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Unsurprisingly, this 
edition is heavily 
focused on the 
current Covid-19 
pandemic, and 
what this means for 
the sector. As well 
as covering day-
to-day operational 

challenges and issues, we have also sought to 
look beyond the crisis, and to draw out what 
the sector, and indeed the country, might 
look like when we emerge. We have tried to 
find positives as well as the real challenges 
we will all face.

Clearly the situation is extremely fast 
moving; we conducted our interviews over 
a two-week period, in the middle of  which 
the full UK ‘lockdown’ was announced. 
Therefore what we report here will, in some 
areas, undoubtedly have moved on. We 
also appreciate that there is a lot of  advice, 
briefings and resources out there already 
covering the crisis, and we do not seek to 
replace those; we hope however that we 
may have picked up just one or two issues 
that others haven’t. We do hope that you 

will find something useful in here, if  nothing 
other than to reassure you that everyone 
is ‘in the same boat’ and experiencing the 
same difficulties. We hope that when we 
produce our next edition in the autumn, 
things are returning to some semblance of  
normality and we can look both back in 
terms of  learning, and ahead to what the 
‘new normal’ will be.

DTP Exchange is not funded or sponsored 
by anyone apart from DTP – it is a genuine, 
independent piece of  qualitative research 
and commentary which seeks to share 
thinking and opinion across the sector. We 
would be delighted to hear from you, both 
in terms of  feedback on this report, and 
suggestions for future discussion topics.

We would like to thank wholeheartedly our 
panel who have given freely of  their time 
to contribute to this report, especially at 
this very difficult time; please see page 11 
for a full list of  contributors. There is a real 
sense out there that the sector is resilient, 
is responding well and is pulling together 
to deal with what is widely described as 
‘unprecedented’, and ‘not in my lifetime’. 

Introduction
Edition 5 – Spring 2020

Welcome to the fifth edition of DTP Exchange – a 
thought leadership and research initiative which we 
believe brings value and fresh thinking to the sector.  
Based on one-to-one interviews with chief executives 
carried out by DTP Director Sam McGrady, it seeks to 
focus on some of the ‘hot topics’ in the housing sector 
right now, finding out what registered providers (RPs) 
think and how they are responding.

It was very clear from all whom we spoke to 
that the safety and wellbeing of  customers 
and employees (as well as contractors) is 
front and centre of  the crisis response. 
Assessing vulnerabilities, ensuring people 
are looked after and cared for, and that 
essential services continue to run are top 
priority for all members of  our panel. As 

one put it “We are offering assistance where 
we can, for as long as we can”. Beyond that, 
there are other issues (such as development, 
governance etc.) which also need attention. 
We set out on the following pages, in what 
we hope is an accessible, bullet point format, 
the key findings from our interviews.

Findings
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Repairs
•   Almost all Registered Providers  

(RPs) have moved to providing 
‘emergency repairs’ only.

•   Most have redefined ‘emergency’ to 
include a definition of  ‘essential’; the 
service is therefore wider than the 
traditional emergency repairs provision.

•   All panel members reported a major 
reduction in repair requests.

•   Repairs schedulers are phoning 
customers ahead of  appointments  
to check on their status (illness,  
self-isolation), and whether they still 
want the repair to proceed.

•   We heard mixed reporting on the 
availability of  PPE for employees. 
Some seem to have found this easy to 
obtain, others less so. Operatives in 
some cases have PPE for asbestos works 
which is being redeployed to protect 
those carrying out emergency repairs in 
homes.

•   At the time of  writing, some of  the large 
materials suppliers remain closed; this is 
expected to change, as without supplies, 
emergency repairs across all sectors 
cannot be done.

•   The majority of  planned works 
programmes have been postponed; 
some providers were finishing 
programmes off, but not planning any 
new ones.

•   Those RPs reliant on contractors to 
deliver repairs (as opposed to inhouse 
teams) feel more exposed and have less 
control; one reported that one of  their 
contractors had gone out of  business 
just days ago.

•   Many providers are not only expecting 
a surge in repair requests at the end 
of  the crisis because repairs have been 
delayed, but that homes will have ‘taken 
a battering’ as families are confined 
inside during an extended lockdown, 
and there will therefore be additional 
repairs needed.

