
Informal notes of session with Mike Tyrrell at November Federation meeting

Tower Hamlets Federation of Tenants and Residents Associations (the Fed) held its usual monthly 
meeting at the end of November. The speaker at the meeting was Mike Tyrrell, Chief Executive of 
Tower Hamlets Community Housing (THCH), who represents the Housing Forum on Tower 
Hamlets Health & Wellbeing Board (HWB).

The Government has recently required all Councils to set up HWBs to co-ordinate work between 
the NHS and local government (particularly on public health, a responsibility the Government took 
away from the NHS and gave to Councils in 2012). The Housing Forum is a group of the main 
landlords in the borough. Mike told us that he has always been interested in public health and how 
landlords can make a difference, so he was pleased to join the HWB. He is keen that the body 
should take practical initiatives and should not be just a talking shop – though he appreciates that 
the HWB is new and that the NHS has many issues to deal with arising from austerity measures, 
etc.  The HWB has a strategy, which is set out using the same headings as LBTH’s Community 
Plan.

The HWB was constituted in April 2012 as a Shadow Board. On 4th December, it will be discussed 
at Cabinet, which is the start of the process of turning the Shadow Board into a formally constituted 
one. The Fed is concerned that the HWB only has representatives of providers on it: the Council, 
parts of the NHS, and agencies which deliver health and related services. There are no resident or 
service users on the Shadow Board. This may change when the Board is formally constituted, but 
we do hope that more residents will be added to it.

The HWB has set itself the task of reducing inequality in health locally, by improving health: and 
there are plenty of concrete problems it can address. For example, of the children starting primary 
school in the Borough, 13% are obese; but in the year group leaving primary school, 25% are obese.
It must be possible to improve these figures (and the lifetime health outcomes of these very young 
people) if public agencies act together. Tower Hamlets has a relatively low incidence of cancer in its
population, but it has one of the highest death rates from the disease, suggesting that residents are 
not aware of the warning signs and see a doctor in time to give treatment the best chance of success.

The Board recognises that the environment affects our health, and landlords are responsible for 
much of our immediate environment. Employment status and income are important too, particularly
for our mental health, and the joint working the Board facilitates has prompted the NHS and social 
landlords to agree to work together on employability and on benefits advice.

The HWB is still a new body which is findings its feet. It has set itself targets for improvement in 
these and other areas of health. Mike believes that social landlords have to take action to help the 
Board reach these targets. He gave some examples of steps he has taken with his own housing 
association, THCH. At the end of November, he gave a presentation to the Housing Forum so that 
other major landlords could consider taking similar steps. They are measures which Tenants and 
Residents Associations (TRAs) could also encourage their landlords to adopt.

THCH has tried to use its community centres for activities with a focus on health, or introduced a
health theme to regular activities in the centres. Every year THCH hosts a hop festival in the hop 
garden in Shadwell.  While they’re serving up the pies, they have speakers. If the speakers talk 
about health issues, THCH is helping to get the message across to a wide range of captive residents.

THCH looks for ways to bring residents together to avoid loneliness: in particular, they promote 
clubs such as a range of brilliant gardening clubs (funded by the money which used to be spent on 
engaging landscaping companies to maintain open space on estates).



THCH has just opened its an outdoor gym, which it hopes will be one of many on its estates. This
is just the start, and there are other ideas in the melting pot. Landlords could join forces with local 
sports clubs: landlords may be able to provide facilities and sports clubs could pay some rent 
towards the cost, with residents using the facilities when the club doesn’t need them. Or the 
landlord could sponsor a local sports group, in the hope that residents would join it and/or get 
involved in supporting it further (youngsters’ football clubs being a good example). Alternatively, 
landlords could hire local sports halls for a set time each week, so that their residents could, in that 
time, use the facilities for free – saving the landlord duplicating good local facilities in parts of the 
Borough where they exist.

After Mike’s talk, he and residents present talked about other aspects of social housing which affect 
health, and the following points were among those raised.

Where landlords develop an estate, the actual work can have a bad effect on health (how to 
minimise this should be discussed during consultation).  The HWB has discussed how we might try 
to avoid losing open space as a result of such developments.

Absentee landlords: landlords need to take stronger steps to tackle problems caused by neglectful 
absentee landlords (one example is that these flats are notorious for causing fires as private 
landlords have not rewired them – though not all social landlords have managed to rewire estates 
successfully). Social landlords could do more work on enforcing the conditions in leases.

Damp causes health problems for those who live in it and, potentially, their neighbours. 
Landlords need to improve standards of repairs and they could work with the Council’s 
Environmental Health department to tackle the causes of damp. Laundry is a problem: some 
residents and landlords oppose laundry being dried on walkways, but others see that drying it inside
causes damp. Not everyone can afford tumble driers (which are not good for the general 
environment anyway).

There was concern that the NHS locally is having to dispose of a number of assets and facilities 
to pay for the Royal London Hospital development – though members valued the high standard of 
treatment usually obtained from RLH.

The Fed could do an annual survey of landlords to check their progress on HWB Strategy issues, 
including asking landlords how much additional welfare support they are giving to or organising for
residents suffering from benefits cuts.

There was some discussion on whether evictions (arising out of benefit cuts) had begun and 
whether families were being shunted around the country (and, if so, whether ethnic minorities were 
disproportionately affected).  The Federation could get the figures.

There was some discussion about whether private renters would benefit from there being a 
registration scheme for private landlords.  Newham had done this successfully, but there are also 
alternative views which suggest that it is not an easy route to reach improvements.

The HWB could look at pest control, including of foxes (who cannot easily be moved on, but 
which are a health and safety hazard).


