
Agenda Item No. 2 
Minutes 

 
Community Service Scrutiny Panel 

 
7th November, 2007 

 
 

Present: Councillors Howarth (in the Chair) Laverick, Lightley, Mavin, Moderate, 
Norman, Robinson, D Smith and Young. 

  
Also Present: Councillors: Kellett and Marsden  

Councillor Thomson  -- Portfolio Holder for Communities 
 Mrs Marion Goodrick – Customer Services Manager 

Mr Angelo Moscardini – Head of Property Services 
Mr Harry Lee – Property Services Operations Manager 
Mr Stephen Brown – Property Services Maintenance Manager . 

 
 
1. Apologies for Absence 
 
Apologies for Absence were received from Councillors Crooks, Taylor and Walton. 
 
2.  Minutes 
 
The Minutes of the meeting held on 3rd October, 2007 were confirmed as a correct record. 
 
3. Review of Scrutiny of Council House Repairs 
 
3.1  Overview 
 
The Head of Property Services advised the Panel that the new computer system mentioned  at 
recommendation 4.2 from 2006 Review of Scrutiny of Council House Repairs phase one of the 
installation had taken place and was currently in use.  Phase two of the installation would take 
place in the New Year. 
 
All tenants had been issued with a handbook which detailed how to report a repair to Customer 
Services.  Customer Services staff had been highly trained to identify the type of repair and input 
the details into the system.  The tenant is asked if there is a preference for an appointment time 
(a.m. or p.m./to avoid certain times) – the information is sent to tradesmen electronically to their 
hand held (PDA) units.  The tradesman will receive the information on the reported repair and 
information on the property, this information can be monitored from the office by Managers.  The 
system can give information on real time costings on the repair, the length of time taken on a job 
and the amount of travelling time. 
 
3.2 Training and Electronic Equipment on Northgate System 
 
Councillor Robinson asked about the amount of training tradesmen had received on the new 
system and about problems of poor signal reception in certain areas. 
Head of Property Services informed Members that all tradesmen had received training on the new 
system and if there were any problems this should be reported to their managers who could 
arrange further training.  Tradesman had received the information in stages to ensure that they 
were not overloaded with data.  Members suggested that training needs should be continually 
assessed. 
The Head of Property Services stated that problems had been experienced in certain areas and 
that this could often be remedied by the moving around to get a better signal. 
The Customer Services Manager advised the Panel that this information should be fed back to 
officers so that the areas with the poor signal reception are known. 
 



Members asked why tradesmen had not received the printers to go with the laptops and were 
informed that they were not required at this stage, documentation could be completed by hand or 
printed out at the office and sent out to the tenants. 
 
The Head of Property Services circulated an email received from Northgate acknowledging the 
considerable achievement of mastering the new system in a short timescale while still carrying out 
their day to day jobs.  Member reiterated the sentiments of the email. 
 
 
3.3 Half Yearly Report  
 
Members had been issued with half yearly information from the responsive repairs section which 
clearly indicates the improvements made, there was a slight dip in June 2007 this was due to 
implementation of the new Northgate system and has since recovered. 
 
 Note: 6.00 p.m. Councillor Moderate joined the meeting 
 
Information provided on voids indicates that the repairs section have met the agreed target of 12 
days and reduced this further to 10.14 days to date. 
 
Using the new system Property Services are also able to monitor appointments.  On average 
98.9% of appointments made had been kept first time. 
 
The Head of Property Services informed Members of a traffic light system that would be introduced 
at stage two of the new system to indicate target performance. 
 
Members congratulated Property Services and asked that their congratulations be passed on to all 
repairs staff. 
 
3.4 Emergency Call Outs 
 
The Head of Property Services advised the Panel that some tenants maybe abusing the 
emergency call out system and that measures should be taken to discourage tenants from using 
this system when it was not required.  Members discussed the possibility of charging tenants if the 
call out turned out not to be an emergency or issue a warning letter to tenants who persist in using 
the out of hours call out to advise that if the practice continues they will be charged. 
 
3.5  Reporting of Repairs 
 
The Head of Property Services reminded Members that if they are reporting repairs on behalf of 
tenants then they should use the reporting system in place and not telephone the officer direct. The 
Customer Services Manager advised that depending upon circumstances a record would be 
produced on the CRM system for the member to receive a follow up of the complaint.  It was 
recommended that all Members be informed of this. 
 
 Note: 6.30 p.m. Councillor Moderate left the meeting 
 
3.6    Further Questions 
 
Members enquired whether they could see the new system at work and it was suggested that 
Democratic Support should liaise with Property Services to arrange this.  The Customer Services 
Manager suggested that it would be beneficial if the Members could witness the front end of the 
reporting of repairs and not just the Northgate system. 
 
Councillor Robinson asked how the replacement of CO detectors was progressing.  The 
Operations Manager informed the Councillor that to date 2200 CO detectors had been replaced 
and there were 163 still to fit; 249 have had safety checks or annual service completed.  Those 
tenants who have not received the new CO detectors because they were not available, 
arrangements had been made for them to be visited by an officer outside the usual business hours.  
The detectors installed by the Council are electric and not battery operated, however the detectors 



are not a replacement for annual servicing of the appliance which the Council has done and 
continues to carry out.  
The Chair and the Panel thanked the Head of Property Services, The Customer Services Manager, 
Operations Manager and Maintenance Manager for their attendance and congratulated them once 
more on their achievements.  The Chair advised them that a report of the review would be 
forthcoming. 

Note: 6.40 p.m. the Head of Property Services, The Customer Services Manager, 
Operations Manager and Maintenance Manager left the meeting. 

