NOTES FROM WORKSHOP ON PLANS IN THE LOCALISM BILL FOR NEW ARRANGEMENTS TO DEAL WITH COMPLAINTS AGAINST SOCIAL LANDLORDS

22 FEBRUARY, 2-4.30PM, ELAND HOUSE, LONDON 
Introduction

DCLG and the Housing Ombudsman ran a workshop with key partners from across the housing sector on 22 February to raise awareness of the proposed new filter system for complaint handling, to initiate some thinking about how the filter might operate in practice, and to identify issues that would need to be addressed before implementation. 
Presentations were given on the Localism Bill, Tenant Panels and Accreditation, and the Richmond Council Tenant Champion Model. 

Discussion 

The following is a summary of the points raised in discussion. 
Q1. What are the main opportunities associated with the establishment of a democratic filter?

· Could encourage landlords to improve their complaints process to minimise filter intervention

· Could increase opportunities for local involvement

· Could increase local empowerment e.g.  by shaping the filter to suit local circumstances (subject to capacity building)
· Could reduce the need to refer complaints up to the Housing Ombudsman, with a focus on mainly complex cases going forward
· Could make elected members more accountable and visible to electorate
· Could encourage more local offers and increase opportunities for tenant scrutiny
· Subject to the design of the serious detriment test, could give tenants more ‘teeth’ by giving them a formal role in the filter process
· Could act as a useful mechanism for initiating scrutiny and improvements in service delivery
· ‘Collective’ panels could lead to shared learning, benchmarking etc. 
Q2. What are the key issues to take into account in designing the democratic filter?

· Communication: need to be clear about selling the positive benefits of the filter e.g. filter intended to improve local resolution
· Clarifying the roles of participants: complaint v scrutiny of tenant panels; filter v advocacy; role of tenant panels in the early stage of the complaints process; relationship between MPs, Councillors and tenant panels. Of the three, the tenant panels were widely seen as most directly useful to tenants – but this will depend on local circumstances
· Managing conflicts of interest: important to be clear about how possible conflicts will be managed from the outset 
· Capacity building: need to support tenant panels in complaint handling and ensure they are representative
· Making a localist approach work with multiple level landlords

· Important not to regard the filter as a body or having a pre-set ‘design’: in many areas, existing and developing processes are already acting as a ‘filter’. There is much good practice to build on
· Options for accreditation of tenant panels
Nb. Many of these issues can be addressed through revisions to the Standards. 
Q3. What are the main challenges associated with the operation of the democratic filter?
· Sharing of personal information / data, especially for multiple panels: explore the issues of general consents and data protection, especially around ASB  and legal matters 
· Managing delays in the system and reaching the Ombudsman in time if complaint escalated
· Resource issues e.g. cost of implementation, staff skills 
· Keeping it simple and linking with other systems already in place 
· No right of appeal
· Making determinations enforceable. 
Q4. How can the new arrangements strengthen localism?

· Ability to shape model to suit local circumstances

· More accountability at local level
· Scope for joined up working with other areas and agencies e.g. police on ASB issues

But … 
· Need to make system open, accessible and ensure feedback from complaints process

· Question of which designated person has a veto – who decides when a complaint is resolved?  Tension between tenant and designated persons

· Tension between relationship between scrutiny and handling complaints: focus should be on the improvement of delivery of services
· Need a culture change at local level to embrace new model
· How local is ‘local’ in this respect – does the process go as far as the neighbourhood level?

Other points raised in plenary discussion 
· Where’s the evidence that the current system needs changing? 

· What’s the background to the previous (LGO) filter being removed?  

· Danger of complaint shopping – taking a complaint through each designated person
· What guidance will be available, who will provide it?

· Is the new system too political?
· If no tenant panel exists will there only be 2 filters?

· Tenant panels mustn’t lose focus on their primary role of scrutiny
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