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1. Introduction

First and foremost, I trust you all had an enjoyable and peaceful festive period and that 2015 has started positively.
Due to the fact that things are just starting to kick back into action again after the holidays, there is not a great deal of change from the last report back in December, therefore this months report is somewhat light with regards to content. Financial and programme information is not included, however there is a focus on the Council’s sheltered housing portfolio, and an outline of some of the plans in respect of capital investment for the new financial year, post March 31st. In addition, there is a piece on tenant involvement, which continues to be a real passion of mine, and something I am adamant we are going to improve in 2015; in fact it was one of my new years resolutions!!
As always, I hope you find this update interesting and informative, and thank you for continuing to provide your support and input, it is very much appreciated. 
Darren
darrenibell@kettering.gov.uk

2. Focus on………….. Sheltered Housing
Kettering Borough Council currently owns and manages approximately 3,800 properties, made up of general needs housing and sheltered housing designed for older people or people who need housing support. Sheltered housing is designed to meet the needs of older people who wish to remain in the community and live independently but would benefit from additional support.  We have ten sheltered housing schemes across Kettering borough, containing just over 400 homes, each with a dedicated Scheme Manager and the additional assistance of the Support Worker Team. All schemes consist of either flats or bungalows for rent, some of which have been adapted for people with disabilities. Each property is self contained and has its own front door.
The Council’s capital investment programme has historically always included sheltered housing, and this has been reflected in the proposed 10 year plan that was outlined in the December update, however it has never contained a specific project for completing communal refurbishments, both internally and externally, other than a car park enhancement project, which is due to be fully completed at the end of this financial year. As a result, many of the schemes have become dated in appearance, and all require some form of modernisation to ensure they remain an attractive accommodation prospect in what is an ever more competitive market. The Council has also recognised that its product offering needs to remain fluid to ensure that facilities are provided which suit customers lifestyles and circumstances, and in conjunction with an established adaptations service, the introduction of electric scooter storage facilities through a specific installation project, along with a capital “Sparkle” programme which will target improvements to the external façade of the schemes, as well as refreshing the internal communal areas.
The Council is proposing to invest circa £150k per year, over the next 5 years to improve its sheltered housing schemes, by focusing on the following areas, however customers will be encouraged to participate and input into the scope of work to be delivered within their schemes:
· Finishes to the communal areas: Decorations, floor covering, furniture.

· Externals of schemes: Windows, fasicas, soffits, landscaping.

· Security: Door entry system installations / upgrades.

· Fire safety: Upgrade of both internal communal and flat doors, review of all warden call / alarm installations.

· Installation of secure external scooter stores with facility to charge scooters (where there is an appropriate location to be used within the scheme boundaries).
3. Customer involvement / participation 
The costs and benefits of running a tenants forum can be very different for customers and for landlords

Resident groups and involvement forums can add value for both landlords and their customers, however evidence from some providers has shown that there were difficulties in making these work to the mutual advantage of both parties. In one example, the running of such groups was proving to be very expensive for the landlord and was providing little measureable / tangible benefit. Several groups existed, meeting monthly. A precedent had developed whereby senior (director-level) staff would attend each meeting. This translated into a considerable cost for the provider in question. Staff did not consider that the meetings were adding value and they were of the view that the feedback could have been more effectively sourced in other ways (for example, via focus groups or the wider consultative panel). The cost/benefit equation was the converse for customers. When consulted, they were comfortable with the personal cost that is, the time and effort they invested in these meetings. This was seen as reasonable and did not represent a burden to them. There were no additional costs, as the provider paid for expenses, refreshments, and so on. The meetings were highly valued by customers because they gave them an opportunity to network with other customers from different regions (the social side) and they were provided with access to senior housing staff. In this way, customers felt that they were able to influence the organisation. 

Source: Audit Commission fieldwork 

This example demonstrates that both parties need to buy into the whole idea of customer involvement / participation. If one of the two parties does not see the benefit in the process, it will not work. In this case, the provider nominated senior Housing staff to attend the meetings, and did not involve those colleagues who were deemed more operational. Information / feedback from the meetings was not cascaded down from those senior managers to colleagues on the “front line”, therefore operational change was not realised, and these staff became disengaged with the process, and the customer representatives, who felt they could only influence matters by engaging with senior staff.

Conclusion: A fully inclusive customer involvement process, in which both parties are fully engaged and share the same objectives, gets the greatest results. 
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4. A final thought…………………
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