Allocations and lettings
 Lettings are still taking place, but 
in almost all cases this is limited to 
assisting the local authority to rehouse 
emergency homeless households 
where there is already a support and 
furniture package in place, and hospital 
discharges to reduce bed-blocking. It 
is not clear if  even this will be able to 
continue, following government advice 
(27 March) that people should not 
move home during the crisis; this was 
announced on the same day that local 
authorities were asked to rehouse all 
street homeless over the weekend of  
28/29 March. 

Repairs/ 
Allocations and lettings

Almost all  
Registered Providers  
(RPs) have moved  
to providing  
‘emergency repairs’  
only.



Asset health and  
safety compliance
•   All providers in our panel are striving to 

maintain compliance in all areas of  asset 
health and safety. Gas servicing is taking 
priority. We heard that one or two were well 
ahead of  the game and had no servicing 
due until the end of  May – clearly a good 
position to be in.

•   It is expected that all providers will at 
some point experience non-compliance, 
as customers refuse access to their homes. 
The proportionate approach to self-
reporting announced by the Regulator 
of  Social Housing (RSH) in its letter to 
providers on 26 March is welcomed. Many 
are looking now to the Health and Safety 
Executive (HSE) to see if  the 12-month 
CP12 certificate limit can be extended to 
18 months (as has already happened for car 
MOTs).

•   A couple of  panel members were seeking 
legal advice on ‘force majeure’ in relation  
to gas safety regulations.

•   Several reported having undertaken 
extensive fire safety works during the last 
year, putting them in a good position going 
forward.

•   There is a potential that insurance will 
not be valid on lifts which have not been 
serviced during this time.

•   Concerns were expressed about tracking 
and maintaining data on health and safety, 

which could easily be overlooked at a time 
of  crisis and reduced resources, and when 
employees are working disparately and with 
new processes.

Care and support, 
vulnerable tenants
•   Communal lounges and other shared 

facilities in sheltered schemes, extra care 
schemes and supported housing schemes 
are all closed. Some organisations are 
providing online entertainment for sheltered 
scheme residents, such as quizzes.

•   Some providers reported still having 
employees onsite at supported/sheltered 
schemes, but that social distancing was 
being observed.

•   All external, non-essential visits to such 
schemes have been stopped. 

•   Enhanced cleaning protocols have been 
introduced for all schemes with communal 
areas.

•   Many RPs have identified vulnerable and 
older people living in their general needs 
schemes, and are contacting them by phone 
to check on their wellbeing, health and 
needs.

•   One CEO spoke of  the need to ensure 
older and vulnerable residents’ relatives 
are properly communicated with and 
understand what is required; past 
experience suggests it can be relatives who 
‘block’ what needs to be done.

•   Many providers have set up arrangements 
whereby their employees shop and collect 
medicines for vulnerable tenants. Others 
are supporting foodbanks, and keeping 
their kitchens in day centres and extra care 
schemes open so food can be cooked and 
delivered to those who cannot leave their 
homes.

•   We heard mixed reports of  partnership 
working; some RPs are working well with 
some local authorities in a co-ordinated 
way, whilst others are frustrated by the 
lack of  action in their local council. A 
key concern is unnecessary duplication 
of  action; another is information sharing 
about who is vulnerable.

•   Several people reported little or no 
guidance coming from local authority 
commissioners where support contracts are 
in place.

•   Support is being provided where possible by 
telephone.

•   Providers with money and benefits advice 
services are redeploying more employees 
into those services; demand is soaring as 
more tenants become unemployed and 
many who have never had to claim benefits 
before struggle to do so.
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Employees and HR issues/ 
Sickness and absenteeism/
Development

Most providers moved 
to almost 100% home 
working in a matter  
of days, for most office 
employees.
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Employees and HR issues
•   The earlier that organisations have 

moved to invoke their business continuity 
plans, the easier implementation has 
been.

•  All offices are closed to the public.

•    Some have kept offices open for 
employees on a ‘needs must’ basis; there 
are some employees who cannot work 
from home for personal reasons, there is 
post to be opened and distributed, and 
there are keys to be collected and handed 
in etc. Also those employees home 
working may need to use facilities such 
as photocopying and printing from time 
to time. Where offices are being used, 
social distancing measures have been put 
in place.

