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1. Summary

Top Drawer is Swindon’s only furniture re-use charity. The project aims to provide good
furniture and white goods at budget prices. Top Drawer operates to meet the requirements of
people on low income and benefits. Swindon Borough Council does not have any contractual
arrangements with Top Drawer, but the Housing department provides new council tenants who
are unable to furnish their properties with a voucher to use at Top Drawer to assist them furnish
their property. Top Drawer also receives referrals from Swindon Borough Council’s Independent
Living Team (Social Services).

The task group acknowledge that the service provided by Top Drawer is generally a good
service, but a series of improvements need to be made to ensure that the service provided will
meet customer requirements now and in the future. Other options for the future delivery of
furniture recycling in Swindon have also been considered as a part of the review.



2. Introduction

Rationale for the Review

The Services to the Community Commission established the Top Drawer Task Group at its
meeting on the 7" October 2003, and appointed Councillors Mavis Childs, Melanie Duff, and
Geraldine Robertson.

The review was carried out under the Local Government Act 2000, Section 21 that sets out the
power of Local Authority Scrutiny Committees to “make reports or recommendations to the
Authority or the Executive on matters which affect the Authority’s area or the inhabitants of the
area.”

The review topic is important and timely because of :
e absence of a formal review that took account of the service users;
e unfinished review under the old policy commission (before the new political structures
came into place).

Report Overview
The report is divided into the following sections:

Summary Provides an overview of the project

Introduction Provides the background and the context for the report;
reviews the structure of the report

Findings Set out the approach taken and methodologies adopted in
course of the investigations/ review and provides a detailed
picture considering the management and operation of Top
Drawer and alternative providers of furniture recycling,
resulting from the task group’s investigations

Recommendations Explanation of how the task group developed and reported
their conclusions and recommendations

Appendices Contains glossary of terms and appendices referred to in
text.

Review Structure

The Top Drawer scrutiny review can be divided into three distinct phases as detailed below.
Phase 1 established the terms of reference, work programme and planning of the project for the
review. At phase 2 the task group considered all of the evidence (written submissions,
guestioning witnesses, considering existing material that was relevant to the investigation). At
the final stage, phase 3, the task group determined their findings and made their
recommendations based on the evidence received.

Phase Activities
Phase 1 e Task group established
Consolidation & Work Plan e Chair appointment
December 2003 e Setting of the terms of reference
o Identification of expert withesses and internal advisers




¢ Identification of existing consultation and information

Phase 2 e Preparation for meeting with witnesses (questioning
Evidence Gathering approach)
January — March 2004 o] External withesses
o] Internal advisers
Assessment of written submissions
Site Visits
Visit to undertaken to comparative model
Desk research into existing documentation

Phase 3 Two task group workshops to develop findings and
Recommendations recommendations
March — April 2004

Aims and Objectives

The aim of the review was to conduct an objective investigation providing an in depth analysis
into the operation and day-to-day management of Top Drawer, considering the real benefits that
the organisation brings to its service users and the benefits that other models or options may
have.

The objectives of the review included:

e overview of the service provision;
management of the organisation;
financial accountability;
relationship with Swindon Borough Council;
service user perspective;
alternative models.

It was specified that the task group would not consider detailed customer case studies, but to
place its emphasis on the range of issues as detailed in their objectives.

Methodology
The methodology used to make enquiries and to gather evidence involved:
e desk based review of documentation (please see appendix 3);
e  site visit to Top Drawer;
e interviewing witnesses;
e visit to a comparative furniture recycling project to understand how alternative models
are delivered (Gloucester Furniture Recycling Project);
e consultation with agencies (hostels, housing associations etc.) who use the services of
Top Drawer;
e focus group lunch session with clients of housing services;
mystery shopping exercise;
e comparative pricing exercise.

Top Drawer

Top Drawer is a furniture-recycling project that aims to provide furniture and white goods at
budget prices. The furniture project is based at Sussex Square in Walcot where it has a shop
and a warehouse. Top Drawer is a part of Stonham Housing Association which offers
affordable housing, care and support to its clients. Top Drawer works in association with




Swindon Borough Council, Parks and East Walcot Neighbourhood Renewal Company, The
Salvation Army, and other providers of social housing in Swindon.

Top Drawer promotes equity by being available to all persons. A 50% discount is available to
people who receive benefits. All items have a dual pricing label, one price for persons that
qualify for the 50% discount, and one price for persons that do not qualify. The project
estimates that they service over 4,000 homes a year, 1,600 are deliveries and the rest are
collections.

The Local Context

Top Drawer is Swindon’s only furniture recycling project. Swindon Borough Council’s Housing
department provides new council tenants who are unable to furnish their properties with a
voucher to use at Top Drawer to assist them furnish their property. For new tenants who are on
a low income, who usually rely solely on benefits, furnishing property adequately would be
virtually impossible without a furniture-recycling scheme. Top Drawer is also widely used by
other social housing providers in the locality of Swindon.

