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Our report is addressed to the Managing Director of Corserv Limited and the Chair of Cornwall 
Housing Limited. We stress that our report is confidential and prepared for the addressees only. It 
should not be used, reproduced or circulated for any other purpose, whether in whole or in part without 
our prior written consent, which consent will only be given after full consideration of the circumstances 
at the time. 

If the report is released to a third party without prior consent from Altair, we do not acknowledge any 
duty of care to the third party and do not accept liability for any reliance placed on the report.



   
CONFIDENTIAL 

Independent Review of Cornwall Housing Limited 
January 2021 

 

Page | 3 
 

Executive Summary 

Introduction 

In early 2020 concerns were raised about a number of operational areas of Cornwall Housing 
Limited (CHL). The recently appointed chair of CHL and the Corserv Group MD agreed that an 
independent review would be commissioned to review the organisational performance of CHL. 

Altair were commissioned to undertake the review. It was agreed that the scope of the review 
would cover a range of operational areas, based on the concerns raised. 

 This approach was taken in reference to the following four ‘work streams’: 

A. General operational effectiveness review, including governance, clarity and quality of 
commissioning arrangements, and delivery of the organisational transformation 
programme. 

B. Repairs, maintenance, and landlord health and safety 

C. Temporary and emergency accommodation, Housing Options, and the PRA project, 
including housing benefit (HB) subsidy loss. 

D. Operational management of the Treveth stock, and gypsy and traveller site 
management. 

Summary: General operational effectiveness review and thematic findings 

Performance 

CHL has very low-cost housing management (tenancy) services, with good performance in 
income recovery, and low levels of tenancy turnover. Customer satisfaction is about average 
across most service areas, which could be regarded as positive, given that CHL generally 
under-spends compared to peers in most housing management areas. 

Benchmarking shows CHL’s responsive repairs and void services to be around or slightly above 
average (per property), with analysis showing relatively high management costs in these areas. 
Performance shows a comparatively low number of responsive repairs per property (which is 
generally considered positive), but a much higher average number of days taken to complete 
repairs, a possible explanation for the low satisfaction with repairs and maintenance. Re-let 
times and related performance in void loss continue to be a challenge.  

Overall, CHL is an average performing housing manager. This falls short of the current vision as 
set out in CC’s Housing Service Plan, which aspires to the ‘provision of first-class services to 
customers and for residents’. 

Transformation 

For the last few years CHL’s transformation and change programme has largely been the 
product of a CC-commissioned review of the ALMO that took place in 2017. As a result of the 
broad scope of the 2017 review, CHL’s original transformation and change programme was a 
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loosely connected mix of 101 strategic, operational, transformational and business-as-usual 
activities. 

The programme experienced some delays, to the disappointment of people within both CHL 
and CC. Whilst much of this work has now been delivered, important work planned with the 
support of external consultants has not been implemented. We understand that failure to adopt 
newly designed processes is partly due not agreeing with or implementing 
the planned changes, coupled with a reluctance of within CHL to 
challenge obstructive behaviours. Without sufficient leadership and support from senior figures, 
organisational change and transformation is unlikely to succeed.  

With most of the original programme of improvement recommendations largely achieved, the 
business improvement team is in the process of moving to an approach of continuous 
improvement. The team at CHL have taken a sensible approach in establishing new terms of 
reference.  

Planned projects include further roll-out of the mobile working solution, development of the 
tenant portal, CRM, and workflow to support it. The is also keen to 
extend an understanding of LEAN and customer-centred approaches to service design across 
the organisation. The importance of this is recognised by stakeholders in CC’s commissioner 
function, who raised the need for greater customer focus within the ALMO’s culture. 

Governance 

The governance of CHL needs to change to ensure that the board can undertake its role 
effectively. Our review of governance showed that the governance of CHL is confused, and the 
role the board plays is not clearly understood. It does not define its relationship with Corserv, 
how it relates and is accountable to the Corserv board (the governing document is out of date), 
and it does not define the relationship with the shareholder and the commissioner. The board 
appears isolated from these key relationships, does not receive input and/or have a framework 
within which to operate, and hence is in danger of not providing the required level of 
governance to CHL. This needs to be further examined and rectified. 

The changes should include strengthening of the board to ensure that CHL has sufficient and 
appropriate skills at governance level and a review of the committee structure to align with the 
governance structure of Corserv Group. Within England there has been a move away from 
representative to skills- and experience-based boards; it is recommended that CHL follows this 
route. There should be discussions with CC to agree skills-based nominations or that the 
number of council nominations be reduced to enable wider recruitment to provide the board with 
the skills required. The recruitment of tenants to the board also needs to be skills- and 
experience-based, with requirements clearly defined. This is not to say that tenants do not have 
a place on housing boards; they do, as they can bring specific skills and life experience that is 
extremely useful to a board. 

It is unusual to see a Group subsidiary with its own committee structure, and there are real 
benefits available in using the skills and experience available from within the Group in addition 
to ensuring that the risks, at a subsidiary level, are known and understood by the Group. We 
would normally see representatives from subsidiaries on Group committees rather than 
committees existing at subsidiary level per se and it is recommended that the CHL board 
discuss this option.   
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The relationship with the commissioner, at governance level, needs to be visible and the boards 
involvement in strategy development is key, this is not apparent through a review of the 
documentation or through discussions. 

There are areas that we have highlighted that need further attention: 

 The governance documentation needs to be updated as does the delegations 
framework to reflect the role of the board as a decision making body   

 Board papers need to be reviewed to ensure that the board receives clear, concise and 
timely information. Board minutes need to reflect the ‘essence’ of the debate and capture 
key points, challenges raised, recommendations and decisions made  

 The board needs to take full responsibility for the risk matrix and should review risks at 
each meeting, especially as the external environment is changing so rapidly 

 The board’s understanding of health and safety compliance needs to be strengthened. 
There have been significant weaknesses in oversight and scrutiny of this area which 
have come to light since the arrival of the new chair. It is critical also 
take responsibility for highlighting the areas of non-compliance and the risk that this may 
pose to the organisation and its customers. Work is on-going to determine the position of 
electrical certification, once this is complete the board needs to assess the position with 
regards to the Regulatory Homes Standard. 

Leadership 

 

 

 
 
 

 
  

 

Commissioning arrangements and relationship 

CC’s commissioning function is part of a larger ‘strategic housing function’ within the Council, 
which was formed 2017/18 by drawing together related functions within CC. The ‘clienting’ 
function operates with a broad scope which includes leading on policy and strategy (both long-
term and responsive, in the case of the COVID response), as well as programme and project 
management, and oversight of all commissioned services. 

The relationship between the commissioning function and CHL is supported by a range of 
different formal and informal meetings, the number and frequency of which is very high. 

We found a lack of clarity among stakeholders in both CC and CHL about the respective roles 
of the commissioner and the ALMO, primarily in relation to the level of operational involvement 
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that the Commissioner’s function should have in the delivery of housing services commissioned 
from CHL. 

were clear in their view of the role and the fact that 
the Commissioning Plan allows for an amount of operational involvement, however, it is a 
common view within the ALMO, that CC’s commissioning function gets too operationally 
involved in the delivery of services. While it was acknowledged that operational engagement 
from CC could be helpful, it also had a tendency to feel like a management relationship.

  

It is our view that the commissioning function does get too operationally involved in some of the 
ALMO’s functions. We acknowledge that in some cases, this is likely a response to concerns 
about the capability of the ALMO in some areas, 

 Operational involvement ranges from querying individual placement decisions and 
approving individual recruitment exercises, to the routine discussion of operational matters at 
monthly and weekly meetings. 

Concerns were also raised about the extent to which ALMO decisions were unduly influenced 
by the commissioning function in CC. We understand that pressure from the Council was 
applied to influence key decisions made by the ALMO, sometimes despite concerns raised by, 
or reluctance from, CHL staff. Examples of this include decisions about the acquisition of 
properties for the PRA project, acceptance of the Treveth stock from the Council, and the award 
of the gypsy and traveller transit site contract.  

It is worth noting that to some extent, senior staff in CHL have internalised and/or accepted the 
use of pressure to dictate to the ALMO, with some stating that “we don’t say no [to the Council]”. 

. 

We recommend that: 

 considers the value that 
the Council and the delivery of housing services should expect from the commissioning 
function, and the proper role of the commissioning function to achieve that value. 

 Greater operational involvement is not a long-term solution to concerns about service 
performance. 

  to carry out or 
commission further work to understand to what extent (if any) the commissioning of CHL 
to deliver activities in addition to the management of HRA properties, detracts from CHL’s 
operational capacity or strategic focus on delivering a ‘first-class’ housing service. 

  



   
CONFIDENTIAL 

Independent Review of Cornwall Housing Limited 
January 2021 

 

Page | 7 
 

 

Summary: Repairs, maintenance, and landlord health and safety 

Repairs and Voids 

The service is in a state of flux as the new mobile working solution, Connect, is being 
introduced. The first phase went live in July. The new system will modernise the service and 
provide much greater visibility, cost control and performance management information. 

These are very important building blocks for a modern repairs service. We recommend that a 
half yearly review is undertaken in January and full 12-month review (following the 
implementation of the other phases of the programme) to ensure that the system has been fully 
implemented and is delivering against the programme goals. 

Landlord Health and Safety 

CHL has recently commissioned a new consultant to undertake new Fire Risk Assessments 
(FRA) across the 200 properties deemed to require one. Since the Grenfell Tower fire in June 
2017, FRAs have received much greater scrutiny, and as a generalisation the standard of 
assessment has increased significantly. We anticipate that some additional fire safety works will 
be identified. 

maintains a list of higher risk properties, e.g. 
sheltered schemes and hostels. Any significant changes to these buildings, or additions to the 
list will require new FRAs. We also recommend that CHL reports not only performance against 
the target of undertaking 200 FRAs, but also progress in terms of addressing the remediation 
work (if any is identified). 

CHL is in the process of moving from a 10-year to a 5-year electrical testing cycle for all the 
properties. Currently as reported to the board 1073 properties appear to be outside of the 10-
year inspection cycle. Work is on-going to clarify this position with the results imminent. Once 
received we recommend that CHL prioritise any outstanding inspections, looking at a 
combination of overdue period, tenant vulnerability and identification of any recently completed 
electrical works in the premises. Undertaking these outstanding inspections is of the highest 
priority to reduce potential risk to customers.  

CHL does not have a clear view of its compliance liabilities in relation to the emergency and 
temporary accommodation that it manages or places people into. CHL should have absolute 
clarity of its obligations with regard to landlord health and safety. This should be regarded as a 
matter of priority for CHL. 

We understand that neither the gap in electrical safety compliance or landlord health and safety 
obligations for emergency and temporary accommodation were known to CC’s commissioning 
function prior to our review. 
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Summary: Temporary Accommodation and the PRA Project 

Temporary Accommodation 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Council already had significant TA budget pressures, 
which have recently been exacerbated by the global pandemic-related increases in demand. 
There is currently a live caseload of circa 500 households in TA at any one time – 
approximately double the pre-COVID-19 caseload. The ‘Everybody In’ campaign has driven the 
caseload upwards with an increase in placements of single people and couples. The service is 
also anticipating ongoing COVID-19 related pressures, including increasing unemployment and 
the end to the private-rented sector curb on evictions. Given that not all the cost of providing TA 
is covered by government subsidy or other income, any increase in caseload inevitably results 
in an increase in the net cost to the Council of providing the service. 

For non-commissioned accommodation (nearly 18% of the total homeless accommodation as at 
November 2020), it is CC’s practice that rent changes are not set, nor HB processed until after 
a placement has ended, which could be weeks or even months after it has commenced. This 
approach results from CC’s policy of basing the rent charges on the actual cost of securing the 
accommodation. 

It is our view that CC’s policy of not calculating rent charges, processing HB or issuing invoices 
to tenants until the completion of a placement in non-commissioned emergency accommodation 
is potentially resulting in significant lost income. 

With regards to data management and financial administration of the Housing Options service, 
we found that all data for placements are contained within manually updated electronic files and 
spreadsheets. As a system it is clunky, prone to error, time-consuming, and some staff feel it 
stops them getting on with their primary job of housing people. The accuracy of record-keeping 
may also have been compromised by high employee turnover. We are unclear as to what 
quality assurance or audit processes, if any, are in place to ensure accuracy. 

For both CHL and CC, we recommend that a coordinated joint group of Council and CHL 
managers take collective responsibility for the performance and costs of the end-to-end TA 
system. 

We recommend that the Council review: 

 The policy of not processing HB until the completion of a placement in non-commissioned 
emergency accommodation and the requirement for the rent charged to the tenant to match 
the cost of procuring the accommodation. This results in delays to issuing invoices to tenants 
that is potentially resulting in significant lost income. 

 The location, resourcing and timing of HB assessment and income recovery activity in relation 
to non-commissioned EA tenants, with a view to moving the rent calculation, rent account 
creation, HB assessment and income collection processes all to the front end of the process, 
and with an expectation (except for HB assessment) for this to be located within the HO team. 

 
CHL Board should review the following issues: 
 The use of manual record keeping and the quality assurance processes (if any) in place to 

ensure accuracy. 
 oversight of this service, particularly in relation to data 

recording, management and reporting. 
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 The anecdotally high rate of sickness absence within Housing Options, what had been done 
to address understaffing in the finance / admin function, and how similar challenges can be 
prevented in the future. 

 
The strategy and operational management of the PRA project  

CC commissioned the procurement of 250 houses on the open market to let at sub-market rents 
to homeless families (PRA or private rented accommodation). A new company (CPL) was set 
up acquire the assets, with CHL providing project management services and managing the let 
properties. The aim of the project was to eliminate the need for expensive Emergency 
Accommodation, generating significant savings for the Council, as well as building an 
appreciating property asset portfolio and income stream for the Council. 

The 2-year project was approved at cabinet level in late 2018 with the intention of an April 2019 
start date. The possible legal structures for the project should have been explored thoroughly 
between the Council and the Corserv Group before bringing the proposals forward for approval, 
as resolving these issues delayed the start of the project. The project was under way by August 
2019 with key positions filled and a number of properties already in the purchase pipeline.  

By April 2020, it was clear to CHL that the project could not be completed to both time and 
budget at the required quality level. Operational oversight of the project was transferred to CPL, 
the company created for the PRA project, in spring 2020.   

The project encountered a number of general problems: property price increases reducing the 
availability of properties within the target price range, which was based on 2017/18 housing 
market data; refurbishment works taking longer and costing more than expected; a delayed start 
leading to much of the busy summer housing market period being missed, and the effects of 
Brexit and COVID-19 on the housing market in late 2019 and spring 2020 respectively.  

There were further specific problems stemming from particular decisions, such as the use of a 
sole estate agent to source properties (this strategy was changed when it was clear that it was 
not delivering the volume of properties anticipated), and the purchase of certain properties 
sourced through the Council which were acquired before full surveys were conducted that 
revealed the properties to be in much worse condition than believed at acquisition.  

This was a major project with many interested parties. Speedy delivery of PRA units would 
generate real-time savings for the Council. Throughput of properties for refurbishment would 
generate income for CHL. However, CPL risked impairing the viability of the long-term PRA 
project by taking on unsuitable properties in order to meet volume and timescale targets driven 
by the Council’s budgetary pressures. Having to meet multiple, sometimes conflicting, priorities 
made the project more challenging to manage. A focus from Corserv on the overall group 
outcome (i.e. in both CHL and CPL) meant that latent competing priorities may not have been 
identified and addressed early in the project. 

