THE GATESHEAD HOUSING COMPANY

WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

4 November 2004

Sunhill Sheltered Housing Scheme

PRESENT:

Paul Elliott (Chair)

Maureen Chaplin

Margo Oloman

Alan Ord

Alan Telford

Advisers



Kevin Lumley
Principal Housing Services Manager

Wilf McNeany
Area Housing Manager (Inner West)

Martin Poulter
Area Housing Manager (West)

Brett Routledge
Area Housing Manager (Central)

Hazel Forster
Housing Manager

Heather Fenwick
Business Support Manager

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Apologies for Absence

Malcolm Brain

David Peacock

49 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the West and Central Area Board held on 7 October 2004 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair, subject to Kevin Lumley’s name being included in the list of advisers present at the meeting.

50 MATTERS ARISING 

(a) Security and Environmental Schemes

The replacement of the crazy paved area with grass at Park View, Winlaton is feasible and is being pursued.

(b) Future Meetings of the Area Boards

Esther Ward, independent company director and Chair of the Standards Committee, has agreed to facilitate the working group to look at the effectiveness of the cycle of meetings of the Area Boards.

51 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.

(ii) That the Area Board felt that the following should be considered when developing the strategy: -

· Information about the development of the strategy should be sent to all tenants in Gateshead.

· The strategy should be properly managed and ensure involvement is offered to all groups and areas across the borough.

(iii) That the Area Board considers the proposal to enable tenants to have a say and influence spend on services as a quite challenging step.

(iv) That any further comments on the strategy be sent to Heather Fenwick at the Baltic Business Centre by the end of November 2004.

52 PERFORMANCE – END OF 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 three 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.

The company is working with the Council’s Local Environmental Services and Morrison Services Ltd, the new strategic partner for the delivery of the repairs service in the South, 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: -

· In respect of concerns about the backlog of Housing Benefit assessments, it was noted that these had only started to be reduced and the Area Board should see an improvement in the rent collection figure in the third quarter.

The Area Board noted that tenants awaiting the outcome of Housing Benefit assessments are advised to at least pay their water rates whilst their assessment is being processed.

The Area Board noted that despite the backlog of Housing Benefit assessments, the percentage of rent collected in the Inner West neighbourhood has increased during the second quarter.

· The Area Board was informed that the company has appointed qualified debt advisers who tenants who have problems paying their rent can contact in confidence.  The company also has a computer system that prompts the Rent and Income Team when a tenant is not meeting his/her preferred frequency for paying his/her rent.

· The Area Board felt that the average relet times for properties let should show how long it took the company to get the property ready to let and the time it then took to let.

The Area Board felt that once the full programme of decent homes work begins, the average relet times for properties let should fall because less work should be required to these properties when they become vacant.

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

53 MYSTERY SHOPPING PROGRESS REPORT – SECOND QUARTER

The Area Board received a quarterly progress report on the service areas, which were tested by mystery shopping exercises from July to September 2004.

In July 2004, the mystery shopping team contacted 39 tenants since the introduction of the repairs service standard in May 2004.  32 tenants were told the maximum days it would take to complete the required work, 31 were offered a suitable time for an operative to call, 36 benefited from the requirement to have their furnishings covered whilst work was carried out to their home and 38 had as required the area tidied where the repair had been carried out and arrangements had been made to have any rubbish collected within two days.  During the reality check the requirement for all tenants to receive a confirmation letter when reporting repairs had not been introduced, therefore this service area will be re-evaluated in November 2004 and reported to the Area Board in January 2005.

An action plan has been developed to ensure every tenant is given the correct information and consistent approach in future.  As a result: -

· On-going training will be given to employees to ensure they are aware of the publicised service standards.

· Regular meetings will be held with contractors to discuss mystery-shopping results.

Between 28 June and 3 August 2004, 50 people who had viewed properties available to let returned a satisfaction questionnaire.  10 of these indicated that the property did not meet the lettings standard. In August, the mystery shopping team contacted seven of these 10 people to discuss this with them.  All of the applicants felt that the property they viewed was safe and secure.  Three thought the property was not clean and four thought the property they viewed was not in a good condition.  The exercise highlighted that three out of the seven properties had met the lettable standard.

An action plan has been developed following the exercise that includes the following: -

· The training for the lettable standard was carried out prior to its introduction in May 2004.  This training has recently been repeated for all relevant employees within the company and the Council’s Local Environmental Services to ensure that standards are being applied consistently.  

· The procedure for accompanied viewings has been revised and an information pack has been developed to assist estate officers when showing a prospective tenant around the property.  The pack also contains a questionnaire, which will ensure prospective tenants are given the opportunity to comment on the lettable standard of the property they have viewed.

· Questionnaires will continue to be evaluated to inform further service improvements.

In August 2004, the mystery shopping team identified nine tenants who wished to terminate their current tenancy and two were successfully contacted.  One tenant was given relevant advice to move, however the other was not given the correct information.  Given that the number of tenants contacted is not sufficient to represent this service area, a further check will be undertaken within the annual programme.

An action plan has been implemented following the exercise that includes the following: -

· Housing managers must carry out an audit of specific activities detailed in the employee’s personal work plan to ensure a consistent approach.  This includes a 10% check of properties that have become vacant.

· Guidance to ending a tenancy has been included on the company website and as a public information leaflet.  A service standard checklist is being developed to assist estate officers when carrying out the pre-termination visit to ensure consistency of advice.

· Further training sessions will be held to ensure all employees are aware of what information tenants should be given when they terminate their tenancy.

