
Customer and Community Scrutiny Panel Meeting Jointly with the Overview & 
Scrutiny Committee – Meeting held on Wednesday, 8th December, 2021. 

 
Present:-  Councillors Ali, Bal, Begum (Chair), Dhaliwal, Gahir, Kaur, Malik, 

Matloob, Minhas, Mohammad, Muvvala (Vice-Chair), Sandhu, Sharif 
and Smith 

  
Also present under Rule 30:- Councillor Strutton 
  
Apologies for Absence:- Councillor Hussain 

 
 

PART 1 
 

7. Declarations of Interest  
 
Councillor Bal declared that his daughter worked for Slough Borough Council.  
Councillor Bal remained and participated in the meeting. 
 
Councillor Strutton declared that he worked in property management. 
Coucillor Strutton remained and participated in the meeting 
 

8. Minutes of the Meeting held on 9 November 2021  
 
Resolved – That the minutes of the meeting held on 9 November 2021 be 
agreed as a correct record 
 

9. Member Questions  
 
None received. 
 

10. Repairs, Maintenance & Investment (RMI) Contract Update  
 
The Chair welcomed the Managing Director and the Account Manager from 
Osborne’s to the meeting. 
 
The SBC Group Manager, Asset Management, presented a brief overview of 
the report.  He stated that the report set out the following information: 
 
 It identified issues related to the responsive repairs service, service 

delivery, performance measures, the scope of the audit planned for 2022 
and details of social return on investments. 

 It also evaluated workforce issues, the high level of residents’ complaints, 
inconsistencies in performance data and the introduction of new 
performance measures.  

 Key issues relating to the responsive repairs service were:  
 Repairs which had been reported as completed but had not been 

completed. 
 Repairs taking a long time to resolve. 
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 Repairs being attended to and follow up work being recommended but 
not being followed up.  

 Residents not being updated regularly regarding the status of their 
repairs. 

 Points being missed. 
 
He added that overall, emergency cases and complex cases were handled 
well. Most issues and complaints related to standard repairs, which normally 
took between 7-20 days to deal with. 
 
The main reasons for the above were: 
 
 Covid related absences both by staff and operatives. 
 National shortages of key building materials and supply chain issues. 
 Residents changing appointments at short notice. 
  
Issues with the service had remained consistent in 2021 and had not 
worsened. Recently there had been a slight improvement in complaints 
response and work in progress repairs.  The company was recruiting 
additional complaints handlers to improve communication with residents and 
additional operatives to deal with uncompleted repairs as well as striving to 
reduce the amount of work-in-progress repairs. 
 
SBC Officers had undertaken extensive discussions with Osborne’s senior 
management. The company had agreed to look at alternative recruitment 
companies to fill key vacant positions in the contract, to appoint dedicated 
complaints operatives, recruit a new operations manager and a new 
commercial manager.  All of the above corrective measures were expected to 
lead to improvements in all areas of service provided by Osborne. 
 
With regard to compliance, Osborne had achieved 100% compliance on gas 
safety and high compliance in other areas of statute such as the ongoing 
programmes of fire risk assessments, the installation of fire doors, asbestos 
removal and electrical installations.  
 
Following feedback from the residents’ board, the company had identified and 
implemented eight new performance measures in October 2021 which were 
reflective of the issues raised by residents. The scope of the audit planned for 
February 2022 included the invoicing process, quality and finish of works, 
complaints management, compliance and governance processes.  He pointed 
out that there was an error on the report in the table on page 21, which should 
read ‘90% compliance of stage 1 complaints’. 
 
The Managing Director from Osborne briefly outlined the company’s 
involvement in local social value projects which were detailed in the report.  
 
The SBC Group Manager added that the eight new performance measures 
had eight delivery indicators attached to them and provided a summary of 
achievements against targets set: 
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1. Repairs completed in a single visit – had set a target of 75% and achieved 
86% in Oct 2021. 

2. Number of repairs completed in one month - target 95%, achieved 74%. 
3. Residents’ satisfaction phone survey of 150 residents - target 90%, 
achieved 62%.  
4. Average number of days to complete voids - target 18 days, achieved 66 
days. This figure was improving consistently. 
5. Accuracy of cost of repairs - target 90%, achieved 76%, however, this 
figure was expected to improve with the appointment of a new operations 
manager. 
6. Performance of the customer call centre - average response times and 
number of lost calls was on target. 
7. Offering appointments within a reasonable timescale – target 10 days, 
achieved 18 days. 
8. Had achieved 90% compliance on stage one complaints. 
 
Members made the following comments, asked the following questions and 
received the following responses: 
 

 What was the total revenue spend to date on the contract and what 
was the breakdown of the total spend for 2021? Uncompleted 
responsive repairs had been an issue for residents since the beginning 
of the contract - what figures were available regarding this and what 
was being done to tackle this situation? 