Our discussions with stakeholders present CHL as being regarded as another department of the 
Council, rather than as an entity with its own governance arrangements, and that CHL had been 
pressured into accepting properties into the PRA project by the Council which it would not 
otherwise have accepted.  
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To some extent the PRA project faced problems beyond its control: commissioning delays, 
housing market volatility, a global pandemic. This bad luck was compounded by unfortunate 
timing, with the delays and the pandemic affecting access to the market at its most active time. 
These factors were aggravated by poor decision making in some areas and blurred reporting 
lines.   

Until the PRA project, Corserv had been a services company. As a result of this project, it will 
become the owner of a valuable property portfolio and will need to develop an asset 
management strategy. 

Summary: Operational management of the Treveth stock, and gypsy and traveller site 
management 

Treveth 

Whilst the handover of the Treveth pilot sites highlight some dysfunction in the relationship 
between CC and CHL, issues related to the handover have not had a material bearing on the 
issues raised by Treveth about CHL’s management services. 

At the time of writing, there remain operational issues between CHL and Treveth. Whilst many 
organisations in the social housing sector have struggled to adapt to including aspirational 
market rental management to their capabilities, CHL are hindered by several factors. These 
include: 

 A perception of prioritisation of social housing over its commitments to the wider Treveth 
sites, stemming from the management of units used as TA during the pandemic 

 

 Despite repeated claims that it takes a ‘commercial’ approach to the provision of 
management services to Treveth 

  The Private Lets service within CHL 
operates as a business unit that is largely distinct from the wider Housing Options 
directorate.

 

The CHL Board should review whether it genuinely wants to provide a market rent management 
service. As part of the review, CHL should assess the current contract with Treveth including 
whether the standards expected of CHL are understood and being met; that delivery of the 
contract is appropriately resourced (in reference to staffing and skills); and whether the contract 
makes a worthwhile contribution to CHL’s profitability. 

This review should be considered in reference to the wider commitments and activities of the 
organisation, not least the management of Cornwall Council’s social housing stock. 

If the result of this consideration is to continue with a strategy to offer and develop a market rent 
management service, this needs to be reflected in support from leadership that is able to 
dedicate sufficient focus and energy to it, and in a sufficiently resourced management function 
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that keenly understands the scope of its obligations and delivers accordingly. Furthermore, the 
Board should have greater oversight of these activities, including progress reports and feedback 
from Treveth, as appropriate. 

Gypsy and Traveller Site Management 

CHL manages three permanent/residential sites (Boscarn Parc, Wheal Jewel and Fordown 
Park) and one transit /short stay site (South Treviddo). In 2015, CHL entered into 60-year 
leases on the three permanent sites having previously managed the sites on behalf of CC. This 
was to make use of £1.24m in HCA funding secured by CC and Carrick Housing to undergo 
improvement works. There is no evidence to suggest a financial benefit for CHL to take on 
these leases. We understand that the leases were entered into at the direct request of the then 
commissioning function. 

Some CHL staff we spoke with questioned the long-term financially viability of these schemes. 
During 2018/19, CHL reported using its own budgets and reserves to fund essential repairs 
while recognising that this is not sustainable for future years.  

CHL’s performance in the recovery of arrears has worsened over the past year with total 
cumulative arrears now exceeding annual projected income from gypsy and traveller sites. It is 
anticipated that legal redress will improve this over time. However, despite efforts by CHL, 
enforcement measures run the risk of being undermined by the lack of adequate boundaries 
and security on some sites. 

Providing G&T services, including neighbourhood management, recovery of arrears, and 
enforcement can be challenging for more traditional providers of settled accommodation. The 
sites have suffered from under-management and under-investment for several years. With a 
relatively new team in place at CHL and continued commitment from the Council (particularly in 
regard to investment in the sites), the direction of travel is positive.  

This positive outlook is somewhat dependent on the success of the recent capital funding bid. 
Should the significant investment required in the sites not be made, the management of the 
G&T sites will continue to be source of potential friction between CHL and CC, and ultimately 
result in worse outcomes for the G&T community in Cornwall.  

The CHL Board should review the business case for retention of the gypsy and traveller sites 
and the continuation of CHL’s provision of wider gypsy and traveller services. Such a review 
should consider the appropriate levels of investment and funding required, as well as the 
contractual arrangements with the Council. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

 Cornwall Housing Limited (CHL) is the largest provider of social housing in Cornwall. 
Set up as an ALMO, it was commissioned by Cornwall Council (CC) to manage its 
10,500 properties. CHL provides not only housing management and maintenance, but 
a wide range of other housing services: housing advice services including 
homelessness, temporary accommodation (TA), the management of gypsy and 
traveller sites, leaseholder services, and the management of Cornwall Homechoice 
(the choice-based lettings system for obtaining social housing). 

 Along with Cormac Solutions, Cornwall Airport Newquay and Cornwall Development 
Company, CHL forms part of the Corserv Group. The Group is owned by CC and was 
established to improve the lives of people in Cornwall by generating growth and 
opportunity.  

 The governance structure at CHL consists of chair  three council 
nominees, three resident board members and two independent members. 

 managing director (MD), is also a member of the board. He reports to 
, the MD of Corserv. 

 In early 2020 concerns were raised about a number of operational areas of CHL. 
Initially, problems were identified with repairs and maintenance services. Since then, 
concerns have been raised about: the Private Rented Acquisitions (PRA) project to 
acquire homes for use as TA; management of emergency accommodation (EA); 
landlord health and safety compliance; management of gypsy traveller sites and the 
Treveth properties; budget management; and general performance against contracts. 

 The recently appointed agreed that an 
independent review would be commissioned to review the organisational performance 
of CHL. 

1.2. Scope 

 It was agreed that the scope of the review would cover: 

 Operational effectiveness regarding performance management, governance, and 
delivery against key contracts and objectives.  

 Explicit consideration of the clarity and quality of the relationship between the CC 
commissioning function and the operational effectiveness of CHL. 

 Identification of relevant dependencies on, or inter-dependencies with, the Council, 
and the services it provides that impact on CHL’s operational effectiveness. 

 In terms of specific operational areas, it was agreed that the review would include:  

 Repairs, maintenance, and landlord health and safety 
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 Temporary and emergency accommodation, Housing Options, and the PRA Project  
 A review of performance and management of the Treveth stock (performance issues 

and root causes, including any lessons to be drawn from the handover process for 
all new homes on the HDP pilot sites) and gypsy and traveller site management. 

 Given the timescales required of the review 
and the broad scope, it was agreed that this work would not constitute a ‘full 

review’ (equivalent of an audit) of all of the areas listed, but rather aims to identify key 
issues (and root causes, where possible), and provide a prioritised action plan to either 
address the issues, mitigate risk, or undertaken further detailed work, where required. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1. Overview 

 

 

 

.  

 

  

 
 

 Our enquiries were structured according to the following broad ‘work streams’, which 
are also reflected in the structure of this report. The workstreams are: 

 General operational effectiveness review, including governance, quality of 
management information, assurance to the board and commissioner, clarity and 
quality of commissioning arrangements, and delivery of the organisational 
transformation programme. 

 Repairs, maintenance, and landlord health and safety, including cost and 
performance of repairs and maintenance functions, and compliance with the 
Home Standard and landlord health and safety regulations. 

 Temporary and emergency accommodation, Housing Options, and the PRA 
project, including the strategy and operational management of the PRA project, 
financial administration, and housing benefit (HB) subsidy loss. 

 Operational management of the Treveth stock, and gypsy and traveller site 
management. 

 Our findings from each of these workstreams are covered in the next four sections. 
There is a final section which discusses shared themes evident from two or more of the 
workstreams.  
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3. Findings: General Operational Effectiveness 

3.1. Introduction 

 This section sets out the main findings from the ‘general operational effectiveness’ 
workstream. It includes observations and findings on the clarity and quality of 
commissioning arrangements and how these impact on the operational effectiveness of 
CHL, governance, performance against metrics, and the delivery of the transformation 
programme. 

 

3.2. Commissioning Arrangements and Relationships 

 Management Agreement 

 The Management Agreement is a legal agreement between CC and CHL which sets 
out the terms of engagement between the two parties. The existing agreement was 
signed in 2012. There is currently a new draft version of the agreement (dated October 
2020) which is yet to be signed by CC and CHL pending agreement to changes.  

 The Management Agreement includes (but is not limited to):  

 CC’s responsibilities, statutory or otherwise 
 Requirements for CHL to provide information for performance review 
 Details on how additional services may be taken on by CHL and how the cost 

of these is reflected in the management fee 
 Commitment that there should be agreement between CC and CHL on the 

use of surpluses or reserves created by CH 
 Permission and conditions to undertake income generation activities so long 

as focus is not taken away from core services 
 Details on continuous improvement by CHL. 

 

 The services to be delivered by CHL under the Management Agreement are set out in 
an appended document, the Commissioning Plan. 
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 Commissioning Plan 

 The Commissioning Plan is the key document governing the relationship between CC 
and CHL1. The latest version of this is dated April 2020. We understand that this plan is 
directly linked to the yet-to-be-signed Management Agreement. 

 The Commissioning Plan is largely a strategic document outlining the detailed drivers 
and expectations for services offered by CHL on behalf of CC. It includes a service 
specification, sets out how CC will engage with CHL in relation to the Management 
Agreement, and includes terms of reference for the CC/CHL commissioning board 
which oversees the commissioning and contract management function between CC 
and CHL. The Commissioning Plan has a four-year outlook but is to be reviewed 
annually.  

 The Commissioning Plan splits the services CHL provides into four areas:  

 Core Services: including corporate, financial and governance support 
 Landlord Management Services in the HRA: including landlord services, 

repairs and maintenance, compliance, and asset management  
 Other Services outside of the HRA: including Housing Options Service, 

operating Homechoice (Cornwall Council Allocations Scheme and 
Homechoice Scheme), and management of gypsy and traveller sites and 
unauthorised encampments 

 Projects and Initiatives: Including community engagement and inclusion, 
financial inclusion, delivery of homelessness (RSH and RRP) funding, estate 
improvement projects, Nos Da Kernow homelessness prevention and 
Shared Futures programmes.           

 

 The Commissioning Plan outlines requirements for CHL to deliver value for money and 
to hear ‘the voice of resident and customers’ in the delivery of services. The document 
includes 27 ‘ambitious and challenging’ KPIs which are reported against and monitored 
quarterly. Internal audit and external audit functions are used to verify the quality of 
service. The plan states that CC may undertake “deep dives” into service areas where 
necessary.  

 Smaller contracts between CC and CHL sitting outside of the Management Agreement 
include:  

 Family Support contract 
 Gypsy and Traveller (Transit Site) contract 
 PRA contract 
 Troubled Families contract 
 Rough Sleeper Outreach Contract. 

                                            
1 The commissioning relationship detailed in the Commissioning Plan between CC and CHL is one of 
three relevant relationships between CHL and the Council, the other two being the shareholder 
agreement showing CC as the sole shareholder of Corserv, and the partnering agreement between CC 
and its group of companies (‘GoC’). 
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 While the contract for the management of the Treveth pilot site properties was awarded 
following a tendering exercise by CC, the management agreement is between Treveth 
and CHL for managing these properties.  

 The above contracts are subject to their own commissioning and monitoring 
arrangements but may feature as a key project or initiative within the Commissioning 
Plan because they complement or provide benefits to core housing services. 

 CC’s Commissioning Function and the Relationship with CHL 

 a transition in 2017 within CC 
from a ‘Commissioning Function’ to a ‘Strategic Housing Function’. We understand 
that, within CC, housing and homelessness had previously been regarded as the job of 
the ALMO, until the creation of the Council’s housing service in 2017/18 which drew 
together related functions within CC into a homogenous housing service. 

 This occurred around the same time as the completion of a council-commissioned 
review of the ALMO which identified a series of recommendations to improve and 
modernise CHL. Repeated reference was made to the 2017 review in our discussions 
with CC commissioning staff and it clearly frames a perspective of CHL as an 
improving organisation that continues to require more improvement to meet the 
Council’s vision for its commissioned housing services to be ‘first class’. 

 Much of the contact between the commissioning function and CHL occurs through a 
number of formal and informal meetings. These include:  

 A formal strategic board between CC and CHL to undertake an annual 
strategic review 

 A CC/CHL commissioning board which provides strategic, performance and 
operational functions. It meets twice monthly to oversee commissioning and 
contractual functions. One meetings each month focuses on the HRA 
services and the other on General Fund services (described below) 

 A CC representative attending CHL board meetings as a non-voting member 
 CC and CHL leadership attending a Housing Partnership Board every two 

months  
 As part of the Corserv Group of Companies (GoC), CC and CHL sit on a 

partnership board which reports to the shareholder’s board  
 Operational collaboration through project groups on specified topics (e.g. 

gypsy and traveller project). 
 Weekly Housing and Accommodation Recovery Executive (HARE) group 

meetings, covering Housing Options, the PRA project, and TA management. 
We understand that consideration is being given to extending the 
membership of these meetings to representatives of third-party 
organisations.    

3.2.18 It is worth noting that in our experience of reviewing other ALMO-Council relationships, 
the number and frequency of different meetings between CHL and CC is very high. 
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3.2.19 The Commissioning Plan provides an important reference point for understanding and 
managing the relationship between CC and CHL. However, there is currently some 
confusion about whether the April 2020 document has formally been adopted. 

 The Plan is directly linked to the yet-to-be-signed Management Agreement between the 
two organisations. There is reference to this being the case in the draft Management 
Agreement (which lists the Commissioning Plan as Schedule 1) and in the CHL board 
report of June 2019. Despite being a document intended to be in force from 2020 
onwards, the plan contains the balanced scorecard targets for the 2017/18 year, and 
projects and initiatives with completion dates in 2019 and early 2020, a period prior to 
the signing of the new Management Agreement. It is therefore unclear what relevance 
parts of the Plan have, unless updated prior to the signing of the new Management 
Agreement. 

 When asked about the Commissioning Plan, staff at CHL recognised the document as 
a ‘draft’ that would formally come into force with the new Management Agreement but 
reported that they and CC’s commissioning function have been “working in the spirit” of 
the Plan since its creation. CC commissioning staff reported that, being one year into 
the four-year Commissioning Plan, now is an appropriate time for review of, and 
reflection on, the Plan. 

 

Members of CC’s commissioning function take the view that it is the proper role 
of the commissioner to set the strategic direction for the housing service. The 
Commissioning Plan is explicit on this point, stating that ‘Cornwall Council retains 
control over the strategic direction and key decisions of CHL’. As covered elsewhere in 
this report, this leaves questions as to the role of the CHL board. 

 

 This interpretation is supported by 
the Commissioning Plan that formally allows for some level of ‘operational and strategic 
overview for delivery of services’ by the CC/CHL commissioning board, and 
operationally-focused meetings about the delivery of joint projects. 

 Stakeholders within CC described CHL as ‘the deliverer’ of CC’s strategic direction, 
and that the commissioning function deliberately does not dictate how CHL is to deliver 
its strategy. Others in the commissioning function confirmed that they did not get 
involved in the detail of operational planning or delivery. 

 However, our review of documents and interviews demonstrate that CC is involved in 
the operational management of the services provided by CHL. Examples include:  

 Close operational monitoring and influence of the management of TA during 
the pandemic and continuing basis. This includes detailed information 
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provided on a weekly basis to HARE meetings and daily contact with CHL 
directors at points during the pandemic.  

