
Informal notes of the discussion at the June Federation meeting

Speaker: Fokrul Hoque, Strategic Engagement Manager, Tower Hamlets Homes (THH)

Phil explained that Fokrul Hoque is the Strategic Engagement Manager of Tower Hamlets Homes.  He is 
here to tell us what community engagement work THH is doing which he thinks is best practice and 
perhaps to hear suggestions from residents of over landlords, informed by their best practice – and to 
hear from THH residents about any problems they may have.

Fokrul thanked the Fed for inviting him to the meeting.  He explained that THH, like all RPs, had been 
responding to “co-regulation”: this came in a few years ago and instead of imposing external standards on 
social landlords and then auditing their performance against these, RPs now had to regulate themselves. 
There was an expectation that residents would have a role in the co-regulation.

Fokrul explained that THH has set up a structure for residents to scrutinise aspects of THH’s operation. 
The system is similar to LBTH’s system of scrutiny committees. It brings residents into co-regulation: in 
fact, it makes THH’s co-regulation resident-led. It also involves residents in the life of THH, which should 
have the spin-off of involving them more in community organisations on their estates.

Fokrul said that THH began by setting up residents panels. In the first couple of years of operation, these 
were probably a bit of a shambles, but over the last couple of years things have improved. The panels are 
made up of residents and chaired by a resident and serviced by THH.  Its aim is to hold THH to account.  
Fokrul believes that all landlords in TH have a similar structure. [This is not the case in the Federation’s 
experience: it may be worth us looking into this. - JF]

Fokrul explained that the first main task the Residents Panel did was to spend six months doing an in-
depth review of THH’s work on Anti-Social Behaviour (ASB).  The Panel made 57 recommendations, all of 
which went to the THH Board (which accepted, and implemented, most of the recommendations).  

The THH Residents Panel was now doing a similar scrutiny review of the THH Community Engagement 
Service.  The Panel is holding Focus Groups with residents, TRAs, young people, old people and other 
relevant groups.  They have visited another Housing Association, which had won an award for its practice, 
on a fact-finding mission. They will, again, produce a Report which will go to the Board.

The Residents Panel does other work too, on smaller and more distinct issues. For example, residents 
queried THH’s practice of recording resident satisfaction in percentages, which may not give a good idea 
of whether things are working well or not. The Panel recommended that numbers and percentages be 
reported, and this is now being done.

Fokrul said that THH is very supportive of our TRAs, seeing them as playing a crucial role in THH’s 
neighbourhood structures and providing feedback to help THH improve services and therefore resident 
satisfaction. THH has 25 active TRAs.  His staff had recently “health checked” all TRAs, making sure they 
had all had AGMs recently (and offering relevant support if they had not). THH was encouraging each TRA 
to set its own goals and then to agree a Support Plan with its Neighbourhood Engagement Officer (NEO), 
which would set out how the NEO could support the TRA.  NEOs could help TRAs in a variety of ways, 
e.g., by finding venues, fundraising (THH had a small grants programme), setting up projects (some work 
to develop community food gardens is underway), etc.

THH has a Tenants Support Facility in Massingham Street, off Globe Road. There are meeting rooms 
which tenants can use but also, more importantly, computers and photocopying. The Centre is open two 
days a week and at other times by appointment.
THH runs training programmes for residents, some of which are offered in partnership with the Federation. 
These are targeted at THH’s TRAs but are open to all residents.  Past courses have included book-
keeping, chairing meetings, minute taking and fundraising. This year’s training will be done jointly with five 
other landlords and THH hopes to bring other landlords on board too.
THH also runs a community leadership training programme, which is now underway.  



Mark Taylor: How do you select residents for your scrutiny panel and do members represent particular 
estates?
Fokrul: The Board agreed the process, which consists of an application form and interview process. The 
current Residents Panel will select their successors. Members to not represent areas as such: although 
there is a spread of where the members come from, they work as one panel with ensures it gets feedback 
from all estates. The panel will hold conferences to get feedback and has looked for other ways to make 
its members accessible to residents. For example, the Panel held three meetings on ASB, and all three 
meetings said THH’s ASB work was poor, so that looks like a fairly uncontestable finding.

Vibeke Norberg: What are the roles of the NEOs and the Housing Officers (HOs)? How do they differ? 
Fokrul: HOs deal with housing management issues.  NEOs work on resident engagement – consultation, 
working with TRAs as I explained before, community development work (helping organise fun days, set up 
community food gardens, activities for groups like young or old residents).
Vibeke:  How much of NEOs’ work should be in co-operation with TRAs?
Fokrul: It’s hard to say.  Some TRAs want to do lots of work with their NEOs (or at least work which 
requires NEOs’ support) and others do not.  We have 4 NEOs for 27 Neighbourhoods, so there are 
restrictions of time on what the NEOs can do.
Vibeke: Should NEOs be working in co-operation with TRAs?  What if the NEO suggests something but 
the TRAs suggest something different?
Fokrul.  Ideally the NEOs will work with TRAs, but TRAs are not the whole community [the Fed may not 
agree with that! - JF] so although ideally they should work together, it doesn’t always work out like that.

