November 2014
Report of the Southway Tenant Scrutiny Panel
Concessionary Services
1. Introduction
The Southway Tenant Scrutiny Panel is a tenant-led body set up in June 2012 to scrutinise services that Southway Housing Trust delivers to its tenants across approximately 6000 properties in south Manchester.  The Scrutiny Panel reports to the Audit and Risk Committee.  The aim of the Panel is to challenge Southway on service delivery and recommend improvements to drive change, value for money, increase tenant satisfaction and improve quality of life. 

This is the Panel’s fourth scrutiny review and it was completed between May 2014 and October 2014.  The Panel chose to look at Concessionary Services as the subject is regularly raised at various meetings, and from reports to Residents Consultative Group (RCG) Panel members were aware of the high demand for the service and the associated (high) costs.  This report has been produced with input from all members of the Tenant Scrutiny Panel, assistance from Steve Jackson, Independent Mentor and facilitation by Maureen Ward, Southway’s Customer Involvement Manager.  Members of the Panel are:
Siham Bouzidi

Ruth Emmerson

Jean Holt

Jeani Packer (Chair)
Maggie Walker (Deputy Chair)
Jenefer Wilson

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 for submission to the Audit and Risk Committee:
Staff from Southway’s Neighbourhood Services Team including Customer Involvement Staff

Staff from Southway’s Property Services Team
Staff from Southway’s Governance Team

Staff at Greenfingers

Tenants who provided feedback

Independent Mentor, Steve Jackson

3. Carrying Out the Review
In order to carry out the scrutiny review, the Panel undertook the following activities:

· Received an overview of Concessionary Services (Gardening and Decorating)
· Reviewed the blank tenant application forms which details the criteria
· Analysed customer satisfaction information

· Looked at current demand on services

· Looked at the costs of services
· Interviewed the Environment Manager

· Interviewed the Neighbourhood Services Manager with Responsibility for Tenancy Support

· Interviewed the Repairs Manager

· Interviewed Neighbourhood Officers
· Interviewed Decorators

· Interviewed Greenfingers staff

· Carried out face to face interviews with tenants in receipt of Concessionary Services

· Received telephone feedback from tenants in receipt of Concessionary Services

· Reviewed Post Inspection Record Forms for Concessionary Decorating
4. Overall Findings and Conclusions
Contained within this report is a summary of all findings, evidence, recommendations and benefits which will be presented to the Southway Audit and Risk Committee and will inform an Action Plan to be taken forward by the staff and management of Southway Housing Trust.  This Action Plan will continue to be monitored and reviewed on an on going basis by the Tenant Scrutiny Panel.
There are a number of conclusions which emerge from our work and investigations, all of which link to two key recommendations:

1. Produce a Public Concessionary Services Policy

a)  The Panel identified that there are inconsistences with the approach to the two areas of concessionary services which we believe will be alleviated with a policy in place.
b)  Concessionary services are very costly to the organisation and the introduction of a policy document will help to ensure the services are targeted at the right people and that consistency is applied.
2. Achieve Value for Money

a) The Panel believe that by producing a robust Concessionary Services public policy document Southway will increase the likelihood of achieving value for money in this service area.
b) The Panel found that the gardening element of concessionary services has been tendered whereas there has been no procurement exercise for concessionary decorating.  

c) It is important that Southway regularly review costs and invite competitive tenders for both decorating and gardening.
Our findings and evidence detailed below have been used to inform the above conclusions.
5. Findings and Observations
Concessionary Decorating and Gardening
	Findings
	Evidence
	Recommendations
	Benefits

	There is no public Concessionary Services Policy document.
Concessionary services are not widely advertised or targeted to potential eligible tenants.

Some tenants receiving concessionary services may not meet the criteria.

Some tenants would be willing to pay a nominal charge for concessionary services.

Equality and Diversity information relating to tenants in receipt of concessionary services is limited. 

	No policy was provided and staff informed the Panel that a public document does not exist.
There is no customer leaflet about concessionary services and it is not regularly featured in Southway Stories.

While carrying out visits to tenants, Panel members discovered that some tenants receiving the services had family members living close by.
During interviews with tenants some stated that they would be willing to pay for concessionary services.

This was the information provided by staff when the Panel asked a specific question on the subject.
	1) The Panel recommends that a public Concessionary Services Policy is produced.  This should be consulted on with the Residents Consultative Group.
2) Develop a leaflet and feature the services in Southway Stories.  Ensure everyone is aware of the services.
3) The introduction of a new policy needs to be clear about initial eligibility and continuing eligibility.

