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ASHFORD BOROUGH TENANTS FORUM

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING

MINUTES
Council Chamber, Civic Centre
Tannery Lane Ashford 

Monday 19 September 2011, 6.00pm for 6.30pm.

Attended by: Stella Cowland chair, Ken Stickels  vice chair, Ian Rhodes forum member, Zoe Amos treasurer, Michael Amos forum member, Joyce Lewis forum member, Joy Saunders new forum member, Cllr David Smith ward member for South Willesborough, Cllr Ms Amanda Hodgkinson, ward member for Singleton South, Cllr Winston Michael ward member for Boughton Aluph and Eastwell, Cllr Neil Shorter ward member  for Washford  Tracey Kerly head of customers homes and property, Rebecca Newman housing operations manager, Philippa Dale tenant participation officer, 
Welcomes and introductions – Stella Cowland - chair 

Stella welcomed forum members, including new members, councillors and officers, including the speaker, Tracey Kerly head of customers, homes, and property to the meeting. She read out a letter from Councillor Robert Taylor who expressed his commiserations for the loss of Pat Pearman, and praised the work she had done for the forum and her community over the years.

Apologies – Philippa Dale

Val Carter-Vaux forum member,  Julie O’Kane  forum member, Leigha Wilding  forum member, Debbie Dryland forum member, Cllr Mrs Aline Hick ward member for Weald South, and portfolio holder for housing and customer services, Cllr Robert Taylor ward member for Weald Central, Cllr Mrs Harriet Yeo ward member for Norman.
Minutes – Philippa Dale

It was noted that the minutes should read Cllr Ms Amanda Hodgkinson and not Cllr Mrs Amanda Hodgkinson. This amendment having been made, the minutes were signed as a true record. 
There were no matters arising.
Presentation on social housing reform – Tracey Kerly

Tracey explained that the Localism Bill which will be coming in to force in November, will be the most fundamental change to housing since Margaret Thatcher introduced the concept of the right to a home for life in 1981. The government has said that social housing is a scarce resource and that people’s family, health, and economic circumstances change over time and that therefore there should no longer be the assumption of a home for life for all social tenants.
We will have to have a strategy which sets out the range of fixed term tenancies we have to offer, the criteria for this and how this fits with other registered providers within the borough, and potentially the county using a common assessment framework.
We have been considering the options from initial thoughts of two year fixed terms, to five year, ten year, and so on, and the circumstances in which life time homes might be offered.

The changes will apply to new tenants only and we have approximately 300 vacant properties per year, so it will take a generation for the change to be complete. The average tenancy currently lasts eight years, with one and two bedroom flats having faster turn round.

The changes will take account of the fact that mobility both economic and social is increasing. 49% of our tenants work, with a further substantial number over retirement age. We have high levels of under and over occupation. We need to incentivise shared ownership, reduce reliance on housing benefit levels, and encourage mutual exchanges locally and nationally. Only people in housing need will be able to go on the housing waiting list.

All the other rights and responsibilities will remain the same for fixed term tenancies.

We will need a transparent affective complaints and appeals procedure, and we will seek support from the private sector.
Tracey asked the forum to consider the strengths and weaknesses, and opportunities and risks of the changes.

· It can take a long time to become part of a community – there should be a mix of type of accommodation so when a tenant needs to move to smaller accommodation they can stay with that community so there is continuity of life style.

· There will need to be good consultation.

· Young and old don’t always get on together

· The condition of the property needs to be considered as you may have kept your house in good condition and be expected to move to a flat in a poor block. There will still be choice based lettings which should address this concern.
· The well being of the individual should be taken into consideration.

· Peoples expectations need to be managed, and there needs to be balance so for example the system should not discourage people from working or improving their circumstances.

· Having to review tenancies all the time will be difficult to administer, although older people in life time tenancies will make up 55-60% of the turn over.

Tracey asked the forum to consider the criteria for different lengths on tenancy.

· Suggested life time tenancies for over pensionable age in sheltered accommodation

· Suggested ten year fixed term for families with children under ten, and five year fixed term for families with children over ten.

· Long term disabled people could have life time tenancies, but discussion about property adapted for a disabled family member who might subsequently die – will need to offer suitable alternative accommodation.
Tracey thanked the forum for their input which will be included in the ongoing work to design the strategy.
Chairs Report including introduction to new members – Stella Cowland Chair

The forum has been quite busy this year.
We were involved in the selection of the contractors for the new build, and Ken and I are attending the project meetings for Orion Way.
We have been involved in agreeing the statements for the local offers and in the consultation process.
We provided a response to the consultation on the reform of the Housing Revenue Account system.
We do estate inspections with the housing managers and have also had training on how to do it.
In September we are going to receive computer training from forum member  Julie Okane.

Budget Group Report – Zoe Amos Treasurer
The role of the treasurer is to chair the budget meetings and to help make decisions on future expenditure on tenant participation within the Ashford borough.

I have just completed my first year in the treasurer role and since then the budget group have met to discuss the tenant participation budget and forecast for 2011/2012.

With recent financial changes within the council and government the budget group had to make a financial cut back by 10%.

From this, one change is instead of 4 copies of the housing news a year to reduce this to 3 copies but to make this a slightly larger newsletter. 

Other changes can be seen from the minutes of the budget group meeting together with the forecast for 2011/2012.

All are attached with this report.

The forum have received regular quarterly updates on the housing revenue account from Bob Smart, ABC and the forum is very much in support of the councils stand on the housing revenue account reform.

Election of Officers 
Stella Cowland stood unopposed as Chair, Ken Stickels stood unopposed as Vice Chair, Zoe Amos stood unopposed as Treasurer. No one stood as Secretary. 

Stella welcomed Joy Saunders and Georgina Fletcher as new forum members. Although Georgina will be unable to attend meetings due to child care issues it is hoped we can find other methods of communication.
Question and Answers

Joyce asked what could be done about two of her neighbours whose gardens were in poor condition. Rebecca agreed to investigate this.
Close

There being no further business, Stella thanked everyone for attending and closed the meeting.