In September 2004, the tenant inspectors carried out visits to 14 multi-storey blocks to see whether the caretakers and concierge were providing a friendly, clean and secure environment for tenants to live in.  Nine out of 11 caretakers displayed their duty details on the notice board in their block so tenants knew when they were available, eight provided good advice when contacted with a query and four provided a leaflet for further information.  The inspectors also considered 12 of the 14 blocks to be clean.

An action plan has been developed following the exercise containing the following: -

· A standard notice is to be developed and issued to all caretakers so they can display their availability details for tenants.

· The Learning Curve, which contains all the public information leaflets produced by the company has been issued to all emplolyees.  All employees in the caretaking and concierge service are being encouraged to participate in the quiz, which will help to enhance their knowledge of the company services.

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

(ii) That a further report be received on repairs reporting in February 2005 in relation to the rollout of confirmation letters borough wide, as part of the next quarterly report.

54 SECURITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL SCHEMES

The budget for security and environmental schemes for this Area Board is £295,000.  To date, schemes at a total cost of £102,198 have been approved, leaving £192,802 for further schemes.

The Area Board has considered the following schemes at a total cost of £45,940: -

	
	Location
	Proposal
	Cost

	1.
	Lower Teams – Upton Street, Kelso Place, Johnson Street, Amberley Street, Yetholm Road (21-51 odd), Northumberland Street (part), Russell Court
	To supply and fit Permadoor 

composite doors to 

80 properties to complement HMR Pathfinder works to the adjacent private development by Haslam Homes
	£40,000

	2.
	Worcester Green, Gateshead
	Supply and fit 

external lighting to porch areas of 13 bungalows
	£3,770

	3.
	Boltons Bungalows, Chopwell
	Supply and fit 

security lighting to 14 bungalows
	£2,170


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

A list of previously approved schemes was submitted.

RESOLVED –
(i)
That schemes 1 and 3 be approved.

(ii) That scheme 2 be approved, subject to tenants being given the choice of having PIR (passive infrared).

(iii) That visits be arranged to some of the proposed schemes before they are considered by the Area Board and to some schemes after they have been completed.

(iv) That proposed schemes in the process of being prioritised and costed be presented to the next meeting of the Area Board.

(v) That the list of previously approved schemes also include progress to date and the actual cost when the scheme is completed.

55 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 West, Inner West and Central neighbourhoods have completed 1,681 (62%) of the 2,700 target for inspections at the end of the second quarter. This in an improvement from the end of the first quarter when only 37% 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 increased from 54% to 76% in the West, reduced from 49% to 47% in the Inner West and reduced from 72% to 43% in Central. The overall average for customer satisfaction for this Area Board has fallen from 57% at the end of the first quarter to 53%%.  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.

56 BLEACH GREEN PROGRESS REPORT

The Area Board has been advised of progress to date with re-housing residents from the Bleach Green estate and redevelopment of the site.

Of the 490 properties to be demolished, 290 have now been demolished. A further 150 are empty and awaiting demolition. The demolition contractor was due back on site on 25 October 2004 to begin the removal of up to 18 properties at the top of Ladywell Road. The contractor will then move onto Cedar Road, Cypress Road and part of Beech Terrace.

There are a total of 40 residents who are waiting for an offer of accommodation. This is a reduction of 13 since progress was last reported to the Area Board in July 2004. In addition, a further 10 tenants currently have offers or are in the process of moving into their new home. Of the remaining 40 residents, nine have been nominated to Nomad Housing for three-bedroom properties on the Springfield Road site. A further seven nominations for three-bedroom houses are to be forwarded from non-Bleach Green tenants in order to release suitable properties. Six Bleach Green residents have been nominated for the two-bedroom bungalows at Springfield Road and a further three non-Bleach Green tenants have been nominated for a two-bedroom bungalow, which will release suitable properties for offer.

As properties become vacant they are immediately secured. The Estate Officer and the Handyperson carry out daily inspections of the estate to maintain both the environment and the empty properties. The Council’s neighbourhood wardens also patrol the estate on a regular basis, reporting any issues direct to the housing office or Police.

Area Office staff regularly attend meetings of the Bleach Green Residents Association to update and discuss any issues residents may have concerning the scheme. 

The Springfield Road site is due for completion in January 2005. This will comprise of 10 X two-bedroom bungalows (one for special needs), 16 X three-bedroom houses and a bungalow for people with learning difficulties. 

Nomad Housing Group has secured the funding to build another two phases. These will be a mixture of rented and shared ownership. Phase 3 will comprise of 14 units of accommodation to rent, including flats, houses and bungalows. It will also include 12 three-bedroom houses for shared ownership. Phase 4 will include 16 units of rented accommodation, a mixture of houses and bungalows plus a further seven units of shared ownership.  
RESOLVED –
(i)
That the information be noted.

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

57 DATE AND TIME OF FUTURE MEETINGS 

RESOLVED –
That the Company Administrator draw up a schedule of meetings based on the Area Board meeting on the first Thursday of every month until the end of March 2005, but that in order to best accommodate all members of the Area Board, to alternate the start times between 10.00am and 2.00pm.

58 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

The minutes of the East and South Area Board held on 18 October 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

59 BOARD MEETING 

The minutes of the Board Meeting held on 19 August 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

60 STANDARDS COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Standards Committee held on 27 September 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

61 COMMUNICATIONS AND TENANT INVOLVEMENT COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Communications and Tenant Involvement Committee held on 5 October 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

62 SALE OF 31, 33, 35 AND 37 RUSKIN ROAD, SWALWELL

A report was submitted that was being considered by the Council’s Cabinet proposing the sale of 31, 33, 35 and 37 Ruskin Road, Swalwell to Byker Bridge Housing Association for a sum of £103,000.  The sale will facilitate the renovation of the properties and provide accommodation and support for single, homeless, isolated and vulnerable people (including people with mental health needs).

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.
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