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5. Summary

The present contract with our ALMO, 2010 Rotherham Ltd, will expire next year and the Council needs to consider options for the future management and maintenance of Council housing.

One of the steps taken to inform a decision about the future has been to commission a ‘Test of Opinion’ to gauge our tenants’ and leaseholders’ views.  The results highlighted that opinions on 2010 Rotherham Ltd’s services are very mixed, which was also evident from a series of consultation roadshows held during February 2009.  We also have evidence that tenants’ and leaseholders’ views on priorities for improvement are broadly similar to those reported in the original options appraisal consultation prior to the establishment of the ALMO.   
The Council believes that 20120 Rotherham can and should make significant improvements in the quality of services and outcomes delivered.   There are a number of challenges that the ALMO must address before the Council will be prepared to negotiate a new contract.  Consequently the report recommends an extension of the existing contract to provide 2010 Rotherham Ltd with the opportunity to achieve the standards of service we demand. 
This report summarises the key issues emerging from the consultation and explains the options for Members to consider.  The detailed survey results are attached as appendix 1.
This report was approved by Corporate Management Team on 20th April 2009.

6. Recommendations

Agree to:

a) Defer the decision to establish a new management agreement until we have sufficient evidence of 2010 Rotherham Ltd’s ability to deliver the required improvements.

b) Agree to carry out a Deed of Variation to the existing Management Agreement to extend it to 31st March 2011. 

c) Agree to accept a further report setting out an improvement plan over the next 18 months that is driven by feedback from tenants and leaseholders.

7. Background
7.1 Overview

The Department for Communities and Local Government advises in its guidance document Review of Arms Length Housing Management Organisations (dated June 2006) that it is good practice to consult tenants on proposals to extend an ALMO management agreement or select alternative arrangements for the delivery of management and maintenance functions.  In accordance with RMBC’s commitment to consultation and community engagement, a consultation process was planned and carried out that was designed to comply with CLG requirements and emerging guidance from the Tenant Services Authority, the new national tenant advisory body.  The consultation process was also designed to comply with RMBC’s Consultation and Community Involvement Framework, which was signed off by the Local Strategic Partnership and has been approved by RotherFed and other key stakeholder organisations.

In February 2009, an information pack was mailed to approximately 21,000 Council tenants’ and leaseholders’ addresses (one pack per home).  This included a letter from the Council, an information leaflet, a two-page opinion survey and a pre-paid envelope.  The opinion survey consisted of three questions – the first asking which is the preferred of the three following options: A new contract with 2010 Rotherham Ltd, transfer services back to RMBC, or transfer to another housing organisation.  The second question asked for tenants’ and leaseholders’ top three priorities for improvement, and the final question asked for any other feedback or comments on housing services.  Equalities and diversity questions were also included.  An external research company, Survey Solutions Ltd, was commissioned to analyse the survey returns.  A total of 4443 people answered question one, which provides a high level of statistical accuracy.

7.2 Summary of survey results

The headline figures, excluding respondents who did not select one of the options, are as follows:

· 58.8% (2610) thought we should have a new contract with 2010 Rotherham Ltd

· 40.6% (1806) thought services should be transferred back to RMBC

· 0.6% (27) thought services (and ownership) should be transferred to another organisation

The top three reasons why people preferred the option of ‘a new contract with 2010 Rotherham Ltd’ were as follows:
· General satisfaction with 2010 Rotherham Ltd (276 comments)
· Good efficient repairs (232 comments)
· Improvements made to both services and properties (228 comments)
A very mixed picture emerged from the comments received however the top three reasons why 40.6% of respondents opted to ‘transfer services back to the Council’ were:

· General dissatisfaction with 210 Rotherham Ltd (304 comments)

· Better service were provided by Council prior to transferring responsibilities to the ALMO (273 comments)

· Dissatisfaction with the quality of the repairs service (170 comments)

The top priorities for improvement were as follows:

· Keeping rents and service charges affordable (77.4% selected this as one of the top three priorities for improvement)

· Reducing anti-social behaviour (66.0%)

· Making improvements to your neighbourhood (56.9%)

· Improved responsive repairs service (51.9%)

Interestingly these priorities are very similar to those expressed during consultation in 2003 before the ALMO was set up, which were as follows: 62.8% thought the Council should keep rents as low as possible, 61.3% thought the Council should work harder at dealing with crime and anti-social behaviour, 54.5% thought the Council should try to improve homes to a modern standard and 36.3% thought the Council should try and improve the appearance of its estates.

This does suggest that the ALMO has not made the progress we expected to address some of the most fundamental requirements of tenants.  These requirements were used extensively as a means of persuading tenants to opt for the establishment of the ALMO.  

7.3 Other methods of consultation

In addition to the opinion survey, tenants and leaseholders were offered a range of ways of getting in touch to tell us their views or ask questions about the consultation process.  A special telephone hotline and email address were set up, respondents were invited to call in at RotherFed’s Tenant Resource Centre, and four roadshows were held in town centre locations.  Almost 300 people attended the roadshows, the majority of whom were tenants and leaseholders.  On the whole, more people that visited the roadshows were in favour of transferring services back to the Council.  101 tenants and leaseholders told us they had already sent their forms back and of those that told us which of the three options they had selected, 41% preferred the ALMO, 59% preferred RMBC and none had selected stock transfer.  In fact these figures represent almost an exact inversion of the results of the opinion survey.
We were able to obtain a large number of useful and interesting comments.  Very mixed views were provided, particularly regarding Decent Homes works and responsive repairs.  Some were very complimentary about 2010 Rotherham Ltd, whereas others felt dissatisfied with the repairs service and thought they were better off with the Council.  In particular many tenants felt that the Council offered a higher level of accountability and trust.  A large amount of valuable qualitative feedback was obtained and this will be used to ensure services are improved.  A large percentage of the people who took part in the roadshows did not indicate their preference to us.   Many people simply stated that they did not want the stock transfer option.  Some were very opposed to this having been put forward as an option at all, but it was explained that the Council has a duty to provide clear and balanced information about all options potentially under consideration. 
7.4 Leaseholders
The figures above encompass responses from both tenants and leaseholders, but it is also of interest to compare leaseholders’ views with the collective results.  A total of 70 leaseholders returned the opinion survey form, which represents approximately 16% of all leaseholders written to, and 67 of these indicated their preferred option:

