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(1) INTRODUCTION:

The main purpose of the strategy is to set out how Galway City Council’s Housing Department will take the lead in ensuring high quality management of its tenancies and estates.  

Galway City Council provides a large range of services and the Housing Department will work together with these service departments in securing a peaceful environment for our tenants.

The City Council is concerned to offer support services beyond those required under the legal tenant/landlord relationship. Many of the issues affecting our tenants and residents of our estates are more than just housing issues and indeed reflect wider issues affecting society. We recognise the importance of tackling anti-social activity and that it represents only one part of the Housing Departments overall approach.  

The strategy covers estate management functions, which are the responsibility of the landlord.  We identify the importance of working in partnership with other relevant agencies in the area in order to maximise positive outcomes. 

It is important that this Estate Management Strategy is viewed within the context of other Galway City Council Housing policies, with particular reference to the Tenant Handbook.

1.1  Estate Management:

Estate Management is described as “securing or promoting the interest of any occupiers, individually or generally, in the enjoyment of any house, building or land provided by the local authority and the avoidance, prevention or abatement of anti-social behaviour” (Housing Miscellaneous Provisions Act 1997).

Estate management covers a number of dimensions:

· Maintenance and repair of properties

· Estate maintenance

· Rent Collection

· Allocation of properties

· Tenancy issues

· Communication with the tenant community

· Involvement of the tenant community in the estate

· Communicating with other statutory & voluntary agencies

· Community Development

· Environment

· Performance Management

In carrying out its Estate Management functions, Galway City Council has dedicated teams to deal with (a) rents (b) maintenance (c) tenancy issues.  

1.2.  Promoting proactive approaches to Estate Management

Galway City Council sees a clear role in participating in medium to long-term initiatives, which will have a positive impact in the development of its estates. .  In this regard we will continue to submit applications for funding under all available initiatives from the Department of the Environment, Heritage & Local Government, RAPID programme etc.

1.3 Overall Objective:

The overall objective of the strategy is to use the Housing Service’s own resources and work in partnership with other agencies to achieve high quality management of our tenancies and estates

The specific objectives of the Strategy are:

· To develop a pro-active approach to the management of our properties, estates and neighbourhoods

· To manage the environment around our properties and common areas effectively

· To ensure that all residents are aware of their respective responsibilities and play an active part in maintaining a high-quality local environment

A

s part of this objective we will strive to achieve the following:

· Meet the standards expected by our tenants

· Ensure a peaceful, quiet and clean environment

· Safeguard the future of the Council’s housing stock

· Allow tenants who comply with their Tenancy Agreement to live peacefully and free from interference

We believe these objectives can be achieved by:

1. Regularly visiting housing estates, neighbourhoods and community areas

2. Supporting the development of community and social infrastructure to promote a sense of community in estates

3. Enforcing conditions of tenancy where necessary

4. Attempting to resolve all disputes/issues before resorting to legal action

5. Seek to deal with queries/issues according to each tenants needs and through seeking additional support where necessary e.g. Social Workers

6. Developing mixed tenure estates in order to create communities that are balanced in terms of household structure

7. Engaging our tenants and residents in creating better local environments 

The Housing Department will: 

· Liase with other sections of Galway City Council to support and develop estates

· Work in partnership with the Gardai to reduce anti-social behaviour on our estates

· Work with residents to make each neighbourhood a safe place to live

· Meet regularly with local tenants and resident associations or community organisations to identify any issues on our estates

2.  ALLOCATION OF TENANCIES:

In the allocation of tenancies the Council strives to create mixed communities of persons of varied ages, family composition and ethnic background.

When a housing scheme is being allocated, or when a re-let is available, the allocation will be undertaken promptly and allocated in accordance with the Scheme of Allocations.

Once a property is available for letting or re-letting a letter of offer will be issued to the proposed tenant within a two-week period.

Following notification being issued to a prospective tenant of the proposal to allocate a tenancy, Pre Tenancy training is organised and facilitated by the Housing Estate Liaison Officers (HELOs).

Copy of the Scheme of Allocations is included at Appendix 1.

3.  RENT & COLLECTION:

Rents will be determined in accordance with the Differential Rent Scheme by taking into consideration the economic cost of running the City Council’s housing estates and the maintenance of all our housing stock.  The Scheme is reviewed on an annual basis.   In the formulation of the scheme the level of rent being charged will take into account the level of income of the household to ensure it is within the financial capability of the tenant.

3.1 Assessment of Rent:

Rents are set annually and are effective from the twenty-first week of each year.  In the annual review of the Differential Rent Scheme we will ensure when formulating the scheme that any percentage increase in rent will not absorb a large proportion of any increase in social welfare payments in that year.

