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1 Introduction 

a. Who we are

We are customers who are residents or services users of five housing providers from:

· CHADD
· Rotary

· Nehemiah United Churches HA (NUCHA)

· Harborne Parish Lands Charity (HPLC)
· St Peters

We are concerned about the services to people living in the schemes which the housing providers represent.
We are taking an in-depth look at the various services to make sure they are transparent and accountable to customers.
If we find anything we think can improve, we will make recommendations for improvement, working with our landlords.
b. Acknowledgements
We would like to thank all of the staff and customers who were open and frank when we spoke to them, during the scrutiny of communal services.
We have been trained by an independent mentor, Yvonne Davies from Scrutiny and Empowerment Partners Ltd and we have been supported by Nehemiah UCHA officer Dyane Jackson.
2.
The Communal Service Scrutiny
This Report details our findings and recommendations.
The subject was chosen by all the members of the Panel and was of interest to the Scrutiny Panel as we are keen to maximise customer satisfaction in these areas.
When we reviewed the communal services we looked at:

· gardening services and grounds maintenance

· window cleaning

· communal cleaning

· use of communal areas

First, we listed information from each of the housing providers and requested information which included tenancy agreements, handbook information, service charge data etc. for pre reading.
Secondly, we had presentations about the services from a manager at each of the housing providers who we quizzed about the background to the services which should be delivered and how the schemes should be run.
Thirdly, we undertook a number of visits, including attending coffee mornings and meetings to find out about customer thoughts and opinions on what they liked and what they would like to see improve at the schemes at:

· Rotary House – Rotary (managed by CHADD)

· Neville House - CHADD
· McCalla House - NUCHA

· Firs Close, HPLC

· Henry Court - NUCHA

· College House - St Peters

· We commissioned a staff survey of each of the landlords about their thoughts on the services and what could be improved.
· We commissioned the mystery shoppers from NUCHA to find out what customers thought of the communal services, so we could also get anonymous opinions and to target people who could not attend the coffee mornings.
· We undertook a review of the websites of our housing providers and 11 other local housing providers – big and small to see how communications could be improved on our communal services and to get a wider view of what was available.
This report outlines the Panel’s findings and then our most important recommendations to our landlords. We hope that all our findings and recommendations will be acted on.
3
Our findings
We have summarised our findings in the order we undertook our work as volunteers:

3.1
Our review of the paperwork and communication to customers

Strengths

a) We liked the fact that rents and charges were included in the tenancy agreement and some very basic information was included in some handbooks and leaflets about other services. 

b) The services varied between the landlords as to whether it was delivered by staff through a job description or by a contractor through a specification, but the principles are the same in the communication which the Panel would like to see the landlords produce.

c) The Panel decided not to do a critique of each individual association as we felt they all had room for considerable improvement in giving information to customers. Instead we have listed below what we would like to see all of the Housing organisations deliver.


Areas for Improvement
We would like to see:

a) A breakdown of the service charges costs in the detail that HPLC and Nehemiah UCHA have on each tenancy, given to each new customer and then annually as charges are reviewed, across all landlords and schemes (see Appendix A – 2 pages).
b) The Panel saw for the first time, the schedule of works which we pay for on gardening. We would like a simplified version of the frequency of Grounds Maintenance specification for HPLC as listed on pages 4 and 5 of that document given to all new customers and then as and when the specification changes, across all landlords and schemes. (Appendix B – 2 pages).
c) The Panel saw for the first time, the schedule of works which we pay for on communal cleaning. We liked the Rotary House (without the tick box) daily schedule for cleaners and preferred the new draft Henry Court (NUCHA) frequency schedule for cleaners. We would like to see this given to each new tenant once and once to existing customers who will not have received this information before and then as and when the specification changes, across all landlords and schemes.(Appendix C – 7 pages)
d) We saw a quote for CHADD on frequency and tasks to be undertaken at Rotary House on window cleaning, but we saw no other information on window cleaning. The Panel would like to see it made clear in the specification for contractors that the windows be cleaned with clean water and wiped dry to leave no streaks and for the frame and sills to be wiped every time the windows are cleaned. We would like a similar schedule for periodic window cleaning with the detail of exactly what the contractor is to undertake given to customers. We would like to see this given to each new tenant once and once to existing customers who will not have received this information before and then as and when the specification changes, across all Housing Associations and schemes.
e) When staff members have long term sickness or annual leave, information should be provided to customers about this problem so customers are aware. It should be clear what the replacement services will be and what impact this has on the charges to residents through a newsletter or letter to customers.
f) There are different procedures for signing off or spot checking works for the communal service. Where there is a house or scheme manager, the manager might record the time on site and sign this off, but they do not always have the time or knowledge to check the works. In other schemes a customer might be invited to sign the work off, but many schemes may not have residents who are prepared to do this. We would like the supervision for each scheme to be agreed in such a way that:
a. The expert who wrote/agreed the specification should spot check the contractor who completed all communal works, OR the manager who supervises the cleaner or caretaker to undertake this work should spot check the staff member who completed the communal works. We feel this should be at least quarterly, unless there are problems reported by customers, in which case the frequency should be increased until the problem is resolved.

