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Minutes of Meeting 

Meeting:	Board Meeting
Date:		Thursday, 22 July 2021
Time:		6.00pm
Venue:	Via videoconferencing on MS Teams 

Present:
	
	Tim Bolton
	Dave Lakin
	  Hayley Smith 

	Victor Breach
	Nicky Mellings
	  Kate Wareing

	Victoria Dingle
	Nasreen Razaq Al-Hamdani
	  Lucy Weston

	Jennifer Ekelund
	Harjit Sandhu
	   



Apologies:
 	 
David Mody

Also in attendance:

Lee Hayward, Director of Property Services 
Nasreen Hussain, Director of Finance and Resources
Jude McCaffrey, Interim Director of Housing and Communities 
Craig Dransfield, Head of Development
Marisa Elliott, Governance Lead & Company Secretary
Peter Nkum Jnr, Observer

Announcements

The Chair welcomed Peter Nkum Jnr to the meeting.  She advised that Peter is one of the successful candidates chosen by the Appointments Panel to join the Board, subject to approval by Members at the AGM.  Unfortunately, the other successful candidate, Naomi Barrand, is unable to attend this meeting but has been sent a copy of the Board papers.

The Chair announced that this would be Vic and Nasreen’s last Board meeting.  She wanted to extend her thanks for their hard work, expertise and dedication over the last nine years.   There will be the opportunity for a proper farewell and speeches at the Board dinner on 17 September but she wanted to formally thank them both.



Declarations of Interest

There were no new declarations of interest.

	115a.  Approval of Minutes

The minutes of the Board meeting held on 27 May 2021 were approved.

Resolved:
That the minutes of the Board Meeting held on 27 May 2021 be signed as a true and accurate record.

115b.  Audit and Risk Committee Minutes

The Chair of the Committee asked the Board to note the minutes from the meeting held on 7 July 2021 and didn’t propose to go through them as much of the detail would be discussed at item 120. 

No questions were raised.

Resolved:
That the Board notes the minutes of the Audit and Risk Committee meeting.

116.  Matters Arising 

Item 98 – Matters Arising (Development Update)

The report on air source heat pumps is on this agenda at item 125.

Item 98 – Matters Arising (Domestic Abuse Services)

The Interim Director of Housing and Communities confirmed that a further update on domestic abuse cases including a case study would be brought to the Board in September and has also been added to the Action Tracker.

Item 100 – Action Tracker and Wallboard Ideas 

The Chief Executive confirmed that an update on the Transparency and Accountability Project is on this agenda at item 119.

The Chair asked if any additional Wallboard ideas had been received since the last Board meeting.  It was confirmed that no new ideas had been added.  The Chair suggested that we investigate furniture poverty 
and the financial packages available for white goods which can be 
included as a service charge through Housing Benefit. 

Item 101 – CEX Key Issues Update (Queen’s Speech Announcements)

The Head of Development confirmed that he had circulated his summary to Board members on the proposed changes to the planning system.

Item 101 – CEX Key Issues Update (FRA Audit Issue) 

The Director of Property Services confirmed that there were only nine actions outstanding from the FRAs carried out in October 2020 which are due to be completed this week.  He advised that 100% checks have been carried out to confirm that all actions identified during FRAs have been included.  

The Director of Property Services confirmed that updates to fire safety procedures have also taken place.

Item 101 – CEX Key Issues Update (CEX Objectives) 

It was confirmed that Board members had received a copy of the case study report on the Switchee installation at Flagship Housing.

Item 105 – Development Update

The Head of Development advised that not all the costs associated with retrofitting homes to achieve net zero carbon are known and he would therefore only be able to provide some indicative figures.

The Head of Development agreed to think about how to incorporate this information and the possible impact on NPV into future development reports.

Item 107 – Performance Reports 2020/21

The Director of Property Services confirmed that we have reflected housing disrepair claims in our Risk Register.  He also confirmed that he will include some narrative in future Performance Reports.

Reports

117.  Action Tracker and Wallboard Ideas

Action Tracker

Item 145 – Review of IDA Documentation

It was agreed that this could be removed from the list.

Item 92 – Update on Domestic Abuse Cases

This has already been discussed at item 116.

