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5. Summary

A report was presented to Cabinet Member on 3rd March 2008, recommending the establishment of a project group to explore options for the future of council housing in Rotherham after the completion of the Decent Homes Programme.  A steering group was tasked with reporting its conclusions in March 2009.  

This report sets out the remit of each of the four sub-groups and recommends ‘next steps’ required to progress each of the work streams through to a successful outcome, now that the Council Housing Directions project has come to an end.  Good progress has been made by each group, however their conclusions need to b taken forward outside of this framework.
This report was approved by Corporate Management Team on 20th April 2009.

6. Recommendations

a) NOTE THE CONTENT OF THIS REPORT.
b) COMMISSION FURTHER WORK TO PROVIDE A MORE COMPREHENSIVE ASSESSMENT OF THE COSTS AND BENEFITS OF EACH OF THE OPTIONS AVAILABLE.
c) AGREE THAT A SEPARATE DETAILED REPORT SHOULD BE PROVIDED TO THE CABINET MEMBER IN RELATION TO TENANT EMPOWERMENT OPPORTUNITIES.
d) GIVE FURTHER CONSIDERATION TO THE OPTION FOR BUILDING NEW COUNCIL HOUSING IN A SEPARATE REPORT TO THE CABINET MEMBER.
e) FURTHER CONSIDERATION TO BE GIVEN TO THE WORK OF SUB-GROUP 4 BY 2010 ROTHERHAM LTD (OUTSIDE OF THIS FRAMEWORK) AS PART OF ITS OWN BUSINESS PLANNING PROCESSES.
7. Background
The Council Housing Directions project was set up in May 2008 in order to explore options for the management of Council housing after the current management agreement with 2010 Rotherham Ltd expires in May 2010.  A Steering Group was established, chaired by an elected Member and comprising key people from RMBC, 2010 Rotherham Ltd and RotherFed, and four sub-groups were set up to progress the key work streams.  Additional information about the structure of the project, membership of the groups and other project management arrangements is set out in the three preceding Cabinet Member update reports.  All groups met monthly between July and February 2009 and a considerable amount of work has been completed.  Further work is required in each area and next steps are set out below under sections 7.1-7.4.
7.1 Sub-group 1 – finance
The key challenges for the finance sub-group were to:

· Confirm financial resources available for Council housing and update the Housing Revenue Account (HRA) business plan.
· Provide commentary on the financial implications of each of the options for the provision of housing management services.
· Consult tenants on the Government review of the housing subsidy system (completed).
The HRA business plan has been updated and the HRA continues to be viable until 2012/13.  Some analysis has been carried out of the three main stock options (ALMO, RMBC or stock transfer), however, further detailed analysis of the options is required before any firm conclusions can be reached.  This needs to include the financial implications of all options.  

Factors affecting progress
· Changes in personnel (in both RMBC and 2010 finance teams), and limited input into the project due to other work pressures.

· Ongoing uncertainty relating to Central Government’s review of the housing subsidy system.
· The timing of the announcement of 2009/10 draft subsidy determinations affected the timetable for producing the updated HRA business plan.

Recommended next steps to achieve a successful outcome
· Commission further work to provide a more comprehensive assessment of the costs and benefits of each of the options available

· Produce a separate report to Cabinet Member on the outcomes of this work.

7.2 Sub-group 2 - landlord options and tenant empowerment
This sub-group was tasked with exploring options for which organisation should manage Council housing after the current management agreement with 2010 Rotherham Ltd ends.

Originally, it was suggested that there were four key options (Council, ALMO, stock transfer or tenant-led organisation).  The group felt that having ‘tenant-led organisation’ as a separate option could potentially cause confusion, as opportunities for tenant empowerment exist under each of the other three options, for example under either the Council or the ALMO model, tenants have the right to form a tenant management organisation.  Other forms of ‘tenant-led’ organisations may involve transfer of ownership of stock, which is covered under the ‘transfer to another housing organisation’ option.  Therefore the options were simplified to three: Council, ALMO, or transfer to another housing organisation.

Factors affecting progress

· The sub-group focused on the ALMO option from an early stage, based on the assumption that tenants would not want to pursue stock transfer, and the awareness of some of the challenges associated with transferring back to the Council (including financial implications and the fact that no other local authority has brought services back in-house).

· It was generally felt that in order to progress the work of sub-groups 3 and 4 (see below), sub-group 2 would need to provide an early indication of its preferred option.

· This was limited, however by two key factors – a) the outcome of the Audit Commission’s ALMO re-inspection was not confirmed until November 2008, and b) the outcome of the tenant and leaseholder consultation was not known.