•    Most, but not all, providers have found 
the move to mobile, home and agile 
working relatively easy, many having 
invested significantly in the necessary 
infrastructure over recent years. Most 
seem to have been able to easily 
procure additional equipment (such 
as laptops) required to facilitate home 
working. There is not a consistent direct 
correlation between size and being 
digitally enabled; we heard some very 
small associations being well set up to 
move quickly to agile remote working, 
whilst some much larger ones had 
struggled. We heard reports of  some 
providers giving assistance (including 
hardware) to small community providers.

•    Many CEOs expressed concern that 
technology will hold up, given the 
unprecedented demand being placed on 
the internet, wifi, systems etc. from home 
working and schools being closed. 

•    There is a mixed approach to furloughing 
employees – some RPs are embracing the 
opportunity and ‘safety net’ this offers; 
others simply haven’t had time to fully 
consider it as yet. No-one we spoke to has 
laid any employees off; all are on full pay 
at present whether there is work for them 
to do or not. Some employers are actively 
encouraging employees who cannot be 
fully deployed in their job to take up 
volunteering opportunities in their local 
area (e.g. assisting foodbanks). Others 
spoke of  ‘banking’ employees’ time now 

which can be used later in the year to 
deal with backlogs, and implementing 
‘seasonal’ working hours for some 
operatives sooner than anticipated.

•     Most organisations are redeploying 
employees where they can, to ensure 
those that can work are filling key roles.

•    All providers in our panel have issued 
extensive guidance to employees on a 
range of  issues; some are doing daily 
employees briefings and guidance is 
updated and reissued as things change. 
Several CEOs spoke of  the importance 
of  leadership and ‘visibility’ to employees 
at this time.

•    School closures has been something 
of  a game changer for many RPs, as 
employees working from home struggle to 
juggle all their responsibilities. The CEOs 
we spoke to were very keen to support 
colleagues, to enable flexible working, 
and to manage their expectations of  
employees who are trying to home 
school, undertake childcare and work at 
the same time. There is a real sense of  
employers wanting to ‘do the right thing’.

•    This equally applies to employees’ 
wellbeing and mental health, which is 
a key concern for many employers, as 
well as physical illness. New ways of  
working, social isolation and the stresses 
of  coping with lockdown are just a few of  
the potential impacts on wellbeing. Many 
providers are keeping in regular phone 
contact with their employees to ensure all 
is well.

•     Several CEOs reported working very long 
hours and being exhausted. However, 
there is a strong sense that the executive 
team needs to be looked after so that 
it does not ‘burn out’; management 
capacity is constantly reviewed to ensure 
that leadership can continue.

Sickness and 
absenteeism
•    A small minority of  the providers we 

spoke to had known cases of  Covid-19 
amongst employees at the time, although 
many pointed out that as there is no 
testing going on outside of  hospitals, it is 
likely that there are many more unknown 
cases.

•     Several mentioned just how many 
employees they had with underlying 
health conditions, some of  which were 
not previously known to the employer; 
this means many are self-isolating. 
Equally, many reported employees self-
isolating due to family members being ill, 
at high risk or being ‘shielded’; if  they are 
in front line roles such as maintenance 
operatives or care workers, they are often 
unable to work from home even if  they 
themselves are not ill.

•    At the time of  our interviews, most RPs 
reported sickness absence to be between 
5% and 10%. There are clearly some 
geographical differences. One CEO said 
he had heard that sickness absence in 
London was now averaging 15%.

Development
This has been one of  the fastest-moving 
challenges of  the last few weeks, as 
uncertainty and lack of  clarity on whether 
construction work is classed as ‘essential’ 
has continued. Some of  the issues we 
highlighted in our interviews are set out 
below:

•     Several RPs are hoping to complete 
important land purchases before the end 
of  the financial year.

•    Those whose business plans are 
dependent upon sales are very 
concerned; since concluding our 
interviews the government has asked 
people not to move house at all (whether 
purchasing or renting) and this will 
exacerbate those worries. Urgent business 
plan remodelling is taking place.

•    Once development is possible again, 
many are expecting there to be a 
significant shortage of  schemes and 
land; those that do exist emerge will 
be competed for heavily. Many voiced 
concerns that this will have long lasting 
and far reaching consequences for the 
housing crisis.

•    RPs are anxiously awaiting 
communication from Homes England, 
and hoping for space to operate, 
flexibility on deadlines etc.

