
 
WOKINGHAM BOROUGH COUNCIL 

 
MINUTES OF TENANT AND LANDLORD IMPROVEMENT PANEL MEETING 

HELD ON 
 

22ND OCTOBER 2015 
 

Present: Steve Bowers (Chairperson) SB 
 Lee Newton LN 
 Martin Forster MF 
 Helen Hanna HH 
 Nicky Harmsworth NH 
 Lydia Cranham LC 
 Simon Price SP 
 Prue Bray PB 
 Christina Perera (Minutes) CP 
In attendance: Members of Repairs & Maintenance Group   RMG 
 Calvin Seymour CS 
 Brian Lee BL 
 Gerry Williams GW 

 
   ACTION 
1.  APOLOGIES & DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST  
 Apologies were received from David Chopping, Sue Smith, Sandra Kelly, Tony 

Sleet, Betty Sleet, Margaret Hetherington, Jen Challis and Hannah Linder.   
Lee Newton declared an interest in Wokingham Homes Limited (WHL) and 
Loddon Homes.   

   
 BUDGET MEETING  
2.  GOVERNMENT PROPOSALS  
 SP reported that the Housing Bill and a consultation paper on Pay to Stay were 

published last week.  WBC will be one of the most hard hit through this 
process due to the area’s affluence.  

   
 Pay to Stay (PTS) for High Income Social Tenants (HIST) consultation has a 

closing date of 20 November 2015. The government is not consulting on 
whether it will be introduced but on the detail of how it will be introduced.  

 Under Pay to Stay, from April 2017, households earning over £30,000 will be 
required to pay market rent; there will be a taper such that would gradually 
increase rents as income rises  

 Wokingham Borough Council is generally characterised as low in indices of 
deprivation and a high income area with high housing costs.  For comparison 
purposes a private rent for a 3 bedroom house in Wokingham is around £1,200 
per month compared with £120 per week council rent.  

 The additional revenue raised by Pay to Stay will not be retained by local 
authority landlords, but will have to be paid to government towards offsetting 
the national debt. In contrast Housing Associations will be able to retain their 
additional income under Pay to Stay.  

 The consultation paper is silent on how Local Authority landlords will make the 
payment to government or on how landlords will access up to date information 
on Tenants’ income.  Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs (i.e. Tax Office) 
information is not live data which is necessary to assess true income.    

 SP described a suggested approach which is for landlords to assume tenants 
to be on top salary and for tenant to prove otherwise.  



   ACTION 
 It is thought that, as with other welfare reforms, that people not of working age 

will be exempt.  
   
 Right to Buy (RTB) for High Value Homes  
 SP had attended a Department of Communities and Local Government 

(DCLG) meeting in Portsmouth on 2 October 2015.    
 Increasing numbers of houses have already been sold by WBC as a result of 

the reinvigoration of RTB.  The Government will require the disposal of high 
value voids as they become empty but we will have some discretion.  

 Rather than simply being the most expensive (i.e. the largest homes) there 
needs to be a spread across different sizes and types of properties.  

 There have been pleas for rural exceptions to the policy.    
 It is understood that the government will set this requirement in the form of a 

levy, rather than based on actual numbers of homes sold off and it will be up to 
the service to meet that levy from its budgets.    

 The government is looking to extend RTB to all Housing Association tenants 
and involves larger discounts compared with those under the previous Right to 
Acquire. Housing Associations will receive full market value compensation for 
homes sold under the Right to Buy .  

   
 Right to Buy (RTB) receipts  
 After self-financing was introduced the Housing Revenue Account receives % 

of the sale. In order to spend this on replacement homes for every £3 from 
RTB receipts, we need to find an additional £7 from other sources.  This must 
be spent within 3 years or returned to government with interest added.   

 As £2.237million has been received we need to top up by £7.458million in the 
context of losing £8million due to the imposed 1% rent reduction and a smaller 
asset base means that less rent is coming through. Development sites are 
needed.  Funding for Tape Lane has been allocated however, the funding and 
way forward for Gorse Ride is still to be agreed.   

