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CCH Member Update - June 2019

Our apologies for the length of time since our last membership update.  We have
been busy with our annual conference and with work to support co-ops
developing new homes through the Community Housing Fund and the Homes in
Community Hands project.  It’s great that for the first time since the 1980s, co-
ops and other community led housing organisations are able to look at developing
new homes and there are some interesting stories out there of new initiatives.  We
will be circulating more about this work shortly. 
  
This member update includes:

a discussion on Value for Money reviews
a discussion on reviewing insurance cover
a note on Right to Rent checks
a note on forthcoming policy development guidance
information about Learning from the Canadians!
reference to MHCLG consultation – Building a Safer Future
reference to “Land for the Many”

 

 

Value for Money reviews
Registered Provider housing co-ops (RPs – ie those housing co-ops who are registered with the
Government’s housing regulator) will be aware that there is a Value for Money (VFM) regulatory
standard with which they are expected to comply.  
  
Over the last two years, the Regulator of Social Housing (RSH) has done work on establishing
“metrics” by which larger RPs are expecting to measure their VFM (including measurements – for
example – that assess how well RPs are using their housing and other assets to develop new
homes).  The RSH has indicated that they are producing guidance for small RPs (including co-

ops) about VFM.   
  
One of our members has indicated to us that their auditor told the co-op that they should be
doing more to comply with the VFM standard, and when they made inquiries of the RSH, they
confirmed their ongoing requirement that co-ops need to comply with the VFM regulatory
standard. 
  
With this in mind, we considered that it may be helpful to set out some thoughts on how co-ops
might wish to review their VFM in ways that could produce useful benefits to them.  Our industry
has grown up around VFM, and it is quite possible for co-ops to spend a lot of money on
consultants to tell them not very much! 
  
Reviewing VFM does not need to be a complicated exercise.  There are perhaps three key areas
for co-ops to consider:

1. how well is the co-op controlling its costs in relation to its big spending items and are
these big items delivering what the co-op wants at the best possible prices 

2. how does the co-op’s spending, and results it is getting from the spending, compare with
other co-ops and other housing providers 

3. is the co-op making best use of its financial and other “assets” 

Controlling spending - with regards the first of these questions, it is probable for most co-ops
that their big expenditure items (other than their loans which they probably can’t do anything
about) will be their staffing or agency costs and their repairs costs (day to day repairs and
planned maintenance).  It is sometimes the case that co-ops overly focus on smaller items, such
as member expenses, training and conferences, whilst approving large spending items without
much consideration of them.  
  
A VFM review means that a co-op should periodically consider (perhaps once every five years)
whether:

1. employing staff or agencies are the right way for the co-op to provide services and whether
their costs are appropriate for the services they deliver.  This possibly means working with
someone external to the co-op’s staff or agencies to consider this issue.  We are not
advocating that co‑ops should change their management arrangements, but it is important
that co-op committee members actively consider and make a positive choice for the
arrangements that are right for them. 

2. the contractors or repairs staff that the co-op uses are delivering the quality of service the
co-op wants at a reasonable price.  Many co-ops will have developed good relationships
with contractors or repairs staff – and it is fine for co-ops to maintain these trusted
relationships – but it is important that co-ops are aware of what other methods or
contractors could be used to deliver the same services. 

Comparing costs and results – it is useful for co-ops to know how their spending, and the
results they are getting for their spending, compares with what other co-ops and other housing
providers are spending.  This is known as “benchmarking”.   
  
A co-op that recently carried out a VFM review benchmarked its costs as follows: 
 

Figures per property per annum Housing management
costs

Repairs costs

Co-op £479.55 £669.61
Co-op comparators £526.12 £760.10
Small housing associations £448.50 £785.65
Another comparator group £427.71 £742.78
  
It was up to that co-op’s committee to draw conclusions from these comparisons.  It needed to
take into account: 

whether each comparator group was using the same measurements as the co-op
given the small size of most co-ops – whether some figures could be skewed as a result of
issues in particular properties
whether its greater management costs, by comparison with other small housing
associations, are justified by the services provided.  In making this decision, the co-op may
have also wished to compare various performance indicators such as rent arrears
percentages or void losses
whether it was still delivering an excellent repairs service despite its lower repair costs. 

Making best use of financial and other assets – the money that a co-op has in its reserves is
clearly a financial asset, but its homes are also assets – and as loans on them diminish, they are
assets against which co-ops can borrow money if they wish to.  It is likely that co-ops are losing
money in real terms if their money is simply kept in a bank account and co-ops should be
exploring other ways to raise income from their assets.  
  
