THE GATESHEAD HOUSING COMPANY

WEST AND CENTRAL AREA BOARD

9 December 2004

Blaydon Cricket Club

PRESENT:

Paul Elliott (Chair)

Malcolm Brain

Ken Childs

Alan Ord

David Peacock

Advisers



Neil Bouch
Director of Housing Management

Wilf McNeany
Area Housing Manager (Inner West)

Brett Routledge
Area Housing Manager (Central)

Deborah Ewart
Neighbourhood Relations Manager

Neil Tryner
Service Manager, Community Based Services, Gateshead Council

Stuart Gibson
Company Administrator

Apologies for Absence
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63 MINUTES

The minutes of the last meeting of the West and Central Area Board held on 4 November 2004 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

64 MATTERS ARISING 

(a) Security and Environmental Schemes

With reference to the supply and fitting of external lighting to porch areas of 13 bungalows at Worcester Green, tenants were being consulted on whether they wanted passive infrared.

(b) Review of Effectiveness of Cycle of Meetings of Area Boards Working Group

The first meeting of this had to be postponed.  A new date will be fixed as soon as possible.

65 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 £187,193 have been approved. However, HMR Pathfinder is funding a scheme at Armstrong Street bungalows, which reduces the total cost to £148,138, leaving £146,862 for further schemes.

The Area Board has considered the following schemes at a total cost of £17,095: -

	
	Location
	Proposal
	Cost

	1
	Sunderland Road Flats
	Safer by Design Doors
	£2,500

	2
	Broom Close and Conifer Close Bungalows
	Footpaths to front entrances
	£3,604

	3
	River View, Heddon View and Denton View
	Cut through footpath poorly lit
	£3,741

	4
	Bolton’s Bungalows
	Construct two-metre high fence around communal lounge, including gate (to allow grass cutting access)
	£7,250


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

A list of previously approved schemes and a breakdown of potential schemes for the Area Board to prioritise, were submitted.

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

(ii) That new footpath barriers to complement scheme 3 be pursued.

(iii) That the breakdown of potential schemes for the Area Board to prioritise be submitted to the next meeting with approximate costs of the schemes.

66 ASYLUM SEEKERS SUPPORT SERVICES

The Area Board received a report and presentation on the roles and responsibilities of the company and Council in the provision of housing management services to asylum seekers in Gateshead.

The Council has a contract with the National Asylum Support Service to provide 150 properties to accommodate asylum seekers whilst the Home Office assesses their applications. The contract has been in place since June 2000 and expires in June 2005.  The Council are currently re-negotiating the contract. 

The 150 properties in the contract comprise of 52 family sized accommodation and 98 single persons properties. They are located throughout the borough but mainly in the Central neighbourhood.

A method statement was agreed with the Council for the provision of housing management services to asylum seekers.  Its key aim is to ensure that asylum seekers receive appropriate support whilst they await a decision on their application to remain in Britain. 

The Company’s role is to: -

· ensure that repairs are carried out

· provide an agreed number of furnished properties in line with the NASS contract for use by asylum seekers

· provide the type of property required at any one time

· provide additional properties if required

· assist in providing move on accommodation for refugees

· work with the Council on matters affecting the management of the property.

The Council’s Asylum Seekers and Refugee Team is a specialist team that provides support to asylum seekers and their families. Part of their role is to liaise with other agencies such as health and education, to ensure they receive appropriate support and translation services. 
Gateshead receives around two new cases each week. Of those asylum seekers currently living in Gateshead the majority are from Iraq, Iran, Zimbabwe, Angola and The Congo.

Only a quarter of requests for asylum are successful. A recent survey of applicants seeking asylum showed that approximately 80% of asylum seekers said they would prefer to remain in Gateshead if their application was successful. Those whose applications are successful then go on to be supported by the ‘refugee move on’ scheme, if they request re-housing in Gateshead. 

RESOLVED –
That the report be noted.

67 SUPPORTED TENANCIES

The Area Board received a report and presentation on the roles and responsibilities of the company and Council in the provision of supported tenancies.

The supporting people programme was implemented in April 2003 and aims to ensure that vulnerable people receive support to enable them to live independently in a home of their choice. 

The Council has developed a number of supported housing schemes, in partnership with other housing organisations and support providers. 

A list of housing related support schemes and a summary of each scheme was submitted.

A method statement was agreed with the Council for the provision of housing management services to supported tenancies. Its key aim is to ensure that vulnerable clients receive appropriate support to enable them to maintain their tenancy. The company and the Council work together in partnership to resolve any difficulties to ensure that support is appropriate to tenants’ needs.