Acknowledgements

In the course of this inquiry we have heard oral evidence from Top Drawer (Stonham Housing
Association), Swindon Borough Council housing tenants; Swindon Tenants Voice; Swindon
Services; The Walcot Community Shop, service users and we have received support from
officers in the Housing Directorate. Written submissions were also received from Swindon
Support Team (Elsie Millian Court), Swindon SSAFA, and from James Butcher Housing
Association. We are grateful to all those who contributed.



3. Findings

Management

Audit and Inspection

Stock taking is carried out by the Manager of the Top Drawer project. The Manager uses
collection slips to account for what products come into the shop and purchasing slips to account
for what goes out of the shop. This system is not yet computerised but a list all items are kept
for auditing purposes.  Auditing is carried out by the Regional Head Office (Taunton) and by
Stonham’s Head Office. The furniture-recycling project has not been subject to any external
inspections. The task group are concerned about the lack of an audit trail, and feel that an
external inspection would strengthen and develop the current auditing processes.

Top Drawer is a member of the Furniture Re-use Network, which provides information on
benchmarking and best practice. Locally Top Drawer also works with the Wiltshire project,
Refurbiz. The Wiltshire project aims to save electrical goods from the dump, refurbish them and
sell them on at low cost to disadvantaged people.

Finance

Top Drawer’s income for 2002/03 (April to March) was £61,000. This figure is comprised of
£33,800 direct sale, of which third party sales (Swindon Borough Council Housing Association
sales) accounted for £18,200. In addition Top Drawer received £9,000 in grants from Trusts,
including a third party grant from the John Paul Getty Foundation. The financial target placed
on Top Drawer by Stonham for a sustained service is £63,100 and it is intended that the project
is self-financing which means that the project would require an income of approximately £5,250
per month in order to break even. Top Drawer is currently seeking grant aid for further
expansion.

The biggest costs for Top Drawer relate to staffing and the running of the van (which is used for
deliveries and collections). The shop and warehouse rent is a minimal pressure on Top Drawer
because it is a peppercorn rent.

Concern has been expressed by expert witnesses at task group evidence sessions about the
running costs of the organisation. Questions were raised around why overheads and break
even figures are so high when Top Drawer is a charity with a peppercorn rent, all furniture is
donated, and staff costs only equate to one full time and one part time member of staff. A full
audited set of accounts were not available, however the task group were provided with a table
that detailed income and expenditure. The task group were concerned with central costs and
the lack of detailed information available regarding these costs.

Funding Opportunities
A number of funding opportunities exist that Top Drawer could apply for which include Lottery
Funding. All funding applications are co-ordinated by Stonham centrally, who co-ordinate all
applications for all of its furniture recycling projects over the country. It is possible that Swindon
could be loosing out on funding opportunities at present because of Stonham’s procedures and
priorities in other areas.



Staffing
Top Drawer is staffed by paid employees of Stonham and volunteers.

Stonham Proiects Officer

Top Drawer Manager

Project Worker

Volunteers New Deal Trainees

The projects officer is responsible for Stonham projects in Swindon, and deals with any irregular
issues at Top Drawer. The Shop Manager is responsible for the day-to-day management and
running of Top Drawer. The Project Worker has responsibility for the day-today supervision of
the volunteers. There are currently twelve volunteers on a part time basis, however the number
of volunteers can vary quite substantially to just a few to as many as twenty. In addition, Top
Drawer normally have around two or three New Deal trainees. The Top Drawer team have
regular team meetings.

Volunteers come from a range of sources:
e former customers;
e New Deal trainees who come on a placement from BCTV, there are usually 2-4 trainees
at any one time for a 6 month period,;
¢ long-term unemployed;
e retired people;
e tenants of Stonham’s supported housing schemes.

Project Aims
In the literature provided to the task group by Top Drawer, the objectives were detailed as:

1. To enable people to improve their quality of life through accessing pre-owned furniture,
soft furnishings, white goods and other electrical equipment at affordable prices.

2. To reduce or delay the impact of white goods on the environment by collecting donated
items and making them available to new homes.

In the wider context of furniture recycling and waste minimisation the task group are concerned
about the degree of white goods reuse. The task group acknowledge that Top Drawer are
providing environmental benefits in the form of furniture recycling, however it has expressed
doubt that it has had a significant impact in this area. There was concern that older white
goods, in particular fridges, are being recycled, given dated white goods items have a negative
environmental impact.

After considering all of the evidence the task were concerned about the heavy focus on training
initiatives. The task group concluded that Top Drawer appeared to be moving towards a central
focus on training.  The task groups preferred priority for the project was for it to return to its
originally stated objectives, providing furniture to disadvantaged people at affordable prices.



Customer Service

Top Drawer monitor customer service satisfaction through a basic telephone survey. Some of
the volunteers at Top Drawer do not have much customer service experience and could benefit
from training and development. Most customers call into the shop, but Top Drawer do also take
orders from people over the telephone and have also provided items for inspection to the
housebound.

Task group evidence sessions indicate that customer service skills could be significantly
improved, the task group heard of customers being left in the warehouse on their own and that
customers do not feel that they are treated properly when visiting Top Drawer.