 
The SBC Group Manager responded that the total revenue spend to date on 
the contract was just under £3M, and the budget allocation was £4.8M.  The 
total spend on the capital side was just over £3M and the budget allocation 
was £8M.  Uncompleted repairs were not currently included as a performance 
measure and he did not therefore have figures regarding these, however, he 
was aware of this inconsistency and corrective action was being taken. 
 

 The report stated that the status of uncompleted responsive repairs 
had been consistent during the previous nine months, however, he 
understood that this had been a long standing issue since the inception 
of the contract. What being done to rectify the situation?  

 
The Managing Director from Osborne stated that she had been employed at 
the company for a year and therefore did not have knowledge of historic 
issues.  She explained that operatives were trying to catch up with a backlog 
of works, which was compounded by the fact that works had been put on hold 
during covid lockdowns.  Osborne were putting in place mitigating measures 
to deal with nationwide shortages of staff and building materials. For example, 
it had developed a new staff retention strategy, was appointing additional 
staff, rolling out new van stock and assigning additional resources into the 
contract to alleviate this situation. 
 

 With regard to future controls, the report also stated that SBC staff had 
raised a number of concerns with Osborne in the past – had these 
concerns been resolved? 
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The SBC Group Manager stated that the principal concerns related to 
resources and availability of operatives which had been dealt with in the 
previous response by Osborne. Operational concerns raised by SBC staff 
related to poor communications with residents and the company was 
implementing measures to improve this. 
 

 Would private landlords be permitted the same latitude in terms of 
delays in carrying out repairs? In his view, if, Osborne’s had a staffing 
shortage then the Council should consider awarding the contract to 
another provider. 

 
SBC Group Manager advised that the lack of resources related to personnel 
and as explained earlier corrective actions had been put in place.   
 

 Do Members feel that Osborne’s have met objective number four of the 
five year plan? Members around the table responded ‘no’.  If not, then 
why should we continue with Osborne? How many penalties had been 
issued to Osborne for non-compliance? Large amounts were being 
spent on the contract, however, the service provided was not adequate 
and residents’ properties were not up to standard.  

 
The SBC Group Manager stated that he was relatively new to the Council and 
did not have details of any penalties that may have been issued to Osborne in 
previous years. He confirmed that no penalties had been issued in 2021, and 
reiterated that the new performance measures had been implemented in 
October and going forward penalties would be issued for non-compliance.  
Overall, compliance had been good, though he acknowledged that there were 
several areas for improvement.  Residents’ complaints would be treated with 
due respect and be investigated. 
 

 What timescales were there for the responsive repairs service? 
 
The Managing Director stated that it would depend on the work stream. The 
timescales were twenty-four hours for an emergency, three days for urgent 
works, and some trades could take up to sixteen days due to shortages of 
materials. 
 
The Member shared photos relating to casework regarding two properties with 
the representatives from Osborne.  The Chair requested Members to share 
any casework photos received from residents relating to repairs at their 
properties with the representatives from Osborne’s after the meeting.  
 

 A member suggested that once repairs had been completed, the tenant 
could be asked to provide a confirmation signature to demonstrate that 
they were satisfied with the repairs carried out. 

 
The Managing Director stated that this functionality could be added to the 
operatives PDA’s (personal data assistants) but covid safety rules prevented 
hard copy signatures being sought from residents.  She undertook to look into 
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the casework photos provided by Members and report back. With regard to 
the aertex ceiling shown in one of the photos, she stated that a risk 
assessment would be done using a PDA. The Account Manager stated that 
advanced risk assessments would be carried out specific to the requirements 
of each property. 
 

 A Member thanked Osborne’s for their social value works.  He stated 
that he was dealing with two cases, one of which related to the stairwell 
at Turnham Avenue shops which were not well maintained and in his 
experience, Osborne’s did not respond to Councillor’s email queries.  
The refurbishment of Poplar House was due to be completed by 
February 2022 but he now understood that it may take longer.  Would 
Osborne’s be charged a penalty for this delay?  

 
The SBC Group Manager advised that there was a formal process for logging 
casework and Members should register all casework on the relevant IT 
system. The Member in question confirmed that he had logged the case 
through the Member casework team.  The SBC Group Manager undertook to 
investigate the matter and update the Member in due course.   
 

 What was the penalty threshold for Osborne? 
 
The Account Manager advised that each of the recently implemented 
performance measures had a £3k clause attached to it.  There had been KDI 
penalties in place in the contract previously but these had not been invoked 
during his tenure. The Managing Director advised that Osborne had paid the 
Council £500K for key failings of KPIs in the past.  
 

 The Contract was intended to be a partnership but had not lived up to 
its promise.  In his view, SBC had failed to manage the contract 
properly.  Consideration should be given to whether to renew the 
contract when it was up for renewal in two years’ time.  Why had the 
eleven areas where the contract was deemed to be performing well not 
been affected by covid lockdowns, Brexit, staff and material shortages 
in the same way as the responsive repairs service had been?   

