Plymouth Community Homes Board
Microsoft Teams
4 February 2022 at 5pm
Present:
Nick Lewis (NL) Chair
Simon Ashby (SA)
Graham Stirling (GS)
Graham Clayton (GC)
Lavinia Porfir (LP)
Liz Nicolls (LN)
Ian Tuffin (IT)
Valerie Lee (VL)
Julie White (JW)
Maddi Bridgeman (MB)

In attendance:
John Clark (JC) Chief Executive
Gill Martin (GM) Director of Corporate Services
Nick Jackson (NJ) Director of Business Services and Development
Carl Brazier (CB) Director of Homes and Neighbourhoods
Lucy Rickson (LR) Head of Governance
Charlotte Edwards (CE) Head of Strategy, Performance and Policy – part
Eugene Potter (EP) Head of Digital and IT – part
Angie Scott (AS) Head of Communications
Sally Foden (SF) Head of HR
John Bougeard (JB) Financial Controller
Leanne Eastwood (LE) Governance Officer – Minutes
Apologies:
Debbie Roche (DR) (Vice Chair)

1.

Welcome and Introductions - Confirm Quorum

01/02/22

The meeting started at 17:00

02/02/22

NL welcomed everyone to the meeting which was confirmed as quorate. All
Board members had been given the opportunity to ask questions before the
meeting via email with responses being circulated to all Board members ahead
of the meeting.

2.

Apologies for Absence

03/02/22

Apologies for absence had been received from DR.

3.

Declarations of Interest
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KPMG set out their Strategy and Planning Memorandum for the coming year,
which sits alongside the annual accounts. Covering areas of significant risk,
including recovery of stock and work in progress, regulatory compliance, and
management override of controls. These areas are commonly examined in
other Housing Associations engaged in similar activities as PCH.
The Annual Health and Safety report was scrutinised and it is recommended
that the Board approve this report which covers staff and contractor health
and safety, resident facing issues being in CFC’s remit. Accidents in the past
year had risen by 13.75%, however there is no particular trend to draw to your
attention. The most common accidents were trips and falls. No significant
issues had been raised in over 400 site visits and inspections. Mowing grass
on steep slopes has been a cause of injury, and the Committee were advised
that PCH is going to trial robotic mowers. ARC requested additional health
and safety training for Board members. ARC was assuring Board that PCH is
meeting its statutory responsibilities under the 1974 Health and Safety at
Work Act.
15/02/22

There were two internal health checks, and a report on electrical safety from
Mazars, the internal auditors. One of the internal health checks raised
concerns on the booking and carrying out of lift inspections. Assurance was
given that this had now been resolved.
The Strategic Risk Register was considered and a report providing read
across to the current Sector Risk Profile, and both of these reports were
recommended to Board members. A current significant risk was recruitment
which is highlighted later in the People Strategy.

16/02/22

ARC received the Annual Insurance report. The increase in this year’s
premium is low, c £5k, but PCH could face a challenge of a large increase
next year, as the rate guarantee for renewal relating to property cover had
come to an end. It will be important to mitigate risk on fire and water safety as
far as possible to keep the premium increase as low as possible. It was noted
that the number of residents with contents cover has fallen, but recognise this
is a sector wide issue, and that this year in particular, residents face additional
financial challenges.

11.1

Health & Safety Report- Annual

17/02/22

GM Director of Corporate Services presented the report to provide an
overview and assurance of Health and Safety performance across Plymouth
Community Homes 1st January 2021 – 30th November 2021.
This report had been scrutinised by ARC at their meeting on the 18 January
2022. ARC were recommending that this report was approved by the Board
and highlighting that it gives assurance the PCH are meeting their statutory
responsibilities under the 1974 Health and Safety at Work Act.
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It was important to consider and ensure that resident service charges are
reasonable and consider whether the activity of managing this ‘non-social
housing’ land was within our charitable purposes as a housing association and
legal advice has therefore been sought which indicates that an estate
management service with the aim of providing a fair affordable service (without
additional profit charged) may be reasonably deemed as ancillary to the
primary purpose of PCH. Ancillary activities strongly support, rather than
directly deliver, a charity’s objects and are permitted.
29/02/22

Questions were raised before the meeting regarding the Estate
Management report which are included as an appendix to these minutes.

