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Introduction

The Annual Housing Report has information about the Housing Service you are receiving from Harrogate Borough Council.  The aim of this report is to let you see how Harrogate Borough Council is performing as your landlord.

The information that is included in the Annual Report is based on a set of National Standards set by the Government’s regulator for social housing, called the Tenant Services Authority (TSA).  
The National Standards are:

· Tenant Involvement and Empowerment Standard, which covers customer service, tenant involvement and diversity.

· Home Standard, which covers the quality of accommodation and repairs and maintenance.

· Tenancy Standard, which covers the allocation of homes and tenancy management.

· Neighbourhood and Community Standard, which covers the management of neighbourhoods and communal areas, including anti social behaviour.

· Value for Money Standard, which looks at how cost effective and efficient our services are.
Additionally, social housing providers are expected to establish ‘local offers’ as part of the Tenant Involvement and Empowerment, Home and Neighbourhood and Community Standards.  A ‘local offer’ is where we will be asking all tenants about proposed service improvements to see whether you feel they are worth doing.  In this report we have referred to local offers as local standards.
In this Annual Report, we will give you an honest and balanced view on how Harrogate Borough Council is performing against the National Standards, what our plans for improvement are where the National Standards are not being met, and an update on local standards.

Harrogate Borough Council Housing 

Harrogate Borough Council owns and manages 3,894 homes. These homes are located across the 500 square miles of the Harrogate District.  The Housing Service is managed by the Head of Housing, Alan Jenks.  All major housing decisions are taken by the Cabinet Member for Housing, Councillor Robert Windass.  

In 2010, we were independently assessed by the Housing Quality Network as being the top housing authority performer in the country, for the sixth time out of 222 social housing providers.  This assessment is based on performance levels that include how long it took to let an empty property, how much rent was collected and the percentage of repairs completed on time.

Customer Service and Tenant Involvement

The National Standard

The National Standard that we are required to meet by the independent regulator (TSA) is:

· Customer Service, Choice and Complaints – Providing easily accessible information, communication and choices that are suitable to the needs of our tenants and having a clear complaints procedure.

· Involvement and Empowerment – Providing opportunities for tenants to be involved in housing policy, to scrutinise performance and carry out consultation with tenants.

· Diversity – Treating everyone fairly, knowing what our tenants’ needs are, and making sure that services are provided in an appropriate way.

How we are doing against the National Standard

Customer Service, Choice and Complaints

Harrogate Borough Council’s Housing Service can be contacted in person at one of the three Neighbourhood Housing Offices or the Housing Needs Centre, by phone, in writing, by e-mail, through the website – www.harrogate.gov.uk and via our Facebook Page.  A phone number is provided for any emergencies outside of office hours.  

We have developed a Customer Care Service Standard which explains the level of service you can expect to receive from us. This is available on our website or from your Neighbourhood Housing Office.  

The standard of customer care within the Neighbourhood Housing Offices was checked by the Volunteer Tenant Inspectors in early 2010 as part of their inspection on Estate Management and the findings were very positive.  A full copy of this report is available on request from the Tenancy Services Team on 01423 551619 or by e-mail at tenancyservices@harrogate.gov.uk 

All new tenants are given a welcome pack when they move in.  The pack has been produced with the help of tenants who had recently moved in and contains a booklet with useful information and contacts, and a few items such as light bulbs and bin bags.  Feedback from new tenants on this has shown it to be very useful.  

We always aim to communicate with you in a variety of ways, including:

· Facebook.  

· Tenants News - We send out 3 editions of the ‘Tenants News’ to all tenants and leaseholders each year.  This is put together by Council Officers and tenants. 

· News 4 You - 3 editions of the News 4 You which is made up of articles written by tenants, are sent to all tenants and leaseholders each year.
· The Tenant Handbook (available online or as a hard copy from your Neighbourhood Housing Office), which provides more detailed information about all aspects of the Housing Service. 

Written information sent to tenants is in Plain English and is checked by a group of volunteer tenants called the Customer Information Panel.
Last year 4 formal housing complaints were received.  Two complaints related to planned maintenance work, one to neighbour issues and one to tenancy management, all of which were suitably resolved.  Lower level complaints were also received by the Neighbourhood Housing Offices on neighbourhood issues and by the Property Services Team on repairs and maintenance.  