Belle Harris:
How much THH work is done by its labour force in house and how much is contracted out?  How does 
THH and the fact it generates work facilitate people getting training in local colleges?
Do you keep a record of how many houses you lose under right to buy?  Is the first £2m of receipts 
clawed back?  
Fokrul.  Those are not my areas of expertise.  
We have some 500 staff.  Our caretaking and housing staff are all in-house.  Our repairs, etc., are done by 
contractors – like most landlords.  Our NEOs are direct labour, but we work with various community 
partners (our community leadership programme is done jointly with TELCO, for example, and our training 
courses were done jointly with TIPAS). 
The increased discount has led to an increased interest in the right to buy, though it is not yet clear how 
many will go through, as people often cannot get mortgages.  I can get a detailed answer.

Jean Taylor: 
We have noticeboards on our estate (though they have been removed from others) but the TRA is not 
allowed to put stuff in it.  We could make better use of it.
The Tramshed (the community facility on our estate) is an issue.  We are now trying to revitalise the TRA 
which is now being charged to use the Tramshed by those now running it.
We had an open meeting some time ago.  I asked how you can join a Residents Panel and who 
represented my area.  I asked that it meet in public so people can observe.  
The THH ASB meeting is held the same night as the Fed, though Julie, who runs it, says it is being 
changed now.  You can’t avoid all clashes, but that is one to try to avoid.
I am delighted Massingham Street is now available again, but last time I tried to use it there was no one 
there to help with how to use the photocopier, etc.

Fokrul:
We used to have hundreds of noticeboards and we did try to rationalise them, but as a result, some of the 
TRAs lost space and opportunity. Some TRAs and the Fed itself raised this as a problem, so we wrote to 
all TRAs saying (a) if you want a TRA noticeboard, we will supply it; (b) you can put TRA stuff in other 
noticeboards (large ones). Any TRA which feels that its local solution is not working yet should let me 
know.
The people now running the Tramshed signed up to do so on behalf of the TRA, so we will work with 
residents to resolve the situation.  You should not have to pay to use it, but we’ll meet cost in the interim if 
it helps.



The Residents Panel has 12 resident members, so they don’t represent just one block or area.  All their 
meetings are open to observers, but we need to make that clearer.
Massingham Street was open five days a week, but useage was low, so it is now just Tuesdays and 
Thursdays, 10am-4pm, or by arrangements with your NEO or another officer.

Terry McGrenera:  Fokrul mentioned co-regulation: the LBTH Scrutiny Committee has done a report on 
this which is going to next (July) Cabinet.  Its conclusions say that the principles of co-regulation and 
tenant scrutiny are here for the foreseeable future: what happens after the foreseeable future? We know, 
from EEH, that promises can be broken, so we need more security.
We knew that stock transfer was a kind of privatisation and the first five years of transfer promises are 
coming to an end and there is new government policy – so landlords are now more like private companies 
and tenants have virtually no security arising from the stock transfer process.
Fokrul: Our resident-led scrutiny is the same as co-regulation.  THH and other landlords contributed 
towards the LBTH Scrutiny Committee’s Report.  I can’t comment on other landlords’ practice, but THH is 
an ALMO, so it is different from other housing associations.

Cyril Farby: I am a life member of UCATT.  Tower Hamlets Council has passed a resolution not to give 
contracts to contractors who operate a blacklist.  Belle referred to local labour. Is it not cheaper in the long 
run to open a Direct Labour Organisation (DLO), perhaps at least to compete with independent 
contractors?
Fokrul:  Some landlords have a  DLO.  That kind of issue is outside my own area of responsibility but THH 
can keep looking at the issue.  THH doesn’t build homes as such, so I hope none of the organisations 
which used the blacklist are ones we use.  In terms of local labour, there is such high unemployment, it is 
important that we use local labour.  We try as hard as possible to get local labour agreements out of 
contractors.  We also encourage them to have apprenticeship schemes.