Exchange | 7



Exchange | 9

•   Everyone we interviewed has done some 
kind of  financial modelling, particularly 
around the short and medium term 
impacts of  the crisis.

•   Cashflow and liquidity are the key focus. 
No one we spoke to had concerns for 
their own organisation in this regard (at 
least in the short term), but several were 
concerned that smaller providers would 
struggle to stay afloat.

•   We heard several voices suggesting that the 
NHF ought to be lobbying lenders to relax 
covenants for a period of  time.

•   Some participants reported lenders 
withdrawing offers of  long term finance, 
and moving to much shorter terms 
for now (this is borne out by the DTP 
Treasury Team’s recent experience).

•   Rent arrears, bad debts and void loss are 
assumed to increase ‘significantly’. Examples 
include modelling for no rental income from 
self-payers for 10 weeks, and not collecting 
15% of  rent for three months.

•   However, there is strong opposition to a 
‘rent holiday’, which is seen as unhelpful 
language. All providers are happy to 
support tenants with an affordable 
repayment plan, or rent deferment plan, 
and all of  our panel were clear that no 
one will be evicted due to Covid-19 
related rent arrears. Those with shared 
ownership properties reported shared 
owners expecting a rent holiday as well as 
a mortgage holiday.

•   Pension cost increases are widely expected 
– one RP is modelling for a 15-20% 
revaluation.

•   Modelling includes employee absences, in 
one case of  up to 50%.

•   On the flip side, all providers are expecting 
significant savings in repairs (and now 
development) costs, in the short to medium 

term. This will assist with cashflow. 
However, it will mean a major backlog of  
repairs later on in the year, and modelling 
is necessarily including how this can be 
‘smoothed’.

•   It needs to be understood that if  certain 
services for which a service charge is levied 
(e.g. communal cleaning, grass cutting) are 
not being delivered, the charges will need 
to be amended at the next opportunity; 
this will result in further reductions in 
income.

•   Looking slightly further ahead, those 
reliant on sales are modelling the financial 
issues which a sales programme in a 
recession will bring. Others with smaller 
development programmes are scenario 
testing no properties being handed over, 
and therefore no rental income coming 
through for new schemes.

Governance and 
regulation
•   Many CEOs we spoke to are conscious 

of  the need to exercise good governance 
at this time, and to ensure providers are 
acting properly and maintaining effective 
oversight. Decisions are often being made 
very quickly, and situations change daily. 
Several spoke of  keeping a log and audit 
trail of  decisions made (especially around 
compliance), the reasons for the decisions, 
and the governance around those 
decisions.

•   Contact is being maintained with Chairs 
and boards on a very regular basis; weekly 
phone calls and updates seems to be the 
most common approach. Boards are 
being engaged and informed but without 
creating bureaucracy. We did hear a 
couple of  reports of  board members 
wanting to ‘roll their sleeves up’ and get 
involved in operations, but there has been 
a strong push back against this.

•   Many expressed frustration at how long 
it took the RSH to issue its letter to RPs 
(26 March) on its expectations during 
the crisis. However, those we spoke to 
afterwards were heartened by the sensible 
and proportionate approach set out. The 
letter addresses most of  the key concerns 
we heard in our earlier interviews (e.g. 
delaying data submission deadlines, 
proportionate approach to self-reporting 
etc.). We are now aware that the RSH 
has undertaken its first observation of  
a ‘virtual’ board meeting as part of  an 
ongoing IDA.

•   At least one provider reported that their 
external and internal audits were going 
ahead, but on a remote basis. There is 
a widespread expectation that many 
auditors will only issue qualified accounts, 
on the basis that they cannot undertake 
valuations and that there will  
be impairment issues.

Reputation
•   There is a real concern that 

implementation of  the rent increase, 
which will happen during the crisis, will 
potentially bring criticism of  the sector. 
However, no provider we spoke to had 
decided to reverse the increase.

•   There is a strong sense that the sector 
should be seen to ‘do the right thing’ now 
and going forward, including spending 
reserves if  necessary, and not look to 
government for bail-outs. As one CEO 
said: “We need to be putting forward 
solutions, and to demonstrate widely  
how we can be relied on in a crisis.”

