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Purpose of report 

To advise the Panel of the findings of the Joint Review Group on the Garden 
Assistance Scheme and to seek approval of the Review Group recommendations. 

Background 

In August 2005 Councillor Hogg wrote to the Chief Executive expressing concern about 
some aspects of the Garden Assistance Scheme operated by the Council. In particular 
concern was raised regarding the part of the scheme aimed at those living in private 
housing, there were a number of residents on the waiting list and one had been so 
since approximately May 2001. Concern was also expressed that many of the 
residents on the waiting list were very elderly. 

The matter was discussed at the Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel 
meeting on 25'h August 2005 where the Panel expressed further concern regarding the 
overall operation of the scheme. It was agreed that the Director of Housing and 
Property Services prepare a report on the scheme for presentation to the Panel. 

The Director of Housing and Property Services presented a report to the Panel meeting 
on 3rd November 2005. The report outlined how the service list is reviewed, how the 
service itself is monitored, the current status of the waiting list as at 30th September 
2005, information on waiting times for those on the list, and some funding 
considerations. Notwithstanding this report, further concern was expressed at the 
meeting regarding overall operation of the scheme and it was agreed that a Review 
Group be established to consider this. 

At the meeting of the Panel on 12th January 2006 it was agreed that the Review Group 
would be a Joint Review Group comprising of three members from each of the two 
Scrutiny Panels. 

Review process 

An initial meeting of the Joint Review Group was held on 26'h April 2006, where a 
general discussion was held that the scheme should be compatible with key Council 
policies and initiatives including sustainable development, social inclusion, best value, 
efficient government, community regeneration, and the home care policy. 

The Director of Housing and Property Services has produced several reports regarding 
the scheme, and information from some of these was considered at the meeting. The 
Joint Review Group agreed that copies of all relevant previous reports be obtained and 
their contents summarised. 



3.2 In addition, the Joint Review Group raised some specific concerns: 

I 

I 

I 

. 

I 

There was a strong concern that some non-council tenants may never come off the 
waiting list and may never receive the service at all in their lifetime due to a 
combination of their age and the rate at which the waiting list turns over. 
Some elderly people don't appear to be able to get on the waiting list at all. 
It was claimed that there are some people on the scheme who are not, or are no 
longer, eligible to be on it. The latter can arise if a new non-eligible resident moves 
into a house where the previous occupant was receiving the service. 
Concerns were expressed about the systems used to monitor the scheme to ensure 
all properties benefiting from the scheme are still eligible (e.g. after changing 
occupiers). 
Some areas seem to receive no service at all. 
There is only one key contractor carrying out the work. 
The review group was anxious to ensure that there was no unnecessary 
bureaucracy in the administrative systems controlling the operation of the process. 
The issue of the funding mechanism was discussed including the 83:17 split (83% 
for council tenants and 17% for owner occupiers / non-council tenants). 

The Joint Review Group agreed that contact be made with the appropriate officers of 
the Council as necessary to assemble the following information: 

- the numbers of people receiving the service, broken down into council tenants and 
owner occupiers / non-council tenants, and broken down into areas, wards if 
possible 

- the number of people on the waiting list, again broken down into council tenants and 
owner occupiers / non-council tenants, and broken down into areas, wards if 
possible 

- how the scheme operates 
- the administration and monitoring procedures of the scheme 

4. The review 

4.1 The current operation of the Garden Assistance Scheme, which has been administered 
by the department of Housing and Property Services since 1996, is detailed in 
Appendix 1, key points from this are as follows: 

(1) The aim of the scheme is to provide a free basic garden service to council tenants, 
owner occupiers, tenants of private landlords, and housing association tenants who 
due to age and/or disability are unable to maintain their gardens for themselves. 

(2) Qualifying criteria were introduced in 1996/97 specifying a number of conditions 
applicants must meet in order to qualify for admission to the scheme. These conditions 
are detailed further in Appendix 1. 

(3) The current list of those in receipt of the service is reviewed annually. Between 
October and March each year local housing staff carry out a review of those on the list 
to ensure that only those applicants who quality for the free service actually receive it. 
This involves a desk top exercise checking computer systems to see if the household 
composition remains unaltered, followed by a letter and a new form seeking residents 
to reapply. 

