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'Don't panic' was one clear message coming out of the first Annual Tenant Panel conference in York, jointly hosted by the Northern Housing Consortium(NHC) and Scrutiny & Empowerment Partners (SEP). 
Ian Wright (NHC) started by declaring 'a new era of change and accountability' with tenants replacing the Audit Commission. While emphasising the amount of work that this would entail for the sector, he believed that housing provided the lynch pin for Big Society, with our experience of supporting and developing social enterprise. We had strong relationships and proven ability to work in partnership and can understand and challenge the business. We have an opportunity; it's time to grasp it.

Yvonne Davies (Director at SEP) who chaired the day, asked the 230 delegates to sing Happy Birthday to Graeme Foster (Tenant Services Authority), just ahead of his speech, which opened the day. Delegates, of whom 60% were tenants, were then asked to spend 10 minutes discussing and recording their hints and tips to tenants on co-regulation and scrutiny. These are being written up and their ideas are being incorporated into the Joint Study of SEP and CfPS into Scrutiny for the TSA – see more of this in Jessica’s speech below.
A rather embarrassed Graeme Foster explained the 'New Standards and Changes to Regulation', which are out for consultation until 10 February 2012, with little likelihood of any substantive change. From April 2012, the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) takes over the regulatory role. 

In line with the regulator's statutory duty to minimise interference in the work of the bodies it regulates, it will be withdrawing from any semblance of proactive monitoring of providers' compliance with consumer standards. These are the standards for Tenant Involvement and Empowerment, Home, Tenancy and Neighbourhood and Community. The regulator will be more proactive in relation to economic regulation (governance, financial viability and value for money (VFM)), but not of councils or their ALMOs to whom these standards won't apply. The value for money standard calls for a published annual assessment of how private registered providers deliver VFM, and there is a clearer expression of what is expected of Boards on VFM. Boards and councillors who govern providers are responsible and accountable for delivering their organisation’s social housing objectives (as they always have been, of course).
Jessica Crowe (Centre for Public Scrutiny - CfPS) gave a wide range of practical examples of how tenant scrutiny might develop, based on the work of the TSA's Co-Regulatory Champions. CfPS and SEP will publish guidance in February 2012 but there is no single 'right' approach – develop what works for you and your organisation. She announced she had been happy to not be due a birthday this week! Residents must be involved and own it from start (don't get put off by the jargon) but the whole organisation must understand how important it is, right from the top, and you will need a wide range of ways to hear representative voices. Watch this site for more information on our joint report.
Hannah Fitzhenry and Craig Fletcher (Helena Partnerships) talked about how they involve young people as mystery shoppers and inspectors in the scrutiny process. The scheme has had its challenges in attracting, training and equipping recruits but they are already helping.