 SP has £600,000 to spend in this financial year so will seek to buy HRA 
properties on the open market.   

   
 Welfare Reform  
 SP outlined the key reforms that will be introduced:   
 • Housing Benefit to be abolished for 18 – 21 year olds.  
 • 1% freeze on annual benefit increases for the next four years.  
 • Cap on benefits to be reduced from £26,000 to £20,000 outside London  
 • The ending of tax credits, together with  
 • Universal Credit to be introduced, for new claimants  
 The working poor and those on benefits will be severely hit in coming years.  
 In the future lifetime tenancies will not normally be awarded (with some 

exceptions); new tenants will receive fixed term flexible tenancies.   
 These changes will place demands on the Rent Collection and Tenancy 

Sustainment functions which may need to develop their services accordingly.  
   
3. TENANTS’ VIEW ON GOVERNMENT PROPOSALS  
 It was observed that the changes outlined by the Head of Housing above, 

together with government imposed rent reductions, were comparable to a 
return to negative subsidy situation from which WBC suffered before self 
financing was introduced.  Whilst the 1% rent reduction might be managed, 
taken together with other measures this has provided a ‘perfect storm’.    

 PB observed that the new levies and the cross-subsidy of Housing  



   ACTION 
Associations means that fewer councils are being expected to subsidise a 
larger number of landlords. 

 SB acknowledged that WBC’s 3 previous ballots had resulted in decisions to 
remain as Local Authority tenants rather than go for a Large Scale Voluntary 
Transfer (LSVT) to a Housing Association (perhaps involving Wokingham 
Housing Limited); however the current situation might warrant revisiting the 
idea.  SB asked for Tenants’ views on whether a solution to the potential 
funding crisis would be to seek another ballot on voluntary transfer.  

 CS agreed that it might be a good idea to look into.  
 GW reported that he would be happier with LSVT than with the government’s 

conditions for social landlords, and asked about the possibility of Sheltered 
Housing not to be transferred along with rest of housing but to be retained by 
the council.  

 BL considered that to rethink LSVT would be a good idea.  
 LN, acknowledging his interest in Wokingham Housing Limited (WHL), but 

considered as an Involved Tenant that LSVT should be investigated.  He also 
sought clarification on whether a tenant-led transfer was considered, observing 
that Loddon Homes is a ‘for profit’ entity.  

 NH considered that LSVT might be the lesser of two evils and would be in 
favour of investigating transfer as an option.  

 LC would wish to understand the finances first but would consider possible 
transfer following intensive scrutiny.  

 HH sought clarification on whether the levies that had been discussed were 
one-off payments to government and it was confirmed that they would be paid 
annually.  HH wished to understand whether LSVT gives you more control over 
budget and decisions.    

 It was thought that although WHL and Loddon Homes may be of assistance 
the government will seek financial recompensed in some other way.  

 PB advised that, Housing Associations could charge tenants Affordable Rent 
which can be set at up to 80% of market rents.  Furthermore, the present 
circumstances differ from previous ballots as WHL is part of WBC.  

 How can social housing in the Borough be protected and there are fears that 
the government will want to close off transfer as an option.  

 SP advised that there is no current transfer programme and that WBC would 
be testing the water.  Furthermore different standards apply to Housing 
Associations, which come under HCA scrutiny.  

   
 Pay to Stay  

 Clarification was sought on the detail of how this would be implemented: 
whether pensions and savings would be taken into account, whether this would 
affect people on Housing Benefit, if landlords hold any information on tenants’ 
incomes and whether landlords could demand such information.  

 HH commented that this measure could encourage the black economy.  
 PB noted that there would be very different impacts across the country.  
 SP observed that the buoyant and high cost housing market in the South East 

means there is a diminishing ability to house people in private rented 
accommodation.  