 
The Managing Director advised that the planned works programme had not 
been affected in the same way because teams had been provided with 
additional stock in vans and also because reactive work streams were more 
challenging to staff and resource.  For example, it was possible to achieve 
100% compliance on gas servicing as this was a statutory requirement that 
did not require any additional building materials and there was sufficient 
reserve stock available for this work. Operatives dealing with the planned 
works programme tended to remain in their jobs. For example, gas engineers 
had higher qualifications and received higher pay due to their qualifications. 
Staff dealing with responsive repairs generally received lower pay, were 
dealing with a backlog of works which had accumulated during covid and 
were struggling to get key materials. Some of the staff and suppliers on the 
responsive repairs side had left Osborne’s and sought work at other councils 
and housing associations as they were better remunerated there. Additionally, 
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a significant amount of EU labour had been lost due to Brexit-related right to 
work issues. So, for example, if a single engineer did not work for a week then 
approximately twenty five jobs would remain uncompleted.  Osborne were 
putting in additional mitigating measures, at their own expense. Projects such 
as the installation of fire doors had only been issued in the summer of 2021. 
 

 How would the RMI contract be managed in the future? 
 
The SBC Group Manager replied that new KDIs (key development indicators) 
replaced the old KPIs (key performance indicators) and that these would be 
closely monitored.  Additional staff and resources had been allocated to 
manage the contract and new structures implemented, which would bring 
about longer term improvements in performance.  
 

 In the past invoices had been raised despite works not being 
undertaken or completed.  What was the invoicing process and how 
accurate was it? 

 
The Managing Director advised that in the first instance, every repair job was 
sent to a supervisor for assessment.  The commercial team would then 
undertake an assessment and put a value on the job taking into account 
materials and time required to complete the job.  Osborne would then charge 
a set rate and Council officers would able to check and cross match this 
against their records. An invoice would only be issued once the works had 
been signed off by SBC.  There was a quality assurance process in place 
which would pick up any irregularities. 
 

 Was there a process to log customer dissatisfaction following 
completion of repairs where repeat visits were required? This 
information should be logged in the future.  Some of the new KDIs 
were aspirational. How successful had the previous KPIs been? This 
information should have been included in the report. 

 
The Account Manager stated that the Council operated a 10% post inspection 
regime based on job value and random selection generated by the computer 
system. SBC technical officers would carry out a post inspection one week 
after a job had been completed.  One of the KDIs required that invoices 
should be accurate. He did not have to hand figures relating to customer 
dissatisfaction regarding recall jobs, however, Osborne’s were contractually 
obliged to maintain data regarding recall jobs that resulted from poor 
workmanship or the use of poor quality materials, and would be obliged to 
rectify these free of charge.  If the repeat visits related to a materials issue 
then there may be delays but if it was a quality issue on the part of operative 
then these were rectified fairly quickly. 
 
The Managing Director stated that the eight new KDIs had been in place since 
October 2021.  She undertook to circulate information regarding past 
performance of the previous KPIs to Members. 
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 It was the Council’s responsibility to implement the contract and ensure 
it was adhered to by both parties. The report stated that the volume of 
complaints and enquiries remained high, however, it also stated that 
there had been a slight reduction in complaints received? The new 
performance measures should have been included in the original 
contract, for example, accuracy of cost submitted for repairs, average 
time to respond to calls, resident satisfaction etc.  There were 
weaknesses in the original contract. The Council should carefully 
assess whether the contract was value for money and whether or not 
to extend the contract in due course. 

 
The SBC Group Manager advised that the Council had set up its own internal 
complaints database of all stage complaints and their progress, which would 
ensure better transparency, accuracy and insight in the future.  There had 
been a slight downturn in the number of complaints received in recent months 
and the team were focussed on maintaining this downward trend.  The 
forthcoming audit in 2022 would evaluate contract management and provide 
recommendations to improve this. He did not have details of how the contract 
was managed prior to his joining the Council. 
 
The SBC Director of Place and Community stated that the contract had been 
underperforming for some time.  The previous performance mechanism had 
not delivered an accurate picture which had caused frustration for all parties. 
The new KDIs had been implemented following extensive negotiated 
agreement between both parties.  The poor performance of the contract was 
disappointing and required improvement but it was important to bear in mind 
that this was a reflection of the prevailing situation in the UK and a sector-
wide phenomenon.  Therefore, breaking the contract was not considered to 
be a viable option.  Increased resources and speedier response times would 
improve performance. It should be noted that Osbourne’s had fixed and 
standing costs and it was in their interest to make the contract work.   
Improvements would be achieved through partnership working between 
Osborne and the Council. 
 