All tenants will be required to submit income details & supporting documentation for all household members on an annual basis.  Letters requesting these income details will be issued to all tenants by the end of February of each year.  Tenants will have a period of three weeks to submit the relevant details and supporting documentation.  Non-supply of details of household income and supporting documentation will result in the maximum rent payable under the Scheme being charged to the tenants rent account and it will be considered as a breach of their tenancy agreement.

All tenants will be advised of their new rent by the first week of May of each year.  All new tenants, on signing of their tenancy agreement, will be provided with notification of their rent and issued with a Bill pay Card.

All tenants are required to notify the Housing Department if there is a change in the household income during the course of the year. On receipt of income details and all supporting documentation a notification of rent will issue within 5 working days together with a Bill pay Card where one has not already been issued.

3.2 Collection of Rent:

The City Council provides a number of ways in which tenants can pay their weekly rent:

a) Bill pay Card at any Post Office

b) Household Budget deduction from payments from the DSFA

c) Standing Order

d) Money Order

e) Payment at the Cashier’s Office of City Hall

There are two Arrears Controllers in the Finance Department who monitor all rent accounts.  Intervention by the Arrears Controllers will occur when a tenant is showing four week’s arrears of rent on their rent account.  The use of MABS and Household Budget will be encouraged with tenants experiencing money management difficulties.

All tenants will receive an annual rent statement.  Statements will also be issued to a tenant whenever it is requested.

4.  REPAIRS, MAINTENANCE & IMPROVEMENT WORKS:

The key objectives of the Housing Department’s maintenance policy are:

· Protect the asset value of the stock and minimise the risk of defects 

· Anticipate future repairs expenditure and make provision for this in the overall financial planning of the Department

· Carry out an efficient programme of planned and cyclical maintenance to prolong the useful life of buildings

· Inform tenants of their rights and duties regarding repairs.

Repair and maintenance work is defined as either:

· Reactive Repairs (including Emergency Repairs)

· Planned, Cyclical Maintenance

· Capital Works 

· Voids

4.1 Reactive Repairs:

Reactive Repairs refers to day-to-day and emergency repairs.  The Housing Department will:

· Facilitate easy reporting of repairs, through various methods convenient to tenants

· Prioritise the urgency of repairs

· Arrange a convenient appointment for both the tenant and the Maintenance crew

· Inform tenants of the likely outcome of a request for maintenance

The tenant handbook confirms the responsibilities of the Housing Department as landlords and the responsibilities of the tenant.  There are some repairs, which the Council will consider carrying out if the tenant pays the necessary charge.  

A list of chargeable repairs is included at Appendix 2.

Repairs will be sorted into priority categories, briefly described below.  Details of the types of defect and work in each category are detailed in the tenant’s handbook.

For a copy of the Tenant Handbook see Appendix 3.

4.1.1.  Emergency:

Any defect which puts the health or safety of the tenant or third party at immediate risk or which affects the structure of the building adversely

4.1.2. Urgent:

Defects which need to be repaired quickly in order to avoid damage to the property.  

4.1.3. Routine:

Defect that can be deferred without serious discomfort, inconvenience or nuisance to the tenant or a third party or long term deterioration of the building.

The Housing Department has a policy of giving priority to elderly, vulnerable or frail tenants in relation to carrying out certain repairs.

4.2.  Planned & Cyclical Maintenance:

As well as carrying out day-to-day repairs, we also execute routine maintenance work on a pre-planned basis because:

· It is more cost efficient for us to do the same repair to a lot of homes at once (e.g. replacing windows & doors)

· Tenants can be forewarned, ensuring minimum disruption

4.3.  Reporting of repairs:

Tenants have a responsibility to report repairs as soon as they are aware of any defect.  Repairs can be reported by a tenant to any member of staff.

Repairs may be reported to the Housing Department by the following methods:

· Telephone

· Housing Office at City Hall

· Post

· Email

· In person to staff who are on estate visits

All repair reports will be logged and recorded in the property history.  The property history will be checked to find out if the defect has already been reported.  Future planned maintenance programmes and programmes of major work will be checked to identify if the repair can be included in theses programmes.

When a repair is being recorded the following information will be obtained from the person making the report:

· The property address

· The Tenant’s name

· The name of the person reporting the repair, if different from above

· The nature of the fault

· Specific access details to the property

The person reporting the repair, when by phone or in person, will be given the following information:

· Whether the repair is subject to a charge

· Whether a pre-inspection of the fault is necessary

· An indication of when the repair will be carried out, based on the priority of the repair

4.4. Void Repairs:

Any property returned to the City Council will be secured on the day that the tenant surrenders the property and the keys are returned.  

Typical Void repairs are painting and decorating, repairs or renewal of heating system, repairs of kitchen presses, chimney cleaning etc.  In general, void repairs will be carried out within 4 – 6 weeks.  This will depend on the type & extent of works required.