Property
Top Drawer have two shop fronts at Sussex Square, Walcot and a warehouse which is located
behind the shopping parade. The property is owned by Swindon Borough Council and is leased
on a peppercorn rent. Top Drawer is located on a bus route which ensures accessibility. There
is a car park which is adjacent to Sussex Square. The location of Top Drawer could be more
central to ensure ease of access to people from all parts of Swindon. The currently property is
unsuitable for three reasons:
1. Warehouse Storage
Future expansion is restricted by the size of the warehouse. The project could easily
collect more furniture but there would be no space for additional collections. Some
collection requests have had to be turned down because of storage issues.
2. Shop Display
The shop space is too small which restricts the amount of furniture that can be displayed
for purchase. Goods in the shop are stacked quite high to make the most of the
available space, this does always allow the customer to have a through look at the
product before making a purchase. Space is also taken up with goods waiting for
delivery.
3. Accessibility
The shop is not readily accessible from a town wide perspective and is not the easiest of
premises to find.

Operations

Furniture Recycling

Top Drawer estimate that they receive and collect over 150 tonnes of goods a year. Most of the
furniture is sold directly through the shop. If furniture has been in the shop for a long period of
time, advertisements are placed in the window and the goods are sold off cheaply. If items
cannot be refurbished or sold the wood is sent to Minety recycling, metal goods are taken to
Cooper Scrap Merchants and other items have to be taken to Barnfield Household Recycling
Centre for recycling or tipping. It has been estimated by Top Drawer that this equates to under
10% of all donations. The task group were also informed that volunteers are being trained to be
assertive enough not to take any items that cannot be resold, often there are however flaws that
cannot be seen on the first inspection.

At evidence sessions the task group have heard complaints in respect of fly tipping that takes
place around the Top Drawer site. Swindon Tenants Voice have received reports of unwanted
furniture being dumped, the Walcot Community Centre detailed how local people feel that large
guantities of furniture are dumped, and Swindon Services confirmed that there were incidents of
fly topping in the area, but these could not be directly attributed to Top Drawer.

Pricing

The task group was provided with a price guide that detailed Top Drawers typical pricing
structure as detailed in table below. These prices only provide an indication of typical products;
the actual price of any product depends upon the quality and condition.



Product Cost From
Three piece suite £45.00
Sofa £30.00
Armchair £15.00
Single bed base £20.00
Single mattress £20.00
Double bed base £25.00
Double mattress £25.00
Dining table £20.00
Dining chair £4.00
Wall unit £15.00
Wardrobe £10.00
Chest of drawers £10.00
Cooker £70.00
Microwave £10.00
Fridge £20.00
Washing machine £30.00
Tumble dryer £20.00
Television £10.00
Music Centres £10.00

These prices were not reflective of goods on display during the site visit to Top Drawer, indeed
during the site visit the prices of goods available were considerably higher.

At evidence sessions a number of concerns about product pricing at Top Drawer were raised.
Swindon Tenants Voice detailed concerns raised by tenants, prices of many items are
unaffordable to those on income support. Representatives from the Walcot Community detailed
that the furniture was too expensive for clients using the service and that similar items can be
bought in second hand shops at a cheaper rate.

On the site visit to Top Drawer the task group were told that delivery charges do not apply, but a
charge is enforced when the customer is either not at home to accept their purchase or it has to
be returned to the shop because it will not fit into the customers home. Conflicting evidence has
been received about the delivery charge, the task group heard evidence that there is a standard
£10 delivery charge.

Product Quality

The general standard of the furniture and white goods viewed on the site visit was generally
good. On the site visit to Top Drawer the task group were told that all the products conform to
Health and Safety regulations and the electrical goods are checked by a qualified electrician
before going on sale. Feedback indicates that better quality items are priced at a higher level
which the task group felt that raised an equality issue.

Product Availability

Swindon Tenants Voice detailed that there have been good reports in respect of items bought at
Top Drawer. Concern was raised about the number of reports of ‘sold’ items in the shop taking
up valuable storage and display space. Some feedback raised the issue that there was a
perception amongst some users that some of the better quality donated items were sold prior to
reaching the shop. A better audit trail would help restore the projects integrity.

Promotion of Service

Top Drawer is promoted through the distribution of leaflets at Swindon Borough Council
reception desks, Libraries, doctors surgeries and voluntary agencies. Top Drawer undertake
limited promotional activity because they do not have the space either in the warehouse of the

9



shop for an influx of donations. In the past features have been put in the Evening Advertiser or
on GWR fm, the publics response has been very good to both mediums. The project has also
been promoted through the Yellow Pages and the Link magazine.

Task Group Research Exercises

Mystery Shoppers

At evidence sessions the task group heard from people that were both very pleased with the
products and prices and from service users that felt that the prices were not reflective of those
indicated in the table above and that the quality of products was very poor.

The task group sent three mystery shoppers to the Top Drawer shop on two different occasions.
The mystery shoppers had never been to the Top Drawer shop before and knew very little or
nothing about the project.

