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December 2012
Introduction
This report provides Councillors with a brief summary of key areas of progress and
information to keep them up to date with the work of Spire Homes. It is hoped that it proves
useful and informative. If you would like any further information on the content of this
briefing paper or the work of Spire Homes generally please contact Lynn Stubbs, Director of
Business Services on 01933 415323.

‘Invisibles’ film highlights the housing crisis in our region
We are proud to announce the release of a short trailer
which provides a taster of a 20 minute film we have
produced at Spire Homes this summer focussing on
housing issues in rural England.
The film, called ‘The Invisibles’ features some of our
tenants and gives an insight into what life is really like if
you are homeless, unsupported or struggling to cope. It
demonstrates the safety-net and support that we and
other housing associations provide for our tenants.
As the National Housing Federation launches their
Home Truths campaign, Chris Hobson, Lead Manager
for the East Midlands introduces the film. Chris
highlights the desperate need for more new homes in
our region and that 116,000 households are on
housing waiting lists and 40,000 are living in
overcrowded homes – which in 2012 is a real scandal
in this country.
We hope the trailer gets people talking about the
housing issues raised and encourages people to want
to see the full length version.

You can view the short 3 minute trailer on our website www.spire-homes.org.uk/thecorporate-stuff/theinvisibles or you can find us on twitter at LGCommunication
(https://twitter.com/lgcommunication)
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Please get in touch if you would like to find out more about the full length version of the film
or to discuss these issues further. We welcome your support in raising the profile of the
desperate need for new homes in our region.

Bringing new homes to the area
Since transfer, Spire Homes has been playing its part in bringing much needed new homes
to the area. So far, we have built over 520 new homes with almost 300 of these in the
district of East Northamptonshire.
A flagship scheme in the district this year is our
new homes at Ponds Close Raunds which
provided 10 homes for rent and shared ownership.
This scheme which completed in February 2012
reached the Code for Sustainable Homes Level 3.
Bat boxes were provided on each home as well as
special ventilation systems that significantly
improve the living environment. The systems draw
in fresh air from outside and use thermal heat from
stale air extracted from bathrooms and kitchens to
heat the air reducing the need for heating. We have had fantastic feedback from tenants on
these much needed new homes.
We have a number of new schemes already planned in the district over the next few years,
including schemes in:


Creed Road, Oundle providing 58 homes for intermediate rent and shared ownership
which is due to start on site in December 2013.



Finedon Road, Irthlingborough where we have completed phase 1 and the final 10
shared ownership units should be available by October 2014.



Nippendale, Rushden which is a redevelopment of our site at Nippendale and will
provide 41 homes for rent, shared ownership and outright sale by Summer 2013.



Well Lane, Barnwell which will provide 9 homes for rent and shared ownership. This
is a rural exception site which Spire Homes and the Housing Strategy Team at East
Northamptonshire Council have been working on together for many years with the
Duke of Gloucester to progress a scheme for the Parish. We now have planning
permission and the purchase of the land from the Duke should complete very soon
to enable a start on site.



Wood Lane, Kingscliffe which will deliver 30 homes for social rent and shared
ownership. With some homes already completed the final phase will be completed
by summer 2013.