 The contract had not been well managed.  How many staff were 
involved in managing the contract? What was the process of logging 
calls from tenants? It was his understanding that data relating to 
responsive repairs was maintained by Osbourne’s and the Council did 
not have access to this information – was this the case? 

 
The Account Manager replied that all calls were recorded.  Following a call, a 
job would be raised by the contact centre, and for standard repairs an 
appointment would be given and logged on Osbourne’s system.  All this data 
was replicated on the Council’s system. If for any reason it was not possible to 
give an immediate appointment due to the job being in a specialist work 
stream then the matter was passed to the planning team to deal with.  
 
The SBC Group Manager stated that there was an interface between 
Osbourne’s IT system and the Council’s housing benefit system and council 
officers could access information about any repairs registered but could not 
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access information regarding every call recorded and would need to request 
this information separately. 
 

 Did the implementation of the new KDI regarding phone calls mean 
that the original contract had changed? 

 
The SBC Group Manager advised that the KDI relating to calls had not 
changed and remained the same.    
 

 How did Osbourne’s service compare to similar services for council 
tenants nationally?  The new KDIs had penalties for non-compliance, 
were these triggered automatically and where did the money come 
from, i.e., was it paid by Osbourne’s or was it sourced from the £100M 
allocated to the contract? 

  
The Managing Director advised that there were four million homes in the 
social housing sector in the UK which were managed and governed either by 
local authorities or registered providers such as housing associations.  There 
was no established national suite of measures or framework to measure or 
compare their performance.  The Tenants’ Services Authority were seeking to 
address this situation through parliament.  However, Osbourne had developed 
a set of measures which reflected measures used in other contracts, some of 
which were specific to the challenges at Slough.  Benchmarking data was 
provider led and taken from analysis of accounts and the provision of services 
and included items such as cost to maintain, cost to service, investment costs, 
total cost to manage, etc.   Any penalty payments were made by Osbourne’s, 
and currently the company was making a loss on the contract due to current 
operating conditions. 
 

 What was the average time taken to return a void into circulation? How 
long did it take to complete a job or answer the phone? Officers should 
consider developing additional KDIs to cover these areas. 

 
The Account Manager stated that void performance was a direct result of 
resources, the pandemic and Brexit.  Many preferred contractors had lost 
multiple teams from their workforces.  This loss of work teams had led to a 
backlog of works and voids were not completed as quickly as in the past, 
however, this was expected to improve following the recent input of additional 
resources.  The eight new performance measures had been formulated and 
were managed by the Council. Any new performance measures would require 
the agreement of both parties. 
 

 Osborne’s was failing and vulnerable residents were suffering as a 
result. Was it worth continuing with the contract even though officers 
were of the view that breaking the contract was not a viable option? 
Was there a timeframe for improvements? 

 
The SBC Group Manager advised that to mobilize a contract of this size 
would take around 12-18 months and breaking the contract would not offer 
any immediate solutions.  It was important for both parties to work in 
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partnership to put corrective action in place to tackle and improve service 
delivery and meet residents’ expectations. He would report on the 
performance of the KDIs on a monthly basis and would be happy to 
demonstrate to Members that improvements had taken place.  The timeliness 
of responsive repairs would be looked at further in terms of the KDIs. 
 

 How many council properties were maintained by Osborne and how 
many of these were empty? What changes had been implemented to 
get appointment times on target? 

 
The Account Manager advised that excluding communal blocks, there were 
around 4,800 individual dwellings. Osbourne’s received between 300-400 
empty homes each year as void properties to carry out refurbishment works. 
Additional resources had been allocated to the contract, additional operatives 
had been recruited to deal with responsive repairs and Osbourne’s were 
seeking to expand their supply chain pool. 
 

 There needed to be better data capture regarding complaints and their 
resolution and a proper handover process with new staff. How often 
were local sub-contractors used and were their services more costly? 

 
The Managing Director advised that local sub-contractors would be used for 
certain work streams, e.g., for drainage works, some specialist electrical, gas 
and fire risk works. Osbourne’s preferred to keep local sub-contractor 
engagement to a minimum on the repairs side to ensure continuity of service 
for residents. He advised that between 65-70% of works were direct delivered. 
Scaffolding and roof works was a specialist area which required a high 
volume of sub-contracted labour at this time of year, but this would drop off 
once the weather improved. 
 

 The report mentioned inconsistencies had been identified in the 
performance data supplied by Osbourne’s.  Residents’ perception of 
Osbourne was extremely poor and this reflected on the Council too.  
What would be done to improve residents’ perception of the service? 
The report mentioned successful completion of upgrading of door entry 
systems – however, he had casework regarding faulty door entry 
systems which still not been resolved after several months. 