b. The Customer who is willing to walk around and check the contactor or staff communal service delivery should be encouraged to do so as part of the formal supervision of the works. Where this not possible, a mechanism to gather regular feedback from residents about their satisfaction with communal services should be introduced – whether by surveys, meetings or by sending in feedback when services are completed.
g) A specific website page on the services available to customers for gardening, cleaning, window cleaning and use of the community rooms and broadly what is included in these services.
h) A breakdown of the service charges costs for each scheme on a scheme specific page on each landlord’s website, both for general needs flats as well as for sheltered and other schemes.
i) When providing information on service charges, the literature should explain in plain English the difference between eligible and ineligible charges.
j) The Panel would like to see, provided to each customer and on the scheme notice board, a list of opening times and activities for the community rooms, including a timetable of activities each day/month and the availability of tea and coffee facilities.
k) The Panel would like to see a list or procedure/terms of what customers can and cannot use the community for

l) The Panel would like to see an agreed percentage of time for all Scheme Managers spent on organising and delivering activities in schemes. The Panel would like this to be part of target setting and performance management for Scheme Managers. This should be subject to customer feedback annually and include planning for the following year.

m) The Panel would like the landlords to jointly investigate the joint employment of one or more Activities Co-ordinator (similar to that employed at Firs Close, (HPLC) and to take a more proactive stance in organising social events; health advice; community policing and other guest speakers; day trips and periodic meal provision at all the schemes and to build the capacity of customers to organise and run these events themselves. This might be a temporary post and would provide an injection of enthusiasm to organise the Scheme Manager and engage other volunteers to get more activities off the ground and more usage of all of the community rooms.
n) The Panel would like the landlords to be more proactive in encouraging external providers of services like Age Concern to take an active part in the running of the communal rooms/activities, in such a way as they might be able to deliver their other services from the community room, inviting in other members of the community to also make use of the scheme

o) The Panel would like to see the workings and definitions of variable and fixed service charges explained to customers, whichever is charged by that landlord.
3.2
Our initial discussions with managers of the service
Strengths
a) Managers are keen to enable others from outside the scheme to use the facilities and join and support their communal activities and deliver services. There are concerns about security as one of the many reasons customers chose to live there is due to the security offered. The issue of damage, which the customers would have to pay for, would also need to be addressed; a small profit could be made from usage by non-residents. It was also felt that this would bring other services for use by the customers onto their doorstep.

b) NUCHA would like their community room to be a community hub for delivery of services to similar individuals in nearby homes; this is a work in progress and is to be used to encourage new customers who are fearful of moving into sheltered dwellings. NUCHA customers would like to see more progress reports on some of these ideas and a timetable for implementation.

c) HPLC and CHADD/Rotary do have a directly employed Estate Caretaker/Building Manager/Handyperson who looks after the cleaning, the site and the bin areas
d) HPLC supported a small local business who maintained their garden. There were a few issues of complacency and the new gardeners are from a larger firm and are currently reacting better to requests for service. Managers felt they should be supporting small local tradespeople, provided adequate cover can be arranged for absence on 7 days a week services.
e) HPLC window cleaner has been there for about 25 years. The Panel like the chamois leather clean and wipe but feel that perhaps the costs should be benchmark tested to ensure that value for money is being delivered.