Income, financial planning  
and stress testing/ 
Governance and regulation/
Reputation
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•   There is a widely held view that the crisis 
combined with its aftermath will endure 
for at least the remainder of  this calendar 
year. Some RPs are not expecting a return 
to ‘normality’ for up to 18 months; other 
are more optimistic with six months 
(which appears to be in line with the 
latest government thinking, at the time of  
writing). 

•   Many describe the crisis as ‘a 
gamechanger’, both for the sector and the 
country (if  not the world!). Most say it is 
unlikely they will return to the exact same 
way of  working after the crisis is over; the 
benefits of  agile working are now very 
clear to see, and can improve both service 
delivery and productivity. Several CEOs 
said they would be reviewing their office 
space requirements, although some said 
they really value the office environment 
from both a social interaction perspective, 
as well as a means of  being visible to 
employees on a regular basis.

•   Virtual meetings are fast becoming the 
norm, and many speak of  the positive 
impact of  this – no travel (and what this 
means for best use of  time as well as 
the environment); shorter more focused 
meetings; no need to stay away from home 
overnight. Many expect this approach to 
continue in some shape or form.

•   The aftermath may mean opportunities 
to deliver services in different and more 

efficient ways, such as using sensors in the 
home; more services provided digitally 
(using video, telephone and digital) to 
reduce travel, new ways of  communicating 
with customers.

•   The crisis has exposed the importance 
of  data; those RPs who have good 
customer data and insight have been able 
to act quickly in a more targeted way to 
protect the vulnerable, whilst others have 
struggled.

•   There is a degree of  scepticism that 
the money promised in the budget for 
affordable housing will now be redirected 
elsewhere.

•   Increases in homelessness are widely 
predicted, as are relationship (and therefore 
household) breakdowns, increases in 
domestic violence and mental illness.

•   Changes to consumer regulation, key 
tenets of  the White Paper and tenant 
engagement and empowerment initiatives 
will all be delayed, perhaps indefinitely. 
They will not be seen as priority for some 
time to come. However, if  and when the 
changes do emerge, the majority welcome 
them; many are already changing their 
approaches to tenant involvement and 
engagement.  There is some scepticism 
that a Conservative government will focus 
on customers and consumer regulation in 
the way imagined; the current crisis is likely 

to water any proposals down, as there will 
be other more pressing priorities.

•   Government housing policy is still likely to 
be focused on home ownership.

•   Hackitt recommendations and ‘building 
safer futures’ will all be impacted by 
Covid-19. The £1bn announced in the 
budget for fire safety is welcome, but there 
are doubts (as with the promised grant for 
new homes) that this will now materialise. 
It is possible that future works on asset 
health and safety will be delayed as other 
more pressing activity has to take priority.

•   Action to address the zero carbon/carbon 
neutral agenda will be significantly delayed. 

•   There is a strong view that the Brexit 
transition period will have to be extended.

•   An economic recession is expected; this will 
have significant impacts on the sector and 
more so upon its customers. No one knows 
how long it will last or how deep it will be. 

•   There is a reasonable chance that some 
smaller providers won’t survive this crisis, 
and there could be a need for financial 
assistance, strategic partnerships or even 
mergers. The shape of  the sector may 
change somewhat as a result.

•   We still have Brexit to contend with; 
however, the real impact of  this on our 
sector will be probably three years away.

Looking ahead…
Virtual meetings are 
fast becoming the 
norm, and many speak 
of the positive impact.



Hopes for the future
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•   Rebalanced economy and a proper 
‘levelling up’ between the south east and 
the rest of  the country; a renewed impetus 
for the government to put into action its 
plans for this as set out at the start of  2020.

•   The importance and centrality of  housing 
is recognised; that the ethical and moral 
case for social housing is understood and 
acted upon.

•   Accelerations in health care, proper 
investment in the NHS and social care.

•   A much greater appreciation of  the care 
sector, especially adult social care – that 
carers are both valued and paid more. 
 
 

•   We build our way out of  economic 
recession; and that this includes a proper 
focus on the need for social and affordable 
rented homes.

•   Innovation and change, used for the 
greater good.

•   Paying attention to the right things, and 
making much speedier decisions.

•   We change how we behave – e.g. our 
carbon footprint, our impact on the 
environment, air quality etc.

