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Rents and Service Charges Communications and Collection
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 People and Places 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 sixth scrutiny review and it was completed between September 2016 and April 2017.  The Panel responded to a suggestion from two joint tenants to look at the way Southway communicates to its tenants on rent and service charges.  
This report has been produced with assistance from Steve Jackson, Independent Mentor and facilitation by Maureen Ward, Southway’s Customer Involvement Manager.  Members of the Tenant Scrutiny Panel are Ruth Emmerson, Jean Holt, Jim Hutton (Chair), Rose Johnson, Liam Murphy (Vice Chair) and 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.
· Staff from Southway’s Customer Hub, Community Services Team, Customer Involvement Team and the Governance Team

· Tenants who provided feedback

· Our Independent Mentor

3. Scope of the Review
1. Rent Payments

a. How can tenants pay their rent?

b. What are the processes and costs behind each method of payment?

2. Service Charges

a. Which tenants have to pay a service charge?

b. How is the level set and how is that broken down for tenants?

c. Are comparisons made with other landlords? 

3. Policy and Communication to Tenants

a. Is the Policy clear, free of jargon and up to date?

b. What methods of communication are used to contact tenants who fall behind with payments, which method is used at which stage and by which officers of Southway?

c. What is the format of the rent statement and how do tenants get to see it?

d. What affect do Housing Benefit payments have on the rent statement?

e. How is the rent statement explained to tenants?

4. Costs Associated with Rent and Service Charges Collection

a. What are the annual costs to Southway associated to the collection of rent and service charges?

Intended outcome:

To establish if Southway’s communications regarding rent and service charges are clear, fair and appropriate in all situations.  This review will also consider if rent collection (pre-court) is efficient and if any improvements or changes are required.

4. Carrying Out the Review

In order to carry out the scrutiny review, the Panel undertook the following activities:

· Received an overview about rent and service charges communications and collection processes
· Reviewed the Rent Collection, Arrears and Debt Recovery Policy and letters relating to rent and service charges
· Interviewed a Community Services Manager, Community Services Officers and Hub Advisors
· Received details of projected annual staffing costs in terms of rent collection
· Held a tenant focus group
5. Overall Findings and Conclusions
Contained within this report is a summary of our findings with evidence and our recommendations which will be presented to the Southway People and Places Committee in May 2017.  
In addition to listing the recommendations we have made a number of comments which we would like officers to take into consideration and where necessary, act upon.  Please find these in section seven of this report.
We would like to advise that we found it difficult to engage tenants, despite efforts to do so.  However, a focus group was held and it proved successful and useful even with the low numbers involved.  
6. Value for Money

Considering if services are value for money is an important part of our role and we take this seriously.  We looked at a small part of the rent collection service and did not expect to be in a position to identify ways to save significant amounts of money.  We would however, like to make the following points:
Staffing Costs – we have received information about the projected staffing costs for rent collection (pre-court) and consider it to be high (£440k).  We recommended that officers carry out a piece of work to compare these costs to the costs of the same area of work prior to the implementation of the new (Shaping Southway) structure to determine if it is value for money.
Direct Debits – obviously this is the most efficient way for tenants to pay their rent and the cheapest for Southway to process.  We acknowledge the many efforts staff make to encourage this method of payment and urge the organisation to continue to promote it.

Colour Copying – rent letters are sent out in colour, and after establishing the difference in price between colour and black and white printing we seriously recommend that this stops immediately.  We understand why staff have chosen to use colour but we do not believe that letters printed in colour compel tenants to contact Southway if they otherwise have no intention of doing so.  Colour printing costs 6pence per sheet and black and white costs only 2pence. 

Payments over the Phone – we were pleased to learn that tenants can no longer ring a Customer Hub Advisor to make a rent payment over the phone and we hope to see that this action results in a reduction in phone calls. 