f) HPLC give a grant each year to customers to be spent on communal areas. The grant ranges from £500 to £1000 a year, based on the scheme size. 
g) HPLC provided a grant to residents who were not eligible for Housing Benefit when the Management and Maintenance Charge increased significantly following a review of charges (HPLC do not charge ‘rent’ because their residents are not tenants).  CHADD do something similar to compensate for large increase in gas prices by absorbing some the increased costs.
h) HPLC use a broker to wholesale purchase utilities and the benefits are passed on to customers. The Panel would like all the landlords to see if they can bulk buy this service and pass on the benefits to customers

i) HPLC also read the meters regularly as they were being overcharged for electricity with estimated bills. 

j) HPLC have trained a staff member in food hygiene. The Panel would like to see one member of staff or a resident trained in each landlord’s scheme to enable food to be cooked in the kitchens which can support lunch and supper clubs.
k) The Panel were impressed with the excellent HPLC Activities Co-ordinator who works across all their schemes. Customers support the activities co-ordinator but do not have the worry of leading the activities. Two have since completed a food hygiene course. HPLC have a calendar of events at schemes and day trips organised by Co-ordinator. The Panel understand the cost of such a resource but suggest that the remaining landlords might like to pool budgets to enable the employment of an additional resource for other customers to receive this service. Customers might even be prepared to make some contribution towards this resource through small weekly charges and would like this to also capture local people in the surrounding area. 
l) At St Peters, there is a cleaner who can offer additional cleaning services to customers; at CHADD/Rotary, there is a handyperson who can deliver additional services to households which is cheaper than a contractor; at HPLC this service is free and within the caretaking duties.  This gives great assurance to customers who might otherwise be charged highly for these services privately.
m) At St Peters, customers are involved in the choice of contractors to undertake services. The Panel would like this to be replicated in all landlords for contract procurement. The Panel suggest the landlords should look into the possibility of working together to collectively procure all garden, window cleaning and cleaning services to achieve better costs and higher quality for customers.
n) The Panel like that customers are encouraged to maintain a small area of Garden in schemes at St Peters; HPLC and CHADD. 

o) NUCHA has recently introduced a requirement for the contractor to let them know when they are going to do the gardens so that the services can be spot checked. NUCHA are also tendering for multiple site management to reduce the number of contractors they have to manage. NUCHA customers would like to see more progress reports on some of these ideas and a timetable for implementation.
p) At NUCHA, the surveyor will now begin to check the delivery of the quality of the gardening contract. At NUCHA/St Peters/Rotary/CHADD, the local Manager signs the work off (if on site) - not the quality, just the time on site. At HPLC/NUCHA, a resident signs off the gardening work and the cleaning is supervised by the Caretaker. The Panel would like customers to be informed who the supervisor of the work on site is and who is responsible for signing off quality and time spent. 
Areas for Improvement
a) None of the landlords had a full conversation annually with their customers about the costs and frequency of communal service delivery. The Panel would like to see a full debate at each scheme, with the costs of increasing or reducing the frequency of gardening, window cleaning and cleaning being aired, with some technical support for customers to prevent them being overridden by the scheme manager.

b) If changes to communal services are proposed during the year, a full conversation should be had with customers over the proposals, with options and the proposed costs included.

c) Panel would like quarterly and annually, communal service performance; frequency and charges to be shared with customers, so they are clear what they are paying for, including achievement against targets.

d) Response times when informal complaints are made are very slow and customers are not always informed what has been done to resolve individual issues. Additionally, there is little response formally in meetings and in the minutes when issues are raised at coffee mornings.

e) The maintenance of the pull cord system should be classed as an emergency and fixed in 24 hours

f) Most of the schemes/landlords give some information on communal service standards to customers. Some landlord magazines are informative but don’t explain what customers should expect from communal services. Landlords should supply a loose leaf folder to their customers with annual updates including short easy read specifications on frequency/quality/cost of the communal services they should expect.

