


Blaby District Council
Stock Options Appraisal

Tenant Empowerment Strategy

Introduction

Blaby District Council is required by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister
(ODPM) to carry out an Options Appraisal to decide on the future
management, maintenance, and ownership of its homes, and how
improvements to meet the government’s Decent Homes Standard will be
resourced.

Tenants are a key stakeholder in this process, and the Council is required to
have two significant strategies in place before it commences the Stock
Options Appraisal process. These strategies between them ensure that
tenants are informed, consulted, and empowered to make decisions about the
future for their homes. They are:-

The Communication and Consultation Strategy, and
The Tenant Empowerment Strategy
The Communication and Consultation Strategy is concerned with how the
Council engages with all relevant stakeholders, including tenants, to ensure

they are informed about and consulted on the Stock Options appraisal and
its outcomes.

The guidance from the ODPM defines the objectives of the Communication
and Consultation Strategy:-

¢ inform all tenants and other stakeholders about the issues involved in a
clear and accessible way

¢ inform tenants and stakeholders in a fair and balanced way of the reasons
behind the consultation exercise

e to be a tool for feedback to shape and inform the views of the local
authority

e publicise ways tenants and others can become more involved in the detail
of future decision-making

The Tenant Empowerment Strategy goes much further. It is concerned with
tenants and leaseholders rather than with the full range of stakeholders, and
is to be designed to empower tenants to take part in the decision-making
process as equals with Council members, officers and consultants involved in
the Options Appraisal.

The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister says a Tenant Empowerment
Strategy concentrates on enabling tenants to:

e understand the information

e critically appraise proposals and understand the assumptions behind them
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e give relevant and meaningful feedback
e play a key part in the decision-making process

These two strategies taken together should mean that tenants can engage
with the Option Appraisal process at whatever level suits them, from receiving
information on which they have the opportunity to comment, right up to being
an active member of the Steering Group and contributing to making the
decision about the future for Council Housing in Blaby.

This paper covers the second of these strategies, the Tenant Empowerment
Strategy. It includes all aspects of involving tenants in the Options Appraisal
process and so also has overlaps with tenant and leaseholder aspects of the
Communication and Consultation Strategy.

Background

There are two main areas of capability to be assessed before putting together
a Tenant Empowerment Strategy. These are:-

e an assessment of the capability of tenants to be “valued and effective
partners” in the process, taking into account the existing levels and types
of tenant participation and the local authority’s capacity to engage with
tenants

e an assessment of the way the Council works and makes decisions,
including what needs to change in order to help tenants take a full part in
decision-making on the Stock Options Appraisal

This element of the process has already been begun by the Council. It has
recognised that, with no formal Tenant Participation Compact, it does not
have sufficiently robust structures or practices in place to achieve the
requirement for tenants to take a full and active role in the process on an
equal footing. This recognition resulted in the appointment of ourselves —
Partners in Change — to achieve the following:-

1. Areview of the existing Tenant Participation structure leading to
suggestions for improvement and an agreed tenant empowerment strategy

2. Establishment of a training and development plan for tenant
representatives to enable them to sit on a Stakeholder Option Appraisal
Steering Group to oversee the option appraisal process, and help in
selecting their representatives to sit on that group.

3. Help tenants to select an Independent Tenants Advisor (ITA) for the Stock
Option Appraisal process by providing training, support and expert
impartial advice; including helping them put together the brief that the
Independent Tenants Advisor will work to.

Methodology

This Tenant Empowerment Strategy has been informed by research carried
out by Partners in Change on behalf of the Council involving a range of
stakeholders and a variety of methods, as follows:-
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discussions with staff, the Lead Member for Housing, and tenants who
have been active in Blaby’s Tenant Participation events and structures

15 tenant meetings — 11 at sheltered schemes and 4 open meetings, in all
parts of the district

a questionnaire survey sent out to all tenants with a newsletter which
explained both the Tenant Empowerment project being undertaken by
Partners in Change, and the Stock Options Appraisal that the Council will
undertake. This survey received a 20% response rate

discussions with the Tenants Steering Group set up to become the driving
force of Tenant Participation both in the Options Appraisal process and
beyond

It has also been informed by a good practice review based on the Joseph
Rountree Foundation toolkit “Encouraging Participation”, and by full
consultation with the Tenants Steering Group.