30/02/22

The PCH Board:
1. Approved following legal advice, that the activity of landscape
maintenance to mixed tenure housing estates in PCH’s wider geographical
area is an ancillary service that is permitted within charitable objects.
2. Approved a delegation to EMT that enables them to determine the
charitable status of this activity for each new estate that PCH Group
develops, and thus approve the acceptance of non-adoptable estate land
for the purpose of providing estate management at fair affordable service
charges.

15

People Strategy

31/02/22

SF Head of HR presented the new Valuing our People Strategy 2022-25 to the
Board for approval.
The strategy builds on the Valuing Our People Strategy 2017 – 2020 which
was extended by one year in recognition of the disruption to key projects by
the pandemic. Despite the pressures of the pandemic, there had been fantastic
progress on our people management activities. Predominately, the work still
to complete in the existing strategy is in relation to recognition, whereby we
had intended to hold a full staff conference last Spring.
The report also detailed how the strategy has been developed and
engagement with relevant Shareholders to enable a joined-up approach to
people management, which delivers on our ambitions whilst ensuring we stay
true to our values ensuring we have the right people in the right place and the
right time.
This strategy aligns with the Communications Strategy and Digital & IT
Strategy.
It was explained to the Board that the pictures in the strategy will be updated
once covid restrictions allow for new group photographs to be obtained.

32/02/22

Questions were raised before the meeting regarding the People Strategy
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which are included as an appendix to these minutes.
It was discussed that while PCH are seeing a higher turnover of staff compared
to before the pandemic, this was a national trend and not isolated to PCH. It
was fueled in part to the changing ways of working that have come through the
pandemic which are proving more opportunities for people. PCH do have a
number of vacancies available, however assurance was given that we are still
below the national and sector average. How we react and respond to this will
form part of the discussion at the EMT away day in February to balance how
we have an agile workforce which still delivering customer support.
Once this strategy has been approved then the next steps would be to work on
the action plan highlighting the key outcomes. It was essential that this was a
collaboration between HR and SMT as they are best placed to highlight any
gaps in their areas and to ensure that the deliverables were realistic which will
in turn set the pace and timescales. This action plan would then give the Board
oversite of the strategy and the ability to monitor its progress.
The Board also discussed the current KPIs and it was confirmed that these will
be reviewed to ensure they reflect performance and be brought to Board on a
quarterly basis for monitoring.

33/02/22

The PCH Board:
1. Noted the deliverables from the Valuing Our People Strategy 2017 –
2020.
2. Approved the Valuing People Strategy 2022 – 2025 from 1 April 2022.
3. Agreed The Board receive an annual report on progress.

16

Communications Strategy

44/02/22

AS Head of Communications presented the new Communications Strategy
2022-25 for approval.
It confirmed the completion of the existing Communications Strategy and
outlined the significant efforts that have been made to engage with as many
people as possible in the research needed to create the new Communications
Strategy.
Over 2,750 people were approached in the research phase to gain a full and
frank picture of communication needs and ambitions, with over 1,000
responses received from residents, staff, Board Members and senior
managers.
External factors affecting communication efforts had also been considered in
the development of the new Communications Strategy including: the Housing
White Paper, Together with Tenants Charter and Sector Risk Profile.
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The Strategy will focus on contributing to the delivery of the Strategic
Business Plan and aligns with the new People Strategy and updated Digital
and IT Strategy - creating a strong, customer-focussed Communications
Strategy that captures our ambitions for how we connect and engage with our
residents in the future.
The deliverables within the Strategy will be subject to change based on the
appointment of a new Head of Communications and Marketing as their
individual views about how to achieve the Strategy’s aims may differ. Any
updates will be presented to Board for consideration.
Questions were raised before the meeting regarding Communications
Strategy which are included as an appendix to these minutes.

45/02/22

The Board noted that this was AS last Board meeting as she was leaving PCH
and she was thanked for her contribution.
During the research 24% of the people surveyed confirmed that they had not
yet signed up to MyPCH. These residents would be contacted to offer them
support help them access the service along with those who stated they had not
received the Intouch magazine.
The Communications Strategy also sets out the minimum number of
campaigns per year and how we select campaigns was discussed. Some of
the campaigns are specific to MyPCH with others picking up national lobbying
issues often linking in with the NHF. It was highlighted that there are a number
of reviews currently taking place and future campaigns could be linked with the
outcomes of these.

46/02/22

The PCH Board Approved the Communications Strategy 2022-25 which runs
alongside the people and digital strategies.