 Ad hoc contact with CHL directors challenging decisions or seeking detailed 
operational information. One such example is contact seeking justification 

for decisions about individual placements. 
 A number of instances evident in the minutes and papers from the monthly 

HRA and General Fund meetings, which include operational details such as 
the process for surveying and repairing potholes on HRA land and updates 
on individual staff leavers and new starters. 

 CHL having to seek approval from the 
commissioning function prior to recruiting new staff. 

 It is a common view within the ALMO that CC’s commissioning function gets too 
operationally involved in the delivery of services. While it was acknowledged that 
operational engagement from CC could be helpful, it also had a tendency to feel like a 
management relationship. In some parts of CHL, the frequency and detail of reporting 
was described as producing an ‘industry’ of reporting that occupied resource in teams 
already under significant pressure. 

 There was also a sense among some within CHL that the relationship with the 
commissioning function disempowers and that this 
ultimately compromises CHL’s ability to accept ownership for key decisions that they 
feel are forced upon them. This was particularly the case in reference to important 
decisions related to areas of our scope, where we understand that pressure from the 
Council was applied, sometimes despite concerns being raised or reluctance by CHL 
staff. Examples of this include:  

 Decisions on the acquisition of some properties for the PRA project, which 
led to unanticipated budgetary pressure early in the project’s life 

 Acceptance of possession of the Treveth stock from the Council while CHL 
concerns remained about build quality and compliance 

 The award of the gypsy and traveller transit site contract for a substantially 
lower fee than CHL had bid for. 

 Accounts of such pressure being applied arose in unconnected discussions 
) and lend credibility to these claims. 

 we received evidence 
that supported some of these claims, and heard views that were consistent with a 
general expectation of CHL conforming with the commissioner’s bidding. 

 

 

 This dynamic in the relationship between CHL and the Council’s commissioning 
function has contributed to the development of a sense of resentment 
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 The Commissioning Plan allows for a certain amount of operational involvement. 
However, the commissioning function strays beyond these terms into too much 
operational management (more frequently in some areas than others). Perhaps more 
concerning is the recurring theme of pressure applied on the ALMO (outside of CHL’s 
own governance structures) to make decisions that are not necessarily in the wider 
interests of CHL and its core responsibilities. 

 While some within the Council insist that the relationship is generally collaborative and 
“not a relationship of conflict”, others in CC describe it as “adversarial”. On balance, it is 
our view that the relationship is prone to being adversarial at times, which has 
damaged trust and, if it continues, risks a more wholesale deterioration of the 
relationship. 

 
 

 

 

  

 Whatever the causes, we recommend that: 

 considers 
the value that the Council and the delivery of housing services should expect 
from the commissioning function, and the proper role of the commissioning 
function to achieve that value. 

 Greater operational involvement is not a long-term solution to concerns about 
service performance. 

 should consider and consult on whether recent and ongoing 
concerns about CHL’s delivery of Housing Options and associated services 
can be resolved with the service remaining within the ALMO.  

 

 to carry out 
or commission further work to understand to what extent (if any) the 
commissioning of CHL to deliver activities in addition to the management of 
HRA properties, detracts from CHL’s operational capacity or strategic focus 
on delivering a ‘first-class’ housing service 
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3.3. Governance 

 The governance structure of CHL comprises a representative board of three 
independent board members (including the recently appointed chair), three 
nominations from CC, three tenant members, and the MD of CHL.  

 The board is supported by four committees: audit and risk, finance and new initiatives, 
services and engagement, and remuneration and nominations. Committee membership 
is made up of an independent member, council nominee and tenant member, with the 
exception of the services and engagement committee which has a broader tenant 
membership. 

 CHL is a subsidiary company of Corserv, the Arms-Length Group of CC. Although 
there is no representation from Corserv on the CHL board, the chair of CHL now sits on 
the Corserv board providing a link at governance level. 

 

 Following a governance review in 2018 it was proposed that the membership of the 
board would reduce to eight plus the MD by 2021. This would be achieved through the 
reduction of council membership from three to two council nominees. The 
representative nature of the board comprising independent members, tenant members 
and councillors would be retained. 

 It is unusual to see a Group subsidiary with its own committee structure, and there are 
real benefits available in using the skills and experience available from within the 
Group in addition to ensuring that the risks, at a subsidiary level, are known and 
understood by the Group. We would normally see representatives from subsidiaries on 
Group committees rather than committees existing at subsidiary level per se and it is 
recommended that the CHL board discuss this option.   

 Governance documentation 

 The governing instruments are the Articles of Association for CHL, the standing orders 
(not seen) and the financial regulations including a scheme of delegations (dated 
2014). The financial regulations are out of date and do not reflect the current 
organisation or operating context. 

 There are two risk management frameworks that appear to be in operation: Corserv 
risk management framework (2019 draft seen) which links the operations of the 
subsidiary to Corserv (via Corserv’s audit and risk committee); and CHL’s risk 
management framework which is dated June 2013 and does not reflect the current 
operating context of CHL. 

 Board reports have been reviewed to assess the quality of information provided to the 
board, to provide the board with assurance and enable effective and efficient decision-
making.  
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 Board papers are lengthy and executive summaries do not consistently provide the 
board with the detail it requires to understand the topic, the areas that the board should 
note, seek assurance etc. and those areas where decisions are required. The 
compliance and asset management report overlaps with the health and safety report 
and there is some degree of dependency between each (reference to the detail on gas 
and electrical testing from the compliance report to the health and safety report which 
means that, for the complete picture, the reader has to switch between the two papers, 
and further information is found within the performance report which is supplied to the 
board separately).  

 The finance report, while providing the reader with variance information for different 
periods, did not show trends within the management accounts; also, the narrative could 
have been interspersed with tables and graphs to assist readers who like information in 
different formats (rather than just words). In some papers there was the danger of not 
seeing the ‘wood from trees’ and key points being missed.  

 Minutes are lengthy and provide the essence of debate, important for critical topics 
such as the gas compliance report from Ark.  

 Reviewing the documentation from the committees shows that there is some 
duplication between the papers that go to the finance and new initiatives committee 
and the board, specifically the management accounts and performance reports, and 
care should be taken that discussion is not replayed in each forum. 

 Board papers relating to health and safety compliance were specifically reviewed to 
assess board reporting and clarity of information. It is difficult to reconcile the 
compliance data that is provided to the board, to determine the true picture of 
compliance, without cross-referencing three documents. The true position needs to be 
presented to the board in one document.  

 High-level observations of gas, electrical and fire risk assessments (FRAs) show: 

 There has been a significant amount of work carried out on gas compliance and the 
board has monitored this carefully. At the end of October compliance was at 99.02%, 
and as of January 2021 8 properties did not have a valid gas certificate with an 
action plan to reduce this 

 Electrical testing is a cause for concern and work is on-going in this area as a result 
of our work. At the time of reporting work was being undertaken to determine the 
percentage of its stock that has not been tested for over ten years. Board reports 
indicate that this may be as great as 10% (1073 properties), but the true figure is 
unknown and this is a key focus for CHL at the present time. Critically, it is not 
apparent that the board has understood the risk associated with this position, having 
been informed it is not a statutory requirement. However, the risks are significant 
and testing should be dealt with as a priority. See Appendix 2 for information on the 
regulator’s approach to electrical testing. The board should review the information, 
once complete, and determine its position in relation to the Regulatory Homes 
Standard 

 FRAs will be undertaken on all properties in Q4 2020-2021, having been previously 
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undertaken in 2017-2018. The board should ensure that actions are risk-assessed 
and monitored. 

 The NHF Code of Governance (2015 version) was reviewed by the board in October 
2020 and shows full compliance, however there are areas within the commentary that 
suggest non-compliance. These are: 

 Risk (C1, 8). A board is ultimately responsible for risk within an organisation, with 
oversight of the framework and process delegated to the audit and risk committee. 
The CHL assessment states that the executive leadership team manages the risk 
process and escalates red risks to the audit and risk committee. This does not 
evidence that the board is responsible for the risk matrix and suggests it has 
delegated the oversight of risk to the audit and risk committee 

 Board member renewal (D1). It was stated that an impact assessment has been 
undertaken and is awaiting approval. The board should have a succession plan 
overseen by the remuneration and nominations committee which should be updated 
regularly and approved by the board.  

 Board member reappointment (D3). The reappointment of board members is based 
on the requirements of the board taking account of board member performance, the 
skills required by the board and the succession plan. The process of reappointment 
does not appear to be robust and indicates that if a board member wishes to remain 
on the board ‘it would be up to the board to agree and reappoint’. 

 Board induction (D8). The explanation does not indicate a robust induction process 
for board members.  

 Board appraisal (D9). Board appraisal should be carried out every two years. The 
last board appraisal was undertaken in 2016. 

 Board and committee effectiveness (E4). The action does not indicate when the 
board or committees last considered their effectiveness.  

 The self-assessment against the regulatory standards that was provided, dated July 
2019, showed compliance with all regulatory standards, where they are applicable to 
an ALMO. In CHL’s case the economic standards (governance and viability) applies to 
only 56 properties. The consumer standard applies to the Council and thereby to CHL. 
We have not seen the self-assessment for 2020 and therefore make no comment, but 
recommend that the board is thorough in seeking assurance against all standards, 
specifically the consumer standards, noting the position of the compliance data in 
3.3.13 above and the landlord health and safety review in Section 4.3.   

Governance in action 

 A board meeting was observed on 25th November 2020. There was a full agenda, 
which was extended due to the split of the public and private sessions. There was no 
public attendance at this meeting. It was noted in the feedback from the chair and 
committee chairs that they are not consulted on the agendas for upcoming meetings. 
Good practice is that chairs are involved in setting meeting agendas.  

 The committee updates were lengthy. Discussions at the finance and new initiatives 
committee were fed back to the board and then subsequently re-discussed when the 
papers were presented to the board. 
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 There were a significant number of questions from a few board members regarding the 
committee minutes and at points the discussion became quite combative. This is 
unusual as papers discussed in committees usually come to a board having had the 
points of discussion/divergence agreed and, if required, changes already made. 

 

 

      

 

 

 Based on this observation, the role of the board in seeking assurance comes from a 
limited number of board members who, through their questions, did not appear to have 
that assurance and felt that it was not easy to gain the assurance required from the 
papers or the presentation   

 

  

 The board, with the committees, discusses and notes items which, to an extent, covers 
its monitoring and scrutiny role but one has to question how the board ‘governs’ and 
where critical decisions about CHL are being made. 

. 
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 Summary 

 There are a number of observations that flow through to the recommendations 
highlighted in Appendix 1. 

 Although this piece of work was not a full governance review, and therefore 
commentary on the committees is made without observation and a detailed document 
review, there are a number of areas worthy of consideration: 

 Succession planning for the chair of audit and risk is urgently needed for the 
board and should be started immediately. The committee should understand 
how it feeds into the Group Audit and Risk committee and note the points 
made earlier in 3.3.5.  

 The finance and new initiatives committee appears to undertake the lions’ 
share of the scrutiny function of the board. It is not a decision-making body 
though its terms of reference are extensive, to the extent that it could be seen 
to be the ‘board-by-proxy’.  A review of the terms of reference should ensure 
that this committee, if it remains, should be focused on giving the board 
assurance and not undertaking the board’s work.  

 The service and engagement committee has changed in format in the last 
couple of years. , 
agreed that the committee does not work as well as it should and a review of 
the committee, its aims, objectives, membership etc. should be undertaken 
as part of the evolving resident involvement strategy, ensuring that it is 
customer focused and truly ‘hears the voice of CHL’s diverse customer base’. 
This is especially important given CHL’s lower than average performance in 
residents feeling listened to. 

 
met annually with a limited agenda. The 

committee should ensure that it fulfils the requirements set out in its terms of 
reference.  



   
CONFIDENTIAL 

Independent Review of Cornwall Housing Limited 
January 2021 

 

Page | 26 
 

 The board, through its upcoming recruitment, ensures that new members have the 
appropriate skills to increase the strength of the board specifically in the areas of health 
and safety, assets, commercial experience and finance knowledge.  

 Finally, it is imperative that there is continued focus on the areas of statutory 
compliance that need resolving. Gas and FRAs are in the process of full reviews, 
however the risks associated with out-of-date electrical certificates need to be 
understood. A programme and resources should be put in place to a) understand the 
true position (underway), b) complete all those that are out of date, and c) move quickly 
to a best practice frequency of five-years. The fact that the poor performance in these 
areas were not specifically brought to the board’s attention nor were they scrutinised 
appropriately by the board does highlight the need for a skills-based board as detailed 
above.   
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3.4. Performance against metrics 

 CHL is a member of the Housemark benchmarking organisation and uses it to compare 
performance against other housing providers in the UK. CHL’s current benchmark 
group is very broad. The Housemark peer group includes 147 organisations throughout 
England who have a DLO, comprising ALMOs, local authorities, LSVTs, and traditional 
housing associations with between 4,000 and 20,000 units.  

 Having such a broad benchmarking group diminishes the relevance of CHL’s 
benchmark position and peer group averages. It is recommended that CHL works with 
Housemark to identify a more directly relevant peer group, consisting of providers with 
rural stock and a more comparable stock size, to benchmark against in future.  

 The table below summarises the performance of CHL compared to the Housemark 
peer group in 2019/20 in a range of core areas. 

Housing Management 
Cost per property (CPP) Resident involvement, ASB generally in line with peers  

Rent arrears, tenancy management lettings significantly lower than 
peers 

Arrears % write offs generally in line with peers 
% former tenant arrears significantly lower than peers 
Not reporting on % of arrears from unpaid housing benefit  

Average re-let time Higher than peer average, third quartile  
Void loss Higher than peer average, third quartile 
Tenancy turnover Between first quartile and peer average    
Repairs and Major Works 
CPP response repairs and 
voids 

Slightly higher than peer average (£740 compared to £692), costs 
higher due to higher responsive repairs/voids management costs 
(not service provider costs)  

Average void repair cost Average 
Average cost responsive 
repair  

Bottom quartile  

Average days taken to 
complete repairs 

At higher end, c.19 days compared to c.12 day average and 15 
days upper quartile  

% appointments kept Average  
CPP major works Third quartile, c.£446 more expensive than peer average, slightly 

higher cost of major works service, slightly lower cost of cyclical 
maintenance service, higher cost of management in both 

Customer Contact and Complaints 
% calls answered Average to high  
Time to answer calls Slightly higher than average 
Tenant Satisfaction (STAR) 
Satisfaction with service 
provided 

Around 80%, c.87% is average 

Satisfaction with quality of 
home 

Around 81-82%, c.85% is average 

Satisfaction with 
neighbourhood 

Average (around 85%)  

Satisfaction that rent 
provides value for money 

Average, slightly above (c.88%)  

Satisfaction with repairs 
and maintenance overall 

Around 73%, average is 80%  
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Satisfaction that views are 
being listened to and acted 
upon 

c.64% (average is 70%)  

 

 Areas of above average performance include lower corporate overhead costs, lower 
tenancy turnover, lower arrears, lower housing management (per property), and lower 
estate services costs.  

 CHL faces challenges related to relatively long voids/re-let times, void loss, long 
responsive repairs completion times, higher management costs in responsive repairs, 
and low customer satisfaction, particularly for repairs and maintenance. We understand 
that improving voids performance had been an area of recent focus within CHL. The 
impact of COVID-19 pandemic restrictions on inspections, void works, and viewings is 
likely to obscure any recent improvements made in the process. Therefore, work to 
improve void turnaround performance should continue. 