Any complaints made about the Housing Service, should in the first instance be made to the Neighbourhood Housing Office.  A complaint can also be submitted in writing through a “Help Us to Help You” form available from all Council Offices.  

Involvement and Empowerment

Tenants know what is most important to them on housing matters, which is why we want to work with you to achieve the very best we can.  Harrogate Borough Council has a Tenant Participation Compact which is an agreement with tenants on how they can be involved in all aspects of the Housing Service ranging from the delivery of services to housing policy.

To provide an opportunity for everyone to be involved we have a wide range of options which are shown on the next page.

Involvement and Empowerment  - Ways to be Involved

	Group
	Role
	Membership

	Opinion8 Panel
	Complete surveys on particular housing areas.  This can be done from home.


	Any tenant or leaseholder can join.

	Customer Information Panel
	Check written information for tenants is in Plain English before it is published.  This can be done from home.


	Up to 10 tenants.

	Area Panels x 3 (Based around the areas covered by the 3 Neighbourhood Housing Offices)


	To provide an opportunity for tenants to discuss neighbourhood and communal issues.
	Each Area holds 4 meetings a year across the District.  Tenants are able to attend any of the 4 meetings held within the area covered by their Housing Office.  

	Central Forum
	Discusses general housing issues and policy.
	Each Area Panel nominates up to 5 tenants to represent their area on the Forum. They may raise any general housing issues from Area Panel meetings.  The Forum is made up of 15 tenants and 1 leaseholder and is also attended by up to 6 Councillors and senior Council Officers.  It meets 4 times a year.

	60+ Group
	Discusses communal housing issues that affect those aged 60+.
	Is open to any tenant aged over 60. It is also attended by Council Officers from Neighbourhood Services and Property Services.  It meets 4 times a year.



	Leasehold Panel
	Discusses housing issues that affect leaseholders.
	Up to 12 leaseholders can be on the Panel.  It is also attended by Council Officers and meets 3 times a year.  One member attends the Central Forum on behalf of the Panel.


Performance of the Housing Service is currently monitored in several ways.  These include:

	Group
	Role
	Membership

	Performance Monitoring Group
	Monitors performance against performance targets.
	Is made up of 3 tenants, Councillors and Council Officers and meets on a quarterly basis.

	Tenant Involvement Monitoring Group
	Monitors tenant involvement to ensure that the requirements laid out in the Tenant Participation Compact are met.
	Is made up of 4 tenants, Councillors and Council Officers and meets on a quarterly basis.

	Contractor Liaison Group
	Monitor the repairs and maintenance contracts.
	Is attended by tenants, Council Officers and Contractors who meet on a monthly basis.

	Volunteer Tenant Inspectors
	Check a particular service area to see if the service standard is being met.  Positive and negative findings are then reported back along with any recommendations for improvements to the Service Manager.
	Is made up of tenants and leaseholders who are supported by Council Officers.


In order for tenants to be able to carry out their roles effectively annual training sessions are held.  These include I.T. skills and general topics.  All tenants may attend these sessions. 
Diversity

We aim to treat tenants, leaseholders and all other customers fairly and equally. 
All Housing staff received training on equality and diversity in 2009/10.  In addition, a summary leaflet was issued to all staff about the importance of equality and diversity in July 2010.  We also carried out Equality Impact Assessments of the Housing Service to check if any groups of people are being unfairly disadvantaged.  These results have informed the Housing Equality Action Plan, which was last updated in September 2010.

In 2007, we asked all tenants to complete a ‘tenant census’, so that we could collect equality information such as ethnic origin, religion and age and know how tenants would like us to communicate with them.  At present we have this information from 75% of all tenants.  All new tenants are asked to complete one of these forms when they sign their tenancy agreement.  The equality and diversity information helps inform service delivery and improvements.  

Planned Improvements to Meet the National Standard

Customer Service, Choice and Complaints

The 2008 Tenants Satisfaction Survey showed that many tenants would like to make greater use of the Council’s website.  For instance, to check your housing application, rent account and progress of a repair.  This will be done as part of a review of the Council website this year.