•   The sector has a really important role in 
helping the country recover; that this is 
fully recognised by government, that the 
sector is prepared to work with government 
not against it, in the hope of  achieving at 
least some of  our key priorities.

•   A national housing strategy, which is 
coherent and brings all key strands  (e.g. 
rents, zero carbon, home ownership, 
welfare) into one place.

•   More rent freedoms, to iron out anomalies 
in rent systems, and ensure rents reflect 
reality; a consistent understanding of  
‘affordable’ rents.

•   Flexibility around, and an understanding 
of  the financial pressures of, delivering zero 
carbon, Hackitt and catching up with the 
expected repairs backlog, whilst ramping 
development back up at pace. There isn’t 
enough money in the sector to pay for 
everything and this has to be recognised.

We asked some of our panel what kind of world, country and sector would emerge; 
here’s some of the things they said:
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The panel

Sasha Deepwell 
Sasha joined Irwell Valley  
Homes in Greater Manchester  
as Chief  Executive in 2017. Prior 
to this she worked at a senior 
level for housing associations 
and commercial organisations 
delivering housing and 
regeneration. She is passionate 
about the difference brilliant 
social housing can make for 
individuals and in communities. 
She is a Board member of  North 
West Housing Services (the UK’s 
largest mutual services agency 
for housing co-operatives and 
social enterprises) and leads 
on community-led housing for 
Greater Manchester Housing 
Providers (GMHP). She is Chair 
of  a national charity, the Centre 
for Women’s Justice, and leads for 
GMHP on equality, diversity and 
inclusion strategies.  

 

  

Gail Teasdale
Gail is Chief  Executive at 
Broadacres, having joined in 
January 2018. She was formerly 
Executive Director – Finance 
and Corporate Services at 
Accent. Gail is a qualified 
chartered accountant who 
worked extensively in the private 
sector before joining the housing 
world.

Gail joined Broadacres when 
it was G3/V2. Broadacres has 
been on a transformation and is 
now G1/V1. As an organisation 
it is geographically focussed on 
North Yorkshire seeing itself  as a 
leading rural housing association. 
It is actively developing in 
the towns and national parks 
of  North Yorkshire, whilst at 
the same time focussing on 
affordable warmth as this is 
the key issue mentioned by 
customers.

John Johnston
John joined Cheviot Housing 
Association, one of  Bernicia’s 
original subsidiaries in 1988 
and was appointed Deputy 
Chief  Executive of  the Bernicia 
Group in 2008. John directed 
all operational services, 
successfully delivering significant 
improvements across a wide 
range of  Directorates and has 
worked successfully on stock 
transfer, merger and major 
regeneration initiatives. John was 
appointed as Chief  Executive  
on 1 April 2018.

John has served on local strategic 
partnership and development 
trust boards and is a passionate 
advocate for the North East of  
England.

Paul Fiddaman
Prior to the creation of  Karbon 
Homes, Paul served as Group 
Chief  Executive of  the Isos 
Group. He had previously been 
Deputy Chief  Executive from 
1st October 2014 when Cestria 
Housing became a part of  
the Isos Housing Group. Paul 
joined Cestria Housing as Chief  
Executive in April 2011. Before 
Cestria, Paul was Group Director 
of  Finance and Corporate 
Services at Fabrick Housing 
Group (now part of  the Thirteen 
Group).

Paul trained as an accountant 
with Price Waterhouse and 
qualified in 1990. Paul joined 
Sunderland Football Club in 
1992, initially as Financial 
Controller, before progressing 
to General Manager and Club 
Secretary. His first full-time job in 
housing was with Enterprise 5 in 
1996, where he became Director 
of  Finance and Development. 
He had been a board member 
of  a Housing Association while 
at SAFC, and had felt a real 
connection with the values of  the 
sector and has been involved in 
housing ever since.
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The panel

Jacqueline De-Rose
Jacqueline has been Group 
Chief  Executive with Progress 
Housing Group since 2003, 
having worked for community 
based, regional and national 
social housing organisations in 
her 30 years in housing.

Her passion for housing is driven 
by her belief  that everyone has 
the right to a decent place to live.

Jacqueline has a strong ethos 
supporting tenant involvement 
and customer service standards, 
and a keen interest in staff 
development. She has been 
a lecturer at the University 
of  Salford and a leadership 
team leader with the Industrial 
Society.

