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Agenda Item 4

Councillor Neil Reeve

Portfolio Holder for the Economy, Investment and Corporate Strateqy

Report to Council: 21 February 2023

Economic Development

o The Economic Development Team is now at its establishment size of 5 staff
(including one for Car Parking). Two new staff started work in January 2023. The
establishment was one staff member at the start of this Administration.

¢ An application to the £1 million UK Shared Prosperity Fund (UKSPF, endorsed by
Cabinet and our MP) was submitted on 1 August 2022, was approved by
Government in January 2023. Applications closed on 14 Feb 2023 for projects for the
first tranche (year 1) of £109,000 to be allocated by 31 March 2023. Applications for
year 2 (2023/2024) will open shortly. A Local Partnership Panel has been established
and held its first meeting. This Panel will oversee the Fund.

e An application for the £813,000 Rural England Community Fund was submitted to
Government on 30 November 2022. This is further to the UKSPF, and reflects the
particular rural nature of Uttlesford. Once approved (anticipated in late March 2023),
this fund will supplement the aims of the UKSPF and is planned to be overseen by
the same Panel.

e The 2023/2024 (third year) of the £1 million three year ‘Economic Development
Recovery Plan 2021/2024’ will be presented to the Scrutiny Committee on 2 March
2023. Together with the year two progress report.

e Applications for the Uttlesford Business Awards are open for entries until 19 February
2023. The winners will announced at 3 award ceremonies between 27 February and
6 March.

o A series of grants have been launched. These are designed to support our local
independent businesses in every sector, by stimulating innovation; economic growth;
creating new jobs; increasing productivity; and enhancing the visual appearance of
retail shopping areas.

e A successful jobs fair was held at Stansted Airport on 7 February 2023. Hundreds of
people attended.

e The 'Northside’ business development site (North of Stansted Airport) was approved
by Planning Committee on 25 January 2023. This is the largest business
development in the region and will deliver many thousands of jobs.

Investment

¢ A meeting of the Investment Board is scheduled for 20 February 2023. This will
receive the Uttlesford Property Portfolio Q3 report (Oct-Dec 2022). The 2022/2023
annual Net Income to the Council (NIC forecast at 31 December 2022) is 3.27%
(£8,087,738). The valuation of the whole portfolio is now £269,400,000, compared to
an acquisition price paid to date of £237,862,889. Market experts have advised that
the recent fall in value is as a result of the September 2022 minibudget and its
interest rate consequences. They forecast a levelling off in the coming months,
before beginning to regain lost ground during the third quarter of this calendar year.

Page 3



Corporate Strategy

e The draft Corporate Plan 2023- 2027 was considered by Scrutiny Committee on 31
January 2023, and Cabinet on 9 February 2023, and will be recommended to Council
for adoption at its next meeting.
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Councillor Arthur Coote — Portfolio Holder for Housing
Report to Full Council: 21 February 2022

As | am sure Members will acknowledge, this has been a really busy time for our
Housing team and in particular, there has been significant activity to drive
improvements in the way our homes are maintained and repaired.

Firstly, in asset management, the Council took the initiative to commission Savills to
conduct a full stock condition survey for all of it 2800 homes. The purpose of the
stock condition survey is to identify whether our homes have any health and safety
hazards, including damp and mould. The other element of the survey is to provide
an expert opinion on the condition of our homes in relation to the Government’s
Decent Homes Standard. This includes the condition of key elements, such as
kitchens, bathrooms, roofing and heating/thermal efficiency. Once the Council has
all the data, it will be able to make informed decisions on planned maintenance
programmes, prioritising works and budgets based on fact. The Council is in the
process of procuring a new IT asset management module so that it can own and
manage the stock condition data. Other information, such as repairs and compliance
information will be added, providing a complete, ‘at a glance’ picture of every one of
our homes.

Since starting the survey on 9t January and up to 16t February, Savills have
already surveyed 1298 homes. There have been a total of 239 severe hazards
identified, 41 of which relate to damp and mould and 111 due to lack of a carbon
monoxide detector. The latter is largely where there is a fossil fuel heating system.
Generally the detectors are checked as part of a gas safety inspection and as such,
their absence has not been picked up for homes which are not on the gas servicing
programme. A programme is being put in place for those homes affected. There
have also been 26 severe electrical hazards and 50 relating to fire/heat detectors
(smoke/heat detectors). Any hazards identified are referred to the Interim Director of
Housing, Health and Communities and working with her team, she then oversees
UNSL in visiting the properties concerned to inspect the issues and arrange works.

UNSL have been attending electrical hazards on the day and has agreed with the
Housing Team that they will follow up reports of no smoke detectors. UNSL has told
the Council that they do not have the resource to carry out follow-up
inspections/deliver remedial work for all the damp and mould cases, and so at the
insistence of the Council, UNSL have brought in a contractor to carry out a mould
wash, with the performance target of 7 days. Mould washes mitigate the risk to
tenants by removing the living mould spores which cause a health hazard. A letter
has been sent by the Council to tenants who report damp and mould, or where this
was identified as an issue through the stock condition survey. The letter explains the
process and provides assurance that a full inspection will be arranged. UNSL have
also recently appointed a damp and mould coordinator to make sure that all cases
are logged and sent to the mould wash contractor.