4.5. Capital Works:

Refurbishment work is carried out to replace outdated properties to bring them to a higher standard of specification.    The Housing Department have embarked on a comprehensive investment programme that will bring all of our older properties to a modern standard.  The capital works programme is planned on a three year rolling programme and is updated annually.

4.6. Adaptations:

The Housing Department recognises that over time the housing requirements of its tenants may change and is committed to assisting with the provision of adaptations to properties whenever such needs have been identified and subject to available funding.

Tenants requiring adaptations to their home to enable them to remain in it will be examined on an individual basis.  This will involve Occupational Therapists in determining the most appropriate adaptations and liasing with medical professionals, Social Workers and any other relevant agency.   Financial provision for adaptations will be made annually in the Housing Budget.

5.  MANAGEMENT

The Housing Department employs three Housing Estate Liaison Officers (HELO’s).  Each HELO is designated to a group of estates across the City and provides a high profile presence on the estates.

Each HELO has a designated direct phone number, which is freely circulated to tenants in their area.  HELO’s in efforts to increase their accessibility to the tenants make themselves available to meet with tenants in the tenant’s home, local community facilities, City Hall or any other place suitable for the tenant.

In the event that a HELO is not readily available to any tenant, housing staff will provide the tenant with as much information as possible, record any issues or complaints from the tenant and ensure they are forwarded to the HELO for action.  

5.1.  Assistance to tenants to maintain successful tenancies:

Inevitably a proportion of our tenants will break the terms of their tenancy agreement.  We have to balance the needs of individual tenants with the wider community and the Departments approach is to try to maintain people in tenancies, which are the subject of breaches, unless the circumstances are so severe as to merit repossession action.

In recognition that breaches of tenancy often have their cause in pressures affecting the household or community, we will work in partnership with any relevant agencies, which can offer support.  

5.2.  Prioritisation of issues:

Housing Estate Liaison Officers manage their work load in such a way as to allow them to spend their time when needed to concentrate on emerging serious issues anywhere in the local authority area.  The strategy therefore recognises that there may be a need for HELO’s to spend a majority of their time dealing with the most serious nuisance cases.

6.  TRAINING:

6.1. Pre Tenancy Training:

Pre Tenancy training provides the HELO for the area the opportunity to meet the prospective tenants and provide them with details of the services available to them.  Pre Tenancy training is conducted by the HELO with the participation of the Gardai, Health Service Executive, Money Advice and Budgeting Service, Citizens Information Centre and Community Wardens.  Topics covered by the training include:

· City Council responsibilities

· Tenant’s responsibilities

· Rent

· Money management

· Aid available from the Community Welfare Officer

· Rights of tenants

· Environmental issues

All prospective tenants of the Council are required to attend pre tenancy training and are provided with a copy of our Tenant Handbook.  The Tenant Handbook sets out the responsibilities of the tenant and the Council as the landlord.

Full detail on all aspects of the tenancy is contained within the Tenancy Agreement and the Tenant Handbook. 

A copy of Tenancy Handbook can be found at Appendix 3 and the Tenant Agreement can be found at Appendix 4.

6.2. Post Tenancy Training:

In addition to the pre tenancy training, this strategy commits itself to the provision of post tenancy training to all our tenants.  This training will cover topics of assistance & interest to tenants such as:

· Committee skills

· Parenting skills

· Budget management

· Drug Awareness

(7) 
ANTI SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR:

The Housing Department’s approach to anti-social behaviour places a great deal of emphasis on supporting those affected by anti-social activity, agreeing on a course of action acceptable to them and maintaining confidentiality.

The Council have adopted an Anti-social Behaviour Policy, which deals with how this issue is addressed. 

A copy of the Anti Social Behaviour Policy can be found at Appendix 5. 

(8)
INFORMATION EXCHANGE:

While a proportion of the issues affecting our tenancies and estates can be resolved by the unilateral action of the Housing Department it is also the case that many issues are complex in cause and therefore need the involvement of a number of agencies in reaching a resolution. 

The strategy reflects the need for the Housing Department not only to participate with other agencies in problem solving but also to take responsibility where appropriate to co-ordinate solutions.  Formal protocols established under the Anti –Social Behaviour Policy would facilitate the sharing of information between the agencies.

Formal meetings with the Gardai to discuss specific areas of joint concern will be held on a quarterly basis. An agreed plan of action will then be formulated for the area.

8.1.  Case Discussions:

A case discussion may be defined as a confidential meeting between the Housing Department and other agencies where issues relating to specific estates or tenancies may be discussed.

It is routine to call case discussions where we are aware of other agencies involvement.  The key objective of these case discussions is to share information and where appropriate to develop an agreed approach to a particular issue or case.

