Tees Valley Scrutiny Panel
Service scrutiny of Void Management Services
Final Report and Recommendations 
1 Introduction 

a. Who we are

· We are a diverse group of Tenants & Leaseholders who are working in a close relationship with Tees Valley Housing.

· We take an in-depth look at the various services provided by Tees Valley Housing in the running of its homes & services.

· The Scrutiny Panel takes a positive critical view & assesses performance against local & national standards.  If we find any failings we will make recommendations for improvement.  Working in this way we can help improve Tees Valley Housing performance as well as increase Tenant satisfaction & involvement.
b. Acknowledgements
· We would like to thank all of the Tees Valley Housing Staff who were open & frank when we spoke to them, our independent Mentor & the Tenants who were involved in this Scrutiny process.

· We would also like to express our gratitude to the Resident Involvement Team who have supported us throughout.
      c.
 Difficulties during this project
During the last scrutiny, the Panel had no difficulty in getting a focus group of tenants and mystery shopping completed. This time, the process was slow and this meant that we rushed this process late in the day. We would like to get more positive support early on at the next service scrutiny, as it is important for us to gather as many views from existing customers as possible to inform our areas of enquiry and our findings.

The Panel were provided with customer satisfaction data, but we were not provided with any other performance reports showing how well TVH performed on voids as part of this work. This hampered our investigation into the detail of void delays.

2.
The Void Management Service Scrutiny
This Report details the findings of the Tees Valley Housing Scrutiny Panel project to review Voids. The subject was chosen by the landlord and was also of interest to the scrutiny panel as we are keen to minimise void periods.
This is a Tenant-led project with the aim of reviewing the current performance & quality of the Voids process, & making recommendations for improvements in terms of the Tenant experience & service performance against standards/targets.
The Scrutiny Panel has assessed data & information provided including:

· interviews with technical staff; trade staff; void property officers; void schedulers; void team manager; void contract officers; lettings staff; senior managers and neighbourhood office staff

· staff suggestions were gathered

· staff were observed repairing and surveying homes

· discussions and mystery shopping to find out what new tenants thought of the void process

· reviewed documents, including policies on voids and lettings; decorations, the golden goodbye; refusals; void costs, protecting the assets; void file reviews; void performance information; recovery of charges; compensation for improvements; disability adapted voids and void homes for shared ownership and leasehold sales.

We received the full co-operation from the staff and would like to thank them for their time, support, honesty patience and co-operation in helping us to complete this review.

The Scrutiny Panel used the following methodology to review voids:

· Identifying the scope of the Scrutiny (Voids – not lettings)

· Identifying the resources needed & timescales

· Performing a document & benchmarking review, performing site visits, conducting interviews with Staff of all levels & Tenants

· Checking & discussing findings

· Producing a final Report for discussion with managers to test out findings

· Reviewing our report for presentation to the Committee
The Report outlines the Panel’s findings & conclusions & goes on to make recommendations to Tees Valley Housing about how the service works & how it can be improved.  Whilst we make some key recommendations in section 5, we hope that all our findings will be acted on.
3
What we found

We have summarised the results of our findings as follows:

3.1
Improvement Planning for Voids

Strengths

a) Staff worked together through Project Weave which brought all those responsible for voids into one place, which had benefits for tenants and staff in terms of communication and management of voids. Whilst this was hard work for staff they felt completely involved in the process and observed many improvements to service as a result
b) TVH have focussed attention on void management, to improve performance twice by changing the ways that Voids are organised since November 2012

c) Project Weave meant that everyone in the team at that time knew each other’s jobs and could easily discuss queries and progress as they were all based in the same building. It was popular with staff and staff reported being able to deal with matters quickly at that time

d) During Project Weave, one Void Officer co-ordinated the whole process of a void from start to finish 
e) Now, the Head of Repairs and the Void Lettings Manager – meet every Wednesday – to go through homes which are concluding their repair stage and to achieve sign up as efficiently as possible by the Monday 
f) Co-operation between staff is evident
g) Tenants are generally very happy with the service from individual officers


Areas for Improvement
a) Since November 2012, staff have been split up into different offices within the same building, with some staff moving to a separate office at Rivers House. The panel acknowledge the difficulties of space, but suggest a conversation within the teams of how they could make the best of this dispersed environment and how blockages caused by this can be resolved to improve void turnover times and customer focus. 

b) Void Officers no longer have control of the whole void process. The incoming tenant sees many people now seeing different staff at different times which can be very confusing to the incoming tenant.
c) Staff gave a confused explanation of where their work fitted into the whole void process. Staff felt the old system of joint working, worked best and delivered improvement in performance, they do not feel the current system works well
d) Staff have been given specific jobs and do not know what other staff do, communication is suffering. The new specialist role means there are Void Contracts Officers who do a sign up at Rivers House; a Void Property Officer who does the viewing and is first to visit the voids; a Void Scheduler who orders the work which a Void Technical Officer specifies and trades who undertake the work and lettings staff who offer the void to the customers. 

e) From a staff perspective, the number of persons handling the voids can cause delays, from the customer perspective they do not have continuity in the void process and have many staff to deal with during this process.

f) The new process has not benefited relet times and staff have told us that inspections of void have been delayed as a result
g) whilst some of the company feels multi skilled (repairs) is a good thing, the void team have become specialists which all staff we spoke to felt was a backward step which was impacting on performance

h) Staff report that this has fractured the continuity of the knowledge of what is happening on each voids service

i) Staff report that they no longer working closely together and have a much narrower and less satisfactory role, this has impacted on their morale