17

Digital Strategy

47/02/22

EP Head of Digital & Information Technology presented the Digital & IT
Strategy 2022 progress for monitoring. Assurance was given that the approach
remains focused primarily on improving frontline services to residents and
access to those services through a range of means: identifying and enabling
efficiencies and improved ways of working, and keeping the Digital & IT
infrastructure and associated hardware up to date and secure from known and
emerging threats.
The challenges of 20/21 due to Covid 19 have seen a significant change in the
way that staff work and PCH staff are now better equipped to work in a
seamless manner wherever they are.
Despite the challenges of Covid/periods of lockdown in the last 12 months
progress has been made on many fronts/themes with the guiding principle of
the Digital & IT Strategy being ‘digital by design/access by choice’ so as to
serve as many of our residents as possible.
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Questions were raised before the meeting regarding the Digital Strategy
which are included as an appendix to these minutes.
48/02/22

Recruitment to a small number of specific D& IT jobs can be challenging
particularly when looking to recruit to some roles dealing with legacy
technology which have a low number of applicants. Assurance was given that
EP works closely with HR to look at ways to attract candidates and over the
year they have developed clear tiered development paths and succession
route to mitigate this risk.
The threat of cyber risk had carefully been considered and PCH’s
comprehensive multi layered back up regimes were discussed along with the
option to use immutable back up systems.
The Ideas Lab was technically put on hold during the pandemic so that the D&
IT team could priorities agile working for staff and ensure a continues service
to our customer. However, the pressures of the pandemic and the way that
PCH had to adapt to these changes has actually moved on some of the ideas
at a pace. Things that were planned to be rolled out over three years were
implemented in three months and this has accelerated and improved the way
that we communicate with residents.
Moving forward the People Strategy will capture ideas across the organization
(including that of residents so that they can get involved), which was something
that the Board were keen to happen when the Ideas Lab was originally
launched.

49/02/22

The PCH Board noted the monitoring of the Digital strategy.
EP left the meeting 18:00
Short break for 5 mins - meeting restarted at 18:05

18

Q3 Performance Report

50/02/22

CE Head of Strategy, Performance and Policy presented the Q3 2021/22
performance update to the Board for monitoring which included a range of
building safety measures.
Overall the organisation continues to perform well and has been able to sustain
high levels of performance across a wide range of core services.
Void re-letting times remain above target but are showing a sustained reduction
with the in-month figure, which is having a positive impact on the cumulative
position year to date.
Of the14 homes without a valid gas safety certificate detailed in the report,
three have now been completed with the others currently going through the
legal process.
A new measure was included in the report which related to 5 year electrical
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are not subject to the same Government limit as Social Rents. Charges reflect
the actual and estimated cost of providing services, so can go up or down each
year. With service charges set to rise significantly from April 2022, it is even
more important to consider the combined rent and service charges taken
together. The most significant impact will be those tenants paying a Social
Rent who also pay service charges. Those on Affordable Rent are effectively
protected from the higher service charge increases given rents are inclusive of
service charges so are subject to the Government limit on increases detailed in
this report.
Upon the successful transfer of the 78 properties in Barne Barton from
Sovereign, this report will also set rents for these properties based on the same
principles as our existing stock.
Increases to shared ownership rents and rents for garages and parking spaces
are also included within this report.
58/02/22

Questions were raised before the meeting regarding the rent setting
report which are included as an appendix to these minutes.
The Board discussed that there were already major stresses on residents’
finances with significant cost of living inflationary increases forecast,
particularly in utilities, together with the National Insurance rise, and ending of
the £20pw temporary Universal Credit (UC) uplift. The proposed rent increase
was the highest that had been proposed in a number of years and the Board
discuss at length all of the factors and implications of this decision.
The current rate of inflation at 5.4% also increases the costs faced by PCH to
be able to offer services and maintain the homes.

