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Building Successful Liaison Arrangements between Boroughs and Housing Providers
Introduction

During June and July 2010 the SE London Housing Partnership carried out a review of liaison arrangements between boroughs and their housing association partners. This report covers the method used, the overall findings, a summary of the arrangements in each borough and good practice ideas and themes.

Summary of Recommendations

· Main liaison meetings are best used for sharing information, emerging policies and ideas and good practice at a strategic level across all aspects of housing.
· Regular attendance at a senior level is important. Those attending need to be able to represent their organisation.
· Keep meetings to no more than two hours. 

· Detailed work is best carried out in focused sub-groups or one-to-ones.

· Overall priorities and work plans for liaison groups should be agreed at a senior level.

· Clear links with SELHAG should be established to avoid duplication of agendas.

· There should be clear links with Local Strategic Partnerships, the safer borough partnerships and other relevant borough groups, with clear feedback mechanisms between them.

· Liaison groups should develop a flexible annual action plan and formally review progress to record achievements.
· Chairs, Vice Chairs and representatives on other groups should be given at least 2 years in the role to promote continuity.
· Establish brief terms of reference for these roles so that expectations and the level of commitment is clear.

· Periodically update contact lists and invite non-attending housing providers.
· Work towards developing web-based systems for distribution of agendas, papers and items of interest.


Background

It is well recognised that effective engagement of stakeholders and key partners will result in an improved strategic housing function and a vision that is more readily shared and ‘owned’ by those partners. Borough Housing Association Group (HAG) meetings have traditionally been one of the main ways of liaising with registered social landlords (RSLs). However the format of many of these will not have changed for years and it is particularly appropriate at this time of reduced public expenditure, to ensure methods of engaging partners are efficient and effective.
Method

A series of interviews was held with local authority officers responsible for borough arrangements and with RSL Chairs and Vice Chairs (where appropriate) of the main forum in each borough. In addition, questionnaires were circulated to members of South East London Housing Association Group, the Homes and Communities Agency and also RSLs via the boroughs’ email lists. Anonymous responses were invited on these.

Summary of arrangements in each borough
Bexley
Bexley is the only borough in the sub-region that does not hold a regular meeting open to all RSLs with stock in the borough. The old Bexley Housing Association Group (BEXHAG) structure has been completely reconfigured and is now a virtual structure. Bexley made the decision to go down this route after a reorganisation which saw the housing strategy and housing needs functions split between the regeneration and social services directorates. It was felt that the old meeting format did not encourage meaningful discussion, was too Council led and that RSLs did not always send appropriate officers. The last Bexhag meeting was in February 2010.
Instead, a Strategic Regeneration Group Partnership was formed, comprising Bexley chief officers and chief executives or directors of the main three RSLs which own around 85-90% stock in the borough. This group meets once or twice a year and is hosted and organised by an RSL, with minute taking shared. In addition there are a number of virtual groups (e.g., employment and skills, development, community safety, operations) which other RSLs with stock in the borough can join. These comprise email contact groups who can meet if they need to but share information, problems and good practice etc. It is intended that a volunteer representing each group will meet three to four times during the year with the RSL Chair and some of Bexley officers to have a mini Bexhag and develop and monitor an action plan. Bexley also intends to set up Bexhag web pages to post information, briefings etc. 
RSLs are linked into the Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) framework through the Bexhag Chair who attends the Joint Management Board (comprising representatives from the police, health, Council and others). A worklessness workstream has resulted from this group. There are also RSL representatives on at least three of the Thematic Action Groups of the Community Safety Partnership. The Bexhag Chair also attends South East London Housing Association Group (SELHAG) which is SELHP’s sub-regional group of the main housing associations operating in the sub-region.
Like all boroughs in the sub-region, Bexley holds quarterly one-to-one meetings with RSLs that are actively developing in the borough to discuss scheme specific issues.

Bromley

Bromley’s main liaison group is the Bromley Federation of Housing Associations (the Federation) which has existed as its own body for around 30 years. The Federation meets quarterly and has an RSL Chair and Vice Chair. It covers strategic issues and aims to foster effective working relationships between the borough and RSLs. Representatives from the group sit on the borough’s Housing Social Care Board and Housing Partnership Board and a group representative is also elected to sit on the Local Strategic Partnership and the Safer Neighbourhood Panel.

All RSLs with stock in the borough are encouraged to attend. There are approximately 43 RSLs with stock in the borough but two have around 95% of the stock. There is a subscription arrangement whereby the main RSLs and the borough contribute to a pot of money which is used to fund joint projects, such as research and the borough under-occupation scheme.

Bromley also has a separate group, the Bromley Affordable Housing Group (BAHG), to discuss development related matters which is chaired by the borough. BAHG is attended by the main RSL development partners only, with the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) attending every other meeting. This group meets every 4-6 months.
Various other groups dealing with operational issues (such as the housing benefit group and the Bromley Homeseekers user group) meet regularly and feed in to the main Federation meeting.
Greenwich

The main liaison arrangements in Greenwich are through the Greenwich Affordable Housing Partnership (or the Greenwich RSL Partnership). The quarterly liaison meeting is called the performance review group (PRG). 

