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1 Introduction 

Who we are

We are a team of customers from Housing Hartlepool and Tristar Homes. 

We formed in November 2013 to work in partnership with Vela and to provide an in depth critical friend role looking at services which we feel are important to customers.
This is our first scrutiny project. We have completed this while receiving “on the job training”. 
Acknowledgements
We would like to thank the company and all of the staff and customers who were open and frank when we spoke to them, during our first scrutiny project.
We have been trained by an independent mentor, Yvonne Davies from Scrutiny and Empowerment Partners Ltd and we have been supported by Customer Involvement Officer, Jonathan Cannon. Customer Involvement assistant Emma Maddison also provided administrative support
2.
Our Tenancy Sustainment scrutiny
This report details our findings.

We have calculated that we have completed approximately 1300 customer hours volunteering for this project.

The subject was chosen by all the customers because we were concerned that customers were leaving and moving to private accommodation and back home to parents.
When we reviewed the sustainment of tenancies, we looked at:

· why customers were leaving
· what support was available for customers to stay
· what support was available to support those who were struggling financially to sustain their tenancy and who are experiencing fuel poverty

This was our approach:

a) We received presentations from 3 key managers in the above areas.
b) We requested key documents and policies to review, from which we drew questions to test if promises were being delivered. The documents created questions for individual discussions and focus groups with staff and customers
c) In total we completed 14 Focus Groups and individual staff interviews.
d) We got help from the VIPs to complete 4 phone surveys to customers
A number of phone surveys were carried out to customers of both landlords to get some feedback from them about the issues they have had which might have affected:

· their ability to sustain their tenancy

· their ability to afford to heat their homes

· the support they received whilst a customers of both landlords, and 

· to speak to some customers who have decided to leave HH/TH properties 

The sample size in all the surveys is limited and this should be borne in mind. 
e) We were unable to contact people who were subject to the bedroom tax, because the data was owned by the council and this would have breached data protection. The CSP would like to spend some time getting permission to still do this and ask the VIPs to complete a follow up project to see what support customers affected by the bedroom tax still need for them to remain in their tenancy.

f) We commissioned a staff survey to gather their views and ideas about the services we currently provide and how they think we could improve them even more 
g) We undertook a review of websites of our landlords and 8 other local housing providers to compare the services we delivered, to those of other providers.
h) We observed two tenancy sign up’s, the use of the thermal imaging equipment to identify heat loss in homes and the observation of a 4 week visit.

i) We reviewed the two Welcome Packs provided by both landlords to new tenants

j) We did some mystery shopping for employment advice, gas servicing and investment programme timescales from our Panel members who wished to use those services. 
This report outlines the Panel’s findings and then our most important recommendations to our landlords. We hope that all our findings will be acted on.
Please note:

The mention of Patch Managers in the report also covers Housing Officers at Housing Hartlepool. The CSP decided to use one collective term for these front line staff in the neighbourhoods.

3
Our findings
In this section we consider the customers views on the strengths and area for improvement of all the services we reviewed.

The 36 headline recommendations can be found in Section 4 of this report.  The detail of what led us to those recommendations is in this section of our report.

This section also includes some additional recommendations for service improvement detail which we would like the landlords to consider. 

3.1
Pre tenancy Support

Strengths

1) TH and HH are doing some work in schools which can be effective, explaining to 15-16 year olds the impact of having a tenancy, affordability issues etc…to prepare them for later in life
2) On the Compass application form there’s a tick sheet which allows people to tell the landlords why they need housing, what their needs are, and this allows both landlords to identify any support they might need or require. Another section specifically asks if they are receiving support from another agency at that time and this information links them to the Tenancy Support Team (TST, note at TH only) when they reach a point of accepting a tenancy.

3) The form has an income question which asks people how much income they are receiving. They do not have to answer this. 
4) Landlords ask applicants who their previous landlords have been and contact them to see if they have managed their tenancies previously and any problems they may have had which cause concern or which might require support
Areas for improvement

1) There was a TH scheme for under 25s’ to invite them to attend a pre-tenancy course on how to manage and behave in their new home but take up was not very good. Attendance was not compulsory and there was no incentive as it didn’t improve your chances of being offered a home. Some Housing Associations are insistent that this course is attended by everyone who joins their waiting list so they understand the implications of getting a tenancy and the likely costs of this. 
2) Customers used to complete a risk of tenancy failure assessment at the bidding stage and the CSP feel this should be re-introduced across both landlords. 
3) TH carry out a lettings affordability check which is completed by the money advice officer at the shortlisting stage for an offer, to some customers to see if they can afford the home and what support they need. Information like this might be valuable for all customers across Thirteen. This is optional for new customers and has caused problems when an offer has had to be made and then withdrawn at sign up when the person cannot afford the new tenancy.
4) The CSP would like to offer a half day course for new tenants (between the offer being made and the keys handed over) so they understand more fully what it means to have a tenancy. Golden Gates housing only agree to place customers on the waiting list after they have spent 2 days explaining the detail of what will happen when they take the tenancy 

5) Some work started in the involvement team to produce some short videos about what it means to have a tenancy however this was not completed. The CSP would like to see them done and placed on the website.

6) The affordability check is optional and where this has not been completed, there have been instances at sign up where it is clear that the new customers will be unable to afford the tenancy. This is an issue as the offer has already been made and can cause difficulties for the new customer and the landlord. The CSP would like the affordability check and advice to be given to applicants on a compulsory basis when the make their first application based on a standard property type which they are asking to move to.

3.2
Welcome packs

The sign up packs are similar for TH and HH and include:

Forms:
1) Direct Debit Form

2) Starter Tenancy Agreement

3) Customer Profile and Support Form

4) Under-Occupation Offer Document – disclaimer form

5) Tenancy Agreement for New Tenants

6) “Pay as you Go” Home Contents Insurance

7) Bank Account Details disclaimer

8) Housing Benefit consent form

9) Fire Brigade Home Safety Check – referral form

10) Change of Address Details

11) Subsidy Application Form

12) Electoral Registration Form

13) Housing Benefit & Council Tax Support Form

Leaflets:

1) Ebico leaflet (TH)
2) Reducing Neighbour Noise

3) Frade (Furniture) information (TH)
4) Gas Servicing & Gas Safety

5) Ways to Pay your Rent (HH)
6) Tristar Homes Garden Standard (one nice booklet and one office produced)

7) Getting Connected (utilities)

8) Explaining Starter Tenancies
9) How to manage your garden and get help (TH)

10) Home contents insurance

11) The right to buy (HH)
Strengths

1) Lots of good information, but it mation, but its hard to take in and HHms of contimuing to remain in their tenancy a follow up projects
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’s rights and obligations.  

3) How to Change Gas suppliers is included in TH document
4) Some limited information on access to second-hand furniture at TH

5) The accompanied viewing at HH allows the customers to consider the costs of running the home and make an agreement on the decoration allowance they will receive. 

6) Neighbourhood Plans are included in the TH Welcome pack

7) HH give a copy of the list of shops where you can pay your rent and how to pay by direct debit
8) TH sends a “Cost of tenancy” booklet out to all tenants at the offer stage to help them consider the costs incurred by having your own tenancy  

Areas for Improvement

1) In one landlord’s Welcome Pack some leaflets are photocopied sheets of paper yet the same document in the other landlord’s pack might be glossy and have different information in. The CSP think this could be combined and the poor documents could be retyped and re-issued.

2) The presentation of the HH pack was a pile of loose sheets and documents which were not in a folder

3) At HH, the customer is asked to sign a checklist that they have been given the contents of the welcome pack. The CSP would like a similar service in TH

4) A lot of documents are provided and they are a lot to take in or understand – they are not nicely presented. During one of the VIP projects about this, most tenants said they had not read the information given.

5) The documents could be in a binder to enable them to be kept together for future reference and could be added to. 

6) The documents could be given when the offer letter is sent out or at viewing, so that there is more of a chance that they might be read when the incoming customer is less busy. This way the customer will  know more about whether they can cope in the tenancy before they accept an offer
7) The Welcome pack could be placed on the website and the information could be printed only for those who cannot access the website. Any savings made by doing this could be put into Digital inclusion projects to encourage more customers to get online.
8) The CSP would like to be sure that those who are dyslexic or struggling to read quickly can access the information in the Welcome pack through videos placed on our websites.

9) Tristar TV is text and could include some video advice to customers

3.3
Support for New Tenants  

Strengths

1) HH carry undertake a minimum of 2 visits to all new tenants at 4 weeks and 3 months. They can also carry out a visit at 7 months based on a risk assessment of the tenancy at this time. TH staff undertake a 4 week visit only. 
2) The visits to new tenants and the content of the discussion varies as does the person completing the sign up and follow up visit

3) At HH checks are made about completion of promised repairs, if the heating system is understood, that they understand their tenancy agreement and how to report ASB. The visit also checks they are getting their benefits, paying their water/sewerage charge and have met their neighbours. The allocations team sign up and the Patch Manager does the follow up visit

4) At TH the 4 week settling in visits cover rents, repairs, help with Council Tax, benefits and ASB and also let people know when their property is going to get improvement works so they don’t decorate. Staff encourage tenants to join the “Reaching Out Area Panels” (ROAPs) where they can have an influence over local budgeting and minor environmental works. The visit includes going through the heating system, how to work it and how to use the thermostats. A leaflet is given at sign up recommending a “not for profit” Energy Company, “Ebico”
5) On the housing register there are indicators which tell HH and TH if new customers need additional help and support. It highlights external support workers and tells staff how to link to them when the customer gets the keys
6) With the new TST at TH there is a contractual agreement with the new customers so both sides know what is expected of them in terms of receiving support and managing their tenancy. This only applies to the ones identified for support at the first contact.
7) TH carries out a “pre sign up” before the tenant moves into the property. This is basically a sign up without handing over any keys. It’s a way to get paperwork out of the way prior to keys coming in as customers are not usually given much notice. This way the day the home is ready, they can just give them the keys. It also gives them a chance to meet the customers in advance of the tenancy starting.
8) Thirteen are considering a multi sign up process, TH visited Derwentside Homes and observed their system for doing this 
9) Help is given to set up gas and electric services at sign up
10) If it was noted that a customer was falling into arrears in the early stages of their tenancy, they would be referred to the money advice services used by both landlords.

