AND COMPLIMENTS

Details were submitted of the number of complaints and compliments received during the first quarter of 2004 / 05 and an analysis of the complaints made and areas of service development and improvement which have been identified.

Since its introduction, the complaints and compliments policy has been promoted to tenants in a number of ways including the production of a guide to the policy, promoting the policy on the website and via a full-page advert in the July 2004 edition of the company newsletter. 

The procedure has three steps:
· Step 1 problem solving - sorting it out quickly

· Step 2 investigation - recording the complaint and responding within 20 working days

· Step 3 review – carried out by the Chief Executive to look again at the complaint and respond within 20 working days.

Computerised recording of step 2 complaints was introduced on 1 April 2004.  The operation of this will be reviewed in October 2004 and provides an opportunity for a number of improvements both in terms of recording and reporting to be considered as part of the review.

A telephone survey of customers who have registered a complaint during the first quarter will be carried out in August 2004 to establish satisfaction levels with the service standards provided by employees during the investigation of their complaint.

The complaints and compliments policy will be subject to a review by 31 January 2006.

During the period 1 April to 30 June 2004 the company received 148 complaints. An analysis of these reveals the following: -
· 19 complaints were resolved at step 1.
· 129 complaints were registered as step 2 complaints. 108 of these were investigated and responded to within the first quarter. Three complaints were closed as they were incorrectly recorded as step 2 complaints. The remaining 18 complaints were in the process of being investigated at the end of the first quarter.

· Three step 3 Chief Executive reviews were requested in the period covering the following areas:

· Rechargeable repairs – complaint about the charge levied and delay in receiving information.

· Identification of dampness and repairs appointments 

· A third request for a review was closed as the tenant failed to respond to attempts to contact.  

· Of the 108 step 2 complaints, 74 were responded to within the target timescale of 20 working days.  58 of these were found to be justified.

Of the 108 step 2 complaints, 106 of these were about the quality of service.

Following the introduction of the new computerised reporting system, detailed information can be provided about the areas of service that the complaints are received for.

· The main area of complaint (64) was with the repairs service, with work not being completed within the timescale accounting for 34 complaints.

· There were 31 complaints about the housing management service.

During the quarter, 17 compliments were recorded.

An element of the company service plan is to identify with customers areas of service improvement. The complaints system will assist in informing a shortlist of areas for improvement, which will then be discussed and prioritised for implementation with tenants. Areas identified for service improvement include:

· Improve arrangements if appointments for repairs will be missed, giving an alternative appointment and a reason for cancellation.
· Publish timescales for tenants (and former tenants) to be charged for rechargeable repairs.

The results of the first quarter’s complaints and compliments will be published on the company website and displayed in local housing offices by the end of August 2004.

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

(ii) That the following requests be covered in the review of computerised complaints recording in October 2004: -

· A separate report for each of the strategic partners when AWG joins Local Environmental Services as strategic partner for repairs and maintenance.

· A more detailed analysis of the nature of the complaint.

· The target for appointments made and kept could to be raised.

· The source of the complaint be included in future reports.

· Future reports to include a breakdown of complaints and compliments from leaseholders.

· Future reports to include details of the number of complaints and compliments made / given through satisfaction cards.

20 REVIEW OF GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS

The committee requested at its meeting on 5 May 2004 a report outlining a suggested format for a Board member questionnaire on governance and a timescale for feeding back findings and implementing appropriate measures to satisfy them.  The committee also expressed its wish for the Chairs of the Board and of this committee, together with the company’s Human Resources Adviser, to be consulted.

Following consultation as indicated above, a questionnaire has been prepared.  In accordance with Board members’ requests, the questionnaire will be confidential and not identify individuals, other than for the purposes of assisting those individuals themselves to meet any further training needs.

In order to clarify roles and again following consultation with the Chairs of the Board and of this committee, together with the Chief Executive (to resolve potential areas of overlap with the Chair of the Board), a suggested formulation of roles for Chairs and for the Chair of the Board has been produced.

The Board at its meeting on 10 June 2004 identified that the National Federation of ALMOs document “ From Expedience to Excellence: Achieving Continuous Improvement in Governance”, could be used for training Board members in governance issues and copies were provided to Board members at the Board meeting held on 8 July 2004.  The document has been used to prepare a schedule of the following issues where more needs to be done: -

· Clear contingency strategies in the event that the service does not receive a two star rating or that extra funding is not available.

· Instigate formal processes to review the Management Agreement.

· Formulate a succession plan for the Board.

· Devise a strategy to ensure that the Board and Area Boards are representative of the communities they serve.

· Assess risks if the current expertise on the Board and at Strategic Employee level were lost.

· Induction programme for new Board members.

· Arrangements for the appraisal of the Board and individual directors.

· Report Board and committee attendance annually.

· Structure agendas and reports according to risk assessments.

· Members are individually respectful and inclusive towards other Board members and employees.

· Directors’ activities and experiences outside Board meetings should be fed back to the Board and used to inform discussions and decisions.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the questionnaire, as set out in Appendix 1 to these minutes, be issued for completion on the basis set out above by 10 September 2004, to facilitate the achievement of resolution (iii) below.

(ii) That the roles of Chairs and the Chair of the Board, as set out in Appendix 2 to these minutes, be approved and included in the Governance Handbook, subject to 

· the title “Role of Chairs” be amended to read “Role of Chairs of the Board and Committees”

· the bullet “Making thinks happen” being included in the Roles of Chairs of the Board and Committees.

(iii) That the schedule of issues, as set out in Appendix 3 to this report, be addressed by the Company Secretary and Solicitor with a view to the company being in a position to demonstrate compliance with the objectives identified by, or as soon as possible after, 31 October 2004, subject to the following amendment: -

Formulate a succession plan for the Board
· Request Gateshead Council, as the company’s sole member, to reconsider the requirement in the Articles of Association requiring tenant and independent directors respectively to draw lots for determining which of the tenant and independent directors are to retire at the first AGM (Articles 15(2) and 16(2) respectively refer, pages 3.4 and 3.5, Governance Handbook).

(iv) That Gateshead Council be requested to consider amending the Articles of Association to allow

· equal rotation of the three groups represented on the Board, in respect of retirements at each AGM

· a tenant representative who has retired, to be eligible for re-election if no other candidates have been put forward.

(v) That action plans be produced to address all the risks identified by the Board on 11 March 2004 as being key strategic risks, not just those identified as high likelihood/probability and high impact.

(vi) That the Company Secretary and Solicitor report annually to this committee and the Board on the questions raised at pages 20 to 22 of the National Federation of ALMOs document, “From expedience to excellence: Achieving continuous improvement in governance”, in relation to operation of meetings, oversight by the Board, diversity, equality and representation and stakeholder involvement and satisfaction.

21 PREPARING FOR INSPECTION: GOVERNANCE ISSUES

The committee has been informed of the governance issues likely to be considered as part of the forthcoming inspection.

Experience has been gained from previous inspection reports on other ALMOs and from briefings from consultancies such as HQN on what the likely concentration will be on governance issues as part of the inspection process.

Details of other issues, which the inspectors will examine, were reported.  

Details of areas that employees will seek to concentrate on in the development of governance were reported.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

22 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

RESOLVED –
That the Company Administrator contact all members of the committee to agree a date and time for the next meeting.
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