3.2
Training for Staff
Strengths
a) Asbestos training  has been given to Technical Officers

b) The trade staff have a route to desk based employment when they move into surveying roles in the company and they can take their experience of TVH homes with them


Areas for Improvement
a) Different staff have different standards and a minimum standard should be set and trained on to ensure no void is let in poor condition. This is a particular issue for tenants due to austerity measures and their desperation to accept any offer of a home quickly.

b) New staff are now working in different teams and do not get a full induction to understand the whole process and everyone’s job in the voids process
c) Staff who undertake surveying and works orders in voids would benefit from understanding the Void Standard which TVH is trying to achieve. We were clearly informed by staff that different void officers and technical officers bring properties up to different standards
d) We heard a number of examples of where the ordering of materials was inadequate and mistakes had been made, we understand that everyone will make mistakes but we would like to ensure that these are recorded and picked up in 121 supervision. We could find no evidence of this type of supervision which might identify training needs.

e) Surveying staff who come from trades receive no formal training in their role as surveyors, which along with a void standard might enable the repairs to be ordered correctly on voids first time
f) Some staff are still agency staff, having been employed for 11 years. The Panel feel that TVH should employ these staff permanently (after a maximum of 2 years as agency staff) and also that they should be given access to formal training in their role. We were also told that there was a high turnover of trade staff .This suggestion would increase loyalty and retention of skills of trade staff.
3.3
Void Standard 


Strengths

a) Void Technical Officers have a tick-list to look at all parts and components of the empty home


Areas for Improvement
a) The Policy says that a minimum lettable standard will be developed with customers & communicated widely to tenants and prospective tenants. There is no minimum lettable/void standard and we could not find any evidence of tenant engagement in the quality of the void offered to new tenants. 

b) Tenants felt there was a case for a minimum acceptable lettable standard with any other discussions on letting the void being agreed with the incoming tenant. The standard should be published so that tenants can see what is expected and raise issues comfortably without fear of having the offer withdrawn. 

c) This may also prevent the variation of lettable standard by setting a minimum standard where recharges can be easily made as tenants can be asked to sign that he agreed minimum standard  has been  met at sign up
d) Repairs staff suggested that there was a variation in work ordered, dependant on Technical Officer who sanctioned the work, so this standard is needed

e) The Policy says a high standard will be achieved as minimum cost – this can be confusing when no clear standard is stated

f) Desperate tenants take sub-standard voids which are harder to maintain and look after and may settle more if their home is a basic standard before letting
g) Void Property Officers are given 28 days to repair a void, but the performance is currently 39 days. We feel that 28 days is too long


3.4
Decoration Allowance and Decoration
Strengths

a) £20 - £25 is offered per room when a home needs redecoration – this is identified by the Void Property Officer
b) Vulnerable and older people who cannot decorate are offered decoration
c) A small scheme with Middlesbrough college to get students involved in painting, might reduce costs to decorating voids for vulnerable people, though this is unlikely to spread to TVH homes in the near future
Areas for Improvement
a) Void Property Officers appear to have different minimum decoration standards for voids and we feel a minimum void standard should also be set for decoration, beyond which decoration or vouchers should be given It should be specified what a reasonable manageable minimum decoration standard is, after which vouchers or decoration (for vulnerable customers) should be offered
b) The Policy suggests that vouchers will reflect the extent of decoration required to bring the home to a decent standard throughout. The void allowance has not increased for a number of years
c) Tenants feel a margin of £10-£50 per room should be offered by the Void Property Officer, which reflect modern pricing of paint and gloss. Some homes have big rooms, or rooms which are in very poor decorative condition and this would allow some flexibility

3.5
Early interventions

Strengths 
a) “Protecting the Asset” is a management initiative which means that staff are asked to be vigilant in visiting homes and estates and to pass on information to other officers who might need to react to the problems found
b) TVH wishes to inspect all homes annually

c) 6 weekly visits are completed to new tenants in their homes
d) We heard about a new scheme where 60 vulnerable existing tenants would be supported to manage their homes through intensive support from new group partner Norcare


Areas for Improvement
a) When we completed our visits, we were concerned that a recent void was in poor condition, requiring it to be fumigated twice prior to works. When we checked, it was clear that a new boiler and central heating had been fitted recently, yet no action had been followed up and the condition of this home must have been noticed by the trades person

b) Deep cleaning for the void described above was not ordered. The minimum standard should specify when a deep clean is required

c) There is no overall lead officer for “Protecting the Asset”, so it means different things to different staff. The actions are not being led or taken for early intervention.

d) Early intervention might identify those who cannot manage their home and therefore homes in poor condition might be addressed before they come empty.

e) Annual gas servicing visits might be able to undertake this work, or any trade who goes into a home each year might be able to do a quick check of each home, to reduce the work of the neighbourhood team who would otherwise have to arrange a separate visit
f) Annual visits to tenants promised are not done. This could be focussed where there has been no contact from gas servicing or other staff entering the property, to reduce the burden on neighbourhood staff. Where there is no visit with a tenant during 12 months, for any reason, we feel that TVH officer should visit to check there are no vulnerability issues in that home

g) There is no referral to social services or other agencies as part of the 6 week visit

3.6
6 week post tenancy visit 

Strengths
a) The 6 weeks visit procedure  says that the decoration of homes where vouchers have been given will be checked


