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1. Introduction
The Southway Tenant Scrutiny Panel is a tenant-led body.  The group was established in June 2012 to scrutinise services that Southway Housing Trust delivers to its tenants.  The Scrutiny Panel reports to the People and Places Committee.  The aim of the Panel is to challenge Southway on service delivery and recommend improvements to drive change, increase tenant satisfaction and improve quality of life.  The Panel also seeks to ensure that Southway is achieving value for money.
This is the Panel’s seventh scrutiny review and it was completed between July 2017 and June 2018.    
This report has been produced with assistance from Steve Jackson, Independent Mentor and Maureen Ward, Southway’s Customer Involvement and Community Investment Manager.  Members of the Tenant Scrutiny Panel are Jean Ashbee, Ruth Emmerson, Jean Holt, Jim Hutton (Chair) and Liam Murphy (Vice Chair).  
2. Thanks
The Panel would like to thank the following for their support and assistance in enabling us to complete our investigations and produce this report.
· Staff from Southway’s Customer Hub, Community Services Team, Tenancy Support Team, Property Services Team, Community Investment & Customer Involvement Team and the Governance Team

· Tenants who provided feedback 
· Our Independent Mentor

3. Scope of the Review
1. Pre-void / Notice Period

a. Is information on when and how to give notice of terminating a tenancy easily available and clear?

b. What are the consequences when tenants do not give the required notice?

c. What are the differences in the process between transfers within Southway and moves to other landlords and tenures?

d. What does a tenant need to do before leaving the property?

2. Keys Received / Property Empty

a. Why do tenants get charged at the end of the tenancy?

b. What is the void standard for works and does it properly balance tenants’ wishes and expectations with cost / benefit to the landlord?

c. What is the impact of having an empty property in a neighbourhood and on the immediate neighbours and could more be done to manage it?

d. Does Southway provide enough information at the right time to allow the prospective tenant to prepare for the move?

3. Sign Up and Moving In

a. How does this stage of the process work from the point of view of the tenant?

b. Does Southway provide the right type of information and support?

c. Are the timescales right?

d. Do tenants understand the purpose of the affordability check?

e. Could Southway do more of the void work after the property is let to reduce the void period?

f. Are follow up repairs organised effectively?
4. Costs

a. What are the annual costs to Southway associated to voids?

Intended outcomes:

· To establish if Southway’s voids process is efficient, fair to customers and value for money.
4. Scrutiny Process
In order to carry out the scrutiny review, the Panel undertook the following activities:

· Received an overview about the voids process from the Head of Property Services and Head of Neighbourhood Services
· Reviewed the existing voids standard booklet and End of Tenancy Policy
· Interviewed a Surveyor, Tenancy Support Officer, Customer Hub Advisors and Community Services Officer
· Held two focus groups with tenants

· Received reports detailing performance and benchmarking information
· Inspected eight void properties
· Received details of costs of re-let work

5. Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations 
Contained within this report is a summary of our findings, conclusions and recommendations which will be presented to the Southway People and Places Committee in July 2018.  
We noted that void turnaround performance significantly dropped during 2017/18.  We feel that even at its lowest it was comparatively strong when looking at the HouseMark benchmarking data but would obviously like to see Southway return to a higher ranked position.  This performance has impacted on the amount of rent lost as we know from performance information that targets have not been met.  
We would like to advise that we found it difficult to engage tenants again.  This was despite inviting over 250 households to give us feedback.  This is a recurring problem for us which we are going to give some further thought to for the next review and would be happy to discuss with officers and committee.  However, two small focus groups were held (one during office hours and one in the evening) and they did provide us with some useful feedback which has contributed to this report.  
6. Value for Money

Considering if services are value for money is an important part of our role and we take this seriously.  
Void Costs – we have received information about the re-let work.  This excluded the costs incurred to carry out HIP (Home Improvement Programme) work, which is met by the ‘refusals’ budget.  The number of properties requiring HIP work is reducing as those tenants who refused the work leave those homes.  This should therefore result in less spend in this area.  

Also excluded from the costs we were given was work that was rechargeable to the outgoing tenant.   We feel strongly that Southway should pursue recharges where viable.  However, we feel that there is no point in building up a lot of debt only for it to be written off and ask Southway to demonstrate if it is cost effective to make re-charges.  
We are aware that Community Services Officers used to carry out tenancy audits but no longer do so.  It is our view that these should be re-introduced.  We believe they could help to reduce the amount of rechargeable work required after a tenant has left a property.  Issues will be picked up earlier and hopefully rectified while the tenancy is still live.  See recommendation 2.
Recruiting and Retaining Trade Staff – We are aware of the issues experienced by Southway and across the sector with recruiting and retaining trade staff due to the construction industry being particularly buoyant.  If this problem persists or recurs we suggest exploring if it is cost effective to hire contractors on a more permanent basis to help to ensure the maximisation of revenue for the trust by not having properties un-let for longer than necessary.  See recommendation 3 and 3a.

7. Findings
We have set out below our main findings while carrying out this review.
1. There is clear information about the required notice period that tenants are required to give when they intend to terminate their tenancy.
2. When the required notice is not given there is an impact on the amount of rent loss as the property potentially stands empty for longer.  Staff try to manage this and are conscious about the need to make necessary processes happen as quickly as possible. 
3. The process followed by staff when a tenant gives the required notice appears to be robust.  A PTI (pre-termination inspection) is carried out and the tenant is made aware of what is required of them.  
4. Southway will make charges against tenants where, for example, they have left rubbish.