Mystery Shopper Exercise Number 1:
On Tuesday 6™ April two mystery shoppers visited the Top Drawer shop. The mystery
shoppers were generally very impressed, but their overall findings were that:
¢ the shop signage could be improved;
e one member of staff was in the shop at the time of the visit who was polite and helpful;
o the delivery system was clearly explained and that the cost of delivery is included in the
price;
e products were clearly priced;
¢ it was explained that all white goods are tested and come with a three month guarantee;
e the shop appeared too small for the number of products in the shop and the furniture
was stacked quite high;
¢ small items such as coffee tables and bureaus appeared to be over priced when
compared to larger items like settees;

The task group was concerned to hear that the mystery shoppers were told that all white goods
come with a three-month guarantee after being told by Top Drawer at an evidence session that
there are no guarantees.

Mystery Shopper Exercise Number 2:
On Friday 16" April the third mystery shopper visited the Top Drawer shop. General findings of
the visit;
e once arrived at Sussex Square the shop was difficult to find and poorly signed;
e it was explained that there are no delivery charges;
e the assistant indicated that it would cost:
0 £25-£30 for a two seat settee, but those on display in the shop were all priced up
at £80- £100;
o £70 for a cooker, and to allow three weeks for installation;
0 £40 for a fridge;
0 £60 for a mattress, this would be an unused mattress with an air sprung
mattress;
0 Dbetter quality furniture and white goods were at a higher price;
very casual approach to customer service;
intimidating environment on first approach, group of lads grouped around the till area;
shop smelt of cigarette smoke, an off putting environment for the purchase of furniture;
staff tried to be helpful, but not very focused on the job at hand;
layout of the shop not at all good, could not get a good look at most of the furniture;
overall quality of furniture was very poor for the pricing.
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Focus Group Session

The Task Group invited a group of tenants that have recently moved into a council let and that
were provided with a voucher by the Housing department to assist with furnishing their property.
Two clients were able to make the meeting. In general the first client was very pleased with the
service that Top Drawer provided, but felt that the way in which deliveries are organised could
be improved. The second client spoke with the task group, but English was her second
language and had difficulties in communicating with the task group. The Housing Needs
Manager was able to determine that the client had spent the voucher and was pleased with
what she had been able to purchase

Comparative Exercise

At evidence sessions the task group had heard evidence that Top Drawer prices were too high,
and that products could be obtained much cheaper at charity shops. The task group undertook
a comparative exercise with two charity shops and a major high street retailer, as detailed in the
table below.

Always Wanted All Second Hand Argos
(Faringdon Road) (Gorsehill)
Table and Chairs £60.00 £65.00 £79.99
Double Bed £90.00 £50.00 (no mattress) £89.00
Wardrobe Not in Stock £29.00 £49.99
Coffee Table £30.00 £35.00 £9.99
Sofa Suite £95.00 £99.00 £389.00
Chest of Drawers | £30.00 £35.00 £29.99
Welsh Dresser £175.00 (large) £75.00 (small) £149.99 (small)
£275.00 (large) £205.00 (large)
Fridge £40.00 Not in Stock £89.90
Washing Machine | £75.00 Not in Stock £169.90
Television £95.00 Not in Stock £99.00
Delivery Cost Free £5.00 for same day Delivery costs vary
delivery, but would between £3.95 and
consider free delivery | £6.90, delivery on all
in the main Swindon orders over £125 are
area. free.

The task group were extremely impressed with the quality of goods and the prices at Always
Wanted in Faringdon Road. Argos products are priced very competitively, but a degree of self-
assembly of the purchased products would need to be undertaken by the customer. The task
group determined that Always Wanted provided excellent value when comparing prices and
quality to those of Top Drawer.

Linkages with the Council

Housing Department

Swindon Borough Council’s Housing department provides new tenants who qualify, with a
voucher to use at Top Drawer to assist them furnish their council let. For new tenants who are of
limited means, who usually rely solely on benefits, furnishing property adequately would be
virtually impossible without a furniture-recycling scheme. The Housing department allow for a
total spend of £16,000 per year with Top Drawer, a total of £15,580 was spent in the Financial
Year 2002/ 03. The amount of money provided to a tenant depends on the size of the
household. The standard rate is £140, this increases by £20 per the number of bedrooms in the
new property. The voucher scheme is not intended to cover all of the costs of furnishing a

property.
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Swindon Services

There is a flexible approach to bulky waste collections and Top Drawer are advised of items and
given the opportunity to any furniture collections. The system requires more development from
Top Drawer at a management level. Swindon Services consulted with Top Drawer on the
Council's Waste Strategy Plan, but no representation was received. The furniture projects work
could not be included in the Council's Recycling returns, the plan concentrates on waste
minimisation and the reuse of items was a secondary priority.

Comparisons and Options

Gloucester Furniture Recycling Project (GFRP)

The Task Group visited the GFRP to see an alternative furniture-recycling project, the task
group were joined by ClIr David Glaholm and Sandys Powell of Swindon Tenants Voice on the
visit. The GFRP employs 21 staff and has 60 volunteers. The project has two large
warehouses in the Gloucester Docks, one warehouse is used as the shop, the other is used as
the warehouse and the workshop/ testing area.