We aim to make sure that we are using the information collected in the tenant census to make sure that we contact you in the most appropriate way. 

We also recognise that we need to improve the monitoring of complaints.  This will help us to identify any reporting patterns and lead to service improvements.  We will be introducing a new complaints recording system from October 2010.  The complaints will be reviewed quarterly by the Performance Monitoring Group.  In next year’s report we will update you on the number of complaints made, what they were about, and the outcome of the complaints.

Involvement and Empowerment

To make sure that tenants have the opportunity to scrutinise housing performance, we will evaluate existing tenant monitoring groups to ensure that opportunities for effective scrutiny by tenants are provided.

Following a decrease in attendance at Area Panel meetings over the past year we will review how tenants are involved at a local level on housing and neighbourhood issues.

To work with tenants and officers in neighbouring areas to compare how we perform on tenant involvement.  This will be reported back to you in next year’s report.

Local Standard

We aim to work with tenants to establish a local standard on tenant involvement by 31 March 2011 detailing:

· How performance will be monitored.
· How it will be reported to and scrutinised by tenants.
· What will happen if a local standard is not met. 
· The arrangements for reviewing local standards..
Repairing and Maintaining Your Home

The National Standard

The National Standard that we are required to meet by the independent regulator (TSA) is: 
· Quality of Accommodation - This is about us ensuring that all our homes meet the Government’s Decent Homes Guidance by 31 December 2010 and that we continue to maintain our homes to at least this standard after this date.  
· Repairs and Maintenance - This is about providing a cost-effective repairs and maintenance service, responding to the needs of tenants, offering choices and ensuring the health and safety of tenants. There should be a balance of works between planned and reactive repairs.  We should cooperate with other organisations to provide an adaptations service to ensure we meet your needs.
How we are doing against the National Standard

Quality of Accommodation

Housing association and council landlords are required to meet the Government’s Decent Homes Standard by 31 December 2010.  Put simply, a decent home is one that is warm, weatherproof and has modern facilities. For the past 8 years, Harrogate Borough Council’s Housing Service has been committed to this objective and is proud to be amongst the few social housing providers who delivered this standard early. All our homes met the Government standard by 1 April 2009, some 21 months ahead of target.

Our performance compares favourably with other local housing authorities, as shown on the graph below.  
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The Council does not have any homes built to a higher standard than the Decent Homes one.  However, we are pro-active in raising our tenants’ homes above the Decent Homes Standard.  This can be demonstrated through the work we have carried out converting unpopular bedsit accommodation into modern self-contained 1 bedroom flats.  
We have also been the first local authority landlord to install Ground Source Heat pumps within existing dwellings as well as Air Source Heat Pumps, Solar Thermal and Photo-Voltaic systems.
With the health and safety of our tenants in mind, we have carried out access audits and are currently undertaking a programme of works to improve access to all communal housing stock.  Annual servicing of all gas central heating and appliances is carried out.  All council properties have smoke alarms and these together with other fire safety equipment are checked annually. Checks are also regularly made to minimise risk from legionella and asbestos in council properties. 

Repairs and maintenance

The Home Standard states that there should be an appropriate balance between spending on reactive repairs to tenants’ homes and planned maintenance to keep the housing as a whole in good condition.  There should be a higher proportion of spending on planned maintenance than reactive spending and a 60 / 40 split is regarded as good performance.  Harrogate Borough Council exceeded this performance level with 81% of repairs and maintenance expenditure being spent in a planned way in 2008/9.  This establishes our performance as being in the top quartile across the country. 
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During 2009/10, 98.73% of urgent repairs were completed within government time limits and 95.29% of all reactive repairs were completed within our own local timescales, (both upper quartile performance). 

The average cost of a reactive repair job in 2009/10 was £84.60 which appears to represent value for money compared to other housing providers. 
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Harrogate Borough Council’s Housing Service has a service agreement with North Yorkshire County Council Adult and Community Services to assess and recommend the correct type of adaptation for any tenant. To ensure that bed blocking is reduced for council tenants, a similar agreement exists with the local NHS where an adaptation could allow earlier discharge from hospital.  In addition certain minor adaptations can be sanctioned on request without further assessment. 
Planned Improvements to Meet the National Standard

Repairs and Maintenance

We aim to ensure that all homes continue to meet the Decent Homes Standard.

