THE GATESHEAD HOUSING COMPANY

EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

2 November 2004

Lyndholme Communal Lounge

PRESENT:

Jo Grant (Chair)

Patricia Adams

Derek Harris

Ron Monaghan

Nicholas O’Neil

Patricia Thompson

James Turnbull

Advisers



Julie McCartney
Principal Housing Services Manager

Ken Mullen
Area Housing Manager (East)

Margaret Copeland
Area Housing Manager (South)

Heather Fenwick
Business Support Manager

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Apologies for Absence

Maureen Goldsworthy

61 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the East and South Area Board held on 18 October 2004 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair, subject to Derek Harris’ name being recorded in the list of those present.

62 MATTERS ARISING

(a) Security and Environmental Schemes

· In respect of the alternative proposed scheme at Malton Green, Harlow Green, it was noted that the land is public open space and, therefore, a public notice has to be displayed.  It is hoped that an alternative scheme will submitted to the next meeting of the Area Board.

· The Council has advised that the path on Seascale Place, Beacon Lough is well used.  If tenants want the path closed, there is a long procedure they must go through.

(b) Operation Blizzard

A specification had been given to the University of Northumbria to undertake the evaluation of the Operation Blizzard project.  It had undertaken an extensive consultation process, which included tenants, owner-occupiers and the police.  The draft report would be submitted to the Area Boards for comments in due course.

(c) Working Group on Effectiveness of the Cycle of Meetings of the Area Boards

It is likely that Esther Ward, Chair of Standards Committee will facilitate the working group.

63 TENANT INVOLVEMENT STRATEGY 

A report was submitted that considered the development of a Tenant Involvement Strategy for the company.

In developing a strategy a number of issues would need to be considered including: -

(i) Tenants and leaseholders views on how they wish involvement to develop

(ii) The scope for increasing tenant influence on decision making and service improvement

(iii) Development of training and support for tenants to enable informed involvement

(iv) How involvement of hard to reach groups can be developed

(v) The period of the strategy and how it links with future business plan for the company

(vi) The recommendations of the final housing inspection report

(vii) Improving tenant satisfaction.

The process and timetable for the development of a strategy, which were agreed by the Communications and Tenant Involvement Committee on 5 October 2004, were submitted.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the development of a Tenant Involvement Strategy for the company be noted.

· That this Area Board considers that the consultation on the draft strategy also cover groups representing young people. 
(ii) That the Area Board considers that the company should look for other means of involvement and creativity, particularly for hard to reach groups.

64 PERFORMANCE – SECOND QUARTER 2004-05

The Area Board received the results for those performance indicators, which can be reported at the end of the second 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, whilst others are local indicators set and monitored internally.

A table containing the results of indicators to be reported in 2004/05 was submitted.  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. Details of these indicators have been included in the table for information purposes only.

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

Performance for the first four indicators, relating to income, rent arrears, average days vacant and rent loss, are all falling short of their year-end targets.

Income collection and rent arrears continue to be affected by the knock-on effects of the introduction of the Council’s new Housing Benefit IT system in June 2004. The number of Housing Benefit cases being processed fell sharply creating a backlog. The actual time taken on average to process new Housing Benefit claims has risen from just over 53 days at the beginning of April 2004 to 109 days by the end of September 2004. To assist with that the Council has entered into a short-term contract until December 2004 with an external organisation to carry out additional Housing Benefit processing. The Council anticipate that the backlog will be cleared by the end of the calendar year.

The proposed corrective actions reported to the Area Boards in August 2004, has resulted in payments by cash, cheque, debit card and via post offices increasing by 0.4% since the end of the first quarter. Area housing managers had agreed to target an increase in the number of debit card and direct debit payments and have been able to do so by 24% and 9% respectively. 

Managers will continue to target debit card and direct debit payments as well as now being able to re-focus on visits and contacts. This action and the projected reduction in Housing Benefit backlog, is expected to result in improved performance by the year-end.

The average time taken to relet properties is significantly above target but, as previously reported, has begun to improve. Local Environmental Services are now returning more properties and reducing both their backlog and the time taken to complete relet repairs. This is expected to continue to reflect in improved performance during the third and fourth quarters.

All neighbourhoods are showing improved performance, which is expected to continue as the average days vacant and the overall number of vacant properties continues to reduce.

The final indicator relates to repairs completed within timescales by strategic partners. Whilst there is improvement in performance for both category 1 and 2 repairs, the overall performance of repairs has fallen to 84%, which is below its target of 95%.

In April 2004, there were over 16,000 outstanding repairs, which has now reduced to close to 8,000. In terms of performance this has had the following impact:

· Non-urgent repairs ordered since April are being completed on average in 19.8 days, which is within the target of 22 working days 

· Urgent repairs are completed in 1.6 days which is well within the target of 3.0 working days

· Tenant satisfaction levels are running at 91% which is slightly short of the 95% target but has improved since 2003/04

· 46% of repair appointments have been made and kept, which exceeds the second quarter target of 42.5%. It is expected the full year target of 50% will be achieved.