The company’s role is to: -

· work with the Supported Housing Team to identify and allocate properties in line with the allocations policy to meet the needs of vulnerable individuals

· provide information towards risk management protocols managed by the Supported Housing Team

· assist in reviews of support services and service users

· manage the tenancies in line with housing management procedures, and to advise the council of tenancy breaches, or breaches in management agreements with partners

· ensure that all parties are informed of statutory notices served

· ensure that difficulties with clients are identified and passed to the Supported Housing Team and to attend reviews if necessary

· identify potential clients and pass referral information to allow the Supported Housing team to arrange intervention and support.

Tenancy support packages are monitored and managed by the Council’s Tenancy Support Service, which was introduced in 2003 and is responsible for working closely with all the support providers and the company. They have promoted the ‘single gateway’, which ensures that there is a co-ordinated approach to identifying all the support needs of vulnerable tenants.  By developing a comprehensive support package, tenants can then access all the relevant services they need to enable them to live independently.

The Housing Support Co-ordinators collate information from all the appropriate services involved and carry out a risk assessment. The company is then approached to identify suitable accommodation. This support is then monitored and the Co-ordinator meets on a monthly basis with providers, the focus being to inform the company if there are any changes in the support package. This support is also formally reviewed with all parties, including the tenant every three months.

Supported tenancies have the same rights and responsibilities under the tenancy agreement as an introductory or secure tenant. Where an issue arises, which may lead to a breach of tenancy, the company work with the Tenancy Support Service, to review the level of support that the tenant is receiving. Where appropriate, options for increased or differing support from other agencies are investigated before taking any other action in line with the company’s procedures.

RESOLVED –
That the report be noted.

68 COMPLAINTS AND COMPLIMENTS – SECOND QUARTER REPORT 2004-05

The Area Board has received the second quarter analysis of complaints and compliments in the Central, West and Inner West neighbourhoods. 

During the period 1 July to 30 September 2004, the company received 179 complaints, of which 113 relate to this Area Board. An analysis of these complaints reveals the following: -
· Of the 113 complaints received, 16 were resolved at step one and 97 were registered as step two complaints.

· Of the 97 step two complaints, 72 were investigated and responded to.  Four complaints were closed as they were incorrectly recorded as step two complaints. The remaining 21 complaints were in the process of being investigated at the end of the second quarter.

· Three step three Chief Executive reviews were requested in the period covering the company’s response to reports of neighbour nuisance, the repair of a solid fuel fire and the installation of a kitchen.

· Of the 72 step two complaints that were completed, 40 were responded to within the target timescale of 20 working days and 31 were justified.

Of the 72 step two complaints completed, the main category of complaint was the quality of service, with 71 complaints on this issue. 

Following the introduction of the new computerised reporting system the company is able to provide detailed information about the areas of service complained about.

· The main area of complaint (41) was with the repairs service with work not being completed within the timescale, accounting for 27 complaints. 

· There were 23 complaints about the housing management service.

During the period, 24 compliments were recorded by the company, of which 13 were recorded for the Central, West and Inner West neighbourhoods.

Details were reported of a borough-wide telephone survey of 27 (25% of completed complaints) customers who registered a complaint during the first quarter that was carried out in August 2004 to establish satisfaction levels with the service standards provided by employees during the investigation of their complaint. 

Areas identified for service improvement from the first quarter analysis included: -

· Improve arrangements if appointments for repairs will be missed, giving an alternative appointment and a reason for cancellation.
· Discussions have taken place with LES, with the result being a protocol for missed appointments being put into place.

· Liaise with the company’s repairs service provider to establish one point of contact for company employees seeking information about repairs complaints. 
-
Central points of contact and a pro-forma have been established for company employees to gain information about repairs complaints. Deadlines have been set so that responses can be sent to the resident within the target timescales.
· Publish timescales for tenants (and former tenants) to be charged for rechargeable repairs.
-  
This is currently being considered.

Areas identified for service improvement from the second quarter analysis are: - 

· Complainants are notified of the right to ask for a step three Chief Executive review as standard. To monitor the provision of this information, the Customer Service Assistant will check a sample of complaints.

· The company will review procedures with strategic partners to ensure that when fitting one off kitchens outside of the capital programme, customers are offered choice and records are maintained.

· The computerised complaints system is now scheduled for review. The company has provided the Council with suggested priority improvements to be included as part of this review.