g) It was not clear who monitored the passageways and communal areas for health and safety hazards. The Panel would hope that the communal areas should be checked on all floors at least once a day, where there is a person based on site. In some blocks, a visit is completed weekly. It should be clear what the arrangements are to all customers in each scheme and what they should do if there is no on site staff to report a hazard/issue.

h) There are no written rules displayed for the use of the communal rooms, which the Panel would like to see. Some flexibility is useful, but broad rules should encourage rather than discourage usage.

i) The Panel would like to see an appropriate range of questions asked in a satisfaction survey to test the quality and cost of communal services. St Peters incentivise survey returns which the Panel thought was a good idea. An appropriate feedback mechanism should be developed at each scheme, this could include suggestion boxes in foyers; questions asked in STAR surveys; on line feedback; supervisor discussions with the customers on site at the time the contractor is working; questions at coffee mornings and in response to the quarterly report. All negative feedback should be responded to in writing.
j) HPLC – the cleaner works for 2 hours prior to the caretaker coming on site, staff felt it might be better if they worked the same hours. The Panel also felt this would make the cleaner more accountable

k) Customer reported difficulties in getting access to communal meters to read reading for exact bills in NUCHA. The Panel feel that ready access should always be available at reasonable notice.

l) Relationships between the cleaner and the scheme manager at McCalla House, NUCHA should be professional and supervisory.
m) Older customers are historically concerned about complaining about services when they are in receipt of benefits. Customers are concerned about the local impact on them of complaining about scheme managers and caretakers. Customers should be encouraged to complain and have a 2 way discussion on all concerns. Feedback should be welcomed and encouraged. All staff visiting the schemes should be able to take a complaint, even if it is about an area which they do not manage.
n) At Rotary, the cleaner’s hours were increased on requests from customers, but it was not clear if this had been achieved for CHADD generally and was subject to a Board decision. 
o) At NUCHA, the Housing Operations Manager will receive reports on poor communal services and will sign off contractor invoices but is not responsible for the communal services delivered, which seems at odds with the role of signing off invoices. Clarity is required for customers as to who to report problems to.

3.3
Our visits to meet customers at the schemes 


Strengths

a) Communal Cleaning

i. At Rotary House, the cleaning has improved

b) Window cleaning

i. At Neville House, the window cleaning was done by a contractor with a ladder and chamois leather. This was felt to be exceptional. The windows, window frames and sills are cleaned and dried and leave no marks. It is a large building similar to others we visited but the only scheme where the customers were happy and the only schemes where a ladder and chamois are used.
ii. At Neville House, the window cleaning service was also offered to customers for the inside of the flats for a fee, separately arranged to the contractor

c) Gardening services
i. Firs Close residents were pleased with the gardening and happy to sit outside. Two residents help with the gardening and planting and they have a residents small vegetable patch
ii. Rotary House had received a lot of investment recently and the service is much improved.
d) Community Rooms and Activities
i. The Panel visited all of the schemes listed above. 

ii. The Panel particularly liked the décor at the schemes at Neville House which was very homely, they liked the wood effect at Rotary House 

iii. The Panel liked the activities available at Neville House which were offered by the scheme manager. 

iv. The customers at Henry Court got a much more driven activity programme delivered by the Scheme Manager and others who she had engaged in the community to run activities at the scheme. Activities included keep fit, craft works and speeches on healthy eating, diabetes and a CAB surgery. The enthusiasm of the Manager gave confidence to the Panel and the customers at the scheme to participate. 

v. The Panel felt Firs Close was exceptional in its offer of activities to residents as they had an Activities Co-ordinator who worked across the HPLC schemes. She knocks on people’s doors to get them to come out, including people who had not left their own home for some time. The Panel liked this pro-active approach which included activities such as bingo; breakfast club (also open to visitors); social night; exercise class and trips to the theatre and computer access.
vi. At Neville House, Rotary House and Henry Court, customers felt they could organise events for themselves with the permission of the manager. 

