HOUSING MANAGEMENT FORUM


Meeting: Thursday 12th January, 2017

at 2.00 p.m.

PRESENT:- Councillors Hamilton (Chairman), Blezard, Brook and McEwan.
Tenant Representatives:- Mrs M. Anderson, Mr A. McIntosh, Mr M. Gray and Mr E. Lynch.
Officers Present:- Colin Garnett (Assistant Director - Housing), Janice Sharp (Operations Manager), Keely Fisher (Democratic Services Officer) and Katie Pepper (Democratic and Electoral Services Apprentice).
74 – Minutes

The Minutes of the meeting held on 10th November, 2016 were taken as read and confirmed.
75 – Housing Maintenance and Gas Servicing
The Assistant Director - Housing reported that at the Housing Management Forum meeting held on 12th June, 2015 Members had agreed to the appointment of suitably qualified contractors to carry out responsive repairs and gas servicing to the Council’s housing stock.

The Contracts were awarded for an initial period of 3 years with a possible extension of 1 year followed by a further three extensions of 2 years. 

His report sought to update Members on the progress made during the first twelve months of the contract and included a review of the services provided to date.
Sure Group had been appointed to undertake gas servicing and reactive gas repair works which included void property gas checks, day time and out of hours emergency provisions.

They had exceeded the Council’s expectations with regard to the mobilisation and delivery of gas servicing and breakdown repairs within the Borough.  The service provided by Sure Group offered a direct link between customers and the contractor. The remote help centre in Speke was available 24/7 on a freephone number. 

Sure Group had a dedicated Barrow team to process and handle all of the Council’s gas related enquiries from tenants.  This direct service delivery model had led to both financial and efficiency savings for the Council as it required less staff to manage the gas servicing workload and allowed non-technical staff to be utilised on other aspects of the Housing Service as they no longer field calls from customers.  A summary of Sure Group’s key performance indicators was shown below:-
· LGSR compliance 



100%
· Servicing appointments made and kept
97.88%

· Breakdown appointments made and kept
99.27%
· Repairs fixed first time 



98.00%
· Customer satisfaction 



100%

Hughes Brothers had been appointed to undertake responsive repairs and void property repairs which included day time and out of hours emergency provisions.

They had made positive inroads and had significantly improved the delivery of the Council’s responsive repairs service in the first twelve months of the contract. 

The restructuring of staff and in particular supervision and administration in the Barrow Office had been a difficult task for Hughes Brothers’ Management Team and created some initial operational difficulties around planning and scheduling of works. 

Hughes Brothers had responded positively to rectify this initial performance shortfall and demonstrated a willingness to work with the Council and Procure Plus to facilitate service improvements. This had been exemplified by the recent review of the tendered SOR costs with Procure Plus and demonstrated the contractor’s willingness to work with the Council to deliver value for money and service improvements.

Whilst Key Performance Indicators presently fell short of the required Housemark standard the trend was moving positively upwards and was improving with time.  A summary of Hughes Brothers’ key performance indicators is shown below:

· Number of appointments made and kept
84.77%
· Repairs fixed first time 



96.05%
· Customer satisfaction 



94.40%

RECOMMENDED:-

1.
To note the contents of the report; and

2.
To note that a further report would be presented in late summer to consider whether an extension should be offered in accordance with the Contract arrangements.

76 – Planned Maintenance

The Assistant Director - Housing reported information relating to the Planned Investment and Planned Maintenance Programme for 2016/17.  The information is attached at Appendix A to these Minutes.

RESOLVED:- To note the Planned Investment and Planned Maintenance Report.
REFERRED ITEMS

THE FOLLOWING MATTERS ARE REFERRED TO COUNCIL FOR DECISION

77 – Housing Revenue Account 2017/2018
The Assistant Director - Housing had submitted a proposed budget for the coming financial year 2017/18.  Information about the Expected Outturn Budget and balances for the current year was also included. 
He also provided feedback on the deliberations of the Housing Services Review Working Group (HSRWG).