The GFRP is an accredited training centre with Investors in People Accreditation. It is an
independent organisation that has contracts with the Gloucester Learning and Skills Council and
has a relationship with the probation service. The project applies for relevant funding
opportunities and estimates that it receives a quarter of a million pounds a year in training
initiatives. The organisation has recently brought in an extra employee for a six-month period to
assess funding options.

The task group were generally very impressed with the GFRP, but felt that there were some
lessons to be learned in developing and improving furniture recycling in Swindon. It was felt
that the GFRP could benefit from better links with the local authority. The GFRP is also very
independent which allows them to apply for a wide range of funding opportunities, which Top
Drawer is unable to do. An overtly strong emphasis of the work of the GFRP is put on training,
for which funding can be obtained. It was also felt that the overall quality of the products in the
GFRP shop was of a much lower standard than what is available from the Top Drawer shop.

Kennet Furniture Recycling (KFR)

The task group contacted KFR to find out how they operated furniture recycling in the area of
Kennet District Council. KFR are independent of Kennet District Council, housing associations
and charities. In this financial year KFR received a grant of £2,500 from Kennet District Council.
KFR have to reapply for the grant on annual basis. It is predicted in the financial year 2004/05
that the grant will be reduced to £1,500. KFR receive a subsidy on their business rates (no
reduction on their rent). KFR make about 150 grant applications a year. In order to qualify for
furniture at a discounted rate the client must be on means tested benefits.

Swindon Services/ Enterprise Works

The task group have identified that the Enterprise Works arm of Swindon Services is ideally
placed to provide a furniture-recycling scheme. Employees at Enterprise Works could
undertake small-scale repairs to furniture. The Task group received a letter from John Short,
Director of Swindon Services, that indicated that Swindon Services would be interested a
providing an outlet for furniture items which persons who may be unable to afford high street
prices can take advantage of, this could include some furniture collected via the bulky waste
collection service. The relocation of Swindon Services from the Barnfield site to Waterside Park
provides new opportunities. However a robust business plan would be required and no
guarantees can be given at this stage that such a service can be provided.
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4. Recommendations

Detailed implications (financial, procurement, social, environmental, staffing, legal/ rights, risk
and other) have not been fully considered by the Members of the Task Group. All implications
should be considered either prior to reporting any recommendations to Cabinet or the
implementation of the recommendations.

Future Provision of Furniture Recycling in Swindon

Recommendation 1

That officers investigate the option of Swindon Services running a furniture-recycling
project through Enterprise Works.

Swindon Services is well placed to run a furniture-recycling project through Enterprise Works.
If this recommendation is taken forward there may be financial implications for Swindon
Services in the short term. The recommendation asks for officers to investigate the option of
Swindon Services running a furniture recycling project, this should include detail of short term
financial implications. In the long-term it is the intention that a furniture-recycling project should
become self-financing.

Recommendation 2

That officers investigate the option that clients in receipt of a voucher from Housing
Services are provided with a choice of outlets at which they can use their voucher and
that Housing Associations in Swindon that provide social housing are encouraged to be
requested to consider the provision of a similar ‘voucher’ scheme to that provided by
Swindon Borough Council.

Providing clients with a choice allows people to choose by location and by products.

Recommendation 3

That officers in the Housing department ensure that a Service Level Agreement is in
place with the appropriate furniture recycling scheme(s).

At present there is not a Service Level Agreement between Housing and Top Drawer.

The Top Drawer Furniture Project

All recommendations that relate to Top Drawer have no direct financial implications for Swindon
Borough Council. Housing will continue to make referrals to Top Drawer and possibly to other
providers of furniture recycling within the current budget allocation

Recommendation 4

That as part of Stonham Housing Association’s external inspection by its regulator, the
Housing Corporation, the inspection also considers the service provided by Top Drawer
and reports its findings to the Council, and that regular external audit is ensured in the
future.

At present Top Drawer is only subject to internal audit, it is viewed that the furniture-recycling
project would significantly benefit from an independent external inspection and that a better
audit trail would help restore the projects integrity.

Recommendation 5

That the accommodation needs of Top Drawer are considered and acted upon by
Stonham.

The premises that Top Drawer operate in are too small to ensure adequate service provision.

Recommendation 6

That Top Drawer are encouraged to use the waste recycling scheme at the Barnfield
Household Recycling Centre which is free to charities once a week. All waste must pre-
sorted to maximise recycling opportunities in accordance with site procedures.

13



This recommendation aims to reduce the amount of fly tipping that occurs around the Top
Drawer shop and warehouse area of Sussex Square.

Recommendation 7

That Stonham Housing Association is requested to review procedures to ensure that
there is a transparent audit trail in place of all donated furniture.

Top Drawer works on a basic paper trail system at present, which could be improved.

14



5. Cabinets Response

The Recommendations of the Traffic Calming Task Group were sent to Cabinet on the 19" May
2004 for consideration.

At the Cabinet meeting Members of the Cabinet noted welcomed the task groups report and
asked that the Directors of Housing and Swindon Services submit a joint report to the Cabinet,
in consultation with the Cabinet Lead Member and ‘shadow group spoke persons’, setting out
the practical and financial implications of implementing the task groups recommendations as far
as they relate to the Council.

