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Board Paper for 25th March 2009

Audit Commission Advice and Assistance (February 2009)
1. PURPOSE OF REPORT
1.1
This report outlines the Advice and Assistance work completed by the Audit Commission between November 2008 and February 2009 and its final report with a view to improving NewHeartlands performance in key areas of work. 

2. INFORMATION
2.1 
Over the last 5 years the Audit Commission has been assessing the performance of the Pathfinders on behalf of the CLG and now the HCA in order to provide an independent assessment of how effectively the programme is being delivered.  The Audit Commission assessments are used in assessing future funding levels for Pathfinders. In August 2008 the Audit Commission carried out its annual performance review of NewHeartlands and in September 2008 it carried out a separate Value for Money Assessment. For both inspections the overall assessment was that NewHeartlands was ‘performing well’.  The outcomes of the inspections have been reported to the Board most recently in a briefing paper issued in December 2008.
2.2
In order to improve its assessment rating to the highest level of ‘performing strongly’ NewHeartlands commissioned the Audit Commission as critical friend  to advise and assist it in improving performance in a number of areas targeting previous Audit Commission recommendations.

2.3
The Audit Commission worked on the advice and assistance project with NewHeartlands between November 2008 and February 2009 and provided a final written report. A copy of the final report is included as an Appendix.

     
It was agreed that the focus of the project would be on the following areas –

· Developing a strategic approach to the private rented sector

· The approach to design, sustainability and affordable housing

· Aligning market renewal and growth

· The pathfinder's approach to value for money

· Using the Place Survey for HMR outcome measures

The Private Rented Sector (PRS)
2.4
The Audit Commission's performance review of NewHeartlands, published in September 2008 recommended that NewHeartlands should 'ensure timely and appropriate follow up to research and intelligence findings, including: development of a coordinated approach to the private rented sector'. As part of the current project the Audit Commission undertook a review of current approaches to the PRS being taken by the three local authority partners.  On 18th December 2008 the Audit Commission also facilitated a shared learning event attended by relevant representatives from the three local authorities focussing on the pathfinder’s approach to the private rented sector. 
2.5
It was recognised that initiatives aimed at improving the PRS can be resource intensive: and each local authority has finite resources available for private sector housing.  The review indicated there are already some synergies, but there are also a number of areas where alignment could be improved, joint working could be pursued and/or learning could be shared between the three local authority partners: 

· Sefton can learn from the approaches taken by Liverpool and Wirral to landlord accreditation. 

· Wirral has a letting agent accreditation scheme in place. Liverpool and Sefton could explore the potential to introduce comparable schemes in their areas. 

· None of the local authorities have yet introduced additional HMO licensing or selective licensing. There may be opportunities for joint working on this. 

· None of the local authorities have integrated access to PRS properties through their choice based letting systems. Again, there may be opportunities for joint working in this respect. 

· Liverpool and Sefton could learn from the approach taken by Wirral to promoting accreditation of empty properties. 

2.6 In response to this review NewHeartlands has established a Private Rented Sector working group to facilitate joint working between Liverpool, Sefton and Wirral and the first meeting has taken place in March 2009. It is anticipated that this group may in due course become a Merseyside-wide group tasked with developing a more coordinated approach across the sub-region as part of the development of the housing element of the Liverpool City Region Multi Area Agreement. NewHeartlands is also to organise in September 2009 an 'expo' - consisting of an exhibition and seminars - on the PRS to be attended by relevant stakeholders from across Merseyside, including landlords, to promote the benefits of approaches including accreditation.
The approach to design, sustainability and affordable housing

2.7
The 2008 performance review of NewHeartlands recommended that NewHeartlands should 'work with local authority and other partners to share good practice and develop coordinated approaches to design standards, sustainability and affordable housing'

2.8
At the time of the 2008 performance review a design guide, reflecting wider standards, had been produced for Sefton. Liverpool had an aspirational design guide in place, although this did not set specific standards. In contrast, Wirral had not yet produced clear authority-wide standards for all developments. 

2.9
At the time of the performance review Sefton had a requirement for 30 per cent of all new homes in the pathfinder area to be affordable. Wirral had completed a strategic housing market assessment and had produced a draft Affordable Housing Strategy, aiming for an overall affordable level of 40 per cent. Liverpool had completed its housing needs survey and had a requirement for all HMR schemes to meet the affordability needs for those displaced by redevelopment. 

2.10
The Audit Commission made a number of suggestions for how NewHeartlands' approach to design, sustainability and affordable housing might be strengthened, drawing on learning from some of the other pathfinders. 