The Home Standard emphasises the objective of completing repairs and improvements and getting it right first time.  We also need to keep tight controls on spending and give tenants real choices in their services.  Historically we have been unable to measure our performance in this critical area.  However new I.T. systems have recently been introduced by both the Council and the main repairs contractor.  We hope to be able to measure this indicator from 2011/12 and update tenants in our 2011 annual report. 
Our Volunteer Tenant Inspectors are currently inspecting and challenging the reactive repairs service we provide.  Their findings will be taken into account in the Council’s improvement plans and the local standard on reactive repairs. 

Local Standard
We have begun work on consulting with tenants to ascertain what local standard they may want regarding reactive repairs, planned maintenance and empty properties. A randomly selected group of tenants were invited to a discussion group for initial discussions on how to review the above standards and the possible development of new standards for Heating, Kitchens / Bathrooms and Electrical works.  This will be followed up by a postal survey to tenants.
Value for Money

The National Standard

 The National Standard that we are required to meet by the independent regulator (TSA) is:

· Value for Money – This covers managing resources to make sure that cost effective, efficient and quality services are provided.

How we are doing against the National Standard

Value for Money

Value for Money is not just about cost – it is about the standard and quality of a service.  To decide if something is value for money, we need to consider:

· how much it costs.

· if it meets the required standard.

· if it is effective and does what is required.

In the 2008 Tenants Satisfaction Survey, 89% of tenants said they were satisfied with the value for money of their rent.

The Council has a Value for Money strategy that covers all Council services and has been rated ‘good’ by the Audit Commission.  The Annual Housing Service Plan sets our objectives, targets and budgets.  Performance Information is included in the Tenants News.

Tenants are involved in ensuring that Value for Money is achieved through:

· The Performance Monitoring Group monitors overall service delivery through analysing performance indicators on a quarterly basis.

· Involvement in the selection of repairs and maintenance contractors and ongoing monitoring of repairs and maintenance contracts.

· Area Panels which make suggestions on how the Neighbourhood Improvements Budget should be spent.

From recent consultation with tenants on Value for Money, tenants have told us that they want:

· Easy to understand information each year on how money is spent. 

· More information on the cost and standard of services.
· To know how we compare with other landlords.
· To know how we make sure that we get the best price and quality.
· More involvement in monitoring how money is spent and the quality of services.

Planned Improvements to Meet the National Standard

Value for Money

We will seek to agree a Value for Money strategy with tenants by April 2011 which will set out plans to improve value for money in the future.

In developing this strategy, we will:

· Compare ourselves with similar landlords and publish this information by October 2011, to help tenants compare other landlords with Harrogate Borough Council.
· Look at ways of providing more information on the costs of services when they are delivered by January 2012.

· Update you on how money is being spent each year.  We will do this in our next annual report which will be published by October 2011.

· Provide opportunities for tenants to be involved in the development of the Annual Housing Service Plan by September 2011 – to give tenants more of a say in what areas are prioritised.

· Introduce an opportunity for effective scrutiny by tenants by April 2011, with value for money being key.

Your Neighbourhood and the Communal Areas Outside Your Home

The National Standard

The National Standards that we are required to meet by the independent regulator (TSA) are:

· Neighbourhood management - Ensuring that the neighbourhoods and communal areas associated with our homes are clean and safe. This should be achieved in cooperation with tenants and through effective multi-agency working. 
· Local area co-operation - Council working with other agencies to help promote social, environmental and economic well being in areas where we own homes.

· Anti-social behaviour - The Council will work in partnership with other public agencies to prevent and tackle anti-social behaviour in areas where we own homes.

How we are doing against the National Standard

Neighbourhood Management
In the 2008 Tenants Satisfaction Survey, 89% of tenants were very or fairly satisfied with your neighbourhood as a place to live.  