Maureen Adams and Nasreen Razaq Al-Hamdani gave useful hints and tips on how tenants can present interesting and thoughtful information to Boards and senior staff.
Margaret Connor (Salix Homes) described how to recruit and train scrutiny panel members. They take a very professional approach with person specifications, group competencies and appraisals. After recruitment, panel members get comprehensive personal training programmes, delivered in a way that suits them. Unsurprisingly, this does not come cheap, but it should deliver benefits for years to come.
Crowds flocked to hear Ian Rumsam (Together Housing), Bernice Leyland and Frank Evans (Greenvale Homes) discussed whether the Tenant Cash Back Scheme could work. They developed a scheme with four levels, starting with encouraging all customers to look after their home, going through providing tenants with basic DIY training in their homes, up to tenants trained and accredited to provide repairs for other tenants. Their conclusions so far - the scheme can work but it's unlikely to save any money.
Linda Levin (Director at SEP), Andrea Malcolm and Audrey Pepper (Bernicia Group) covered the basics of scrutiny, with lessons from Bernicia. Scrutiny involves measuring performance that matters to tenants – linked to local service standards and measures determined by tenants - and scrutiny and inspection arrangements that must be tenant led if they are to be effective. SEP’s 'circle of scrutiny' emphasised that tenants' recommendations must be monitored and evaluated to see what effect they had. It really is hard work for tenants and landlords, but it is rewarding.
Later Linda provided practical hints and tips for scrutiny panel members about keeping up to date with national changes, networking with other scrutiny panels and researching good practices. In addition, Linda ran a short coaching session in this workshop, helping a scrutiny panel member to develop an action plan for negotiating with her landlord and offering useful suggestions with the support of the audience!
Karen Perry and Gill Lawson (Community Gateway) shared their expertise in using information to help the scrutiny process. First decide what to scrutinise by talking to people, gathering the facts and data, including trends. Scrutinisers also need to look outside the organisation keep an eye on best practice. The example Karen and Gill used was CG's estate environment review and showed that the scrutiny group made a mix of strategic and operational recommendations.
Jacqueline Grimes (NHC) and Yvonne Davies (SEP) gave delegates an 'Insight into Social Media'. In particular the attitudes of 'generation Y' (those born 1980-2000). These youngsters are more 'Do it for Me' rather than 'Do It Yourself', and will only wait 2.5 minutes to receive a service. She showed some Twitter and Facebook examples from Knowsley, Wolverhampton and Flagship. You need a strategy to deal with these developments and how best to use them to respond to residents' needs.
Teresa Tierney and Mike Hill (Halton) outlined Halton's experience of multi-landlord customer scrutiny arising from its pilot allocations local offer. It involved the Council and the six main housing providers in Halton, and customers were involved from defining the pilot standard to inspection. Not everything went well, the process taking longer than expected with varied degrees of commitment from partners.
Peter Donegan (Riverside Group) described Riverside's approach. It is a large provider working in many parts of the country, and its approach to scrutiny is evolving - it wants to change as little as possible, so long as it can deliver the necessary outcomes. To start with tenants are being recruited locally, to service-specific and scrutiny groups, and tenant inspectors. It will train staff and tenants and then set up its national scrutiny panel. Like Salix Homes, recruitment will be thorough, designed to test for specific skills and aptitudes, and will involve an external mentor. Again, like Salix, it knows what it will cost and that the key to its value will be the changes it makes as a result of scrutiny activity.
That old friend of the SEP, Rafael Runco (the Housing Ombudsman) explained how he expected the complaints process to change from April 2013. The extra stage in the process (before the single Ombudsman could consider a complaint) would involve elected representatives and tenant panels. But don't expect any legislative clarity for their roles or processes – this is localism in practice. Expect effective complaint management and complainant satisfaction to be more significant as key local performance indicators.
Linda Levin, on behalf of SEP, spoke of the importance of challenging yourself for excellence in scrutiny and announced the winners of the Gold Scrutiny Accreditation awards for tenants and landlords. Congratulations go to SALIX and Soha for their great work on co-regulation. Margaret, Resident Involvement manager, from Salix said that it had been a challenging and worthwhile process which had challenged them to improve further; Nasreen, Tenant Scrutiny Panel Chair at Soha Housing spoke of her pride in winning an award for tenants and the landlord. They both took away lovely gold framed awards – see www.tenantadvisor.net/blog  on 13th December for a close up of the awards ceremony.

Christopher Simpson (Belle Isle TMO) compared achieving tenant control to climbing a mountain in a 4-by-4 without the use of satnav. In fact the 4-by-4 is the TMO, and the route map is the Right to Manage legislation. As with tenant scrutiny, you will need commitment from both landlord and tenants, and training and confidence building is the key – for both parties. Ultimately, it should be just one of a wider range of options, but it can deliver more effective and responsive performance, and increase community spirit and improve the quality of life.
Paul Downie (DCLG) was there to explain how the government's localism agenda should work in housing. Less red tape, decisions about housing to be taken locally, replacing top-down intervention with a co-regulatory approach, and clear responsibility for landlords to involve tenants by supporting the formation of tenant panels. The panels should give tenants opportunities to scrutinise and influence landlord performance and be accountable, accessible & transparent. You have the tools, now open the door.
Kevin Dodd (Wakefield and District) did a rousing and popular speech at the end of the day and one tenant suggested in the feedback that he should be made Prime Minister.
Yvonne Davies closed the conference, promising more conferences next year as scrutiny takes hold and is embraced by the sector.
All round, it was an excellent and successful event, roll on the next conference
Graeme Bennett
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