We remain committed to developing much needed new homes in the district and continue
to work closely with the Council and local developers to meet the growing housing demand.
In addition we are also reviewing opportunities for our own sites to increase the number of
homes we can provide.
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Investing in existing homes
We continue to work hard to invest in our homes to
ensure that they are desirable, are kept in good
condition and meet our ‘Home Standard’ (agreed
with our tenants).
All properties have been fitted with new kitchens
and bathrooms, upgraded central heating and new
windows and doors since transfer in 2001. We
have started fitting UPVC fascias and soffits to
improve the appearance of our homes and reduce
the on-going maintenance costs. A roofing
replacement programme is also in place.
All of our homes in Northants achieved the
Government’s Decent Homes standard in April
2010, well ahead of the Government’s deadline.
We have spent around £80 million on repairs and
improvements on our homes in East
Northamptonshire since transfer in 2001 and we
are continuously looking at new ways of procuring
contracts and delivering works to ensure maximum
value for money is achieved.
For example, we have recently joined a bulk purchasing consortium which has saved more
than £30,000 on our central heating installation contract.
In July this year we embarked on a new era of responsive repairs by moving to an allinclusive fixed price per property contract. Following a rigorous procurement process,
Apollo Services won this new contract for all our homes which has the potential to run for
up to 10 years.
Our residents were involved right through the procurement process to help shape the
contract to suit their needs and ensure the contract brought added value to Spire Homes
and the wider community. The fixed price per property gives us cost certainties and drives
Apollo to make better appointments for residents and complete repairs at their first visits.
As part of the terms of the contract Apollo will support local colleges and schools with
training programmes and work placements as well as supporting community projects.
Following resident requests, Apollo take repair calls from 8am to 8pm to allow working
families to report and arrange repairs outside their normal working hours.
Apollo have started exceptionally well with their first quarter performance figures exceeding
our targets.
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Saving energy and money for residents
Over the last 2 years we have increased our
investment in energy efficiency projects including
fitting new solar PV installations, solar hot water
heating systems, loft insulation top ups and new
more efficient central heating boilers.
In January 2013 we are starting a major insulation
programme to our solid wall properties. We plan
to improve all solid wall properties over the next 3
years with financial support from the Energy
Company Obligation (ECO) scheme. These projects are aimed at reducing heat loss and
energy bills for tenants and improving the energy efficiency of our homes.
Over the past two years Spire Homes have been
lucky enough to obtain funding that has enabled us
to give donations to people in East Northamptonshire
who are identified as living in fuel hungry properties
to help them with ever increasing fuel bills.
Last year, over 30 tenants received this one off
payment that is paid directly to their energy supplier
to help them through the toughest months of the
year.
We have had positive feedback from our tenants telling us what a difference this has made
to them and how it has helped. We will be applying for funding once again this year.

Preparing for welfare reforms
Welfare reform will place considerable strain on household incomes in East Northants, and
is therefore a major risk to Spire Homes in ensuring we maintain income from rents in order
to continue to invest in our homes, services and local communities. A considerable amount
of work is underway to try to minimise the impact of the reforms for our tenants and the
organisation.
In autumn of 2011 we undertook a detailed risk analysis of the possible impacts of Welfare
Reform on Spire and our customers. This was done with the information available on the
various welfare reforms at that time.
The analysis led to the formation of a comprehensive action plan which is now being
delivered through a special Welfare Reform Steering Group.
In collaboration with Housing Benefit Departments we have identified all those tenants we
believe to be affected by the under occupancy rule changes. In East Northamptonshire we
anticipate approximately 340 tenants being affected. Of these, 80% will see a reduction in
their housing benefit of 14% of their total rent, and 20% will see a reduction of 25% of their
total rent.
Spire Homes Progress Report to East Northamptonshire Council – December 2012

P a g e |4

We have written to all of those people we believe will be affected giving details of the
potential impact and the options available to them. Information leaflets have also been
provided.
A surprisingly small number of those affected have responded to this initial information and
of those only a small percentage has indicated a wish to move.
The next step on this part of the project will be to make personal contact with those affected
to ensure they understand the impact, and are aware of their options.
Although our experience recently, and that reported by many other Landlords, is that
tenants are saying they will fund shortfalls in rent rather than move, there is a strong
likelihood that when reality hits in April 2013 there will be an increase in transfer requests to
smaller properties. In the meantime we wish to be proactive and ensure any suitable
smaller properties are offered first to those who will be worst affected by the rule changes.
To ensure tenants have expert financial support
and guidance we have recently recruited a new
Money Guidance Officer. This is a form of tenancy
support aimed specifically at helping people to
improve their income and assist with debt issues.
Although this project is in its infancy the initial signs
are fantastically encouraging and already a great
number of tenants have had really positive
outcomes.
To reach a wider audience to communicate the
issues, we have just launched a video on the
Spire Website providing information on welfare
reforms. This tries to put across the key
messages of welfare reform, and is one more
tool to communicate the impacts to our tenants.
We have recently held a Money Matters event in
conjunction with local partners, with the aim of
raising awareness of the imminent welfare
reforms. This event was very successful and
follow up events are planned.