 
The Account Manager stated that the inconsistencies were created by 
interface errors and incorrect transfer of data between the Osborne’s and the 
Council’s IT systems.  Timely attendance at appointments, ensuring repairs 
were completed the first time, providing operatives with additional van stock, 
improved and transparent communications and staff training would help 
improve residents’ satisfaction. The door entry project mentioned in the report 
related to a programme of upgrade works and not specific repairs per se. The 
Member undertook to share information regarding the case with the Group 
Manager so he could forward it on to Osbourne’s for investigation.  
 
The SBC Group Manager stated that customer satisfaction surveys would be 
critical to understanding and finding solutions.  Poor communications with 
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residents had been an area of weakness in the past, and keeping tenants 
updated would be critical in improving residents’ perception of the service 
 

 KDI 1 related to repairs completed in one visit - how would this be 
measured? How would KDI 2 be improved? Regarding KDI 3, how 
were callers chosen and what questions were asked? 

 
The Account Manager advised that the methodology for this was set out in the 
report.  A number of jobs had been included in the overall repair figures due to 
the backlogs and staffing and resource issues as explained earlier. Osborne 
had allocated additional resources into the contract and expected to see 
monthly improvements as average repair times reduced.  Half of those 
surveyed were monitored by Osborne and the other half were monitored by 
the Council. The survey related to repairs that had been completed within the 
previous twenty eight days. The KDIs were based on question 5 ‘how you rate 
the service’ and the response given by resident. 
 

 A previous scrutiny panel meeting in Feb 2021 had recommended that 
a full audit of the RMI contract be undertaken in Feb 2022, however 
this had been delayed. The audit would highlight key failings and areas 
of improvement to the contract and should go ahead.  

 
The Managing Director advised that the audit had been delayed subsequent 
to the issuance of the 114 notice.  She reiterated that the key to resolving all 
issues was partnership working.  Breaking the contract was a unilateral right 
in the contract, however, the service would not necessarily improve by simply 
changing contractors.  There were challenges ahead, however, she had seen 
improvements in the past twelve months, and the new KDIs would require 
time to bed in and yield further results. 
 

 Were blocks of flats regularly inspected? There was a block of flats in 
Langley where the external lights in communal areas had not been 
working for some time.  How had the Council’s financial crisis affected 
the contract?   

 
The Managing Director advised that there was no cyclical inspection 
programme in the contract aside from those areas of compliance and testing 
as required by law, for example, electrical repairs and gas safety. Any other 
repairs would need to be reported to the repairs line. 
 

 Once an estates repair had been reported, did Osborne approach the 
Council for approval or simply go ahead with the repairs and then 
invoice the Council? 

 
When an estate jobs came in, it often needed to be investigated to identify the 
fault, then someone would be sent to carry out repairs.  The Member stated 
that he would forward the email regarding lighting at the block of flats to the 
SBC officer for investigation. 
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 How were responsive repair jobs classified and prioritised and was 
there an SLA for each job type? 

 
The Managing Director stated that the contract specified the amount of time 
allocated for various job types.  Any SLAs were linked to the KDIs and this 
information was reported and analysed on a daily basis. 
 

 How many void properties were there and did this impact on the cost of 
providing temporary housing for council tenants?  Delays to repairs 
affected resident satisfaction and confidence.  There was a need to re-
evaluate the original business case for outsourcing the contract even 
though cancelling the contract was not deemed viable. Nevertheless, 
he could not see how it could continue as Osbourne’s were making 
significant losses and paying penalties each month, which in his view 
was not a sustainable state of affairs.  Could additional suppliers be 
brought in to support the contract? 

 
The Managing Director stated that the term ‘void’ used in the report may be 
misleading.  Void services were turnaround services, where a tenancy had 
come to an end and Osbourne’s were given the keys to the property to carry 
out safety checks and refurbishment.  When the RMI contract come up for 
renewal in three years’ time, the Council would have the option to review any 
changes to service arrangements.  She made the point that Osborne’s was a 
large, solvent company that had been established since 1966. It paid its 
creditors promptly and yet it continued to struggle with its supply chain. If 
Osbourne’s could get additional sub-contractors it would do so. It should be 
noted that the company had made steady progress in last twelve months.   
 

 How many empty Council properties were there currently and how long 
had they been empty? 

 
The SBC Director of Place and Community undertook to provide this 
information to the Member after the meeting.  He added that it was a key 
objective that properties should not remain empty for long.  Officers would 
continue to work to improve outcomes and performance under a challenging 
operating environment.  
 

 Many parts of the contract continued to perform well.   Were there any 
figures regarding recall jobs? What more could be done to get things 
right first time? 

 
The Account Manager stated that he did not have these figures to hand and 
would provide this information after the meeting. With regard to first time fixes, 
these required allowing the tradesperson sufficient time to travel between jobs 
and adequate time to complete job. It was also dependent on the availability 
of materials, ensuring there was enhanced van stock in vehicles and learning 
from operatives’ feedback regarding van stock usage. 
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 The report stated that the speedy resolution of complaints remained 
the main focus which indicated that operation of the contract needed to 
move from being reactive to proactive.   