Areas for Improvement
a) Communal Cleaning

i. Generally no one we spoke to was happy with the cleaning services  and did not know if they were getting value for money (VFM)
ii. Customers felt that the cleaner did not have enough hours; Customers felt that cleaning had been cut down considerably in most schemes.

iii. Customers were not clear exactly what the cleaner (or where a caretaker was to support the cleaning) was meant to clean within the hours on site. 

iv. At Henry Court, NUCHA, the kitchen needed a deep clean as it was in greater use
Specifically for some schemes:

v. At St Peters, the cleaner became a resident and continued to clean. It made it hard for other residents to complain about the cleaning services.

vi. At Firs Close and at St Peters, customers said the décor and lighting could be improved to make the scheme look cleaner, more presentable and easier to clean
vii. At Rotary House, customers would like the bannisters and the laundry room to be cleaned

viii. At McCalla House the cleaner did not have access to a buffer to polish the floors

ix. The contractor does not supervise their own cleaner at McCalla House). The scheme manager has no time to supervise the cleaning and is only asked to sign the timesheet to say the cleaner was on site. 
x. It was not clear who is responsible for the cleaning of the bin areas at McCalla House. Fly tipping and vermin were reported as a problem due to dirty and full bin areas. The caretaker completes this work at the other housing providers. 
xi. At Neville House there is a variance in the standard of cleaning between the 2 cleaners
b) Window cleaning
This was the most unpopular service of all schemes and housing providers with the exceptional of Neville House:

i. The use of the pole system is very unpopular as it leaves streaks and drips 

ii. The water used is not clean
iii. The sills and frames are not cleaned

Specifically for some schemes:

iv. At St Peters, the customers cannot clean the inside due to the height of the windows and there is no service offered by St Peters to cover this problem

v. At St Peters, the window cleaner is a personal friend of some of the customers and the manager which can cause problems in making complaints
c) Gardening Services
i. The responsibility for tree maintenance is unclear as to which trees have a protection order. 
ii. Many customers from different schemes reported that overhanging and unmaintained trees were a problem, both in terms of making the flats gloomy and as a possible health and safety hazard. These should be addressed by the ordering of maintenance by the Scheme Manager where such problems are known
iii. Where trees need some coppicing or pruning, customers do not know how to report this or what the responsibility of the landlord is.
iv. Many customers said they would like some perennial flowering shrubs and to see more flowers and colour

Specifically for some schemes:

v. St Peters customers are not clear which land their landlord is responsible for maintaining due to dual ownership of the site. They would like to have a say on the groundwork and improved access to the gardens, in particular they would like the bushes and trees pruned

d) Community Rooms and Activities
i. There has been confusion over the reasons for closure of lunch clubs which were popular. Clarity is required on what health and safety requirements need to be attained by customers who wish to put on such events

ii. Customers would like staff to be proactive in getting volunteer qualified persons in to re-start the lunch clubs where customers are not trained. (This does not apply to Firs Close where there has been recent investment in the course and there is an active breakfast club)
iii. There is confusion as some schemes allow the use of a kettle; others allow the use of a microwave to warm food. In Firs Close, residents can use the cooker. 

Specifically for some schemes:
iv. With the exception of Neville House and Henry Court who had active scheme managers and Firs Close- where there is an Activities Coordinator. There is no one active in arranging multiple activities for the schemes. The Panel wondered if someone could be appointed to work across all the landlords to help get community rooms used more.

v. In McCalla House, residents have to use the bathroom or laundry to get cold water to drink in the communal areas as they are not allowed access to the kitchen
vi. At Firs Close and the small lounge at Rotary House, only low coffee tables were available. A variety of different sizes of tables would be better as older residents were having to bow down to access the surfaces
vii. At Firs Close and Rotary House, the lighting was poor.

viii. The service at Henry Court was remarkably different in terms of support and enthusiasm for organising activities for customers, to that at McCalla House. Customers would like the support from the McCalla Scheme Manager on access to organisation of activities, based on engagement of customers at McCalla House of their ideas on activities they would like to see and would support.

ix. At McCalla House, NUCHA, there is no longer access there is no access to the kitchen or access to a kettle and microwave, customers have to bring down their own, or just have cold water; the DVD player is locked away, there is no chef, lunch club or residents meetings. There are no activities on the notice board.

