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Summary: This is a letter from the Service Improvement and Finance Scrutiny
Performance Panel to the Cabinet Member for Homes, Energy & Service
Transformation. The letter concerns the meeting held on 10 May 2021 and the Welsh
Housing Quality Standard Annual Report.

Dear Councillor Lewis,

On the 101" May, the Panel met to discuss the Welsh Housing Quality Standard Annual
Report. The Panel wish to thank yourself, Mark Wade, Head of Housing and Public
Health, and David Meyrick, Housing Planning and Delivery Manager, for attending to
present to the Panel and answer questions. We are writing to you to reflect on what
we learnt from the discussions and to share the views of the Panel.

Welsh Housing Quality Standard (WHQS) Annual Report

The Panel heard that the last fourteen months have been challenging, following
pandemic restrictions in terms of internal work on properties. You explained that
emergency repair work was carried out when required, and you acknowledged the
hard work of staff working sympathetically and carefully during the pandemic. We
recognise that this did set back targets, however, we understand Welsh Government
have addressed this and subsequently extended the compliance deadline.

Officers explained that the WHQS programme was introduced in 2002 with the
objective of raising the standard of social housing across Wales, embracing a large
number of legal and regulatory obligations. The original deadline for compliance was
31st December 2020, now having been extended to the end of this year.
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We heard that the WHQS fits in with a number of corporate priorities, and links to
improving public health, resident well-being and reducing poverty. The £500M
investment over the last eighteen years has also had a big economic impact on the
communities. The Council has targeted training and opportunities towards people in
the communities where work is being carried out.

Officers explained that the Council has a duty to compile and present statistics
annually. We heard that normal reporting cycles have been disrupted by the pandemic
and this report subsequently covers the longer period from April 2019 to December
2020. The pandemic also impacted upon the ability to deliver the work programme.
Welsh Government have given an extension of twelve months to meet the compliance
period, now being 31t December 2021.

The Panel heard that in order to meet objectives, Welsh Government guidance sets
out forty elements, captured under six generic themes. To achieve compliance, the
Council must complete all forty of these elements. When those works are complete,
and performing as intended, they are classed as compliant. Officers explained that
every work programme has a completion certificate, which is then recorded in a
database, reflecting the type of work completed and keeping an accurate record.
Council records are then validated by external inspection.

Welsh Government guidance recognises that it is not always possible to bring
properties up to standard, in which case an ‘acceptable fail’ is recorded. The Panel
heard that the permitted reasons for an acceptable fail are tenant choice, physical
constraints of a site, costs or programme timing.

Officers outlined achievements since April 2019 as; an increase in compliance by
2,338 properties, a 17% increase in compliance since last reported. 5,795 properties
are currently categorised as an acceptable fail, inclusive of 3,165 properties where
residents have chosen not to participate in the scheme. Officers calculate that the
Council will not achieve beyond 77% of compliance, in line with other Local Authorities
statistical returns, due to tenant choice.

We heard that work has increased surrounding Energy Performance Certificates
(EPCs) and that a full-time officer is reviewing every EPC report to ensure it captures
all work done. The Panel understood that this is an important piece of work to ensure
a true reflection of investment when validated by third parties.

We heard that, of the eleven retained housing authorities in Wales, seven have already
announced achievement of WHQS compliance. Officers explained that these results
vary widely, from 10% to 53% acceptable fails. We understand that Swansea Council
anticipate a result in line with the average national picture of retained Local Authorities.
Officers outlined that, by the end of the compliance deadline, another £49M worth of
capital repair programmes is available to deliver work elements. Officers are confident
this will increase total compliance to 70% or above, dependant on any future pandemic
restrictions. We heard that this will mean 30% acceptable fail levels, of which 23% is
likely to be on the basis of tenant choice not to participate in improvement schemes.



The Panel heard that WHQS does not conclude at the end of the compliance phase.
The Council then enter into the maintenance phase — when responsibilities will be
increased, to include decarbonisation and extra fire safety requirements, in addition to
maintaining properties at the current standard. The programme will therefore continue
indefinitely and officers will continue to report to Scrutiny and to Council to update
Members. The Council will also continue to engage with residents / stakeholders
through a number of means, such as meetings and websites.

Members queried the number of properties with an acceptable fail regarding smoke
alarms. You explained to us that this figure now stands at six, rather than the reported
eight. Officers highlighted that smoke alarms are fitted in each property but they have
not had access to ensure all are working properly.

The Panel sought assurances that, during the lockdown period, work continued to be
carried out on void properties. You explained to us that staff did concentrate efforts on
applicable void properties as it was safer to work in an empty property at the time.

Officers undertook to continue to update Members annually on projects and
programme delivery within individual wards.

The Panel sought clarification regarding tenant improvements, understanding that the
acceptable fail is measured on whether or not tenants agree to be part of the scheme.
You explained that the Council must respect that tenants may not want to change what
they have installed / invested. Officers further explained that they have recently had
clarification from Welsh Government on this point, being advised that the Council can
start reviewing such properties. We heard that if properties are technically compliant,
the Council need not record an acceptable fail. Some small items, for example
extractor fans, may be offered to the tenant in order to bring properties in to
compliance.

We queried whether carbon monoxide monitors were installed in properties. Officers
explained that there is a dual-function carbon monoxide / smoke alarm device
hardwired to the mains circuit in all properties.

The Panel asked how many roofs have been completed altogether, officers confirming
that new roofs, weatherboards and rainwater systems have been delivered to 6496
properties within the last 18 years. Members remarked on a recent visit to a void
property, commenting on the high standard of installation work and general fit-out.

The Panel asked what enforcement action is available to the Council should tenants
not maintain properties or cause deliberate damage. It was explained that procedures
are in place and tenants may be charged, for example, for the removal of fly tipping.

Members queried the procurement process. Officers explained that the Council
endeavours to deliver work through in-house services when possible, having to
complete the tender process. In-house services undertake a significant proportion of
all housing repairs on Council housing stock. We heard that this provides a good
service to a good standard and that the Council will support in-house contractors as
long as they remain competitive in terms of delivery. Officers highlighted that some
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larger programmes need ‘framework contractors’ — for example, the kitchen and
bathrooms programme was an investment of over £100M and required input from four
framework contractors as well as in-house services.

Officers clarified that the Council expects to borrow more money with the forthcoming
Decarbonisation Programme. You clarified how the Council fund the WHQS and
confirmed that it is covered entirely by the Housing Revenue Account.

Your Response
We hope that you find this letter useful and informative. We would welcome your

comments on any of the issues raised, but, on this occasion, no written response is
required.

Yours sincerely,

Councillor Chris Holley
Convener, Service Improvement and Finance Scrutiny Performance Panel
> clir.chris.holley@swansea.qov.uk
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