 
4.  Scrutiny of Gypsy and Traveller Unauthorised Encampments  
 
The Chair advised that if Members wished to add to the scoping document for the scrutiny of the 
Gypsy Traveller Unauthorised Encampments they should advise Democratic Support before the 
next meeting. 
 
5.  Any Other Business 
 
The Chair informed the Panel that at the last meeting of the Scrutiny Committee the Playing Pitch 
Strategy and the Scrutiny of Graveyards had been agreed to be sent to Cabinet for consideration.  
The Playing Pitch Strategy had been subject to several amendments to which the Panel Members 
agreed. 
 
 

Meeting Terminated at 7:00 p.m. 
 
 



Agenda Item No. 4 
 
Report of Community Services Scrutiny Committee 
 
Review of the Scrutiny of Council House Repairs 
 
1. Background 
 
1.1 Following the original Scrutiny as part of the Building Services Best Value Improvement Plan in 

July 2003, this topic has been reviewed by the Panel on a number of occasions.  The last 
review was been carried out in November, 2006, when it was been recommended to review 
Council House Repairs following the introduction of the new computer system, and the 
opportunity for staff to become accustomed to its use.  

 
2.  Actions 
 
2.1 The Head of Property Services, Operations Manager, Maintenance Manager and Customer 

Services Manager attended the Panel’s meeting on 7th November, 2007, together with the 
Portfolio Holder for Communities.  Members were advised as to progress made towards 
meeting the recommendations contained in the last repairs review report.  

 
3.  Outcomes 
 
 Computer Management System 
 
3.1 A new computerised system was installed in June, 2007, and workmen have been issued with 

PDA (Personal Digital Assistant).  After the initial training the system was working well and it 
could be monitored at the office as to whether tradesmen are on the road, at a job or on a 
break.  The second phase of the computer system is due for installation early 2008.  This part 
of the system will keep records on types of repairs and use a traffic light system to indicate 
deviation form targets.  

 
 
 Reporting of Repairs 
 
3.2 All staff using the new system have received training relevant to their field. It was important not 

to over load with information but to ensure that staff were confident and competent to carry out 
their jobs.  The importance of on going training was stressed by Members.  All tenants have 
been issued with a handbook which details how to report a repair to Customer Services.  
Customer Services’ staff have been highly trained to identify the type of repair and input the 
details into the system. 

 
3.3 An appointments system has been introduced which allows for tenants’ preferences.  It is 

working well. 
 
3.4 Members were reminded that reporting of repairs to Council properties should be carried out 

through the laid down procedure, which is to report the repair to City Info by telephone.  By 
doing this the City Info staff would record the call on the CRM system to enable Members to 
receive a follow up of the complaint. 

 
Emergency Call Outs 
 
3.5 Problems had been experienced with tenants using the emergency call out as a method of 

obtaining out of hours repairs for one reason or another.  When repairs are reported the City 
Info staff ask a number of questions to determine if a repair is an emergency or not, however 
some tenants abuse the system.  Initial discussions suggested that tenants who abuse the 
emergency call out system should be charged after receiving an initial warning letter.  
Members agreed that Cabinet and Officers should consider methods of dealing with this 
problem.  

 



 
 
Response and Re-let Times 
 
3.6  Half yearly figures for responsive repairs are very encouraging as shown at Appendix A.  

Northgate has acknowledged the considerable achievement of Property Services mastering 
the new system in a short time scale while still carrying out their day to day jobs.  Members 
reiterated these congratulations. 

 
 
 
4.  Recommendations 
 
4.1 That on going training be given to staff members as required and their commitment be 

commended. 
 
4.2 That procedures be put in place to deter  tenants who persist in using the emergency call 

out repairs service as an out of hours repairs service including the possibility of charging 
after a warning has been given.. 

 
4.3 That Members be reminded that whilst it may be appropriate for them to contact Officers 

directly to gain information, the reporting of customer repairs should go through the 
recommended City Info channels. 

 
4.4 That the Head of Property Services and The Customer Services Manager and their staff be 
 formally thanked for their efforts in bringing about the improvements noted. 
 
 
 
 

Community Services Scrutiny Panel 
November 2007 
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QUESTIONING PLAN 

PLANNING SHEET  
 

TOPIC FOR SCRUTINY: Gypsy & Traveller Unauthorised Encampments 
Purpose of Review 
 

• To look at problems surrounding unauthorised encampments of Gypsies and Travellers 
 

 
Specific issues to be looked at 
 

• Procedures and responsibilities involved. 
 

 
Required Outcomes 
 

• To recommend measures to improve relationships between the travelling and settled 
communities.  Reduce past negative experiences. 

 
 
Possible Risks 

 
• To do nothing and have continuing problems. 

 
 
 
 

KEY TASKS 
 
Documents/evidence/research 
 
What? County Council Accommodation & Support Needs of 
Gypsies & Travellers 
Local Development Framework 
Scrutiny Report of Permanent Encampments 
 
Why?  
 
 
 

 
When  

 
Consultation 
 
Who/what?  
 
Durham County Council Traveller Liaison Officer 
Police 
Representative of Travellers 
Representative of Communities having had problems 
 
 
 

 
When 
 
 
 
Beginning January 2008 

Agenda Item No.5 



                                                                                            
QUESTIONING PLAN 

 
Why?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Witnesses 
 
Who?  
 
 
 
Why?  
 
 
 
 

 
When 

 
Project start date: 
 
January 2008 
 
 
 
 

 
Draft report deadline: 
 
March 2008 
 
Project completion date: 
 
April 2008 
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