59/02/22

Some residents who receive Housing Benefit or the Housing element of UC will
have any increase in Rent and Service charges met but -this only covers a
proportion of our residents. So the proposal to cap all affordable rents and
social rents plus service charges at LHA rates will mitigate against extreme
rises. However, this would need to be kept under review as government policy
could change and include a freeze in LHA levels. PCH do already offer a range
of support to residents who may be struggling with rent and assurance was
given that this would be extended to include a hardship fund amongst other
initiatives.
Where possible PCH has always tried to offer rents that are affordable but what
that means for residents will vary on an individual basis and over a huge range
of factors all of which the Board were keen to understand and consider.
It was discussed by the Board that PCH have always had at a lower rate of rent
than many other providers. These low rent levels were a legacy from a time
when the homes were owned by the council who understood that increasing
rents year on year was not beneficial to residents. However, it was
acknowledged that this reluctance to increase rents had resulted in the
deterioration of the housing stock which PCH inherited. Therefore it was
Page 15 of 24

important to ensure PCH is able to continue to provide good quality housing
that people can afford. This objective simply cannot be fulfilled without the
rental funding and the proposed rental increase looked to balance affordability
for residents with the viability of the organisation.
Not only are PCH’s rents lower that most other social housing providers
nationally, they are a fraction of the costs that the people of Plymouth have to
pay in the private sector where the properties can be poorly maintained and
they do not receive the support that PCH provides to it residents.
60/02/22

A comprehensive media plan is already in place, not only to deal with any
adverse coverage from the press but more importantly to communicate this
effectively to our residents. It was essential that any decision of rent increase
is communicated to the residents first – this would be carried out by individual
letters to all homes. Further information would be provided through animation
on our website and social media platforms - a format that has provided effective
and user friendly when communicating our Business Plan and annual reports.
In approving these resolutions the Board noted that it understood the reasons
why the increases must take place but shared concerns around the impact that
this will have on individuals. They requested feedback on those who are most
adversely affected so this can feed into any future decisions.

61/02/22

The PCH Board:
1) Approved a Social Rent increase of 4.1% (3.1% September CPI plus 1%),
for all existing tenants paying this type of rent (including those transferring
in Barne Barton). This will increase the weekly average Social Rent
(excluding service charges) from £76.76 to £79.91; an increase of £3.15.
2) Approved an Affordable Rent increase (inclusive of service charges) for
existing tenants of properties newly developed since transfer of 4.1% (3.1%
September CPI plus 1%). This will result in 351 rents increasing by the full
4.1% with the average rent increasing from £140.70 to £146.47, an increase
of £5.77.
3) Approved the creation of a PCH affordability rent cap on all general needs
properties, of any rent type, equivalent to the Local Housing Allowance
(LHA), above which no rent will exceed. This will limit the rent increase to
below 4.1% for 176 tenants and reduce the rent for a further 28 properties
developed since 2010. This policy to be reviewed annually, in light of the
prevailing (LHA) rates.
4) Approved a rent reduction of 7% for existing tenants of properties that have
been converted to an Affordable Rent (inclusive of service charges). This
will reduce the weekly average Affordable Rent from £100.91 to £93.85; a
reduction of £7.06.
5) Approved a rent reduction of 7% for ten acquired sundry properties located
amongst our traditional stock whose affordable rents, having previously
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been treated in the same way as developed properties, will in future follow
the same treatment as relet conversions.
6) Approved where the rent calculated for recommendations 4 & 5 above
would be less than the equivalent Social Rent plus Service Charge, charges
to revert to the calculated Social Rent plus Service Charge for the property.
It is estimated 974 properties will revert to a Social Rent. Of these 736 will
have a rent reduction and 238 will have an increase, with a range of
reductions up to 6.9% and increases of no more than 4% (this excludes
service charges). The new Social Rent applied is formula plus the 5% rent
flexibility.
7) Relets
Approved to continue to convert eligible void properties from Social
Rent to Affordable Rent as long as the rent provides a premium over and
above Social Rent plus Service Charge. To allow EMT the flexibility to
vary this policy in any transitional period needed as we exit the
conversions programme by March 2023.
Approved To apply an Affordable Rent set at 67% of market rent to
properties to be converted, or already converted, (currently 72%) using
the lower of either current market rent valuation or March 2021 valuation.
This is in accordance with urgent board decision taken during 2021 to
limit the volatility in current and future market rent valuations. Final rent
to be capped so it is no higher than LHA.
General Needs Social Rent not meeting criteria for conversion - to be let
at Formula Rent plus 5% rent flexibility
Housing with Support where not meeting criteria for conversion - to be
let at Formula Rent plus 5% rent flexibility (not using the full 10%
flexibility permitted)
Affordable Rent for properties developed since 2010 - continue to apply
80% of market rent with maximum cap at the LHA rate, subject to Homes
England grant requirements.
8) Approved To maintain the maximum number of properties to be converted
to Affordable Rent at no more than 3,800.
9) Approved To apply an increase of 4.1% (Sept 21 CPI +1%) for Shared
Ownership rents
10) Approved that Garages and Parking Spaces outside the curtilage of the
property are recommended to increase by 4.1% (Sept 21 CPI+1%), capped
at a maximum increase of £1 per week for tenants and £1.50 for private
rentals in accordance with the charges and principles agreed by Board in
September 2018
11) Approved that Garage and Hardstanding charges within the curtilage of
the property are also recommended to increase by 4.1% (CPI+1%).
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21

