File reveals PFI homes repairs fury

Islington Tribune, 25/03/05

A damning report, handed to the Tribune this week, reveals a shocking catalogue of complaints about poor workmanship carried out under a controversial government-inspired private finance initiative (PFI) programme.

It follows a series of articles by this paper highlighting problems faced by hundreds of tenants whose homes are being refurbished in Milner Square and College Cross, Barnsbury.

The 200-page report was obtained by Milner Square resident Michael Read, a member of the borough’s Leaseholder Forum, under the Freedom of Information Act.

The bulk of the complaints are against work carried out by private contractor United House. They include “sub-standard” workmanship, bullying site managers, a lack of care for residents and their homes, and workmen who cannot speak English.

Islington’s PFI housing scheme is the the first of its kind in the country. It covers 2,348 Georgian and Victorian houses and flats in 990 buildings in three council wards, St Mary’s, St Peter’s and Canonbury.

Tenants also complained about builders who left work incomplete, unsafe or unsatisfactory before moving on to other properties, leaving homes in disarray.

Examples of bad workmanship included carpenters using kitchen tables to saw wood on, electricians leaving dangerous wires dangling and decorators not using sufficient dust and paint sheets.

Tenants complained that workers caused excessive damage to floorboards, walls, ceilings and skirting boards.

Complaints peaked in April and May last year, according to Eileen Abbott, contract commissioning manager for Partners for Islington, the council-appointed team responsible for overseeing the refurbishment.

Her team carried out spot checks and reported their findings in August last year. Ms Abbott said: ‘None of the tenants was satisfied that the contractor worked in a clean and tidy manner and protected belongings.”

She added that only half the tenants were satisfied that contractors had been considerate and respectful. Four out of six tenants were dissatisfied about security arrangements, with complaints about doors and windows left open at the end of the day.

An additional five out of six tenants complained about lack of information during the work, with contractors treating homes like a building site. One resident wrote in a survey form: “Always have to strive to get info. Site supervisor is a bully and will bullshit to get out of a corner.”

In January this year Wembley-based chartered surveyors Consul carried out another survey with similar damning complaints from tenants.

They found that 59 percent complained about misuse or lack of dustsheets, 14 per cent about lack of storage boxes, 87 per cent about damage caused by workmen, and 81 per cent said workers did not wear ID.

Consul concluded: ‘All stated to us that if they had realised what they would have to go through during the course of work inside their homes, they would never have allowed the contractor to commence work.

In all cases our findings were frankly disappointing, given the size, experience and reputation of the contractor. Although the survey was small, we are concerned should it be representative of the project as a whole.’

Contractor United House says it has ‘released’ staff ‘who have not been able to achieve standards required’ and restructured the work programme.

In a letter to Mr Read, Anthony Jonas, head of performance and procurement for Partners for Islington, said his board had put in place a number of improvement measures.

He added: ‘They are confident the steps taken should resolve the issues but if they do not we will implement other measures.

They (Partners) fully acknowledge that aspects of the work programme have not gone as they would have wanted them to. Within their operation, they are working closely with United House to improve both the quality and customer care aspects of the works programme.’

New measures include return site inspections where there are complaints about sub-standard work, compensation to tenants when work is delayed, and a new stricter code of conduct, which workmen must follow.

Town Hall leader Councillor Steve Hitchins maintained that the Freedom of Information Act had exposed what had always been in the public domain.

He said: ‘We’ve been aware there were problems and the council is monitoring the contract closely. 

We’ve put procedures in place to make sure tenants and leaseholders get value for money. I’m convinced that at the end there will be a high-quality improvement to people’s homes.’

Choppy seas rock £350m housing plan

Islington Tribune 13 May 2005
The second part of a much vaunted £350-million initiative to refurbish thousands of homes in the borough is being delayed amid complaints about poor quality work.

The public-private finance initiative (PFI 2) was due to start last month but has now been put back until at least October to hammer out a better deal between Islington Council, residents and the contractors.

The first part of the scheme – which has attracted interest from housing authorities as far away as Australia – has been fraught with complaints for almost a year. 

A recent report in the Islington Tribune – under the Freedom of Information Act – revealed high levels of dissatisfaction with the standard of work among tenants and residents.

Among the complaints was incomplete and poor workmanship, untidiness and lack of security by the workmen.

At one point early this year the Town Hall’s conservation officer ordered all work to stop in Grade-II listed Georgian Milner Square after he discovered period features, including windows, had been removed without planning permission.

Mike Read from the Leaseholders Forum said “This delay was inevitable. PFI 1 has been an unmitigated disaster and hugely expensive for the taxpayer. 

“Islington Council appears to have entered that contract on little more than a wing and a prayer.