 More recent KPI reporting suggests CHL is improving re-let times, which could reduce 
void loss, but that this is being continuously impacted by COVID-19. As voids are an 
area for ongoing improvement they should continue to be monitored. Also, we 
understand that recent recommendations following a LEAN review of the voids process 
have not been adopted. Further comment on this is provided in the section below on 
transformation. 

 The performance metrics show that customer satisfaction is about average across 
most service areas, which could be regarded as positive, given that CHL generally 
under-spends compared to peers in most housing management areas. Conversely, 
CHL has slightly lower than average performance in residents feeling listened to, which 
contrasts to the slightly higher spend per property on resident involvement at CHL 
compared to its peers.  

 CHL has significantly longer than average repairs completion times at around 19 days, 
compared to the peer average of 12 days. Recent management reporting indicates that 
94% of repairs were completed in time over 2019/20 (rising to around 98% in most 
recent figures, exceeding the 97% target). This suggests that repairs are being 
completed towards the end of their target times to a greater degree than most other 
housing providers. While this may result in meeting ‘in target’ KPIs, it implies that 
customers are waiting an average of a week longer for repairs than the sector median.  

 CHL has higher than average costs for major works, however value for money 
reporting suggests that this is due to an increased capital works programme to achieve 
Cornish Housing Standard and tackle climate change. Generally, CHL has above 
average management costs (as compared to total service delivery costs) across all 
repairs areas including voids and major, cyclical and responsive repairs. While 
management reports that these costs have not increased over time, it is unknown why 
they are disproportionately higher than peers when taking into account costs of 
services provided.  
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 Relatively poor performance in repairs and maintenance is commonly acknowledged 
by CHL’s stakeholders and was raised by a number of interviewees as part of the 
review. In recognition of these performance challenges, Corserv is in the process of 
restructuring the repairs and maintenance function into a separate company within the 
Group. It is hoped that these changes will help to address perceived challenges in 
recruitment, as well as enable a keener focus on performance and commerciality. 

 Summary 

 In summary, CHL has very low-cost housing management (tenancy) services, with 
good performance in income recovery, and low levels of tenancy turnover. Customer 
satisfaction is about average across most service areas, which could be regarded as 
positive, given that CHL generally under-spends compared to peers in most housing 
management areas 

 Benchmarking shows CHL’s responsive repairs and void services to be around or 
slightly above average (per property), with analysis showing relatively high 
management costs in these areas. Performance shows a comparatively low number of 
responsive repairs per property (which is generally considered positive), but a much 
higher average number of days taken to complete repairs, a possible explanation for 
the low satisfaction with repairs and maintenance. Re-let times and related 
performance in void loss continue to be a challenge.  

 Overall, CHL is an average performing housing manager. This falls short of the current 
vision as set out in CC’s Housing Service Plan, which aspires to the ‘provision of first-
class services to customers and for residents’.  
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3.5. Delivery of the Organisational Transformation Programme 

 In 2017 CC commissioned a review of CHL. Delivered over several months, the review 
provided extensive recommendations for improvement and modernisation. In our 
interviews with key stakeholders the 2017 housing review featured prominently in the 
minds of staff in the Council’s housing function as a key milestone in the context of 
CHL’s journey and its relationship with the commissioning function. For some in the 
commissioning function, the years following that review have been, at least in part, 
focused on monitoring CHL’s fulfilling the review’s findings. 

 For CHL, the most obvious lasting impact of the 2017 review, is the transformation and 
change programme that was created, largely to deliver the recommendations of the 
review. The 2017 review made recommendations that spanned governance, 
commissioning arrangements, policy and strategy development, organisation design, 
business planning, performance management, and transformation and modernisation. 
Given this broad scope, the original transformation and change programme reads as a 
loosely connected mix of 101 strategic, operational, transformational and business-as-
usual activities. 

 The programme experienced some delays, to the disappointment of people within both 
CHL and CC. An example referred to in interviews was the delivery of the mobile 
working solution for repairs and maintenance (now heading towards its second phase 
of implementation). This has been primarily delivered within the repairs and 
maintenance directorate. We understand that the project delays were partly due to 
procurement delays and problems related to working with the CC IT service and third-
party providers.  

 Lessons should be learnt from the delays, with particular emphasis on ensuring that 
change projects within individual directorates or business units seek out and draw upon 
the experience, relationships and resource of the business improvement team. These 
are not uncommon challenges for organisations going through a period of change and 
modernisation; business-wide business improvement specialists should be used by 
service delivery directorates. 

 In addition to delayed programmed transformation activity, we also saw evidence that 
work planned with the support of external consultants has not been implemented. One 
example is the project to redesign essential processes, such as voids. 
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 The Future 

 With most of the original programme of improvement recommendations largely 
achieved, the business improvement team is in the process of moving to an approach 
of continuous improvement. In future the business improvement function will have a 
broad-ranging scope covering aspects of compliance, risk, business intelligence, 
support to and direct delivery of projects and programmes across the organisation. 

 A transition from a pre-determined programme to a continuous improvement approach 
is often a challenge for business improvement functions. The team at CHL have taken 
a sensible approach in establishing terms of reference. Care should be taken to avoid 
too broad a remit and to ensure that clear goals and milestones for delivery are 
established or reset at appropriate intervals.   

 Planned projects include further roll-out of the mobile working solution, development of 
the tenant portal, CRM, and workflow to support it. The business improvement team is 
also keen to extend an understanding of LEAN and customer-centred approaches to 
service design across the organisation. The introduction of a new CRM system will 
support these efforts, as will efforts to undertake root-cause analysis and active 
learning from complaint cases.  

 Despite these activities and the progress made in recent years, some CHL staff we 
spoke with believe that there is more work to do in embedding greater customer focus 
into the culture of CHL. The importance of this is recognised by stakeholders in CC’s 
commissioner function, who raised the need for greater customer focus within the 
ALMO’s culture. However, this view appears to have been largely formed in response 
to the content of (and exposure to) members enquiries and complaints. Our experience 
of working with local authority housing functions and ALMOs that exposure to 
complaints and members enquiries can often lead to a perception that is not 
representative of wider organisational performance or culture. 

 Nevertheless, CHL should consider how achieving a more customer-focused culture 
can be evidenced and accelerated, and that it is properly understood and adopted by 
all colleagues. CHL’s Board should consider what mechanisms could be introduced to 
test CHL’s success in this cultural change. 
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4. Focused findings: Repairs, Maintenance, and Landlord Health 
and Safety 

4.1 Cost and Performance and Repairs and Maintenance Functions 

4.1.1 As detailed above, CHL continues to face performance challenges related to voids and 
responsive repairs performance, customer satisfaction with repairs, and management 
costs across all repairs services. 

4.1.2 Board reporting shows some concern over repairs and maintenance, mainly relating to 
health and safety compliance and resistance to implementing process reviews. There 
is little challenge in performance reporting commentary over the high cost and relatively 
weak performance in responsive repairs (cost and service performance) against peers, 
and high management costs (as compared to service costs) against peers across all 
areas of repairs, including voids, and major, cyclical and responsive repairs. 

4.1.3 Responsive Repairs and Voids 

4.1.4 Management reporting to board suggests repairs performance is due to resourcing 
challenges and a delay to the go-live date of mobile working arrangements, which have 
had a knock-on effect on anticipated service improvement and productivity. With voids, 
management explains that the implementation of a LEAN process review has not been 
fully realised. Despite this, management reports, including the June 2020 statement of 
internal control, indicate value for money achievements in repairs and maintenance, 
despite high costs on average. 

4.1.5 Intentions to maximise resource to address repairs concerns were paused when some 
repairs staff were furloughed due to COVID-19 and CHL moved to emergency repairs 
only. Q4 2020 showed a reduction in repairs completed on time, the reason cited being 
COVID-19 restrictions. Commentary shows reducing services resulted in tenant 
complaints and a backlog of repairs. As a result, a dedicated resource was identified in 
repairs to deal with the volume of repairs-related complaints.2  

4.1.6 CHL has below average performance in days taken to complete repairs at c.19 days 
compared to 12 days peer average. This figure appears to be worsening. In previous 
years CHL reported 14 days and 15 days respectively for 2017/18 and 2018/19.  

4.1.7 CHL does not report to Housemark how many repairs are completed at the first visit, 
while almost all other metrics are reported. Management reports indicate the metric as 
being ‘on pause’ due to delayed implementation of the new mobile working system. A 
number of repairs metrics were also ‘paused’ during the first quarter of 2020/21, 
including satisfaction with repairs, voids, and planned works. Performance metrics play 
a vital role in supporting both executive and board understanding of a business, 
including the short-term impacts of implementing new ways of working. We would 

                                            
2 17th December 2020 audit and assurance committee minutes  
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expect the executive and board to have visibility of performance metrics regardless of 
changes being implemented. The CHL board should review the practice of ‘pausing’ 
KPI metrics. 

4.1.8 Overall tenant satisfaction with repairs and maintenance service is low at 74%, about 
6% worse than the peer average. CHL did not report to Housemark in 2019/20 tenant 
satisfaction with their last repair, which was at 80% in previous years. The average for 
peers in 2019/20 was 91%. The most recent satisfaction metrics reported to the CHL 
board show satisfaction with repairs being at 93%, for the second quarter of 2020/21. 

4.1.9 The cost of responsive repairs and voids is high and appears to be increasing. The 
largest deviation from the peer group is in management costs for the two services – 
management costs are around 40% higher at CHL for both services.   

Table 1: Responsive Repairs and Voids Cost Performance  

Cost Area CHL 18/19 CHL 19/20 Change Peer 19/20 

Responsive (Service Only)  £ 320   £ 376  17%  £ 375  

Responsive (Management Only)  £ 87   £ 127  46%  £ 73  

Responsive (Total)  £ 407   £ 503  23%  £ 448 

Voids (Service Only)  £ 194   £ 188  -3%  £ 204  

Voids (Management Only)  £ 40   £ 49  23%  £ 28  

Voids (Total)  £ 234   £ 237  1%  £232  

4.1.10 Major Works and Cyclical Maintenance  

4.1.11 Overall costs of major works and cyclical repairs is high at CHL but decreasing slightly, 
as seen by the table below.  

Table 2: Major Works and Cyclical Maintenance Performance 

Cost Area CHL 18/19 CHL 19/20 Change Peer 19/20 

Major Works (Service Only)  £ 1,407   £ 1,390  -1%  £ 1,193  

Major Works (Management 
Only) 

 £ 142   £ 130  -9%  £ 70  

Major Works (Total)  £ 1,549   £ 1,520  -2%  £ 1,263  

Cyclical (Service Only)  £ 251   £ 206  -18%  £ 220  

Cyclical (Management Only)  £ 70   £ 102  46%  £ 253 

Cyclical (Total)  £ 321   £ 308  -4%  £ 245  

4.1.12 The CHL VFM self-assessment suggests that a relatively high cost for major works is 
positive, as it indicates investment in stock, particularly over the years 2017/18 to 
2019/20 when the HRA capital programme increased from £12.6m to £16.0m. This is in 

                                            
3 Estimate due to labelling omission in Housemark report  
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line with what we would expect, but it would typically be accompanied by a decrease in 
spend on responsive repairs, which is not yet apparent.  

4.1.13 The CHL VFM self-assessment also states that, despite the increase in capital works 
spend on services, management costs have remained the same or lower which is 
considered a positive. This is the case.  However, costs are also significantly higher 
than the peer benchmark average. This is not explained in the reporting.  

4.1.14 Current Service 

4.1.15 The service is in a state of flux as the new mobile working solution, Connect, is being 
introduced. The first phase went live in July. The new system will modernise the 
service and provide much greater visibility, cost control and performance management 
information. The instant appointment booking function has been positively received by 
residents and the customer services team. 

4.1.16 Anecdotal evidence suggests that the DLO could have been characterised as old-
fashioned, inflexible and largely paper-based. The new mobile working solution allows 
jobs to be automatically pinged to the operatives’ PDAs as they complete the previous 
order. The centralised system optimises the operatives’ skills and location to allocate 
the work efficiently and also to meet customers’ needs. 

4.1.17 Phase 1 of a four-phase project has been mobilised and the expectation is to have the 
other phases up and working by the end of the financial year. We understand that 
COVID-19 has caused some delays in the roll out, 

.  

4.1.18 The Q2 performance report confirmed some encouraging early signs from Connect: 

 Customers 
o Improved customer experience resulting in excellent satisfaction 

feedback 
o Appointments being made at the first point of call 
o Text/email appointment confirmations being sent together with 

reminders, and ‘operative on way’ messages 
o Dynamically managed appointments and operatives’ diaries with 

instant warnings if an appointment is in jeopardy 
o Satisfaction surveys on completion of visit 
o Resident low satisfaction ratings being responded to on the same 

day.  

 R&M Commercials 
o Real-time productive time analysis by individual/team/contract 
o Real-time service delivery performance by individual/team/contract 
o Real-time income performance 
o Instant view of who is on-line, where and what job they are on 
o Increase in output of between 15.6% and 26.1% 
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o 50% reduction in no access numbers 
o Dynamic scheduling resulting in requests from some trades for more 

work 
o Reduction in some trades standard job times based on real-

time/actual information 
o Significant improvement in sub-contractor management.  

 Culture 
o Forward looking pro-active culture being established 
o Understanding what actions need to be taken to deliver commitments 

to customers 
o Immediate response to customer dissatisfaction 
o Diary identification of wasted time enabling ways to minimise this 
o Team performance assessment enabling managers to focus attention 

where needed. 

 Health and Safety Management 
o VIP automatically controlled and scheduled 
o Asbestos information must be viewed prior to starting a visit 
o Risk assessment completed for each visit 
o High-level fossil fuel check 
o Daily vehicle checks. 

4.1.19 These are very important building blocks for a modern repairs service. We recommend 
that a half-yearly review is undertaken in January and a full 12-month review (following 
the implementation of the other phases of the programme) to ensure that the system 
has been fully implemented and is meeting the programme goals. 

4.1.20 

 We note that this is expected and the structure will be reviewed once the scheme 
has settled down. The automated system will allow supervisors to spend more time 
checking quality; additional skills in analysing data may be needed. Maximising the 
benefits identified by the comprehensive performance management data will be one of 
the critical success factors for the service. 

4.2 The Cornish Housing Standard and the Decent Homes Standard  

4.2.1 The Government’s Decent Homes Standard (DHS) stipulates that a ‘Decent Home’ 
must meet the following four criteria. A home must have: 

A.  Achieved current statutory minimum standards for Housing (HHSRS) 
B.  A reasonable state of repair 
C.  Reasonably modern facilities and services 
D.  A reasonable degree of thermal comfort.  
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4.2.2 CHL generates its Decent Homes Standard reports using Lifespan asset management 
systems. Currently there are 189 properties that fail the DHS and will be picked up in 
the current or next year’s planned maintenance programme. DHS updates are provided 
to the CHL board. 

4.2.3 The Cornish Housing Standard (CHS) seeks to set minimum quality standards, 
guidelines and targets for all of CC’s social housing stock managed by CHL, both 
existing and future. 

