NOTES OF A MEETING BETWEEN THE HLA COMMITTEE AND CLLR ALAN STRICKLAND AT HARINGEY CIVIC CENTRE ON THURSDAY 5 DECEMBER 2013
 Committee Members Present: Sue Brown (Chair) (SB), Nick Martin-Clark (Secretary) (NMC), Anne Gibson (Treasurer) (AG), Peter Gilbert (PG), Phil Hettiarachi (PH), Tome Moniz (TM) and Kate Worley (KW)
Apologies for lateness: SB and AG

Introduction: NMC introduced those members present to Cllr Strickland, who explained that he had been the lead Labour Councillor for housing for the past two months and asked what the role of the HLA was.  NMC said that HLA represented people who had bought, in all, some 4600 properties from Haringey Council under the Right to Buy legislation.  This was about 20% of the Council’s housing stock.   Approximately one-third of leaseholders sublet their property.  Most leaseholders were individuals, with the exception of one large housing provider, the Newland Housing Trust.  About one-third of the leaseholders were retired.  Leasehold property was very mixed and included lots of social housing.  Because all leaseholders held their property under a contract from the Council, their properties were managed by the ALMO, Homes for Haringey (HfH), which was responsible for certain repairs including the Decent Homes programmes which had been taking place from 2008-9 onwards.  HLA had campaigned on various issues, for example persuading HfH to grant leaseholders the right to instal their own windows, capping the cost of digital aerials, improving payment terms and negotiating conditions under which leaseholders could sub-let.
SB added that HLA had been in existence since 2000 and, before HfH had been established, had been represented on Haringey’s Housing Management Board.  In 2006-7, it had been in receipt of a grant from the Chartered Institute for Housing to run an office where it had had legal and part-time administrative support.  There still needed to be an independent source of advice for leaseholders.

Definition of leaseholder in HfH Articles of Association and subsequent disenfranchisement of sub-letters

SB explained that numerous sub-letters had been disenfranchised by HfH.  This had been because HfH’s Articles of Association defined a leaseholder as someone who was resident in his or her leasehold property.  About 1600 leaseholders were non-resident.  However, HfH had not noticed until January 2013 that sub-letting leaseholders were unable to vote in elections for a representative leaseholder on the HfH Board or to sit on the Board.  HLA had raised the matter with HfH and had been advised to take it to Haringey Council, but the leader of the Labour group had said that the non-representation did not matter.  Haringey had not responded to a petition containing 120 signatories (which had cost HLA £1000 to send to individual leaseholders).  HLA was talking to the interim Chair of HfH and hoped for a positive result in the light of the fact that HfH had said that the matter would be put to the focus group that was considering governance issues in HfH.  KW commented that sub-letters were also liable for additional payments.  NMC suggested that there might be an administrative muddle as the effect of the clause in the Articles of Association had not been realised until January 2013.  Cllr Strickland said that he was happy to look into the matter and then to report back to HLA.
Payment terms for sub-letting leaseholders

SB said that HfH had put forward a proposal to change the terms on which leaseholders would have to repay the cost of major repair works to HfH.  However, the proposed improvement in the terms would apply only to those leaseholders who lived in their property, not those who sub-let it.  Although the Leasehold Panel had pointed out that many sub-letters had become landlords by accident, others could not afford to live in their leasehold property and most of the rest were very small private investors, so that only a few (chiefly Housing Associations and the Newland Housing Trust) could be regarded as corporate landlords, and that they would be subsidising owner-occupiers, the representations had been ignored by the Council Cabinet at its meeting in November.  HfH was also ignoring hardship cases and was even demanding that one sub-letter whose entire rent from her tenants only just met her current liability should have her payments increased from £100 to £215 a month, with the threat of being taken to court.  Cllr Strickland said that he had not realised the difference in treatment between sub-letters and owner-occupiers.
AG said that sub-letting leaseholders could claim tax relief on certain expenses.

