

North East Leasehold Association
Minutes of an Annual & General Meeting held on Tuesday 28 October 2008 Joseph Court Community Hall at 7 P.M.
Present
	Vi Carpenter  (VC)
	Chair

	Muriel Gordon (MG)
	Deputy Chairman

	Irene Lewington (IL)
	Committee Member

	Shirley Bogan (SB)
	Committee Member  

	Emma Kelly (EK)
	Committee Member


In attendance

	Fenella Madden (FM)
	Leasehold Advisory Service (LEASE)

	Donna Awanu (DA)
	Leasehold Advisory Service (LEASE)

	Pat Ronayne (PR)
	Head of Leasehold services HH

	Judith Morrison
	Major Works Manager HH

	Adis Pajic (AP)
	Contract Manager Pinnacle

	Diana Otieno (DO)
	Leasehold Officer and NELA Administrator Pinnacle


1) Apologies received from;
Ted Johnson, Diane Abbott MP and Nicholas Kissen, (Senior Legal Adviser from Leasehold Advisory Service).
2) Introductions
Vi Carpenter, (NELA Chairperson,) opened the proceedings at 19.00 hours and welcomed all attendees to the meeting.
She informed all present that unfortunately, and at short notice, she had received word that the evening's two Guest Speakers would not be able to attend the meeting.
Diane Abbott MP had been summoned urgently to Westminster on Parliamentary business, and Vi Carpenter (VC) said that although this was disappointing for NELA, Diana Abbott (DA) was not to blame and it was understood that matters of Parliament would always come first.
VC assured NELA members that their questions would be sent to DA for a response, and these responses would be relayed to members at a future meeting.
The meeting was also told that DA was prepared to meet a small group of delegates from NELA, either at her Westminster office or more locally in Hackney. VC suggested that anyone interested in attending such a meeting with DA should give their name and contact details to Diana Otieno, (Leasehold Officer, Pinnacle,) at the end of the evening, and a mutually convenient time for a meeting would be arranged.

The evening's other guest speaker, Nicholas Kissen, (NK) had sent apologies for absence due to suffering with a really heavy cold.  He had, however, arranged at short notice for two of his colleagues to attend in his place.

VC welcomed the 2 Officers from the Leasehold Advisory Service to the meeting and introduced Pat Ronayne with his colleague Judith Morrison, ( Hackney Homes Leasehold Department,) Adis Pajic, (Pinnacle Contract Manager,) and Diana Otieno.

3) Introduction to the topic of the high cost of major works

VC stated that all leaseholders were concerned about the spiralling costs of major works, and with the current uncertainty due to global financial problems a lot of leaseholders were becoming very worried about their ability to meet these costs.

VC then proceeded to read out a selection of questions she had received from concerned leaseholders, (Appendix 1,) and asked the 2 officers from LEASE for any response.

The Officers informed the meeting that LEASE, (the Leasehold Advisory Service,) is a government funded service set up to provide free legal advice to leaseholders.
Advice can be provided by telephone, by letter or e-mail, or in person at the office, and all LEASE advisers are qualified lawyers, solicitors or non - practising barristers.

Information is given by LEASE advisers on what the current law says, how to obtain information relating to service charges and accounts - and how to challenge service charges - and how to apply to the Leasehold Valuation Tribunal, and other issues of relevance to leaseholders.
The Officers said that in every circumstance it was important that leaseholders read and understand their individual lease and note that most situations are settled by what is in the lease.  Although LEASE is unable to act directly for leaseholders in legal proceedings, it can offer guidance on the various steps to be taken in order to achieve an answer or review of a situation.
Leaseholders were advised to engage in dialogue with Hackney Homes in the first instance with regard to any query on their lease. If possible they should try to negotiate, but if this is unsuccessful                                         

there is an opportunity to challenge any decision at the Leasehold Valuation Tribunal, (LVT.) The LVT can establish if charges are reasonable, although there is a fee to be paid for taking issues to the Tribunal, (a hearing fee would cost £500 and there are other costs involved.) In order to reduce the cost of fees, a joint application can be made, ie, lots of leaseholders acting together. In some circumstances fees can be waived if a leaseholder is in receipt of certain benefits. Sometimes College of Law students can assist in Tribunal proceedings, and this might be a cheaper option.
The LEASE Officers said that a booklet offering basic advice was available, and this gave details of the sort of documentation needed to be put forward in order to present a case to the LVT.