Recommended next steps to achieve a successful outcome

· The failure to fully explore all options is a weakness that needs to be addressed in future work.

· Now that comprehensive tenant and leaseholder consultation has been carried out on the various options, the emphasis of this workstream should continue to move towards tenant empowerment opportunities.

· A separate report should be provided to Cabinet Member setting out detailed recommendations to increase opportunities for tenant empowerment.
7.3 Sub-group 3 – building new Council houses
This sub-group was set up to explore the various options for building new Council housing, including the potential for 2010 Rotherham Ltd to act as a developer of new housing and / or to be a key partner in the delivery and management of new Council Housing.  The group carried out extensive research and benchmarked with other organisations.  The group’s view was that there is potentially a role for 2010 Rotherham Ltd in the development, management and maintenance of any new Council homes which are developed in the Borough.
Factors affecting progress

· Although the sub-group explored a range of options and models for building new Council housing, the main focus was on the ALMO, in accordance with the group’s remit.  In order for the Council to determine the best way forward that will deliver the best outcomes for residents and the greatest value for money, all options will need to be explored in detail.
· The ALMO’s Audit Commission result was not confirmed until November 2008, which led to a degree of uncertainty in the early stages of the sub-group’s work programme as only two-star ALMOs are able to bid for Social Housing Grant.
Recommended next steps to achieve a successful outcome

· The failure to fully explore all options and carry out a full cost benefit analysis is a weakness that needs to be addressed in future work.

· The financial and delivery models should be explored further, and a separate report and recommendations should be presented to Members.
7.4 Sub-group 4 – potential business expansion opportunities for the ALMO

This sub-group was chaired by 2010 Rotherham Ltd’s Director of Business Development, its remit to consider future business expansion opportunities for 2010 Rotherham Ltd.  The group found that 
that there may be opportunities to expand business into other sectors, and recommended that 
consideration be given to ways in which the ALMO could support work currently carried out by RMBC.  A detailed report was produced which will be taken forward by 2010 Rotherham Ltd.
Factors affecting progress

· Sub-group 4 was set up at the inaugural Steering Group meeting however it may have been more appropriate for 2010 Rotherham Ltd to progress this work outside the scope of the project. 
· Considerable debate took place in the early stages of the project as some felt it would not be worthwhile to explore potential business expansion opportunities until a degree of certainty had been reached regarding the future of the ALMO.  

· As with the other sub-groups, the fact that the ALMO’s Audit Commission result was not confirmed until November 2008 affected this area of work.
Recommended next steps to achieve a successful outcome

· This work area is to be taken forward by 2010 Rotherham Ltd.

7.5 Tenant and leaseholder consultation
It was agreed in December 2008 that comprehensive consultation must be carried out with tenants and leaseholders to ensure decisions are driven by customers’ aspirations.  The consultation was carried out in accordance with the Department for Communities and Local Government best practice guidance, and exceeded statutory requirements, thereby demonstrating Rotherham’s commitment to ensuring local people have the opportunity to influence decision-making.  The outcomes of the consultation are set out in a separate report, as the conclusions of the Council Housing Directions project have been reached without having knowledge of the results of the survey.
8. Financial implications

These are briefly outlined under section 7.1.
9. Risks and uncertainties

The key risks to the Council arise from a failure to fully explore the financial and service opportunities available through the broad range of options available to the Council.  There is also a risk that all stakeholders could select an option that fails to recognise the opportunities that are available through each option.  

The Council may risk a legal challenge if it cannot demonstrate that it explored all options in a very transparent way and allowed tenant and leaseholders an opportunity to select an option based on inadequate information.   
There are still issues to be resolved around the capacity of 2010 Rotherham Ltd to improve its performance, strengthen its capacity and develop a unique offer for the people of Rotherham.  The award of a new contract to 2010 Rotherham Ltd without resolving these issues carries a whole range of risks. 

10. Policy and performance agenda implications

A decision on the best model(s) for delivering new-build will assist the Council in achieving its targets to build more social housing in Rotherham.  A separate report will be provided to Cabinet Member setting out the various options.
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. Background papers and consultation
Background papers

Previous Cabinet Member reports dated March 08, July 08, September 08 and December 08.
Consultation
Members of the Council Housing Directions Steering Group have been consulted on this report, which is chaired by an Elected Member and includes RotherFed, 2010 Rotherham Ltd and various RMBC teams.  
Comprehensive consultation has been carried out with tenants and leaseholders, and this is to be reported to Cabinet separately.

Contact name
Jane Davies-Haire, Landlord Relations Manager

Jane.davies-haire@rotherham.gov.uk
Tel: 01709 334970 or 07500 102498
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