Areas for Improvement

a) We were told that a 6 week follow up to a new tenant is not always completed. We feel every effort should be made for this contact. if vulnerable tenants are not managing it is important to bring in support at the earliest opportunity

b) We are not sure if there is a checklist for all new tenants to receive the same information 
c) We are not convinced that the lack of decoration by the new tenants at 6 week visit leads to any follow up action by NUCHA

d) If the decoration is not completed by the time of the 6 weeks visit, there is no follow up at a later date
e) At the 6 week visit, no risk assessment is made on how soon that person should be revisited to ensure they are managing their new home
f) The void policy states that void work is monitored by tenancy type and in the first 6 months of the tenancy but we could not locate any monitoring reports reviewed by managers


3.7
Incentives

Strengths
a) The Golden Goodbye provides a small  incentive to leave the home in good condition by the outgoing tenants – this reduces void costs and reduces the re-letting times
b) £25 is given to tenants giving 4 weeks’ notice; £25 is given for a pre termination visit to determine the condition of the property and to allow access fro into pre-letting repairs and viewings and £50 is given for the home to be left in clean and tidy condition, including the external of the home

c) The payment can also be given to the family of deceased tenants

d) Any payment made is offset against outstanding arrears

e) White goods are supplied in Intermediate Market Rent and homes for sale

Areas for Improvement
a) We feel the incentive offered is only offered when notice is given. It is not widely known and should be published in the tenant magazine to raise awareness. Tenants departing could then plan a lead up to a time when they leave the home in good condition

b) This could also be published in the welcome pack and be emphasised to new tenants

c) The Panel feel that the incentives are not high enough, a void home on average costs £3K to repair. £100 maximum current incentive is insufficient to inspire or change tenants behaviour

d) We feel the following breakdown is fair:

· £50 – cleaning of home

· £100 – rubbish removal

· £100 – internal of the home left in good condition

· £50 – external building and garden clear of rubbish and left in good condition
· £25 – 4 weeks’ notice given by tenants to move

· £25 – visit from staff before the home is vacant to measure up for repairs

e) The Panel feel the following incentives might lead to more positive behaviour by departing tenants. We do not feel that the full amount paid should be more than 4 weeks rent (excluding service charges), but this would still be in the region of £2500 less of a cost that TVH would pay for a void 
f) There are some typing errors in the decorating leaflet and it is not clear about the voucher(s), the value of the vouchers and when help is provided for vulnerable tenants


3.8
Recharges

Strengths

a) There is a Recharge Policy

b) Tenants leaving voids in poor condition are being recharged
c) No charge is made for repairs below £25 as TVH would not recover the administration costs of this


Areas for Improvement
a) Tees Valley lack evidence to recharge in most cases as they do not record the incoming void condition

b) Publication of photographs and recharges (+ incentives) should be placed in the tenants magazine to raise awareness of the recharges and incentives
c) When a recharge is being considered, the officers do not check back at repairs completed to feel confident that the home has been damaged by the tenants 
d) Only 13 of the 27 recharges raised in 2012-13, has made a payment

e) There is a difference between perception and reality on recharge costs, we were told that void recharges were in the region of £60k, but only £9k has been recharged in 2012-13. This misleading information shows a poor perception of tenants leaving their homes and should be factually known by officers
f) Can the recovery of recharges be outsourced, would this give better value for money?

g) The rechargeable repairs, home alterations and right to compensation documents are not on the TVH website

h) Example recharge costs are not suggested and published

i) Bad debts like recharges do not prevent tenants from new tenancies – there is no incentive for good behaviour
3.9
Customer Satisfaction
Strengths

a) Satisfaction information is collected when new tenants move in

Areas for Improvement
a) Staff set a low bar for satisfaction; they investigate those who score 6 out of 10 and below on their answers. The Panel feel that staff should look at any score below 8 out of 10.
b) The detail at Appendix A for 2013 does not correlate with the data the Panel were given on satisfaction. It is misleading in that it gives data with some of the satisfaction collected but not all of the data collected which might bring down the average overall satisfaction figure of the whole void and letting process
c) There is little detail captured in the questionnaire below each question asked, there is a catch all box at the end inviting additional information, but the questionairre does not tell the officers what might close the gap between the score given and a 100% satisfied tenant. there should be more information boxes under each question
d) The 6 weeks visit is not used to complete the satisfaction survey, which may improve the low return rate
e) Mystery shoppers are not engaged in phoning tenants who have recently moved in to gather their views on post tenancy satisfaction 
f) Not many questions relate to the void, they are more about the letting process and the satisfaction on that part skews the overall performance favourably for TVH. We feel the CBL and waiting list questions should be split from the letting of the void
g) Better questions could be asked about voids – we think as tenants and staff would be more interested in qualitative answers around:
· Was the property standard as expected when you moved in?
· Was any follow-up work completed to promised timescales of 4 weeks?
· Length of process from offer to sign up met expectations
· Cleaning standard met expectations
· Whether components – like the best use of the boiler are explained
· Whether fire safety in flats has been explained
· Clarity on whether the process from let
3.10
Cleaning of voids