SB said that HfH had said that it had identified properties that would need major works costing £30000 to £40000 to bring them up to decent homes standard, and that owner-occupiers would be given more time to pay.  HLA was very concerned that HfH had allowed properties to get into such a state and would like to know how that had happened.  HLA was trying to ask HfH which blocks it had identified as being in such poor condition and was asking for more preliminary help to be given to leaseholders than simply the issue of a first Section 20 notice.
KW commented that she had seen estimates that the cost of work on a 1-bedroom flat would be £13000 and for a 2-bedroom flat would be £20000.  Sub-letters would be able to pay only if arrangements were equitable.  She suggested that HfH should draw up a profile of sub-letting leaseholders.  SB added that, although HfH seemed to have the attitude that sub-letters were wealthy and lived abroad, a FoI request had elicited the information that, out of over 1600 sub-letters, 400 lived in Haringey, two-thirds in London, 96% in the UK and only 61 were resident abroad.
Cllr Strickland said that he had visited a Victorian mansion block in Crouch End where facilities were due to be converted by HfH.  Although only a few households were affected, the costs would be life-changing.

KW said that the Decent Homes programme had been based on an out-of-date stock survey of properties that had been neglected for years and costs were bound to go up. One had to ask whether the programme was viable and HfH should review its property portfolio.  Haringey’s regeneration work was behind that of other housing authorities.

NMC commented that HfH did not like leaseholders.  HfH wanted leaseholders who sub-let to notify them of the new arrangements and any changes in the sub-tenancy.  People would not want to co-operate if they felt that HfH was against them.
TM said that sub-letters, not their sub-tenants, were responsible to HfH.  SB said that some sub-tenants left the sub-let property in poor condition.

PH promised to forward Cllr Strickland a copy of a report from a roofing surveyor which claimed that a lot of items had been poorly repaired by HfH repairs service.  He asked what leaseholders could do about it when they had to pay for repairs but could not recoup their costs.
Cllr Strickland said that while he had been on a walk round HfH properties he had had a lot of complaints from tenants and leaseholders.  HfH expected the Housing Repairs budget to be on track by the end of the year.  A number of staff were facing disciplinary action in relation to their claims under the bonus scheme.  SB commented that the scheme had been taken advantage of and some items had been claimed twice or for work not done.  PH said that the scheme had been inadequately managed.
SB said that key leaseholders were sent repair bills for their blocks in advance and could check them against the work that had been carried out.  KW said that it was common for details of work to be incorrectly recorded.  SB added that the information on the system was not corrected when the repairs operatives attended.

KW said that, whereas details of the demised property should relate to the block described in the lease, the leaseholder frequently said that the property was shown as being in a different part of the estate. HfH had agreed that they would have to involve the legal department before the draft lease was sent to the leaseholder.
Sinking Fund Clause in New Leases

SB said that in 1992 HfH had established a sinking fund to which leaseholders would contribute towards the cost of their (supposed to be) 5-yearly external redecoration.  The Leasehold Panel had objected to this and HfH had got rid of the sinking fund.  However, HfH was now inserting a compulsory sinking fund condition in new leases that were being issued to purchasers under the Right to Buy legislation, saying that, if leaseholders did not want to pay into the sinking fund, they had the choice of not buying the property.  This had put a number of potential buyers off.  This group of new leaseholders was being given less favourable terms than their predecessors.  That was against the spirit of Right to Buy.  NMC said that compulsory contribution to the sinking fund might reduce the value of the property.
DCLG Consultation On Protecting Local Authority Leaseholders from Unreasonable Charges
SB asked if Councillor Strickland was aware of this consultation by the Department of Communities and Local Government on capping charges to leaseholders (which he was) and said that HLA had responded to the consultation.
Any other Business

NMC said that HLA had appealed to HfH against the de-recognition by HfH of the HLA in 2010, but HfH had refused to hear the appeal in full.  HLA wanted HfH to look into all the grounds on which the appeal had been made, not just that HfH did not have jurisdiction at the time to de-recognise HLA.  One question that needed to be answered was whether the Board was doing its job or whether it was being obstructed by HfH officers.  SB said that HLA wanted the HfH Chair and Board to hear all sides of the complaint.

In reply to a question from KW as to what the future of the ALMO was, Cllr Strickland replied that a decision would not be taken rapidly.  Haringey wanted to create a secure, seamless housing service.  KW said that such a service must be robust and economically viable.  Cllr Strickland said that any decision on the future of the ALMO would be taken after the result of the governance review was known.  It was likely to be in roughly two years time.
SB said that the Resident Involvement Team of HfH did not know the rules governing recognition of representative groups and was judging HLA by other criteria than those in the rules.