Areas for Improvement
1) If you’ve never held a tenancy its too much to understand all that is given to you at sign up, and to also understand the terms of your tenancy agreement and what your responsibilities as a tenant are. A person’s inability to manage becomes apparent often way before 12 months. An example given to the CSP by a Patch manager doing a 4 week visit was that if they find a person hasn’t unpacked after 4 weeks they know there is something wrong. Some people get their keys and HB forms filled in and never move in.
2) The CSP would like to see the frequency of visits aligned and feel the 2nd visit is useful as new tenants will start to struggle after their first bills come in, which they will not have had at 4 weeks. The CSP would like to see the Patch manager visit a new tenant within the first two days of them moving in and then again after 6 weeks and 6 months to check they are managing their tenancy and if they need extra support.
3) The new Tenancy Support Team within TH try and get to the sign up of people they identify as possibly needing support and also visit them within the first week after they move in. They get to speak to about 5 in 10 by phone and undertake a personal visit to 1-2 of these. This means that about 10-20% of new customers need support and we are only speaking to half of these by phone. This could mean that we are not catching the early signs of a tenancy failure. The CSP would like the process to be tightened, to ensure the offer is made to everyone, even though many may choose not to accept it. Customers might open up more if it was a personal visit.

4) The CSP would like all Thirteen customers to get the same service regarding new tenant visits mentioned above, and like the continuity of having the person who signs them also doing the 6 week and 6 month visit.
5) The CSP like the TH idea of giving an energy advice leaflet to all new tenants

6) The CSP would also like to have updated information on the webpages on who the Patch Managers are as these change quite regularly. They would also like all relevant customers to be informed when their Patch Manager changes, as this is important if they want to be able to quickly speak to their patch manager if they are having tenancy problems.
7) The HH and TH decorating standards are different, the HH decoration allowance is higher, these need to be brought together, or the group should set up a handyperson/social enterprise service to help tenants to decorate
8) When in future the void standard is reviewed, the CSP would like it to incorporate decoration issues and that customers are involved in this review
9) The CSP would like Thirteen to consider offering a service to new customers when they move into their property which includes a menu of options such as decoration, carpets, white goods and furniture. This could then be provided by the landlord and recharged back to the customer either through rent or other agreement.
10) HH and TH have always let properties with the minimum of expenditure. The private rented sector is doing the opposite so our customers are losing out. The voids standard needs to be increased to match the private rented sector, so customers can move in with the minimum of early borrowing to make up the decoration costs and to make a home quickly habitable
11) In the private rented sector, a new tenant does not have to invest in decoration and furniture when their income is limited. New tenants need access to more information regarding how to furnish the property cheaply
12) For new tenants, the sign up process includes a bit of budgeting advice. Staff do not go through everything in the sign up pack, they give out lots of information but there may not be sufficient focus on money advice.
3.4
Observation of a sign up – HH

The Lettings team deal with advertising the property, matching it to the prospective tenant, viewing with tenant and completing sign up. It is then passed to the Patch Manager for follow up visits:

Strengths

1) Very friendly atmosphere was set and officer was aware of the tenants needs.

2) Decoration allowance (£ per room) is not a fixed sum and can be used to offset rent if required and tenant then funds redecoration themselves. Customers are not limited on where they can shop for materials.

3) Completed Change of Address Form

4) Completed form for HB and arranged for this to be paid direct to Housing Office.

5) Gave a list of shops where rent can be paid.

6) Completed termination form for existing property (the sign up was a tenant transfer) and explained that if not up to the decoration standard monies would be withheld from allowance for new property.

7) Questioned customer on any adaptations in their old property and if any required in new property.

8) Explained about when and where to hand in keys to old property (time can be extended if necessary)

9) Given budget sheet and Credit Union information

10) Gave out the SAP report and information on the Right to buy

11) Signed new Electoral Register document
12) Completed “Core Sheet” to include reason for moving

13) Explained Pet Policy, Tenancy Agreement, and Rights and Responsibilities.

14) Checked utilities gas, electric and water

15) Informed tenant who their Patch Manager was

16) Handed over keys to new property.

Areas for Improvement

1) Some paperwork was completed at viewing when the customer may not be completely concentrating

2) A lot of paperwork is explained in  a very short space of time which means the customer may not be able to take this all in
3) Once a customer has agreed supplier for Gas it has to be switched on at the property by HH. The change can only happen on am or pm (no set time)
3.5
Observation of a pre sign up - TH

Strengths
1) During the observation, the CSP also observed someone coming to the counter who head heard a rumour of someone unsavoury moving into the estate and she had come in to enquire how to give up her tenancy. The customer was given good advice and offered a home visit from someone in the ASB and Allocations teams to try to persuade her to stay.

2) During a pre sign up the paperwork is completed ahead of time and the customers is informed that they will be able to come back for the keys when the home is ready (which was due in 9 days’ time). The tenancy start date is inserted later when the keys are given to the customer

3) Information about the locality was given, including the local record for ASB and community, how to pay rent, about the money advice team, the Ebico leaflet on how to change suppliers and the 48 week rent.
4) The Housing Benefit claim form was completed; the electoral register was changed and the information on gas switch on was discussed
5) The transfer also included the termination of the previous tenancy and enquiries were made on utility suppliers, whether the void visit was done and the reason for leaving

Areas for improvement
1) The customer was informed what repairs would be completed before she occupied and the two repairs which would be completed after she occupied, but she was not informed of the date for the post tenancy repairs

2) The customer was asked if she had a bank account but she was not signed up for direct debit, it was assumed she would pay as she did before as she was a transfer

3) Sometime repairs are late. The keys released late on a Friday afternoon by the voids team to the allocations team might mean that the customer cannot pick them up in time before the office closes. The customer is then not able to arrange the removals by the Monday, however the change-over of the tenancy has been processed for the following Monday. This means the customer has to pay full rent on their old property for one week and will receive Housing Benefit on the new tenancy. The CSP think this is unfair and feel that transfer customer should be given at least 1 full working day to make arrangements prior to moving. The CSP are suggesting that if keys are given out after Thursday for transfer customers, the customer should not have to pay the week’s rent for their old home.

3.6
Observation of four week visit - HH
Strengths

1) The Patch manager asked if everything was OK from the start of the interview, then introduced herself and explained her duties within the customer’s area.

2) The Patch manager enquired how the move went and asked if the tenant had settled in.

3) The Patch manager asked if all the utilities were connected and running OK.

4) The Patch manager explained the type of tenancy the tenant had, and told her what she could and could not do to the property.

5) The customer asked about putting a shed in the back garden and the Patch manager produced a form for her to fill in to gain permission for the shed. Had the tenant known the size of the shed the she was about to buy, the Patch manager would have filled the form in for her there and then.

6) The Patch manager asked the tenant if she was claiming HB.

7) The Patch manager asked for details of next of kin and asked about family support.

8) The customer explained a recent problem regarding her health; the Patch manager noted this and explained she would update her profile.

Areas for Improvement

1) The Patch manager warned that the tenant may get a letter regarding arrears from the Income recovery team while awaiting her HB decision and to just phone them up to explain why the rent has gone into arrears. The CSP feel this could be flagged up for the income recovery team by the visiting officer, so this is known, including the time it takes on average when the HB payment should be made. This would remove the need to send letters and cause concern for the tenant.
2) The tenant had only been in a week at the time of visit; however her tenancy had started 4 weeks ago.
3) Repairs to the bathroom floor had not been done leaving the tenant unable to use the shower. For such a vulnerable tenant (in her 80s and in ill health), the CSP feel repairs such as the bathroom floor should have been completed before she was allowed to move into the property.
4) The Patch manager did not explain about any benefits the tenant might have been able to claim nor was there any information left for her to read about them.
5) Patch manager did not enquire if the tenant was managing with heating and lighting costs which could flag up a potential tenancy problem in the future.
6) The Patch manager did not mention any Handyperson service that could have been of help to this elderly tenant.
7) The CSP felt there was little advice given on reporting repairs and ASB. A little more time and detail on this subject might be a good thing.
3.7
Observation of four week visit - TH
The CSP tried for a month to compete this observation but it was not arranged prior to the date the report was concluded. The CSP have therefore been unable to establish the differences between the TH and HH approaches.
3.8
Observation of 7 month visit at Housing Hartlepool

1) Officers told us it was hard to get into these homes and we did have an abortive call when we tried to observe a visit, even when appointments are arranged. We could not get into the home.

2) A new tenant had a courtesy visit due to concerns picked up at the 7 month visit. The customer had reported a repair but it had not been completed and he did not want to make a fuss. Not only did the CSP feel this was dangerous and should have been completed for this young man, but this would not encourage the new tenant to remain at that home.

3) New customers are afraid to make a nuisance about repairs, as they think they will be asked to leave, as this is what happens in the private sector.

3.9
VIP Project – Customers who have had their four week settling in visit

The VIPs spoke to 4 customers from each landlord by phone who had received the four week visit
Strengths
1) Some customers had changed fuel providers following advice

2) The HH customers had discussed water and fuel switching at sign up

3) The customers said that the HH staff were enthusiastic at sign up. The HH sign up made the customers feel better when they expressed their experience to us than the TH sign up. 
Area for improvement
1) One customer said that she had reported used hypodermic needles in the home when she moved in and asked for them to be removed, but she had to remove them herself (TH).

2) One customer was being hassled for the utilities’ debt of the previous customer. The staff could explain to new customers the importance of taking meter readings and immediately informing the utility companies about the tenancy change.
3) The intercom is not working and she is on the 9th floor of a high rise – she is worried that she cannot be contacted in emergencies (Dawson House) - TH

4) It was clear that some customers were not all reading their welcome packs

5) The TH customers were told about Ebico at sign up, but the staff did not go through the leaflet in the pack

3.10
Furniture packages

Strengths

1) FRADE (local furniture supplier) work in a small way with TH.
2) TH changed the policy about a year ago, so now if a customer starts work they have a 6 month window where they can keep the furniture while they buy their own and gradually give back ours while they do so. They are not liable to pay for it during this 6 month window.

3) TH have recently entered into an agreement with the Credit Union (Stockton only) where they are giving them £50K to provide low interest loans to our customers to buy furniture. There has been a lot of interest in this so far but it is very new.

