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Motherwell, 27 October 2004 at I 0  am. 

A Meeting of the SCRUTINY PANEL - STRATEGY AND POLICY IMPLEMENTATION 

PRESENT 

Councillor Hogg, Convener; Councillor Love, Vice-Convener; Councillors Gordon, Homer, J. McGuigan, 
McKeown, M. Murray and Valentine. 

CHAIR 

Councillor Hogg (Convener) presided 

IN ATTENDANCE 

Sandie Mackay, Community Regeneration Manager, Chief Executive’s Ofice; Alastair Ashley, Committee 
Services Manager, Department of Administration and Una Coleman, Housing Finance and Client Manager and 
Aileen Gormley, Divisional Manager South, Department of Housing and Property Services. 

APOLOGIES 

Councillors Burns, Cassidy, Curran, Jones, McCabe, J. Martin and Saunders. 

SCRUTINY PANEL - STRATEGY AND POLICY IMPLEMENTATION - MINUTE 

1. There was submitted the Minute of the meeting of t he  Scrutiny Panel - Strategy and Policy 
Implementation held on 25 August 2004. 

Decided: that the Minute of the meeting of the Panel held on 25 August 2004 be noted. 

REVIEW GROUP ON INFORMATION AND ADVICE SERVICES 

2. With reference to paragraph 7 of the Minute of the meeting of this Panel held on 19 May 2004 when 
the progress in establishing a review of Information and Advice Services in North Lanarkshire was 
noted, there was submitted a report dated October 2004 by the Chief Executive regarding the 
progress made to date by the Review Group on Information and Advice Services and advising that:- 

0 the review was being undertaken in five main stages 

- Mapping services using questionnaires 

- Evidence Gathering 

- Interviews with Key Stakeholders 

- Focus Groups with Service Providers 

- Customer Surveys 

the Stage 1 Questionnaire was sent to four Council Departments, six Citizens Advice Bureaux 
and six independent sector organisations 
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the results of the Stage 1 Questionnaire showed that in addition to one to one interviews and 
telephone support 

- 87% offered home visiting services 

- 69% offered services by post 

- 

- 
60% of surgeries were held away from their main offices 

53% offered appeal representation and 53% have specialised debt counsellors 

0 the Stage 2 Questionnaire examined the effectiveness and impact of information and advice 
provision and that the results to date showed that 

- 261,430 people used the services with an average of 21,786 per organisation 

- 2,037 people presented with multiple debts with an average debt per client of €13,356 
excluding mortgage repayments 

- welfare rights services carried out 59,410 welfare right checks which generated f 12,938,000 
for clients 

- 1,102 Social Security/Medical appeals were gathered, of which 58% were successful, 
generating an annual income of €3,619,435 

it was expected that the Review Group would complete its review by March 2005. 

Decided: that the progress of the Review of Information and Advice Services in North 
Lanarkshire be noted. 

DISABILITY DISCRIMINATION ACT 1995 

3. With reference to paragraph 1 of the Minute of the meeting of this Panel held on 25August 2004, 
there was submitted a report dated 18 October 2004 by the Chief Executive providing an update on 
the Council’s compliance with the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 and advising that:- 

* Local Authorities were required to produce a Disability Equality Scheme by December 2006 which 
would be able to demonstrate:- 

- disabled people were involved in developing the scheme 

- the impact of their activities on equality for disabled people had been assessed 

- there would be improved outcomes for disabled people 

- progress towards those improved outcomes were being effectively monitored; 

the Assistant Chief Executive and the Head of Roads and Transportation would prepare a report 
on the action planning process for consideration by the Social Inclusion Officer Working Group 

consideration would be given to involving the Forum for Employees with a Disability in the future 
process of developing the action plan and the Disability Equality Scheme. 
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Decided: 

( I )  that the action proposed in respect of progressing the Council’s compliance with the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1995 be noted; 

(2) that the Chief Executive submit further progress reports to future meetings of the Panel, and 

(3) that the terms of the report be otherwise noted. 

REVIEW GROUP ON RENT ARREARS, HOMELESSNESS AND EVICTIONS POLICY 

4. With reference to paragraph 3 of the Minute of the meeting of this Panel held on 19 May 2004 when, 
-- inter alia, the recommendations of the Review Group on Rent Arrears, Homelessness and Evictions 
Policy were approved and remitted to the Policy and Resources Committee for consideration, there 
was submitted a report (docketed) dated 14 October 2004 by the Director of Housing and Property 
Services enclosing in Appendix 1 to the report a summary of the recommendations of the Review 
Group together with an update on the steps being undertaken by the Department to progress the 
recommendations. 

In response to a number of questions from members of the Panel on the implementation of the 
recommendations of the Review Group, Una Coleman, Housing, Finance and Client Manager and 
Aileen Gormley, Divisional Manager South advised that:- 

* the current system can identify vulnerable groups through dates of birth and family composition 

the new rent arrears procedures which were currently in draft emphasised the need for early 
intervention for vulnerable groups and new tenants 

Housing Officers based in Area Offices identified vulnerable tenants and referred them to 
appropriate agencies 

tenants who were in arrears for more than four weeks would be subject to an automatic visit from 
an Area Housing Officer 

the Housing Benefits Section processed housing benefit claims forms in an average of 17 days 

work was ongoing to develop an integrated repairs, allocation, rent arrears and estate 
management IT system 

a bid had been submitted to the Department of Work and Pensions for funding for an on-line 
benefits calculator, and the outcome of which would be known by the end of November 2004 
Match funding was also being sourced from the Modernising Government Fund. The software 
specification had been finalised and if both bids were successful the on-line benefits calculator 
could be in place by early 2005 

the tenants information pack was issued to all new tenants when they signed their missives 

the tenant information pack was currently being revised and would be finalised at the end of 
November 2004 

all Area Offices prioritise the uptake of direct debit and that this is subject to Departmental 
monitoring 

training is given to Officers in order that they can deal with tenants who cannot read or write 
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consideration was being given to developing an incentive scheme for paying rent by direct debit, 
however, a number of considerations would require to be explored before this could be developed 

the Department was using tracing agents on a pilot basis to recover former tenants’ arrears and a 
report on the outcome of the pilot would be submitted to the Housing and Technical Services 
Committee after 18 months 

there were a number of Data Protection issues which precluded the Department from using 
information contained within the Council Tax database 

there had been no increase in the compliment of Tenancy Support Workers, however, Tenancy 
Support Workers would continue to provide home visits to the most vulnerable tenants in some 
cases outwith normal working hours 

the Department was exploring a number of options to develop a leaflet on pension credits. 

Decided: 

that the Director of Housing and Property Services submit a further report to a future meeting 
of the Panel following the outcome of the bids to the Department of Works and Pension and 
the Modernising Government Fund for the development of an on-line benefits calculator; 

that the Director of Housing and Property Services submit a further report to a future meeting 
of the Panel on the options available for the development of a rent incentive scheme for those 
tenants paying their rent through direct debit; 

that the Director of Housing and Property Services explore options for issuing the tenants 
information pack to new tenants prior to the signing of their missives; 

that the Director of Housing and Property Services explore options for developing a guidance 
leaflet for pensioners in respect of the pension credits, taking into consideration that Age 
Concern had developed a similar type of leaflet; 

that the Head of Legal Services provide a report to the next meeting of the Panel on the Data 
Protection issues affecting the sharing of information between the Housing and Property 
Services Department IT systems and the Finance Department IT systems, and 

that the progress of the implementation of the recommendations of the Rent Arrears, 
Homelessness and Evictions Policy be otherwise noted. 
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