MINUTE OF MEETING
SFHA West Region Housing Management Forum

15th September 2010

SFHA 4th Floor, Pegasus House, 375 West George Street, Glasgow

         Item 1.
Present:            Marie Hendry              Grand Central Savings



 Anne Kay
            Horizon Housing Association

                           Annie McGovern        Consumer focus Scotland

Andrew Faulk
            Consumer focus Scotland


John Robertson     
Horizon Housing Association


June McFarlane
Shettleston Housing Association

Irene Saunders
Hanover Housing Association

Angela Murray
Tollcross Housing Association


Linzi
Connell
Cube Housing Association


Paul McVey 

Knowes Housing Association

Lesley Johnston
Govan Housing Association


Michelle McColl
Linthouse Housing Association


Lauren Connolly
Glasgow West Housing Association


Campbell Kinloch       Sanctuary Cumbernauld H A

Andy Young

SFHA

Item 2. Guest Speaker: Andrew Faulk

Campbell introduced Andrew Faulk of Consumer Focus Scotland

Andrew began his presentation by explaining that Consumer Focus Scotland is the new statutory organisation campaigning for a fair deal for consumers in Scotland. Consumer Focus was formed in October 2008 and has a remit across Great Britain and works closely with its Consumer Focus Wales and Consumer Focus Post (Northern Ireland) colleagues.

Consumer Focus Scotland was created through the merger of three consumer organisations – Energywatch, Postwatch and the Scottish Consumer Council. The new approach allows for more joined-up consumer advocacy, with a single organisation speaking with a powerful voice and able to more readily bring cross-sector expertise to issues of concern.

Andrew reported that they had enjoyed a busy and successful first year, producing several influential research and policy reports, hosting a major conference on fairness and consumers during the recession and advocating for consumers with policy-makers and in the media. 
Consumer Focus Scotland powers

Consumer Focus has strong new legislative powers. These include the right to investigate any consumer complaint if they are of wider interest, the right to open up information from providers, the power to conduct research and the ability to make an official super-complaint about failing services.

Andrew explained that Consumer Focus Scotland is neither an advice agency nor a statutory regulator. Other bodies such as Consumer Direct, Citizens Advice, local authority trading standards and the Office of Fair Trading fulfil these roles. Advice for individuals on energy and post is given by Consumer Direct (08454 04 05 06).

Fuel Poverty, Rising Prices:

The Scottish Government’s agreed definition of fuel poverty is that: A household is in fuel poverty if, in order to maintain a satisfactory heating regime, it would be required to spend more than 10% of its income (including Housing Benefit or Income Support for Mortgage Interest) on all household fuel use.

Andrew announced that a major new Consumer Focus Scotland report, Turning up the Heat, Benchmarking Fuel Poverty in Scotland, published on 6th August 2010 revealed that a step change is needed now at Scottish and UK level if targets to eradicate fuel poverty by 2016 have any chance of being achieved, as energy prices have doubled between 1996 and 2009.
He went on to advise that Scottish Government figures estimate that the number of Scottish households living in fuel poverty has now risen to 26.5% and that this trend is likely to continue as the impact of the recession bites further. Scotland has a higher rate of fuel poverty than England and Wales and the poor energy performance of our housing stock is a factor in this.

The consumer champion’s report reveals that differences in the way each nation measures fuel poverty add complexity to how decisions are made about where resources should be targeted. The largest single source of funding for energy efficiency is the Carbon Emissions Reductions Target (CERT) which is distributed at GB level.

Consumer Focus Scotland believes that inconsistency in the measurement of fuel poverty levels across each nation means that these resources may not be geared towards those who need it most in Scotland. The report also compared government policy responses to fuel poverty, which vary between the UK nations. It found that the Scottish approach has significant strengths but that much more could be done by better joined up working.

There are tensions between the twin government aims of reducing climate change emissions and addressing fuel poverty. And despite the devastating impact of fuel poverty on health there is insufficient evidence of linkages between health strategies and fuel poverty strategies at the point of delivery.

The report also argues that we must do much more to address the poor energy performance of our housing stock if we are to cushion the poorest consumers against the rising costs of energy in the future. Scotland needs to be able to measure up to the standards set by Scandinavian countries where long term investment has meant that houses are warmer and fuel poverty is a thing of the past.

Andrew said that Consumer Focus Scotland is calling for:

Fuel poverty to be embedded as a strategic cross-cutting policy priority across Scottish Government departments, particularly health, housing and climate change; A consistent approach to the measurement of fuel poverty in all UK nations; An expansion of area-based approaches to delivering energy efficiency, designed in ways which seek to maximise benefits in terms of both fuel poverty and climate change so that Scotland is better equipped to take advantage of UK funding streams;
Changes to local authority outcome indicators to more clearly reflect and drive work on fuel poverty in their areas and accelerated improvements in the standards of energy efficiency in the construction and refurbishment of homes in Scotland.
There were no questions from the floor.

Campbell thanked Andrew for his presentation.

Second Presentation:

Campbell introduced Marie Hendry, Development Manger of Grand Central Savings.