“The postponement of PFI 2 exposes not only the incompetence of the contractor, but also the blinding commercial naivete of the people running the scheme.”

Chris Graham, chairman of the Forum, said the delay indicated that the contractors were not coping with the work they were doing.

“They need to get PFI 1 right before they start work on PFI 2,” he said. “They should have started the second scheme by now, so something is obviously wrong. We all agree that new work should not go ahead until it can be shown that the contractor is coping with all the problems.” Executive Member for Housing Councillor Jyoti Vaja said the council has been working to resolve the problems with PFI 1.

“However, PFI 2 is a different scheme, which follows on, and negotiations are still underway,” she said.

“Remember PFI 2 is a much bigger project and we need to be sure we get what’s right for the people of Islington. It’s not something we can rush.

“We accept there have been problems with the first scheme – but show me any housing repair project that doesn’t have problems these days. It’s the same on the private market.”

PFI 2 will involve the refurbishment, maintenance and management of about 3,700 tenanted flats and houses and more than 1,200 leaseholders’ homes. These are houses built before 1919 and purchased by the council mainly in the 1970s from private landlords. The contract will last for 30 years. The scheme will cover mainly the north, west and south of the borough. Islington’s PFI 1 already covers most street properties in the Upper Street and Boleyn areas of the borough.

The work is being done by a consortium, Partners for Improvement in Islington, comprising of United House, Rydon Property Maintenance Ltd, Hyde Housing Association and Bank of Scotland.

'Devil in detail of this PFI deal. ' 
Islington Tribune - Letter – 15.4.05 
Tribune reports have rightly highlighted a damning catalogue of bodged work taking place on the £50 million private finance initiative (PFI) housing project by council contractor United House. 
Less understood, but essential to understanding why this programme of refurbishing 1,800 council properties is going so terribly wrong, is the Frankenstein financial engineering which lies behind it. The council's chosen contractor, Partners for Improvement, is an off-the-shelf company whose investors have put up between them just £1.5 million. These investors are Hyde Housing (£177,600), United Housing (£799,200) and Uberior Infrastructure Investments, an arm of the HBOS bank (£799,200). 
The investors appear to have put up a remarkably paltry sum of money to get a monopoly franchise over that £50 million income stream. 
PFI was supposed to have been all about transferring risk from the public to the private sector in return for which the private company received a higher award. 
In the case of this PFI, however, instead of the risk of losing hard cash, which most of us would expect, managers overseeing the project at Homes for Islington (HFI) talk about “reputational risk” from failure. A justifiable asset, perhaps, for a company which has invested millions of pounds of advertising establishing a brand in the market, but a bit of conceptual nonsense surely to a company which has zero visibility. 
It is on the rewards side of the equation, however, where the partnership appears to have secured a remarkable commercial deal. 
Buried in the wine-box size conract between Partners and Islington Council (obtained in the annual audit of the council's accounts) is the following one-liner: “Project Internal Rate of Return – 19.2 per cent”. 
To put that in perspective, this is more than three times the average rate of return of a company in the construction services sector – and they really do take a risk. 
Should partners not choose to hold onto this extremely attractive cash cow then the other option could be to float the original company into the secondary market in PFI projects. 
Leaseholders – I am one – have become all too acutely aware of what this means when this financing is translated into service charges for refurbishment work. 
Partners is demanding a 56 per cent management charge for work carried out. So, for every £100 spent, just £44 will go into the actual labour and materials. 

On the face of it, the costs of the work to tenants is invisible. They appear to be getting a “freebie”, a new kitchen and bathroom with central heating system. But that management overhead is also sliced off the average £20,000 charge paid to partners for refurbishing each dwelling. 
This is why tenants if they were paying that money could reasonably expect a makeover courtesy of Lawrence Llewellyn-Bowen. Instead, they get a botched, bog-standard assembly seemingly sourced from a fire sale. 
This is why you get a damning report from independent surveyors on quality. This is why you get a damning report from independent surveyors on quality. This is why the head of conservation finds work he examined is somewhat craft-lite. 
Michael Read
Member of Islington Leaseholders Forum
extract from Letter in the Islington Tribune, 27/05/05

“It is staggering that we now face the possibility that this PFI award-winning contract, which took 4 years to negotiate, can have no standards of workmanship, no day-by-day procedure for checking the work...”

Chris Graham, Spokesman, London Leaseholders Network

extract from Letter in the Islington Tribune, 17/06/05.

“During the last 12 months United House, Partners for Improvement in Islington, have arrived unknown and un-announced at my mother’s and my home, and then tried to force entry; employed illegal labour; broken over half the pledges in their own Code of Conduct; attempted to browbeat us into agreeing to unnecessary and expensive ‘refurbishments’... and replaced unacceptably bad work with great and surly reluctance.” 

C. Dawes