 
The Account Manager stated that it would take time and resources to resolve 
complaints that were avoidable.  The current level of complaints were being 
resolved more quickly but were not quite on target yet.  These would reach 
more manageable levels in the next few months.  Focussing on complaints 
resolution would help to reduce additional demands on the service. The 
intention was that the service should become more proactive. 
 

 Were there any figures regarding the social value of the contract to 
develop the local supply chain? 

 
The Managing Director advised that this information was not available. 
 

 The contract was not working at the moment. The report concluded 
that the contract had delivered cost effective improvements and 
compliance work throughout 2021, however, most Members would 
disagree with that statement. 

 
 The report stated that equalities impact assessment (eqia) monitoring 

was routinely carried out as part of operations service delivery - how 
many had been undertaken and what methodology was used? 

 
The Managing Director stated that Eqias were undertaken in different ways 
and included things such as recruitment, selection, trading, management of 
the supply chain and provision of materials.  She undertook to provide a 
summary of this information after the meeting. 
 
The Managing Director responded that the Company had been formed in 
1966 and serviced a number of different local authorities. The company had a 
more static workforce in other parts of the country.  It had recently acquired a 
new contract on the south coast which was challenging. A number of 
contracts had been terminated early while others were failing because a 
number of local authorities were struggling with service delivery due to the 
pandemic, the current economic climate and lack of availability of staff and 
materials. She was optimistic despite the currently challenging operating 
environment. 
 

 How had the Council’s current financial situation impacted the 
contract? How much of the budget had been spent to date? 

 
The SBC Group Manager responded that vacancies in his team had led to 
some performance issues at the Council in terms speed of response, 
compliance monitoring and delays in signing off work orders due to spending 
controls related to the 114 notice, however, the contract continued to operate 
within the budget envelope. 
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The SBC Director advised that the contract was sourced from the Housing 
Revenue Account and the process for signing off works was the same across 
all council departments. He added that there remained sufficient funds in the 
budget, but there was a shortage of tradespeople and performance was 
largely affected by workforce issues.  
 

 The date of the Panel meeting had been published some time ago and 
it was disappointing that the relevant senior officer was unavailable to 
attend to respond to Members questions.  There should be a proper 
handover and briefing process for all new staff involved in the RMI 
contract. 

 
The SBC Director of Place and Community responded that the Council was 
undergoing a period of flux where many staff had left and been replaced by 
new staff and many officers’ roles and responsibilities had changed a number 
of times in recent years.  The principal officer managing the RMI contract 
unfortunately could not attend the panel meeting that evening.  However, the 
day to day delivery of the service had been undertaken by the same team for 
a number of years. 
 

 A Cllr speaking under rule 30 stated that Osbourne should know from 
previous years how much stock was needed.  Had the company been 
proactively buying up stock? Had the council been able to provide 
storage space for additional stock?  Had they been buying up stock 
during quieter periods and putting it in reserve? 

 
The Managing Director stated that it could take up to twenty four weeks to 
receive delivery of larger materials such as doors, fence panels etc.  The 
company had been actively procuring stock and had sufficient warehouse 
capacity. It had been proactive in acquiring PPE stock to enable operatives to 
continue to go into homes to carry out repairs.   
 

 The communications process needed improvement as this had the 
biggest impact on a resident’s experience.  Why were building 
caretakers’ reports not being submitted to Osbourne’s so that they 
were better informed?  Why were Osborne not more proactive in 
resolving repairs issues by purchasing alternative materials even 
though they may be more costly? 

 
The Managing Director responded that the company was continuously 
reviewing and monitoring materials used, their storage and supply chains. If 
any material specifications were deemed inappropriate then the company 
would liaise with the council regarding the matter. 
 
Councillor Matloob proposed the following motion, which was seconded and 
agreed. That the following additional paragraphs be appended to the 
Recommendations in the officer report: 
 
d) Report to scrutiny on what SBC side have done to improve management of 
the contract. 
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e) SBC Monitor jobs closed by Osborne to ensure the repairs have been 
completed and to a good standard. 
f) Encourage Osborne to undertake social value works in Slough's most 
deprived areas (e.g. Manor Park, Chalvey). 
 
Councillor Gahir proposed the following motion which was seconded and 
agreed:  
 
h) The extension of the contract to be put on hold pending further evaluation 
of its performance.  
 
i) And job cards to be signed off by tenants to demonstrate that they were 
satisfied with repairs undertaken. 
 
Councillor Sharif proposed the following motion with regard to the proposed 
audit of the contract, which was seconded and agreed: 
 
j) The original business case for the RMI contract had objectives attached to 
it, we do not seem to be meeting those objectives, hence could we explore 
other means, possibly together with Osborne to achieve the original objectives 
and improve services to the residents.      
 