There is an annual general meeting of the partnership in January each year, with involvement from elected members, where a work plan for the coming year is agreed along with a review of the previous year’s work plan. The meetings are generally attended by chief executives of smaller RSLs and regional directors of larger RSLs.

There is currently no RSL representation on the Local Strategic Partnership (LSP) but an officer from the LSP can and does attend meetings of the PRG as required. The Council is currently considering setting up a Strategic Housing Partnership which would include RSLs, developers and the local authority. The PRG would be a part of this. Ad-hoc and small focus groups are set up as necessary, e.g. safeguarding children, and all RSLs with good stock holdings attend these. The Council services the PRG and agenda items and papers are distributed via email.
The Council has selected development partners and has individual liaison meetings with them three times per year, covering development and performance issues. 

Lewisham

Lewisham’s main liaison arrangements with RSLs are through Lewisham Affordable Housing Group (LEWAHG) amended its terms of reference earlier this year to formally allow Lewisham Homes (its arms length management organisation) and Regenter B3 (the Brockley area private finance initiative) to become members along with all other affordable housing providers with stock in the borough.
The group meets quarterly and has an RSL Chair and Vice Chair who help to set the agendas. Representatives from LEWAHG attend the Local Strategic Partnership and the Safer Lewisham Partnership meetings. The Council services LEWAHG and agenda items and papers are distributed via email. Quarterly meetings are also held on a one-to-one basis with all developing RSLs in the borough (although these have been less than quarterly recently due to resourcing issues).

The format of the main LEWAHG meeting is similar to other boroughs with one or two main speakers/agenda items and a number of updates and information sharing items. Lewisham is considering making changes to its liaison arrangements in the near future to ensure that arrangements are more conducive to RSL engagement.

Southwark

Southwark has a main RSL liaison group (SOUHAG) which deals with strategic issues and a separate group (SOUHAG Man) which deals with more operational housing management issues. Both meet quarterly and have RSL Chairs and SOUHAG (Man) feeds back into the main SOUHAG meeting. Agendas are set jointly by the Council and the RSL Chairs, although all RSLs are encouraged to raise issues they feel are important.

SOUHAG is linked to the Strategic Housing Partnership (Southwark Alliance) which is one of the theme groups on the LSP. The Southwark Alliance’s membership is wider than just RSLs: - landlords, developers and tenants’ representatives are also invited. This group ‘owns’ the Local Area Agreement targets related to strategic housing. 
SOUHAG’s link to the Southwark Alliance is via the Chair of the Southwark Alliance who is an RSL representative who normally attends SOUHAG to feed back on LSP work. Another four or five RSLs (also attend the Southwark Alliance but they share attendance so as not to dominate the group.
SOUHAG meetings generally comprise one or two main agenda items. Previously these have been LSP ‘themes’, e.g. green issues, employment, crime etc. There is also an update on major Southwark projects, which may comprise a main agenda item in themselves. The three main items covered by SOUHAG (Man) are Safer Southwark (i.e. crime and anti-social behaviour), Housing Options and Housing Benefits. Both forums are serviced via the Council and agendas, minutes and other information is distributed through email. Sub-groups for both forums are set up as necessary for specific issues.
Overall findings

Overall, the conclusion of the review was that each borough has reasonably effective arrangements in place and there are many similarities between them, both in terms of what works well and what does not work so well. Boroughs, along with their Chairs, Vice Chairs and RSL partners have also, on occasion, carried out their own reviews of arrangements – formally and informally – before settling on their current structure(s). However, a number of specific ideas, themes and good practice emerged. These have been drawn into a list of recommendations which may be used to improve existing arrangements.

Recommendations

1. Main liaison meetings are best used for sharing information, emerging policies and ideas and good practice at a strategic level across all aspects of housing.

Overwhelmingly, the larger “traditional” liaison forums were felt to be good for information sharing, networking, sharing good practice/new ideas and generally keeping RSLs up to date and focused on the borough’s priorities at a local level. They were also a good opportunity for HCA representatives to meet borough and RSL representatives and discuss their priorities. In the four boroughs that continue to have these meetings there was a general view that having a quarterly, face-to-face meeting in the diary was of benefit, providing a ready made “slot” available for consultation or sharing information on a wide range of issues.
The question of splitting these meetings (usually between development and housing management) was raised. However, at strategic level, different aspects of housing are invariably linked and having a holistic approach helps to promote a better understanding of issues across the board. 

2. Regular attendance at a senior level is important. Those attending need to be able to represent their organisation..

The most common issue raised by boroughs (and by Chairs and Vice Chairs to a lesser extent) was that it was difficult to get meaningful engagement with RSLs. This was perceived to be because many RSLs delegated down attendance at main liaison meetings and that those attending either did not attend regularly, did not contribute to discussion or were not senior enough to be able to make decisions or take a strategic view.