Throughout each years' programme the list is kept up to date with all terminations and 
tenancy changes being actioned immediately. Local housing staff provide a list of 



additions and deletions to the contractor as they happen and the contractor amends 
the list for the next cut. 

(4) All new applicants are required to submit a Garden Assistance Scheme application 
form to their local First Stop Shop. This application goes through a number of checks 
as detailed in Appendix 1 before a decision is reached on eligibility for admission to the 
scheme. 

(5) The scheme is subject to competitive tendering. Three year contracts for the 
Garden Assistance Scheme, with a break clause if the contractors' performance proves 
to be unsatisfactory, were introduced in 1998. The current contract with Forgewood 
Landscaping Ltd runs from spring to autumn each year for 2005, 2006 and 2007 and 
covers all areas within North Lanarkshire. 

(6) To monitor the quality of the contractors work a 20% inspection (of all cuts) is 
carried out following each cut cycle. Also customers are provided with satisfaction post 
cards from the contractor after every cut, these are returned to the local First Stop 
Shop. 100% of all postcards that are returned as non-satisfactory are inspected. 
Records of all complaints against contractors are maintained by Area Housing 
Managers for monitoring purposes. 

(7) After allowing for ad hoc one off cuts and quality inspections the average cost of 
the scheme is €97.50 per property. 

(8)  As at 31'' May 2006 there were 8,110 gardens on the Garden Assistance Scheme 
(5,782 gardens belonging to council tenants and 2,328 gardens belonging to owner 
occupiers / non-council tenants). At this time there were 1,137 gardens belonging to 
owner occupiers / non-council tenants on the waiting list. A breakdown showing these 
figures for each local First Stop Shop is detailed in Appendix 1. 

(9) The Garden Assistance Scheme is financed from both the General Services and 
the Housing Revenue account. In accordance with the Council's policy, the target 
budget split between tenants and others is 83% / 17%, reflecting the small contribution 
made from the General Fund towards the cost of providing the service to council 
tenants (who pay council tax as well as rent). Due to the relatively high level of demand 
from the private sector at 31" May 2006, owners and registered social landlords (RSL) 
represented 29% of service users overall. 

Therefore at that point owners on the Garden Assistance Scheme exceeded the target 
by approximately 12% (percentage points) and accounted for the entire General Fund 
contribution. Demand from the private sector was not matched by the level of 
resources available within the General Fund and allocating available spaces to owners 
would have resulted in council tenants subsidising the cost of the service provided to 
the private sector. 

4.2 In the past the department of Housing and Property Services has considered a number 
of options as a way of reducing the waiting list: 

Reducing the number of cuts per year : this was not considered feasible as the 
number of cuts had actually been increased from 8 to 10 plus an additional hedge 
cut introduced due to high level of complaints about the time between cuts. 

1 Introducing a charging scheme for the service in part payment, to offset additional 
costs of accommodating the waiting list: various proposals have been considered. 
Based on the level of demand as at October 2005 the charge would require to be 
set at approximately €28.75 per person per annum. It should however be noted 
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that, in order to avoid exceeding budget provision, the number of spaces on the 
scheme could not be increased without also increasing the level of charge. . Benchmarking with other local authorities was carried out in 2005. Of the 14 
councils who responded, 12 operate a similar scheme. 7 have a charging policy in 
place, the nature of which varies between authorities. Only 3 local authorities 
included owners in their scheme. A summary is provided in Appendix 2. 

At the Policy and Resources (Finance) Sub Committee of 30th May 2006 it was 
recommended that additional funding of f 116,000 that was available from the Council's 
General Fund (surplus brought forward from 2005/06) be used for the care of garden 
scheme. This decision was endorsed at the Policy and Resources Committee of 13th 
June 2006. 

This contribution of f 116,000 enabled all 1,137 applicants on the waiting list (as at 3ISt 
May 2006) to be added to the scheme from lgth June 2006 (the next cut) for the 
financial year 2006/07. 

Conclusions 

The Joint Review Group noted that the current list of those on the Garden Assistance 
Scheme is reviewed annually by the department of Housing and Property Services. 
This is a thorough process which involves several different checks to ensure those on 
the scheme are eligible to be so. 