The CCH has been particularly encouraging co-ops to explore new development opportunities
whilst the Community Housing Fund and the Homes in Community Hands project is available. 
  
The CCH plans to produce VFM review guidance in the near future, but the RSH has also

indicated that it intends to produce VFM guidance for small housing associations and we may

wait until this is produced.

Power to Change have launched Homes in Community Hands - a £4.2m fund for community
businesses with priority for those based in five specific city regions. 

Find out more here 

 

Reviewing your insurance
A co-op’s homes and other insurance is also likely to be a large annual expenditure item.  Our
general advice to co-ops is that they should review their insurance cover periodically, as they
should review all other aspects of their business.  Reviewing insurance cover can potentially
consist of: 

a. having the right valuation for a co-op’s properties – ie is the amount of insurance cover
sufficient to cover a property if it was completely destroyed?  This is known as a
reinstatement valuation

b. could the insurance premium be lower than it is now 

Most co-ops are likely to have had an insurance policy for many years and whilst reinstatement
valuations would have been uplifted each year – it is difficult to know whether those valuations
are correct now.  
  
Under-insurance can result in a co-op being left with a significant shortfall if there is a total loss
of a property or group of properties.  A total loss may be unlikely, but water damage and
electrical fires can happen at any time and cause untold damage.  As well as this, committees can
be found personally liable in the event of under-insurance, although this liability can be
mitigated through directors & officers Insurance. 
  
Only organisations who are qualified and indemnified to give advice on insurance (usually only
insurance brokers) are legally able to give advice – although co-ops will have to take their best
judgement as to whether to take the advice of an insurance broker.  
  
They can give you advice on the types of valuation to obtain, including whether a valuation based
on a full inspection is necessary or whether it would be sufficient to get a desktop valuation using
online tools.  They will also be able to go to the market to get the best quote for insurances. 
  
Subsidence - it has also been suggested to us that subsidence is an issue that co-ops should
take into account if considering changing their insurance cover.  There is concern that with
subsidence case, a new insurer might say that the problem did not occur on their watch and
would not pay out.  
  
Subsidence is a costly and time-consuming problem, with early discovery and pro-active
handling being the best defence.  It involves the downward movement of ground beneath the
foundations of a property other than by natural settlement or construction.  Incidents can occur
when trees draw too much moisture from the soil beneath the property and cause it to sink. As
an industry, in the hot summer of 2018, there was a reported 400% increase in claims of this
type. 
  
Signs of subsidence to look out for include:

diagonal cracking, tapering in width, wider at the top
cracking usually located around window and door openings
cracks extending down to ground level
rucking of wallpaper in corners
sticking doors and windows
distortions to window and door frames
rotational cracking at junctions of added structures, extensions
seasonal opening and closing of cracks.

This is particularly important if there is any tree within 5-10 metres of the damage and co-ops
are in an area of clay soil.  Clay minerals attract and absorb water, so the more clay the soil
contains, the greater potential there is for subsidence as the soil dries and shrinks. 
  
The key areas of concern are London, South East, South West, East Midlands, Yorkshire,
Humberside. 
  
Buildings and structures most likely to be affected by subsidence include:

older properties with shallower foundations, such as Victorian and Edwardian homes
bay windows or garages usually constructed on shallower foundations
additions on shallower foundations, porches, extensions, conservatories
properties where trees have been planted since construction and grown to mature trees
over the years.

The average cost of a subsidence claim varies wildly - the average cost per claim is £12,500,
however it is not uncommon for claims to be well into the £100,000’s depending on the severity. 
  
Early notification is key so that the ground movement can be monitored quickly, and efficient
engineering programmes and repairs put into place. 
Subsidence claims by their nature take longer to settle.  Generally, ground movement takes
around 9 to 12 months to stabilise for tree root related claims but can be up to 2 years or more.
 Repairs and recommendations cannot go ahead whilst the ground is still moving and
investigations and mitigation must come first. 
  
The following steps are recommended to prevent subsidence:

make sure that any trees or shrubs are planted at a safe distance from property, especially
in clay soils
regular pruning of trees
keep any drainage system well maintained.

An organisation can also be found liable for subsidence damage to a third party property if trees
are not properly managed.  Courts will expect organisations to know about liabilities as a result
of trees on the property.  Find out more about subsidence insurance disputes here. 
 