VC asked a question regarding essential maintenance services which she said have not been delivered due to the planned regeneration of the Woodberry Down area. In response, the LEASE Officers advised that if a satisfactory result was not forthcoming from Hackney Homes, the next stage was to go through the Councils' complaints system, with legal action being a last resort. 
If leaseholders are being charged for works which should have been done routinely in the past, but which they are now saying is down to 'historical neglect', the Tribunal can inspect property to see if neglect has taken place.  If 'historical neglect' can be proved, leaseholders can get their service charges reduced.
A group of leaseholders from Lordship North Estate told the meeting that their major works bills had increased this year by £15,000 - £20,000. As they had not received any satisfaction from their queries via Hackney Homes, they were deciding whether to progress this matter to the LVT.

The LEASE Officers concluded by informing the meeting of the Mediation Service that was available for leaseholders in some situations. This had been proven to be a very useful service and was a quicker, cheaper and less formal method of resolving some issues.
VC thanked the LEASE Officers for their very useful contribution to the meeting and asked Pat Ronayne, (PR) for his comments.

PR acknowledged the usefulness of the service offered by LEASE.  He then referred to Woodberry Down Estate and said that although he would not be able to answer specific questions at the meeting, he acknowledged that the situation there was ' unique ' with 'unique circumstances'.  There are approximately 500 leaseholders at Woodberry Down affected by the planned regeneration of the area. 
Referring to a question about the increase in service charges, PR said that this is a national issue and can only be addressed by the Government. Hackney Homes cannot cap charges and in fact has no option other than to follow the lead from Government, which at the moment is instructing councils to recharge leaseholders but to be supportive and help in any way.

PR highlighted the availability of a mediation service for leaseholders which was launched several months ago, but for which there has been very little take up.

A question was asked as to whether Diane Abbott and Mayor Jules Pipe were aware of the rising costs for leaseholders? PR replied that the situation was known about but the issue for local government is very difficult. Efforts had to be made to collect outstanding service charges, and there had to be a strict regime when ' writing off ' debts that could not be collected, ie; it was not worth trying to collect monies from residents who had perhaps moved abroad to live, had effectively ' disappeared ' or who had died.

Several leaseholders were of the opinion that properties were neglected until there were enough leaseholders in the blocks, (as deemed by Hackney Homes,) and then works would be carried out for which the leaseholders received massive bills. There were accusations made that Hackney Council had subscribed for many years to a program of under investment on estates.

PR reminded leaseholders that the Decent Homes program of works being carried out in fact improved their assets.

(The 2 LEASE Officers indicated that they had bought some literature with them which could be distributed for future reference, and they left the meeting at this stage,(20.00hrs)

4) Woodberry Down Estate Update
VC called upon Peter Naughton to give an update on the latest developments regarding the regeneration project. Peter replied that there was really nothing to report other than that the ' model ' to which everyone had been working had effectively broken and that officers and all involved in this project appeared unable to agree on any way forward. The situation was becoming even more difficult as a result of the current global financial situation and the uncertainty it was causing.
VC said that the situation that residents were living in at Woodberry Down was causing untold stress and hardship.  Leaseholders were unable to sell their properties and move on and tenants were living in a situation where they didn't know if they would be moved or not. No one was able to make any plans for the future, and structural work and repairs on the estate were not being given priority as a result of the uncertainty.
VC repeated her intention to raise the issue with Diane Abbott MP, and to get another date in the diary for Ms Abbott to attend a NELA meeting in the future.