4.2.4 The CHS states that ‘our tenants deserve a higher standard than ‘Decent Homes’ and 
we aim to deliver a Cornish Housing Standard over and above the DHS.  We seek to 
achieve the Cornish Housing Standard in every council owned property in Cornwall, 
albeit in a sustainable way that continues to deliver excellent value for money’. There 
are 34 specific points in the policy statement, and it broadly follows the DHS. The CHS 
remit is wider and includes a couple of measurable enhancements.  These are 
ensuring properties have current safety certificates for heating, and redecorating the 
properties on a seven-year cycle. CHL reports its progress against the CHS to CC 
annually. 

4.2.5 Budget setting and developing programmes of work is a joint process between CC and 
CHL. CHL has most of the background data and CC has the budget and the strategic 
goals, e.g. moving to zero carbon (or as close as possible) by 2030 ahead of the 
current government target of 2050. The programmes are a combination of planned 
maintenance works, improvements and works to remedy non-decency. 

4.3 Landlord Health and Safety 

4.3.1 We have undertaken a detailed desktop review of CHL’s current compliance reporting. 
We have concentrated on the five key risks – fire safety, water hygiene, asbestos, gas 
and electrical testing. We have reviewed the figures reported to the November 2020 
board meeting and will not reproduce them in full here. CHL is working to improve its 
compliance and achievements over the last two years have been positive.  

4.3.2 Fire Safety 

4.3.3 CHL has recently commissioned a new consultant to undertake new FRAs across the 
200 properties deemed to require one. Since the Grenfell Tower fire in June 2017 
FRAs have received much greater scrutiny and, as a generalisation, the standard of 
assessment has increased significantly. We anticipate that some additional fire safety 
works will be identified.  

4.3.4 maintains a list of higher risk 
properties, e.g. sheltered schemes and hostels. Any significant changes to these 
buildings or additions to the list will require new FRAs. 

4.3.5 We recommend that CHL reports not only performance against the target of 
undertaking 200 FRAs, but also the progress of remediation work (if any is identified). 
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Real assurance is provided when the board knows that all identified fire safety work 
has been completed. 

4.3.6 Water Hygiene 

4.3.7 CHL has commissioned Public Health Cornwall to undertake the inspection and testing 
service for the 17 higher risk properties. CHL has recently reviewed its water hygiene 
policy and identified that some additional training (which has been planned) is 
necessary e.g. for some of the voids team working on long-term empty properties.  

4.3.8 One inspection is outstanding, a delay caused by COVID-19 access problems. 

4.3.9 Asbestos 

4.3.10 CHL has confirmed that it has an Asbestos Register covering the communal areas of 
blocks. The surveys and testing is undertaken for CHL by Cormac FM. Monthly 
maintenance inspections are carried out by CHL staff.  

4.3.11 CHL is currently instigating a routine inspection process for all communal areas with 
identified asbestos. These annual inspections will commence in QI 2021/22 and will be 
undertaken by Cormac FM. 

4.3.12 Gas  

4.3.13 CHL has struggled to maintain compliance with its statutory obligations during the 
pandemic. There are two main causes - gaining access to customers’ properties to 
undertake the work and availability of sufficient gas engineers to undertake the 
inspections in a timely manner.   

4.3.14  
Significant progress has been made to reduce the backlog and the figures reported to 
the January board were 8 outstanding properties without a valid gas certificate 
(99.88%). Those properties still outstanding are a combination of no access, shielding 
and cases under legal process for enforcement. 

4.3.15 Most landlords are experiencing some difficulties in this area and pressure needs to be 
maintained to gain access at the earliest opportunity to complete the inspections. Some 
landlords have provided battery-operated carbon monoxide detectors to vulnerable 
tenants where a service cannot be completed, and where carbon monoxide detectors 
have not already been fitted. 

4.3.16 The gas servicing team sits within the repairs and maintenance team and follows 
CHL’s policy and procedure. The team also undertakes some cross-checking of their 
own work and this is CHL’s first line of defence. In addition, further quality control is 
provided within the homes and investment team by the compliance manager and his 
team, which includes a Gas Safe registered engineer. This is CHL’s second line of 
defence. The compliance figures are produced by the compliance manager. 
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4.3.17 The full implementation of Connect will allow gas engineers to complete the Landlords 
Gas Safety Record (the “certificate”) on their PDAs. These will then be stored digitally, 
centrally and in real-time. It will improve accuracy and transparency in compliance 
reporting. 

4.3.18 Electrical Testing 

4.3.19 CHL is in the process of moving from a 10-year to a 5-year electrical testing cycle for 
all the properties. A 5-year cycle is regarded as best practice. It was agreed by the 
board that CHL would report against both 5- and 10-year targets to provide visibility on 
progress. The intention, before COVID-19, was to use 2020/21 to move to the 5-year 
cycle and this would gradually bring all properties up to the 18th Edition of the NICEIC 
regulations.  

4.3.20 Access issues, shielding and a lack of electrical engineers have all combined to 
significantly delay progress. Currently 1073 properties appear to be outside the 10-year 
inspection cycle. Work is on-going to clarify this position and the results are imminent. 
Once the results are received we recommend that CHL prioritise these outstanding 
inspections, looking at a combination of overdue period, tenant vulnerability and 
identification of any recently completed electrical works in the premises. Undertaking 
these outstanding inspections is of the highest priority to reduce potential risk to 
customers. 

4.3.21 Experience elsewhere has found that some of the longest overdue inspections reveal 
some life-style issues, like hoarding, which result in no access and incomplete surveys. 
Some cases need to be escalated to the housing team and are not solely property-
related issues. 

4.3.22 CC (commissioning function) attends CHL board meetings in an observer capacity and 
is copied into the papers. CC monitors legislative compliance through the quarterly 
directorate performance reports. Despite this, we understand that this gap in electrical 
safety compliance was not known to CC’s commissioning function. We saw no 
evidence of it being raised by CC with CHL and it did not feature in our interviews with 
CC officers until we raised it. 

should review what mechanisms could be reasonably put in place to 
ensure such issues are captured in future and consider whether a greater focus on 
compliance monitoring is required, given that the statutory and regulatory obligations sit 
with the Council. 

4.4 Temporary Accommodation and Compliance Risks 

4.4.1 We have undertaken a detailed review of the TA information included in the Q2 
2020/21 directorate performance report. 

4.4.2 It is clear that the COVID-19 pandemic and the government’s ‘Everybody In’ policy has 
caused a significant change to the normal operating processes and procedures 
associated with TA provision.  
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4.4.3 Following a question from at a recent meeting, CHL’s executive team is 
compiling a complete list of all the properties used for TA. The list should be available 
in the week commencing 14th December 2020. 

4.4.4 The list will help to clarify where compliance liabilities lie: with the owner, the managing 
agent, a lessor, CHL, CC or another party altogether. The Q2 report refers to the 
following types of varied accommodation:  

• Hotels - Travel Lodge and Premier Inn, which closed 
• Social housing voids – own stock 
• Social housing stock – other housing associations 
• Converted recently completed shared-ownership properties 
• CC/CHL’s commissioned TA including B&B, hostels 
• Non-commissioned TA – new properties. 

4.4.5 In addition, the following were discussed in the Q2 report:  

 

4.4.6 Experience suggests that the ownership, terms of use/occupation and leasing 
arrangements will provide some clarity on compliance responsibilities. CHL should be 
absolutely clear about its landlord health and safety obligations. This should be a 
matter of priority for CHL.  

4.4.7 As with the electrical safety compliance gap, we saw no evidence that potential TA 
compliance risks were known to CC’s commissioning function. 
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5 Focused findings: Temporary Accommodation and the PRA 
Project 

5.1 Temporary and Emergency Accommodation 

5.1.1 Introduction 

5.1.2 We have reviewed the current arrangements operated by CC and CHL. 

  

5.1.3 Background and context 

5.1.4 The cost of TA for homeless households represents a challenge for the majority of local 
authorities. The activity is subject to a very restrictive regime of Housing Benefit (non-
HRA) Rent Rebate subsidy. These subsidy rules differ from those that apply to the 
private tenant Local Housing Allowance subsidy regime. Although there is no restriction 
on the amount of housing benefit (HB) that can be awarded by the local authority 
(subject to it being considered reasonable by the Council’s housing benefit officer) to 
residents in temporary accommodation as there is in the case of private tenants, there 
is a very restrictive cap on the subsidy that can be claimed back from Department for 
Work and Pensions in respect of those HB payments. 

5.1.5 Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Council already had significant TA budget 
pressures, which have recently been exacerbated by the global pandemic-related 
increases in demand. As long ago as 2018 there was a view that there was too much 
reliance on expensive nightly-rate EA. Recent financial modelling predicts a range of 
increased budget pressures in future years from £2M to £10M.  

5.1.6 We understand there is currently a live caseload of circa 500 households in TA at any 
one time - approximately double the pre-COVID-19 caseload. The ‘Everybody In’ 
campaign has driven the caseload upwards with an increase in placements of single 
people and couples.  

5.1.7 It is possible that a retreat to previous (pre-COVID-19) policies on priority need may 
lead to a reduction in placements, but at the same time the service is also anticipating 
ongoing COVID-19 related pressures, including increasing unemployment and the end 
to the private-rented sector curb on evictions.  

5.1.8 Given that not all the cost of providing TA is covered by government subsidy or other 
income, any increase in caseload inevitably results in an increase in the net cost to the 
Council of providing the service.  

5.1.9 We understand that locally, longer term leased accommodation (private-sector leasing) 
is generally described as TA, whereas nightly-booked accommodation (whether 
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commissioned or non-commissioned) is described as emergency accommodation (EA). 
We will refer to households that are placed as tenants regardless of the legal status of 
their occupation agreement (tenancy or licence).  

5.1.10 Service structure, rent setting policy and internal processes 

5.1.11 In our experience, the approach taken by CC is slightly unusual and may be one of the 
causes of the current weaknesses in the system. 

5.1.12 Currently, the cost of procuring the accommodation from the provider (private landlord, 
hotelier, B&B owner etc.) is used to calculate the rent charge passed on to the tenant 
and reflected in their tenancy or licence agreement. These rent charges are calculated 
by the Housing Options team, and generally agreed with the HB team in advance, 
which we recognise as good practice.  

5.1.13 This means that for commissioned accommodation, charges are known at the outset 
and HB can be processed. However, for non-commissioned accommodation (nearly 
18% of the total homeless accommodation as at November 2020), this policy means 
that rent charges and HB entitlement might not be known until the end of the placement 
– due to, for example, fluctuating nightly hotel charges. For these non-commissioned 
placements, it is CC’s practice that HB is generally not processed until after a 
placement has ended, which could be weeks or even months after it has commenced.  

5.1.14 We are used to seeing all TA operated as a regular housing and tenancy management 
system with rent accounts created on the same housing management system used for 
HRA tenancies, albeit that these need to be separately classified as non-HRA. With 
that approach, rent is calculated, charged and collected immediately upon occupation. 
Arrears can also be managed effectively, and a tenant’s occupation put at risk if 
payments are not kept up to date. Such an approach brings financial benefit to the 
Council, benefits to the tenant as those that are minded to maintain their rent account 
up to date can budget effectively, and it can also reduce the overall caseload as some 
tenants may lose their right to occupy if they fail to keep up with payments. 

5.1.15 The Council’s approach to only set rents, calculate HB and invoice the tenant in non-
commissioned accommodation upon completion of the placement can make recovery 
extremely difficult because: 

 The tenant may not have a forwarding address 
 The amount due may be unaffordably large 
 The tenant has not been given the opportunity to budget for the expenditure. 

5.1.16 The reason given – that nightly rates may vary across the placement – is not 
compelling. Consequently, our view is that the policy of not processing HB or issuing 
invoices to tenants until the completion of a placement in non-commissioned 
emergency accommodation is potentially resulting in significant lost income. 
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5.1.17 Responsibility and accountability 

5.1.18 The very nature of the TA system is such that it comprises activity and costs across a 
number of different council service areas and budgets. We have seen in other settings 
how this can lead to a loss of focus and oversight of the entire system and, instead, 
lead to local priorities and financial pressures being prioritised at the expense of the 
overall end-to-end system.  

5.1.19 Because of the Council’s policy on rent setting, the net loss of operating TA shows in 
the HB subsidy budget, but this is a matter of local discretion. We have worked with a 
number local authorities where the rent charges match the HB subsidy rate and 
therefore the net loss generated by the system is instead located within the Housing 
Options team. The total cost of the whole system is the same, but another council 
manager feels the budget pressure when things go awry. This highlights the need for 
all those responsible for the constituent parts of the system to be in regular contact and 
jointly accountable for the overall performance of the service. 

5.1.20 It was reported to us that there have been some recent initiatives to improve 
coordination and monitoring and we understand that a newly formed TA budget 
recovery working group has begun meeting. In addition, a General Fund Partnership 
Board also has oversight of this area.  

5.1.21 Spreadsheet systems 

5.1.22 All the data for the placements are contained within manually updated electronic files 
and spreadsheets. We counted at least five different spreadsheets between the two 
teams (all but one maintained by Housing Options). Although we did not complete a 
detailed review of them, we can confidently characterise some of their key features: 

  
 No secure access or audit trail of edits  
 Relies on colour-coding to indicate status e.g. green row = ready to invoice, 

etc. 
 Significant copy/pasting required from one spreadsheet to another, or from 

one sheet to another within the same spreadsheet (e.g. a new sheet every 
day for placements in commissioned accommodation; a new line per 
placement in non-commissioned accommodation, with a further new line 
when the person’s stay is extended for a further period) 

 Spreadsheets are populated from data extracted from emails. 

5.1.23 As a system it is clunky, prone to error, time-consuming, and some staff feel it stops 
them getting on with their primary job of housing people. Until Microsoft Teams and 
SharePoint were installed, only one person could use a spreadsheet at a time. 

, which creates problems down the line when information for invoicing is 
missing. It was also reported to us that on occasion, there have been delays in keeping 
the various spreadsheets up to date. 
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5.1.24 Booking EA is acknowledged as a challenging job – and the accuracy of record-
keeping may also have been compromised by high employee turnover. We are unclear 
as to what quality assurance or audit processes, if any, are in place to ensure 
accuracy. 

5.1.25 Financial management (the Council) 

5.1.26 The CHL HO team send an account of their expenditure every month to the Council. 
This does not include the cost of non-commissioned EA where the placement forms 
have not yet been sent because the placement is still open (as per council policy, as 
noted above).  

5.1.27 Relationships are reported as good with the HB team, who were described as 
supportive and always ready to give advice (while obviously sticking, as is required, to 
the HB regulations). 

. The monthly expenditure 
report was part of the record-keeping that fell behind and required much catch-up work. 

5.1.28 There are weekly and monthly operational meetings with the Council, which we 
understand can be challenging, and in which the HO team is asked about lengths of 
placements, prices paid, etc. These meetings continued throughout the pandemic.  

5.1.29 There should also be a monthly budget meeting with the Council’s accounts team. 

 The figures reviewed at these meetings would have 
included forecasts for non-commissioned EA where placement forms had not yet been 
sent and, had the spreadsheets been kept up to date  would have 
identified the budget overspend sooner. 

5.1.30 In conclusion, the fact that the spreadsheets were not being kept up to date, would 
have come to light at the monthly budget meetings, had these taken place. It is likely 
that this would have led to a more timely identification of the increase in EA 
placements.  