Marie explained that Grand Central Savings (GCS) offers a banking service to those who are ‘unbanked’ and socially excluded. GCS’ service offers a fair, free and simple way to manage money, giving people hope for a brighter future. 
GCS was established in 2001 and currently only operates in the Greater Glasgow area. From a base of around 200 customers at the end of the first year of operation, GCS now has in the region of 1,300 clients. In the twelve months ended 31st July 2008, the Glasgow office recorded 25,656 transactions.

Marie reported that of those using the GCS Glasgow facility, 71% are male and 29% female. The vast majority of customers fall within the 26-65 age group (96%), with just 3.25% being between 16 to 25 years of age, and 0.75% being over 65. The customers’ funds come from a number of sources – DSS payments (68%), wages (19%), tax credits (9%) and miscellaneous payments (4%).

Individuals and groups directly benefiting from GCS’s services include:

Benefit claimants, including those on disability, homeless people, ex-offenders (including prisoners moving back into the community), refugees and asylum-seekers, immigrant workers, pensioners, people with mental health and addiction problems. 

According to Marie a wide range of organisations in the statutory and voluntary sectors refer clients to GCS, valuing the element of financial security and planning the service provides. Often, the clients’ links to GCS are incorporated as an integral part of their personal development plans.

Marie reported that GCS has also developed strong links with carers, thus enabling services to be offered through them to individuals whose condition prevents them from attending the bank branch in person.

Finally Marie advised that the bank is open 9-4pm Monday to Friday (no lunch closure). GCS is looking at options to expand into some rural locations and hopes to introduce pre-paid debit cards.

Question1:

Why don’t you supply debit cards to your customers?

Marie advised that their customers are extremely vulnerable and would take out all of their money at once instead of budgeting to keep money for essential bills/items. Marie went on to advise that the bank helps customers with debt management until they are able to manage their income themselves. Once this has been achieved the customer is passed on to other, usually mainstream, banks.

Question 2:

Have you had any opposition from other banks?

Marie explained that other banks do not see profit in the type of vulnerable customer that GCS deal with and appear to be happy that their type of financial inclusion service exists. There is the added benefit that GCS passes their customers on to the mainstream banks once they are equipped to do so, with a much higher likelihood of sustaining a mainstream account.

Campbell thanked Marie for her presentation.

Item 3: Apologies


Carolynn Malone, Abbeyfield HA, Yvonne Reilly, Cordale HA,  Iona MacPhail, Argyll Community HA.
Item 4: Minute of Previous Meeting and Matters Arising

The minute of the previous meeting held on 16th June 2010 was approved.

There were no matters arising.

Item 5: SFHA policy and Strategy Report

Evictions

Andy reported that evictions by HAs have dropped by more than one third in the last 12 months which on the face of it is very encouraging news. This strengthens the SFHA argument against introducing the pre-court mandatory requirement in the Housing Bill proposed by Shelter. Andy explained that the argument against this requirement had been robustly made by SFHA to the Scottish Government and others, but sadly it looked likely to be included at Stage 2 of the Bill.
Allocations

The Draft version of Social Housing Allocations – a Practice Guide was published on 6th August and was subject to a consultation process which would end on 29th October.
Andy said he would like very much to receive any comments on the draft guidance to allow him to represent HA’s in the strongest way possible.

Homelessness

Andy reported that the SFHA was about to publish a good practice guide on preventing homelessness which would shortly be available on the new SFHA website.

Right to Buy

Andy reported that we were now part way through stage 2 of the Housing Bill scrutiny. He advised that there was a meeting about RTB with Civil Servants on 16th September where SFHA would again be pushing the case for a blanket extension to the existing 10 year RTB exemption.
Housing Policy Discussion Paper

Andy explained that the SFHA had set up 5 reference groups of members to discuss each of the chapters in Fresh Thinking; New Ideas and to identify important issues that are not addressed in the discussion paper. Andy thanked all of the volunteers and extended SFHA’s apologies to those whose availability they could not accommodate for the first set of meetings. The SFHA’s final submission would be formed around the thoughts of all of the reference groups.
Housing Benefit

Andy explained that George Osborne was about to announce his Comprehensive Spending Review which is likely to include harsh proposals to reform Housing and Welfare Benefit. Andy introduced Alan Stokes from the SFHA, who briefly explained SFHA’s ‘Housing Benefits’ campaign to the forum.
Campbell commented that we should be prepared for a future of doom and gloom.
Question Time 

‘How are cuts to benefits such as Job Seekers Allowance going to affect Housing Associations?’
Alan suggested that the proposed changes will impact most on the poorest members of society and increase demand for social housing at a time when there is not enough stock to meet demand (250,000 on HA housing lists in Scotland alone). Further, the proposed changes will have a detrimental effect on the income of Housing Associations. The campaign leaflet is available on the SFHA website. Alan advised that the SFHA had written to all MP’s and MSP’s to address these concerns and ask for their support.
Item 6: AOB

There was no other business.

The next meeting is at 2.30pm on 15th December.