Tenant Empowerment Principles for Blaby

These principles were raised by tenants at the inaugural meeting of the
Tenants’ Steering Group on 16™ December 2003, and should underpin all
dealings between the Council and its tenants, both in the Communication and
Consultation Strategy and the Tenant Empowerment Strategy for the Stock
Options Appraisal, and in any Tenant Compact for the future.

Positive attitudes are needed from all parties; Council members, staff and
tenants all need to value each others contributions to participation

Training is needed for each of these groups, so that all parties can
contribute to the process fully and on an equal footing

The Council’s principles for tenant involvement and empowerment should
be enshrined in a “Mission Statement” agreed between tenants and senior
managers / Council members

The Council needs to follow-through on Tenant Participation initiatives

Tenants’ opportunities to participate should be accessible, and publicised
well

Tenants should be involved in reviewing services, including spending
priorities

The Council should be more clear about its services and procedures;
publicise them so that all tenants are aware of them, and stick to them —
and say what they will do if they fail to deliver.

Tenant Involvement and Empowerment in the Stock Options
Appraisal Process — the “Mix” for Blaby

Note: In Stage 1, tenants supported and trained by Partners in Change.
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Stage 1 - Preparing the Ground

Stage 1 — communication and consultation

information “out” and “in”

v

v

v

newsletters sent to all tenants by Council and Partners in Change
introducing the Stock Options Study, describing the options, and inviting
tenant interest and involvement

Done

meeting tenants throughout the district and informing them about the Stock
Options and the process; gathering initial information about their
aspirations for future home improvements and service standards; and
answering their initial questions

Done

questionnaire survey to establish tenants aspirations for improvements
and preferred ways of being informed and involved

Done
Stage 1 — empowering tenants
invite all tenants to become members of a Tenants Steering Group
Done
set up Tenants Steering Group
Done

enable tenants from the Tenants Steering Group to appoint an
Independent Tenants’ Advisor; including training, assistance in devising a
brief, support with interviewing, and assistance in devising ongoing
monitoring arrangements to be managed by tenant representatives

Done

assist tenants from the Tenants Steering Group to appoint their
representatives to the Stock Options Appraisal Working Group, including
exploring equal opportunity issues in reaching the decision and training
needs of the representatives

Done

develop the “Blaby Standard” to reflect the aspirations of tenants for
improvements to their homes, estates and environment, including common
parts of sheltered housing schemes and flats, using the information
gleaned from the 15 tenant meetings and the questionnaire survey
Underway
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Stage 2 — Setting Up Structures

Stage 2 - empowering tenants

e work with tenants on the Tenants Steering Group to decide

v the consultation structures and tasks for the Stock
Options Appraisal process

Done

e and to determine

o Wwhat its future functions should be, ie

e -receiving and commenting on recommendations from
the Stock Options Appraisal Working Group;

e - devising the Tenant Participation Compact and
negotiating it with the Council

o what its future structure should be — eg should Area Panels be
set up to facilitate easier access to the process for greater
numbers of tenants? And if so, at what stage?

o what is the long-term future for the Steering Group / Area
Panels after the Stock Options Appraisal has been completed?

o how will existing and new Tenants and Residents / Community
Associations fit into the long-term structure for Tenant
Participation (the Compact)?