The Cabinet also asked that Stonham Housing Association be requested to consider the Top
Drawer Scrutiny Task Groups recommendations.

The Services to the Community Commission will review the recommendations of the task group
in May 2005.
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Appendix 1
Glossary

BTCV
FRP
GFRP

Housing Corporation

SLA

SSAFA

British Conservation Trust Volunteers
Furniture Recycling Project

Gloucester Furniture Recycling Project

A non-departmental public body that funds and regulates housing

associations

Service Level Agreement

The Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, and Families Association — Forces

Help
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e Gloucester Furniture Recycling Project Annual Accounts, 31% March 2003.
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Appendix 3

Top Drawer Project Brief

Aim

To conduct an objective investigation providing an in depth analysis into the
operation and day-to-day management of Top Drawer, considering the real
benefits that the organisation brings to its service users and the benefits that
other models/ options may have.

Rationale

The Services to the Community Commission established a Top Drawer Task

Group at its meeting on the 7" October 2003. The review topic is important

and timely because of:

e Absence of a formal review that took account of the service users;

e Unfinished review under the old policy commission (before the new political
structures came into effect).

Scope

Includes:

Overview of the service provision
Management of the organisation

Financial accountability

Relationship with Swindon Borough Council
Service user perspective

Alternative models

Excludes:
e Detailed customer case studies

Resources

The Task Group

e ClIr Mavis Childs (Chair)
¢ ClIr Melanie Duff (Vice-Chair)
e ClIr Geraldine Robertson

Officer Support

o Claire Yeates, Scrutiny Support Officer
¢ Shaun Banks, Committee Officer

Timescales

Start December 8™ 2003 (first task group meeting)

Finish | April 26™ 2004 (final report goes to Services to the Community
Commission)

Outputs

1. Chair of the Task Group to update the Services to the Community
Commission on the progress of the task group at its meeting on January
22" 2004.

2. Chair of the Task Group to outline the groups findings and the
recommendations to the Services to the Community Commission at its
meeting on April 26™ 2004 to include —

e Outline of the task groups findings in respect to:
0 The day-to-day management of Top Drawer
0 The benefits that it brings to the service users
0 The benefits that other options may bring to both Swindon Borough
Council and the service users.
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e Recommendations that relate to the future operation and management
of Top Drawer to ensure that it provides the best possible service for its
users.

Methodology

e Desk based review of documentation (as detailed in the brief);

¢ Interviewing witnesses;

e Visit to a comparative furniture recycling project to understand how
alternative models are delivered

e Consultation with agencies (hostels, housing associations etc.) who use the
services of Top Drawer

e Focus Group lunch session with clients of housing services

Expert Internal Advisors
Witnesses/ e Mike Ash, Strategy & Development Manager
Advisors e Arlene Griffin, Housing Needs Manager
e Geoff Davies, Team Leader - Recycling & Enforcement, Swindon Services
External/Expert Witnesses
e Mike Dilley, Team Manager, Top Drawer
e Kathie Strange, Manager Swindon Projects
e New Tenants
e Sandys Powell, Anne & Dennis Drury, Swindon Tenants Voice
e Geoff Davies, Swindon Services
e Mrs Griggs, Walcot Community Shop
e Mrs Jenkins, Service User/ Walcot Community Shop
e Mrs McGill, Service User
Written Representation/ Consultation
e James Butcher Housing Association
e Salvation Army
e Sanctuary Housing Association
e Threshold Housing Link
Evidence e Information on comparative furniture recycling models
Documents e Background information on Top Drawer
e Top Drawer Annual Accounts
Site Visits e Top Drawer Warehouse and Shop

e Visit the Gloucester Furniture Recycling Project
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Appendix 4
Planner

Date

| Action

PHASE 1

8™ December
2003
17:30

Consolidation and work plan

PHASE 2

9™ January 2004
12:00

Task Group visit to the Top Drawer shop

14" January
2004
17:30

Task Group questioning planning session

21 January
2004
17:30

Discussion and questioning session with Kathie Strange and Mike Dilley of
Top Drawer

27" January
2004
19:00

Service to the Community Commission — oral update to the Commission on
the task groups progress

4™ February 2004
13:00

Focus Group Session with clients of housing services

11™ February
2004
17:30

Discussion and questioning session with Cllr David Glaholm and Geoff
Davies, Swindon Services.

25" February
2004
17:30

Discussion and questioning session with Sandys Powell, Swindon Tenants
Voice

3@ March 2004
17:30

Discussion and questioning session with Mrs Griggs (Walcot Community
Shop), Mrs Jenkins (Service User/ Walcot Community Shop) and Mrs
McGill (Service User)

17" March 2004
17:30

Task Group Meeting — review of evidence (PHASE 3)

24" March 2004
9:00

Visit to the Gloucester Furniture Recycling Project, followed by a review of
the visit at the Civic Offices

PHASE 3

14" April 2004
17:30

Draft report and recommendations

26™ April 2004
19:00

Final report presented to the Services to the Community Commission
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Appendix 5
Minutes of Meetings

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

MONDAY 8™ DECEMBER, 2003

PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillors Melanie Duff and Geraldine
Robertson.