4) TH shows the furniture they provide in the reception area of Stratford House. They are thinking of ways to increase interest in its availability. They have approximately 1500 customers who pass through the doors of Stratford House every month so it is a good way of promoting it.
Areas for Improvement
1) The way in which furniture is provided is limited in both landlords. The recent advert in the Thirteen magazine is not advertised on the Tees Credit Union website when the CSP tested this service.  Customers need to be given a range of options to access cheap furniture. The same applies to white goods
2) Staff feel the furnished tenancy scheme is too expensive and the quality is not very good. Both landlords should look at the recycling of furniture which our customers no longer want or get left in voids. The package is only promoted to those who are priority banded on the CBL system though (homeless, risk of homeless etc...) and not promoted to everyone. 
3) TH offer some carpets and furnishings to incoming new tenants, but that’s not to all new tenants. The CSP would like both HH and TH to offer a low cost furniture package or inventive ways to access/recycle second hand furniture so new customers do not have to get off to a bad start on financing their tenancy and use Brighthouse or loan sharks.
4) The CSP would like Thirteen group to negotiate with local Housing Benefit departments to assess the feasibility of all new tenants being able to access a furniture package, which is currently only available to those with support needs.
3.11
Support for vulnerable and older people in their homes
Strengths

1) HH support tenants leaving hospital, and work with social services’ duty officers. They provide a Community monitoring service and contact customers when they are discharged from hospital. They conduct joint meetings with hospital staff and GPs and have a rehabilitation room in Laurel Gardens (which was included in a recent video), so customers don’t have to remain in hospital.
2) HH has 1400 homes with an element of support provided including Supported Housing for older people (55 plus) and some for people with disabilities and young people of working age 
3) Personal details of customers are kept up to date (6000 customers) – information is shared with the adaptations team 
4) Staff dealing with older people have received training in dementia and Alzheimer’s, and they try to act quickly when a customer is diagnosed with dementia to re-house if needed and thus avoid later confusion 
5) TH are finding a high level of relationship breakdown among older couples which is leading to some single people who have never had to cope on their own and now need support.
Areas for Improvement
1) Communal heating charge is increasing in the older persons schemes. The CSP are concerned that it will be putting older people into fuel poverty. The tariffs are cheaper than other homes due to the fuel deal negotiated for tenants, but the CSP wonder if consultation with customers could be done over what the heating level is (and control of this) in the communal areas as many complain it is too hot and they have no control over the temperature
2) Communal internal decorating and improvement is not a priority. Some areas are stark. This can make a difference about how proud tenants are to invite visitors, so there is a need for customers to be made aware of forthcoming programmes on improving communal decoration. This applies to many blocks of flats, not just schemes for older people.
3) With an increasing older population, there is a need to investigate how older people are supported better (including those with dementia)  through multi agency working with GPs and health centres, leaving hospitals and social services before they decide to move to private accommodation 
4) The CSP would like to see the services to older and vulnerable customers in TH be equal to the services offered at HH
5) The offer made by HH and TH to advertise the benefits of moving to sheltered accommodation rather than moving out of a 3 bed housing into a care home should be better publicised, and moving encouraged before the stage when they can no longer be accepted for sheltered accommodation, so tenants transfer rather than exit accommodation
6) The Customer involvement action plan that was produced in 2013 for Extra care and sheltered accommodation in HH has not been implemented.
3.12
Neighbourhood issues

Strengths

1) HH update details of supported customers every 12 months. The CSP would like the personal details collected on the support plan to be updated at every contact with the call centre or visit to their home for supported housing customers. This includes any important vulnerability details which need to be held in the IT system 

Areas for Improvement
1) The CSP would like all customers to have their details regularly updated at every point of contact for TH and HH general needs homes.

2) The HH Patches (900-1000 homes) are much larger for Patch Managers than TH Team (500-600). TH has more capacity to deal with complex cases. The CSP would like the service for HH to be equalised with the TH patch sizes, or be able to refer complex cases to a group-wide Tenancy Support team
3) Neighbourhood Managers are worried about cuts in council and other agency services in the long term and the need for the landlords to fill the gap. There is no area budget for tenants in the HH area to invest and target at community development and investment in neighbourhoods (like the ROAPs in TH).
4) Managers are concerned that out of town stock is difficult to manage, and that customers may feel isolated and it may have an impact on termination
5) When estates are improved and demand goes up, HH and TH should increase positive publicity to remove the poor reputation of estates and make people proud of where they live
6) In Prior and Melsonby Courts, the issue of reputation and fear of ASB  related to drug use is the reason (from a tenant perspective) for low demand and for tenants leaving the area. The CSP appreciate how hard it is to tackle such issues, but would like the existing customers to stay and so a more targeted ASB programme might be necessary in this area.
7) Staff told us that transport is a factor for customers wanting to move out of our estates. Buses are being cut to the outlying estates which affect access to work and medical facilities. This issue might be impacting on terminations and we would like to see the landlords have a conversation about the impact that transport cuts are having on our estates with the bus companies.
8) Staff told us that some officers who have been doing their jobs for a long time can be more stuck in their ways, a reorganisation of officers under the Thirteen group may address this. Personal development training should address this also.
9) Patch managers do not manage rent arrears and as they are the people who are most seen on our estates, the CSP would like them to be trained to give basic advice and support on money advice.
10) The CSP feel that the trades and other staff should be trained and given guidelines to spot signs of households who are struggling and to report this back to their line manager.
11) Staff told us that most training is “done on job” and gained through experience. Staff asked us for more formal training on basic money advice and the Discretionary Housing Fund. Staff feel that some training needs to be brought in/refreshed for Tenancy Support, Money Advice and general support Work.
12) Some Neighbourhood Managers have a budget to spend on their estates, but there is variable influence from customers on the amount spent. More consistency is required in customer involvement between the ROAP funding and HH funding

3.13
Support to sustain tenancies
Strengths

1) TH have  provided support for those who have experienced damage due to the floods with “Back on track” from the hardship fund

2) Both landlords have partnered with Food Banks and toy banks. Both landlords have good links with partner organisations and can offer wide range of support.  The Trussell Trust operates food banks in Stockton and TH link in with them, also with “Way Out”, who now do 5 sessions across the Borough. Patch Managers are aware of it and made Money Advice officers aware of it. They also have drop in sessions which TH are invited to and often deal with people with former tenancy arrears who want rehousing
3) HH and TH have concessionary decorating and gardening schemes 
4) TH have staff who do Customer Contact Visits to all customers over a three year period to check they are looking after their property, identify any support areas and check their management of the tenancy. TH employs 2 officers who visit 6 customers a day. The CSP would like this to happen at HH too
5) There are 4 customer groups in Thornaby who have run sessions on how to cook and look after yourself which have been successful. TH staff refer people to Five Lamps too who are a good support network in Stockton.
6) ROAPs provide financial support for groups in our communities in Stockton. HH would like a similar fund across Hartlepool.
7) The Thirteen group partner “13 Care and Support” (previously Norcare) may be able to provide expertise to help us support vulnerable tenants across the group
8) At TH they have replaced the under 25 Tenancy Sustainment service with the Tenancy Support team. This has 4 officers, 2 who offer high level support and 2 who provide low level support, one in each business area of Stockton (North and South business areas). The officers do not support all new tenants but there is a filter for those who have never had a tenancy before and who are young being targeted first. If people have had a tenancy before they receive a lighter touch if at all.
9) TH are also part of the Homesafe project which is a Stockton-wide project aimed at supporting disabled customers. If a disabled customer has a problem anywhere in Stockton town centre they can call in Stratford House and TH will inform their next of kin and give them a room where they can sit until whatever action needs to be done is taken
10) HH refer customers requiring tenancy Support to the West View Advice Centre
Areas for Improvement
1) HH staff would like to see an in house Tenancy Support Service, to help them deal with vulnerable customers (including hoarders which are a growing mental health issue and help customers being discharged from hospital)
2) The CSP would like to generate a card on the anniversary of each customer’s tenancy, which includes some questions asking their opinions about tenancy and support issues, which is then entered into a monthly prize draw. 
3) Hartlepool tenants assume that Tristar tenants have a better deal as they have rent free weeks. Vela should be clear that the rent is simply charged over fewer weeks and that the rent is not free.

4) Good tenants are not rewarded; the CSP would like to see Vela undertake an investigation into how good behaviour from tenants could be incentivised, possibly through a VIP project.
5) Staff report difficulties as minor ASB is not enforceable. Customers need to feel empowered to collectively support landlords in enforcement action. Diaries can be kept for months and still no action is taken. The CSP think this would make a useful project to investigate for the VIPs.
3.14
Transfers and mutual exchanges

Strengths
1) Patch managers local knowledge of customers is good and can be used to find exchanges if their circumstances match.

2) Customers can put their own pictures of their houses up on the MEX system 

3) Introductory tenants who have been in for less than a year can MEX now.

Areas for Improvement
1) Some neighbourhood staff told us they do not know how the transfer and exchange schemes work. They do not know when someone joins the list and therefore cannot intervene early on tenancies which may result in terminations. The CSP would like to see immediate visits to all customers who join the exchange and transfer list, to see if the landlords can take action before they terminate their tenancy. The CSP understand that some visits are completed, but have not been able to establish if all customers who express a desire to leave get a visit.
2) Having arrears doesn’t hinder customers from transferring, but they do have to be keeping to an agreed payment plan, which they maintain for 13 weeks or more for small debts, or 26 weeks for debts over £500. If the customer breaks the agreement just once then they have to go back and start week one again. The customer should be able to be given the opportunity to catch up the payment that they missed by being a sent a reminder
3) Staff told us that mutual exchanges were costly due to the checks that needed to be done, so there was no benefit to HH and TH to encourage this. The CSP would rather the mutual exchanges were supported, and that staff should be trained to promote MEX
3.15
VIP Project – Customers who have applied for a transfer or mutual 
exchange

The VIPs rang 20 customers who were on the waiting list for a transfer or mutual exchange from both landlords

· 6 MEX (HH only)

· 14 on the transfer list (TH and HH)

Strength on Mutual Exchanges 
1) All the customers liked the homes they were in

Area for improvement – Mutual Exchanges
1) The customers said they got no support to achieve a mutual exchange. Customers would rather see a member of staff employed to match the mutual exchange applicants, rather than waste money paying out on DHP. 

2) Customers who are not working get their bedroom tax paid by DHP. One customer had taken a 16 hour a week job, but was no longer getting the DHP, so they were no better off not working

3) One of the customers was struggling to exchange as the adaptation she needed would not be able to be transferred with her

4) One customer was thinking of moving to a private landlord as he had not been able to achieve a match and was only getting some DHP
Strengths on Transfers
100% of customers were happy with the property
75% were happen with the support given by the landlords
The main reasons for looking to transfer were about bedroom tax (50%), under/over occupation (not linked to the bedroom tax) and medical reasons

1) All the people who were transferring due to the bedroom tax felt they had had helpful advice from the landlord, they had all applied for DHP and had all put themselves on the transfer list
Area for improvement – Transfers
1) One customer had to leave due to family bereavement but he was willing to stay. The CSP cannot understand why customers are being asked to leave when they can pay to stay.

