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	Report to East and South Area Board 

6 December 2004


	
	

	Title:


	Outcome of Housing Inspection

	Report of:
	Chief Executive

	
	



Purpose of Report

1.
To inform the Area Board of the outcome of the inspection of the company.

Background

2. The Audit Commission’s Housing Inspectorate undertook an on-site inspection between 16-27 August 2004.  

3. Following the on-site inspection the Audit Commission have now considered their findings and further supporting evidence provided.  A final judgement of a ‘fair’ one star service with promising prospects for improvement has been made.

4. The final report contains a summary of the key strengths and weaknesses and makes 42 recommendations for improvement to be made over the next 3-12 months.  A copy of the key strengths and weaknesses is attached as Appendix 1 and a copy of the 42 recommendations is attached as Appendix 2.

Positive Practice

5. The inspectorate also identified a number of areas of positive practice which they will promote.  Creative and innovative areas identified were as follows:-

· The company web-site

· The DIY Scheme

· TILS

· Blizzard

· Tenancy sign-up procedures
Next Steps

6. An action plan is currently being developed to address the recommendations made by the Inspectorate.

7. Discussions with the Inspectorate will be held as a matter of urgency on a date for a re-inspection and ongoing support from them. 

Recommendations

8. The Area Board is asked to note the judgement of a fair one star service with promising prospects for improvement.

Contact:  Bill Fullen, Chief Executive
 Tel No: (0191) 433 5301

Appendix 1

INSPECTION REPORT

NOVEMBER 2004

JUDGEMENT ONE:  HOW GOOD IS THE SERVICE

Key Strengths 

· Access to services is generally easy and staff are customer focused.

· Customer feedback on complaints is encouraged – and starting to shape service delivery.

· There are service standards in most areas – developed with tenant input.

· The web-site is user-friendly.

· The approach to investment planning is robust.

· The delivery of the capital programme is sound and there are high quality standards.

· The company performs well on rents and arrears.

· There is a wide range of rent payment methods.

· There are positive examples of tenants having an impact on service improvement.

· Blizzard represents positive practice.

· Estates are clear, litter and graffiti free.

· Leaseholder services have improved.

Weaknesses 

· Many policies, procedures and approaches are new, not well understood or embedded and have not yet had a chance to impact on service outcome.

· Approaches to understanding and responding to diversity are underdeveloped.

· Responsive and void repairs are improving but there are still fundamental weaknesses in relation to outcomes and value for money.

· Although lettable standard is high – void property management is not yet sufficiently robust to ensure quick turnaround times and minimum rent loss.

· Performance on gas servicing has been slow to improve – and procedures are not yet consistently implemented.

· Tenant involvement and empowerment is underdeveloped in some key areas such as:

· capital programme

· contractor management

· local lettings policies

· determining opening hours

· tenants’ newsletter

· service improvement groups.

· The handling process for ASB outside Blizzard is resulting in a two tier approach.

· The approach to lettings is flawed and leading to poor service delivery.

JUDGEMENT TWO: PROSPECTS FOR IMPROVEMENT

Strengths:

· Clear evidence of service improvement.

· The pace of change has accelerated.

· There are systems to capture positive practice and learning.

· Service improvement groups are a useful mechanism for focusing on key issues.

· The company is modernising its approach to procurement.

· There is a clear mission, vision and values – which are understood internally.

· Challenging targets and service standards have been set in most areas.

· The Council is supportive of the company’s independence.

· The Board is strong and has developed well in a short space of time.

· Investment is made in staff training and development.

· There are robust performance management arrangements in place.

Weaknesses:
· Some significant areas for improvement have not yet been addressed – such as allocations, lettings and diversity.

· Many improvements are new and have yet to show demonstrable outcomes.

· No clear approach to benchmarking.

· Some missed opportunities for learning eg low level ASB.

· Limited tenant involvement in driving change.

· Opportunities to engage with potential service providers through the current procurement process have been missed.

· The appraisal process and devolved targets are not yet fully understood or owned.

Appendix 2

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT

Diversity

1. Develop with the council, before October 2004, a programme of capital and revenue works to its offices to ensure they are DDA compliant before re-inspection. This should be costed and agreement reached about which party is funding which works.

2. Develop a regularly updated and detailed profile of its customer base in terms of age, gender, ethnic origin and disability and use this systematically to better shape service delivery within six months.

3. Evaluate the impact and effectiveness of training carried out to date on equality and diversity issues and ensure learning is captured to inform future training programmes within six months.

4. Consider ways in which it can offer choice and an improved service to its diverse communities by making better use of existing resources, for example by offering same sex interviews, making better use of staff language and signing skills and routinely flagging all vulnerable customers on the IT system to ensure any special needs are met when contact is made within six months.