   MG
5) Other Issues
Vi Carpenter (VC)- Chair, gave an update to the meeting on the issues that NELA had been involved with during the past year.
There had been 3 committee meetings and 3 general meetings in the last year.

Topics covered included charges for repairs, the job ticket procedure, (which had failed to live up to expectations,) cleaning / gardening / communal repairs issues, (which all remained an issue!) Parking issues had been discussed and recent focus groups  regarding service standards had highlighted that some of these are not achievable!                                  

The last NELA newsletter had not been circulated due to technical issues.

VC urged all leaseholders to check the job tickets shown on their bills. Sometimes mistakes are made and it is wise to check all charges.  A job breakdown statement can be requested from Leasehold Services and this can be sent by post or email.
It is now possible to view and download service charge documents online. A password will be issued from Leasehold Services and this can be used in conjunction with the service charge account number to access statements, schedules of charges and a breakdown for repairs.
VC announced to attendees that this would be the last meeting at which PR would be present. Having worked for 32 years in Hackney, PR had decided to take up a position, (still in housing,) in Ealing which would mean far less travel for him. VC said that after years of working together she had found PR to be reasonable and fair and she wished him every success for the future.  This sentiment was echoed by all present.
As this meeting was also NELA AGM, before stepping down as chairperson VC asked members, ' Do you think it is necessary to keep NELA going?' She asked for a show of hands from those in favour of NELA continuing it's work, and without exception all hands were raised.

6) Elections for 2008/9
VC handed the meeting to PR to conduct the election procedure.

PR asked members for nominations for the positions of Chair and Deputy Chair.

By an overwhelming vote, VC was retained as Chair for the forthcoming year and MG retained as Deputy-Chair. (There were no other nominations for these positions.)

Committee Members for 2008/9 are Irene Lewington, Shirley  Bogan, Deborah Foley, Tim Hall and Sheila Coxon and other members who provided names to Diana Otieno.
The election process completed, PR told the meeting that he will be going into hospital on 2nd December, 2008 for an operation which would necessitate about 6 weeks away from work. He intends to return to his office as soon as he can, but will indeed be leaving Hackney Homes employment at the end of January2009.  PR stated that his current job has been made special by meeting people and being able to have a frank exchange of views, such as at the meeting tonight.  He thanked VC and MG for being good friends and for giving him advice when he needed it and when he didn’t!!
PR said that in his absence Judith Morrison would be taking over his responsibilities.

7) Date of Next Meeting
Before closing the meeting, VC reminded those present to leave their names and contact details with Diana Otieno if they wished to be included in a small deputation to meet Diane Abbott or be part of the NELA committee.

Members were advised that dates for future meetings would be circulated in due course, as would the replies to the questions put to Diane Abbott MP.

The meeting concluded at 20.30 hours. 
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Appendix: Attendance list

1. 
Mr & Mrs W.R Carpenter

2. 
Murial Gordon

3. 
Veronica Mensah

4. 
Brian R

5. 
Cllr Maureen Midleton

6. 
Shirley Bogan

7. 
Cllr Simche Steinberger

8. 
Ethel Nenye

9. 
Pat Beaver

10. Mrs Victoria Opeyokah

11. Mrs C. Watson

12. W.R Couperli

13. Chris Gillooly

14. Deborah Foley

15. Anne Carrington

16. Peter Noughton

17. Tim Hall

18. A Tugghur

19. Irene Lewington

20. A Fernandes

21. Vickie Nealis

22. D Robinson

23. Charlie Ofaherty

24. Ali Osman

25. B.J Silkin

26. H Lucas

27. John Hembrow

28. M Vojik

29. E.O.Adeoso

30. Bihlain Galloway

31. George Watson

32. Y Salem

33. Juliana Dedewo

34. E Brett

35. C Dyet

36. A Fernandes

37. Waler Harl
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