4) Consider applying a charge for concessionary services.

5) All Equality and Diversity data should be collected from recipients of concessionary services.
	Clear and fair information about the services and who will benefit.  The policy will ensure consistency.
All eligible customers will have the opportunity to apply if they wish.  This is fair and gives consistency.

Makes sure the service is targeted at those who are eligible and ensures efficient use of the service. 

Could lead to saving/extra income.

Allows Southway to examine if concessionary services are being accessed by people of all ethnic backgrounds, sexuality etc. proportionately to the make up of Southway tenants.


Concessionary Decorating

	Findings
	Evidence
	Recommendations
	Benefits

	The provider of the materials used to carry out concessionary decorating has not been tendered since transfer.

Decorating costs are very high.  

	The same supplier that was used before transfer is still being used.  
Information (schedule of rates) provided by staff demonstrated that the cost of decorating was very high.  The charge to strip wallpaper was particularly expensive at £466.60 per room compared to another company charging £120.00.
	6) Competitive tenders to be sought for materials.
7) The decorating costs should be reviewed as soon as possible and if they cannot be reduced consideration should be given to retendering or terminating the service.
	This could lead to savings and efficiency and help towards achieving Value for Money.  It will also show transparency. 

Achieving Value for Money or having the opportunity to spend this money elsewhere.


Concessionary Gardening

	Findings
	Evidence
	Recommendations
	Benefits

	Gardening costs are comparable with a similar housing provider.

The criteria set by Southway for concessionary gardening is not as stringent as another local provider.
The number of visits per year from Southway is significantly less than that of another local provider.
Greenfingers experience access issues when carrying out concessionary gardening visits and the majority of tenants in receipt of the service are not aware of the Greenfingers website which they can register with to obtain information about visit dates.

	Information was shared by Northwards Housing which enabled the Panel to compare the levels of service and cost.  The costs per garden are very similar.  However, Southway’s service provides more visits per year.

Information shared by Northwards Housing indicated that the level of criteria is higher than that of Southway.  For example, at Northwards the age to be eligible for the service is 75+.
Information received from Wythenshawe Community Housing Group indicates that their tenants in receipt of concessionary gardening receive 17 visits per year (every 2 weeks in the summer and every 6 weeks in the winter).  This is an in house service.
During interviews with tenants in receipt of concessionary gardening and staff from Greenfingers it was made clear that there are access issues.  Tenants do not always know when the visit will be made each month and some keep their side/back gates locked.  Only two tenants have registered with the Greenfingers website.
	9) Periodically compare costs of the service.

10) Undertake research/ analysis to forecast the future demand on the service.

11) When the service is next put out to tender consider reviewing the specification in terms of making visits in the winter.

12) Further work to be carried out to ensure tenants are aware of visit dates.  Tenants should be encouraged to use the Greenfingers website which gives this information.  Greenfingers should also create a system to advise people who cannot get online.

	Ability to benchmark and ensure value for money.

Will have information to help with budget planning and will help to identify if a review of the criteria would be prudent.

Could lead to increased tenant satisfaction and a reduction in problems associated with winter.

 Will help to prevent missed visits which still cost Southway, as tenants will know when to expect the gardeners.  Will also reduce the risk of complaints and low tenant satisfaction.



6. Next Steps

We have enjoyed carrying out this review and believe that we have clearly set out our findings.  We now ask that you acknowledge them and consider our recommendations.  The Panel would like the Audit and Risk Committee to approve the recommendations in this report and officers to address these in an action plan which we would like to be presented to us by the end of January.
We would like to mention at this point that while carrying out our work we were provided with some information that was very confusing and misled us at the early stages of this review.  We held a meeting with the Chief Executive and the issue was resolved.  We would like to thank Karen Mitchell for her assistance.  We were reassured that measures will be put in place to prevent this happening in the future.  Not withstanding this issue we would like to acknowledge that the majority of staff interviewed were extremely informative and helpful.
We look forward to continuing to work with Southway.

7. Further Recommendation
As a result of the meeting held with senior staff on the 18th November, the Panel has been made aware of further information regarding concessionary decorating.  It was revealed that the cost codes have been misstated.  The error was explained, however as Panel members we feel this information should be shared with the readers of the report.

Again, as the Scrutiny Panel we are not aware of the consequence of the misstatement on our report or on the decorating service as a whole but we feel that it may have been material and therefore we recommend to communicate with the right level of management at Southway and request to internally audit the service.
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