HOUSING MANAGEMENT FORUM







   Meeting: Thursday 28th November, 2013
   at 2.00 p.m.

PRESENT:- Councillors Hamilton (Chairman), Barlow, Irwin, Johnston, Murray and Pointer.
Tenant Representatives:- Mr A. McIntosh, Mr W. McEwan and Mr W. Ward.
30 – Minutes

The Minutes of the meetings held on 29th August and 31st October, 2013 were taken as read and confirmed.

31 – Apologies for Absence/Changes in Membership

Mr W. McEwan had replaced Mrs K. Warne for this meeting only.
32 – Rent Strategy
The Housing Manager reported that whilst the various Welfare Reforms and Self-Financing changes were challenging they also presented the Housing Service with an opportunity to improve the way rents were determined, demanded and collected and transform service delivery.

1. Dwelling Rents

Rents within the HRA 30-year business plan had been predicated at 3% on the assumption that they would be determined using RPI +0.5% plus an additional uplift to bring Local Authority rents up to market (Target) rents by 2015-16.

He stated that today he was guided to use the September CPI of 2.7% + 1% (3.7%) and informed that the opportunity to uplift to market rents would cease after 2014-15.
This would mean that the Housing Service would lose the mechanism to harmonise individual rents where there were anomalies and to match their market equivalents and the Housing Manager suggested that consideration be given to bring rents in line with market (target) rents in 2014-15 highlighted as Option 3 in the table below and to dispense with target rents in any future rent determination or calculation.

The effect on the Council’s rents would be as follows:-
	OPTIONS
	52 Weeks
	48 Weeks
	+/- from 2013

	Current average rents
	£71.40
	£77.35
	

	OPTION 1:  2014 (uplift at 3.7%)
	£74.04
	£80.21
	£2.86

	OPTION 2:  2014 (uplift at 3.7% + partial convergence)
	£74.69
	£80.92
	£3.57

	OPTION 3:  2014 (uplift at 3.7% + full convergence)
	£75.34
	£81.62
	£4.27


The difference in gross income between options 2 & 3 was £94,412 per annum (£10,544,605).
Under the recommendation at Option 3, rents on an individual property basis would differ but all remained within their individual £2 cap (assuming an increase of 3.7%).

The Housing Manager attached as an appendix, examples of the effect of applying Option 3 for the different property types.
2. Garage Rents

It was normal practice to recommend that garage rents were increased in line with residential properties provided that there was a healthy demand.  The 2014/15 budget would develop on this basis. 

For example a 3.7% increase would generate £7,072 and the effect on individual garage charges would be as follows:-
	 
	No
	2013/14
	3.70%
	2014/15

	Garage rate 1 
	27
	£6.43
	£0.24
	£6.67

	Garage rate 2 
	448
	£8.88
	£0.33
	£9.21

	Increase
	475
	£191,129
	£7,072
	£198,201


There was a 160 strong waiting list for garages with one vacancy and the proposed new rent appeared on par with the private sector.

The Housing Manager therefore suggested that Members give consideration to develop the budget on this principle.

3. Service Delivery

Historically, dwelling and garage rents had been debited to tenants’ accounts every Monday with 4 non collectable weeks - probably as a convenience to the Council’s opening arrangements and in an era when Housing Benefit was paid on the same day and when tenants predominantly paid weekly and in cash. 

The Council’s collection and arrears processes, procedures and tenancy agreements were in line with this practice but were increasingly becoming out of kilter with today’s practice.

· Today more tenants received their income (or main benefits) 4 weekly and paid increasingly by remote, direct or automated means.
· In the future Universal Credit would be paid to tenants on a fixed but personal calendar month date.
Consideration also needed to be taken on the impact of these changes and would need to offer customer focused solutions which still protected the Council’s rental income and help it manage arrears efficiently.  The Housing Manager also wanted to encourage this channel shift and make sure that policies and agreements were aligned and that the Council’s processes were capable of delivering the service.  

