
 
 
 
REPORT TO: CABINET  

 
DATE: 23 JULY 2015 

 
TITLE: TRIENNIAL REVIEW OF HARLOW COUNCIL 

TENANT AND LEASEHOLDER PARTICIPATION 
AGREEMENT  
 

PORTFOLIO HOLDER: COUNCILLOR ROD TRUAN 
 

LEAD OFFICER: ANDREW MURRAY, HEAD OF HOUSING (01279) 
446676 

 

This is a key decision 
It is on the Forward Work Plan as Decision No. I004354 
Call in Procedures may apply 
This decision will affect no Ward specifically. 
 
RECOMMENDED that: 
 

A The independent report into the review of Harlow Council ’s Tenant and 
Leaseholder Participation Agreement, as set out in Appendix 1 be noted. 
 

B The recommendations in paragraphs 16 to 18 be approved.  
 

C The longer term actions, outlined in paragraph 19 of the report be noted.   
 

BACKGROUND 
 
1.  Harlow Council’s Tenant and Leaseholder Participation Agreement (the 

Agreement) was jointly signed by the Council, tenant and leaseholder 
representatives in October 2011.  This formed part of the Council’s joint 
approach to social housing regulation built around the concept of “co-
regulation”. 
 

2.  Co-regulation requires the Council to demonstrate robust self-regulation 
incorporating effective tenant and leaseholder involvement through its formal 
and informal governance structures.  
 

3.  The Agreement has continually evolved, and is scheduled for a formal review 
in the third year of its operation (2015/16).   

 
THE REVIEW PROCESS 
 
4.  Housing Quality Network (HQN), independent specialist consultants, were 

appointed following competitive tender.  They were requested to review the 
current arrangements and prepare a report setting out their findings and 
recommendations.  



 
 
 
5.  The review was undertaken during February to June 2015, and included a 

range of activities such as workshops, document reviews, interviews, focus 
groups held with staff, Councillors, and tenant and leaseholder 
representatives. 

 
WHAT HAS THE REVIEW FOUND? 
 

6.  HQN identified that the current Agreement meets the requirements of the 
'Tenant Involvement and Empowerment Standard' set by the Housing 
Regulator the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA).  This is demonstrated 
in the way the Council engages with its tenants and leaseholders through a 
range of formal and informal mechanisms.  
 

7.  There is a significant commitment from Harlow's tenant and leaseholder 
volunteers who put in countless hours of their own time to ensure that the 
current formal involvement structure keeps running. 
 

8.  Involved tenants and leaseholders showed a clear focus on wanting to improve 
services for customers.  The independent review also identified, that there is 
a genuine shared commitment to embrace participation on all sides to shape 
and improve services. 
 

9.  Staff and involved representatives also felt that the panel approach and 
governance structure worked well for some specific panels, with examples of 
productive and effective outcomes from, for example, the Leaseholder and 
Repairs Standards Panels. 
 

10.  The Leaseholder Standards Panel works well, with increased numbers of 
active members and a well-developed work plan with clearly agreed terms of 
reference, and clear parameters.  These are understood both by involved 
representatives, Councillors, and Officers with a focus on customer issues and 
mutual respect from all participants within the Panel.  This supports its 
effective working, determines priorities for activity as well as evidence of 
constructive challenge and discussion. 
 

11.  The HQN did identify, however, that there are too many panels in operation, 
with their activity not always focused on service standards, often duplicated, 
and meeting too frequently.  Coupled with this, only a few tenants and 
leaseholders are involved which as a result, has the same people attending, 
further impacting on their effectiveness. 

 
OTHER ISSUES? 
 
12.  There have been a growing number of complaints against panel members, 

Officers, and Councillors.  These have resulted in individual investigations, 
and have led to strained relationships, with the culture of the current 
engagement often adversarial in nature.  

 
13.  In addition, the involved representatives continue to identify the need for more 

community involvement within Harlow, as part of wider neighbourhood 



 
 
 

planning and engagement.  
 

14.  In 2014, a Peer Review of Harlow Council was undertaken by the Local 
Government Association (LGA) which identified the need to clarify the role of 
tenant and leaseholder representatives and arrangements.  A Scrutiny 
Committee review of community engagement is scheduled in 2015/16. 
 