x. At McCalla House, the computer room is locked so residents cannot access it and would be better placed in the lounge as residents are afraid to be in that part of the building on their own.
3.4
Staff survey and opinions
Areas for Improvement
a) For all housing providers, staff would like to see service specifications given to customers in summary format to enable them to understand what to expect. The Panel would like this to include the standards to be met for each service and the frequency when this should be delivered
b) Staff would like the customers to have a full breakdown of the service charge at each scheme
c) Staff would like the grass cutting service charges for houses with shared common land to be fully explained in exactly the plot of land they are paying for. These customers feel they are paying for services they are not receiving, which are of benefit to customers in flats only

d) Staff would like to see consultation with customers on the frequency of services and how this might change to suit the customer

e) Staff would like the communal areas to have procedures for usage and access and for when repairs will be completed
f) Staff would like to see clean water used during window cleaning and the windows to be wiped dry
g) Staff would like to see more shrubs in communal gardens

h) Staff would like to see opening times for the community rooms advertised
i) Staff would like to see energy saving bulbs/timers/sensors for when the communal areas are not in use

j) Staff would like to see updated television and decor/furniture in the communal rooms

k) CHADD Staff would like:

· opening of the teenage room when staff are not available
· a play worker to be employed to enable more functions to be offered at their centre

· staff to encourage the customers who use the communal areas to clean up after themselves 

3.5
Phone calls to customers





The Mystery shoppers contacted customers on 14 landlord sites. The full 
result of the work is at Appendix D for the individual landlords to consider.

There was general satisfaction with some specific requirements for 
improvement. The CSP consider that the mystery shopping results back up 
their own findings on visits to schemes and through their interviews with staff 
and managers.

Areas for Improvement
There are a range of scheme specific weaknesses, including:

· incorrect management of the sites, leaving the gardeners a harder task to keep the grounds neat and tidy
· insufficient information on specifications for gardening and cleaning of windows and communal areas, including frequency and what is expected of the contractor/staff
· the need for planting for shrubs and flowers and request for consultation on benches and seating areas
3.6
Our review of our websites and those of other Housing Organisations
The Panel reviewed our own websites and those of some others which were local – Waterloo; Jephson; Bromford; Trident; Sandwell Homes; Wolverhampton Homes; Fabrick; Black Country; Heanton and Accord. We also looked at Cestria and Sutton Housing Partnership which came up on google searches.


Areas for Improvement on our Websites
a) There is little information on any of our landlords’ websites on communal gardening, cleaning, window cleaning and use of community rooms. We feel this would be important to those looking for a home.
b) There was some information for sheltered housing schemes to explain the services available, but this was not scheme specific and it did not say what the frequency or the cost might be.
c) The Panel felt some of the websites were hard to negotiate and it’s important that the landlords, when providing this information online, need to consider ease-of-use and navigability. 
Ideas for Improvement from other landlords’ websites

a) The Trident HA website had an events tab with frequencies of activities within their schemes like coffee mornings and activities for children, which we liked.
b) We saw activities in some other HAs like Jephson HA which mentioned hairdressing in the community room, but it was a number of clicks away from the front page and hard to find.
c) We liked the Cestria HA Website, in particular the introduction to “What’s on” in the Community Rooms and the well laid out timetable of varied activities in their 5 community rooms.
d) We liked the fact that there was a publicly available Communal Lounge Policy at Sutton Housing Partnership which makes the usage of rooms and conditions clear. There is no charge for residents to use the rooms, but we liked that if the room is hired out and not available to residents, then a charge would be made which would go back to the residents’ fund.


4.
Headline recommendations

We would like all of the areas for improvement addressed. Some of these are more important to us than others; we have listed those most important below:
a) Communal cleaning
The quality of cleaning was variable and the Panel would like to see better supervision by staff employed by the landlords of the cleaning activities
The Panel liked the Rotary House (without the tick box) daily schedule for cleaners and preferred the new draft Henry Court (NUCHA) frequency schedule for cleaners. This is easy to read and we would like something of this nature to be given to all customers.
b) Communal gardening
The Panel would like to see an action plan for each scheme on landscaping, tree maintenance and a discussion on the balance of lawn, shrubs and flowers at each scheme