Strengths

a) The Panel know some work is outsourced for TVH and therefore assume there is a cleaning specification
Areas for Improvement
a) Mystery shopping and focus group and our own visits felt that the cleaning standard of voids was poor
b) Staff explained that the materials were only those used by domestic cleaners as there was a restriction on chemicals used. We feel stronger cleaning materials are necessary as incoming tenants cannot access stronger chemicals but TVH can train staff to use these properly
c) The Panel have anecdotal information that  the TVH standard is not as good as the Erimus void cleaning standard and would like staff to investigate this and to benchmark the outside contractor with the in house cleaning standards
3.11
Sign-Ups
Strengths

a) The sign up is comprehensive and professional 
b) The pack gives a great deal of useful information to new tenants
c) Contract staff are aware of the differing conditions of tenancy used at TVH
d) Surgeries are being investigated for TVH to use other local landlords as a base to sign up new TVH tenants


Areas for Improvement
a) We were informed by staff that out of area (Middlesbrough) sign-ups are done by the Neighbourhood Officer at the property with the new tenant. We were told that if new tenants have disabilities/mobility problems – the sign-up can be arranged to be done at their home. This is not the norm and the way that this offer is made, does not suggest that staff are keen to come out to TVH homes to undertake this exercise

b) There is no viewing pre sign-up (the incoming tenants only get to see the property pre repair)

c) For TVH tenants, they have a long way to come to collect keys, only to go back to their own area to look at the void when they have signed up, the Middlesbrough offices are not nearby and not all tenants can afford the travel costs.

d) Some tenants have returned the keys due to the condition of the home 

e) the end process for sign up is rushed, with tenants sometimes being asked to come in and sign up on the day the keys come in which is also the start date of the tenancy – this does not allow planning on the tenants behalf

f) Access  to Rivers House for tenants – especially from Tees Valley Housing is hard – there is poor transport and it is  difficult to find
g) Tenants told us they had to travel to Middlesbrough (to Rivers House) to sign up, we are not clear what the procedure is, but we know tenants who are desperate for a home will be forced to travel if no option is provided for a more local sign up of documents for their new home. The situation should be discussed and clarified in terms of the offer which TVH is making as this is at odds with what staff told us about travelling to the homes of TVH Tenants.
3.12
Review of performance information 
The Panel reviewed headline information from 2010 to date. Our main area of focus was general needs homes, but we also looked at performance in homes for older people which were void. It was difficult to compare different styles of reporting over those years. We had no data on analysis which the staff had completed on voids which hampered our work.
Over this time, information was collected in different ways (Appendix One), but we found the following:

In 2010, general needs homes took an average of 33 days to let and though there is a typo in the final figures, it appears to have taken approximately 18 days to let a home for older people
In 2011, general needs homes took an average of 32.54 days to let approximately 36 days to let a home for older people

In 2012, general needs homes took an average of 33.7 days to let all homes at year end. in this year, void loss figures were also collated.

In 2013 to date, we have data on the number of voids but not the end to end turnover time  or void loss. 
The number of voids rose in 2012 and has remained high in 2013; compared to previous years, but this might be due to the additional information now collated on ownership voids. It would be useful to see the actual figures for general needs and older people voids for 2011013 in a consistent way, to aid our analysis.
Strengths

a) The policy suggests that targets are set for void management and that this performance is measured, including contractor performance and the repairs ordered for the first 6 months of the void
b) There is generally still a demand for our homes. However the Voids Team is still experiencing difficulties in letting 2 and 3 bedroom houses at Grangetown and North Ormesby. To address this issue, the team has collaborated with the communications team to market the properties by developing posters which will be delivered to local social clubs, supermarkets, bingo halls and community centres. The difficult to let properties in Middlesbrough have also been advertised on the “Lets Help You” website, which is supported by Middlesbrough Council and mainly used by the private sector to advertise properties
c) At Appendix One we have included the void information that TVH collect, this has clearly improved over time, with more detail being collected to address the issue of performance


Areas for Improvement
a) Properties are taking longer to let due to the backlog of work resulting from the impact of welfare reform and the peak in voids in April
b) TVH has seen a 27% increase in the average total cost per void since the last quarter. The average void cost is £2,978 at Quarter 1. We were told that this had increased further due to the costs of screens and garden clearance – which supports our idea that more attractive incentives for outgoing tenants need to be considered. There has been a high turnover of voids during this period and some voids have been heavy in terms of the amount of work required to bring them up to a lettable standard. The issue has been looked into with the TVH Neighbourhood Team and the properties with high void costs against them are attributed to tenant vulnerability, which has meant the properties have fallen into disrepair and poor standard of decoration. we would like to discuss with TVH what support is being offered to vulnerable people as this leads to unnecessary void expenditure, which could otherwise have been spend on supporting people to remain in their home.
3.13
Review of Void Files 
Strengths

a) The void policy allows for rent liability to be extended if the keys do not come in by 12 noon on the day of departure
b) Voids are subject to minimal and non-obtrusive security to ensure they do not attract attention but also to improve the neighbourhoods for those who are living there
Areas for Improvement
a) TVH officers do not apply the rent charge extension and so the void date and void loss starts much earlier than is necessary. In the property files we reviewed it was often 6-7 days before the keys were received for the inspection.
b) It was difficult to get random information, in hindsight we should have reviewed all files within a period as we were not sure how typical the 6 voids we reviewed are
c) One of the voids took 42 days; this was because it was refused the first time. Whilst this can happen for many reasons, we have not reviewed the lettings process in detail and it might be worth reviewing where the clog in the systems lie – is it lettings or repairs? 

d) We are not clear why it might take so long to arrange for an alternative tenant to view the void when it has been refused – is there anything that could be done to have alternative tenants on standby, when refusals are made
e) On the voids we reviewed, there was a delay in ordering of materials on the void. We are not sure why there should be such a delay and feel this might merit further investigation