2) The customers who had to leave due to the bedroom tax said they liked where they were and did not want to leave. This is positive. They had been on the transfer list for over 12 months, so movement is slow.
3.16
Welfare reform

Strengths

1) Both landlords have a Discretionary Housing Fund available to customers affected by the bedroom tax, in addition to the fund provided by the local authorities

2) Both landlords made a personal visit to everyone who was under-occupying – sent a letter, had a conversation and everyone received a visit in 2012/13
3) Good promotion of the work to combat welfare reform, through money matters and other media – some high profile cases on BBC and ITV and a big promotional poster campaign
4) HH and TH both “door knocked” to speak to customers affected by the bedroom tax and HH got customers to sign up for the Council’s 16 weeks Discretionary Housing Payment    

5) Impact on arrears due to bedroom tax is being tracked 4 weekly since end of March 2013

6) Both landlords looked at stock re-designation and re-designated when a  home has been adapted
7) Both landlords are encouraging customers to have a bank account and engage with money advice and Pathways for improving their employability

8) Both landlords have a hardship fund for removals and redecoration to support those moving due to the bedroom tax, 
9) HH carried out a survey in 2014 on 100 single people on Job Seekers Allowance who had applied for the Discretionary Housing Fund to see what their income is being spent on 

10) Landlords work with their Councils so they are forewarned about peoples’ change of circumstances and can be proactive

11) Landlords can, in exceptional hardship, pay up to 75% of a household’s bedroom tax

12) HH approached a local large employer and found Polish families to fill their larger houses which they were struggling to let as a result of the bedroom tax

13) Stockton Borough Council’s Discretionary Housing Fund is being more widely used now

Areas for Improvement
1) There has been no designation of 3 bed homes to 2 bed homes. The CSP would like TH/HH to look at a minimum size for acceptance that an upstairs room is a bedroom.
2) Customer profiling in TH is better than HH. The CSP would like their landlords to know more about the customers circumstances and their support needs

3) The long term plans of TH and HH in terms of paying the bedroom tax are not known. Customers were visited at the onset of bedroom tax but they do not know how long the DHP will be payable for, so they are not able to plan to remain in their home, which may cause people to leave prematurely. HH and TH should publish their longer terms plans to support customers in the bedroom tax

4) The CSP would like to see staff trained to understand that the allocations policy allows those who can pay for 3 bed homes to upsize, even if they are under-occupying.
5) The CSP would like the offer of a flat to be made to families with children to enable them to downsize, rather than to leave for the private sector
6) Customers are confused between the HH/TH and the Councils discretionary funds. They think when they have applied for one, they have applied for both and customers still associate the landlords with the council. The landlords need to be clear that there are 2 routes to supporting them with bedroom tax arrears/payment and promote both.

7) Criteria for the Discretionary Housing fund is that you’ve got to be looking to downsize, looking for work and have to be on the Choice Based Lettings system. This means people are thinking about moving when they would rather stay. The customers in Prior and Melsonby and Port Clarence have their DHP paid so that they stay.  Empty homes costs are about £3000 for each empty home. The CSP feel it would be better for customers and for the landlords to simply treat all tenants like Prior and Melsonby. HH have only spent £63K of £120K of the DHF. It could be that some criteria around looking for work or volunteering in the community might replace the criteria of being on the transfer list.
8) The qualifying criterion for DHP is too strict. Prior and Melsonby and Port Clarence customers who are living in harder to let properties, have full payments made regardless on this criteria. The CSP would like all customers who have a shortfall to have their payment made up 
9) Staff would like to encourage more people to MEX as its low cost to the company. Currently there are two staff, one from each landlord, who carry out proactive work on MEX for those affected by the bedroom tax. The CSP would like to see more work done in the neighbourhoods by the Patch managers to support mutual exchanges
10) The level of terminations due to the bedroom tax is higher than the landlords expected originally. A lot of people said they would stay put and pay the charge but this is not happening now and staff report that those customers are now moving to other accommodation. The CSP is not sure what the follow up plan is to revisit those who have stayed but might now be struggling to pay rent and other household bills.
11) Publicity not huge for the DHF, it was heavily promoted before the bedroom tax and this is now on the internet and in leaflets. The CSP feel another big publicity campaign should be completed. 

12) Staff said that the numbers of those affected by the bedroom tax goes to Board but the individual data is not known by neighbourhood staff for their patch. Landlords should monitor local take up and set targets for staff to visit homes and update customer data
3.17
Money advice

Strengths

1) West View Advice Centre (WVAC) has a Service Level Agreement with HH to provide advice and support to tenants on welfare benefit, debt advice budgeting advice, personal issues, mediation. It has been established for 30 years and also provides signposting to Macmillan advice, employment law issues and has a contract for the local authority on welfare benefit advice. 
2) WVAC can offer appointments to people in their homes and they train HH on benefits advice. WVAC are independent and confidential from HH, customer focused, and know the local people.

3) TH Money Advice Team (MAT) was created 5 years ago to create an in-house team to maximise people’s income, benefits, and debt issues. They refer to local CAB, Step Change and Christians against Poverty and liaise with HB/CTB regarding overpayments. 

4) TH refer customers to counselling agencies, help isolated people and refer them to the “Back on Track” fund. This fund was set up in April 13 and is administered by Five Lamps to manage crisis fund and provide emergency help to people for up to 7 days for food/electric and grants/loans for furniture for vulnerable people out of prison or hospitals

5) WVAC receive referrals from the Patch Managers who send letters and leaflets in rent statements from HH. Most referrals are by mainly word of mouth (75%), 
6) WVAC ran some “Money matters” roadshows offering hampers as an incentive to attend
7) WVAC use texting to remind of appointment times and offer early morning appointments (7.30am) and late evening ones too. This was a pilot; it has been successful and will continue. 
8) TH MAT attend team meetings and tell them what’s new and how to improve working relations. They work well with lettings team and housing management teams to provide referrals usually. They use a benefits calculator (Turn to Us) 

9) WVAC also promote the Credit Union in the town too. Hartlepool Credit Union has been promoting jam jar accounts (which are also available across the Tees Valley area) in response to expected Universal Credit requirement to have a bank account

10) At TH some of the High Rise blocks have coffee mornings where the Money Advice team have attended.
Areas for Improvement

1) TH doesn’t have a Consumer Credit Licence which limits the type and level of support they can offer individual customers. They did have a licence but it was not renewed. Staff can no longer write a letter to enable write off of debts or make advantageous repayment plans and would like to renew this licence.
2) Money Advice officers can have a conflict of interest as they work for landlord but also want to help the customer, so on one hand you have staff asking for arrears and on the other, the money advice team are asking officers asking for leniency. Staff tell us that customers in debt say they will take an appointment with money advice just to get rent officer off their back. Perhaps a period of suspension on arrears should be allowed if the tenants are co-operating and trying to sort out a repayment system for multiple debts. 

3) A culture for engaging customers in debt should be discussed with customers to establish the many different opportunities which TH and HH can undertake to support and help people in debt. 
4) All staff visiting homes, including gas service and repairs technical staff should be trained to give basic advice so they can signpost customers to key support services.
5) GP surgery waiting rooms could be used to promote Money Advice services 
6) For HH and TH tenants the rent statements are only sent to those in arrears, so those tenants in credit are not receiving money advice literature. Credit on rent accounts is not informed to the tenants who may be able to use this to clear other debts.

7) Regarding bank account advice, TH/HH advise tenants to stick to Credit Unions and high street banks. There is no formal advice from HH and TH to go to specific trusted and regulated institutions for a bank account
8) Financial advice is only offered when people are in arrears or at sign up, or maybe through fun days or other events. Facebook and the website should advertise personal appointments, which should be available from 7.30am
3.18
Digital Inclusion

Strengths

1) Vela have installed 9 internet kiosks (there are some teething problems with them) and have employed 3 IT apprentices working across the group. There are links on the kiosks to comparison websites. There is a free-phone attached to the kiosk.
2) Vela have appointed customer Digital inclusion champions and created 2 new online centres for customers
3) One-to-one training is given to use the kiosks with local residents using customer Digital inclusion champions.
4) Free Wi-Fi is available in some of the landlords’ offices and buildings.
5) Vela received funding for £40K  for the “Digital Deal” 
6) Stratford House is now a Digital centre and TH have one of the ICT Apprentices working with customers two days a week giving one-to-one support. They have 7 PCs in reception for customers to use with internet access and work closely with the Credit Unions who offer advice on loans/money matters.

Areas for Improvement

1) TH and HH know that 15% of customers do not have digital access. The CSP would like digital inclusion to be focussed on those who do not have access.

2) Information and advice (via the TH and HH websites) could be developed on how to keep your tenancy and could potentially be displayed prominently on the screen in the kiosks to attract attention of customers
3) The websites allow for anonymous entry of complaints/ASB about the local area. There could be more publicity on this as an early warning system of problems in the block and this could also be promoted more
4) Some videos have been developed on money advice and customer involvement projects for example.  They are not prominent on our websites and not available on Tristar TV. These should be promoted for customers on the homes page. (see Bromford Housing Group, which has a number of 10 minute videos on how to manage your tenancy)
5) Tristar TV is a valuable resource and largely underutilized to support tenancy sustainment.  The advert on Tristar TV in the latest newsletter does not include how to find the TV channel and it was hard to find from the website.
3.19
Support into employment

Strengths

1) Pathways give support to help customers into employment and training, including getting referrals from sign ups, organising events to promote training, job education, CVs, interview training and confidence building. They also help people with basic skills and help them look for jobs in 'the right' places. TH have developed bespoke training programmes to support customers into employment
2) The service tries to help customers to set up their own business.

3) When procuring contractors, the landlords ask what the contractor will do about creating apprenticeships 

4) Pathways work with employers hoping to get guaranteed interviews and have helped over 100 people into work over the last year. 

5) TH go into schools (possible future customers) educating them about social housing and preparing them for the future.
6) Both landlords support lots of work initiatives like “support into work”, work experience apprentices, environmental apprentices and self-employment (business potential to set up a local social enterprise) 
7) The Pathways service supports people to get clothes for interviews, recycling of school uniforms, (118 children in Hartlepool last September). Thornaby Community event has looked at photography courses and woodworking skills.
8) Employability teams working with Sure Start so customers can get employment advice while their kids are in the crèche
Areas for Improvement

1) The CSP would like customers to have access to a landlord fund to pay travel expenses, bus fares and lunch when they have training, work experience or work, so that they can afford to stay in their home. This could be paid for from the hardship fund for up to 4 weeks’ duration.
2) The CSP would like to see if apprenticeships for people over 25 can be targeted at customers who are subject to the bedroom tax. This could be further incentivised by paying the bedroom tax for those who go onto apprenticeship or training programme. 
3.20
Energy advice

Strengths

1) Vela has undertaken a number of projects which are piloting different forms of renewable energy. There is a staff working group analysing different types of technologies and eco systems which has been meeting for 18 months. £500K is being invested in piloting different renewable energies 
2) £6m grants for renewable energies have been levered in, in the last two years and where possible these have been matched with other available grants.