 We will seek to answer these questions and provide a Tenants’ response to 
the consultation (see AOB). HL/CP 

 Right to Buy (RTB) Receipts and for High Value Homes  
 HH observed that the published guidance is self-contradictory as selling off 

homes under RTB will not provide additional homes.  
 HH asked whether the HRA could buy back properties sold under RTB and 

whether the 1% decrease dictated by the government had to be applied to SP 
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voids.  SP to follow up. 

 The regeneration of Gorse Ride is now in question due to uncertainty over 
finances. SP will advise tenants of outcome of consultation, but will go back to 
them in the new year.    

 PB considered it important to be transparent about the reason why this has 
become unfeasible.    

 SB enquired about the duty to make homes decent and whether it is possible 
to have a cheaper rent on a non-decent property.  SP to investigate. SP 

   
 Ringfencing of Housing Revenue Account (HRA)  
 SB expressed concerns that WBC would be looking at the HRA again and 

queried the security of the ringfence.  
 SP had taken legal advice on it and been reassured.    
 PB reminded the group that whilst HRA is ringfenced budget this might not be 

the case after a transfer.    
 PB reported that several public events are coming up in which WBC will 

consult on the Council-wide budget and encouraged attendance.  
   
4. EFFECT ON THE REPAIRS AND MAINTENANCE BUDGET, DECENCY 

REQUIREMENTS AND COSTS OF THE NEXT FIVE YEARS  
 During the last year the service had achieved significant improvements and 

increased Decent Homes (DH) from 45-90%.  It is feared that the measures 
outlined above will destroy investment programme.  It needs to be understood 
how maintaining the stock condition can be funded going forward.  

 MF reported that the stock condition survey that had been commissioned by a 
predecessor, and undertaken by Rand, indicated a required spend of £6.8 
million over next 5 years.  

 Actual (rather than predicted) Decent Homes costs vary year on year requiring 
minimum £200,000 to maintain homes to the standard, subject to new surveys 
to confirm costs.  These figures exclude Gorse Ride.  

 TLIP should note that budget cuts mean that the enhanced Wokingham 
standard cannot be met.  

 MF reported that the repairs budget costed priorities £3.7million and included, 
e.g. £1.1m for kitchens to meet the Wokingham standard.    

 In the worst case scenario it may be feasible to deliver ongoing repairs 
involving a minimum go forward i.e. £145,000 (£100,000 for emergency and 
£45,000 on DH).  This is contingent on more surveying of actual conditions.  

 Tenants agreed that warm homes are a high priority.  
 CS observed that some kitchens and bathrooms replaced under DH and the 

replacement of non-standard fittings could save some resources and this is the 
benefit of additional surveying.  

 GW agreed that now is a good time to revise the Wokingham standard to 
match the current constrained environment.  

 SB asked whether any further funds were available from Homes & 
Communities Agency and was advised that there is not. 
  

   
6. REVISED INVESTMENT PLAN – PROPOSALS AND TENANT VIEW AND 

PRIORITIES  
 In the light of revised circumstances arising from the changes imposed by 

government, we will need to revise the Investment Plan and Asset 
Management Strategy and develop a way forward which will reflect the new 
era of reduced funds.  SP will also review strategic alliances.  

 RMG to give MF a clear steer on Tenants’ priorities. RMG 
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 There is likely to be an impact on staff if the quality of service has to drop: even 

though work has been done to homes it has also raised customer 
expectations.   

 Although RMG had been given a budget estimate this will need to be revised in 
the light of Right to Buy and Pay to Stay, and tenants will be kept informed 
throughout.  

 SB highlighted the need for a contingency plan for Gorse Ride particularly if 
funding is uncertain.   

 PB reminded the panel that WBC expects to receive £87million in commuted 
sums which may be used for affordable housing, which could include Gorse 
Ride.  

   
7. NEXT STEPS   
 Further preparatory work needs to be undertaken for all to understand the 

detailed implications for the future and be fed into the budgetary process.  SP 
 PB asked whether changes to treasury management would be necessary for 

next year’s budget.  
 Tenants expressed concern that tenants in Gorse Ride should be kept 

informed of progress. Councillors informed residents that no decision will be 
taken until next year. and decisions.  