5.1.31 

  

5.1.32 New housing information system for Emergency Accommodation 

5.1.33 There was a consensus internally that Open Housing (in use for HRA tenancies) was 
unsuitable for EA placements, as there were so many non-commissioned placements 
that would need to be set up on the system and managed. However, as volumes have 
grown the spreadsheet system is also now recognised as unsustainable, therefore a 
decision has been taken to implement a new module of Jigsaw in early 2021.  
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5.1.34 There is understandable anxiety about the new Jigsaw system, which is being led by 
the Council. Implementation is expected in February/March 2021. It was reported to us 
that when Open Housing was introduced (a number of years ago) a huge amount of 
work was involved in setting it up, and there was a post-implementation loss of arrears 
management functionality for four months.  

5.1.35 While having the new system will certainly strengthen some aspects of the 
administration of TA, it will not resolve the issue of HB placement forms for non-
commissioned EA only being sent at the end of the placement, which is an area of lost 
income at present. This will require a change of council policy in relation to how rent 
levels are calculated for TA and EA tenants. As explained above, CC’s policy of not 
processing HB or issuing invoices to tenants until the completion of a placement in 
non-commissioned emergency accommodation is potentially resulting in significant lost 
income. 

5.1.36 Invoicing (to tenants, for rent and other ineligible charges) 

5.1.37 

  

5.1.38 

 

 
 

 

 

5.1.39 
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5.1.40 Finance admin roles in HO 

5.1.41 

 

5.1.43 Invoicing only at the end of non-commissioned placements 

5.1.44 Chasing of invoices falls to the Council’s credit control function. It appears that small 
amounts due, and money owing from tenants with no fixed abode on leaving the 
placement, are written off immediately as sundry debts not worth trying to recover. We 
do not know how the Council defines a small amount. CHL’s people and places rent 
team do not chase HB-ineligible charges during the placement (and it is not clear how 
they would keep track of them without a rent account being set up). It appears to us 
that, as a matter of policy, a proportion of the income due from TA tenants is therefore 
systematically not pursued as a direct result of the policy adopted by the Council.  

5.1.45 Change in accommodation tenures 

5.1.46 The Council decided to switch away from private-sector leasing as it was unviable 
(landlord rents too high, landlords unwilling to accept repair costs) but had no 
replacement accommodation organised, so the use of EA inevitably grew. Note 
however that the PRA project (covered elsewhere in this report) was identified to fill this 
void. The number of private-sector leased units was already falling before the PRA 
could have been delivering replacement units; nevertheless, delays in PRA project 
delivery will not have helped the position. 

5.1.47 Recommendations 

5.1.48 For both CHL and CC, we recommend that a coordinated joint group of Council and 
CHL managers take collective responsibility for the performance and costs of the end-
to-end TA system. 

5.1.49 We recommend that the Council review: 

 The policy of not processing HB until the completion of a placement in non-
commissioned emergency accommodation and the requirement for the rent 



   
CONFIDENTIAL 

Independent Review of Cornwall Housing Limited 
January 2021 

 

Page | 46 
 

charged to the tenant to match the cost of procuring the accommodation. 
This results in delays to issuing invoices to tenants that is potentially resulting 
in significant lost income. 

 The location, resourcing and timing of HB assessment and income recovery 
activity in relation to non-commissioned EA tenants, with a view to moving 
the rent calculation, rent account creation, HB assessment and income 
collection processes all to the front end of the process, and with an 
expectation (except for HB assessment) for this to be located within the HO 
team. 

5.1.50  CHL Board should review the following issues: 

 The use of manual record keeping and the quality assurance processes (if 
any) in place to ensure accuracy. 

 Review the management and oversight of this service, particularly in relation 
to data recording, management and reporting. 
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5.2 The strategy and operational management of the PRA project 

5.2.1 The PRA project commissioned by CC was to procure 250 houses on the open market 
to let at sub-market rents to homeless families.  

5.2.2 Given a steady historic level of c.250 homeless households, this project would largely 
eliminate the need for expensive EA, thus generating significant savings for the 
Council, as well as building an appreciating property asset portfolio and possibly 
generating profits that could be returned to the Council. 

5.2.3 

5.2.4 Commissioning process 

5.2.5 The project was approved by CC cabinet and council in December 2018/January 2019. 
It was acknowledged that it would take up to three months for the new company (yet to 
be determined at this point) to become operational. The new company would acquire 
the assets, and CHL would provide all the project services – managing the acquisition 
and refurbishment and then managing the properties through the HO team. In 
December 2018, Corserv had anticipated the project acquiring properties over the two-
year period April 2019 to March 2021. 

5.2.6 Following cabinet approval, the Council investigated alternative legal structures for the 
delivery company, prior to a paper to Council for approval of the structure in late 
February 2019. In this paper, a two-year project horizon was still the assumption. 
Council approval was not given until at least April 2019, when Corserv was authorised 
to begin mobilisation (recruitment of project team, company board members, company 
set-up). 

5.2.7 The first project board meeting was at the end of August 2019 by which time the estate 
agent, surveyor and refurb project manager had been appointed. A number of 
properties were already in the purchase pipeline by this time, including Heather Vean 
and Bodmin Road/Truro Road. 

5.2.8 The commissioning specification, approved September 2019, referred to 250 units 
being acquired over two years (on page 15) but also to an 18-month acquisition profile 
from August 2019 (on page 7), implying a project end date of February 2021. It is not 
clear what the origin of the 18-month project time frame was.  

5.2.9 The legal and funding agreements to support the commissioning of the project (e.g. the 
capital finance agreement) were only finalised in the autumn of 2020, 

 We understand the agreements were nearly 
complete early in 2020 but the COVID-19 pandemic meant other actions took priority. 
Until their finalisation, Corserv and Corserv Property Limited (CPL) were operating at 
risk. 
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5.2.10 Project management 

5.2.11 

  

5.2.12 We understand that while project board meetings occurred regularly during the 
mobilisation and company set-up period, the meetings fell away as the process of 
agreeing the legal and funding agreements between CPL and CC became increasingly 
protracted. These meetings have only restarted in the last couple of months. In 
practical terms, we understand this delay did not affect the operational aspects of the 
project.  

5.2.13 By April 2020, it was clear to CHL that the project could not be completed to both time 
and budget at the required quality level, and that the financial parameters would have 
to be changed. CHL staff report that the Council “would not budge” and that relations 
over the project were at a stalemate. Operational oversight of the project was 
transferred to CPL, the company created for the PRA project, in spring 2020.   

5.2.14 Failure to acquire properties as quickly as planned 

5.2.15 Property prices had risen significantly since the original acquisition budget had been 
set (based on the original consultants’ report using 2017/18 data). There were 
therefore fewer properties within the target price range.   

5.2.16 A single estate agent had been appointed to source properties for CHL, to minimise 
staff time spent on property search. This had the effect of limiting the number of 
properties on the market brought to CHL. This point is discussed in more detail below. 

5.2.17 In addition, three factors in the property market affected the volume of homes coming 
onto the market: 

 The first was the strong seasonal factor: in Cornwall the summer market is 
active, and the winter market slow. The delay of the project’s operational start 
from April to July/August effectively meant CHL had lost the benefit of the 
active summer market for acquiring properties.  

 On top of this were political effects.  The uncertainty over Brexit (the potential 
hard Brexit on 31 October) followed by the general election in December 
2019 both impacted the property market. This was an effect experienced 
across England.  

 Finally, just as the market started to move again, the COVID-19 pandemic 
arrived and the market completely froze for several months.  

5.2.18 The end of lockdown and the stamp duty holiday saw the property market come back 
to life in the second half of 2020, albeit with more upward pressure on prices, and the 
project team have been working hard to catch up with the delivery targets.  

5.2.19 Although the risks of the model were considered as part of the Council approval 
process, there does not appear to have been any stress-testing of the financial model 
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by CC. The only mitigation identified in the Council report for acquisition price risk is 
that if the property is not within budget, it will not be bought. In effect this was what 
happened, as properties within budget were hard to find.  

5.2.20 Refurbishment works took longer and were more costly than planned 

5.2.21 This was partly due to the specification standard increasing after the model 
assumptions had been agreed – e.g. floor coverings had not been included in the 
original specification. It was exacerbated by buying lower quality properties than 
planned, in order to remain within budget given higher acquisition costs. 

5.2.22 Other contributing factors included difficulties (shared by CHL) in recruiting skilled 
trades for refurbishment works. 

5.2.23 Property sourcing 

5.2.24 the appointment of a sole estate agent, in the 
expectation they would source properties from other agents, 

 

5.2.25 

5.2.26 

  

5.2.27 Acquisition approvals  

5.2.28 

5.2.29 As part of the mobilisation, a RICS surveyor was appointed at the end of July 2019 to 
do condition surveys on potential acquisitions. However, by this point a number of 
purchases were already in process, including Heather Vean and Bodmin Road/Truro 
Road (see below).  
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5.2.30 Works  

5.2.31 The use of predominantly in-house repairs staff, rather than using a building contractor, 
made the projects more intensive for the PRA team to manage. Refurbishment projects 
require considerable co-ordination and supervision of trades and operatives. The team 
has now moved away from that approach and towards packaging work up for 
contractors to coordinate.  

5.2.32 Reporting 

5.2.33 Not all the key assumptions in  business plan had been set as 
KPIs to report against. For example, there was no KPI for length of time in 
refurbishment. assumed a three-month renovation 
period for properties, but this was not one of the commissioner’s required KPIs. The 
commissioner has queried why some refurbishments have taken so long; it would have 
been useful to have a KPI to assess whether that assessment was reasonable.  

5.2.34 Problem properties: Heather Vean 

5.2.35 Heather Vean was a large empty property previously leased by CC for temporary 
accommodation. CHL attempted to hand the property back to the landlord, but it 
became the subject of a legal dispute about the dilapidations work it required. 

 decided that it would 
be better value to the Council to acquire the property from the landlord than to pursue 
the legal case.  

5.2.36 Only a dilapidations survey had been carried out prior to acquisition. We understand 
that a more detailed survey could not be undertaken at the time because of the 
ongoing legal dispute. Agreement had been reached with the vendor before the 
appointment of the project’s RICS surveyor. Once a fuller survey was done post-
acquisition, the condition of the property was found to be far worse than expected 
(partly because the dispute over repairs obligations meant that urgent repairs had not 
been done and an unrepaired roof leak had caused major damage).  

5.2.37 
 While purchasing the property may have 

been the best value decision for the Council, when all factors were taken into 
consideration, it was not the best decision for the PRA project. 

 risk matrix had been applied to the property, the purchase would not have 
been approved.  

5.2.38 It appears that CPL has, in effect, paid for the settlement with the landlord, which 
should not be a relevant cost to the PRA project. We understand it is likely that CC will 
find another use for the property (e.g. as a development site) and CPL will be 
reimbursed for its cost.  
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5.2.39 Problem Properties: Bodmin Road/Truro Road  

5.2.40 This is a former pub/hotel, the landlord of which approached CC.  It was considered 
suitable for a conversion to a hostel block. 

 and was considered highly suitable. The property had 
been viewed and it was considered that the 
refurbishment could be done within the PRA works budget. 

  

5.2.41  had recommended a full 
feasibility study prior to purchase, but 

 this was not possible, so only a basic options appraisal survey was prepared for 
CHL. We are unaware of the nature of the ‘commitment to purchase’. It is not clear 
what the time constraint was, other than the length of time already elapsed since the 
original offer was made (at that point, 4 months).  

5.2.42 CC’s commissioning function has queried whether the appropriate surveys and due 
diligence had been carried out. They were, but only after the property had been 
acquired and it was too late to renegotiate the purchase price.

  

5.2.43 

 

5.2.44 Current project status 

5.2.45 The timescale for purchases has been extended from the original anticipated 
completion date by two months, to May 2021. CPL had wanted a six-month extension, 
but the Council felt constrained to limit the extension to only May 2021. The target 
number of properties has been reduced by 20% to 200, whereas the acquisition budget 
has been reduced by only 10%, meaning CPL is now able to make more competitive 
offers to vendors. The project is still able to service the Council loan but there is little 
surplus left in the model.  

5.2.46 

Despite the difficulties and delays encountered, there remains a great deal of 
positivity towards the project because of its worthwhile purpose.  
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5.2.47 The future of the project will be considered as part of the Council’s review of 
anticipated demand over the next one to two years. Demand is now around 550 
households rather than 250, because of the pandemic policy response, but with a 
different profile to the original 250 (more rough sleepers and single homeless) and with 
very different housing and support needs.  

5.2.48 Lessons learned 

5.2.49 It would have saved time in the approvals process had the Council explored the 
alternative legal structures more thoroughly before bringing the proposals forward for 
approval. Early meaningful engagement between the Council and the Corserv Group 
may have been beneficial to the design of the legal and funding structures of the PRA 
project. 

5.2.50 Given the time elapsed between the consultants’ model, based on 2017/18 data, and 
the approval of the project in spring 2019, the assumptions for house prices should 
have been revisited.  

5.2.51 Given the delays in the commissioning process, it was unreasonable to insist on a 
project end date of March 2021 when the two-year project could not have become 
operational until summer 2019. This put the project on the back foot from the start.  

5.2.52 present CHL as being regarded as another 
department of the Council, rather than an entity with its own governance arrangements, 
and that it has been pressured into accepting properties into the PRA project by the 
Council which it would not otherwise have accepted. 

   

5.2.53 The number of parties involved may have blurred the reporting lines – the project team 
was reporting to the project board, the Corserv board, and the board of CHL as project 
manager (latterly the CPL board). A focus from Corserv on the overall group outcome 
(in both CHL and CPL) meant that latent conflicts of priority (see below) may not have 
been identified and addressed early in the project. 

5.2.54 Conflicting priorities 

5.2.55 This was a major project with many interested parties: Corserv as parent company, and 
other group companies that seconded staff to the project; CHL as project manager and 
provider of repairs services; and the Council as commissioner of the accommodation, 
and an entity with significant real-time cost savings dependent on progress in project 
delivery.  

5.2.56 Having to meet multiple, sometimes conflicting, interests made the project more 
challenging to manage. A more streamlined approach might have allowed the project 
team to focus more on delivery.  

5.2.57 Incentives of the different parties were not fully aligned:  
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 CHL as project manager had a conflict between its PRA project performance 
and the repairs income it earned from providing repairs services to the 
project. It was in CHL’s financial interest to bring in as many properties as 
possible on which to carry out works, and to not use external contractors, 
especially as it was struggling to meet its income budget. It may have been 
simpler for the project team to have been set up within CPL from the start 
and given more freedom in procuring maintenance services. This conflict was 
resolved after the appointment of a permanent project management 
structure, by commissioning external contractors for work to the acquired 
properties. 

 Part of the return to CC from the PRA project is the significant saving to be 
made by housing homeless households in PRA properties rather than in 
expensive EA. Speedy delivery of PRA units generates real-time savings for 
CC. However, CPL does not receive any benefit from those savings; CPL’s 
incentive lies in building a profitable and well-managed rental portfolio. CPL 
risks long-term project viability challenges by taking on properties that are 
expensive to acquire, refurbish, maintain and manage in order to meet a 
volume/timescale target, whereas CC bears little immediate risk and makes 
significant gains.  
 

5.2.58 Uncontrollable factors 

5.2.59 To some extent the project has faced problems beyond its control: commissioning 
delays, housing market volatility, a global pandemic. This bad luck has been 
compounded by unfortunate timing, with the delays and the pandemic affecting access 
to the market at its most active time. These factors were aggravated by the others 
noted above.  

5.2.60 Recommendations 

5.2.61 Until the PRA project, Corserv had been a services company. As a result of this 
project, it will become the owner of a valuable property portfolio and will need to 
develop an asset management strategy.  