Wallboard

It was noted that an update on the Transparency and Accountability Project is on this agenda at item 119.  As this project is now in progress, it was agreed to remove it from the list.

An update report on personal evacuation plans for tenants will be provided in September.

The Chair reminded all Board members again to think about any items for inclusion on the Wallboard and send them to the Governance Lead.

 Resolved:
	That the Board notes the update.



118.  Environmental Strategy Update and Key Questions  

The Director of Property Services presented the report to provide some background to the new Environmental Strategy and for the Board to discuss four key questions which will inform the strategy.

In addition, he advised that a resident workshop is taking place in August and a newly formed ‘Green Team’ comprising of staff members from across the organisation will meet regularly to drive the strategy’s aims and objectives.

The Director of Property Services advised that due to the complexity of some of the key questions, he proposed to split them into two sessions.  The first workshop session, tonight, will concentrate on the following:
1. How will we define Net Zero Carbon?
2. Should we spend our £8m annual surplus on existing homes or building new homes?
3. How quickly do we carry out the work?
4. Can residents choose whether they have this work carried out?

He then took members through a series of key points and factors to consider before splitting everyone into four break-out groups to enable more focused discussion.
  
Following the break-out session, members came together to feed back to the group on their individual discussions.  The Director of Property 
Services captured the outcomes which will be used to develop the
strategy.

It was noted that investment in education and communication is equally as important as the technology solutions.  This includes education for residents, staff and contractors.   

The Chief Executive advised that one of the key focus areas chosen by residents for delivery under the Communities Strategy will be on environmental objectives.

The Director of Property Services thanked everyone for their participation in the workshops and advised that the discussions will continue at the Board Away Day in October.

Resolved:
	That the Board notes the early progress made on the new Environmental Strategy, discussed the first set of key questions and further notes the continuing discussions at the Board Away Day.



119.  CEX Key Issues Update 

The Chief Executive provided an update on key external trends, internal issues and our ongoing response to Covid-19.

External Operating Environment

1. Covid-19
The Chief Executive advised that the Government announced the end of legal restrictions from 19 July.  We are still experiencing high case numbers across our operating area and we continue to monitor the situation.

2. Universal Credit Uplift Ending
The Chief Executive advised that the £20 uplift in UC rates will be withdrawn from the end of September which will significantly impact some of our residents.

Internal Update

1. Covid-19 
The Chief Executive advised that we continue to provide a full service.  A number of staff have been ‘pinged’ via the Track and Trace app, although this hasn’t impacted service levels as yet.

Some staff have reported concerns about working in the office, so we 
have tightened some of our Covid processes including the expectation 
to take a lateral flow test before coming in.  There is no requirement to 
report this to Soha only the Gov.uk website.

2. People
The Chief Executive advised that Matt Archer will be joining us in September as Director of Housing and Communities.  We have also welcomed Phillip Moore as our new Compliance Manager.  Phil will be mainly responsible for all building safety and landlord health and safety compliance.

The Chief Executive advised that we received a number of really fantastic applications for the resident Board member positions.  Following the interview process by the Appointments Panel, the successful candidates are Naomi Barrand and Peter Nkum Jnr.  She asked Board members to approve their appointment to the Board but advised that the final decision to elect rests with shareholding Members at the AGM.  

The Board approved the appointment of Naomi Barrand and Peter Nkum Jnr to the Board.

3. Erosh Re-accreditation
The Chief Executive advised that the service and support provided to older residents by the Independent Living Team and other teams across Soha has been re-accredited as outstanding.  The assessors highlighted the work on addressing loneliness and digital inclusion for particular praise.

4. Work on Transparency and Accountability
The Chief Executive advised that a project group has been established to deliver our ambition to be more transparent and accountable to staff, residents and wider stakeholder groups.  She explained that this is a massive piece of work covering many areas.  We’ve therefore decided to break it down into smaller, more manageable mini projects. The project scoping document was attached as Appendix A in her report.

5. External Influencing
The Chief Executive advised that she has met with two of our local MPs (David Johnston and Robert Buckland) this month in an effort to build strong relationships and lobby on key public policy issues.

6. Royal Scot House Re-development
The Chief Executive advised that SLT has reviewed a number of options for the future of RSH including selling the site and acquiring an alternative office, co-locating with SODC, re-developing exclusively for residential development and mixture of these.  Selling the site does not appear to be attractive, and we are looking closely at options for redevelopment to include a new office and residential development. She explained that no firm decisions have been made but that a full report would be brought to the Board as soon as our plans are clear.