2.11 
In response, in terms of design and sustainability, NewHeartlands is undertaking an exercise to map out the existing common standards between the three local authorities. This exercise will also look at additional elements such as pathfinder requirements for community engagement and involvement of the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE). 

2.12 
In terms of affordable housing, NewHeartlands has commissioned a piece of research to look at affordable housing and develop an affordable housing model, including projections of affordability under different economic and demographic scenarios. This model will be updateable by NewHeartlands on an ongoing basis. It will have a number of benefits including, informing negotiations with developers, and allowing the periodic assessment of the achievability of key objectives such as population growth. Additionally, it is hoped that the model will help to foster a shared understanding of affordability between the three local authority partners.
Aligning market renewal and growth

2.13 
The 2008 performance review of NewHeartlands noted that ‘the proposed Mersey Heartlands Growth Point presents opportunities for wider regeneration within the region’ [but] ‘It is not yet clear how influential the pathfinder will be in ensuring that growth does not conflict with pathfinder plans’. The performance review recommended that the pathfinder should, 'ensure synergies between the HMR programme and the developing Growth Point initiative'. 
2.14 
On 18th December 2008 the Audit Commission facilitated a shared learning session focussing on alignment between the NewHeartlands HMR programme and the Mersey Heartlands New Growth Point., which was attended by representatives from the three local authorities.  At the session it was agreed that the analysis of potential adjacency and displacement effects of growth point sites was at present underdeveloped and this would need ongoing review. It was recognised that further work would be required to determine the appropriate mix of type and tenure etc on growth point developments. It was agreed that there is a need to ensure that the respective roles and responsibilities of NewHeartlands and Mersey Heartlands are clearly understood and complementary to one another. There is a need for appropriate mechanisms to be put in place for NewHeartlands to input appropriately to Mersey Heartlands' strategy development and decision making structures.
2.15 
To date the following progress has been made:

· A paper has been sent to the Mersey Heartlands Executive Group by NewHeartlands to reiterate the importance of being able to demonstrate strong alignment between market renewal and growth. 

· A letter from Liverpool City Council and Wirral Metropolitan Borough Council, specifying how the pathfinder is to be appropriately involved in decision making as regards the new growth point, is to be written to NewHeartlands' managing director. 

2.16 
It is not anticipated that NewHeartlands will be represented on the Executive Group for Mersey Heartlands. However, the pathfinder will be represented on the Operational Group attended by senior officers from Liverpool and Wirral Councils and Peel Holdings. This will be an important group with decision making responsibilities and will make recommendations to the Executive Group.
The Pathfinder's approach to value for money

2.17 
The 2008 performance review of NewHeartlands recommended that the pathfinder should improve its approach to value for money (VfM). Specifically, the report recommended that NewHeartlands should 'ensure that the draft value for money plan is completed and incorporates shared learning from partners and other pathfinders'. As part of the advice and assistance work the Audit Commission made a number of suggestions on where NewHeartlands approach to VfM could be strengthened and also general and specific comments on the NewHeartlands Value for Money Plan.
2.18 
In response the NewHeartlands VfM Plan has been updated to respond to the recommendations made.  Work on an action plan with specific measurable targets has begun and the local authorities have been asked to contribute. A sub – group of the Finance and Risk Group has been established to develop benchmarking across the Pathfinder and initial areas for benchmarking have been agreed and are being explored.
Using the Place survey for HMR outcome measures

2.19 
There is a report elsewhere on today’s agenda advising that all the Pathfinders have agreed two new outcomes, resident satisfaction and community cohesion, which will be drawn  from the biennial Place Survey carried out by local authorities. The Audit Commission provided some guidance on the process involved which has been shared with local authority colleagues.

3.
RECOMMENDATION
3.1
It is recommended that the Board notes the Advice and Assistance work completed by the Audit Commission between November 2008 and February 2009 and its final report with a view to improving NewHeartlands performance in key areas of work as described in this report.
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Summary of Report: 


This report outlines the Advice and Assistance work completed by the Audit Commission between November 2008 and February 2009 and its final report with a view to improving NewHeartlands performance in key areas of work. 





Links to Corporate Objectives:





Improved performance will assist in achievement of corporate objectives.














Links to Risk Management Framework:


Improved performance will reduce risks assessed within the Risk Management Framework.





Financial Implications:


None directly.





Equality and Diversity Implications:





Improved performance will improve the delivery of equality and diversity
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