This is a letter that was sent Friday, 04 March 2005 to a resident seeking disclosure and clarification of the first Consul Report. 

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT 2000 - INFORMATION REQUEST No: 2238

The contents of the report by Consul have been the subject of discussions between Partners and HFI.

There are some shortcomings that Partners have put to us in its context that we accept.  Amongst these are that Consul perhaps have not fully understood Partners obligations under the PFI contract and that this is not a traditional building works contract that has works input standards such as all roofing material over a certain age must be renewed.

The contract requires Partners to bring the houses and the property to what is called the Availability Standard.  This is a Performance Standard.  This then has to be maintained through the life of the contract and is primarily driven by performance requirements rather than inputs.

The payment arrangements also have not fully been understood in that the Council is not paying more if Partners chose to organise works where they bring internal parts up to standard (interim standard) and then undertake the external parts subsequently.  Indeed the payment mechanism means full payment, which is paid over the life of the contract only, commences once the property has been brought to standard.  Issues of decorations are not fully understood either as Partners are only responsible for this where HFI commissions such work rather than residents taking the Council's redecoration payment.

However, whilst there are issues that mean the report is not absolutely correct in its contents and recommendations, it still has significance in establishing areas that both ourselves and Partners wish to see the works contractor (United House) deliver improvement upon.

This is perhaps best relayed to you in my setting out what is happening following the report.

The 'Partners' Board are looking closely at the moment at the issue to the quality of the works.  They have put in place a number of measures to improve the situation including: 

· carrying out a detailed review of works carried out to a sample of properties certified over recent months to tracks cases through from stock survey to certification 

· asking United House to implement  a revised system of quality checks on all completed properties prior to certification

· asking United House to review the standard of all properties completed to date, either to the full or interim standard 

· increasing the percentage of checks carried out by the Asset Managers in coming months 

The Asset Managers have agreed a quality-checking process and they are confident that HFI and residents will see improvements 

Clearly Partners are disappointed that there are problems with the quality but they have put in place a number of measures that should improve the situation.  They are confident that the steps taken should resolve the issues but if they do not we will implement other measures. 

They fully acknowledge that aspects of the works programme have not gone as they would have wanted them to. Within their operation, they are working closely with United House to improve both the quality and customer care aspects of the works programme. They do not consider the shortcomings of the Consul report to in any way deflect their responsibility for this situation. 

United House, the works team acknowledge that the sequence of works and the management of related trades had not been as effective as it could have.  These issues have been addressed as part of the fundamental root and branch review of all Works Team systems.

They have accepted that the Consul report raises substandard work and quality issues.  On the communications with the residents, they accept there have been recognised problems with the level of customer care it is providing for residents.  They have set out a series of corrective actions designed to improve the situation, many of which are underway, or will be implemented early in 2005.

The Works Team has acknowledged its communications process during the works period has not worked as it should have and have set proposals that will address this.  That HFI will be checking their effectiveness through a further survey in the coming months.

United House have set out an action plan, which we consider if properly implemented, will deal with the matters raised in the Consul report.

Programme - Surveys and Progress
The Works Team has agreed to provide HFI with detailed six-month programmes, together with a less detailed overview beyond this period.

The results of Works Team’s Building Condition Survey are being reported as part of the Works Team's Overhaul Report progress reports.

Progress against milestones is reported monthly via the Works Monitoring Report, with the next contractual milestone being 940 Full Availabilities by the end of December 2006, a figure the Works Team considers it will achieve.

Absent Services and/or Activities
The Works Team has been providing all services and activities it is required to, with the exception of ongoing resident feedback on performance.  This has been addressed with the appointment of a Market Research Company, who have from January, commenced the exercise of contacting all residents whose homes have been brought to the full or interim standard since the start of the contract.

Delays in Works Completion
All costs associated with the completion of the refurbishment works are borne by the Works Team who has entered into a fixed price contract to carry out the refurbishment works.

Third Party Involvement
This is already in place via Partners Asset Managers and the 'Funder's' technical advisors, however, they accept that HFI may employ any further third party surveyors.

Compensation Due to Residents
The Works Team have accepted the payment of compensation for over running works in accordance with Partners (the Council's) compensation policy is outstanding.  A comprehensive list of dwellings where this is due will be produced by the end of January 2005, and the level of compensation due determined. Payment will then take place over the coming months. 

There are a number of occasions where residents have made reference to the amount of 'compensation' they receive to carry out redecoration works.  The Works Team does not determine the level of this compensation, this is set by the Council.

Original copies of Works Related Documentation
Partners act as the Council's asset Managers in this contract and the Works Team supplies this information to them.

Outstanding Defects
The Works Team acknowledge there have been examples of sub-standard workmanship highlighted in the Consul report.  The implementation of a programme of return visits to dwellings to assess the quality of the works and confirm that the Availability Standard has or has not been met.  Where works are outstanding, these will be carried out as soon as possible.  They are keen to review any concerns about the scope of work to ensure standards are agreed/understood/and shared.

Works Team Conclusions - Consul Report
It is clear that in drawing their conclusions and in highlighting certain issues, there has been a degree of misunderstanding about Partners and the Works Team's approach and the nature of the refurbishment works in this contract.

Nevertheless, the report, albeit based on a small sample of dwellings, has been valuable in providing further feedback and information about the Works Team's performance.  Many of the issues highlighted have been or are being addressed and as corrective actions are implemented and the customer care requirements reinforced, it is expected that performance across the board will improve.