There are Service Standards available on Estate Management, which outline the level of service you can expect.  These are available from the Neighbourhood Housing Offices or online at www.harrogate.gov.uk .  The Estate Management Service Standards were checked in late 2009 / early 2010 by a group of Volunteer Tenant Inspectors.  They put their findings and recommendations for improvements (such as advertised estate walk abouts) into a written report which was submitted to the Neighbourhood Services Manager.  The overall findings of the inspection were positive.  A full copy of this report is available on request from the Tenancy Services Team on 01423 551619 or by e-mail at tenancyservices@harrogate.gov.uk 

Estate audits are regularly carried out by the Neighbourhood Housing Offices.  Additionally, a Neighbourhood Officer carries out regular estate inspections within Harrogate and Knaresborough.  This ensures that issues such as fly tipping and graffiti are dealt with quickly.

We have a Service Level Agreement with the Council’s Parks Division to ensure we have high standards for grounds maintenance and Service Standards are available on this.  All communal area are checked annually by a member of the Property Services Team.  Grounds maintenance and communal issues are discussed regularly at both 60+ and Area Panel meetings.

Targeted consultation has been carried out with in excess of 1000 residents in the Woodfield Ward of Harrogate town which has been identified by the Council corporately as having high levels of deprivation.  This is as part of a multi agency Neighbourhood Management project.

Local Area Cooperation

Area Panel meetings are held across the District where local issues are discussed.  These meetings are usually attended by the Neighbourhood Police and other agencies, such as the Dog Wardens or Recycling Team who are invited to reflect the main issues in that area.  At the Area Panel meetings, suggestions are also invited for how the neighbourhood improvements budget should be spent.

The Housing Division works closely with other Housing Providers and a number of other agencies (including the police) to share best practice in dealing with anti-social behaviour.  A Multi Agency Problem Solving Group and Housing Providers Liaison Meeting look at cases to in order agree the most appropriate action. 

Anti Social Behaviour 

In the 2008 Tenants Satisfaction Survey, tenants who had reported anti social behaviour were less satisfied with how this was managed than other areas of housing.  The three key issues that tenants considered to represent anti social behaviour in the survey were car parking, rubbish or litter and the behaviour of disruptive children or teenagers.  

The Council, corporately, has a multi agency anti social behaviour group which looks at its identification and resolution.  The tenancy agreement, summary documents and service standard on anti social behaviour make clear tenants’ obligations with regard to anti social behaviour, harassment and nuisance. An anti social behaviour procedure, which was developed with tenants, is available online at www.harrogate.gov.uk  

The Council’s Housing Service uses a range of methods to deal with anti-social behaviour caused by, or affecting, our tenants. These include:

· Acceptable Behaviour Contracts
· Mediation
· Injunctions
· Possession proceedings.
We also try to prevent anti social behaviour from occurring through being involved in multi agency activities that include a football tournament for young people during the school holidays, flower planting schemes on housing estates and the Family Intervention Programme.

Planned Improvements to Meet the National Standard

Neighbourhood Management

We will introduce advertised estate walkabouts to encourage involvement by residents in their neighbourhood and community.

Anti Social Behaviour

The anti social behaviour procedure is out of date and is being reviewed in consultation with tenants, other residents and partner agencies.

We will tell residents about anti social behaviour news and successes through the Tenants News and at tenant meetings.

Local Standard

A postal survey has been sent out to a random sample of 100 tenants across the Harrogate district asking for their views on neighbourhood management.  Further consultation will then take place on keeping neighbourhoods clean and safe through surveys and discussion groups, which will help to create a local standard on neighbourhood management by 31 March 2011.

Tenants who have had experience of the anti social behaviour service provided will be consulted through postal surveys and discussion groups on how the Council can improve its approach.  This will help to create a local standard by 31 March 2011.
How Homes are Let and Tenancies Managed

The National Standard

The National Standard that we are required to meet by the independent regulator (TSA) is:

· Allocations – This is about making sure that homes are let in a fair, clear and efficient way.

· Tenure – This is about having clear policies on tenancy management.

How we are doing against the National Standard

Allocations

Harrogate Borough Council owns 3,894 homes.  These homes are made up as follows: 
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Between 1 April 2009 to 31 March 2010, 310 of these homes were let.  All
lettings are recorded on the Continuous Recording of Lettings System.  
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In the same period, there were 3,290 households on the housing waiting list, 
with 335 of these on the housing transfer list.  Tenants that wish to transfer to another home must join the Council’s Housing Waiting list and their application will be assessed using the same process as all other applications.  