5. We believe that Southway has a reasonable and fair void standard.  It ensures properties meet at least the minimum standard (Decent Home Standard) set by the Government.  However, everyone has different expectations and standards, and therefore some people will feel satisfied with the condition of their new home while others are dissatisfied.  The tenants we were able to speak to were generally very happy with the interior of the properties but a few were unhappy with garden condition.  Some were just extremely grateful to be living in the Southway area!  
6. Void properties in the neighbourhood can cause concerns about vandalism, squatters and overgrown gardens.  In reality the latter appears to be the main issue with the others being rare.  If there is a period where work is not on going in a void, a Community Services Officer could be tasked with keeping their eye on it.  Another problem experienced by tenants is when there are multiple vehicles attending voids to carry out works.  This impacts more on small roads and cul-de-sacs where access issues can become a problem for residents.

7. We came across a few examples where tenants felt that they had not been given enough time to move into their new home.  They felt rushed.  On balance we understand that the turnover of voids needs to be as quick as possible in order to collect the rent.  However, some tenants found themselves having to pay rent on two properties. 

8. The sign up process appears to be efficient and tenants understand the process.  It sets out to them their obligations and they have an opportunity to ask questions.  All the tenants we spoke to fully understood the importance of the affordability check.  
9. Tenants are happy for minor non-disruptive repairs to be completed after they have moved in providing they were scheduled as soon as possible and not left outstanding for some time.  Of the tenants we spoke to a few stated that promised garden work had never been carried out.
10. A member of the Community Support Team works very well with the Property Services Team to salvage any items left in properties which are then distributed to vulnerable tenants.
11. It appears that communication is sometimes poor between teams in relation to what (if anything) should be left in the property for the next tenant.  We came across a few examples where a new tenant had been told a particular item would be left for them but they then found it had been removed.  This caused upset and frustration and was down to officers from different teams not communicating effectively. 

12. More than one team and numerous officers have a role within the voids process.  Discussions we had indicated that teams involved focus on different priorities in terms of their workload and this creates some frustration between colleagues.  

13. As already mentioned, an issue with recruiting and retained trade staff has meant void work has not been completed on time.  This means keys are not handed back as scheduled and then leads to delays for tenants expecting to move in on a certain date.

8. Specific Concern
We have a very specific concern about 50 Doncaster Avenue.  We visited the property just after it became empty and it was in a very bad condition.  We took particular interest in it as we wanted to see how it would look when it was complete and ready to let.  We visited part way through the works and were due to visit again just before it was tenanted.  However, we were not notified when it was complete and it was handed back and ultimately let.  We were disappointed.  It was then arranged with the new tenants that a couple of us could visit and talk to them about their experience.  The Community Services Officer then called this off as there were concerns about some improvements being done to the house that had not been authorised.  We consequently found out that the new tenants had ripped out the brand new bathroom and fitted a walk in shower, despite being advised that they could not make such improvements in the first year of the tenancy.  We challenged this through Maureen and to date have been told that there is no issue as they have effectively improved the property.  We are concerned that there appears to be no consequences for tenants who carry out home improvements against advice and wonder why there is such a rule.  We also strongly feel that approximately £3k for the cost of the bathroom was completely wasted and certainly isn’t value for money!  See recommendation 4 and 4a.
9. Next Steps

We have enjoyed carrying out this review and now ask that you consider our findings and recommendations and act upon them.  Furthermore, we request that officers develop an action plan to deliver our recommendations.  We would like this plan to be presented to us week commencing 10 September.
We will now take a short break before we commence our next piece of scrutiny.  We look forward to continuing to work with Southway.
Conclusions and Recommendations

The table below contains our conclusions and recommendations.

	Conclusion
	Evidence
	Recommendation
	Benefit

	There is no up to date void standard booklet for tenants.
	Panel received the old leaflet and some suggested text for a new one.
	1) Produce a new booklet ASAP.  

	Will ensure tenants have clear and realistic expectations about their new home.


	Tenancy audits are not currently carried out.
	Received this information from staff.
	2) Re-introduce tenancy audits as soon as possible.

	Potential to reduce the number of rechargeable repairs required.


	Voids performance significantly dropped due to lack of trade staff.
	Received performance information.  Officers have explained some difficulties with recruiting and retaining skilled operatives.

	3) Consider a pay review / increased benefits.
3a) Explore if it is cost effective to hire contractors on a more permanent basis if this problem occurs again.  
	Able to attract skilled and committed staff.  Maximise revenue.  Avoid further periods of lower than target performance.  Bring properties back into use quickly to provide homes for those in need.  


	No consequences for carrying out repairs to new home without permission.

	Information provided by staff.
	4) Determine what the rules are and what happens when they are breached.
4a) We suggest a pilot on properties that require a lot of work to allow the new tenant more involvement in what is going to be done.  This should include any improvements the tenant wants to make which may require a financial contribution from them.

 
	Prevents waste of money and allows customer involvement and increased satisfaction of new property.

	Some staff feel that a lack of training prevents them carrying out their role in the voids process efficiently and confidently.  

	Information provided by staff.
	5) Establish what training is required and provide it.
	Trained and confident staff.

	The condition of each of the properties visited varied. 

	Eight voids inspected.
	6) Explore whether there is any way to encourage tenants to leave the properties in a better condition.  Could there be any incentives?  Perhaps a pilot here as well for a set period of time so the costs and benefits can be evaluated.

	Reduce amount of work required resulting in shorter turnaround and less spend.

	The End of Tenancy Policy is overdue for review.
	The policy we were provided with is dated 2014 with a review date of 2017/18.


	7) Review the policy.
	Up to date policy in place.
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