The Managing Director explained that the social value works undertaken to 
date had been chosen by council officers. She added that hard copy 
signatures could not be sought by operatives from tenants due to covid safety 
protocols. 
 
The Member stated that the request for hard copy signatures was directed at 
Council officers and it would it be up to them to investigate whether this would 
be possible whilst maintaining covid safety rules. 
 
The SBC Director of Place and Community advised that the contract could 
only be extended by mutual agreement and that the decision would be taken 
by Cabinet.   
 
The Member speaking under Rule 30 proposed that the audit report should 
provide a breakdown by area (North, Central & East) of what kinds of repairs 
required second visits. 
 
In summary, the Chair stated that: 
 
 Members were disappointed by the performance and services provided by 

Osborne. They had expressed concerns and identified the need for 
substantial changes to be made. SBC Officers and Osborne’s had 
undertaken to provide responses to queries raised and requests made at 
the meeting. 

 
Resolved: That the report be noted. 
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11. Performance update for Revenues and Benefits Service  
 
The SBC Interim Group Manager Revenues, Benefits and Charges provided a 
brief overview of the report which set out the performance of the Revenues, 
Benefits and Charges service for the period April 2021 to October 2021.  He 
made the following points: 
 
 The service had undergone significant changes and met a number of 

challenges in recent years and its performance had been under scrutiny. 
Following the termination of the Arvato contract the service had been 
brought back in house and had struggled to find suitably experienced staff. 
Current staff were managing increased workloads as a result of a 
justifiable reduction in recovery activity due to the effects of the pandemic. 

 The Service had performed below expectations in the past year, though 
there had been improvements in recent months. 

 Council tax, business tax, benefits processing and rent collection were key 
areas of the Council’s activity. It was important to understand where 
service sat in relation to the rest of the Council and what needed to be 
done to put the service on a firm and secure footing going forward.  

 Areas for improvement had been identified and included: excessive 
reliance on temporary staff, which was due to a national shortage in this 
area; technological support for the service was weak in comparison to 
other better performing local authorities and would require further 
investment. These changes would take between 18-24 months to 
complete. 

 
Members asked the following questions, made the following comments and 
received the responses set out below: 
 
 The report stated that processing new benefit claims took 20 days, though 

the target set was 13.8 days – could he provide any updates to these 
figures? 

 
The target set was 20 days processing time, which was the national average 
for processing such claims.  This number had risen to 30 days at the end of 
October 2021 due to covid related backlogs and economic conditions leading 
to additional demands on the service and a subsequent increase in the 
number of claims for housing benefit and council tax support. The figure had 
been 27 days for November and this was slowly improving. As for change of 
circumstances claims, the figure was 13 days against a target of 10 days, this 
figure too was improving. There was an end of year correcting factor where 
the service re-calculated all claims for the annual billing process which could 
further reduce the overall averages. Slough’s billing and collection processes 
were not automated to the same degree as at other local authorities which 
was why their figures may be lower than those at Slough. 
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 Why was the current collection rate for James Elliman Homes 87.5% 
compared to 97% previously? 

 
The James Elliman Homes housed a particular client group in temporary 
accommodation and it may be more difficult to gather rent from them. It 
should be noted that for these tenants, other aspects of their rent was not 
covered by housing benefit, for example, their utility bills,  The rent service 
was working to improve the collection rate for this estate. He added that there 
was a need to ensure better information sharing and closer working between 
the housing allocations team and the benefits team. Covid safety rules 
prevented face to face interactions between the teams, which could cause 
delays.  An improvement plan to review all processes and to speed up 
process was being developed.  
 
 With regard to the Wellbeing strategy and supporting the most vulnerable 

residents – was the team working with partner agencies which provided 
additional support and advice for residents to access benefits? 

 
The welfare team within the service carried out outreach work with residents 
with the support of third sector partners and he was encouraged by the 
dedication of the team. It was also using software to identify the most 
vulnerable and was proactively encouraging them to claim all the benefits they 
were entitled to. However, the team was struggling in terms of resources and 
there was a need to identify best value from that activity. Many residents were 
under claiming and were under supported. Information regarding support and 
benefits was included with council tax bills. The contact centre was struggling 
with the volume of calls.  One of his recommendations would be to use front 
facing staff and to bring the calls back into the service so that accurate 
information and advice could be provided by relevant staff.   
 
 Is the action plan near completion? 
 
The Interim Group Manager stated that although it was near completion, 
working out how to deliver the activities in a sustainable way and ensure the 
necessary resources, support services and delivery timelines were in place to 
underpin this was still being worked out.   
 
 Rent collection for Council owned garages was only at 50% to the sum of 

£216,101. How much revenue was being lost from garages that were not 
being let? 