1. Appointment of Chair

Resolved — That Councillor Mavis Childs be Chair of the Top Drawer Task Group.

(Councillor Mavis Childs took the Chair.)

2. Appointment of Vice-Chair

Resolved — That Melanie Duff be Vice-Chair of the Top Drawer Task Group.

3. Declarations of Interest

The Chair reminded those present that they should declare interests in any matter to be
considered at the meeting.

4, Terms of Reference

Claire Yeates (Scrutiny Support Officer) circulated copies of the Task Groups proposed
Terms of Reference, Timetable of Meetings, and Work Programme. She reminded members
that the aim of the Task Group was to conduct an objective investigation providing an in depth
analysis into the operation and day to day management of Top Drawer. The Task Group then
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discussed fully its roles and responsibilities referring in particular to its objectives, the resources
available to the Task Group and the timescales for the work to be undertaken.

It was Agreed — (1) That the Terms of Reference and Work Programme circulated at the
meeting, subject to the following minor amendments, be agreed for this Task Group.

(2) That an option to ‘look at other ways of delivering the service’ be added to the aims
of the scrutiny investigation.

(3) That the appointment of co-opted representatives be deferred until a future meeting
of the Task Group.

(4) That officers arrange a visit to Top Drawer on either the 5™ or 9" January 2004.

5. Dates of Future Meetings

That meetings of this Working Group be held on

14, 21 and 26 January 2004.
4,11, and 25 February 2004.
3 and 8 March 2004.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

WEDNESDAY 14™ JANUARY, 2004
PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillor Geraldine Robertson.
6. Work Programme

The Task Group considered its Work Programme, including, expert witnesses to be called
and the need for a site visit to Top Drawer.

It was agreed that representatives from Top Drawer should attend a meeting of the Task
Group on 21% January, 2004 (following a visit to the Top Drawer premises on 9" January,
2004).

After discussion on issues to be addressed by Top Drawer representatives it was agreed
that discussion should include the following questions:
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e How are you monitored by Stonham Housing Association?

o How do you dispose of your goods and how do you record this?
e Can you outline your standards in terms of service/products?

e Do you offer guarantees with electrical goods?

e What training/development is given to volunteer workers?

e Are you currently situated in the best location — would there be benefits to
relocation?

¢ What would the impact be if the allocated SBC budget increased/ decreased by
25%?

e Where do you advertise for customers/donations of furniture?

o |f SBC/ Stonham were in a position to offer assistance what would you look for
and what improvements might result?

Officers we requested to refine questions around the guidance given at the meeting
by Members.

It was agreed that expert witnesses should include:
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e Representatives of Top Drawer

e Swindon Tenants Voice

e Staff from the Council’'s Homelessness Section
e Councillor David Glaholm

o Representatives of Swindon Tenants Voice

e Independent Living Team

e Voluntary Agencies

e Service Users

e Swindon Tenants Voice

It was agreed that officers seek information from other Furniture Projects within the
Region.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

WEDNESDAY 21° JANUARY, 2004

PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillors Melanie Duff and Geraldine
Robertson.

7. Minutes of Previous Meeting

Resolved — That the minutes of the meeting held on 8" December, 2003, be noted.

8. Evidence from Expert Witnesses

The Task Group welcomed Kathy Strange and Mike Dilley (Top Drawer) to the meeting.
She briefly outlined the purpose of the meeting and referred to the Task’s questions which had
been forwarded to Top Drawer, in writing, prior to the meeting.

Could you outline the income and expenditure of Top Drawer?
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Mike Dilley indicated that the Income for 2002/03 (April to March) was £61,000. This comprised
£33,800 direct sales income of which 3" Party sales (Swindon Borough Council/Housing
Association referrals) was £18,200.

£9,000 had been received in grants from Trusts, including a 3" Party grant from the John Paul
Getty Foundation.

Expenditure in 2002/03 was £61,000.

The audited figure for income for the current year to November, 2003, was £39,100 (Direct and
invoiced sales) and grant income of £200.

Kathy Strange confirmed that she would need authorisation from Head Office before she
forwarded a copy of Top Drawer’s Audited Accounts.

What are your financial targets?

Mike Dilley that the expenditure target for the year was £63,100 and the aim was for the project
to break-even which would require income of approximately £5,250 per month. This would
allow the current service to be maintained. In addition Top Drawer was seeking grant aid for
further expansion.

Councillor Mavis Childs queried why the breakeven figure was £63,1007?

Kathy Strange indicated that the biggest costs were, staffing, van hire and petrol for the van (the
rental for the shop being a peppercorn rent).

Mavis Childs asked if a breakdown of expenses could be forwarded, in writing, to the Task
Group. Kathy Strange responded that she would need to get permission from Stonham’s
Regional Director.

How often do you ‘stock take'?

Mike Dilley confirmed that Top Drawer used purchasing and collection slips to fulfil this job. A
list of all items was kept (with the exception of small items brought to the shop).