15.  HQN’s review has identified that the current Tenant and Leaseholder 
Agreement is no longer working effectively for the Council, Officers or 
representatives and the capacity, strategic planning, performance 
management, community leadership and direction for engagement all need 
to be strengthened. 

 
WHAT ARE THE PROPOSALS 
 
16.  The following short term measures, outlined in Option A of the report, are 

recommended for Cabinet approval.   
 

17.  Option A has a two-stage process, with stage one providing a short term re-
alignment of the current activity which includes: 

(i) Reducing the number of Involvement Panels and targeting the 
involvement of tenants and leaseholders, focusing on issues most 
important to customers and minimising involvement in operational 
decisions.  This model replicates, to some extent, the Council’s 
governance structure which is currently in operation, and aligns to the 
HCA housing regulatory consumer standards. 

(ii) Tenant Involvement Panels to be chaired by Officers, in the short term.  
This will allow tangible protocols to be established and for issues to be 
addressed as part of these new protocols and code of conduct 
principles.  In addition, behaviour issues, as well as Harlow Council's 
‘duty of care’ responsibilities towards its Officers is demonstrated. 

(iii) De-politicise panels, with Councillors only attending the Housing 
Standards Board (HSB).  This will allow independent effective customer 
activity at the Involvement Panel level. 

(iv) Establish more effective and robust performance management 
arrangements across tenant and leaseholder participation activity. 

(v) Increase staff capacity within the tenant and leaseholder involvement 
team. 

(vi) Ensure that clear terms of reference and codes of practice are in place 
to address a change in culture and behaviours of involved customers. 

 
18.  It is also recommended as part of Option A, for a second stage to be adopted 

which includes the adoption of a wider community engagement approach by 
the panels.  This will assist in developing links to the wider neighbourhood 
working and plans, building community capacity and further developing 
partnerships.  
 

19.  Longer term actions have also been recommended, which are outlined in 
Option B of the HQN report.  This option allows any recommendations from 
the Scrutiny Committee’s review of community engagement to be considered 



 
 
 

which may require all existing involvement structures to be reviewed, at that 
time, and replaced by any new framework as appropriate. This could include: 
 Developing and widening the range of opportunities for engagement and 

participation. 
 Establishing a new community engagement structure linked to a clear 

strategy and customer involvement routes. 
 
TENANT AND LEASEHOLDER CONSULTATION 
 
20.  The draft HQN report was discussed at a feedback workshop with tenant and 

leaseholder representatives on 7 July 2015 and comments were incorporated 
into the final report (attached). A copy of the changes that were made as a 
result of the workshop is available as a background paper.  
 

21.  The Housing Standards Board (HSB) considered the final amended report at 
its meeting on 14 July 2015 where it was noted that the tenant and leaseholder 
representatives present did not support all the report’s conclusions and 
recommendations. 

 
 
IMPLICATIONS 
 
Place (includes Sustainability) 

None specific. 

Author: Graeme Bloomer, Head of Place 

 

Finance (Includes ICT) 
Financial implications arising as a result of this report and its recommendations 
can be contained within the existing 30 year HRA Business Plan. 
Author: Simon Freeman, Head of Finance  

 
Housing 

As outlined in the body of the report. 

Author: Andrew Murray, Head of Housing 

 
Community Wellbeing (includes Equalities and Social Inclusion) 

In order to promote an inclusive and equitable community, it is important for the 
Council to have effective and appropriate mechanisms for consultation with 
tenants and leaseholders. The Council undertook an external review of the 
arrangements and the resulting recommendations should provide an effective 
model of engagement. 
Author: Jane Greer, Acting Head of Community Wellbeing 

 
Governance (includes HR) 
None beyond those contained in the report. 

Author: Brian Keane, Head of Governance 

 
Background Papers 
Details of changes to draft HQN report following 7 July 2015 workshop. 
 



 
 
 
Glossary of terms/abbreviations used 
HCA – Homes and Communities Agency 
HQN – Housing Quality Network 
The Agreement – Harlow Council’s Tenant and Leaseholder Participation Agreement 


