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HOUSING AD HOC SCRUTINY PANEL

Final Report to Overview and Scrutiny Committee

May 2005
1. Report Summary 

This is the final report of the Housing Ad Hoc Scrutiny Panel and includes the recommendations of the Panel in respect of the Locata Service, Housing Benefits and Ealing Homes. 

This report includes the recommendations (on the Locata Service and Housing Benefits) that were previously reported to the Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 19th April 2005.

2. Background

The Housing Ad Hoc Scrutiny Panel was established by the Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 15th June 2004.

The Panel was asked to consider:

a) All aspects of Ealing Homes, from the decision to pursue this option for future housing investment, its development, the transfer of staff, its establishment, its operation, the implication for the Council’s role, responsibilities and finances, the extent to which it achieves the purposes for which it is being established and the longer-term aspirations for the service.

b) The operation of the Locata service and aspirations for the longer-term development of this service.

c) The operation of the Housing Benefits service, particularly the transfer in-house of the Vertex contract.

d)   Any other areas of housing management that raise issues of concern in the course of the Panel’s work.

The Panel met a total of nine times, although one meeting was inquorate.  There were also nine members on the Panel. Attendance was as follows: 

	
	Maximum possible
	Actual attendance
	Apologies
	Note

* indicates apologies given in order to attend another Ad Hoc Panel taking place on the same evening

	Will Brooks – Chair
	9
	9
	0
	

	Inderjeet Nijhar – Vice-Chair
	9
	7
	1
	

	Swarn Singh Kang 
	9
	5
	4 (2*)
	

	Gurcharan Singh 
	9
	3
	3 (1*)
	

	Manjit Singh
	9
	2
	3
	

	Paul Woodgate 
	4
	0
	4 (2*)
	

	Virendra Sharma (replacing Paul Woodgate from Jan 05)
	5
	0
	3
	

	Peter Downham
	5
	1
	5
	

	Mrs Hazel Ware (replacing Peter Downham from March 05)
	3
	3
	0
	

	Mark Karasinski
	9
	6
	3
	

	Andrew Mitchell (including substitutions by Gary Malcolm and Harvey for one meeting each)
	9
	2
	2
	


There were no non-voting advisory members on the Panel. The Portfolio ol

Holders for Customer Engagement (Cllr Leo Thomson) and Regeneration (Cllr Liz Brookes) each attended one meeting. An inspector from the Housing Inspectorate attended the first and last meeting of the Panel. 

The methodology used by the Panel to prepare its recommendations included:

· Considering reports produced by earlier Scrutiny Task Groups on Housing Benefits and Housing Management.

· Considering presentations from officers on the Locata Service, Housing Benefits and Ealing Homes.

· Questioning officers – primarily, but not exclusively, Tom Dent (Director, Housing and Environmental Health), David Ewart (Housing Finance Director), Su Gomer (Director, Ealing Homes).  Ieuan apRees (Housing Needs, Access and Support), Mark Eaton (Housing Benefits Services Manager) and Helen Shacklock (Operations Manager, Housing Benefits)

· Requesting and considering further information on specific issues of interest.

· Inviting participation by members of the Ealing Homes Board at the final three meetings.

· Identifying possible recommendations through re-consideration of the line of questioning of, and issues raised by, Panel members

3. Panel recommendations

The Panel’s recommendations are clustered under a series of headings. The Panel  operated on the assumption that recommendations about the Locata Service and Ealing Homes should be made to the relevant Portfolio Holder/Cabinet rather than direct to these outside organisations.   

Call costs for bidders to the Locata Service

1. Call costs for bidders should be reduced to a level that it is compatible with normal BT call charges and the operation of the Response Council. 

2. The Locata Board should be advised that this is the position of Ealing Council and, if necessary, an increased level of payment should be made by Ealing Council to the Locata Service to cover the additional costs.

Support to bidders to the Locata Service

3. The amount of time and resources put into helping unsuccessful and potential bidders to develop a realistic understanding of their chances of success should be increased. Arrangements for effective housing advice should be included in the Response Programme (ie tranche 2 now underway).

4. In particular, bidders in Bands C and D need to be made aware early on that their chances of success are very limited.

5. The Locata Service should be asked, in parallel, to review its publicity material to ensure that appropriate messages are conveyed about the chances of success. 