Initially the Housing Manager suggested that the Council explore and consult its tenants and internally on the following key aspects:-
· Eliminate non collectable weeks;
· Introduce monthly/any day rent groups where debits match ‘income’ dates; and
· Determining rent increases in the future.
He stated that there may well be new and better ways of rent accounting and changes that are looked at which may reduce costs and add more certainty to business planning over the next few years.
RECOMMENDED:- 

1. To agree to bring forward convergence with market (target) rents to 2014/15 from 2015/16 and to further dispense with Target Rents and agree that the 2014/15 budget be developed on the basis of Option 3 and to note the potential effect on individual rents modelled at Appendix A to the report;

2. To agree in principle that the Garage rents budget is developed at the same rate as Dwellings Point 2; and

3. To agree to further exploration and consultation with tenants of the proposals outlined in Point 3 to formulate and present a Rents Strategy and implementation plan by the end of the financial year.
33 – Scrutiny of Anti-Social Behaviour Policies and Procedures
The Housing Manager reported that the Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party was established in September, 2013 in line with the regulatory emphasis on co-regulation and the requirement for meaningful scrutiny by residents.
The main aims of the Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party were:-
· To drive continuous improvement in performance and customer service excellence through the process of resident led self-regulation;
· To ensure tenants’ views, aspirations and priorities were central to, and directly influence the Housing Service strategic direction and that this could be clearly evidenced; and
· To conduct two or possibly three scrutiny projects each year, which resulted in making evidence, based recommendations to Housing Management Forum and Executive Committee.

The Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party agreed the scope and the timeframe of the project at the outset, based around the following stages:-
Stage 1:  Fact Finding

This included a presentation by the Anti-Social Behaviour Consultants – ASB Action Ltd on the current Anti-Social Behaviour Service by the Tenancy Services Team and an examination of the policy and procedures and performance data obtained from the ‘Star Survey’.
Stage 2:  Further investigation, compare and challenge

The Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party selected the following as their main areas of focus:-
· Review of the Anti-Social Behaviour Policies and Procedures;
· Access to the service and information provided to residents about the service; and
· Performance Issues – Timescales for ASB complaints to be dealt with;
A further area to be examined as part of the wider service review was also considered:-
· Review of the tenancy agreement in line with changes to Anti-Social Behaviour policies and procedures;
The key activities undertook at this stage were:-
· Information noted from the presentation by ASB Action Ltd;
· Document review of policies, procedures, incident diaries and case review diary – ongoing;
· Review of ASB Policy - Revised Policy Statement agreed by Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party on 25th October, 2013;
· Tenancy Services Team meeting to review draft Policy and Procedures 25th November, 2013;
· Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party to meet 26th November, 2013 to review initial draft Procedures;
· Good practice review of other organisations’ service literature and website - on-going; and
· Tenant Audit – interviews to take place of tenants who have been victims of Anti-Social Behaviour to hear their views and ‘learn from any positive/negative comments’.

An evidence file was being compiled with detailed minutes of meetings and interviews with tenants and staff.  The Operations Manager and Assistant Operations Manager attended each meeting to respond to the points raised and to suggest improvements to be made.  The Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party was chaired by a tenant representative.
Stage 3:  Analysis and recommendations

The Operations Manager and Assistant Operations Manager were to assist Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party to share and understand the findings from the scrutiny exercise to agree recommendations for how the service might be improved for residents.
Stage 4: Implementation and review

A meeting would be arranged of the Tenants’ Scrutiny Working Party and Tenancy Services Team to agree an action plan to implement the improvements identified.  Monitoring progress against the agreed actions would be the responsibility of the Operations Manager.
The final report would be presented to Housing Management Forum in January 2014.
RECOMMENDED:-

1. To note the content of the Housing Manager’s report; and

2. To adopt the four-stage scrutiny process for future scrutiny reviews.

34 – Cumbria Choice: Choice-Based Lettings Scheme

The Housing Manager reported that the Countywide Choice Based Lettings (CBL) Scheme had been in operation since April 2011.  Included within the original contribution costs was the funding of the Cumbria Choice Co-ordinator post.  The Partnership needed to consider the position on continuing to finance the post beyond its present 12 month term which would end in May 2014.
The co-ordinator role had been responsible for the following tasks for the partnership:-
· Co-ordinating the system upgrade testing;
· Testing and upgrading the CBL website;
· Administration of the Facebook Page;
· Promotion of Cumbria Choice through social media;
· Continuation and development of the reporting element, producing reports for Project Board; 
· Chairing Operations Group to resolve operational issues across the partnership to ensure consistency of the policy; and
· Facilitating and monitoring any Review requests from applicants.
The contribution cost for the Housing Service would be £3,407.88 to fund the role for a further 12 months.  The additional value and savings provided by the coordinator post included:-
· Making best use of the reporting system;
· Reducing the amount spent on paper forms and staff time across the partnership by raising IT awareness and skills to boost the use of the system online; and
· Reducing staff time in resolving operational issues across the partnership and facilitating any review challenges from applicants.

