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Front page bottom photo shows the old coach house conversion

Photographer: Unknown

Chairman’s Report 2019/20
On behalf of the Board of Directors, I am presenting the Annual Report for 2019/20 at an unprecedented time for Aberdeen Soroptimist Housing Society (ASHS).  Whilst in my report I will highlight notable activities for the Society during the year, I must start by referring to the difficult situation that the Society and, indeed all housing organisations, healthcare providers, the wider business economy and population have experienced over the last 4 months.
The Work of the Board

In early March 2020 the spread of the COVID-19 virus had been declared a Pandemic and a national lockdown was put in place by the UK and Scottish Governments. This triggered a requirement for our Managing Agent, Osprey Housing Group to implement its Major Incident Plan, which includes provision for the Society. Osprey undertook an initial impact assessment and after consultation with the Board implemented a comprehensive action plan for the Society and its tenants. 

Initial assessment identified impact on key areas of business and operations including:

1. Service delivery to tenants who could be affected:

2. Financial Resilience

3. Business continuity planning tailored to the circumstances of the COVID-19 incident.

On 23 March 2020 in response to nationally issued advice/guidance from the UK and Scottish Governments a series of major actions were implemented alongside wider mitigation, business and service continuity planning including:

· Health and wellbeing checks with all the Society’s tenants

· Series of adjustments to operations and working practices including protocols for essential only tenant visits

· Guidance in relation to tenants/staff who may need to go into self-isolation

· Continuity arrangements for emergency repairs and  gas/ other safety repairs

· Revised arrangements for voids, relets and allocations

· Comprehensive communications strategy 

· Introduction of emergency governance measures 

For the Board and for our Managing Agents this has been a constantly evolving situation which has been (and remains) very complex. Only now as I speak to you in July are we seeing easing of restrictions although there is no room for complacency as the threat of a second wave of COVID-19 remains real.

The Work of the Board (continued)

 A multi-dimensional approach was required to deal with the initial crisis and response stages in a controlled way. It was then necessary to move into a response phase that ensured business continuity and service delivery in as reasonable, responsible and effective way as possible. 

As much as practicable has been done to support tenants, particularly those who were identified as more vulnerable. At the time of writing, I am pleased to say the Society’s tenants have remained safe and well during this period.
However, despite how the Coronavirus situation has dominated our lives since March it is important to highlight that much took place during the rest of 2019/20.
The Board of ASHS is responsible for overall strategic direction and performance of the Society. It receives timely and relevant information in order to discharge its duties. 

During 2019/20, a comprehensive Board Member appraisal process was undertaken. The appraisals were conducted by myself as Chair of the Society supported by Mike Scott the highly experienced Chair of Osprey Housing Group. He acted as an independent advisor and in turn carried out the appraisal on myself. The appraisal process is a requirement of the Scottish Housing Regulators (SHR) regulatory standards. I am pleased to say the process was positive and confirmed Board Members are performing to the best of their abilities but also confirmed that the Society is facing increased levels of complexity and disproportionate demands in running what is a small Housing Association. I will return to that issue further into my report.
The COVID-19 situation that arose during March 2020 required the introduction of emergency alternative governance measures.
With an objective to keep arrangements as simple as possible, the full ASHS Board agreed this would be implemented by:

· Delegating direction of the business and decision making responsibility to the Office bearers (+1) as a smaller “Cabinet” style Board subject to review until further notice. 

· All meetings being held through use of virtual conferencing facilities in the same way as today’s AGM.

This emergency arrangement ensured continuity of effective governance.

Regulation and Assurance

Principal regulation of ASHS is by the Scottish Housing Regulator (SHR).  The Society remained on a low level of engagement up to the change of designations introduced through the regulatory review. A one-year period of grace for the new regulatory regime to take effect meant categories were not applied as previously. 
However, the SHR confirmed it did not require to engage with ASHS during 2019/20 which represented a positive status for the Society.

 The SHR conducted a comprehensive review of its approach to regulation during 2018/19. A key outcome of the review was a requirement to submit a new style “Assurance Statement” during August 2019/20 to confirm the Board is confident that the Society complies with all relevant regulatory standards and outcomes in the Scottish Social Housing Charter; all relevant legislative duties; and the Standards of Governance and Financial Management.
After review of our statement, the SHR confirmed it covered all of the areas required by the statutory guidance representing a positive outcome and acceptance for regulatory purposes. 

Risks and Uncertainties

Whilst our Agents the Osprey Group has a well-developed Risk Management Strategy, during 2019/20 the Board agreed a refreshed Strategic Risk Framework and Register (Matrix) highlighting key risks to the Society. This, together with regular policy reviews and appropriate insurance policy renewal ensures a comprehensive approach to risk management. 