Building regulations on the installation of lifts

6. The Cabinet (or the Council) should advocate to Government that legislation require lifts to be installed in all new-build dwellings that have 3-storeys or more.

Extending the number and range of properties available

7. Follow-up work should be undertaken by the Locata Service to examine the reasons why efforts (in Brent and Ealing) to include properties owned by private landlords have not hitherto been successful in order to develop and target more effective work in this area.

8. The borough’s housing strategy should be reviewed to ensure that it leads to expectations on the Housing Corporation, through its 3-year cycles, to provide funding relevant to Ealing’s housing needs, particularly the need for more larger properties.

9. In preparation for a revision of the borough’s housing strategy, research should be undertaken into the current and future expected levels of demand for larger properties in the borough.
Updating ethnic classifications used

10. The ethnic classifications used by Ealing Council (and its contractors and partners) should be reviewed with a view to possible development of the categories to reflect the diverse population of Ealing.

Effective use of available stock

11. Further research should be undertaken into what action most effectively motivates tenants to consider moving into smaller properties with a view to modifying the Transfer Incentive Scheme to further increase its effectiveness. This research should include examination of any different motivating factors for different sections of the tenant population (eg by ethnicity, age, gender, location) in order to target future approaches to tenants.

12. Information should be sought from other Councils on best practice / models for motivating tenants to move on to smaller properties

13. Better data needs to be collected with which to identify actual and potential under-occupiers.

Rent Deposit Scheme

14. Indicators should be developed to ensure that the Council keeps itself well-informed about fluctuations in the operation of the private sector market (prices, availability, landlords expectations) so that any necessary adjustments can be made to the use of the finance available to the Rent Deposit Scheme.

15. The operation of the Rent Deposit Scheme should be kept under constant review to ensure that the money available is used to best possible effect. 

16. Planned benchmarking information against other West London Boroughs should be used. 

17. Options for funding the Scheme locally should be reviewed in readiness for the time when the Government might cease funding it

Key Contact points

18. The Council and Ealing Homes should prepare a joint statement on the key contact points for enquiries and concerns relating to the different services provided. This should be circulated to elected members as well as members of the public.

19. When Council staff explain that a service is provided by Ealing Homes, they should provide a contact number and name or, if possible, redirect the call to the relevant person in Ealing Homes

Setting up of tenancy accounts

20. Ealing Homes should examine possible ways of speeding up the sharing of information on new and changed tenancy accounts.
Recruitment and retention in housing benefits

21. Recruitment and retention policies in other areas of the Council, and in other Councils, should be considered to see if they could be introduced into the operation of the Housing Benefits service. Consideration could be given to links with colleges and graduate trainees. 

Further review of housing benefits

22. A review of the service should take place once everything in the current action plan had been implemented - to ensure that the service has a stable future. There should be continuous performance assessment.

Interface between Benefits and Corporate Collection systems

23. Action should be taken to ensure an effective interface between the computer systems for Benefits and Corporate Collection systems.

Future development of Ealing Homes

24. The relationship between the Council and Ealing Homes should be kept under review in order to ensure that it continues to be based on an arm’s length relationship.

25. More work should be done to help ensure that all Council officers and members understand the organizational status and purpose of Ealing Homes.

26. Early consideration should be given to the longer-term future for, and development of, Ealing Homes.

27. The Council should ensure ensure that housing capital receipt expenditure continues to be spent on existing housing stock as laid out in the inspection report of December 2004. 

Appointments to Ealing Homes Board

28. The Council should develop and make explicit its criteria for the selection of members to be appointed to the Ealing Homes Board and a clear set of expectations for these members should be developed

29. The Council should do all that it can to ensure that its nominees on the Board are able to fully participate in, and contribute to, the work of the Board

30. Work should be done to try and co-ordinate the timetabling of decision-making by Cabinet/Council with decision-making by the Ealing Homes Board on those matters where both parties are required to make decisions

Council support to Ealing Homes

31. Key areas where the Council needs to ensure that it is providing full support to Ealing Homes include:

· Ensuring that the incoming members of Corporate Board have a full and detailed understanding of the nature and operation of the ALMO

· Ensuring all elected members also have a full understanding of the nature and work of Ealing Homes and how best to handle casework relating to the work of Ealing Homes

· Tackling any outstanding issues of concern about the operation of the Council’s clean and green, and the grounds maintenance, contracts

· The development of the corporate debt recovery strategy

· Valuing and recognizing the enormous amount of work being undertaken, for free, by Ealing Homes Board members

Learning for the Council

32. At some appropriate point in the future, a review should be undertaken of the advantages and disadvantages of the ALMO model in order to establish whether it may be a useful model for the delivery of other services for which the Council is responsible. 