Rents remained constrained by Government rent policy. The rent charges the Council could levy were therefore predetermined and as rents were the substantial income to the HRA, by implication, delivery of the Service would have to contend with falling revenue. 
Having sought to quantify the impact annually there would be a loss of rent of around the c£200k a year figure each year through to 2019/20. The wider picture, however, was if the implications on the Housing Services 30 year Business Plan were considered, the rent increases factored into it and on which investment in the stock was based, it was estimated the gap between what was “expected” and what was now likely to be the case was in the region of c£3.6m. The Assistant Director pointed out that there were a number of assumptions required to forecast over this period of time, Officers had used past experience to do so, but in short whilst these figures, should be viewed as “indicators” the implications were sufficiently concerning to ensure appropriate action was taken to provide a balanced HRA, and secondly to re-consider the longer term investment and management costs. 
In recognition of this, the Housing Management Forum on 25th August 2016 had agreed to establish a Housing Service Review Working Group (HSRWG) including 4 Councillors and 1 Tenant representative. The purpose of the Group was to agree a Financial Strategy to respond to the above challenges.  The Group had agreed a number of key principles as follows:-
1. The preferred approach to the problem was to agree a financial strategy based on “retention” of the housing stock and its management by the Council;
2. To ensure the HRA was balanced on an annual basis with no use of Reserves;
3. To protect as far as practical the investment programme;
4. To consider the short term loss of “cash” each year and propose areas for consideration; and
5. To then consider the longer term implications, and develop a Financial Plan accordingly.

A number of service areas were considered and either agreed as offering cost saving options, or others that required further consideration. At the time of the discussions the outturn of the 2016/17 budget was not yet completed and so savings over and above the estimated lost rent was discussed on the basis of any savings required this year could be met.
A copy of the cost saving measures discussed at the HSRWG and their views on each were attached as an appendix to the report.
The current year Outturn and proposed 2017/18 HRA budget was also attached as an appendix to the report.
The proposed changes to the annual rent was in line with Section 19 of The Welfare Reform and Work Bill 2015 which last year brought into force rent reductions of 1% for 4 years (1% less than the amount that was payable by the tenant in the preceding 12 months). 

“Target (formula) rent is determined as the rate of formula rent of 7th July, 2015 and a 1% reduction to the rate each year thereafter”.

This meant a further loss of rent income of approximately £117,177 for 2017/18.  CPI (inflation index), which usually determined rent increases had risen to 1%, so in effect, by March 2020 the revised figure for loss to HRA was £1.2m.
The Assistant Director provided examples of the effect of applying the 1% decrease to a range of property types at the meeting.
Right to Buy had risen sharply this year to 22 and if this trend continued it would further reduce rent income. 

In previous years, the Housing Management Forum had been asked to agree that Garage rents would increase at the same percentage rate as dwellings, however it was now recommended that the garages rise by 2% to keep their rents in line with local rates. 

Any surpluses would be applied across the following as the Housing Service were expected to manage expenditure incurred in maintaining tenancies and stock from the rents collected:-
(1) debt repayments; and
(2) investment projects where the need or the return was clearly identifiable.
1. Expected Outturn Budget 2016/17

The outturn for the year forecasted a net deficit of £9,170.  Key factors were:-
(1) Contributions from reserves for the Housing Management System had already been taken into account prior to the above result; and
(2) Increase in the Employers National Insurance contributions in year.
2. Balances on the Expected Outturn for 2016/17


The above was likely to result in the following movement in balances:-
2.1
Major Repair Reserve balance as at 31 March 2016
: £1,416,693


Major Capital Works schemes from 2015-16 
    (£500,000)


Roosegate Roofing scheme scheduled Jan-March 17


approved by HMF
    (£250,000)


Revised Reserve balance as at 31 March 2017
  £    666,693
2.2
Housing Revenue Account balance 31 March 2016
:  £1,544,849

2.3 Forecast of Balance on Account

Housing Revenue Account as at 31 March 2016

:   £1,544,849

Housing Management System financed by reserves

to March 2017                           

      (£133,430)

Forecast Deficit for 2016/17


(£    9,170)
Estimated Balance at year end    


:   £1,402,249

2.4 Voluntary Repayment Provision


Provision as at 31 March 2016


:   £5,077,740

Forecast Provision 2016/17


:   £1,165,980

Provision at year end 

:  £6,243,720

3
Proposed HRA Budget 2017/18

The proposed HRA Budget 2017/18 was attached an appendix to the report and the following factors had been taken into account:-
3.1 The Settlements Payments Determination provided a budgetary and business planning framework for rental income, the management of tenancies and major repair and maintenance expenditure. However, the Welfare Reform and Work Bill 2015, brought into force rent reductions of 1% for a further 3 years. 

3.2 The accumulated effect of the rent reductions for 2015/16 & 2017/18 was £516k. 
By March 2020 the Assistant Director estimated a fall, in real terms, of around £3.6 million depending on inflation. At the same time, costs, particularly repairs and maintenance, were expected to increase with inflation regardless.