The panel would like a simplified version of the frequency of Grounds Maintenance specification like that for HPLC (as listed on pages 4 and 5 of that document), issued across all landlords to all customers.
c) Window cleaning
The Panel were inundated with window cleaning complaints with the exception of Neville House who use the chamois and ladder system. The pole specification is extremely ineffective and unpopular. The Panel would like the landlords to clarify the specification for windows.
The Panel liked the quote for CHADD on frequency and tasks to be undertaken at Rotary House on window cleaning. The Panel would like to see it made clear in the specification for contractors that the windows be cleaned with clean water and wiped dry to leave no streaks and for the frame and sills to be wiped. It should also be made clear to all customers what the specification is, so customers know what to expect.
d) Community activities
The Panel are concerned that the communal activities are based on the commitment and enthusiasm of the Scheme Manager and there is no structured approach across the schemes or landlords.
The Panel would like to see the joint appointment (even on a temporary basis) across the landlords of an Activities Co-ordinator (similar to Firs Close) to invest in kick starting activities and supporting the Scheme Manager to recruit volunteers to deliver activities in the community rooms. The panel would like this to be considered, even if this is a temporary post, where the costs could be shared across landlords based on need and usage.
e) Accountability to customers 
The Panel would like:
· consultation on specifications for cleaning and gardening services
· discussions mid contract with those contractors on long contracts, who are not meeting the requirements of customers to ask them to improve their services (including negotiations on the costs that might be incurred for this which would need to be passed onto customers following consultation on schemes)
· consideration be given to the landlords working together on the join procurement of contractors, whilst also considering corporate social responsibility to award contracts locally to boost local employment
· a comprehensive service charge breakdown (like HPLC and NUCHA) provided for all customers to be issued annually and on tenancy commencement
· to see an annual consultation on the quality, frequency and costs of all cleaning, window cleaning and gardening services as well as communal activities at each scheme (For example a scheme meeting and/or survey)
· customer representation in the employment of contractors
· to see a formal agenda at least monthly at coffee mornings or scheme meetings, which engages customers in providing feedback about communal services and activities
f) Communicating the results of our work:
· We would like the landlords to include a summary of our report in the next newsletter and the annual report, offering full copies of our work on request, and a link to the website where other customers can download or read the full report. 

· The Panel would like to see the agreed action plan on each of the landlords’ websites.

5.
What we would like to happen next
We believe we have captured the headline recommendations we would like to see improve in this report.  
We would like each landlord to address individually (but also collectively), our requests for improved services, in an action plan (including timescales and responses). We would like the managers to share the action plan with us and then meet us again at the end of June 2014 to discuss the plan (date to be confirmed).
We would like the landlords to allow us some space on busy Board agendas to share our thoughts with the governance structures in each organisation. This is considered to be good practice under the regulatory standards set by the Homes and Communities Agency. 
We would like some of our members to present the report at the Boards and get an agreement from the Board to deliver the actions we propose in this report to improve communal services for all customers. At the same time, we would be happy to answer any queries in relation to our findings. 

We have already agreed to attend the following meetings:
· Operations Committee at NUCHA
· Rotary Board
· CHADD Board

· HPLC Board

We have been thinking of our next scrutiny subject and would be interested in reviewing the day to day repairs and planned maintenance programme. We look forward to working with you in this.
 








Appendix D
COMMUNAL SERVICES - MYSTERY SHOPPER FEEDBACK

Generally, customers were satisfied with the service, with the following exceptions:

Gardening
NUCHA

Aziz Isaac Close, Oldbury: Comments ranged from “absolutely disgusting” to “it’s fairly ok”.  Customers were unsure as to the frequency of gardening/grounds maintenance.  Customer also stated that Nehemiah need to fix the area, so that the gardener can ted to the areas properly and that it should be done on a more regular basis and include a general rubbish clean/litter-pick.

Vineyard Close, Winson Green:  Again, customers were unsure as to the frequency of gardening/grounds maintenance, but were generally satisfied with the service.  They stated that the service could be improved if the gardener left the grounds tidy, and took away rubbish.  One customer asked for the re-instatement of a window cleaner.

Camden Street, Hockley:  Surveys were carried out to customers with a communal garden.  They were also unsure as to the frequency of grass cutting and also asked that shrubs/trees are cut back on a regular basis.