33. The value for money improvements secured by Ealing Homes and the Council should be examined as part of the ongoing consideration as to how value for money may be secured in and by other Council services. Consideration of the annual efficiencies statement prepared by Ealing Homes could provide a suitable starting point for this work.

Council’s retained housing services

34. Greater focus now needs to be given to, and increased funding may need to be provided for, for the Council’s retained housing services. 

4. Ongoing impact of the Panel’s work

In addition to the preparation of the above recommendations, the Panel provided ongoing comments, advice and views to officers (in the Council, Ealing Homes and the Locata Service) on a range of matters including:

· The Council’s performance management framework for Ealing Homes

· Arrangements for holding meetings of the Ealing Homes Board in public and the availability of Board papers to Panel members (leading to attendance by several Panel members at a Board meeting)

· The need to clarify the responsibilities of some front-line staff, such as caretakers

· The renewed focus and motivation of staff who had been transferred to Ealing Homes

· Ensuring that all the places on the Ealing Homes Board are filled

· Ensuring that key members are briefed on the development and achievements of Ealing Homes

· The content of the Ealing Homes Business Plan and Delivery Plan

5. Key Learning Points

The following comments were made by those present at the penultimate meeting of the Panel:

· Attendance at the Panel by Panel members had been disappointing up until the last two meetings

· The remit of the Panel had been too wide (covering the Locata Service, Housing Benefits and Ealing Homes); these were substantial issues for the Council and for councillors

· The Panel had concentrated initially on the Locata Service and Housing Benefits. The Panel had then needed to increase its focus on the ALMO.  

· Input from officers and from Board members had been good

· It would have been better to have invited outside people and to have had a wider pool of people involved (eg Ealing Homes Board members) at an earlier stage

· There was a lot of information for Panel members to understand. Report providers needed to be realistic about the amount of time Panel members have to read these reports. Summaries and reports covering just the salient points helped. There had to be ways of providing information that was easily accessible to both the Council and Ealing Homes.

· The Panel had done a positive job – scrutiny had been performed. 

· It had been useful meeting with Board members.

· Since Board members had become involved, the Panel had seen a different side of the development of Ealing Homes which had really added to the work. It was also good to have the Portfolio Holder present.

· Support from the officers (both Council and Ealing Homes) had been excellent – information provided had been frank and full.

· It had been useful for the Portfolio Holders to read the meeting notes and consider the information being provided.

· The Portfolio Holder (Regeneration) thought that the recommendations on the Locata Service would be useful – residents needed to fully understand how this service operated.

· For officers, the work of the Panel had contributed both to the learning process that all were experiencing in relation to the development of Ealing Homes and  it had been helpful to have the Panel’s comments as matters progressed. The Panel had also promoted a wider and better understanding amongst officers about the status of Ealing Homes and the processes involved.

· The quality of questioning by Panel members had been good.

· It would have been more effective and productive if the scope of the Panel had been determined before, rather than after, it had been established

· It would have been helpful if the Panel had been able to pay for external experts/ professional advice – all Panels should have a budget. [It was noted that this is one of the recommendations in the Best Value review of Scrutiny that will be coming to Council in June.]

6. Financial Implications

Financial implications arising from implementation of the recommendations in this  report will be a matter for consideration by the Portfolio Holder(s)/Cabinet. 

7. What the Committee is asked to do

The OSC is asked to consider this report, make any amendments it considers necessary/appropriate and agree that it be presented to the relevant Portfolio Holder(s)/Cabinet for a response to the recommendations in section 3.

8. Background Papers

Housing Ad Hoc Scrutiny Panel Terms of Reference, Work Programme, Agendas, Minutes and Reports

Scrutiny Officer: Nigel Spalding

Tel: 020 8825 8269

Fax: 020 8825 8182

Email: spaldingn@ealing.gov.uk

Web: www.ealing.gov.uk/scrutiny

Ealing Scrutiny Unit

Ealing Council

Perceval House 4/SW

14-16 Uxbridge Road
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