3.3
The changes to rent income placed certain constraints on the budget and forced the Housing Service to concentrate on the core activities of collecting rents, managing tenancies and keeping properties in a good state of repair.  It was necessary to consider dropping certain periphery activities, although there were some which may continue like the sense of place, training and apprentice schemes because they were funded through existing repair/maintenance contractual arrangements.

3.4
The Assistant Director suggested that £50k be allocated to a contingency budget to fund initiatives that help tenants into work and training by improving employment opportunities and their employability and maintain the £15k area improvement initiative scheme and £10k funding for Tenants Forum.

3.5 Commission income from water charge collection were estimated at £191k. There were now 510 tenants on reduced tariffs and a further 22 tenants had received £6,837 from the United Utility Trust Fund charity. 

3.6 The rollout of Universal Credit continued and had, as anticipated, increased arrears. There were 155 claimants and their arrears amounted to £96k.

3.7 Collection rates currently ran at 96.21% which was down 2% from last year.

3.8 The replacement Housing Management System (Civica CX) would go Live at the end of May this year. The cost was funded from the HRA balance and the investment should be recovered within 5 years from reduced annual support costs and staffing costs from more efficient working practices which would be realised over the next couple of years.  The system itself was more easily managed, had a superior capability in predicting arrears and recovery actions and was a better aid to managers in improving performance.  
3.9 The Voluntary Repayment Provision for 2017/18 would increase by £956,990.
3.10 The following had been taken out based on the direction of the HSRW to provide this budget:

Reduction of establishment costs £20k (Post ID OHS 270)

Reduced incentive budgets by £15K

Reduction of Voluntary repayment reduced by £209k

Removal of two temp posts in year £24k (planned to end summer 2017 to on implementation of Housing Management System) 

Whilst the HSRWG identified potentially greater savings, they had not been required for 2017/18, but would be further considered as potential savings for future years.

4 Dwelling Rents

4.1
The determination for 2017/18 was a 1% decrease to Barrow Borough Council rents as they were on 11th July, 2016 

	
	52 Weeks
	48 Weeks
	
	Average Rent decrease over 48 weeks

	2016/17
	£76.13
	£82.48
	
	

	2017/18
	£75.36
	£81.65
	
	83p

	Decrease
	1%
	1%
	
	


4.2
Further details of the resultant rents for different property types were attached an appendix to the report.  Rents on an individual property basis would differ.

4.3
The Housing Major Repairs and Maintenance Budget would allow a total £2,019 per dwelling based on a stock level of 2,611 (includes Adelphi Court).

5
Garage Charges
The proposed budget included a 2% increase on garage charges.  The effect on individual garage charges would be as follows:-
	
	No.
	2016/17
	2%  inc 2017/18
	Increased revenue 17/18

	Garage rate 1
	27
	£6.96
	£7.10
	

	Garage rate 2
	451
	£9.60
	£9.79
	£8,970

	Totals
	478
	£215,580
	£224,550
	


There was a 100+ strong waiting list for garages with no vacancies and the proposed new rents appeared to be on par with the private sector.

6
Service and Facility Charges


The service and facility charges for supported, furnished and dispersed properties were still about right. The Assistant Director suggested that they be left as was, provided that their costs continued to be recovered. 

7
Adelphi Court

The property was leased to Croftlands Trust as a Supported Housing Scheme and under the terms of that lease the Assistant Director recommended that the annual rent of £40,000 remained the same for 2017/18.
8
Business Improvement Initiatives 

The Assistant Director proposed at the present time the Housing Service should focus on the following:-
1. The delivery of the new Housing Management System by summer 2017;
2. Consideration and agreement of service improvements that can be progressed to maximise the investment in the above; and
3. The HSRWG complete their deliberations and provide a draft Financial Plan for consideration which mitigates the reduction in income as far as is practical.

RECOMMENDED:-

That the Executive Committee agree the following:-

1. 
To note the work and deliberations of the Housing Services Review Working Group and comments which were attached as an appendix to the report;

2. 
To note the information at point (1) of report;

3. 
To note the information on balances and Voluntary Repayment Provision at point (2) of the report;

4. 
To note the information in point (3) and agree 2017/18 budgets as shown in Appendix A of the report;

5. 
To agree the deletion of Post OHS 270;

6. 
To agree the Dwelling Rent decrease of 1% at (4) and note the information in Appendix B of the report;

7. 
To agree the Garage increase of 2% at point (5) of the report;

8. 
To agree the no rent change to Adelphi Court at point (6) of the report; and
9. 
To note the information at point (7) of the report.

The meeting closed at 2.24 p.m.