The Housing Department take the lead in convening multi agency discussions, particularly when breaches are severe enough to put a tenancy in jeopardy.  We seek the involvement of the tenant who is in breach of his / her tenancy conditions to attend the discussion in order to both explore all options to maintain the tenancy as well as other measures to resolve the breach (es).

8.2.  Other Sources:

In the absence of information from residents and other agencies, the Housing Department is committed to gathering its own evidence with the use of close circuit TV in obtaining information.

9.  INVOLVING RESIDENT REPRESENTATIVES:

Resident representatives play a pivotal role in representing the interests of residents on our estates and enabling residents to exert some control over and play an active part in matters, which affect their local environment; consequently, representatives of the residents will be (have been) involved in the development of the strategy.  

9.1. Resident Associations:

It is important that inclusive and independent Residents’ Associations are established in our estates. This can only be achieved through the active voluntary involvement of residents

HELO’s will assist residents in the formation of resident associations and try to ensure a genuinely representative resident group.  

The HELO will facilitate tenants and residents in the:

a) Constitution of the residents association

b) Application for Charity Status/tax clearance certs

c) Setting out of members duties

d) Setting up of a bank account

e) Assist in applications for funding

HELO’s will provide ongoing advice and support to residents associations and HELO’s will meet with resident associations at their monthly meetings for the first six months of being established, and every second meeting thereafter.  

9.2 Community Development

Galway City Council signed up to the following definition of community development through the development of the City Development Board Strategy for Economic, Social and Cultural Development 2002-2012 - Gaillimh Beo Agus Bríomhar.

“The term ‘community development’ in its broader meaning refers to the process through which the life of a community is enhanced through the work of a range of community-based/voluntary organisations. It aims to enable all communities to be fully involved in, to influence and to shape local decisions.”
The Housing Department through the support of active residents and residents associations will link with the necessary organisations to support the development of this sense of community within our estates.

10.  ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES:

The environment in which our tenants live is a very important aspect in their quality of life.  Clearly some issues will require the input of other departments or agencies.  Irrespective, however, of the precise source of responsibility, we will facilitate reporting and co-ordinating estate environmental issues.  

It is the desire of the Housing Department to encourage residents and resident associations to contact other City Council Departments or other relevant agencies directly rather than every issue being put through to the Housing Department.  The Housing Department will provide residents with the necessary information to facilitate them in doing so.

Estate Management Staff will work proactively with Community Wardens, Gardai and other Council services in order to detect problems as they arise, prevent problems escalating and to enable them to be managed and resolved.  

10.1. Environmental Audit:

We will undertake six-monthly Estate Environmental Audits, where each street will be walked around and an Action Plan drawn up to deal with any issues that arise.

Through inter departmental working we will seek to improve and maintain the visual appearance of estates e.g. Repairs to street signs, street sweeping.   Residents will be encouraged to become involvement in community initiatives to improve the visual appearances of estates e.g. community planting initiatives

Through the Graffiti removal scheme we will aim to improve and sustain the visual appearance of our estates by promoting the removal of graffiti. The scheme allows for removal of racist and offensive material within 1 day of the date reported and the removal of all forms of graffiti within 3 days of reporting. 

(11) 
ABANDONED PROPERTIES:

We will pro-actively identify abandoned properties and potentially abandoned properties and also encourage tenants and residents to report suspected abandoned properties.

Potentially abandoned properties will be investigated the same working day and once abandonment is confirmed the property will be made secure.

12.  PERFORMANCE MONITORING:

The Council will set performance standards in relation to its Estate Management Strategy and will monitor its achievement of these standards.  We will identify, by a survey, the level of tenant satisfaction with the environment in their estate.  The number of estate management related complaints each year will be monitored by category e.g. noise nuisance, dumping, threats/intimidation, drug related activities etc.

12.1 Targets:

1. Ensure that correspondence is sent to tenants within the time scales as stated in the strategy.

2. Acknowledge written complaints about the estate within 5 working days. 

3. Report other environmental issues within 3 working days of receiving the report. 

4. Secure reported abandoned or vacant properties within 24 hours.

5. Arrange for the removal of racist and offensive graffiti within 1 day of the date reported and the removal of all forms of graffiti within 3 days of reporting. 

6. To have fly tipping removed from property in the City Councils ownership, within 3 working days.  

7. Carry out any necessary change of tenancy works within 4 to 6 weeks of the property becoming vacant.

8. Reallocate properties within two weeks of change of tenancy work being completed. 

9. Requests for repairs:

9.1 Response to an emergency will be within 1 hour.

9.2 Urgent repairs will be completed within 24 hours.

9.3 Routine repairs will be completed within 20 working days.

10. Specific targets will also be monitored that require the support of residents at a community level:

· The development and sustaining of an active Residents Association.

· The holding of a Residents Association Annual General Meeting to which all residents in the estate are invited.
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