 Review repairs standards, asset management strategy, and local standard, 
strategic alliances, plan within budget over next 6 months.  To do this he will 
set up a task and finish group. MF 

 MF would like to carry forward an underspend this year.  
 GW volunteered RMG to act as sounding board.  
 SB reported that the Estate Improvement Grant has traditionally been 

underspent, therefore this budget could be reduced from £100,000 to £25,000 
next year.  There were no objections to this proposal.  

 There was discussion about the balance between cost and quality and the 
inevitability that standards are likely to reduce.  

 SP suggested that radical ideas might be considered e.g. every void be 
considered by TLIP, any property with a SAP rating lower than our target 
should be sold off when it becomes void.   

 There was no support for TLIP considering each void as it would unduly delay 
the voids process; however, consideration could be given to establishing a 
threshold for cost of works to be done without TLIP consideration.  

 It was confirmed that tenants who leave voids in a poor condition are 
recharged.  

 SB asked attendees to think about what help Involved Tenants can give to 
assist officers.   

   
 The members of RMG left the meeting at 13:45. 

 
  

   
 KEY ISSUES  
8. MINUTES OF THE LAST MEETING AND MATTERS ARISING   
 HL will bring the statistics from the Customer Services Team and wider 

housing team will be available for the November TLIP meeting. . HL 
 Tenant vulnerability will be flagged in a Northgate alert  
 GD will let us know on limitation on number of fields. GD 
 NH had sought the views of Repairs and Maintenance Group (RMG) regarding 

Asset Management Strategy priorities (see discussion above.)   



   ACTION 
 SP has investigated drop off in gas audits but they are back on track again.   
 Regarding a property in Finchampstead being left empty for several weeks 

was raised. SP agreed to follow up. SP 
   
9. HEAD OF HOUSING REPORT  
 Refugee Crisis  
 SP is the nominated council officer for and the Council has now agreed to take 

5 families; SP has met with various 3rd sector bodies locally and will have a 
meeting with the  South East representative.  

 Difficulties getting top-up of rent if placed in private rented sector and that it is 
inappropriate to apply for DHPs.  

 A weighting allowance may be introduced to take into account the high cost of 
housing in the South East.  

 PB reported that there is an appetite amongst voluntary sector to do something 
positive in the situation.  

 Homeless provision  
 SP will share a timeline to allocate Foxwood as a Housing Asset (budget to 

refurbishment this year).  It will be converted to use as temporary 
accommodation until rehoused. SP 

 SP wished to ensure that the quality of temporary accommodation should be of 
a reasonable standard.  

 Grovelands  
 Units will be on site shortly, however, more need to be provided.  
 DCLG Meeting on Disposal of High Value Council Homes–   
 The meeting, held on 2 October 2015, is described in detail above.   
 Decent Homes Backlog Funding  
 The TLIP bundle includes papers of an independent evaluation undertaken by 

KPMG on the expenditure of the Decent Homes Backlog Funding which had 
been received from government.  

 SP had commended the work of Andy Farrar for undertaking the massive 
amount of work to spend the backlog funding whilst Christina Perera had been 
key to putting in the original bid for the fund.  

 Gorse Ride  
 Consultation closed 21 September 2015.  The next meeting is to be held on 6th 

November.  Mark Redfearn will be the lead officer as SP is unavailable.   
 SB requested that the meeting it be local to the estate rather than at Shute 

End.  SP to arrange.   SP 
   
10. AGENDA SETTING FOR NEXT MEETING  
 • Chartered Institute of Housing paper on Housing Revenue Account. SP 
 • DHP and welfare reform impacts update. CP 
 • Asset Management and Procurement update. VV/MF 
 • Summer Playschemes update. SP 
 • Housing Bill update. SP 
 • National Housing Federation Paper on Housing Associations’ Right to Buy 

proposals. SP 
 • Benchmarking – HouseMark and recent performance. JR 
 SB and HL to meet and finalise SB/HL 
   
 FOR INFORMATION  
11. PERFORMANCE INFORMATION – SEPTEMBER 2015  
 All Performance Indicators are traffic lighted as red, green or amber according 

to whether they are meeting set targets.   
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The only ‘red’ categorisation is for Complaints; however only 2 complaints had 
been received. 