Channel Shift Plans – during our review we were given some information about Channel Shift plans and we passionately support these and foresee significant savings as a result, albeit they will be gradual.
7. Comments
Following our review of rent and service charges collection and communications we would like to bring the comments below to your attention and ask that you give them consideration and where necessary, act upon them:

1. The Panel established that there are several ways in which tenants can pay their rent and that the most cost effective by far is Direct Debit.  Staff promote this method at appropriate opportunities and it has been the criteria for the quarterly Rent Rewards draws on a couple of occasions to offer an incentive to tenants to pay by that method.
2. The Rent Collection, Arrears and Debt Recovery Policy was due for review by officers during the period we undertook this piece of scrutiny.  We commented on the policy and feel our suggestions were incorporated into the revised policy.
3. Southway offers lots of advice and support to tenants regarding rent and benefits and this service is seen as very important.
4. The Panel acknowledges the high performance in terms of rent collection for 2016/17 and would like to congratulate all those involved on this achievement.  We hope this good work continues.
5. The Panel has concerns that there are occasions when due to high volumes of incoming calls, the planned outbound calls regarding low level rent arrears cannot be made.
6. Staff generally reported satisfaction with their training and its regularity and also the opportunities to follow cases through to the legal stages.
7. The Panel is happy that the communications to tenants regarding service charges is clearly set out and provides a detailed breakdown of individual charges.
8. When redesigning the rent statement we ask that officers; ensure columns are aligned properly, a list of definitions is provided, all names of joint tenants are included in the personal details section and there is a printer friendly button.
8. 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 and approve our recommendations.  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 5 June.
We will now take a short break before we commence our next piece of scrutiny.  The intention is to review voids next, and we look forward to continuing to work with Southway.
Findings and Recommendations

	Findings
	Evidence
	Recommendations
	Benefits

	Staffing costs relating to rent collection (pre-court) are high (£440k).
	Panel received projected 2017/18 annual staffing costs.
	1) Carry out a piece of work to compare these costs with costs of this area of work prior to the Shaping Southway re-structure.
	Will inform whether or not the way in which rent is collected is value for money

	The rent statement is not easy to follow, particularly when there are joint tenants paying in different ways.
	Information brought to our attention during a tenant focus group meeting, interviews with staff and through our own experiences.
	2) Redesign the rent statement.
	Tenants will understand the rent statement and this should reduce calls querying the layout.

	Any commercial repairs a tenant has are detailed as a transaction on the rent statement. 
	Saw examples of this on tenants’ rent statements during focus group meeting.  Tenants reported confusion as a commercial repair has nothing to do with rent. 
	3) Stop showing commercial repairs on rent statements.  
	Will eliminate confusion.

	The content of some of the standard rent letters could be better ordered.
	Feedback from tenant focus group and the Panel reviewed the letters.
	4) Reorder the content of the letters.


	The letters will be easier for tenants to understand if the most pertinent points are at the beginning of the letter.

	Online access to rent statements is not accessible from all types of electronic devices.
	Tenants experienced problems accessing their rent statements on smartphones and tablets.  For example, the word ‘generate’ was missing from the button.
	5) Review how this function is set up on the website to ensure it works on all electronic devices. 
	Will enable tenants to access their rent statements successfully on any device and will reduce calls to the Hub.  Resolving this issue will also avoid any calls to report the problem and it will mean tenants have more faith in the system and therefore will be more likely to use online services going forward.

	All rent arrears letters are sent out in colour.
	The Panel was provided with samples of all letters.  
	6) Stop printing letters in colour with immediate effect.
	Save money.

	There is an inconsistency of staff attitude in the Hub in terms of rent related matters.  
	Personal experience of Panel members and feedback from the focus group.  

	7) Ensure all Hub Advisors are dealing with rent calls in the same manner and that accurate notes are taken during calls from tenants.
	Tenants will feel confident about ringing the Hub and will not have to repeat themselves if making further calls.  


Page 5 of 8