3.14
Review of Void Costs 
Strengths

a) TVH monitor void costs and readily shared this with the group at the first presentation


Areas for Improvement
a) Void expenditure collected is confusing and is in 2 categories which masks the true cost of voids which appeared to range around the total cost of £3k to £3.5k.

b) TVH void costs have increased 27% since the last Qtr and it is getting more expensive to bring them up to a reasonable standard. The Neighbourhood team have been engaged for their ideas to improve unoccupied homes
c) Reinstatement costs are more expensive than repair costs – we noticed at the time of calculation that £1360 was spent on reinstatement and £986 on repairs

d) Stockton sent the bailiffs to TVH to recover council tax costs, Fabrick is still to resolve the issue of Council tax payments on void homes

e) Total voids are up 20% in 2012-13, and 3 bed houses are up 30%. Voids are getting harder to let with end to end times up from 35 days to 49 days at the time of review

f) The most costly voids were £5K to 6.6K, with the top 10 voids ranging from £2.8K to £6.6K
g) Costs on voids have more than doubled budget expectations for the period April to December 2011-12

h) Average repair costs went from £371 in April to £971 in December with a budget of only £425.

i) Average reinstatement costs per void nearly trebled from £369 in April to £1,066 in December, with a budget of £485

j) The total loss average per void of the four overall losses goes from £1,672 in April to no less than £3,214 in December, with a budget of only £1,427 expectation

k) When questioned on these figures answers were given the voids repair costs should not be included in the overall costs.  For why is a mystery as they all appear on the voids cost breakdown chart

l) Average overhead letting costs went up from £385 in April to £745 in December with an expected budget of only £324

m) Average rent losses per void improved over the 9 month period, decreasing from £547 in April, down to £432 in December, reaching a low of £412 in both October and December, but these figures were still over double the allocated budget of £193.
3.15
Review of refusal reasons
There were 69 refusals at the time we started our review
The following were most popular reasons:

· Change of circumstances
-
15

· Disliked property

-
9

· No longer wants area
-
5

· Applicants request

-
5

· Décor or property

-
4
Strengths

a) Refusal reasons for hard to let homes are analysed
b) We found the staff were actively trying to reduce the voids, but were hampered with the length of time it often took to turn the property back onto the market. Staff are actively trying to reduce the voids refusals by different departments working together, e.g. Inspectors, cleaners, trades people & decorators, advertising voids in shops and clubs.

c) We heard that TVH has recently signed up to Right Move, to advertise homes on the internet.

Areas for Improvement
a) We could not find any analysis of any voids which had been refused
b) Prospective tenants do not get to see the vacant property before bidding, leading to post sign up refusals

c) Not everybody has a computer to view the property details or knows the exact area, which means they are more likely to refuse when they see the home. We are wondering if any further local knowledge can be added to the advert under CBL to prevent this

d) The golden goodbye as mentioned elsewhere could be higher to encourage homes to be left in better order, we found few golden good byes were given due the number of conditions which meant there was no real incentive not to just close the door and leave the refuse and furniture behind.
e) There is no incentive for access to be gained pre tenancy termination, there are no consequence for a lack of access, just a £25 payment if access is allowed
f) It would help if room sizes and photos were shown on CBL and photographs to give tenants an idea of the size of the home – ruling out the too small, too large properties refusals

g) We heard that initiatives with Middlesbrough College are being considered for letting shared homes to students.

3.16
Hard to let Homes 

Strengths

a) Incentives are being offered to take homes in Grangetown – like white good in void homes

b) There are opportunities within the policy to offer additional decoration or carpeting to secure the let


Areas for Improvement
a) None
3.17
Welfare Reform 

Strengths

a) The bedroom tax has increased the number of voids, with more activity for the team in mutual exchanges and vacant homes. A staff shortage which was causing void turnover times to increase has been addressed by pulling in temporary support from other teams.
Areas for Improvement

a) The impact was underestimated in voids. Staff were moved from void team to concentrate on income management and supporting tenants to pay, but it was not anticipated that more staff would be required to manage mutual exchanges and vacancies caused by welfare reform.

b) Mutual exchanges have increased the number of pre termination checks on voids and the numbers of new sign ups 

c) The team who complete lettings has reduced from 7 to 4 due to unfilled vacancies in the void technical teams, this has now been resolved but had a major impact in voids during our scrutiny, where staff were drafted in from other services to support and assist the letting of voids.
3.18
Other delays in void turnover

Strengths

a) The lettings team are advertising voids in supermarkets and local social clubs and have looked to let larger homes to couples who are not affected by the bedroom tax
b) Repairs can be completed when the tenants is in occupation, this is discussed with the incoming tenants
c) A restructure in TVH when joined with Erimus, enabled some retirements and some new posts to be filled to bring in fresh ideas
d) The emergency evaluation procedure is fully explained to new vulnerable tenants
e) The trades team feel well managed and have regular toolbox talks, they are pleased with the mobile phones they have been issued which they feel cuts the reasons to come back and forth to the depot. They are issued with worksheets to specify the work required

Areas for Improvement

a) The Panel reviewed 6 void files, chosen at random end to end in the repairs team. There are a few suggestions from this small sample:

· It was clear that void keys can be anything form 2 – 6 days late being handed in. Tenants should have their tenancy extended if they have not left before the deadline
· where a technical officer visited the home, a delay of 10 days to wait for this was not uncommon where work was required ahead of occupation, the work was not completed until over 20 days from the original void date