 The only ‘amber’ is gas auditing: 4 cases are outstanding; however all are 
subject to legal or other action and so are in hand.    

 SB reported that tenants’ feedback on gas contractor BSW is not great.  
 Regarding rent collection data: the forthcoming Rent Collection Service Review 

will include such requirements as compliance with Rent Standard, preparations 
for Universal Credit as well as meeting best practice.  

 Reading Borough Council repairs work going well.  
 Anti Social Behaviour (ASB) work being undertaken by Dianne Smith is going 

very well with high levels of resolution.  
 Right To Buy – 8 or 9 sales are expected to go through this year.  
 Housing Needs. The performance information reported high levels of activity 

including unscheduled appointments;   
 As it is cheaper to use HRA stock than temporary accommodation this is a 

good value for money indicator.  The use of HRA accommodation for 
homelessness needs to be measured and reported as future PI. JR/JW 

 PB commented that the Affordable Housing Implementation Group (AHIG) had 
considered the homelessness statistics. 20% of allocations go to homeless 
households,  with 80% allocations  are going to people on the waiting list.   

 SP reiterated the service’s ambition to be self-sufficient in homeless provision.  
   
12. WOKINGHAM HOUSING LIMITED AND LODDON HOMES UPDATE  
 LN reported that construction at Phoenix Avenue is due to start in November.  
 Housing Needs will be reletting (some at Social Rent, others at Affordable 

Rent) which should have an impact on homelessness.  There will be no 
returners of people who moved out from the then Eustace Crescent.  

 HH queried the redesignation as Affordable and SP explained that the new 
government-imposed rent limitations have required Housing Associations to 
revisit their business plan and revise decisions such as this as a consequence. 
It is possible that this may result in amalgamation or takeover if they cannot 
resolve the finance issues.  

 SB asked whether Phoenix Avenue homes will be sold under the Right to Buy 
and SP gave reassurances that they could not.  

 The redevelopment at Fosters has had a slight delay in planning but is 
projected to start construction March 2016 and completed within the year.  

   
13. AOB  
 Annual Report  
 Copies of the document were distributed to members at meeting.  It was noted 

that further typos had been identified which would need to be corrected before 
it is distributed with Housing Matters in December. 
  

 Pay to Stay  
 As described under a previous agenda item the government has published a 

consultation document on its proposals for High Income Social Tenants (HIST) 
with a closing date of 20 November 2015.  Louise Strongitharm, Strategic 
Housing, is coordinating a response.  HL and CP are looking to collate a 
section on Tenants’ views which will form part of the response.  

 HL will invite Tenants on TLIP and Neighbourhood & Communities Group to a 
workshop on 5 November 2015. HL 

   
 Community Champion Award  
 CG is looking at reviving the above award.  
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 SP suggested the award should be publicised through Housing Matters, and to 

identify pre-set criteria to measure nominations against. Categories could 
include contribution to the environment, assistance to neighbours, and 
contribution to the community. 
LN commented that it would not be a prize, but an award. 
Recipients could be tenants and non-tenants – but nominations can only be 
made by a Tenant.  

 HH will report back to a future meeting HH 
   
 Annual General Meeting (AGM)  
 SP asked whether the group wanted to invite an outside speaker to the AGM 

to speak on the future of housing.  
 Members of the group felt that the person must be inspirational, speak in way 

that would appeal to all attending and keep to the brief.  
 SB to discuss with HL. SP/HL 
 PB suggested structuring the AGM around the forthcoming changes.  
   
 
 
 

 
THE DATE OF THE NEXT MEETING WILL BE: 

26TH NOVEMBER 2015 at 12PM,  
10 TARGETT COURT, WINNERSH 

  
   

 
Signed………………………………………. Date……………………………………... 
 
Signed………………………………………. Date……………………………………... 
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