7. Business Plan Update
The Chief Executive drew the Boards’ attention to an error in the 
Business Plan in the profiling of capital repayments due to M&G.  She advised that the overall repayment to M&G in the Business Plan is correct and as it below our audit materiality threshold, she asked the Board to note the error.  She confirmed that we will not be re-submitting the Business Plan to the Regulator or our lenders.  The error has been corrected in the annual Treasury Plan document (see item 122).

8. Wifi in Sheltered Schemes
The Chief Executive advised that we are in the process of installing wifi to communal areas and all flats in Lee Court, Thame and Marymead, Cholsey.

9. Pensions Update
The Chief Executive confirmed that in the latest communication from SHPS, there was an indication that there will be significant increases to both past service deficit and future contribution rates.  We are waiting for the final results to be published before we convene a meeting of the P&R Committee.
 
10.  Communications Update
The Chief Executive advised that the report includes qualitative information alongside the quantative data as shown in Appendix B of her report.

11.  Regulatory Judgements
The Chief Executive provided an update on recent Regulatory Judgements published by the Regulator to enable Board members to reflect on any trends or issues that Soha should be concerned about.

She advised that we have included a new section on complaint handling failure orders published by the Housing Ombudsman.  The report details the names of the landlords together with the reasons for the failures.  

It was noted that both of these reports were useful, and members asked if a section could be added to include any reflections from a Soha perspective and if there was anything we should be doing.  This was agreed.

12.  Amendment to Financial Regulations
The Governance Lead advised that we would like to make a small amendment in the Financial Regulations.  We would like to add a sentence to clarify that we may use a digital signing platform for signing contracts and documents subject to the already approved authorisation limits.   This was agreed.

13.  Meeting Timetable 2022
The Governance Lead apologised for omitting to include the Meeting Timetable for 2022 in this set of Board papers.  She agreed to send the timetable tomorrow and asked Board members to let her know of any issues with the proposed dates.

Resolved:
	That the Board approved the appointment of Naomi Barrand and Peter Nkum Jnr to the Board, subject to election at the AGM by shareholding Members and notes the remainder of the update.



120. Annual Report of the Audit & Risk Committee for the Year 
Ended 31 March 2021

The Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee presented the report to update the Board on the activities of the Committee over the last twelve months.  He confirmed the report should provide assurance that Soha’s system of internal controls is fit for purpose, operating effectively and also allows the Board to approve the Internal Controls Assurance statement in the Financial Statements.

He confirmed the Committee had met with BDO LLP, the external auditors, and no major issues were raised.  The Committee reviewed the performance of BDO and found it to be very good/excellent.

The Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee advised that RSM had been appointed to undertake the function of the internal audit service.  The Committee reviewed the performance of the internal auditors and found it be very good/excellent.

The Chair of the Audit and Risk Committee extended his thanks to the other Committee members, the officers of Soha and Samara Arnold for their continued support.

Resolved:
	That the Board accepts the annual report of the Audit and Risk Committee for the year ended 31 March 2021.



121.  Statutory Accounts for the Year Ended 31 March 2021

STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL

A confidential item was discussed.  Further information is contained within the Confidential Minutes.

Resolved:
	1. That the financial statements for the year ended 31 March 2021 be approved by the Board subject to final approval and adoption at the AGM
2. That the management letter from BDO LLP be noted
3. That the proposed letter of representation be agreed and signed by the Chair on behalf of the Board
4. That the Board agree the contents of and the Chair be authorised to sign the proposed letter of support for SIB Property Ltd with the text set out in Appendix C to the paper.



122. Annual Treasury Plan 2021/22 and Group Treasury               
Management Policy

The Director of Finance and Resources advised the Treasury Management Policy requires the Board to receive an Annual Treasury Plan following approval of the Business Plan.  The Business Plan was approved at the meeting in May 2021.

The Director of Finance and Resources advised there are two key points in this plan for consideration. The first is we will need to commence the renewal of the £55m Santander Revolving Credit Facility (RCF) by January 2022 which is 18 months ahead of the expiry in July 2023.  She confirmed that indicative terms will be presented at the Board meeting in November 2021 for approval.