· cleaning took a further 7 days after completion in most cases

· sign up was completed immediately after the clean or on the same day, allowing no time for the tenants to  prepare for the move

b) The Panel were informed by staff that there are delays in achieving access for locksmiths and gas capping in TVH homes, due to their distance from the offices and that TVH does not wish to make use of contractors to do this remote work. We have no breakdown of these delays but we feel the managers may wish to investigate this further
c) Heating replacements and electrical rewiring are not completed on the void, they are referred to the regeneration team, which causes delays on the void letting

d) We heard many times that multi skilled operatives would speed up void repairs, but we have been unable to establish how many are multi skilled and how many are not

e) Not all retired posts have been filled and experience has been lost

f) The asbestos review of voids should be within 4 days, but officers report this usually takes 7 days or more. Targets are not being met by the external contractor

g) There is no database of installations in voids, which could be given to trades prior to visiting, to enable them to take the right part, for example, to fix a boiler, to prevent abortive visits to homes outside Middlesbrough.
h) Only one trade is trained to complete repairs to one specific boiler in common use and this causes delays to letting. The panel suggest that other staff should be trained on this boiler

i) Trades working in occupied voids or in empty voids do not have the ability to report any issues relating to property condition and receive permission to carry out the repair whilst on site, if it is over the value of £45
j) Void Property Officers and Void Technical Officers do not have hand held devices, so when they order void works, they have to return to the office and place the order on the computer, rather than order it from the void property and do the task once, to make them more efficient

k) TVH give compensation to tenants (Policy maximum of £3k) who have improved their home, when they give notice to leave. There is no publicity about this, but given that tenants could recover some of these costs when they leave the home (subject to the correct procedure being followed for permission to undertake the work in advance). This would encourage investment by Tenants in TVH homes and could be used to the advantage of TVH. We were informed that this compensation had never been claimed and we suspect this is because the law is largely unknown or not published by TVH.

3.19
Choice based lettings (CBL)

Strengths

a) The system is easy to use to bid for new homes for those who are familiar with the internet  or have easy access to local offices
b) TVH aims to relet empty homes which have been adapted for a disabled person to a person who needs the same adaptations, or TVH will recycle the adaptation


Areas for Improvement

a) The CBL system is not easy to access from the remote locations of TV Homes (where they do not have easy internet access or where they are fearful of the internet). This could be causing problems for tenants being able to bid for void homes

4
Reviewing information from other organisations

We researched policy, leaflets and practice from other organisations.
What follows is our critique of other housing organisations website, what we liked and what we did not:
a)
Wulvern Housing - Empty Homes Promise

· Wulvern makes the following promise on minimum standards, the service had been through a lean thinking approach a number of years ago, but varying standards of voids for new tenants meant that they re-introduced a minimum standard as follows: 

Outside your home
Fences, brickwork, walls, paths and driveways will be safe. We will carry out work to repair or replace fencing which borders public footpaths or highways.
Gardens
We will make sure the garden is free of rubbish and clear of the previous customer’s belongings. Grass and hedges will be cut back to a manageable level.
Doors
Doors will open and close and handles, locks and catches will work. New locks will be fitted to external doors. Door frames will be sound and any glass panels will be secure and safe.
Windows
Windows will open and close, glass will be secure, not broken and meet health and safety requirements. Catches will work and we will provide keys for any window locks fitted.
In the bathroom 
The toilet will have no cracks or leaks, will be clean and will flush properly. The bathroom will have at least a working bath or shower, a wash-hand basin and a toilet. Taps will turn on and off and all sinks and baths will have a plug.
In the kitchen
Wall and base unit doors will open and close and catches will work. Cupboard drawers, door handles, door and drawer facings, sink and worktops will be in satisfactory condition. The kitchen will be free of leaks and the taps will work properly.
Heating
All heating appliances will work properly and all parts will be in satisfactory condition. Help and guidance will be made available for your electrical heating system. If you have gas central heating, an engineer will visit your new home to commission the boiler, at this visit please ask the engineer to show you how to use the system.
Electrical fittings
Sockets, switches and light fittings will be safe, work properly and all components will be present, correct and clean. All homes will have an electrical safety check carried out before you move in. Our Empty Homes Team will also ensure there are a sufficient number of sockets in each room.
Inside your home
We’ll make sure that your new home is cleared of the previous customer’s belongings including the loft.
Cleanliness
We’ll make sure your home is cleaned to an acceptable standard before you move in. This means that Floors will be swept and cleaned Bathroom fixtures and fittings will be cleaned Kitchen units and worktops will be cleaned
Carpets/ floor coverings will be removed if not in a reasonable condition and do not meet health and safety requirements. All rooms will receive a general clean
Safety
Smoke detectors will be fitted in all of our homes. If required by regulations, carbon monoxide detectors will be installed and we will also carry out a gas safety check .If your home has a solid fuel appliance or open fireplace, we will sweep the chimney, test the flues and service any solid fuel appliances.
Facilities 
Providing there is room we will make sure your home has a space for a fridge/ freezer and has washing machine points and appropriate drainage. In the kitchen there will be a gas or electric cooker point.
Decoration
If we feel the condition of the decoration in your new home is not of a good standard we will offer you either decorating vouchers or a paint package to help you to redecorate.
Making your home work for you
Increase the space to accommodate a larger cooker*
Provide a gas cooker point if you have a gas cooker 
(providing the property has a gas supply) 
Provide space for a tall fridge/ freezer *
Provide space for an under counter fridge and a separate under counter freezer*
Provide space and vent for tumble dryer*
Remove a coal bunker if you do not want to use it
Provide chain-link fencing if not already present and the boundary of the property is not secure.
 (*These provisions may mean that you lose cupboard space)