Cath Purdy
Cath joined South Lakes 
Housing in July 2015, having 
previously been Chief  Executive 
of  Housing Hartlepool and 
Group Chief  Executive of  
Vela Housing Group, before 
becoming Deputy Group Chief  
Executive of  Thirteen Group in 
the Tees Valley.

Having spent 30 years as a 
housing professional, 18 of  which 
have been at senior executive 
level,  Cath is passionate about 
social housing and how the sector 
contributes to economic and 
social wellbeing. She has been 
very active in the sector, currently 
serving as board director of  the 
National Housing Federation 
and HouseMark and previously 
serving on the CIH Council and 
Northern Housing Consortium 
Board. 

She has a BA (Hons) degree 
in Social Policy, a Diploma in 
Housing Policy and a Masters in 
Business Administration. She is 
a fellow of  the CIH and in 2011 
was awarded an OBE, for her 
work in housing in the Queen’s 
Birthday honours.

Matthew Harrison
Matthew joined Great Places in 
1993 and led the organisation 
through award winning 
development before being 
appointed Chief  Executive 
in April 2013. He has vast 
experience in development and 
urban regeneration and has led 
on many iconic developments 
that have supported the growth 
of  the business. He has also been 
involved with a Local Strategic 
Partnership, has been a PFI 
company board member and 
has supported the NHF in a 
variety of  ways. He is currently 
a board member of  the Sheffield 
Housing Company and is a  
non-executive board member of  
another housing provider.

 

Charlie Norman
Charlie began her career in the 
social housing sector in 1988, 
and has worked for Salford City 
Council, District of  Abbotsford 
in Canada and Plus Housing 
Group in Merseyside before 
joining St Vincent’s Housing 
Association in 2003.  She was 
appointed the Group Chief  
Executive Designate of  Mosscare 
St Vincent’s Housing Group in 
2016 and became the permanent 
Group Chief  Executive in June 
2017.

Charlie is the Chair of  Bolton 
Community Homes and is a 
Board Member of  PlaceShapers, 
a national network of  more than 
100 housing organisations.  She 
is a passionate campaigner for 
issues affecting housing and 
health inequality, supported 
housing and independent living 
and homelessness. 

Charlie has an MBA and in 
her spare time enjoys time with 
family, hiking and yoga.
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Wayne Gales
Wayne joined Weaver Vale 
Housing Trust as Chief  
Executive in 2017, prior to which 
he held positions at various 
North West community-based 
housing associations during 
the last 20 years, including 
more than 15 years working at 
Executive Director level. Wayne 
has also served on a variety of  
housing related regional boards 
and is currently the Chair of  JV 
North development consortium.

Kevin Bolt
Kevin has been CEO of  bpha for 
four years having come into the 
sector via a career in FMCG  
and Change Management.   
He has a depth and breadth of  
commercial experience gained 
working at board level in the 
private and public sectors.  
He has delivered growth and 
performance improvements 
in organisations as diverse as 
Appletise plc and Dairy Crest 
through to the MoD and NHS 
Trusts.  His first experience of  
the housing sector came in 2012 
when he undertook a consultancy 
project with bpha and has been a 
passionate advocate ever since.   

Aileen Evans 
In a career spanning more than 
30 years in social housing, Aileen 
has worked in a variety of  roles 
in both Housing Associations 
and Local Authorities. In July 
2017 Aileen was appointed 
Group Chief  Executive of  Grand 
Union Housing Group, having 
previously been the Group’s 
Director of  Operations. She 
was recently appointed CIH 
president.

Aileen has previously worked 
with the NHS to fund solutions 
to bed blocking.  She is also a 
founder member of  SHOUT, 
the campaign for Social Housing.  
Aileen is a qualified coach.

John Delahunty
John became Chief  Executive  
of  Innisfree Housing Association 
in 2012.

He was Chair of  g320, the 
grouping of  smaller London 
Housing Associations, for three 
years until 2016 and is also a 
member of  the National Housing 
Federation Smaller Housing 
Associations Group. 

Innisfree identifies itself  as an 
Irish organisation  and works in 
partnership with a number of  
London Irish advice, welfare and 
cultural organisations. An active 
member of  BME National, 
Innisfree is also collaborating 
with other London BME housing 
organisations to achieve cost 
efficiencies and extend our 
service offer to tenants.