3) Both landlords have good SAP ratings across their properties scoring 70% in both landlords
4) The Thirteen groups is looking to set up a consortium called OVO to help tenants get cheaper fuel. Thirteen are hoping eventually to set up their own energy company for the benefit of all customers
5) The landlords intend to fit smart meters but hope to do this under new energy company mentioned above, but there is no start date or completion date for this work. Thirteen hope that by 2020 all tenants will have smart meters. The long term vision is to replace prepaid meters and for customers to pay for their fuel at the lowest possible tariff.
6) The “Home” Service Improvement Group receives information on new technologies and the investment programme.
7) EPC certification is done by an external firm and gives the customer more detail on energy issues. It is done for all new tenancies and displayed on Compass adverts for customers to consider when bidding for a property

8) Leaflets are given out where investment works are taking place to promote fuel efficiency.
9) The landlords intend to train Community Energy Champions to promote fuel efficiency and fuel switching, but there is no start date or completion date for this work.
10) HH have done some work on fuel poverty and have advised 14 new tenants recently who all suffered high fuel arrears 
11) WVAC have run some “Energy best deal” sessions (a CAB initiative), with workshops about switching suppliers, which were well attended. HH have plans to go back to new build tenants to see if they have saved money
12) TH refers customers to CAB, Five Lamps and EBICO for advice on energy issues. TH have promoted the “Big Energy Switch” which was coordinated by the Council, and also took place in Hartlepool
13) Grants are available to help pay off fuel arrears

Areas for Improvement

1) The CSP are pleased that OVO will deliver our bulk energy at a low cost to customers, but concerned that this will only be offered to new tenants over the next 18 months. With a 10% turnover each year, it will take some time for all tenants to access reduced fuel bills. The CSP would like existing tenants to immediately have access to this at the same time as new tenants.
2) WVAC can only deliver 8 “Energy Best deal” sessions a year but could deliver more, but no more funding was issued from HH. 
3) HH have a deal with Sheltered Housing energy suppliers but this cannot be offered to individual homes. We are aware that moves are being made with OVO to address this weakness but that this will take some time for existing customers
4) Every property is surveyed 5 yearly and the database is updated. The CSP would like this survey to include a twin-track fuel poverty assessment.
5) Landlords do not have details about tenants in fuel poverty and therefore there is no targeted work on this issue
6) Programmes for energy pilots are not being focussed on customers in fuel poverty because these people are not known
7) Some schemes still have electric storage heaters which are over 30 years old and should have been renewed some time ago. We were told that customers are happy with these heating systems however this is not our experience and suggest a VIP project be carried out on this and whether there is a link with such schemes being hard-to-let
8) In the past, there has been little work to quantify the reduction in fuel bills as a result of insulation and decent homes works. This is now being monitored under the renewable energy pilots. The pilots are new and will take 12 months before they can be properly assessed. The CSP wonder if this could be done at 6 months to see if fuel bills are being reduced
9) 57% of our tenants pay by key meter. This is the most expensive payment method for energy. The CSP would like advice to be given to existing customers about how much more they are paying, with options to see if Thirteen can negotiate with the Credit unions for low- cost loans for key meter change-overs. 
10) Staff told us they are noticing that homes are colder when they visit, possibly due to increasing fuel costs.
11) The Governments definition of fuel poverty has changed, staff are not aware of this definition. All staff should be trained on the definition of fuel poverty, for the  identification of fuel poverty when they visit tenants at home
12) Staff awareness of swapping fuel providers is not generally good and the CSP would like some internal or external specialism in this for our customers
13) There is a promise in the Affordable Warmth strategy that customers will have access to a fuel income calculator. The CSP could find no evidence that this is available for customers or any education of customers to enable them to calculate the costs of their chosen supplier against alternative companies
14) Where homes are fuel inefficient, the flexibility of rent setting is not used to charge less for these homes.
15) The number of EPCs completed in TH (57%) is much lower than HH (70%). Information on EPCs is not consistently given to customers so they cannot estimate how much they will need to spend on fuel
16) Some customers have said that the new build homes are hard to heat, which they had assumed  would be cheaper and would offset the higher rent charges
17) Some new build schemes have a lot of low energy features but it is not always low cost to the customer. For example some homes have square light bulbs which cost £24 each and don’t last as long as they tell the customer, and are therefore not cost effective.
18) The CSP would like a dedicated member of staff to talk and educate customers to help them make best use of energy and service supplies. The CSP have not been able to establish how much advice is given and the process for identification of priority properties 

19) The CSP would also like to see Community Energy Champions trained to take forward Energy advice in their communities. 
3.21
Observation of thermal imaging at Laurel Gardens

The CSP Observed a demonstration of the Thermal Heat Unit used to identify heat loss from homes with the property surveying team

Strengths

1) The equipment is also used to check on flat roofs and floors in wet rooms to see if there is any water under the fabric.
Areas for improvement

1) There is the only one employee who holds the license to carry out the observations.
2) The procedure is carried out when a complaint comes in via repairs and maintenance after they have exhausted all other actions. The CSP would like there to be a programme developed to do this in all homes with more staff trained, targeted first at those who are struggling financially

3) The customers being targeted are given 2 days’ notice and are asked to leave their heating on for 24 hours before the inspection takes place. The test is done first thing in the morning before the sun can get onto the property. The results can show where the cold spots are such as gaps in windows, doors and surface temperature. The test is done inside and outside the property. This is expensive and perhaps some financial support could be given to customers to pay a small amount towards their bills for allowing the landlord to do this
4) One of the problems that has been noted is if there is a mixture of fabric used on a building, such as cladding, bricks etc….the results are not very clear
5) Customers do not realise that condensation is caused by not enough ventilation so the CSP would like to see this promoted more.
6) The thermal imaging unit is getting old now and the CSP suggest that Thirteen should invest in better equipment and more of it

7) Fuel poverty maybe a factor in the increase of damp and mould as customers cannot afford to adequately heat their homes.

3.22
Investment works and affordable warmth 

Strengths

1) The CSP likes the approach to complete all works in one area at one time to minimise costs. We think this could be enhanced by the financial inclusion, digital inclusion and Pathways staff also having a presence in the local community centres/works base at the same time.
2) There is a dedicated officer carrying out thermal imaging of properties which shows heat loss from a property 
3) There is a specification and value engineering group – it is a partnership with contractors looking at the quality/delivery of goods and longevity of projects. This has improved the choices on extractor fans and whole house environmental systems.
4) Vela  employed an Environmental co-ordinator to review the renewable programmes and to complete up-front consultation on installations
5) Kennedy Gardens is a flagship project to reduce service charges by using  renewable energy
6) Vela had a co-ordinator who scrutinised design – there is a Sheltered scheme on the Headland in Hartlepool with a glass roof  to reduce lighting costs and let in heat from the sun
7) Thirteen have a commitment to developing Lifetime Homes – this “future proofs” the homes so they can be adapted during the course of a customer’s life if, for example, they need hoists or wet rooms installing. It also looks at parking, door widths and where the sockets are.
8) Within a recent new build scheme in Belle Vue, Hartlepool there is no external difference between our rental properties and homes for sale or shared ownership
9) Vela have a “Matrix” system which is points based and allows them to prioritise investment works according to a number of inter-related criteria around sustainability
10) Vela have adopted a number of modern methods of construction and won  awards for new schemes such as Easington Road in Hartlepool with sustainable and modern eco technologies
11) Vela are exploring installing triple glazing to see if its cost effective to do
12) Staff have been to Canada and done some peer reviewing on thermal capacity of homes
13) Vela have purchased some data loggers to see how this can help tenants with condensation
14) Vela invite groups with tradespeople to suggest heating programmes the following year; they might say a different estate needs doing than that which was planned. Reports are run to see the trends on repairs and their history and Vela tweak the programme if possible. Vela ask housing staff their opinion too. 
15) Included in the promise is the Vela commitment to come back to customers to tell them how the pilot schemes have turned out
16) £2m in grants for wall insulation were achieved against a £60m budget.
17) The loft insulation was fitted free of charge as was cavity wall insulation.
18) £300k was spent on void work from the investment budget
19) New kitchen and bathrooms look good and tenants have some choice, but these stock transfer promises are to the detriment of making homes warm, dry and secure
20) In TH 100 of the low and medium rise communal areas have had major improvement works carried out with the remaining 67 to be completed by December 2014
Areas for Improvement

1) There is a 30 year plan for investment and improvement of all homes, but customers do not know when their home is to receive an improvement. The CSP would like the investment programme for the next 12 months publishing on the website so customers can see which properties are getting works done and a broad indication of the improvement works for the following four years.
2) Staff tell us that the data base might suggest a time to renew something but the customers have different priorities when the staff visit to consult on the new programme. The CSP would like the programmes to be debated with customers to reach a common ground on what should be improved and why, where decent homes have already been met
3) The CSP would like to see an offer of greater flexibility in hours of service for repairs and investment to accommodate working families
4) VIPs could be used to evaluate the pilots on renewable technology

5) Homes are 100% decent, but tenants would like to have heating systems fitted which are responsive. The CSP are pleased that the decent homes programme is completed. Although night storage heating systems might meet the standard of decent homes, blow air systems are expensive and cannot be controlled by tenants. The CSP would like all heating systems to be more responsive to tenants’ needs when they get cold as they cannot afford to heat their home or change their heaters if they are not going to use them. 

6) Customers who are frustrated with these non-responsive systems might choose to leave if the landlords cannot publish when the heating systems will be replaced with a more energy efficient alternative. The CSP would like a customer commitment to replace the systems, even if it is1-3 years away. 
7) If the landlords published broad programmes for investment, customers would not carry out decoration and replace carpets if they knew investment works were due in their home soon. The CSP would like the investment programme to be published on the webpage. 

8) For homes which come empty frequently the landlords try to address this through investment, getting rid of rat runs, pathways, kerb appeal, etc. This is positive, but the CSP were not able to evidence this. The CSP would like to see a multi-layered targeted programme linked to the high turnover areas to ensure that homes most at risk of termination have that investment first.