The second is we will require new finance from December 2024 in line with the modelling in the Business Plan.  From experience, we are aware of the time involved in securitising a new facility and we anticipate starting this process in June 2022.  The Director of Finance and Resources advised that following the review of the next Business Plan in May 2022, we will make a decision then about when to seek new finance.  This approach has been discussed and agreed with ATFS, our treasury consultants.

Next, the Director of Finance and Resources presented the Group Treasury Management Policy which has been updated with input from ATFS.   No questions were raised.

Resolved:
	That the Board approves:
1. The Annual Treasury Plan 2021/22; and 
2. The Group Treasury Management Policy.



123.  Risk Register Review including Risk Management                
Statement of Approach                    

The Chief Executive presented the report and advised that following a request by the Audit and Risk Committee, the Risk Register has been revamped to make it less cumbersome and easier to maintain.

She proposed that we separate ‘live risks’ (those which are as a result of our current operating environment and are significant for Soha) from ‘best practice controls’ (those which are fundamental in running housing association, where the Board needs assurance these are being well managed but frequent review and change is not expected). 

The Chief Executive advised that the top ‘live risks’ have been linked to risk appetite and will be kept live and shared with the Committee and the Board.  The ‘best practice controls’ will no longer contain individual scores against each of the 163 risks, it will be updated and monitored by SLT including a comparison against the controls published by Hargreaves Risk and Strategy.  The Audit and Risk Committee will continue to review the individual control areas as per their review timetable but this will be a lighter oversight function.

The Chief Executive felt that the proposed approach provides a simpler and clearer way for the Board to focus their attention on the key risks for Soha.

The Chief Executive advised that in line with the proposed approach to risk, the Risk Management Statement of Approach has also been updated to reflect the changes.

The Chair then invited questions from members.

A member had some thoughts about the scoring of risks as described in the Risk Statement of Approach. He agreed to discuss this separately with the Chief Executive and the Director of Finance and Resources.

A member commented that it was a vast improvement on the previous Risk Register but questioned whether ‘live risk’ was the best descriptor.  It was noted that strategic vs operational was considered but that some operational risks are key to the business.  It was agreed to re-look at the wording to see if it could be made tighter.

A member suggested ‘focused risks’ instead of ‘live risks’.  She also asked to include when the live risks were last reviewed, the date of the next review and by whom.

Resolved:
	That the Board:
1. Approved the revised Risk Management Statement of Approach; and
2. Discussed and approved the Top Live Risk Register.



124.  Continuous Improvement: Learning from Feedback and Issues

The Chief Executive presented the report and explained that this was the first continuous improvement question considered by the Board since commencing the revised agenda format.

She advised that we have chosen to focus on a live internal issue: how we need to adjust how we work internally to enable us to remain connected and resolve issues quickly.  She advised that as the pandemic hit, we had to find new ways of working and make some incredibly quick decisions.  There were a number of successes and also some things which hadn’t worked so well or needed addressing.  

The Chief Executive included a couple of case studies to highlight the issues experienced, how these were resolved and how the learning will help us to adapt and improve going forward.

Members commented that they found the report refreshing and inciteful.  They were pleased to see there was no blame associated with the failures but that it was viewed as a way of understanding and improving our systems and processes. 

Resolved:
	That the Board discussed and notes the report.



125.  Development Update

The Head of Development presented the report to update the Board on progress since the last meeting.

The Head of Development introduced the report on the comparative running costs of air source heat pumps vs gas boilers.  He advised that two scenarios have been modelled on a typical three-bed house, these are: 40% betterment over Building Regulations and achieving zero carbon using the definition within the Building Regulations.  He advised that the most cost effective way to achieve low energy housing is to adopt a ‘fabric first’ approach. 

The Head of Development advised that at a 40% betterment over Building Regulations, air source heat pumps are twice as expensive as gas to run.  However, at zero carbon the running costs are comparable.   

The Head of Development asked the Board to approve the negotiation 
of a build contract with Greencore Construction for Cullum House in 
Wheatley. He explained that we would usually tender for build contracts but we want to deliver a net zero carbon scheme which none of our local contractors can offer.  We will, however, carry out due diligence in line with our current procurement practices.  