Ongoing from January 04

Stage 3 — The Options Appraisal

Stage 3 — communicating and consulting with tenants

e during the Options Appraisal, the Council and / or Independent Tenants
Advisor will send out 3 newsletters to advise all tenants of
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o Newsletter 1

e What the Options Appraisal is for and how it will be
managed

¢ the timetable for the Options Appraisal,

¢ the identity of the members (including tenants) of the
Stock Options Appraisal Working Group

e the Tenants Steering Group and local panels and how
they can become involved

e an outline of the Tenant Empowerment Strategy

e the appointment and role of the Independent Tenants
Advisor, and how to contact them

¢ how they can access advice — including Freephone
service



Resources

Support for communication, consultation and tenant empowerment

During the options appraisal process, tenant empowerment will be supported
from within the Council by one 0.5 FTE Tenant Participation Officer (currently
under review) and the Tenant Participation budget of £10,000 per annum
(representing just over £4 per tenancy).

This level of Tenant Participation support is compliant with good practice, but
at the lower end of the acceptable scale. Other staff will also need to be
actively involved in the process, including the Head of Housing, area office
front-line staff, and sheltered Wardens, in order to increase the officer support
to a more robust level.

The support of the Independent Tenants Advisor will also be a crucial addition
to the support available to tenants. As the Council does not have a strong
history of tenant involvement the role of Independent Tenants Advisor will be
extended beyond the Core Role to help tenants keep the effectiveness of this
strategy under review.

Support for Individual Tenants

Any individual tenant needing support to engage in any meeting of the groups
supporting the Options Appraisal, and subsequently in the on-going tenant
participation structure, will be given that support in the following ways as
needed:-

e Taxis arranged and paid for by the Council

e Reasonable expenses for carers of young children or other dependants

e Training and information appropriate to the role each individual undertakes
Training and Information

Partners in Change’s initial assessment of the training needs of tenants who
have come forward to take an active part in the Options Appraisal process is
that there is no requirement for basic meeting skills training. There are
sufficient members of the Tenants Steering Group with the skills and
experience necessary for the group to become self-managing as it develops.

The Council and the Tenants’ Steering Group will work with the Independent
Tenants’ Advisor to establish the training needs of the group and of individuals
within it, and to ensure that these needs are met.

The training and information needs of the group are therefore related to the
specific content of the tasks they are asked to undertake, beginning with the
appointment of the Independent Tenants’ Advisor where the following
preparatory work was undertaken prior to appointment:-

e What is an Independent Tenants Advisor?
What do they do?
What do we want them to do?
Set timetable including Interview date

e What do we need to know?
How can we find out? (Proposal; presentation;
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Sample materials; references; etc)
Which things are the most important?
Relative weightings.

e Managing and monitoring the Independent Tenants Advisor
The budget
The work programme

The second major area of training and information need is to enable tenants
to properly consider all aspects of the Options Appraisal including the financial
implications for housing and for the Council of each option.

Basic information on the various options and their features has been covered
as part of the pre-Options Appraisal project, and the active tenants in the
Tenants Steering Group include people who have experience in financial and
business matters.

The tenants who will sit on the Stock Options Appraisal Working Group will
need to have some basic training at the outset on the role and remit of the
group; and as the work of the Lead Consultant progresses they will need
specific opportunities to explore the implications of each option with the full
Tenants Steering Group before feeding back to the Stock Options Appraisal
Working Group.

Their training needs are likely to be the same as for all other members of the
Stock Options Appraisal Working Group and these needs should be met for
the full group by the lead consultant. The exploration of the implications of
each option with the full Tenants Steering Group can best be achieved by the
tenant members of the Stock Options Appraisal Working Group working with
the Independent Tenants Advisor on two-way feedback.

Monitoring and Review

The effectiveness of the tenant empowerment strategy will be reviewed
regularly by the Independent Tenants Advisor and the Independent Tenants
Advisor management group.

Any problem areas will be opened for discussion with the TSG, and the Area
Consultative Panels, leading to recommendations for any changes to the
Head of Housing via the Tenant Participation Officer.

Any problems that cannot be resolved via this route will be raised as an item
at the Stock Options Appraisal Working Group for resolution
Future Participation

At the end of the Stock Options Appraisal the lessons learned from tenant
participation and empowerment in the process will be used to inform the future
Tenant Participation Strategy.
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