9) Pilot heating systems are not analysed until they have been in place for 12 months which means that customers now have to wait for a year before successful projects can be fitted elsewhere. Now Tenant Liaison Officers are collecting bills from tenants and checking these against the previous years’ bills, to analyse the effect of the new technology on fuel bills
10) Heating components are on a life-cycle of 20 years, customers would be more interested in a decent homes plus standard which reached a minimum EPC rating set by Thirteen – a Thirteen standard. The CSP would like to see this standard being higher than that offered by private tenants and agreed with customers and advertised so customers can be proud to acquire and live in a Thirteen home.
11) Customers are not involved in influencing expenditure on investment programmes, where they might prioritise affordable warmth over external cosmetic repairs. 
12) Staff told us that they do not yet have the expertise to maintain the new technologies. We would like to see a training programme for trades for the future when the supplier guarantees run out.
13) Some customers have told staff that they have forgotten how to use the new systems. Customers feel it would be useful for staff to revisit homes after 6 months to check customers’ understanding of the new technology.
14) Thirteen do not have a fuel income calculator to help tenants understand fuel charges and how this relates to their income, and hence to know if they are in Fuel Poverty.

15) The CSP would like to ensure that new build homes are also available for existing tenants. This ability to transfer was closed for 7 months in HH and the CSP feel disappointed in this. This might lead to customers leaving if they cannot transfer and a good loyal customer will be lost
3.23
Water Meters – areas for improvement

1) TH has a contract for the supply of all water rates and the responsibility of the landlord to collect. Customers lack choice and the water charges are not based on usage. The CSP would like for TH customers to be advised how to opt out of this. 
2) TH customers do not have control to fit water meters, which may save energy and help customers in reducing water bills.

3) Thirteen does not fit water meters, which would be a useful addition to the investment programme
3.24
VIP Project   - Customers who had investment works carried out in the 
past 12 months

Scrutiny panel members carried out 17 phone surveys to customers who had investment works carried out recently. Schemes included;

· Coleshill (external wall insulation carried out 18 months ago)
· Yenton, Billingham (13 bungalows with air source heating systems installed over 12 months ago)
· Burbank, Hartlepool (new windows started a year ago)
· Middlefield, Stockton(new heating systems started 9 months ago) Numerous windows schemes (started 12 months ago)
These are the key findings from the surveys;
1) The majority of people (70%) said the works had made their homes warmer and the remainder said it had made no difference or it was hard to say

2) There was an equal range of people who paid for their bills with key meters, monthly and quarterly direct debit

3) All those surveyed said they had never switched suppliers

4) The majority said they were happy with their current supplier they had and only two said they would consider it

5) All those surveyed apart from one person did not have a Smart meter and only half said they would want one if it was free

6) Half those surveyed were aware TH and HH could give advice on heating and energy use in their home

7) The majority of people (82%) were given advice on how to use their heating systems in their homes by TH or HH, all found the advice very useful

8) All the people surveyed said they were very happy with the improvement works apart from one person who said the windows were too big and let in cold during the winter
3.25
Terminations 

The number of termination reasons differs between landlords. 
· Tristar Terminations 2013/14 – 1264 

· Housing Hartlepool Terminations 2013/14 - 676

The CSP consider that some of the highlighted terminations could be reduced by picking up some of our recommendations in this report:

	Tristar Homes
	
	
	
	

	
	1264
	
	Of which, the IT system could could establish: 
	

	Accommodation 
	280
	
	Moved in with Friend/Relative
	16

	Area 
	100
	
	Nursing Home
	33

	Deceased 
	137
	
	Owner Occupier 
	13

	Domestic Violence 
	16
	
	Other Housing Association
	27

	Eviction
	87
	
	Private Rented 
	148

	Flit 
	59
	
	Transfer to Local Authority
	5

	General Void 
	3
	
	
	

	Medical 
	153
	
	
	

	Personal
	363
	
	
	

	Prison
	4
	
	
	

	Pre Void 
	3
	
	
	

	Right to buy
	41
	
	
	

	Social
	7
	
	
	

	Under Occ
	11
	
	
	


Housing Hartlepool
                                                676

	Deceased 
	

	Owner occupation 
	17

	Flit 
	31

	Nursing home
	43

	Private rent
	147

	Moved to friend/parent
	52

	Move to live with partner
	9

	Moved to live with other
	50

	Prison
	8

	ASBO
	2

	Transfer to other LA/HA
	95

	HMP
	8

	Transfer to HHA
	128


Strengths

1) In TH customers who give notice receive a home visit. This does not happen at HH, where notice is not given to the Patch Managers, but to the lettings team.
2) HH carried out  a survey of 100 people who have left to move to the private rented sector to find out reasons for their moving
3) TH support some customers who are not coping in their tenancy to agree a mutually acceptable termination and TH staff help the outgoing customer move to other providers where they can cope, these are termed “successful failures”.
4) If a customer has given 4 weeks’ notice because of ASB which has not been resolved, the patch manager will contact the ASB team to see if anything can be done to resolve the ASB and retain the tenant. The action taken by landlords has changed some minds about terminating their tenancy.
Areas for Improvement
1) The CSP would like both landlords to collect the same data on termination reasons 

2) At one point HH had an incentive scheme for people who were giving 4 weeks’ notice to improve their access to the property before the customer left, and paid them £100. However they concluded it had no benefit as these people would have let us inspect their home anyway.TH got rid of the Golden Goodbye scheme as it was an insufficient incentive to change behaviour. There is no incentive for people who are thinking of leaving to have a conversation with TH and HH first.
3) Customer profiling is not developed enough to link data of hot spots of tenancy turnover to the intensive work which might need to be done to sustain a tenancy. Some work should be completed to investigate the links and to target tenancy sustainment activity to the identified hot spots

4) HH terminating tenants are encouraged to allow their landlord into their home for an inspection. Only 50% of visits get access. This visit is inconvenient as customers are worried about recharges. This visit should be incentivised and a discussion on potential to stay in the home should also be had at that time

5) TH visit exiting tenants, HH customers who are leaving report their termination to the lettings team and not the Patch Manager. Insufficient work is then done to encourage the customer to stay. The CSP would like to see terminations reported to the Patch Manager first so that they can act quickly to suggest ways which the customer could be supported to stay. All departing customers should be asked their reasons for departure and whether any action can be undertaken to sustain the tenancy
6) TH staff felt that an increase in the terminations in the High Rise blocks in Stockton were possibly due to the new High Rise support service. Older people feel more vulnerable with the increase in young males in these properties who they feel need more structured support. There is a perception of a slow response from the High Rise support service and a fear of crime which has been investigated recently through a VIP project. 
7) Staff report to us that there is long delay in inspecting void properties and a long delay in acquiring materials. Staff also report having difficulties in speaking to the inspector. This increases rent loss but also brings down communities, attracts ASB and makes areas look poor which may add to reasons why other customers may decide to leave.
8) Staff reported that customers leave sometimes because they cannot get a new kitchen, but when the property is empty a new one is put in.  The CSP would like TH and HH to provide a more responsive service – by letting people know when their new kitchen/bathroom will be fitted – even if this is some time away, as this would give customers hope and may persuade them to stay.
9) There needs to be a clear understanding by customers about the expenditure on voids (10% of the stock) when kitchens etc.. are replaced. The community feel hard done by seeing the investment going into empty homes which may have been one of the reasons that the customers left. Customers believe that unless the home is hard to let, then repairs to a minimum standard should be completed until the local investment programme is due.
10) Staff told us that void homes do not live up to tenants expectations. Customer should be consulted on a minimum void standard for that locality (which allows some flexibility to accommodate difficult-to-let areas).
11) Private Rented Sector rents have come down whilst HH rents have gone up. Staff suggest that the reduction in private sector rent is due to private landlords wanting to fill their empty properties quickly, as they have to pay 150% of council tax when the home has been empty for 6 months. There is a need for HH and TH to promote the benefits of security of tenancies and other rights as a benefit for staying in our homes
12) The group is moving towards fixed term tenancies and affordable rents on new build estates (which are higher than social rents) with annual visits to decide if customers can stay for the next 5 years. With rents of over £100 for these homes, this is a disincentive for customers to settle in our communities. In the private sector, they would not be subject to annual visits and would maybe not be subject to having to move in 5 years. The CSP would like customers involved in any review of the Tenancy Policy under the Thirteen group.
3.26
VIP Project – Customers who have terminated their tenancies in the 
past 28 days

Scrutiny panel members carried out 14 phone surveys, (10 from TH and 4 from HH) to customers who had handed their notice in in the past 28 days, and these were the findings;
1) There were a variety of reasons for people leaving their property however 4 people stated it was because their property was too big and 3 were moving for health reasons.

2) 5 people were moving to the private rented sector and 4 to other social landlords

3) 7 out of 10 people who answered the question, “did they put in for a transfer”, answered yes
4) 2 people were moving due to ASB issues in their neighbourhood

5) No people left due to the general state of the neighbourhood

6) Only 2 people sought help and assistance from HH/TH staff

7) Only 1 person said HH/TH could have offered more support and 6 people said the support offered was fine.

8) All of those surveyed were moving within the same town as they were leaving

9) The average score for the property they were leaving for HH was 6.75 (note small sample size)
10) The average score for the property they were leaving for TH was 8.6 (note small sample size) 

11) The average score for the help and support they received from HH staff was 5.5 (note small sample size)

12) The average score for the help and support they received from TH staff was 8.1 (note small sample size)
3.27
Strategic approach and policies

Strengths

1) Vela Inclusion strategy (2012) improved the landlords’ working with customers to make sure they pull the right areas together such as employability, financial inclusion, affordable warmth, Health and Well-being, tenancy support, community safety, community engagement and digital inclusion. This was presented to the “Going Forward Together” customer group

2) Under the new Thirteen group there is an Inclusion Manager for the first time, the manager will bring the themes together across the group
3) Tenancy support and Pathways employability services are being rolled out across the group

4) HH have used a local lettings policy on some estates to reduce the number of children. This idea worked well however some homes are now under-occupied and subject to the bedroom tax

5) Staff feel that Family Intervention schemes are making a difference
6) TH has some initiatives with Health Watch coming up to help get the message to our customers about the importance of good health. 
7) Customers with rent arrears are able to move under certain circumstances

8) Vela conducted a comprehensive service review on Tenancy Support in 2012
9) HH and TH have developed a “Sustainability model” which is an IT tool which allows them to overlay tenancy issues and other neighbourhood and customer profile data to identify hotspots where tenancies are not being sustained locally

10) The Tenancy Support review carried out an exercise over 2 weeks to see how many hours of a patch managers week is spent providing support (directly or indirectly) and it came out on average at 7 hours a week.
Areas for Improvement
1) Staff suggested that customer satisfaction for the new Tenancy Support service in TH is high but it is not captured with all customers. The CSP would like the positive results publicised to show off what support is available and the positive outcomes the service can deliver.