 
The SBC Interim Group Manager stated that he did not have this information 
to hand.  A significant number of the garages were in state of disrepair and 
others were at the pre-development stage.  His service was involved in 
collecting rent from those garages that had been let. 
 
The Director of Place and Community explained that the Housing officer’s 
team were responsible for this area of work and that he would share this 
information with Members after the meeting. 
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 Why will the action plan take two years to implement? 
 

The SBC Interim Group Manager stated that implementing the action plan 
would be an iterative process, i.e., it would not be possible to implement all 
the proposed changes at the same time, and the service would need to 
prioritise those changes which would make the biggest difference. He would 
share further details of the actions plan once they were available. 
 
 A Member speaking under Rule 30 asked what new processes had been 

implemented for those who contested their business rates or council tax 
rates. What additional measures had been implemented to prevent the 
recurrence of the recent incident which had cost the Council £5.2M in 
unpaid business rates over a 10-year period?  
 

The SBC Interim Group Manager stated that he was not aware of the case in 
question. However, any protocols in place should be applied to ensure that 
the correct liability was set and how the council should respond to queries and 
how cases were reviewed. 
 
The SBC Director of Place and Community undertook to share information 
regarding procedures which had been implemented to prevent a recurrence of 
this situation with the Councillor outside the meeting. 
 
 How would the Council ensure that the relevant professionals at the call 

centre would deal with callers’ queries and requests promptly? Was the 
team’s performance being monitored in a bid to reduce response times? 

 
The SBC Interim Group Manager stated that savings could be achieved by 
moving processes online, however, a channel shift needed to be underpinned 
by the necessary technological support and resources.  This would have cost 
implications which would require careful consideration and would need to bear 
in mind that some residents may be resistant to going online.   
 
James Elliman Homes was a private limited company of the Council. Was it 
therefore liable for collections? Should losses incurred by the company be 
covered by the company or by the Council? 
 
The SBC Director of Place and Community advised that James Elliman 
Homes was wholly owned by the Council, and if it failed then the Council’s 
General fund would be affected.  An exercise was underway to review James 
Elliman Homes.  Poor collection rates related to its resident cohort, many of 
whom had difficult personal circumstances.  The intention was that the 
company should be self- sufficient and rents should be collected. 
 
The SBC Interim Group Manager stated that more engagement and better 
communication with tenants would reduce arrears chasing and free up 
resources. 
 
 If James Elliman had been a housing association then it would have  

ensured that its tenants had accessed the relevant revenues and benefits. 
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In allowing the company to operate within its own budget, was the Council 
confident in the company’s financial management strategies? Should the 
Council be cross charging the company? 
 

The SBC Director of Place and Community explained that James Elliman was 
a wholly owned Council entity and that there was an SLA in place with various 
Council departments to provide services for the company.  The team’s time 
would be cross charged. The intention was that income received from tenants 
should cover all costs of the tenancy. 
 
 A Member speaking under Rule 30 stated that the report stated that the 

council tax collection rate was 94.5% - therefore 5.5% had defaulted on 
their payments. Of these, what proportion were also applying to the 
Council’s Council Tax hardship fund? 

 
The SBC Interim Group Manager stated that he did not have those figures to 
hand.  The figures related to in year collection, i.e., what amount was being 
billed for the current year and how much the service expected to collect this 
year. The run rate was normally 98.2% in the life of the debt. Applications to 
the hardship fund were very low.   
 
 Had the collection rate fallen because more people were experiencing 

hardship or was this because the Council included PIP (Personal 
independence payments) payments when calculating an individual’s 
income?  Were PIP payments non-taxable? Were PIP payments taken into 
account when assessing in individual’s eligibility for the hardship fund? 

 
The SBC Interim Group Manager advised that there were two calculations - 
the banded council tax support scheme, which anyone could apply for, which 
took into account income and circumstances and there was the hardship fund. 
So if, for example, someone had a disability, then they would be entitled to 
claim an additional allowance. The hardship fund entailed assessing the 
claimant’s circumstances in the round.  Some issues in the current year 
resulted from the suspension of recovery action the previous year due to the 
pandemic. Therefore, current recovery action related to payments for a two 
year period, and some residents were struggling to pay this, while others 
could not get through to the service or were not engaging with it. 
 
 Once a non-payer had been identified what was the process for the 

welfare team to support them? 
 
When initial recovery was action taken, reminders were sent to encourage the 
resident to engage with the Council, there was signposting of support services 
available and a customer services offer enabling them to directly contact the 
Council or third sector support services. 
 
Resolved: That the report be noted. 
 

12. Forward Work Programme  
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Resolved: That the forward work programme be noted. 
 

13. Date of Next Meeting  
 
25 January 2022. 
 
 

Chair 
 
 
(Note: The Meeting opened at 6.30 pm and closed at 9.38 pm) 