The partnership had agreed in principle the approach to finance the post for a further 12 months which would coincide with end of the Abritas contract and allow the Partnership to consider the best approach going forward in terms of CBL system and co-ordinator role.

RECOMMENDED:-

1. To note the information within the Housing Manager’s report; and

2. To agree to fund the Cumbria Choice Co-ordinator post for a further 12 months.

35 – Brook Street Garage Area

The Housing Manager reported that there was a disused garage site on property behind Brook Street.

There had also previously been playground equipment on that area but this had been removed some years ago.  The land had restricted access and was surrounded by residential accommodation.

Within very close proximity was the location of Brook Street Gym and they had approached the Housing Manager to request the Council lease the land to them for the purpose of creating additional training area for the Barrow Amateur Boxing Club (BABC). 

There had been discussion regarding this matter previously but the club would like the Council to give them a firm commitment that the land would be available to them.  

Following discussion, it was clear the club needed to seek funding from third parties and carry out further investigations into the practicality of the land being used in the way they suggest.  

In order to facilitate this process the Housing Manager asked Members to agree giving the club a 12-month option to provide the Council with a proposal for the site and confirmation that funding was in place to improve the area. 

RECOMMENDED:- To agree that Barrow Amateur Boxing Club (BABC) be given a 12-month option to provide the Council with a business plan and proposals for use of the above area as a training facility and to agree appropriate terms for the lease of the land.

36 – Relocation of Housing Service

The Housing Manager reported that the Council held a lease on Cavendish House until 2018.  However, the lease contained a break clause which would allow the Council to end the lease in December 2014.

At the present time the Council paid a substantial rent to a third party for the lease of Cavendish House.

As a result of changes in the Council over the last 12 months there was now under-used office space in the Town Hall.  This had enabled the Council to look how it could make best use of its office space, to improve income and efficiency and the delivery of services.

Following these considerations it was now proposed that the Housing Service look to relocate to the Town Hall and take the opportunity to end its lease at Cavendish House. 

The Housing Manager asked the Forum to agree this proposal and he would keep Members informed as the proposal was developed. 

RECOMMENDED:- To agree to the relocation of the Housing Service to the Town Hall during 2014.

37 – Void Property Gas and Electricity Meters
The Housing Maintenance Manager reported that when a property became vacant there were often problems associated with the existing gas and electricity meters that caused re-letting delays and consequently led to rental loss.

Common problems included clearing former tenant meter debts, meter tampering, processing of former bills and dealing with debt management companies.  This inevitably took Officers a significant amount of time and effort to co-ordinate and required lengthy telephone calls to a number of agencies and utility suppliers.

Officers had held unsuccessful discussions with several utility companies in an attempt to simplify the existing void meter process.  Having spoken to other landlords in the North West region it was clear that the problem was common throughout the housing sector.

In September 2013 a representative from British Gas approached Officers with a proposal to offer the Council a free of charge “Void Management Energy Service”. The scheme provided a “one stop shop” aimed at increasing revenue, reducing administration costs, managing debt and bills and helping tenants with their energy needs.

The scheme required the Council to confirm by e-mail the former tenant details, the date the property became vacant along with any exiting meter readings.  British Gas would then assign the void to a Personal Account Manager who would (where necessary) arrange for the existing meters to be transferred (15 working days), debts to be cleared/chased and a new meter to be installed ready for the new tenant to move in to.  The scheme also provided a free £5.00 out of tenancy credit allowance for each meter whilst the property remained empty.

Whilst British Gas clearly derived the benefit from being the nominated utility supplier at the time of tenancy sign up tenants had no contractual obligation to remain with British Gas and may choose an alternative supplier should they wish.
The scheme offered by British Gas was presently in operation at a number of North West based landlords including One Vision Housing, Bolton at Home and City West Housing Trust.

RECOMMENDED:- To agree that Officers proceed with the appointment of British Gas to manage gas and electricity meter related problems affecting void properties.

38 – Performance Information Report
The Housing Manager submitted information relating to the Housing Management Performance 2013/14 and Best Value Performance Indicators.  The information is attached at Appendix A to these Minutes.  He provided a brief commentary to assist Members in their understanding of the key trends.

RESOLVED:- To note the Performance Information reports.
39 – Planned Investments and Planned Maintenance 2013/14 
The Housing Manager reported information relating to the Planned Investment and Planned Maintenance Programme for 2013/14.  The information is attached at Appendix B to these Minutes.

RESOLVED:- To note the information.
The meeting closed at 2.27 p.m.