Age Analysis of Available Empty Properties to August 2013 at Wulvern Housing
10 to 25 days = 17, 25 to 50 days = 46, 50 to 100 days = 18, 100 to 200 days = 5, over 200 days = 3  total = 89 About 1% of properties are Empty Homes. 
Comments: Total number of Empty Homes Available has unfortunately increased slightly this month. Despite the best efforts of the Empty Homes Team resources are at capacity with demand outweighing supply leading to a cumulative back log. Adding to this the ongoing turnover over more difficult to let homes e.g. 2 bed flats.

b)
Endeavour Housing Lettable Homes
     Committed to providing homes which are:
· Safe

· Warm

· Comfortable

· Clean
· When.you.view.one.of.our.homes.a.member.of.our.team.will.show.
you.around.and.explain.how.we.have.met.these.commitments.

· A safe home is one in which we:
Checkthe.gas.and.electricity.installations.at.the.start.of.your.tenanyand at regular intervals throughout your tenancy
Carry.out.remedial.work.identified.by.this.gas.and.electricity.
checking.procedure
Provide.at.least.two.smoke.alarms.and.visit.you.at.least.once.every.year.to.test.they.work. correctly
Check.windows.and.doors.are.secure.and.provide.you.with.necessary.keys.at.the.start.of.your...tenancy
Ensure.any.outside.paving,.steps,.ramps,.handrails,.walls.and.
fences.are.kept.in.good.condition.as.part.of.planned.maintenance.
works...
· A warm home is one in which we:
Check.the.home.insulation.levels.at.the.start.of.your.tenancy.are.
appropriate.
Improve.insulation.levels.throughout.your.tenancy.as.part.of.
planned.maintenance.works.
Carry.out.an.energy.performance.survey.and.provide.you.with.an.
Energy.Performance.Certificate.(EPC).at.the.start.of.your.tenancy
Service.any.gas.heating.appliances.at.least.once.every.year
· A comfortable home is one in which we:
Check.ventilation.levels.are.appropriate.in.kitchens,.bathrooms.and.rooms.where.certain.types.of.heating.appliances.are.fitted.at.the.
start.of.your.tenancy.and.at.regular.intervals.throughout.your.
tenancy
Replace.windows,.doors,.kitchen.fittings,.bathroom.fittings,.heating.systems.and.other.major.components.as.part.of.planned.
maintenance.works
Ensure.roofs.and.external.walls.are.watertight.
Check.all.gutters.and.rainwater.pipes.are.clear
· A clean home is one in which we:
Remove.any.rubbish.or.unwanted.fixtures.and.appliances.left.by.a.previous.tenant.–.including from.roof.spaces
Remove.any.building.rubbish.we.may.have.created.during.improvement.works.carried.out.in.preparation.for.you.moving.in.to.your.new.home
Have.had.professionally.cleaned.in.preparation.for.you.moving.in.to.your.new.homekitchen...units.and.worktops,.bathroom.fittings.and.any.tiled.areas.will.be.disinfected.floors.and.stairs.will.be.swept.andmopped..gloss.paintwork.will.be.washed.down.picture.hooks.and.
nails.will be.removed.from.walls
Have.tidied.the.garden.so.that.it.is.not.overgrown.and.any.ponds.
have.been.filled-in
Have.checked.that.fencing,.gates.and.walls.are.free.of.graffiti.
Repaint.the.outside.of.your.home.on.a.regular.basis
· Decoration and vouchers
We know that our new tenants want to personalise their home so we do not normally decorate.our.properties..
This.is.left.to.you.but,if.the.existing.decoration.is.not.in.particularly.
good.condition,.we.are.able.to.offer.decorating.vouchers.which.can.be.used.to.help.pay.for.your.choice.of.decorating.materials..This.willbe.explained.to.you.when.you.view.one.of.our.properties..
If.you.are.viewing.one.of.our.brand.new.homes.at.an.early-enough.stage.in.the.build.process.we.will.offer.you.a.choice.of.fixtures.and.fittings,.such.as.kitchen.units.and.tiles

We know that during property viewings new tenants sometimes see things that require minor repair. If.this.is.the.case.we.will.try.to.respond.before.you.move.in.but, if

we.are.unable.to.do.so,.we.will.make.an.appointment.to.attend.to.
any.such.repairs.at.a.convenient.time.once.you.have.moved.in.

c)             Irwell Valley – what to expect from your new home

Your new home should be a great place to live.  To make sure you're happy in your new home, we promise to make sure that it's clean, safe and secure - ready for you to enjoy from the moment you move in.  We've established some guidelines about what to expect from your Irwell Valley home and how it should look:

 

· When you arrive, your home will be clean and tidy.  Everything will be working properly

· All the walls, ceilings and woodwork will be ready for you to decorate

· Curtain battens will have been fitted

· All the floor coverings will be well-fitted - without stains or damage

· All windows will open, close and lock easily (if locks are fitted)
· A copy of the Gas Safety Certificate will be found in your "Welcome Pack"

· Any fire and smoke detectors will have been checked

All letting staff direct number and e mails are on the site and there is good information on available ownership properties
d)
Salix Homes