The Joint Review Group confirmed that when processing applications housing officers 
carry out rigorous checks to ensure that applicants meet the desired qualifying criteria 
and that the criteria are applied universally. 

The Joint Review Group found that each year's programme is kept up to date with all 
terminations and tenancy changes being actioned immediately. Any issues arising are 
investigated at the time they occur. 

The Joint Review Group noted that additional funding of f 116,000 enabled all 1,137 
applicants on the waiting list (as at 3Ist May 2006) to be added to the scheme for the 
financial year 2006/07. 

In general it is noted that North Lanarkshire's ageing population (those aged 60 years 
and over are projected to increase by 18% within the next 10 years) will result in an 
increase in demand for this service. 

The current contract is due to expire in autumn 2007 and any new contract for the next 
3 years (i.e. from spring 2008 to autumn 201 0) may need to be re-costed. 

Recommendations 

It is recommended that the Panel: 

1) 
2) 

Notes the conclusions reached by the Joint Review Group. 
The Director of Housing and Property Services, in conjunction with the Director of 
Finance take account of the findings of this review when considering future 
allocations for this service. 



C&f Executive 

Local Government Access to Information Act: for further information about this report, please contact Graham A Reid, 
Information and Research Manager, ext. 2266. 



APPENDIX 1 

Service Delivery and Performance Scrutiny Panel 

Review of Garden Assistance Scheme 

(1) BACKGROUND 

In 1996 North Lanarkshire Council inherited four different garden assistance schemes as 
operated by the former district councils of Motherwell, Monklands, Cumbernauld and Kilsyth, 
and Strathkelvin. The department of Housing and Property Services has administered the 
scheme since 1996. 

The current garden assistance scheme provides a free basic garden service to council 
tenants, owner occupiers, tenants of private landlords, and housing association tenants who 
due to age and/or disability are unable to maintain their gardens for themselves. 

As well as providing grass cuts, garden assistance also includes raking, trimming, edging 
and the cleaning and disposal of litter, stones or other rubbish from ground areas. The 
current three year contract (spring 2005 to autumn 2007) includes ten grass cuts per year 
during the growing season on a three-weekly cycle, and hedges being cut three times a year. 
In addition, twice yearly, border digging takes place to ensure areas are kept in a neat and 
tidy condition. 

The scheme runs from spring to autumn each year but applications for inclusion to the list 
can be made at any time. 

(2) QUALIFYING CRITERIA FOR ADMISSION TO THE SCHEME 

The following qualifying criteria were introduced in 1996/97 as a cost saving exercise. 

Non Pensioners (aged under 60) 
Non pensioners will qualify only if they meet all the following conditions. They must: 

. . . . 
be receiving Incapacity Benefit or Disability Living Allowance 
live alone except when all household members qualify separately 
have no relative or friend who can carry out the garden work for them 
be able to provide medical proof of incapacity to maintain their garden 

Pensioners (aged 60 or above) 
Pensioners who are not receiving Incapacity Benefit of Disability Living Allowance will qualify 
but should be able to provide medical proof of incapacity to carry out work and must also 
meet the other criteria listed above. 

All applicants must sign the declaration and be willing to submit to an independent medical 
assessment if required. 



(3) MONITORING PROCESS FOR EXISTING MEMBERS 

The current list of those in receipt of the service is reviewed annually. At the end of one 
years’ programme (i.e. October) and before the next years’ programme commences (i.e. 
March) local housing staff carry out a review of all who are on the list to ensure that only 
those applicants who qualify for the service actually receive it. It starts as a desk top exercise 
checking computer systems to see if the household composition remains unaltered, followed 
by a letter and a new form seeking residents to reapply. 

Throughout each years’ programme the list is kept up to date with all terminations and 
tenancy changes being actioned immediately. Each local First Stop Shop maintain records 
for their own area. Local housing staff provide a list of additions and deletions to the 
contractor (currently Forgewood Landscaping) as they happen, and Forgewood amend the 
list for the next cut. 

The waiting list / programme is updated and copies given to the housing officer for reference 
during his / her area inspections. 

(4) APPLICATION PROCESS FOR NEW MEMBERS 

Each applicant is required to submit a Garden Assistance Scheme application form (see 
Appendix 3) to their local First Stop Shop. 