  



   
CONFIDENTIAL 

Independent Review of Cornwall Housing Limited 
January 2021 

 

Page | 54 
 

6 Focused findings: Management of Treveth stock, and Gypsy & 
Traveller Sites 

6.1 Management of the Treveth Stock 

6.1.1 Background 

6.1.2 Originally conceptualised as Contemporary Cornish Living, Treveth is a commercial 
developer and landlord for housing and commercial space. The company is majority 
owned by CC and was conceived partly to support the Council’s delivery of its housing 
development programme. The company sits outside the Corserv Group, although 
Corserv holds a 1% stake in Treveth. 

6.1.3 CC’s development function provided the pilot sites for Treveth. These are two 
developments that were delivered by CC and acquired by Treveth shortly after its 
establishment. Possession of these 50 homes was taken by Treveth in late 2019. 

6.1.4 As is common with relatively new council-owned development companies, Treveth 
outsources its housing management services. Treveth entered into a management 
agreement with CHL in November 2019, naming Cormac Solutions and Cormac 
Contracting Limited as subcontractors. Despite the management agreement being 
between Treveth and CHL, CHL was appointed as the managing agent through an 
Internal Direct Award by CC in Autumn 2017.  

6.1.5 The management of the Treveth stock by CHL was included in the scope of this review 
given a number of concerns raised by Treveth to CHL in July 2020. These concerns 
were recorded and monitored in an operating action plan shared between the two 
organisations.  

6.1.6 Issues raised included  lack of grounds maintenance 
undertaken, and the high cost of additional quoted works and services. We understand 
that while CHL and Treveth have resolved many of these issues, there continue to be 
concerns about CHL’s management of the stock within Treveth and that some of these 
have recently been escalated. Despite this, Treveth is preparing to enter into a new 
management agreement for a further 28 homes to be managed by CHL. 

6.1.7 Challenges associated with the handover from Cornwall Council 

6.1.8 It is the view of many at CHL that challenges with the management of the stock are at 
least partially the result of problems associated with the handover of the stock from CC. 
These can be divided into three broad categories: 

6.1.9 Firstly, we understand that CHL consider that some of the properties developed by the 
Council have quality failings, with poorly fitting windows and doors, and faulty electrics 
being cited as examples. Related to these complaints, is the view that CHL was not 
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consulted in the design of the properties/specification of fittings, although this is 
disputed by CC.  

6.1.10 We understand that CHL staff inspected some of the pilot sites, uninvited by the 
Council and, on the basis of these inspections, raised concerns with the Council about 
the specification of the properties prior to handover. 

 
We understand that the Council had appointed a firm of property and construction 
consultants (Ward Williams) to provide assurance as to the compliance of the units.  

6.1.11 Regardless of CHL’s concerns, it was the Council’s responsibility to satisfy itself as to 
the quality or compliance of the units and, under normal circumstances, for Treveth to 
raise any questions pertaining to the properties with the Council directly. Given that 
Treveth was yet to be established, CHL felt it appropriate to raise these concerns.  
However, we understand that there was ‘push-back’ from the Council and, as 
mentioned already in this report, there was an attitude within the ALMO of ‘don’t say 
no’ to the Council.      

6.1.12 Secondly, the manner in which the 
properties were handed over from the Council to CHL (despite possession of the 
properties being legally taken by Treveth from the Council) was inappropriate. We 
understand that the keys were handed over haphazardly in a box, poorly labelled, and 
without organised or complete paperwork (e.g. landlord safety certificates). 

  

6.1.13 Finally, we understand from a review of documents , 
that grounds maintenance (a major component of the pilot sites’ management) was 
omitted from the management agreement between CHL and Treveth. We understand 
that the management agreement was largely drafted by CC and that the terms under 
which grounds maintenance services were to be provided was not clearly understood, 
partly as a result of CHL being informed by the Council at handover that grounds 
maintenance was not covered by the retained services of the build contractor, despite 
previously being assured that it would be. 

6.1.14 Whatever confusion existed at the time, once responsibility for grounds maintenance 
had been accepted by CHL, Treveth made complaints that the pilot sites had been left 
unmaintained during the early part of the COVID-19 pandemic, despite service charges 
continuing as normal.  

6.1.15 Only the third dispute mentioned here (relating to grounds maintenance) has any 
relevance to the issues raised by Treveth in July 2020. And, even so, the concern is 
arguably more directly related to shortcomings in the monitoring of the sites by CHL. It 
is our view that, while the handover of the Treveth pilot 

, factors related to the handover 
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have not had a material bearing on the issues raised by Treveth about CHL’s 
management services. 

  



   
CONFIDENTIAL 

Independent Review of Cornwall Housing Limited 
January 2021 

 

Page | 57 
 

6.1.16 Current and future management of the Treveth stock by CHL 

6.1.17 At the time of writing, there remain operational concerns between CHL and Treveth. 
While no such contracts are without their challenges, it is disappointing for Treveth that 
CHL is still raising matters related to the electrics of some of the properties on the pilot 
sites. Having been in management for a year, defects perceived at handover should 
have been resolved. 

6.1.18 In addition, some of the points raised by Treveth in July 2020, relate to fundamental 
concerns about the capacity and appetite within CHL to provide market rental 
management services. While many organisations in the social housing sector have 
struggled to adapt to the inclusion of aspirational market rental management to their 
capabilities, CHL are hindered by several factors. These include: 

 The placement of high-need homeless households on the Treveth pilot sites 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent management of these 
licences, leading to a perception of prioritisation of social housing over its 
commitments to the wider Treveth sites 

 
 

 

 

  
  

 

 

 

 

6.1.19 The CHL Board should review whether it genuinely wants to provide a market rent 
management service. As part of the review, CHL should assess the current contract 
with Treveth including whether the standards expected of CHL are understood and 
being met; that delivery of the contract is appropriately resourced (in reference to 
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staffing and skills); and whether the contract makes a worthwhile contribution to CHL’s 
profitability. 

6.1.20 This review should be considered in reference to the wider commitments and activities 
of the organisation, not least the management of Cornwall Council’s social housing 
stock. 

6.1.21 If the result of this consideration is to continue with a strategy to offer and develop a 
market rent management service, 

. Furthermore, the Board should have greater oversight of these activities, 
including progress reports and feedback from Treveth, as appropriate 
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6.2 Gypsy & Traveller Site Management  

6.2.1 CHL manages three permanent/residential sites (Boscarn Parc, Wheal Jewel and 
Fordown Park) and one transit /short stay site (South Treviddo). We understand that 
when CHL took over management of the sites they were aged and had had little 
investment since they were developed in the 1980s and 1990s.  

6.2.2 Wheal Jewel remains a particular area of concern for CHL, CC and members of the 
local community despite refurbishment works in 2015, and CHL’s 2018/19 
improvement programme which saw remedial, security, and management changes to 
the site. These challenges include long standing anti-social behaviour, potentially 
related to historic under-management of the site, and previously weak tenancy 
controls. 

6.2.3 To deal with these problems, CC in partnership with CHL, plans to acquire a new site 
and reconfigure Wheal Jewel, reducing the number of pitches by half and creating a 
new 12-pitch site. The estimated cost of the projects is c.£4.4m. The project is agreed 
in principle but awaiting confirmation of funding from CC (of c. £3.4m), with grant 
funding support from Homes England. 

6.2.4 Performance 

6.2.5 CHL’s performance in the recovery of arrears4, has worsened over the past year from 
88.6% in January 2020 to 109.2% in September 2020 against a target of <80%. This 
means at present total cumulative arrears exceed annual projected income from gypsy 
and traveller sites. There is a perception that this very high proportion of arrears may 
stem from a long-standing culture of lack of pitch fee payment, collection, and 
enforcement from previous site managers, as well as historic lack of maintenance on 
some of the sites resulting in challenge from residents over value for money of pitch 
fees. 

6.2.6 According to the commentary on KPI reporting, it is anticipated that legal redress will 
improve this over time. However, despite efforts by CHL, enforcement measures run 
the risk of being undermined by the lack of adequate boundaries and security on some 
sites. 

6.2.7 Occupancy is reducing, in part due to anti-social behaviour and management decisions 
to suspend new lettings on Wheal Jewel in anticipation of planned reconfiguration 
works. 

6.2.8 The management of unauthorised encampments is improving with CHL having reduced 
the number of unauthorised encampments from 27 to nil currently. This is supported by 
the allocation of dedicated resource within CHL, funded by CC, for an unauthorised 
encampment service.  

                                            
4 Percentage of arrears of gypsy and traveller pitch fee (cumulative) and charges of annual debit (annual 
rent roll).  
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6.2.9 Investment in the Permanent Sites 

6.2.10 In 2015, CHL entered into 60-year leases on the three permanent sites having 
previously managed the sites on behalf of CC. This was to make use of £1.24m in HCA 
funding secured by CC and Carrick Housing to undergo improvement works. There is 
no evidence to suggest a financial benefit for CHL to take on these leases. 

he long-term financially viability of these schemes, due 
to the cost of repairs and investment requirements (without additional funding from the 
Council or other sources), in addition to the comparatively intensive housing 
management services the sites require.  

6.2.11 We understand that the leases were entered into at the direct request of the then 
commissioning function. We have not been able to confirm this, given the change of 
staff in the commissioning function since that time. 

6.2.12 Upgrades to bring the sites to an acceptable standard have required external funding. 
Funding for improvements to date includes:  

 £1.24m HCA funding in 2015 for development, which was later used for 
improvement works 

 £50k from CC to fund improvement works over 2018/19 
 £1.75 million to double the size of South Treviddo transit site (£825k from 

Homes England and £925k from CC), completed in 2019 
 (Pending) c. £4.4m in funding for Wheal Jewel reconfiguration and new site 

development. 

6.2.13 Funding committed by CC is in line with its Gypsy and Traveller Communities Strategy 
which reinforces the need to invest in authorised sites as a preferred cost-saving 
measure to making evictions from unauthorised sites. However, funds made available 
to date have been one-off and do not cover cyclical or longer-term planned 
maintenance.  

6.2.14 During 2018/19, CHL reported using its own budgets and reserves to fund essential 
repairs while recognising that this is not sustainable for future years. CHL does not 
currently budget for cyclical works for these sites. In many recent General Fund 
meetings between CHL and CC, CHL asked CC for payment for additional costs e.g. 
CCTV. We understand that this has not been forthcoming. 

6.2.15 Engagement between CC and CHL on the Gypsy and Traveller Sites 

6.2.16 We understand that engagement by the Council with the gypsy and traveller sites, and 
Wheal Jewel in particular, has increased in recent years following ongoing appeals 

We understand that the heightened profile of the site that has 
occurred as a result has been largely welcomed by CHL, as has the recent capital bid 
which has been seen as an acknowledgement by CC that its financial support is 
required to improve outcomes on the permanent sites. 
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6.2.17 Despite these positive recent developments, we saw a lack of clarity about CC’s role in 
relation to the permanent sites. The management of the permanent sites is explicitly 
referred to in the Commissioning Plan, though we understand that the only allowance 
for gypsy and traveller service provision in the management agreement is to fund a 
post to manage unauthorised encampments. Furthermore, 

 reported that the Council did not provide any support for the 
management of the permanent sites.  This was due to CHL having taken leases on the 
sites, and therefore bearing responsibility for them. 

6.2.18 However, this appears at odds with both the Commissioning Plan and the recent 
capital bid. While not a statutory service, there is a commitment from CC for the 
provision of these sites. This is evidenced by CC’s housing service’s rationale for the 
reconfiguration works as “ensur[ing] Cornwall’s residents have a significantly improved 
access to decent and affordable accommodation particularly for vulnerable residents 
[which] includes for Gypsy and Traveller Tenants on the 3 sites managed for the 
Council by Cornwall Housing Ltd.” CC’s Gypsy and Travelling Communities Strategy 
(2014) sets out the need for provision of an adequate supply of pitches to meet 
demand. 

6.2.19 Gypsy and traveller-related issues are also a consistent item for discussion in recent 
(September and October 2020) General Fund meetings between CC and CHL where 
operational challenges are discussed including site deterioration, design and safety, 
and capital funding. Strategic items are discussed, including seeking Secretary of State 
approval to include gypsy and traveller sites into the HRA and pro-active investment 
into Boscarn Parc and Fordown Park to prevent deterioration over time.  

6.2.20 Focus should be given on establishing clarity of understanding across CC and CHL on 
the responsibilities and expectations of both organisations in relation to the funding, 
management and maintenance of the permanent sites. 

6.2.21 Another area of work is the development of intensive housing management 
specifications which includes reviewing how other local authorities manage their gypsy 
and traveller sites. 

6.2.22 Separate from the management agreement, CHL is contracted by the Council to 
manage a ‘transit site’, designed for shorter stays/encampments. While we understand 
that this contract is working well operationally, the circumstances of how CHL entered 
into the agreement were raised as a source of some friction in the relationship between 
the organisations. 

6.2.23 We understand that CHL was asked to bid for the contract for the management of the 
South Treviddo transit site. Despite the contract being expected to be let by ‘direct 
award’, CHL was asked to submit a full bid. CHL calculated the anticipated costs and 
quoted fees on that basis. It is our understanding that CC informed CHL that they were 
to be awarded the contract, but would only receive a fraction of the quoted fee. The 
justification given was that CC would not pay for any staffing costs associated with the 
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delivery of the services. This account was not disputed by CC’s commissioning 
function. 

6.2.24 

 While it was accepted that the transit site contract 
represented additional work to that of managing unauthorised encampments, 

 

6.2.25 Nevertheless, CHL accepted the contract on the terms of the substantially lower fee 
rate. We understand this was due to the CHL expectation that the Council cannot be 
refused. 

  

6.2.26  the day-to-day 
relationship generally works well. CC has led the delivery of the site refurbishment 
project for Wheal Jewel and development of the capital bid. Council officers also chair 
a project group which includes CHL and Traveller Space, a representative group for 
gypsies and travellers. 

6.2.27 Current Management 

6.2.28 Considerable progress has been made in improving the service, evidenced by work 
undertaken since 2018 by both CHL and CC.   

6.2.29 CHL acknowledges the challenges it faces managing the gypsy and traveller sites and 
aims to improve long-term enforcement and outcomes on the sites by investing 
resource and capital. Recent changes include:  

 Site management processes and ASB actions  
 Site improvements for safety (e.g. CCTV, walls and perimeter fencing)  
 Voids work and work against unauthorised encampments  
 

 Legal work and processes including evictions  
 Community cohesion activities including strategic meetings, gaining resident 

trust, improving school outcomes and creating partnership links (with gypsy 
and traveller representative groups and social services). 

6.2.30 CHL reported that these actions have resulted in a reduction in repeat ASB complaints.  

6.2.31 Summary 

6.2.32 Providing gypsy and traveller services, including neighbourhood management, 
recovery of arrears, and enforcement can be challenging for more traditional providers 
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of settled accommodation. The sites have suffered from under-management and 
under-investment for several years. With a relatively new team in place at CHL and 
continued commitment from the Council (particularly for investment in the sites), the 
outlook is positive.  

6.2.33 This trend is somewhat dependent on the success of the recent capital funding bid. 
Should the significant investment required in the sites not be made, the management of 
the sites will continue to be a source of potential friction between CHL and CC, and 
ultimately result in worse outcomes for the gypsy and traveller community in Cornwall. 
Further examination of the appropriate model through which to manage permanent 
sites may be required if the recent capital bid is not successful. 