Pawla Cottage: You talk about active and inactive TRAs: what about recognised and non-recognised?  Are 
there any TRAs you don’t recognise?  How do TRAs become recognised?
Fokrul:  As part of the “health check” process I spoke about, we have looked at TRAs.  We are discussing 
recognition arrangements with Fed.  All we ask is that the TRA is properly set up and properly run – so it 
has AGMs, for example.  We have one self-proclaimed TRA which is really just one bloke who has called 
himself a TRA!  We can’t recognise TRAs which are just one man bands, literally – but otherwise 
recognition or otherwise is done in dialogue with the organisation. We have three inactive TRAs, but we 
are working with them to get them going again.
Pawla:  I don’t know the criteria when TRAs set up.
Fokrul: We are revising the criteria.  We’ll have discussions on this.

Cyril.
I am a leaseholder.  Undesirable people moved in above me.  One is a junkie.  I have been flooded out.   
We did have an active TRA but some years ago the secretary and chair both died.  An LBTH officer called 
a meeting and we elected new officers.  I was there.  One of the people who helped run the TRA was a 
squatter.  He refused to hand over the books, etc., for the Canal Club.  He handed them to Julia 
Mainwaring, Council leader, who gave them to the Property Section.  Now the Canal Club charges us for 
any use.  Now the Club is used by a private nursery.  When locals wanted to use it for a nursery, the 
building was not suitable.
Fokrul/Jenny: this may be dealt with in the discussions with LBTH on community venues.

Ian Campbell:  I am on the THH Residents Panel.  It is not a secret society.  Information about it is on the 
website (not always up to date, but we have asked for better updating).  We need more people as there 
are some spaces, and we hold a reserve list.  Residents should contact the people whose names you see 
listed on the website if you feel excluded, as we would like to hear from people who feel excluded.  The 
meetings are public.  
Jean: Some of us have no access to the website!  It is that which makes us feel excluded!
Ian:  we are trying to get information into noticeboards and there have been articles in newsletters.
It is to THH’s credit that we have been able to put forward critical reports and get recommendations taken 
on.  THH should see this as a badge of success.
Pawla and Vibeke came to the consultation meeting we held at Account 3.  We got an independent person 



as a mentor, but she suggested we always send a draft report back to those who came to meetings, so 
this will happen with the next meeting we hold.  That is the reward for coming to the meetings, that you get 
a draft report.
Eileen suggested that the Fed advertise THH Resident Panel meetings.  Fokrul agreed this would be 
possible as dates are agreed a year ahead.  Ian suggested that these dates can go in Fed mailings.  
Fokrul agreed to send these dates to Mark.

Jenny:  The late Island Homes advertised for new caretakers a couple of years back, and residents 
suggested that the landlord establish a bank of staff from those applicants (especially local ones) whose 
applications had been OK in themselves but who had not been appointed. The bank could be used to 
cover leave or absence or temporary vacancies. It was cheaper than using an agency, local people would 
be able to cover absence at short notice, and local people would get ongoing work experience to use in 
their own job searches. It may not suit everyone (e.g., those who would suffer if they had a benefits break) 
but may suit some (e.g., those not able to claim benefits in their own right).  The other issue is that it is all 
very well taking on apprentices, but what happens when the apprentices qualify – can local landlords take 
them on, or at least are they sure the apprentices go on to get real jobs?
Fokrul:  The “cover bank” is a useful idea.   There have been some discussions in LBTH to set up a “temp 
agency” where locals can register for jobs with local employers.  We should look at what happens to 
apprentices. THH had 8 apprentices in its last round: 7 of them have jobs (some in THH and some 
externally) and 1 chose to go into further education.

Abjol Miah:  Is Malmesbury TRA recognised?  (Fokrul: yes.)  We had a second consultation on the 
Malmesbury Master Plan and we need an update on the Plan – ideally at our next meeting, on 10th July.
Fokrul: The Masterplan is being driven by LBTH rather than THH, but I can try to get the information to 
you.

Jean Taylor: Our Safer Neighbourhood Team is rarely seen locally and meetings have been suspended.
What are we going to do about people who are being moved in because they were causing a nuisance 
somewhere else and/or are causing a nuisance now?  Our housing officer is good but our ASB officer is 
very busy.
Fokrul: ASB is an issue on most estates and is very bad on some.  ASB issues should be raised with the 
ASB officer.  ASB has to be reported.  Don’t rely on someone else to do so.  A police officer or someone 
from Community Safety at LBTH can explain more.  As a landlord, we want our estates to be ASB-free, 
but it is a process rather than something we can deliver overnight.

Claire Winter:  We have no TRA on St Stephens yet, though I have made attempts to set one up over the 
years.  I can’t see that we would have a venue nearby where we could meet.
Fokrul:  We’ll work with you to set up a TRA, and we’ll find a place to meet.  Past attempts have brought 
people together when there have been issues of concern, but the TRA has dwindled away when those 
issues of concern have been resolved.  You can use Old Ford’s buildings to meet in (we can hire these for 
you) or the Ideas Store.  