Once received, the housing officer carries out checks on the following to establish if anyone 
is staying at the property but not included on the application: . housing benefit application 

. registered for council tax . on the voters roll 

housing allocation application 

A visit is carried out by the housing officer to check the information given and assess the 
application. The following information is also required: 

. . size of garden area (S-M-L) 
present condition of garden (may require special one-off cut) 

The housing officer then passes the application form, with recommendation, to the area 
Service Manager for approval/refusal. Once a decision has been reached, one of the 
following letters is sent: 

. refusal - not eligible . . approval - added onto scheme 
approval - list full - included on waiting list 

All Garden Assistance Scheme applications are investigated and a written decision is given 
within 14 working days. 

(5) GARDEN ASSISTANCE SCHEME CONTRACT 

The Garden Assistance Scheme is subject to competitive tendering. Three year contracts, 
with a break clause if the contractors’ performance proves to be unsatisfactory, were 
introduced in 1998. Current contract details for work to be carried out from spring to autumn 
each year for 2005, 2006 and 2007 is as follows: 



contract area award to 

North area 

Airdrie, Coatbridge, Cumbernauld, Kilsyth and 
Moodiesburn) 

tender price for 3 years 

Forgewood 
Landscaping Ltd 

I South area I Forgewood 

f1,337,561.19 

f 1,096,598.97 I I Landscaping Ltd 1 (Mothewell. Wishaw. Viewoark. Bellshill and Shotts) 

number of gardens on the 
Garden Assistance Scheme 

5,782 2,328 8,110 

I f2,434,160.16 I 

(6) MONITORING CONTRACTOR QUALITY I CUSTOMER SATISFACTION 

Following each cut cycle a 20% quality inspection is carried out. The local housing staff 
inspect 10% of all cuts and the grounds maintenance section from Community Services 
inspect the other 10% of all cuts. 

The contractor provides customers with satisfaction post cards after every cut, which are to 
be returned to the local First Stop Shop. 100% of all postcards that are returned as non- 
satisfactory are inspected. The contractor is telephoned immediately and advised to check 
the garden within 2 days, rectify and report back in writing. A standard proforma is e-mailed 
to the contractor to investigate and respond to the local First Stop Shop indicating the actions 
taken. These complaints are discussed in detail at each local liaison meeting with the 
contractor, held after every cut cycle has been completed. Records of all complaints against 
contractors are maintained by area Housing Managers for monitoring purposes. 

(7) COST OF THE GARDEN ASSISTANCE SCHEME 

After allowing for ad hoc one off cuts and quality inspections the average cost of the scheme 
is f97.50 per property. 

(8) NUMBERS ON THE GARDEN ASSISTANCE SCHEME I WAITING LIST 

The number of gardens on the Garden Assistance Scheme as at 3ISt May 2006 is as follows: 

I including all non- 
council tenants I council tenants I 

number of gardens on the 0 1,137 1,137 
waiting list I I I 

I -totals I 5,782 I 3,465 I 9,247 I 

This can be broken down further into those on the scheme and those on the waiting list by 
area, as shown in the following table: 



council tenants 

number on number on 
scheme waiting list Area office 

owner occupiers including all non- 
council tenants 

number on number on 
scheme waiting list 

E e r n a u l d  / Kilsyth I 552 I 0 I 522 I 284 I 

Airdrie 

Bellshill 

Coatbridge 

916 0 377 178 

640 0 151 79 

1,054 0 407 224 

1 Viewpark I 323 I 0 I 73 I 69 I 

Moodiesburn 

Motherwell 

Shotts 

252 0 34 1 136 

510 0 119 66 

350 0 125 21 

(9) FINANCING OF THE GARDEN ASSISTANCE SCHEME 

Wishaw 

Total 

It was agreed at the Housing Committee in March 1998 that the scheme would be financed 
from both the General Services account and Housing Revenue account. In accordance with 
the Council's policy, the target budget split between tenants and others is 83% / 17%, 
reflecting the sTall contribution made from the General Fund towards the cost of providing 
the service to council tenants (who pay council tax as well as rent). 