In Neighbourhood Management Area South, Morrison Facilities Services Ltd, the new strategic partner, took over responsibility for the delivery of the repairs service on 18 October 2004.

The company is working with the Council’s Local Environmental Services and Morrison to develop a strategy to address the remaining outstanding repairs in all of the neighbourhoods.

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

(ii) That the following comments be submitted to the Board on 18 November 2004: -

· The Area Board would be disappointed if the corrective action did not result in improvements to the red performance indicators by the end of the third quarter.

· The Area Board noted the high demand for and shortage of tradesmen in the region.

(iii) That future performance reports be received on a quarterly basis.

65 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The budget for security and environmental schemes for this Area Board is £336,234.  To date, schemes at a total cost of £132,696 have been approved, leaving a balance of £203,537 to be spent.

The Area Board has considered the following schemes at a total cost of £26,202: -

	
	Location
	Proposal
	Cost
	Impact

	1
	Blackhill Crescent, Springwell
	Remove two planters and replace with tarmac
	£11,800
	Improve the environment and reduce vandalism to planters

	2
	Cheshire Avenue, Birtley
	Install a door entry system to the main entrances of six blocks of four flats and individual letterboxes for each tenant
	£6,000
	Improve the security to 24 older persons accommodation

	3 
	15-20 Skiddaw Place, Low Fell
	Replace the concrete ‘honeycomb’ panels with a glazed unit
	£8,402
	Improve the visual internal and external appearance of the

block of flats


In addition, the Principal Housing Services Manager has approved in accordance with her delegated powers, following consultation with the Chair of the Area Board, a scheme to provide security lighting to the rear of a block of flats at 9-14 Duddon Place, Low Fell at a cost of £506.

Budgetary provision for these works exists within the security and environmental budget.


A list of schemes previously approved was submitted.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That schemes 1-2 be approved.

(ii) That scheme 3 be approved but the design of the glazed unit be tested and if this is satisfactory, a plan be drawn up for phasing in the replacement of the other concrete ‘honeycomb’ panels at flats across the two areas.

(iii) That the Area Board looks forward to receiving more schemes by the end of March 2005.

(iv) That the scheme approved in accordance with the powers delegated to the Principal Housing Services Manager be noted.

66 PROPERTY INSPECTORS – HALF YEARLY REPORT OF ACTIVITY

The results of work carried out by property inspectors during the first six months of this financial year were reported.

The six-monthly figures show that the East and South neighbourhoods have completed 1,087 (60%) of the 1,800 target for inspections at the end of the second quarter. This in an improvement from the end of the first quarter when only 38% had been completed, though there is still a backlog to catch up on. 

The shortfall situation has improved and property inspectors will continue to reduce it further with a view to achieving the overall target during the fourth quarter.

Although performance has improved, there is still an issue with work not being completed within target timescales by strategic partners. Regular monitoring meetings will continue to take place.

The property inspectors assess satisfaction with the quality of work and in the main the results demonstrate work is carried out satisfactorily. Where the quality is not acceptable, the work is referred back to the contractor to be remedied.

The quality of work has reduced however from the last quarter within this Area Board, although there has been a general levelling out between Area Boards, with the exception of the Central neighbourhood, which shows a significant reduction. There has been a change of Property Inspector for that neighbourhood since the first quarter and the company is working to ensure that the standards he is employing are in line with the other four property inspectors.

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 although this shows an improvement on the first quarter, it remains one where the most improvement is needed.

The results show that overall customer satisfaction with the work inspected has reduced from 90% to 87% in the East neighbourhood and from 95% to 89% in the South neighbourhood. The overall average for customer satisfaction for this Area Board has fallen from 94% at the end of the first quarter to 88%.  This may be linked to the increased emphasis on high-cost and multi-trade inspections but this is being explored at monitoring meetings with strategic partners.

Overall tenant satisfaction with the repairs service, measured by the return of postage-paid satisfaction cards issued with every repair receipt and telephone surveys by staff, show satisfaction levels continue to increase, though unlike the work of the property inspectors, these do not focus on high cost or multi-trade work.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That the results of the work carried out by property inspectors during the first six months of this financial year be noted.

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

67 DATE AND TIME OF FUTURE MEETINGS

RESOLVED –
That the following schedule of meetings be approved until the end of March 2005: -

Monday 6 December 2004 at 2.00pm

Monday 10 January 2005 at 2.00pm

Monday 7 February 2005 at 2.00pm

Monday 7 March 2005 at 2.00pm

68 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting of the East and South Area Board will be held on Monday 6 December 2004 at 2.00pm at Tik Tok Nursery.

6