Prior to the COVID-19 a world Pandemic was not identified as a high probability risk. However, a Pandemic response is provided for within the Osprey Groups Major Incident Plan. A specific COVID -19 section was quickly established within their framework to identify and help manage/mitigate against key associated risks particularly those referred to earlier in the impact assessment – this extends to cover the Society.  

The Society faces a broad range of risks reflecting its responsibilities as a social landlord. These risks include those resulting from its responsibilities in the areas of financial viability, service to tenants and governance. A clear risk management process is required.
Overview of Activities and Performance
As always, service delivery to tenants during 2019/20 has been subject to the scrutiny and monitoring necessary to ensure a high level of performance by our Managing Agent. I am once again pleased to report an overall healthy set of results against the Society’s Key Performance Indicators.  

While the accompanying Treasurer’s Report provides more detail, I am pleased to say that our cash balances at 31st March stood at £201,694 – a further increase over the previous year and which has helped provide a degree of essential liquidity during these difficult times.
 It has been another good year for the Society and the position at the year-end is relatively healthy. We do remain vigilant about the Society’s financial position and work hard to ensure that we achieve value for money for our tenants.

I am also pleased to say the Board remains very happy with the services provided by Osprey Housing. The services delivered by Osprey and the tenant/staff relationships continue to be highly regarded. Inevitably there have been a small number of operational issues that have arisen during the year – that is the nature of delivering landlord services. However, the overall level of support, guidance and advice to both tenants and the Board remains of a very high standard.

Securing the Future - Potential Transfer of Engagements

The Society and the Board are reaching an important point in our evolution. We believe the time is right to look at succession plans.
 During 2019/20 the Board undertook a strategic option appraisal supported by independent advice. After looking at a range of options it has agreed to examine the merits of a potential transfer of engagements of ASHS into the Osprey Housing Group as the best potential option for securing the future of the Society’s tenants, assets, financial viability and protecting the legacy of Dr Mary Esslemont.
The Board believes this Transfer of Engagements option will: 

- strengthen the financial position and future financial viability for the development at Beechgrove particularly in relation to ongoing and longer-term investment in the properties. 

- significantly improve resilience to risk and uncertainty 

- provide benefits to tenants in terms of service delivery and tenancy sustainment  building on the well established relationships tenants have with Osprey’s staff. 

- provide capacity to respond positively to future changes in safety and quality standards to safeguard our tenants and the long-term viability of our housing stock 

- provide a succession plan for good governance  

- deliver a rent structure that is affordable to tenants in the medium and longer-term 

The Board will make and potentially progress a decision on this during the remaining part of 2020/21.

 Conclusion
In concluding my report I would like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to our dear sister Soroptimist Norma Michie who died suddenly on 18th May, aged 89.  She will be sadly missed by all who knew her.  She was involved with the Housing Society from the beginning and was for many years the Society’s Chair.  I valued her sound advice and counsel on Society matters and will miss her greatly. 
She told me of times when the Society’s meetings were held in Mile End House before the conversion into flats and the construction of the other buildings -  this while Mary Esslemont was still alive but had gifted her house and garden to allow for creation of the Society. A truly wonderful gesture.     
As always, I do wish to express my sincere appreciation to the Board of Directors for their hard work, commitment and support over the past year.  The level and complexity of work associated with being a Registered Social Landlord of even our small size is now becoming disproportionately demanding – hence our strategic option appraisal.  
However, over the last fiscal year I am delighted to say the Board, which is comprised entirely of volunteers, has again responded positively and diligently to the challenges it has faced. 

Finally - we do value our tenants, as they are our reason for being. On behalf of the Board, I would thank our tenants for their continued support. We look forward to securing their future in the best way we can.
Thank you.
Alison Mitchell

Chairman
Treasurer’s Report

The Society has had another successful financial year with an operating surplus for the period of £12,169. With minimal voids during the year (£984) our annual rent and service charge income rose by £1,595 to £63,181. Operating expenditure decreased by £12,561 to £43,887, primarily due to a decrease in planned & cyclical maintenance including major repair costs.

Reserves are built up in order to fund future requirements, in particular major refurbishment & component renewals. As can be seen from the balance sheet our total capital and reserves at the year-end stood at £310,677, an increase during the reporting period of £12,165. Utilising our 30-year Stock Condition Report we are able to identify periods when funds will be required and our financial planning is tailored accordingly. 

I would like to thank the financial staff at Osprey Housing for their stewardship of our accounts and our auditors, Anderson, Anderson and Brown for their continued professional support. 

David Hekelaar

Honorary Treasurer
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