Information is provided with each housing waiting list application form that explains how the waiting list works and how properties are allocated.  Additionally, staff are trained to identify support needs and can provide the support required or put customers in touch with agencies that can help them.

All Councils must have an allocations policy in place to determine the priorities and procedures to be followed in deciding who is allocated a vacant home.  The policy should make best use of available homes by giving priority to those customers in greatest housing need and must not discriminate against any members of society.  We are currently looking at the possible benefits of Choice Based Lettings as part of a review of the allocations policy.

We have nomination arrangements in place with all housing associations operating in the Harrogate District.  During 2009/10 68.1% of housing association lettings went to people on the Council’s housing waiting list. 
Tenants who want to downsize and move out of family accommodation or tenants who need to move to larger accommodation are awarded additional priority on the housing waiting list.  Tenants who are in position to downsize are encouraged to do so through a reward payment being made of up to £500.  

We aim to minimise the length of time any of our properties stand empty between tenancies.  On average, homes are empty for 12 days.  Our empty properties service standards sets out what must be done to an empty property 

The empty properties and new tenants service standards are available from your Neighbourhood Housing Office or online at www.harrogate.gov.uk 

Tenure

Since 2006, all new tenants have been given an introductory tenancy for the first 12 months.  The use of this type of tenancy, coupled with tenancy support, helps to make sure that new tenants live successfully in communities and that action can be taken if problems arise.  All remaining tenancies are secure and as such have a right to exchange.  We encourage tenants to exchange where possible and have a mutual exchange register that can be used to identify tenants who would like to exchange.  This is available at the Housing Needs Centre and the three Neighbourhood Housing Offices.

All new tenants receive a welcome to your new home pack, which contains useful information and items.  They are also visited several times during their first year to see how they are managing their tenancy.  

The Tenants Handbook contains information relating to tenants’ rights and obligations.  There are also service standards on all areas of tenancy management.  These are available from the Neighbourhood Housing Office or online at www.harrogate.gov.uk 

Housing Officers work with several support agencies to ensure that vulnerable tenants are supported to remain in their home.  An older person’s warden support service is available, which includes both floating (mobile) and accommodation based support.  Mediation services are provided at ‘arms length’ by Harrogate Borough Council through ARCH Mediation.  Harrogate Borough Council also plays an active part in the Family Intervention Programme that works with families who are struggling to maintain their tenancies.  Possession action is only taken as a last resort for serious breaches of tenancy.

Planned Improvements to Meet the National Standard

Allocations

We will:

· Review the Council’s current allocation policy in conjunction with applicants and tenants by March 2011.  This policy will cover whether more choice can be offered to customers as part of the way in which properties are allocated.

· By July 2011 consider how the allocations process can be improved to ensure that new allocations provide a long term solution to customers need and creates estates where people want to live.

· Review the nomination arrangements we have to Housing Association properties by March 2011 to improve access.

· Look at ways of promoting national mobility schemes by July 2011, to improve opportunities for tenants that want to move to another area.

· Introduce customer profiling for all waiting list applicants by October 2011, to understand applicants’ differing needs and look at ways of how these can be met.

Tenure

We will:

· Review the service standards on tenancy management and make sure that all tenants have an up to date summary version of the Tenants’ Handbook.

· Develop a financial inclusion strategy in order to help people manage their finances.

· Devise a procedure to verify a tenants’ identity both at the start of and throughout their tenancy.

Closing Comments

Thank you for reading the full version of the Annual Housing Report for 2010.  We hope that you have found this informative and useful. A working group of tenants met weekly with Amy Brown (Tenant Involvement Officer) to work on the content, format, grammar and lay out of both the full and summary versions of the report.  We would like to say a big thank you for all their input and help with this report.
If you have any queries relating to the Annual Housing Report or would like to become involved in the production of the Annual Housing Report for 2011, please contact Amy Brown (Tenant Involvement Officer) on 01423 551619 or by e-mail at tenancyservices@harrogate.gov.uk 
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