Service Charge Setting

62/02/22

JB Financial Controller presented the service charge setting report for
approval. The report sets out that the average service charge increases for
tenants in 22/23, and had been prepared in line with the principles of the
Service Charge Policy agreed this time last year.
The average increase for 22/23 was an increase of £2.41 per week or 28%. It
was acknowledged that this was a significant increase. It was also worth
noting that last year saw a reduction of 48p per week or 6.2%, as PCH
rebated tenants for services suspended during covid lockdowns, withheld
some exceptional covid response costs, and continued with a freeze on
Devonport Towers.
The key driver behind this year’s increases were predominantly related to
increasing utilities costs, these costs flow through a range of services
including caretaking, laundries and communal heating and lighting. More
significantly this was felt in personal services such as individual heating and
water where PCH passes on costs for general gas and water usage. On top
of the utility’s costs are also general inflationary increases.
With affordability in mind, PCH have made a number of adjustments, detailed
within the report, to manage or phase in costs, these include removal of
exceptional covid related costs, phasing in of full cost recovery at Devonport
Towers, and phasing in of gas contract increases with an expectation of
Government intervention to manage cost of living pressures.
28% is a significant increase and assurance was given that this has been
carefully considered, initial draft charges actually indicated a circa 45-50%
increase, therefore action has been taken to reduce this to the level that is
being presented today.
As previously covered in the rent report, the gross impact of rent and service
charges, where applicable, is 6.5%.
Assurance was given that the affordability cap still remains for protected
tenants and sees 20 homes having this applied and results in 3 blocks being
identified as red blocks to limit the difference between protected and
unprotected tenants to £10 per week.
As per previous years, supporting information will be offered to tenants via
frequently asked questions and contact centre staff and housing officers will
be briefed on increases so they can assist tenants’ querying increases.

63/02/22

As the result of questions and discussion the following was clarified:
PCH has given a lot of consideration in trying to reduce the increase and were
estimating these into a period of inflation. Nationally everyone is experiencing
increases in utilities and energy costs and it is unclear what, if any, Government
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Committee members are not conflicted in relation to the Chair role.
73/02/22

A question was raised before the meeting regarding the Board
recruitment and succession plan which are included as an appendix to
these minutes.
Since the report was written, one of the Co-optees for CFC has stepped down
as they have come to the end of their term.
The Board were asked to give a steer on the level of involvement they required
in terms of the external support for the Chair’s recruitment. Those who
contributed at the meeting indicated that using them at the beginning of the
process for marketing the role and support to the internal candidates would be
beneficial. It was also suggested that their independence would be useful at
the shortlisting stage but after this point it may not be cost effective to continue
with the resource.
It was also considered that some board members might want to speak to LR Boar
outside of the meeting about their preferences before we make a final choice. d

74/02/22

The Board approved:
1) the Succession Plan and terms of office including the recommendations:
a) it is in the best interests of PCH that Debbie Roche to continue as a PCH
Board member beyond the 6-year maximum, with an annual review
b) Graham Stirling steps down 31 March 2022
c) Graham Clayton steps down by March 2023
d) Nick Lewis to step down by March 2023 (dependent on Chair recruitment
and induction, and ensuring we have no more than the maximum 12
Board members)
2) the Skills Requirement analysis and recommendations to:
a) consider including the amber and red skills gaps in the Learning and
Development Plan (due at Remuneration and Nomination Committee
later in February 2022)
b) consider measurement of soft Board skills and a review of Board skills,
knowledge and experience (SKE) requirements as part of the
Governance Review, due later in 2022
3) the Board Member recruitment process including the recommendations to:
a) recruit 3 PCH board members to join the Board from May 2022
b) agree that recruitment process encourages applications from individuals
with skills in the following areas:
• Finance and treasury
• Risk management
• Affordable and new build housing development
• Asset management
• H&S
• Digital service delivery
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