In addition to the damp and mould cases reported through the stock condition
surveys, we are continuing to see damp and mould concerns self-reported by
tenants, or through Member enquires or tenant satisfaction surveys. There are 170
open complaints of damp and mould. New cases come in every week, and these
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are being logged and tracked by UNSL’s damp and mould coordinator, with senior
council staff checking that this is being done properly. In order to expedite follow up
damp and mould inspections and arrange remedial repairs more quickly, the Council
is in the process of identifying and procuring an external provider to carry out the
inspections and arrange works. The marketplace for this specialism is difficult due to
the massively increased demand, but the Housing Team is doing everything it can to
put these arrangements in place as soon as possible. Norse is aware that the
Council is having to take this measure. Most housing providers are struggling with
this issue, which has come into the public eye since the death of little Awaab Ishak.

In terms of health and safety compliance, performance is improving week by week
and performance has increased significantly since the Council self-referred to the
Regulator of Social Housing last August. UNSL has reported this month that they
have achieved 91% compliance for electrical safety checks carried out within 5
years, 98.9% compliance within a 10-year testing programme and 100% compliance
for communal asbestos surveys, against a position of 0% asbestos compliance at
the time of the self-referral. At time of writing this report the Council has received the
findings from the data validation exercise from Pennington Choices and is making
some final enquiries so that the actual position is agreed and signed off. Compliance
reported by the validation process is largely in line with the performance now being
reported by UNSL. Once signed off by the Council, the current position will be
communicated to the Regulator, and we will await their decision on whether they will
serve a Regulatory Notice on the Council.

| will report back to Members once this piece of work is fully completed.

We are micro-managing UNSL to deliver the improved health and safety
performance, through in-depth weekly reporting and Maintenance Touch Point
meetings, where Council officers scrutinise and challenge senior UNSL staff at a
granular level. Performance reported every week by UNSL will be validated by the
Housing Team, so that we know the information provided is accurate.

In other areas of property maintenance, more stringent contactor monitoring is in
place. Senior council staff attend weekly void monitoring meetings with UNSL
management, to track every single empty home and make sure they are being
managed speedily and to the required standard. The Interim Director receives
weekly void management reports.

New fortnightly case management meetings have also been introduced, whereby the
Interim Director and her senior staff meet with the UNSL Operations Director and
interrogate every single complaint made by tenants or raised by Members, so that
they can be brought to a proper conclusion and agreed actions are taken within
required time frames. The Housing Team is developing a new process for Member
enquiries relating to housing complaints, to ensure a streamlined process and
ownership of complaints by council staff until they are resolved. A more
comprehensive system of complaints reporting is also being developed.

A new suite of repairs and maintenance KPIs is being formulated for the new
financial year, to reflect this new robust approach. This will include damp and mould
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indicators, in line with the proposed new ‘Awaab’s law’ and other requirements as set
out in the Social Housing Regulation Bill.

Reynolds Court in Newport has also received attention in previous months, due to
the fire safety issues recently identified. | can confirm that Lovell, who developed the
site have been held to account and are now in the process of rectifying the issues, at
their own cost. Lovell have identified in consultation with the Council, all of the items
which need to be remedied. Some items have been completed and for the
remainder, Lovell are developing a time-bound action plan to deliver this. The
Council will also be pursuing Lovell for the additional costs incurred by the Council
as a result of the issues. Senior Council officers are carrying out an investigation of
how and why things went wrong, so that tighter governance arrangements can be
put in place to prevent issues such as this happening again. The waking watch will
remain in place until the works are completed.

In relation to errors made by the Council in setting rents for the past two years, which
was identified during a proactive audit commissioned by the Council last autumn, a
new officer task group has been set up to put this right. This includes setting the
rents at the correct level for each property and arranging refunds where tenants have
been overcharged. The average weekly payment overcharged over the two years is
in the region of £1.50 per property. Officers are developing a new policy and putting
in place robust arrangements to tighten up the governance, so that all rent changes
and rents for new homes or those which are calculated when a home is re-let, are
checked by senior, qualified officers before being finalised. The Council is engaging
with the Regulator of Social housing and a decision has not yet been made by the
Regulator as to whether a Regulatory Notice will be served upon the Council.

The Housing Team is also continuing to prepare for the new regulatory standards,
which will come into force from April 2023. This includes reviewing services and
governance arrangements. A new suite of performance indicators is being
developed and this will be presented to relevant Committees for sign off in due
course.

A key area of the new regulatory framework is tenant engagement. The Tenants
and Leaseholders Panel has been in discussions with senior housing staff over the
new requirements and work will shortly commence, in collaboration with the Panel, to
develop a refreshed Tenant Engagement Strategy. A key consideration will be the
Council’s approach to widen the reach of tenant involvement, so that tenants and
leaseholders who do not traditionally engage with the Council can be encouraged to
do so, whether this be by making it easier for tenants to be involved through digital
channels, or by adding more community-based opportunities for engagement in
locations and at times which appeal to a wider demographic.
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Agenda Item 8

Budget Amendment Submitted by Councillor Khan, Seconded by Councillor Caton

Agenda Item 8: Medium Term Financial Strateqy and 2023/24 Budget Proposals

In light of the Office for Budget Responsibility forecast that real household disposable
income will fall by 7.1% between 2021/22 and 2023/24, worsening the existing Cost Of
Living Crisis and further squeezing the low to middle income families, this Council resolves

to:

1. rebate the proposed 3% increase in the Council precept in 2023/24 financial year to
households in Bands A-C to help the "just about managing households" in the district
at an estimated cost of £44k and;

2. fund this cost from General Fund Reserves as the Council did with the similar
targeted “cost of living” payments in the 2022/23 budget.
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