 
Right to Rent checks
A CCH member organisation contacted us recently to ask if housing co-ops have to apply
Right to Rent Checks.  We have previously publicised this issue, but if there are any housing
co-ops who are not applying Right to Rent checks – checks on housing applicant
immigration status - we need to stress that this is a legal requirement and there are
penalties for any organisation not applying such checks.  You can get an unlimited fine or
be sent to prison for renting your property to someone who is not allowed to stay in
England.

The only exception to this is if the immigration status of applicants is being checked by
others, such as local authorities where a local authority is nominating to a housing co-op.

Having said this, there is currently an appeal against the legality of Right to Rent checks and
for that reason they have not been introduced in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

Further information on Right to Rent checks is available here.

Policy development
 
As part of our work to support the development of new community led housing
organisations, we are currently anticipating that we will be producing guidance on the
production of a suite of policies and procedures.  
  
Our aim is that this will be available by Autumn 2019.

 

 

Last year, the CCH carried out a study trip, with funding from Winston Churchill
Memorial Trust, to the Canadian co-operative housing sector.  
 
The report from that study trip – Learning from the Canadians: scaling up and change
in the co-operative housing sector is available here. 

CCH Annual Conference 2019
If you attended our recent conference, we would really like your feedback so that we can
make improvements next year.  Please complete the survey here, it only takes a couple of

minutes!

If you missed it, you can watch the plenary sessions on in the video section of our Facebook
page here.

New members
A big CCH welcome to our new members, Seasalt Housing Co-operative in Brighton and
Heathview Housing Co-operative in London. 

SEASALT (South EAst Students Autonomously Living Together) was founded in spring
2018 to create affordable, high quality housing for students run by students.  They are
a group of students from the University of Sussex and the University of Brighton, their
vision is of a student led initiative for affordable housing, democratic living and long
term sustainability.

Heathview is a fully mutual tenants housing co-operative in the London Borough of
Camden.

CCH Board
We would like to thank Diane Bellinger for her work on the Board over the past
few years.  Diane stepped down in April due to other commitments.

We are pleased to welcome Leah Eatwell [pictured] to our Board.  Leah is from
Fishponds Co-housing Bristol.  Our Chair, Paula, said ‘We are very pleased that
Leah has joined us, she will bring a fresh perspective to our Board’.

 
Building a Safer Future
The MHCLG have launched a consultation on post Grenfell building safety.  The
CCH is engaging with the MHCLG on this consultation, but, given that the MHCLG
proposals largely relate to buildings over 18m (six storeys), it is unlikely that the
proposals will significantly impact on CCH members. 

We would refer our members to previous advice we have given on fire safety and
the need to get professional advice.  The consultation paper is available here.   

Land for the Many
The Labour Party have published a report “Land for the Many” discussing options for
changing land ownership in the UK.  The report is available here.

Can you help?
  

CCH would really like to have more good quality photos of our member co-ops to
use on our website and in publicity materials.  Can you send us some?  Please

remember, if there are people in them, we will need their permission to use them. 
If you have any, please send them to jane@cch.coop.

 
Co-op Fortnight – 24 June to 7 July
  
Every year hundreds of co-ops across the UK work together to promote co-ops during
Co-op Fortnight.  Co-ops UK, the umbrella body for co-ops in the UK, has invited us to
join them for two weeks of mass co-operation to spread the co-op word and share the
values that make our businesses different. 
  
Ideas range from community clean ups, to collecting donations for a local food bank, or
opening up your co-op to share your story.  You can complete and online pledge and
get more ideas here (including a fab campaign pack!) 
  
On 6 July, cooperatives from all around the world will show what makes them special
under the slogan COOPS 4 DECENT WORK.  It will be the 25th United Nations
International Day of Cooperatives and the 96th International Cooperative day.  If you
would like to get involved the International Co-operative Alliance have a great
campaign pack available here.

 

Events
  
Co-ops UK – Co-operative Congress Manchester:  Friday 21 June – Saturday 22

June 
London Festival of Architecture - RUSS Annual General Meeting (AGM) and
Exhibition Viewing:  Sunday 23 June 
Co-ops UK – Co-op Connections London networking meet up:  Tuesday 25 June 
Brighton and Hove Community Land Trust – What’s it like to live in a housing co-
op, site visit: Saturday 29 June [waiting list only] 
Co-operative Party – Big Conversation on Housing Swindon:  Saturday 29 June 
Co-operative Futures - Co-operating Well Family Fun Days – Birmingham:
 Saturday 6 – Sunday 7 July 
Co-ops UK – Co-op Connections Brighton networking meet up:  Tuesday 9 July
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