2) Some of the recommendations from the Tenancy Support review have been implemented by TH, but this has not been taken forward across HH and there is no action plan which follows up the review. A lack of action plan was also found with the Affordable Warmth strategy and the Income Management service review and the CSP would like this addressed under the Thirteen group.
3) Vela’s most recent Mutual Exchange Policy is not on the website. The old policy from 2010 is on the TH Website and there is nothing on the HH website. There is no recognition of the most recent policy and that changes have been made to reflect the change in policy to allow those with arrears to move due to bedroom tax
3.28
Staff survey and opinion
In total 30 surveys were completed by staff from Housing Hartlepool and Tristar Homes. Staff were asked 6 questions, listed below are some of the findings;
When asked the reasons why staff thought people were leaving their properties, they said:
· 42% said it was because of affordability issues such as rent, cost of living

· 15% due to issues of ASB or the area itself
· 19% said it was to do with property, the size, the condition or the repairs

· 5% said they thought it was due to the move to the Private sector

When asked what Vela could do to encourage people to stay and what additional services Vela could provide, in terms of new or improved services, they said:

· pre tenancy training

· furniture packages

· more contact from the area office staff

· complete repairs in a more timely manner

· acknowledge when things go wrong and respond more quickly

· give incentives 

· Work collaboratively with other community organisations to look at incentives
· review the level of rent for customers in work
· reduce the cost of running a home

· more information on Tandem/Pathways

· give better advice when HB is cancelled

· support with the bedroom tax

· make people are aware when the investment work will be completed

· complete full income history, not just the current details
· charge realistic affordable rents
· reduce rent in certain areas to compare with the private rented sector

· introduce rent free weeks

· up the standard of void properties with carpets, décor and white goods

· more CCTV cameras in run down areas

· more support for customers in their first year of tenancy

· home skills training for customers
· use social media to engage with financially excluded people

· higher profile and response updates for ASB support

· more focused 1-2-1 service similar to mentoring

· support self-help 

· get a Debt Management license to act on behalf of customers with other debtors
· decoration offer could be a low cost service  added to the rent

· decoration offer could be a skillset to show people how to decorate which links to potential future employment

· we need to spend more time with customers and develop relationships which  make us more approachable

· more flexible repair service – weekend and evening calls and improve the contact between repairs and neighbourhood teams

· show-homes for difficult-to-let areas

When asked how we should help customers to reduce their fuel bills they said:

· energy saving advice
· drop-in service

· social media

· simple user-friendly information

· verbal communication in the home, giving examples

· energy tips

· reduce the heating by 1 degree

· dedicated staff position
· I-pad to deal with customers on the door so we can help them switch suppliers at the same time as the gas engineer is at work servicing the boilers

· install technology to reduce costs
· give access and training to encourage use of comparison sites 

· look at what other landlords are doing

· install low-build technology on new builds and retrofit old homes

· better insulation

· signpost to other agencies to resolve drafts and damp

· carpet homes

· financial help to remove the key meter (£120) on sign up

· advise on how to use the boiler and timer 
When asked if the staff had any other ideas, some which are not mentioned above include:

· help to improve financial decision making, from school age about independent living
· easy access to food bank 

· define poverty 

· promote education

· support customers to understand the costs of smoking and drinking and help stop smoking campaigns

· work with healthcare to promote healthy living

· more local resident groups and community organisations to promote the support we provide
· involvement with schools on literacy and numerical training for customers

· open centres for meals and childcare
· look long term at climate change

· support the local economy to create jobs

· help customers understand about living beyond their means

· help staff and customers to understand fuel poverty

· identify vulnerable groups and individuals and target them for advice
3.29
Our review of TH and HH websites and comparisons with other 
landlords on this topic
Strengths of our websites
1) The TH website is good on mutual exchanges processes and how to apply
2) On the TH website, the tenancy support section is good and talks about hardship payments, the furniture package and has a frequently asked questions section
3) On the TH website, there is a section on how to access energy supplier Ebico which has been subject to research as the cheapest supplier

4) The TH and HH website has some hints and tips on saving money over Xmas and a section on energy efficiency with some basic advice and links to other advice
5) The HH website has a leaflet on DHP under rent payments
Areas for improvement for our websites
1) On the TH website, the Vela MEX Policy is from 2010 and is out of date  
2) The HH website  does not include any information on mutual exchange policy, bedroom tax or welfare reform

3) The CSP would like the landlords to look at some of the great ideas and advice we found easily on the following websites:
a)
Bromford Housing Group, Midlands based
The Bromford Deal

Before being offered a tenancy, customers must complete an online form called “Tenancy ready” this form helps the customer to plan and helps Bromford Housing understand more about the customer before they move into their new home.
Every now and again the Housing Manager will carry out a tenancy review, this is also a chance to find out how the customer is getting on finding work, training or giving something back by helping others, this is part of the commitment to meet “The Bromford Deal”
There are signals such a Red/Amber/Green in the assessment to see if customers are meeting the deal. Green means customers are meeting the deal, Amber means they are following the plan to meet the deal and Red means there are some concerns.
Bromford have a ‘tenancy plan’ so they can check how customers are getting on with their tenancy, and when their current tenancy is coming to an end whether they will be able to decide if a new tenancy should be offered.
The site has a huge amount of detail regarding welfare reform, and makes it easy for customers to find the right information quickly by having six big square blocks you can click on to find out more about: The Bedroom Tax, Universal Credit, The Benefit Cap, Non-Dependant Deductions, Welfare Reform Guide and Getting Prepared.
Bromford offer a range of services for young people and young families.
Young Families get support and will receive and learn the important skills needed for them to live independently, including practical information on parenting and helping them to access the right services and support network within their area.
Young People they offer a variety of support services including fixed scheme accommodation and floating support. Bromford understands the challenges faced when they have to take on all of the responsibilities attached to living independently.
Videos
Bromford have a video on their website showing an interview of their Support Workers, here they get the chance to explain exactly what they do.
More videos explain Physical and Learning Difficulties, Mental Health and Emotional well-being, Homelessness, Young People and Young Families, Older People, Employment opportunities and Money Management.
Bromford Connect
Connect is a Social network that helps customers learn about healthy living, managing money, volunteering, and developing new skills. It is a place that will connect them to local opportunities to help them get into work or volunteering, whatever their barriers might be. Connect can help customers break them down and make their journey easier.
What customers can do on Connect?
They can learn brand new skills or enhance existing ones

Create a fabulous CV

Find out more about events, training and opportunities near to where they live

Talk to other members in Forums

Get loads of online advice

Use a mobile lite version to take with them on the go

Link up with other social media sites like Facebook and Twitter

Jobs for customers
Bromford Connect has an online network that links their customers' skills and aspirations with local employment, training and volunteering opportunities enabling them to aim higher, discover the undiscovered within themselves and be the best they can be for themselves, their families and their local communities.
Moneymates
Moneymates is Bromford's unique corporate appointee and money management service that helps vulnerable individuals to manage their financial affairs.
Their Moneymates service can help customers with the everyday management of their financial affairs. The service is very personal and can be tailored to meet their individual needs.
Their role is to receive and monitor an individual's money, pay utility bills, rent and invoices in a way that feels secure, friendly and professional.

The service makes sure that individuals are receiving all of the welfare benefits they're entitled to. Where possible they will also explore eligibility for other supporting grants and services.

Benefit entitlement is reviewed on a regular basis to allow for changes in circumstances or changes to the benefits system itself.
Direct Payments
Bromford provides a bespoke direct payments financial management service for customers throughout central England, working with agencies and families to help manage the direct payments of vulnerable people.
Their team will become responsible for managing each customer's Direct Payments Fund. They will support customers to set up the required bank accounts in order to receive the funds and collect and collate the documents needed to meet stringent audit requirements. They will also complete all the necessary forms and deal with all correspondence.

b)
Cestria

The CSP liked:

The site has a “Welfare Reform Calculator” and a “bedroom tax calculator” including the question “Have you received Housing Benefit for your current home continuously since 1996?” They give you the results too if, bedroom tax is payable or not the benefits cap will affect you.
If housing benefit is reduced under the government's changes then there are steps they show you to help reduce the impact of that reduction including;

· Check you are claiming all your benefits

· Getting a lodger

· Downsizing to a smaller home

· Reducing your spending

· Increasing your earnings

· Applying for a Discretionary Housing Payment

· Getting help with debt

The Site also has a benefit calculator that checks the following:
Your Details, Age and Disability Status ,Bedroom Calculator, Out of Work Benefits, Benefits you receive, Council Tax and Housing Costs, Net Income and then gives you your results. It also has:
· A question and answer page on under occupation rules

· A Council tax support question and answer 
· A Universal Credit question and answer 

· A guide to Personal Independence Payment
Cestria also offer free, confidential debt support through a partner agency called FISCUS. The debt specialist can provide people with advice and support on dealing with their debts, she can even visit them in their home if they prefer. Appointments are available every Wednesday. 
Cestria have listed some online resources for people here:
· Take a simple debt test
· Information and advice on how to deal with debt and where to get help: www.moneybasics.co.uk
· CAB advice booklet on dealing with debt
· StepChange debt charity: Free, confidential debt advice online and over the phone & free debt management plans
· Payplan: www.payplan.com – free, confidential advice for people in debt and a no-cost provider of debt management plans
· Christians against Poverty: www.capuk.org- free, confidential advice for people in debt (please note you do not have to be of Christian faith).
· Five Lamps - They have debt advisors, as well as offering instant affordable loans.
All of the companies above such as CAB, StepChange Debt Advice Charity, PayPlan and Christians against Poverty are not-for-profit organisations and therefore do not charge you for receiving debt management advice and support. However, there are fee-charging companies offering similar help, so be sure to consider all of your options.
Cestria have contributed to an "In the Money" Guide for County Durham which can be downloaded. The guide covers a range of topics and provides the contact details for places you can go and agencies you can contact for advice in County Durham.
Very good section called “Energy angels” giving online links to websites where you can compare your gas and electric, dual fuel and renewable energy prices from different suppliers by entering your current consumption. Shows how much Cestria have saved this month, year and overall (£20K) since this was introduced. Also easy to use buttons for comparing mobile phone, broadband and digital bundles
Cestria is working in partnership with Tadea, who since 2002 has been successfully providing impartial sustainable energy advice to individuals, businesses and other organisations in the public and private sector in the North East and North West of England covering County Durham, Tyneside, Teesside, Northumberland, Cumbria and Lancashire. Our services have expanded to support local authorities and Government offices nationally.
Tadea have been supporting Cestria with Energy Efficiency events, held for the first time in February 2012, with 'Ask the Energy Expert' twitter sprees, and most recently, completing Home Energy Assessments for our tenants in a pilot trial.
They also support customers with Free Home Energy Assessments and Cestria have employed a Tadea Energy Advisor until the end of March who can provide FREE Home Energy Assessments, covering the following:
· Advice on the efficient use of energy and ways to reduce fuel bills

· Demonstration of heating system controls

· A review of energy bills and help in understanding the bills and associated  costs

· Advice and assistance on switching fuel supplier, tariff choices

· Benefit entitlement assessments

· Advice on preventing damp and mould occurrences by minimising condensation build up

· Advice on managing fuel debt and the completion of supporting financial applications
The Cestria Financial Inclusion Team offer advice, information and support on all aspects of your finances and employment, such as:
· Budgeting

· Welfare Benefits

· Utilities

· Insurance

· Debt

· Better off calculations

· Employability

The Financial Inclusion Team support tenants to make the most of their money, they also give advice about taking out loans. They say:
“If you do find that you need to borrow money...treat it like any other purchase and shop around for the best deal, options available are:
· Social Fund - interest FREE loans from the government for people in receipts of benefits

· Bank & Building Societies - they offer loans for relatively high amounts, but many have deals with good interest rates.