Conversely there was a perception by some RSLs that main liaison meetings were often too long, too big and did not focus on issues that were relevant to RSLs. There was a view that large meetings were not conducive to meaningful discussion. Some RSLs perceived Councils to be dismissive of their views, only concerned with dictating the Council’s agenda rather than genuine consultation. 
RSLs that do regularly attend or engage with borough liaison arrangements on a regular basis and at a senior level appear to enjoy a raised profile and enhanced reputation with borough officers. This includes some smaller RSLs whose work could otherwise easily be overlooked. 
3. Keep meetings to no more than 2 hours. 

Some borough forums were felt to be too long and to lack focus. Anything over two hours is probably excessive.
4. Detailed work is best carried out in focused sub-groups or one-to-ones 

The main borough liaison forum meeting (as still exists in all boroughs apart from Bexley) is not very useful for decision making or detailed work. It is more useful to set up specific work groups for such items either inviting the appropriate person from all RSLs/providers, or asking for a small number of volunteers. This should include reps from large and small providers. Decisions can be ratified at the strategic level.
All boroughs (in theory) held quarterly one-one meetings with development partners and this seems to work well, though it is important to maintain such   liaison for operational aspects too such as lettings. Borough/HA liaison groups are not an alternative to this sort of contact.
5. Priorities and work plans should be agreed at a senior level

Agreeing and setting priorities at a senior level within boroughs and housing providers should ensure that the work of the forum fits with the wider strategic agenda and that housing’s role is well understood.  The representation of the Southwark and Lewisham groups on their respective Local Strategic Partnerships is an indication of groups’ potential for linking to senior and strategic level.

6. Groups should develop a flexible annual action plan and formally review progress to record achievements 

An action plan or work plan, jointly agreed between the borough and housing providers, is a useful way of setting up a series of topics for discussion. LB Greenwich sets theirs at an annual AGM in January of each year, monitors progress against it and carries out a review of the previous year in January. However, these need to be flexible enough to incorporate unforeseen but important items that arise during the year. They also need to have a clear use and not just create extra work.

7. Clear links with SELHAG should be established to avoid duplication of agendas.

The main RSLs are already members of the South East London Housing Association Group which links to the South East London Housing Partnership (SELHP). SELHAG could be opened up to borough housing providers in the near future. SELHAG tackles many strategic issues that have a cross borough aspect and as many RSL providers will be represented at SELHAG and borough liaison forums, care should be taken to avoid duplication. Generally it is recommended that themes and issues which cross borough boundaries should be dealt with at a sub-regional level while borough engagement mechanisms should focus on borough specific issues.
8. There should be clear links with the Local Strategic Partnership, the safer borough partnership and other relevant borough groups, with clear feedback mechanisms between them.

Local strategic partnerships bring together representatives from public sector agencies, the voluntary sector and the private sector. They are responsible for the sustainable community strategy and the targets in the Local Area Agreement.  Safer borough partnerships bring together a range of statutory and voluntary sector services to work together to reduce crime, fear of crime, anti social behaviour and substance misuse. Clear links between these partnerships (along with other relevant borough groups) and the borough/RSL liaison arrangements can raise the profile of affordable housing and the role it can play across a number of other areas including health, social care, education and training and environmental concerns. 
Chairs, Vice Chairs and representatives on other groups should be given at least two years in the role to promote continuity.

Most boroughs had an annual election process for Chairs/Vice Chairs, although all agreed that this was not long enough to settle into the role. Two years was thought to be preferable. It is good practice to elect or decide representatives for other borough forums (such as the Local Strategic Partnership).

Establish brief terms of reference for these roles so that expectations and the level of commitment is clear 

A number of Chairs commented that they had not realised the amount of work involved, particularly when asked to represent RSLs/housing providers at other forums and events. It may be useful for a simple list of duties/expectations to be drawn up for each. When representing RSLs/housing providers at other forums, elected representatives should ensure that an overview of the work/decisions of the relevant group is fed back to other RSLs/providers. Boroughs should be able to agree with Chairs what level; of support and servicing is available.
Periodically update contact lists and invite non-attending housing providers.

Although none of the borough liaison forums excludes RSLs with stock in the borough, most do not actively seek input from RSLs that don’t regularly attend or who are not on existing email lists. Bromley actively contacts all RSLs with stock in the borough from time to time to invite them to their forum. Bexley invites smaller RSLs to be included via email lists.

Work towards developing web-based systems for distribution of agendas, papers and items of interest 
All boroughs send out agendas and papers etc by email, often with large attachments which can clog up computer systems. If a page on borough or the South East London Housing Partnership websites could be devoted to the forum, links could be sent out, rather than documents. In addition, agendas, papers and items of interest would be permanently available for reference.

Conclusion
There is no one model that will work across all boroughs as each borough and their relationship with their partners is different. However lessons learned from this review can be applied to existing arrangements and hopefully provide some improvements.

As well as this overarching report, a short summary report has been produced for each borough containing more specific details and comments relating to their individual arrangements, obtained from responses to the questionnaire.

South East London Housing Partnership, August 2010.