A member asked if we could consider charging social rent for these units.  The Head of Development advised that if it attracted sufficient grant, we could consider some social rent units. 

Next, the Head of Development asked the Board to note a reduction in the NPV at St Lawrence House in Warborough.  He advised that the Finance team has calculated the social rents at a lower figure than the original approval in 2019.  However, he advised that if we use the updated rents and current financial assumptions then a better NPV figure is generated than the original appraisal.  

Finally, he asked the Board to approve a S106 scheme at Highcroft in Wallingford.  The scheme comprises fifteen affordable rent units and generates a positive NPV.

A member asked if we should be considering social rent for these units.  It was noted that we are not considering social rents on a scheme by scheme basis but are reviewing in line with our policy on rents across all developments.

Resolved:
	That the Board:
1. Approves the development site at Highcroft in Wallingford; 
2. Approves the commencement of negotiations with Greencore Construction regarding a build contract for Cullum House in Wheatley; and
3. Notes the remainder of the report.



126.  Review of Key Performance Information for Q1 2021/22        

The Chief Executive reminded the Board that while the Performance and Key Trends Report for the first quarter of 2021/22 was being brought to this meeting, it was agreed that it wouldn’t be discussed in detail.  However, she invited any questions from members.

A member asked about the current situation with arrears and average re-let times.  The Interim Director of Housing and Communities advised that arrears appear to be plateauing and are 5.9% which is just under the target of 6%. He advised the average re-let time is 65 days against a target of 30 days due to the continued backlog of voids that emerged during the previous year.  

The Interim Director of Housing and Communities advised that staffing 
numbers have been increased in the team to help reduce the number of voids and increase the number of minor lets to 20 days.

A member asked for an update on the customer portal project.  The Chief Executive advised that we are experiencing a number of issues with Aareon and are finding it difficult to get them to deliver the work required.   We are currently investigating our options.  

STAR Survey

No questions were raised.

ATFS Economic Overview

No questions were raised.

Resolved:
	That the Board discussed and notes the report.



127. Annual Statement of Regulatory Compliance 2020/21                                         

The Governance Lead presented the report to confirm Soha’s compliance with the Regulator of Social Housing’s (RSH) Regulatory Standards.

She explained that the Regulator requires Boards to confirm compliance with the Economic Standards in their Annual Accounts.  The report provides Soha’s compliance with the Financial Viability and Governance Standard and the Rent Standard.  Although we have confirmed compliance with the Value for Money Standard, the Regulator requires us to assess this standard separately as part of the Annual Accounts.

Compliance with the Governance Standard requires Soha to adopt and comply with a Code of Governance; Soha is fully compliant with the NHF’s Code of Governance 2015.  

The Regulator takes a reactive approach to the Consumer Standards.  Their role is limited and they will only intervene in cases of serious detriment.  Responsibility rests with the Board to proactively ensure compliance with the Consumer Standards.  Soha is compliant with the Consumer Standards as evidenced by the report.

Resolved:
	 That the Board confirms Soha’s compliance with the:
1. RSH Standard on Governance and Financial Viability;
2. RSH Standard on Rent;
3. NHF Code of Governance; and 
4. RSH Consumer Standards.


  
128. Annual Review of the Personnel and Remuneration Committee 2020/21

The Chair of the Committee presented the report to provide collective feedback on the effectiveness and performance of the Personnel and Remuneration Committee over the past year.

She asked the Board to note the activities carried out by the Committee, the arears for further consideration and the proposed activities for the coming year.

Resolved:
	That the Board notes the report and agrees with the Committee’s proposed activities for 2021/22.



129. Annual Review of the Assets and Liabilities Register

This report was for information only and no issues were raised.

Resolved: 
	That the Board notes the update.



           130.  Any Other Business

The Governance Lead reminded Board members about the Board dinner on 17 September and the Board Away Day on 1 and 2 October.  She agreed to send a follow-up email.

131.  Date of Next Meeting

14. The date of the next meeting will be the AGM on Wednesday, 8 September 2021 at 6.00pm via Zoom.  

15. The date of the next Board meeting will be Thursday, 23 September 2021 at 6.00pm via MS Teams.
101a.
The meeting ended at 8.30pm.

Signed:_________________________

	
Date: ________________
	Actions
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