· To reissue guidance to employees to ensure that:

· Complaints are accepted at the point of contact

· Where appropriate investigating officers discuss the details of the complaint with the resident before the response letter is sent

· Holding letters are sent if a response cannot be completed within the 20-day target. This will be monitored by a monthly sample check by the Customer Service Assistant.

The results of the second quarter’s complaints and compliments will be published on the company website and displayed in local housing offices during December 2004.

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

69 NEIGHBOURHOOD RELATIONS – PROGRESS REPORT

The Area Board has received an update on the work of the Neighbourhood Relations Team (NRT) for the period July – September 2004.

During the period, there were five new case referrals made to NRT. The current caseload is 55, with 11, 13 and 31 cases in the Central, Inner West and West areas respectively.

Details of the number of current active cases for the Central, Inner West and West areas were submitted and broken down by estate and case type. Formal actions, which have been taken, were also included, as well as reasons for cases closed and feedback on satisfaction surveys.

A system for monitoring and recording all incidents of low level and serious anti-social behaviour reported to the company was introduced on 30 August 2004. Initially, this first year of recording statistics will provide the company with valuable baseline information to identify trends in relation to numbers, categories of anti-social behaviour and locations or ‘hot-spots’ of incidents. Performance on this will be reported as part of the next quarterly performance report to the Area Board. 

RESOLVED –
That the information be noted.

70 HOUSING STRATEGY FOR OLDER PEOPLE – PROPOSED FIRST PHASE OF IMPLEMENTATION

The Area Board was informed of the implementation of the Older Persons Housing Strategy.

Consultation has taken place with residents living in the following schemes about the future of their homes and whether they would be interested in moving into one of the new bungalows, the remodelled Callender Court or other Council properties or housing association schemes.
· Swanway, Sheriff Hill – 13, one bed bungalows 

· Mulberry Gardens, Nest Estate – 16, one bed bungalows 

· Hallgarth Road, Blaydon – 20, one bed bungalows 

· Cresthaven, Felling – 30 sheltered flats 

Swanway and Hallgarth Road are located in the West and Central neighbourhoods. 

Given that all but one of the residents in the proposed first phase of implementation are Council tenants and therefore benefit from the housing management services provided by the company, the company has carried out the consultation.

The results of the consultation have resulted in the Council’s Cabinet approving, on 2 November 2004, the demolition of the four schemes.  A copy of the consultation results and the proposals that were agreed, were submitted. 
The Council has written to all residents informing them of the recommendations that have been approved. The company will now be contacting all residents to discuss their re-housing options and the next steps, on an individual basis.

The related costs are as follows:

Annual loss of income (net)



£149,671

One-off costs of demolition, acquisition and home
£717,100


loss payments / disturbance allowances

The loss of stock will reduce the income to the Housing Revenue Account and therefore impact on the level of management fee to the company.  The one-off costs identified will need to be met from future capital allocations and will impact on the level of resources available for investment works.

RESOLVED – 
That the information be noted.

71 OUTCOMES OF INSPECTION

The Area Board has been advised of the outcome of the inspection of the company that the Audit Commission’s Housing Inspectorate undertook between 16 and 27 August 2004.  

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

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 and the 42 recommendations were submitted.

The Inspectorate also identified a number of areas of positive practice, which they will promote.  Creative and innovative areas identified were the company website, the DIY Scheme, TILS, Blizzard and tenancy sign-up procedures.
An action plan is currently being developed to address the recommendations made by the Inspectorate.

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

RESOLVED – 
That the judgement of a fair one star service with promising prospects for improvement be noted.

72 EAST AND SOUTH AREA BOARD

The minutes of the East and South Area Board held on 2 November 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

73 BOARD MEETING

The minutes of the Board Meeting held on 14 October 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

74 PERSONNEL COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Personnel Committee held on 19 October 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

75 MANAGEMENT OF PERFORMANCE AND RESOURCES COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Management of Performance and Resources Committee held on 20 October 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

76 QUALITY AND AUDIT COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Quality and Audit Committee held on 26 October 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

77 COMMUNICATIONS AND TENANT INVOLVEMENT COMMITTEE

The minutes of the Communications and Tenant Involvement Committee held on 9 November 2004 were submitted.

RESOLVED –
That the minutes be noted.

78 DATE AND TIME OF NEXT MEETING

The next meeting will held on Thursday 6 January 2005 at 10.00am (venue to be confirmed).

79 JAN COOPER

RESOLVED –
That the Area Board place on record its appreciation to Jan Cooper who is retiring from her post as Blaydon Housing Manager.
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