· 52.2% thought we should have a new contract with 2010 Rotherham Ltd

· 46.3% thought services should be transferred back to RMBC

· 1.5% thought services (and ownership) should be transferred to another organisation

Although a slight majority preferred the ALMO, the difference between the two main options is smaller, indicating that leaseholders are generally less satisfied with 2010 Rotherham Ltd’s services.
7.5 Options
Option one

· Accept the outcomes of the opinion survey and confirm that no further ballot is required.

· Agree that a new management agreement should be set up with 2010 Rotherham Ltd, with negotiations to commence in October 2009 in order for the new agreement to be put in place by May 2010.

· Agree that a robust improvement plan is required to ensure that the concerns reflected in this report are addressed, and that the new management agreement must set out a clear framework of both incentives and penalties.

Option two

· Defer the decision to establish a new management agreement until we have sufficient evidence of 2010 Rotherham Ltd’s ability to deliver the required improvements.

· Agree to carry out a Deed of Variation to the existing Management Agreement to extend it to 31st March 2011. 

· Agree to accept a further report setting out an improvement plan over the next 18 months that is driven by feedback from tenants and leaseholders.

· Subject to satisfactory progress against this improvement plan, commence negotiations on the new agreement to ensure the new arrangements can be implemented in March 2011.
· If satisfactory improvements have not been made by April 2010, agree to consider whether alternative options should be investigated and a full ballot carried out.

Option three

· Commission a full stock option appraisal and defer any decision on the future arrangements until a full analysis is available.
· Agree to carry out a Deed of Variation to the existing Management Agreement to extend it to 31st March 2011. 
· Seek an improvement plan from 2010 Rotherham Ltd that provides assurances to the Council that the fundamental concerns of tenants and leaseholders (and the concerns of the Council itself) will be addressed.
· Provide the ALMO with an opportunity to put together a new and ambitious plan to improve its performance and offer additional benefits.
· The Council undertakes additional work to ensure that it maximises the benefits to residents through any new arrangements.
8. Financial implications

There are a range of financial implications associated with each of the options available to the Council.  A full analysis will need to be presented to the Council when a final decision is being sought.  There are some advantages in carrying out this financial analysis as part of an objective stock options appraisal similar to the one that was followed when 2010 Rotherham Ltd was established.

9. Risks and uncertainties

A key risk relates to 2010 Rotherham Ltd’s capacity to deliver service improvements, as the Audit Commission judged the organisation in June 2008 as having ‘uncertain prospects for improvement’.  If RMBC is to enter into a new management agreement with 2010 Rotherham Ltd after the current agreement expires, it will be essential to have a clear and robust framework to ensure continuous improvement and value for money.

If the Council chooses to carry out additional work to ensure that the arrangements for management and maintenance provide better outcomes and closer match to its own aspirations then there may be some uncertainty created amongst staff employed by 2010 Rotherham Ltd.  Conversely it may help drive up standards delivered by 2010 Rotherham and allow a more detailed appraisal of the opportunities that are available through each option.
10. Policy and performance agenda implications

The provision of high quality affordable housing and with excellent standards of management and maintenance is still a top priority for the Council.  The government is providing local authorities with more choice about how it wishes to manage and maintain its stock and build additional homes for the future.  

The information gained on tenants’ and leaseholders’ priorities for improvement provides a valuable insight into progress since the ALMO was established and will assist us to drive up standards.  
A comprehensive Equality Impact Assessment will be carried out by the end of April 2009.

Other key themes are reflected within the Individual Well-being and Healthy Communities outcome framework, as follows:

· Improved Quality of Life – by identifying and creating opportunities for improved housing standards and options to meet household aspirations and an improved quality of life, through meeting identified housing needs and addressing obsolete housing and environmental blight (Objective 6)

· Exercise Choice and Control – through enabling a range of housing options to be presented to households ensuring individuals can exercise choice and control over their housing options and home life (Objective 6)

· Personal Dignity and Respect – through creating housing choices and tools which promote independent living, personal dignity and respect, investing in quality neighbourhoods, ensuring residents can enjoy a comfortable, clean and orderly environment.

· Freedom from discrimination or harassment – through providing quality housing and independent living, targeted to meet specific need, to support improved health and well-being, facilitated by a transparent allocations process. (Objective 2)

· Economic well-being – providing high quality housing, through high design standards and meeting identified needs in order to create sustainable neighbourhoods, offering high quality and extended choice of housing provision, to meet current and future aspirations.

11. Appendices, background papers and consultation
Appendices

· Report by Survey Solutions Ltd.
Background papers

· Final report to Cabinet on conclusions of the Council Housing Directions project (29/04/09).
· Previous Cabinet Member reports dated March 2008, July 2008, September 2008 and December 2008.
Consultation
Comprehensive consultation has been carried out with tenants and leaseholders.
Contact name
Jane Davies-Haire, Landlord Relations Manager

Jane.davies-haire@rotherham.gov.uk.  Tel: 01709 334970 or 07500 102498
ROTHERHAM BOROUGH COUNCIL - REPORT TO MEMBERS




























































































Item 7a - Appendix 1 Test of Opinion Survey Report to Cabinet - 29-04-09
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