6.2.34 In any case, the CHL Board should review the business case for retention of the gypsy 
and traveller sites and the continuation of CHL’s provision of wider gypsy and traveller 
services. Such a review should consider the appropriate levels of investment and 
funding required, as well as the contractual arrangements with the Council.  



   
CONFIDENTIAL 

Independent Review of Cornwall Housing Limited 
January 2021 

 

Page | 64 
 

7 Themes and Key Findings  

7.1 Overview 

7.1.1 This section presents the themes common to the four work packages included within 
the scope of this review, and provides a summary of the review’s key findings. 

7.1.2 It is our view that, when considered in isolation, all of the challenges highlighted in the 
sections above are surmountable. Many of the challenges, weaknesses, and risks that 
have emerged through this review are common throughout the housing sector. On their 
own, each issue could ordinarily be resolved through appropriate planning, resourcing, 
and/or focus. 

7.1.3 

 

7.1.4 This section considers each of these in turn. 

7.2 Governance  

7.2.1 The governance of CHL is confused, and the role the board plays is not clearly 
understood. It does not define its relationship with Corserv, how it relates and is 
accountable to the Corserv board (the governing document is out of date), and it does 
not define the relationship with the shareholder and the commissioner. The board 
appears isolated from these key relationships, does not receive input and/or have a 
framework within which to operate, and hence is in danger of not providing the required 
level of governance to CHL. This needs to be further examined and rectified. 

7.2.2 The board’s role in developing strategy is also unclear. It appears that the strategy is 
set by the commissioner with no input from the board. This is unusual as strategy is 
normally formulated in conjunction with the governing body.   

7.2.3 
, which seems at odds with why the company was set up and the role it 

plays for CC. This should be reviewed and a constructive relationship developed. 

7.2.4 It is our view that some of the issues identified in section 3.3 may have benefitted from 
a clearer focus on CHL’s strategic priorities, which could have been achieved through a 
greater level of input from CHL’s board. 
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7.2.5 The board needs strengthening to ensure that CHL has sufficient and appropriate skills 
at governance level and there should be a review of the committee structure to align 
with the governance structure of Corserv Group.  

7.2.6 Within England there has been a move away from representative to skills- and 
experience-based boards; it is recommended that CHL follows this route. There should 
be discussions with CC to agree skills-based nominations or that the number of council 
nominations be reduced to enable wider recruitment to provide the board with the skills 
required. The recruitment of tenants to the board also needs to be skills- and 
experience-based, with requirements clearly defined. This is not to say that tenants do 
not have a place on housing boards; they do, as they can bring specific skills and life 
experience that is extremely useful to a board. 

7.2.7 It is unusual to see a Group subsidiary with its own committee structure, and there are 
real benefits available in using the skills and experience available from within the 
Group in addition to ensuring that the risks, at a subsidiary level, are known and 
understood by the Group. We would normally see representatives from subsidiaries on 
Group committees rather than committees existing at subsidiary level per se and it is 
recommended that the CHL board discuss this option..   

7.2.8 There are areas that we have highlighted that need further attention: 

 The governance documentation needs to be updated as does the delegations 
framework to reflect the role of the board as a decision making body   

 Board papers need to be reviewed to ensure that the board receives clear, concise 
and timely information. Board minutes need to reflect the ‘essence’ of the debate 
and capture key points, challenges raised, recommendations and decisions made  

 The board needs to take full responsibility for the risk matrix and should review risks 
at each meeting, especially as the external environment is changing so rapidly 

 The board’s understanding of health and safety compliance needs to be 
strengthened. There have been significant weaknesses in oversight and scrutiny of 
this area which have come to light 

 also take responsibility for highlighting the areas of non-compliance 
and the risk that this may pose to the organisation and customers. Work is on-going 
to determine the position of electrical certification, once this is complete the board 
needs to assess the position with regards to the Regulatory Homes Standard. 

7.3 Leadership  

7.3.1 

 

7.3.2 
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7.3.3 

 

7.3.4 

 

7.3.5 
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7.4 The Relationship with CC’s commissioning function  

7.4.1 In its current form, the relationship between CC’s commissioning function and CHL 
hinders the operational effectiveness of the ALMO. Stakeholders within both the 
Council and the ALMO were keen to describe positive relationships with individuals ‘on 
the other side’. However, a clear picture emerges of a relationship between the 
organisations that is characterised 

  

7.4.2 Stakeholders from the commissioning function were clear that in their view, the role of 
the commissioner was one of setting strategic direction / vision, developing policies, 
monitoring performance and taking the ‘joined-up’ view across delivery partners. It was 
reported to us that CC ‘deliberately does not say how [CHL] have to deliver [the 
services]’, and that they did not get involved in the detail of operational planning or 
delivery. 

7.4.3 Despite this, the Commissioning Plan allows for an amount of operational involvement, 
explicitly including joint operational working to carry forward specific projects, including 
implementation of the Homelessness Reduction Act and delivery of the gypsy and 
traveller improvement project.  

7.4.4 

  

7.4.5 As covered in the more detailed findings above, operational involvement ranges from 
querying individual placement decisions and approving individual recruitment 
exercises, to the routine discussion of operational matters at monthly and weekly 
meetings. 

7.4.6 It is our view that the commissioning function does get too operationally involved in 
some of the ALMO’s functions. We acknowledge that in some cases, this is likely a 
response to concerns 
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7.4.7 The fact that the commissioning function seems unaware of the risk associated with 
CHL’s current level of non-compliance with regard to gas and electrical safety 
certificates, raises the question of whether the operational focus in some areas of CHL 
comes at the expense of monitoring compliance and CC’s own statutory and regulatory 
responsibilities. 

7.4.8 We recommend that the relationship is reset; CHL should seek to be more assertive in 
maintaining an appropriate division between strategic planning and significant 
operational considerations, and the day-to-day running of CHL’s services. CC should 
consider what value the close and operational involvement of the commissioning 
function adds to the effective running of services or the achievement of the Council’s 
objectives. 

7.4.9 Beyond the operational versus strategic challenges that are not uncommon between 
ALMOs and councils, concerns were also raised about the extent to which ALMO 
decisions were unduly influenced by the commissioning function in CC. 

 

7.4.10 

 

 

7.4.13 

 
 

7.4.14 We recommend that: 
 considers 

the value that the Council and the delivery of housing services should 
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expect from the commissioning function, and the proper role of the 
commissioning function to achieve that value. 

 Greater operational involvement is not a long-term solution to concerns 
about service performance. 

  to carry out 
or commission further work to understand to what extent (if any) the 
commissioning of CHL to deliver activities in addition to the management of 
HRA properties, detracts from CHL’s operational capacity or strategic focus 
on delivering a ‘first-class’ housing service. 

 

.  

7.5 The COVID-19 Pandemic 

7.5.1 As referred to in the detailed findings above, the COVID-19 pandemic has negatively 
impacted the performance of CHL and the proper functioning of the commissioning 
framework in which it usually operates. 

7.5.2 This has affected:  

 The monitoring of HB subsidy loss 
 The processing of HB claim forms by Housing Options 
 Access to tenanted properties for gas servicing and other landlord health and 

safety checks 
 The delivery of grounds maintenance services at the Treveth pilot site 
 The acquisition of properties for the PRA project. 

7.5.3 
  

7.5.4 The pandemic has put unprecedented strain on some of these service areas, 
particularly Housing Options and the management of temporary accommodation, which 
will continue to be under pressure in the short and medium terms. 
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 Recommendations  

High Priority 

Ref Issues Recommendations 

1.1 Landlord health 
and safety 
compliance 

 We recommend that CHL prioritise the outstanding electrical safety inspections, looking at a combination of 
overdue period, tenant vulnerability and identification of any recently completed electrical works in the premises. 
Undertaking these outstanding inspections is of the highest priority to reduce potential risk to customers.  

 CHL should have absolute clarity of its obligations with regard to landlord health and safety for all properties in 
which it has an interest, including temporary accommodation.  

 Once the outstanding work is complete the board, with the Corserv board and CC assess its position in relation 
to the Regulatory Homes Standard. 

1.2 Governance  CHL board to define its relationship with Corserv, how it relates and is accountable to the Corserv Board, and to 
define the relationship with the shareholder and the commissioner. 

 The board or the chair of the board, to establish and develop a relationship with the commissioner. 
 CHL to move away from a representative to skills-based board. 
 The chair of audit and risk succession is a key issue for the board and should be started immediately. 
 Being focussed on achieving the objectives of the Council and holding the executive to account for performance 

against those objectives (e.g. first-class housing service) 

1.3 Leadership 
  

 The CHL Board and Corserv should consider how the leadership of the ALMO should be strengthened 
 Further work may be required to understand how wide the reluctance to manage poor performance or challenge 

behaviours extends with the organisation 

1.4 Relationship with 
CC 

 Corserv and CHL’s board should consider and consult on how a future rebalanced relationship with CC’s 
commissioning function could remedy the challenges in the existing relationship. 

 CC’s Strategic Director for Economic Growth and Development considers the value that the Council and the 
delivery of housing services should expect from the commissioning function, and the proper role of the 
commissioning function to achieve that value. 
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High Priority 

Ref Issues Recommendations 

1.5 ALMO Services  Greater operational involvement is not a long-term solution to concerns about service performance. CC’s 
Strategic Director for Economic Growth and Development should consider and consult on whether recent and 
ongoing concerns about CHL’s delivery of Housing Options and associated services can be resolved with the 
service remaining within the ALMO. 

 CC’s Strategic Director for Economic Growth and Development to carry out or commission further work to 
understand to what extent (if any) the commissioning of CHL to deliver activities in addition to the management 
of HRA properties, detracts from CHL’s operational capacity or strategic focus on delivering a ‘first-class’ housing 
service 

1.6 Gypsy and 
Traveller Site 
Management 

 The CHL Board should review the business case for retention of the gypsy and traveller sites and the continuation 
of CHL’s provision of wider gypsy and traveller services. Such a review should consider the appropriate levels 
of investment and funding required, as well as the contractual arrangements with the Council. 
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Medium Priority 

Ref Issues Recommendations 

2.1 Treveth   The CHL Board should review whether it genuinely wants to provide a market rent management service. As part 
of the review, CHL should assess the current contract with Treveth including whether the standards expected of 
CHL are understood and being met; that delivery of the contract is appropriately resourced (in reference to 
staffing and skills); and whether the contract makes a worthwhile contribution to CHL’s profitability. 

 This review should be considered in reference to the wider commitments and activities of the organisation, not 
least the management of Cornwall Council’s social housing stock. 

 If the result of this consideration is to continue with a strategy to offer and develop a market rent management 
service, this needs to be reflected in support from leadership that is able to dedicate sufficient focus and energy 
to it, and in a sufficiently resourced management function that keenly understands the scope of its obligations 
and delivers accordingly. Furthermore, the Board should have greater oversight of these activities, including 
progress reports and feedback from Treveth, as appropriate. 

2.2 Governance 
monitoring of 
compliance 
performance 

 The board should ensure that actions arising from recent FRAs are risk assessed and monitored. 
 It is difficult to reconcile the compliance data that is provided to the board to determine the true picture of 

compliance without cross-referencing three documents. The true position needs to be presented to the board in 
one place. 

 The Strategic Director for Economic Growth and Development should review what mechanisms could be 
reasonably put in place to ensure such issues are captured in future, and consider whether a greater focus on 
compliance monitoring is required, given that the statutory and regulatory obligations sit with the Council. 

2.3 Operational 
compliance 
monitoring 

 We recommend that CHL’s Compliance Manager maintains a list of higher risk properties, e.g. sheltered 
schemes and hostels. Any significant changes to these buildings, or additions to the list will require new FRAs. 

 We recommend that CHL reports not only performance against the target of undertaking 200 FRAs, but also 
progress in terms of addressing the remediation work (if any is identified). Real assurance is provided when the 
Board know that all identified fire safety work has been completed to customer’s properties 
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Medium Priority 

Ref Issues Recommendations 

2.4 CHL’s 
governance 
documentation is 
out of date and do 
not reflect the 
organisation or 
current operating 
context. 

 The financial regulations are out of date and do not reflect the current organisation or operating context 
 CHL’s risk management framework which is dated June 2013 and does not reflect the current operating context 

of CHL 

2.5 Housing Benefit  We recommend that the Council review: 
 The policy of not processing HB until the completion of a placement in non-commissioned emergency 

accommodation and the requirement for the rent charged to the tenant to match the cost of procuring the 
accommodation. This results in delays to issuing invoices to tenants that is potentially resulting in significant lost 
income 

 The location, resourcing and timing of HB assessment and income recovery activity in relation to non-
commissioned EA tenants, with a view to moving the rent calculation, rent account creation, HB assessment and 
income collection processes all to the front end of the process, and with an expectation (except for HB 
assessment) for this to be located within the HO team 

 For both CHL and CC, we recommend that a coordinated joint group of Council and CHL managers take 
collective responsibility for the performance and costs of the end-to-end TA system. 

2.6 Housing Options 
Service 

CHL Board should review the following issues: 

 The use of manual record keeping and the quality assurance processes (if any) in place to ensure accuracy. 
 Review the management and oversight of this service, particularly in relation to data recording, management 

and reporting. 
 The anecdotally high rate of sickness absence within Housing Options, what had been done to address 

understaffing in the finance / admin function, and how similar challenges can be prevented in the future. 
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Low Priority 

Ref Issues Recommendations 

3.1 Good governance 
practice 

 Good practice is that chairs are involved in the setting of meeting agendas. 
 Further work with the board and MD on the role of an executive board director is required 
 There is duplication between papers that go to the F&NI committee and the board, specifically the management 

accounts and performance reports, and care should be taken that the discussion is not replayed in each forum. 
 The style of board papers should be reviewed, with a format adopted that presents more concise and clear KPI 

and key risk information. 

3.2 Benchmarking  It is recommended that CHL work with Housemark to identify a more directly relevant peer group consisting of 
providers with rural stock and a more comparable stock size to CHL, to benchmark against going forward. 

 The CHL board should review the practice of ‘pausing’ KPI metrics and understand why some metrics are not 
reported to Housemark. 

3.3 Transformation  The outcome of LEAN process reviews and other improvements plans should be monitored by the Board. 
 CHL should consider how achieving a more customer-focused culture can be evidenced and accelerated, and 

that it is properly understood and adopted by all colleagues. CHL’s Board should consider what mechanisms 
could be introduced to test CHL’s success in this cultural change 

3.4 Mobile working  We recommend that a half yearly review is undertaken in January and full 12-month review (following the 
implementation of the other phases of the programme) to ensure that the system has been fully implemented 
and is delivering against the programme goals 

3.5 PRA Project  Until the PRA project, Corserv has been a services company – as a result of this project it will become the owner 
of a valuable property portfolio and will need to develop an asset management strategy 
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 Electrical safety 

Response from the Regulator of Social Housing under The Freedom of Information Act 2000. 

 
Dated 15th June 2020 

 

More specifically, our Home Standard requires registered providers to meet all applicable statutory health and safety requirements that 
provide for the safety of tenants in their homes, which includes electrical safety legislation. In the past, where we have found a breach 
of the Home standard in relation to electrical safety, it has been linked to failures to meet either the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, 
or the Landlord and Tenant Act 1985, but other pieces of electrical safety legislation may also be relevant. As a result of the requirement 
in the Home standard, we expect registered providers to ensure that a property is safe at the point it is let and maintained in a safe 
condition thereafter 

 

 