Legge Street, West Bromwich: All of the respondents were unhappy with the gardening/grounds maintenance service and were also unsure as to the frequency of this service.  Leaves are not cleared in the autumn leading to leaves being deposited on vehicles.  Trees at the front of properties blocked light, especially in the summer.

Powell House, Wolverhampton: Customers were satisfied with the service, but again did not know the frequency of the gardening/grounds maintenance.

Hurstbourne Crescent, Wolverhampton: Customers were satisfied with the service, and did not make any comments about service improvement.  They were also unsure as to the frequency of the gardening.

McKen Court, West Bromwich: Customers generally satisfied with the service, but again unsure as to the frequency.  Customers said that plants, tables and chairs would help to improve the service. On a positive note, Gardeners remove fly tipping.

Cedar Drive, Oldbury: Customers said that the site was “kept very tidy”.  Customers did not know how often they should receive this service, and did not have any comments on how the service could be improved.

Sycamore Court, Dudley: Customers said that the site was “poorly kept” but that the gardeners had done a good job of removing the fly tipping.  They were unsure as to the frequency of the service, and that the areas for improvement would be to keep the bin store tidy and free of rubbish.

Coriander Close, Birmingham: Customers comments ranged from “good and presentable” to “does not mow grass enough”. Customers were unsure as to the frequency of mowing. They would also like to see some flowers planted.

Fosseway Drove, Birmingham: Customers generally satisfied with gardening were aware of how often the gardener visits.

Birchfield Road, Birmingham: Customers generally satisfied with service, but unsure as to frequency of visits. They stated that vermin climbed up the plants on the walls, and asked for this to be removed.  They also stated that the trees needed cutting back.

HPLC

Larksfield: Customers were dissatisfied with the service.  They were unsure as to how often the gardener visits, with one stating that they had not seen the gardener since November 2013. Their comments on service improvement included sacking the current gardener and inspecting the work after the gardener had visited.  They also stated that the hedges needed trimming.

Harborne Cottages: Customers were satisfied with the service.  Again, they were unsure as to the regularity of visits, but the all of those contacted stated that they had seen the gardener the week the survey was carried out.  They made no suggestions as to service improvement.

Communal Cleaning
NUCHA

Powell House, Wolverhampton: Customers were very satisfied with this service.  Although they did not know the frequency of the service, they said that the cleaning was carried out regularly.  Customers felt that the service could not be improved.

Cedar Drive, Oldbury: Customers were very satisfied with the cleaning, but thought the service was carried out monthly.  They had no recommendations on service improvement.

Sycamore Court, Dudley: Customers were satisfied with the cleaning.  They were unsure as to the frequency, but stated that service improvement could be achieved by a more regular service.

HPLC

Larksfield: Customers were satisfied with the service and stated that it was carried out once a week, as they had seen the cleaner on site that week.  
Harborne Cottages: The cleaning service is only carried out in the laundry and customers were satisfied with the service.  However, they were unsure how often the cleaner visited.  As they were satisfied with the service, they made no recommendations for service improvement, other than having the laundry re-decorated.
Window Cleaning
NUCHA

McKen Court, West Bromwich: Customers were dissatisfied with the window cleaning.  They were unhappy with the ‘reach & wash’ system and said that this left the windows smeared with dirt from the ledges.  However, they made no comment on how the service could be improved.

Legge Street, West Bromwich: Customers were dissatisfied with the service and did not know how often the window cleaner visited the site with some saying they had seen one since January (survey carried out in March).  They stated that the service could be improved by having more regular visits or removing the service completely as the windows were not cleaned properly.
HPLC

Larksfield: Customers were dissatisfied with this service and said that they would prefer a ‘chamois & ladder’ service.  They were unsure as to how often the window cleaner visited the site, with suggestions that it was between every month to every 2 months.  For service improvements, customers said that they would like to be notified of when the window cleaner is visiting the site, and clarification needed of what the service includes. On a positive note there was praise for staff who respond to queries quickly.
Harborne Cottages: Customers were dissatisfied with the service and were unclear as to how often the window cleaner visits the site.  However, there were mixed comments on service improvements with some customers stating that they didn’t think that it could be improved and others stating that a change in the contractor would improve the service.
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