Landlord Choice Sub Group
Interim Statement on Landlord Choice

1
Introduction

1.1
In January 2004, a Landlord Choice Sub Group was established, in accordance with ODPM guidelines, through the Gateway Tenant Steering Group, to consider whether the Preston Community Gateway should be established as an independent organisation or in partnership with an existing housing association.  The sub-group consists of representatives from the Tenant Steering Group committee and Councillors Crompton, Gallagher and Swarbrick.
1.2
ODPM guidance sets out that any local authority considering transfer of its housing stock should weigh up the relative merits of transfer to the following options:
a. to a newly established free-standing housing association (eg. Burnley and South Ribble Borough Councils both transferred their homes to a new free-standing housing association)

b. to a number of newly established housing associations that comprise a new group (eg. Sunderland and Bradford City Councils chose this option)

c. to a newly established subsidiary of an existing housing association, either as part of an existing group structure or to create a new group (the transfer of Allerdale District Council’s stock to Derwent & Solway Housing Association, a subsidiary housing association in the Harvest Housing Group)

d. to an existing housing association (Preston City Council transferred 144 properties in Fishwick to Collingwood Housing Association)
1.3
In Preston, the number of homes would not warrant transfer to a group of new housing associations and so option (b) is not relevant.  Similarly, option (d) is not considered to be relevant because this option could not accommodate Preston City Council’s Community Gateway proposals.  Therefore the Landlord Choice Sub Group has focused its attention on options (a) and (c).
2
The options
2.1
In more detail, these options are that:

1
the Community Gateway Association could be set up as an independent stand alone housing association – set up specifically in Preston

2
the Community Gateway Association could be set up in partnership with an existing housing association.  This would mean that there would still be a board of management and separate structure set up in Preston, but that the CGA would be linked in a group structure arrangement to an existing housing association.

There are two different possibilities for this group structure arrangement:

i. an existing group structure - the Preston CGA joins an existing group of housing associations:





ii. a new group structure - or the Preston CGA forms a new group with an existing (and currently independent) housing association:





3
Landlord Choice Sub Group work programme
3.1
To consider the options, the Landlord Choice Sub Group has (a full account of Landlord Choice Sub Group meetings held are shown in Appendix A): 

a. generally considered the partnership and independence options to ensure broad understanding of what each option means

b. identified that a decision on the Landlord Choice issue will have to win the support of tenants, Councillors, staff and other stakeholders

c. considered the legal implications of setting up a Community Gateway within a group structure

d. in accordance with ODPM guidelines, developed a Gateway specification for what is wanted out of the Community Gateway Association (see Appendix B)
e. considered the housing association sector in general, through discussion with Nigel Minto from the National Housing Federation, the trade body for the housing association sector.  Nigel Minto particularly stressed that if the Gateway were set up in partnership with an existing housing association, that the “mindset” or culture of the partner should reflect the Gateway.  
f. considered the types of group structures available – eg. existing or newly created group structures, and “light” and “heavy” touch group structures

g. received informal presentations from three existing housing associations that might be interested in partnership with Preston Community Gateway as follows:

· Pennine 2000 Housing Association – an existing stand alone housing association

· New Progress Housing Association – a housing associations that is already set up as a group structure

· William Sutton Trust – a large national housing association with some existing subsidiary housing associations

All three organisations had been supplied with the Gateway specification and other information on the Gateway proposals.  They exhibited the following features:

· experience of transfer

· possible economies of scale

· experience of delivering investment programmes

· none offered any direct funding that might support Preston Community Gateway’s business plan

· whilst all organisations referred to some levels of support for tenant involvement, none made any specific reference to the Gateway proposals.  Three particular areas of concern on implementing the Gateway proposals emerged in the presentations:
· on being questioned about the size of their budget available for tenant engagement, one association responded that a larger budget was not available because no tenants had asked for one.  A key part of the Gateway proposals are that the Gateway will pro-actively encourage and support community options.
· one association was unaware of the numbers of tenant representatives on the boards of their association.  A key part of the Gateway proposals are that there will be elected tenants on the Gateway board who will play a key role in shaping the Gateway, alongside a tenant membership who will be involved in influencing key policy decisions.
· one association suggested that they might have difficulties supporting tenant management programmes for their own stock.  Options, including tenant management, are integral parts of the Gateway proposals.
4
Recommendations

4.1 At the final Landlord Choice Sub-Group meeting on 25th March 2004, it was agreed to record the views of each of the key stakeholders represented on the group:

Tenant Steering Group Committee (TSGC)
The TSGC has unanimously agreed the following points:

· The TSGC considers that final decisions relating to Landlord Choice need to be made with a fuller understanding of issues relating to the stock condition survey and the emerging Gateway business plan.  Developing this fuller understanding of these issues will be necessary regardless of what decisions are taken on the Landlord Choice issue.
· The TSGC is particularly mindful of the need to convince all Preston tenants of the benefits of a Landlord Choice decision.  Survey data collected by BCHS has shown that many Preston tenants have a negative perception of housing associations due to their experiences of particular associations in Preston.   Therefore the TSGC considers it will be difficult to convince tenants of the benefits of a partnership option, so much so that it could place the result of the tenant ballot in question.  
· The TSGC is also particularly concerned that it will be difficult to find an existing housing association partner who will support the pioneering nature of the Community Gateway proposals.  Given that it has been the Community Gateway proposals that have united Preston’s tenants, members and staff behind PCC’s stock transfer proposals, the TSGC do not consider a partnership approach would warrant potential compromise to the Gateway principles.
· Therefore, the TSGC recommends at this time, on the basis of the information currently available, that the Community Gateway proposals are pursued on the basis of the independence option.  Should, at a later stage, it be demonstrated that setting up the Gateway will require a partnership approach (due to financial considerations that would probably require a delay to the timetable anyway), a full process will be required at that stage to examine partnership options.
Preston member representatives
Councillor representatives, speaking in a personal capacity, expressed their views as follows:
i. Cllr Geoff Swarbrick indicated that he would prefer to “cast the net wider” to find other associations that might be suitable.  Whilst Cllr Swarbrick continues to support the Gateway proposals, he has reservations about building the Gateway from Preston’s existing housing service, and feels that the Gateway could benefit from the experience of an existing housing association.
ii. Cllr Danny Gallagher said that PCC needed to have a clear and transparent vision now.  Given that the CGA process is about empowering tenants, he felt that tenants should be given a chance and empowered now by supporting their recommendations on Landlord Choice and that the process should be moved forward now on the independence basis.  He also pointed out that the comfort factor is that a partnership option could be considered later either before ballot or after the CGA is set up if tenants and others saw the need to consider the option. 
iii. Cllr Carl Crompton indicated that he was fully behind the TSG Committee’s recommendations.

Nic Bliss – BCHS – March 2004
Appendix A – an account of the work of the Landlord Choice Sub Group

Paul’s account of the process – needs to include:

· brief account of meetings held

· 20/1/4 – general introduction to process; options; and landlord specification

· 28/1/4 – discussion on pros and cons of different landlord types; discussion of CGA specification

· 9/2/4 – meeting with Nigel Minto of National Housing Federation
· 23/2/4 – informal meetings with Pennine 2000 and New Progress HAs
· 8/3/4 – informal meeting with William Sutton Trust, followed by informal discussion of views

· 25/3/4 – final meeting of Landlord Choice Sub Group where participants expressed their final views of the process

· summary paper on Landlord Choice 3/3/4

· report on summary of issues to all tenants in the Gate newsletter

· information on brief discussion at the Tenants Conference on 16th January on Landlord Choice and the CGA specification

Appendix B – Community Gateway Association Specification
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