Tenant Involvement @ Cobwell Road
This presentation has been written by Daniel – a tenant at Cobwell Road who has done an excellent stint as tenants’ representative – and me.  We aim to give a brief overview of existing good practise at Cobwell Road regarding tenant involvement.  I’ve asked Daniel to then deliver his thoughts on the limitations of tenant involvement in theory and practise, and we’ve then worked together on how we aim to meet these challenges.
What do we do Well?

· Tenants have access to an office & computer to produce agenda and minutes of own meetings

· Tenants chair their own meetings and staff are involved only to provide answers/information or by invitation

· Tenants’ representatives attend team meetings fortnightly to hear how we make decisions, have their views heard as part of that process and provide a link from the team meetings to the tenants’ meetings.

· House rules are reviewed in consultation with tenants and we are developing a system of appeals for warnings which will be done within Young Person’s Service but be independent of the project.

· Tenants have control of expenditure from food and leisure budgets which they can choose to use for bbqs, days out, picnics, trips etc.

· Tenants form the majority of the committee to decide how the social fund is to be spent, and are also a part of fundraising for this money.

· Any decisions regarding decorating their flats and communal areas of the project are made by tenants, as are plans for the garden.

· We use a variety of consultation methods to see how well we’re doing including a suggestion box, surveys at different stages of people’s stay, regular meetings between manager and tenants’ representatives, in-house complaints monitoring and liaison with other agencies who can act as advocates for young people such as Connexions, social service etc.  All this feedback is acted upon e.g. having overnight visitors, reward scheme for “tenant of the month”, provision of a washing line – big or small we act on ideas that young people have to improve their day to day living environment.
Limitations of Service User Involvement in NCHA
Whilst NCHA appears transparent regarding the flow and availability of (non-confidential) information from my own experience when trying to drill down into the background of some policies/boundaries it is not always easy to see why they are there or get staff to adequately explain.  Almost a “glass ceiling” example; whereas one can see where they want to go (their aim they want to achieve) they can see through the glass (which is the transparency of the company), however impact upon the glass when trying to get to their aim (meeting the boundaries).

Re. tenants’ involvement in tenants’ meetings –it was in my capacity as tenants’ representative in which I found that many service users would be riled up before the meeting with things 6they wanted to say and issues they wanted raising but it would be these people who for the entire meeting would sit meekly in the corner not saying a word.  And so it often transpires that no matter how much preparation goes into the meetings they can often turn into witch hunts or slanging matches.  However these meetings do successfully seem to allow and encourage tenants to openly share their ideas and opinions in a formal setting amongst their peers.
Another challenge is accurately describing the real extent of tenant involvement so it is not just a paper exercise.  This is particularly the case when dealing with issues around finance and staffing.  At Cobwell Road tenants are given breakdowns of budgets which they can directly influence and it is important to make sure people know that their choices are limited by available funds.  If this is not the case then it becomes very frustrating to be constantly shot down in flames because there is no money!

Many tenants speak of how they wish they could attend more meetings with NCHA bosses and also allow them to see how a project like Cobwell Road runs on a day to day basis.  Opportunities to do so do exist in NCHA but perhaps do not appear attractive or relevant enough for young people to participate in.
What do we aim to do better?

· Ensure that boundaries/rules/occupancy agreements are only there if really necessary and can be explained and discussed by all staff involved in their enforcement – not just at manager level.

· Implement systems of appeals for warnings/breaches of occupancy agreements and make these as transparent as possible.

· Forge strong links with a local advocacy service which gives young people extra back up if they become locked in dispute with support staff and also will work on issues regarding empowerment, articulation of needs and developing good practise within the staff team.

· Ensure that documents regarding complaints/service guides etc are actually explained to tenants and not just handed to them with other documents and it being assumed they are read and understood.

· Continue to make tenants meetings as safe a space as possible for people to feel genuinely involved and consulted.  We must remember of course that if we are giving people choices they may choose not to be involved and this must be respected if we are sure we have developed as many mechanisms as possible to promote involvement.