1,185 0 213 80 

5,782 0 2,328 1,137 

Due to the relatively high level of demand from the private sector, at 31/05/06 owners and 
registered social landlords (RSL) represented 29% of service users overall. The proportion 
varied across North Lanarkshire, from 15% in Wishaw to 58% in Moodiesburn. 

The following table as at 31" May 2006 shows that owners on the scheme exceeds the 
target by approximately 12% (percentage points) and account for the entire General Services 
Fund contribution. Demand from the private sector is not matched by the level of resources 
available within the General Fund. Allocating available spaces to owners would have 
resulted in council tenants subsidising the cost of the service provided to the private sector. 

I I I I I 



GARDEN ASSISTANCE SCHEME 
CHARGING POLICIES - OTHER SCOTTISH LOCAL AUTHORITIES 

LOCAL 
AUTHORITY 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

F 

G 

FUNDING SOURCE 

HRA 

HRA 

HRA 

HRA and General Fund 

HRA and General Fund 

HRA 

HRA 

OWNERS 
INCLUDED 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

Yes 

ANNUAL 
CHARGE 

E30 

E48 

E35 

Unknown 

f 5 0 - E l 0 0  

Unknown 

Full cost 

CON D I TI 0 N S/Q UAL I F I CAT1 0 N S 

Charges only applied to tenants not 
receiving Housing Benefit. Over 90% of 
service users receive the service free of ' 
charge. 

Charge of E l  per week applied to all 
participating tenants. 

si 

Charge applied to all service users 
(council tenants). 

Charge applied to owners/occupiers only. 

50% of cost recovered through charges 
applied to owners/occupiers not receiving 
a means-tested benefit. 

Charges only applied to tenants not in 
receipt on Housing Benefit. 

Tenants are not charged for the service. 
Full tost  recovered from owner/occupiers. 

6 



NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

Name Relationship to Tenant 

GARDEN ASSISTANCE SCHEME 

Age 

We will respond to this request within 74 days 

Coatbridge Housing Office 
195 Main Street 
Coatbridge, ML5 3BW 
Tel: 01 236 6071 70 
Fgx: 01236 607171 

Other Names: Age: 

Daytime Tel No: 

Address: 

Council Tenant Housing Assoc Tenant 

Owner Occupier Private Tenant 
(please tick as appropriate) 

QUAL1 F W  N G DETAl LS 
_. 

Are you receiving: Incapacity Benefit Disability Living Allowance (Mobility) [7 
Disability Living Allowance 
(Attendance) 

Other 

Pension [IJI 

I Please specify; 

I Are You Registered Disabled? 

I If Yes, please give Registration No. 
t 

Does anyone receive Invalid Care Allowance for you? Yes 

I State nature of your disabilitylinfirrnity 
,1111111.*m . ,,. . , , 

H:\DOCT.OOC 



GARDEN DETAILS 

What size is your garden ? Small 0 Medium c] Large 

What part of your garden requires maintenance? Front Back [7 Side 

Do you have any  hedges  ’? YES NO U 
What work a re  you unable to carry outwith 
a friends help? 

Grass Cutting Hedge Trimming U 

Is there any part of your garden maintained by Community Services ? 

What arrangements  have you made to cultivate your garden this year? 

DECLARATION 

I declare that the  information given above is correct. I agree to submit to an independent 
Medical Assessment if this is required to support my application. 

Date; 
I---- 

Signature: 

OFFICIAL USE ONLY 

iousing Officer’s Report 

~ p p  ROVAL/REFUSAL 

‘his application has been Accepted/Rejeeted 

,e w i ce Manager’s signature: Date: 



NON-PENSIONERS (aged under 60) 

Non-Pensioners will qualify only if they meet ALL the following conditions : 

They fnu$t be: 

* 
receiving Incapacity Benefit or Disability Living Allowance; and 
live alone except when all household members qualify separately; and 
have no relative or friend who can carry out the garden work for them; and 
be able to produce medical proof of incapacity to maintain their garden 

PENSIONERS (aged 60 or above) 

Pensioners who are not receiving Incapacity Benefit or Disability Living Allowance will 
qualify but should be able to provide medical proof of incapacity to carry out work and 
must also meet the other criteria listed in I above. 

DECLARATION 

All applicants must  sign the declaration and be willing to submit to an independent 
medical assessment if required. 

TOTRL P. 84 