Stepping Stones Success
We continue to provide a flat under the Steppingstones project to enable individuals to
leave hospital more quickly. The project was set up for individuals who no longer required
hospital care but could not return home. This could be for a number of reasons including;




The home needing to be adapted/improved;
It is unsafe because of the location and/or the vulnerability of the individual;
The individual has lost their confidence to live independently.

The accommodation offers a home environment but with added support to enable the
individual to regain confidence and skills whilst in a supported setting.
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Our ‘stepping stones’ flat is based at Harpers Court and the occupants are supported by
both our team and outside Carers when required. We were complimented by the project
lead for our holistic approach and ‘can do’ attitude. One customer of the scheme liked
Harpers Court so much he became a permanent tenant.

Strengthening Care and Repair services
We were successful in tendering for the Home Improvement Agency in Rutland which adds
more security to the service provided in East Northants as funding has been reduced
resulting in a requirement for more economies of scale to provide the same service.
The Care and Repair service receives grant funding from a number of sources but the
major contributor was Supporting People. The service received a 10% reduction in funding
in 2012/13 and further reductions are anticipated.
Care and repair continues to provide an invaluable service to elderly or disabled
homeowners or their families who need their homes adapting or improving to enable them
to remain living independently. Customer feedback on the service remains exceptionally
high and brings life changing results to many people who may have otherwise had to move
home without this service.

Community Grants supporting individuals and communities
Spire Homes’ Community Grants Fund began back in November 2009 - with a strong
interest in the longer term wellbeing of our tenants.
As part of this priority, the Community Grants Fund enables local residents, individuals or
groups to apply for grants which will help to improve peoples’ lives.
There are 3 categories for the grants, they are:




Supporting adults and children;
Personal learning and development; and
Community Development.

In line with the financial inclusion work that we are
committed to at Spire Homes, we encourage
applications from people who want to attend
courses or improve their skills to help them get
back into paid employment.
So far we have awarded over £40,000 in grants supporting individuals and groups in a
number ways. This includes helping tenants to improve their skills and confidence, helping
with the costs of school uniforms and school trips, supporting new groups to get off the
ground, such as a new playgroup and supporting existing groups such as an elderly Tai
Chai group that was facing closure due to a lack of funding. Grants are often small but have
made a huge difference to people locally.
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New community garden
Working in partnership with Groundwork
Northamptonshire, we are creating a special
community garden in Higham Ferrers using the
rear of two gardens tenants could no longer
manage and were becoming overgrown.
The garden is being developed for the benefit of
the whole community and will be adapted by
local residents to suit their needs.
Following consultation with local residents in the
area, some of the ideas for the garden included
a small allotment area to grow their own food or flowers, areas for local wildlife, or just as a
place for reflection or recreation. The garden will also provide a great opportunity to get to
know each other and build a sense of community as they maintain the garden.
Our repairs contractor Apollo cleared the site which
helped us to get the project off to a good start and
Groundwork held a consultation evening that took
place in June. The evening was a great opportunity
to talk to residents and find out the sort of things
they wanted for the project
Work has already started on creating bird feeders,
building a bug hotel and creating two tyre ponds
and our staff have spent some time volunteering at
the project to build a poly-tunnel for growing fruit and vegetables.
Groundwork have been running an afterschool club at the site to encourage local children
to become involved in the project and the gardens will be used by more local Community
Groups once the garden is nearer completion.

Lynn Stubbs
Director of Business Services, Spire Homes
Presented by John Farrar, Chairman of Spire Homes
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