Set up to meet the housing needs 
of  the Irish migrant community, 
Innisfree see a continued role 
in advocating for migrant 
communities.
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John Ghader
John has worked in housing for 
more than 30 years in a variety 
of  senior positions in both 
housing associations  and local 
authorities, as well as stints at the 
Audit Commission and at the 
Regulator. As CEO of  Pierhead 
Housing Association (PHA), 
John was instrumental in turning 
around the housing association’s 
fortunes and its governance 
rating from a G3 to G1.

An advocate of  community 
based service delivery models 
and of  strategic partnerships, 
John’s focus has been to work 
collaboratively with other smaller 
housing associations to increase 
‘capacity and clout’ at both a 
local and regional level. It is 
this focus which led to Leasowe 
Community Homes merging 
with PHA to form Prima Group, 
with John becoming Group CEO 
in April 2017. 

John has also served as a NED on 
a number of  housing association 
boards and currently serves on 
NHF’s National Smaller Housing 
Association Board, is a Fellow of  
the CIH and has an MBA from 
the University of  Bradford.

Lee Sugden
Lee joined Salix Homes in 
December 2014. He was 
formerly the executive director 
of  resources at Wakefield and 
District Housing.

Lee joined Salix Homes at a 
pivotal moment in our history 
and has steered it from an 
arms length management 
organisation to a not-for-profit 
registered provider. Lee, who is 
professionally qualified in both 
Housing and Accountancy, has 
worked in the housing sector for 
more than 20 years in a variety 
of  senior roles. He is an expert 
in the ‘mutual model’ and is 
a voluntary board member 
on the UK’s largest mutual 
housing provider - Rochdale 
Boroughwide Housing.

With a passion for tackling 
all forms of  inequality, Lee 
is determined to provide 
opportunities through housing 
for those who are best placed to 
benefit the most.

Dr Mike Birkett
Michael joined Regenda as 
Group Chief  Executive and 
member of  the Board in March 
2014. Prior to this he spent 8 
years as Chief  Executive of  The 
Calico Group and earlier in his 
career held senior roles at The 
Aspire Group and Liverpool 
Housing Action Trust. 

He has also been Chairman 
of  Ring Stones Maintenance 
and Construction Limited and 
held numerous Non Executive 
Director roles at a number of  
organisations. Michael has a 
Doctorate from the University 
of  Bristol and is a Fellow of  the 
Chartered Institute of  Housing.

Steve Coffey
Steve is Chief  Executive of  
Torus. He was previously Chief  
Executive of  Liverpool Mutual 
Homes, Liverpool’s largest 
Housing Association with more 
than 15,000 properties across the 
city, and then became Torus’s 
following merger in early 2019.

Since starting as Chief  Executive 
in Liverpool in 2008, Steve 
has worked to deliver promises 
made to tenants, build a robust 
financial base and diversify 
activities.
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Léann Hearne
Léann Hearne was appointed as 
Group Chief  Executive of  First 
Ark Group (now Livv Housing 
Group) in October 2018.

Léann began her career in sales 
and marketing in the engineering 
and construction sectors and 
became Managing Director of  
an international manufacturing 
business in 2000. Whilst there she 
took up a non-executive position 
in a housing association, with 
roles of  chair of  audit committee, 
chair of  governance committee, 
board chair and group vice-chair.  

This led to a move to the sector, 
most recently for The Riverside 
Group as the Executive Lead 
for the £100m turnover Care 
and Support business, followed 
by the Executive Director of  
Transformation and Shares 
Services with responsibility for 
collapsing the group structure 
and implementing a target 
operating model.

Heather Thomas
Heather joined Sapphire 
Independent Housing in 2016  
as Chief  Executive. Sapphire is a 
smaller registered provider based 
in North West London providing 
supported housing and general 
needs housing with a focus in 
single people. 

She also recently took over as 
Chair of  Croydon Churches 
Housing Association in South 
London. 

Heather has 20 years’ experience 
of  working at a senior level with 
different registered providers.  
With experience of  managing 
diverse housing tenures; she 
brings considerable experience 
and knowledge of  the housing 
association sector. 

She is a corporate member 
of  the Chartered Institute of  
Housing and has a Masters 
in Organisational Behaviour.  
She is also a guest lecturer to 
housing students at South Bank 
University
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