· Cestria Credit Union - offer loans for members who are saving with them at the low rate of 1% per month
· Five Lamps - offer instant loans for amounts up to £500 at a rate of 2% per month
· Remember, you are paid to save, but it costs to borrow!”
The CSP also liked:
· Sign up DVD broken into bite-size videos to help you understand your new tenancy, such as understanding your tenancy agreement, ASB, reporting repairs, paying your rent etc…

· Handy-van service promoted to help do the little jobs that some people might struggle with.

· Very comprehensive Money Matters section dealing with debt, gas/electricity tariffs, loan sharks, how to save and borrow cheaply (credit union and Five Lamps), lots of other advice agencies and details about their Financial Inclusion team.

· Excellent section on modernisation and improvement programme, including interactive page for kitchens and bathrooms where you can choose different colour schemes at the click of a button for your kitchen units, surfaces, floor, tiles etc…

· Good section on energy efficiency which takes you to websites elsewhere for advice on transport, waste, water usage and tips generally

· Furniture scheme has its own section with pictures of the furniture you can choose and how to order it. Available to new tenants but also to existing.
c)
Your Homes Newcastle

The CSP liked:

· The Comprehensive section about advice and support services available from YHN and other agencies. 
· The dedicated “Advice and Support Worker” in each housing office to help people set up tenancies. 
· Pathways team to help people move from supported housing, hospital, from prison, drug rehab into YHN properties as well as helping people move into private rented sector.
· Refugee move on team to help refugees move into independent living, access to benefits and help with educations training and employment.
d)
Gentoo

The CSP liked:

· the good section on the range of support services available to customers across the City but it is hidden in the section “Development and Growth”
· the low cost furniture/white goods package through Smartbuy
e)
Derwentside Homes

The CSP liked:

· The good welfare reform leaflet available online, (a bit dated now) but covers most of the changes to the benefits system clearly and in one leaflet, including Universal Credit.
· Managing Money Better is a free of charge service available to all older people to tackle the problems affecting those living in fuel poverty by providing them with energy saving guidance to ensure they remain debt free despite rising fuel prices
· Silver Talk is a free telephone befriending service designed to support older people living in County Durham and prevent social isolation and loneliness; enabling them to cope with life changing events. Trained volunteers offer a listening ear and social interaction along with support and advice on a regular basis to each customer. 
· Social Housing Enterprise Durham (SHED) launched in 2011 in County Durham. The aim of the project is to provide work for the long-term unemployed while at the same time transforming the local area. SHED offers a range of home-improvement services to people living in and around Consett & Stanley in County Durham, including gardening, painting and decorating and small repairs.
· SHED does Painting and decorating, Gardening, House or garden clearance, Patio cleaning. 
· Smarterbuys store allowing tenants to buy household appliances and goods at reduced and affordable prices
· Brighter Futures projects to help people back into work and training, currently working with 350 people. Not very comprehensive information though.
Cestria and Bromford’s websites were the best websites from the CSP perspective regarding clarity, navigation, information and plain English.
4.
Headline recommendations

We would like all of the areas for Improvement addressed. Some of these are more important to us than others; we have listed those most important below:
1. The CSP would like an affordability check to be compulsory for all new social housing tenants, to save disappointment of not being able to afford the tenancy at the sign up stage.
2. The CSP would like a better pre-tenancy assessment. All customers who are offered accommodation for their first rented social home should complete a 2 days course explaining how much it costs to manage a tenancy and how to sustain their tenancy. This might also be targeted at customers who are vulnerable and moving home.
3. The Welcome packs should be more professional, simplified and some of the papers should be given at offer or viewing stage to ensure that customers have a better understanding of what might be required to manage a tenancy. These papers should also be on the website. The pack might even stay with the house  when the tenant leaves
4. The CSP would like a 6 weeks and 6 month visit to enable the patch manager to check that the new customer is coping in their new home, reminding them of the contact details of the patch manager. 

5. The CSP would like TH and HH to have a comprehensive solution to access furniture/white goods for new and existing customers. This might include access to recycled furniture or low cost furniture or customers being directed to low cost loans
6. The CSP would like all contact with customers to include a review of profiling information held.
7. The CSP would like a card to be sent on the anniversary of every tenancy to gather opinions around tenancy issues and support to stay in their home ( with a prize draw)

8. The CSP would like both landlords to offer a 2-3 year customer contact visit where their tenancy is discussed. This will enable every customer feel valued, build trust and enable any signs of vulnerability or tenancy failure to emerge.
9. All local neighbourhoods should have access to local funding such as the ROAP funding at TH, to enable customers in community groups to improve their area and make the neighbourhoods a better place to live
10. The CSP would like Thirteen to explore some of the ideas in tenant reward schemes nationally which might enable greater tenancy sustainment

11. Customers who apply for an exchange or a transfer should do so through the Patch Manager who can discuss what might enable the customer to stay.
12. Customers who need to move should be able to get support from a specialist person who can explore 2 and 3-way mutual exchanges and enable the move to release at least one of the customers from bedroom tax costs
13. The CSP would like the rules for allocations to change to allow those who can upsize and pay for this, to be able to do this

14. A customer who says they are leaving should be visited not just for repairs when the tenancy has ended, but immediately as notice is given by the patch manager to see if it is possible to support them to remain in their home.
15. The minimum void standard should be increased to give customers the best possible start in their new home. The homes should always be deep cleaned. 

16.  The CSP would like the investment works not to be brought forward in a property when a customer leaves as this causes upset on the estate, when the former customer may have moved out due to delays in getting the work done

17. The CSP would like customer involvement in the investment programme priorities and for landlords to be less reliant on the database 

18. A conversation should be had with the customer when the home is viewed to enable the new customer to either:

a. pay more on the rent for white goods, carpets, decoration or whatever a customer needs or 

b. access a small loan to own the goods/services that they need,  paid back as an extra charge on their rent until the loan is paid off
19. A number of new strategies for inclusion, tenancy support, affordable warmth and income management did not have accompanying action plans. They were not promoted across both landlords. Customers would like to be involved in shaping of those action plans and monitoring the delivery of new services

20.  The customers would like the landlords to be clear on council and landlord access to DHP and ensure access has been achieved to both of these. All customers receiving DHP should have the end date/renewal date and be informed as soon as possible of any extension to DHP. The CSP would like to include this information on the “rent account” viewing area of the websites
21. The CSP would like the Board to review their decision to allow landlord DHP to those who have a shortfall of less than 10% and be clear why the arrangement in Prior and Melsonby and Port Clarence is not available for all customers
22. Financial advice should be promoted for all customers and not just to those in arrears. Customers may be paying their rent and getting into debt with other bills

23. The CSP would like the early morning and evening appointment system (like WVAC) to be implemented across all services (including repairs) and all landlords and performance managed to show how well each of the landlords are performing
24. The CSP would like to see posters and adverts to let everyone know that the landlords can help you “get on line” and help you with employment. These should be displayed in as many places as possible, for example: Tristar TV, community centres, libraries, communal areas in flats, GP surgeries and shops 
25. The videos made to give information on tenancy sustainment should be linked from the landlord home page and more information on your own tenancy should be accessed from the website.

26. The user-ability of the website needs to be bigger and bolder and important messages for customers should be agreed with customers. In particular, the tenancy sustainment offer and information on the Bromford and Cestria websites are a good benchmark.
27. The CSP would like to see a specific section on each landlord’s website called “Welfare reform” which gives up-to-date, comprehensive and consistent advice to customers, including what help is offered to move and the advice that is available. This should be placed on the home page. 

28. Customers should be informed when investment and improvement works are to be undertaken in order to prevent people terminating their tenancies prematurely
29. The new energy consortia OVO should offer their reduced costs energy to valuable existing customers as well as new customers

30. Rent Policy allows the landlords to charge above or below the recommended rent for that home. The CSP would like this flexibility to be considered where storage heaters are fitted and where rents in our homes are higher than the local rents in the private sector
31. The CSP would like the landlords to set up a fund for the customers to access to change over from a key meters
32. The CSP would like the landlords to have a strategy for promoting energy switching and door-step advice to make best use of energy in every customers home
33. The CSP would like to be informed how TH customers  can opt out of the water contract
34. The CSP would like the VIPs to undertake an investigation into the offer made in the private sector and a separate investigation into those subject to the bedroom tax to be able to talk to them about the support they need.
35. The CSP would like basic training on energy advice, support to stay, money and benefit advice for all customer facing staff.
36. The CSP would like the landlords to pick up on some of the service improvement detail as additional recommendations in Section 3 of this report.
5.
What we would like to happen next
The CSP believe we have captured the headline recommendations we would like to see improve in this report.  We would like you to address these at each landlord individually in an action plan. 

The CSP realise that a number of changes are being made to policy and working arrangements though Thirteen. 
The CSP met with two Heads of Service on 2nd May who contributed on behalf of the Operations and Property Services team to some minor amendments to our report, but we are pleased to say that the findings of the report were broadly welcomed.

The CSP have agreed to meet with the lead officers for the 29 sections in this report to discuss;

· Quick wins

· On-going projects

· Actions to be addressed during Thirteen policy reviews

Our meetings will agree deadlines for our recommendations to be implemented

Finally thank you for the opportunity to scrutinise tenancy sustainment. We look forward to working with you on our next service review.
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