Access and customer focus

5. Improve the responsiveness of the repairs reporting hotline and use mystery shopping to check consistency within the next three months.

6. Enhance the welcome pack through the addition of useful local information and contact numbers within the next three months.

7. Evaluate the costs and benefits of introducing a freephone repairs reporting number within the next six months.

8. Log and monitor stage one complaints to identify themes, trends or hot spots and use the learning to inform service improvements within the next six months.

9. Consider the need to communicate with tenants about general asbestos issues in order to allay their fears within the next six months.

10. Seek to further improve consistency in its office network and should consider how improved facilities for customers can be provided within the next 12 months.
Stock investment and asset management

11. Directly involve tenants in discussions about the capital programme and its investment plans within the next three months.

12. Review with the council the recent and potential impact of RTBs on the overall investment programme within the next three months.

13. Establish a clear plan for the introduction of batched repairs and ensure timescales are communicated to customers within the next three months.

14. Evaluate its gas servicing procedures in the light of outcomes achieved to ensure compliance with gas safety regulations within the next three months.

15. Develop an asset management plan and a repairs and maintenance strategy and use the ‘core group’ as a sounding board for these within the next six months.

16. Work with contractors to improve performance against the four repairs categories within the next six months.

17. Target post-inspections on areas of risk and use the information gained to target service improvement within the next six months.

18. Encourage strategic partners to expedite the introduction of multi-skilling within the next 12 months.

Housing income management

19. Ensure that it inputs extensively into and influences the council’s decision making processes around unpooling of service charges to retain some control of future sustainability of stock and the future shape of support services within the next three months.

20. Track and evaluate the success of initiatives, such as the promotion of direct debit payments, in order to ensure it learns from them and achieves value for money from future initiatives within the next six months.

21. Constantly review and consider adopting emerging innovative positive practice in payment promotion campaigns and initiatives within the next six months.

22. On reviewing its SLA with the council’s legal section, consider not only the costs to itself of using the service, but also the costs passed on to tenants (with implications for arrears figures) via court costs and whether it can improve its control over the performance of the courts by more effective representation in court and at court user groups within the next six months.

23. Forge stronger relationships with the voluntary sector in the area of debt and money advice, including exploring innovative means of delivering services with the CAB and local credit unions to benefit tenants and help reduce debt within the next six months.
Resident involvement

24. Produce a company-specific tenant involvement strategy within the next three months which sets out how it is going to increase opportunities for more strategic participation of tenants in the company and engage with hard-to-reach groups. This should be supported by clear budgets and performance indicators.

Tenancy and estate management

25. Develop service standards in relation to tenancy enforcement and ASB within the next three months.

26. Maximise opportunities to publicise estate inspections within the next three months.

27. Ensure that housing management staff fully understand void and re-letting targets within the next three months.

28. Review the check and test check sheet with tenants in order to make it more robust within the next three months.

29. Make a decision on the potential for roll-out of the Blizzard scheme based on the evaluation work being undertaken within the next six months. In the meantime, early opportunities to replicate approaches should be identified and implemented.

30. Develop processes to ensure that the information on low level antisocial behaviour (ASB) and nuisance is used to identify and address themes, trends or hotspots within the next six months.

31. Develop a tighter policy on tenancy start dates in order to make immediate and significant performance improvements and increase income within the next six months.

Allocations and lettings

32. Ensure it takes a role in consulting its tenants on and formally commenting on the council’s current and proposed allocations policy, with particular reference to the issues of its manageability in practice and to local lettings policies and their links with sustainability within the next three months.

33. Review its current practices in terms of the information and advice given to newly registered applicants to ensure that they are in a position to make informed decisions about the types of property and locations in which they have registered an interest within the next three months.

34. Clarify its procedures and guidance to staff within the next three months on the use of informal waiting lists and ensure a non-discriminatory process is in operation in all of its offices.

35. Set up systems within the next three months to ensure that any exercise of staff or manager discretion on the allocation of points or properties is transparent, effectively monitored and that staff are held accountable for their decisions.

36. Implement a system within the next three months for requesting references and making decisions about exclusions which is uniform, transparent and not open to allegations of discrimination.

37. Explore within the next three months the possibility of establishing, with the council, a discrete process for reviewing and dealing with appeals on points awards and allocations decisions.

Leasehold management and right to buy

38. Maximise opportunities to promote the leaseholders’ forum and increase participation within the next six months.

39. Work with the leaseholders’ forum to develop service standards within the next six months.

Value for money

40. Consider how it can engage with a wider body of potential providers through its procurement processes within the next three months.

41. Undertake a clear cost/benefit analysis of the office network and office opening hours in conjunction with tenants within the next six months.

42. Evaluate the approach to outsourced FTA collection within the next six months to ensure that the current approach is delivering value for money.
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