Salix Housing has a very clear letting standard online.  It also goes into details about what people can expect regarding standards of doors, gardens, decorating and how tenants get vouchers but states they will not cover all decorating costs. It was very informative and very easy to use.
5.
Headline recommendations

We thank the TV Board and Senior Team and staff for the strengths and their commitment to the Void Management services. We have listed these below in some detail. We do not need to discuss the strengths, but 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:

a) Set a minimum void standard and agree this with tenants. Examples of what we liked can be found in section 4 of this report. Train void staff in this standard, so they are clear and consistent what minimum means.  
b) Set a minimum decoration standard for empty homes. Allocate decoration allowances or decoration for vulnerable people for rooms which do not meet this standard. Train void staff in this standard

c) Review the allowance made in decoration vouchers which has not been increased for many years, consider starting at £10 for smaller rooms and increasing the upper limit per room to £50

d) Review the content of the 6 week visit with tenants, to ensure mechanisms check how the family are coping with their new home and to complete satisfaction surveys and gather improvement data. Return to these homes if no contact is made, is no access is gained
e) Follow up for completed decoration in return for vouchers is scheduled for the 6 weeks visit. If the decoration is incomplete at this stage, remind the tenant and return in a further 4 weeks. Consider opportunities for charging tenants who have not used the vouchers, within the condition of issue
f) Review the golden goodbye to a more reasonable incentive scheme which is attractive to departing tenants. Making it worthwhile for tenants to leave their home in good behaviour and adhere to their tenancy agreement – (see detail in  3.7 of this report)
g) Publicise the golden goodbye in the magazine, to ensure knowledge of this incentive, long before the tenant hands in their notice 
h) Ensure all visits to homes by contractors and Fabrick staff report back on the condition of poorly kept homes, so that issues can be addressed during the tenancy and not when homes become void and are found to be in poor condition. Where no visit is necessary under normal business, visit tenants 12 monthly

i) Reaffirm and get a senior manager sponsor for “Protecting the Asset” (see section 3.5 of this report) to ensure staff are proactively reporting poorly kept homes and gardens when they work in them
j) Ensure that recharges are enabled by having better information and photographs and records when voids work is completed and before homes are let, this will increase the number of recharges, of which only 1/6th of charges are possible. Publish recharge costs in the tenant magazine.
k) Publish policies on compensation for improvements on the website and magazine. The policy and leaflets are not on the internet or in offices
l) Review the satisfaction form for the questions asked (see 3.9 of the report)

m) Review the incentives given for completion of satisfaction forms 
n) Increase the level of officer inquiry to all surveys which provide less than 80% satisfaction results. 
o) Split the lettings questions from the void management questions. Ensure the feedback on the void process does not skew by less important CBL data to determine satisfaction with the new home
p) Benchmark standards between better quality internal cleaning by EBS with the cleaning contractor for TVH. Let new tenants know in advance whether the property will be deep cleaned with stain removal or just brushed.
q) We heard a number of reasons which cause delays to repairing voids, including asbestos review (which took longer than the service level agreement signed); gas caps and locksmiths to TVH void homes; heating and electrical upgrades which are passed to the regeneration team and the fact that only one tradesperson is trained on a specific boiler and the detail in 3.18 of the report relating to our analysis of void activity.
r) Introduce PDA for staff who are assessing voids to improve efficiency from having to return to offices to input data
s) Employ staff who have worked for TVH for more than 2 years to ensure loyalty and access to training
t) Consider how new tenants from TVH can reduce travel by meeting them at the new home for sign up at the empty home or somewhere appropriate near the property
u) Review the current void  process, and make one person responsible for the whole offer, void repair and contract process, returning to the one team way of working and ensuring the customer has just one contact point throughout the void process.

v) Bring staff together as one team for a joint effort to reduce void times and efficient processes
w) Provide an induction programme for new staff which enables them to meet and understand the other component parts of the void process and how that works

x) Provide a training programme for void technical officers who are not qualified surveyors and follow up any problems on repeat visits due to incorrect specifications
y) Develop a consistent approach to measuring and reporting on void performance, which enables benchmarking of performance and clarity on what is most important to target  for customer feedback
z) Review all the areas for improvement in this report and improve any which are not brought forward as key headlines by sharing progress in 3 months with the Scrutiny panel

aa) Consider how improvements suggested in this report can also include similar improvements for Erimus Residents
6.
Next steps

We believe we have captured the headline actions we would like to see improve in this report.  We would like you to address in an action plan, all the areas for improvement but in particular those which we have drawn out above as key recommendations which we feel will have an impact on services and value for money.

We would like Officers to populate the action plan and to have another meeting with us in December 2013 to discuss the completed action plan.
We will be merging with the Erimus Scrutiny panel in November/December 2013 and so our next service review will be a scrutiny for the whole of the Fabrick group.
Appendix One

Void data for 2010, 2011, 2012 and 2013 to date
Key:

GN = general needs

HFOP = Housing for Older People

2010 – Average 31 days void over 12 months
[image: image1.emf]
2011 – Average 35 days void over 12 months
[image: image2.emf]
2012 – Average 34 days void over 4 quarters and some cost data started to be produced
[image: image3.emf]
2013 to date (see over)

No data on turnover times is collected, or costs, just the number of voids now collected by category. 

Cumulative data across the HA is now merged which includes data from long standing homes for sale
[image: image4.emf]
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