Who is responsible for the monitoring of stock taking data and is this independant?

It was confirmed that auditing was carried out by the Regional Office Officer (in Taunton) and by
Stonham’s Head Office. Indeed the Regional Office had recently completed an audit. It was
also noted that the Housing Corporation could also look at Top Drawer’s audits.

Do benchmarking or good practice initiatives take place amongst furniture initiative
stores (e.g. amongst the South West group)?

Mike Dilley noted that Top Drawer was a member of the Furniture Re-use Network which
provided information in respect to Benchmarking and Best Practice. Top Drawer was listed on
their website. A local furniture network in Wiltshire and had formed a company called “Refurbiz”
and this Registered Company was currently seeking Charitable status. Top Drawer was
building on the experience of the regional networks.

Top Drawer was also involved in a waste minimalisation programme, and was working with
Voluntary Organisations in this field.

Could you provide us with information on the organisation (i.e. detailing who does what
at Top Drawer)?
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Kathy Strange was currently acting up for Wiltshire was responsible for the overall management
of the Top Drawer Project and for dealing with irregular issues.

Mike Dilley was responsible for the day to day management of the shop, and he helped when
necessary with collections/deliveries.

A Project Worker (14 hours per week), managed by Mike Dilley, was responsible for the day to
day supervision of volunteers based in the shop.

There were also two relief workers to drive the van once a week.

A copy of the Job Descriptions would be forwarded to the Task Group.

What business management systems and procedures do you have in place?

Mike Dilley as Line Manger has regular team mangers meetings as well as undertaking on
going supervisory duties, meeting public visiting the shop, ensuring appropriate training for
volunteers and supervision of any complaints received.

What would the impact be if the allocated SBC budget increased/ decreased by 25%7?

If the allocated sum increased it would allow resources to be used more effectively, i.e., more
paid staff for the collection and delivery of furniture.

If the allocated sum were reduced it would make the services more risky and more reliant on
people coming through the door.

Councillor Melanie Duff asked if there was a demand to pick up more furniture?

It was confirmed that there was a demand and that currently excess donations were referred to
charity shops/agencies. There is currently a higher demand that could be comfortably be dealt
with. Indeed one of the reasons the Initiative wasn’t promoted more was not all the furniture
currently offered could be picked up. Additional furniture would mean increasing the timescales
for collections and deliveries. A trial had been carried out in the summer involving collections
and deliveries until 9.00pm during the week. It had some success but raised issues relating to
the hours that volunteers were working.

Anytime there was publicity, for example, on GWR Radio, the public’'s response was very good.
It was confirmed that there were currently 12 volunteers also this figure did fluctuate.

What do you do with furniture that you cannot resell?

If furniture has been in the shop for a long time it is sold cheaply. Sales were advertised in the
shop windows. If items can’t be sold then the wood is sent to Minety for recycling. Metal is also
sent for recycling. Other objects are sent to the Barnfield Municipal Site. From monitoring that

has been carried out this equates to under 10% of donations.

Kathy Strange indicated that volunteers were being trained to be assertive enough not to take
items that can’t be resold. All items are inspected but sometimes not all flaws are spotted.

Councillor Mavis Childs asked what items were taken to the scrap yard?
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It was confirmed that all metal goods including cookers failing tests were sent to Cooper Scrap
Merchants.

How do you assure standards in services and products?

All products are inspected. Feedback is also continuously sought from customers and Top
Drawer was receiving to see repeat business both from customers and people donating
furniture. Telephone surveys were also conducted.

Training is given to all volunteers, including customer care, first aid and Health and Safety. All
volunteer are also required to sign a Code of Conduct Agreement.

On-going training is also provided for New Deal Trainees who have often experienced problems
elsewhere. However the record of such trainees at Top Drawer had proven very good.

Top Drawer tried to reflect a work environment to assist volunteers move more smoothly into
regular work.

Have any risk assessments been conducted?

Mike Dilley confirmed that Risk Assessments had been conducted for volunteers and for
different areas of work, including lone working and Health and Safety. All documents are kept
on file.

What level of training and development takes place with volunteers?
Work with volunteers is undertaken on a one to one basis.

Councillor Mavis Childs asked about the Probationary period and was informed that volunteers
were started with simple tasks and were allowed to develop responsibility. There is also a
system of mentoring amongst volunteers. There are also regular volunteers meetings and mini-
supervision to discuss progress and agree action plans. Volunteers are encouraged to feel a
sense of ownership.

Are any guarantees sent out with white goods?

There are not guarantees, however, the Project is willing to see what is reasonable, for instance
if a customer rang within a fortnight Top Drawer would endeavour to replace the item.

If SBC/ Stonham were in a position to offer assistance what would you look for and what
improvements might result?

Mike Dilley responded that money and space were key issues. Financially there were many
benefits that could accrue if money were secured, for instance skills being brought into the
project to help volunteers.

Also the Project would investigate waste minimalisation with Swindon Services and would
access items that Swindon Services collect. It would be good to develop closer working
relationships with Swindon Services and the Housing Department. Mike Dilley confirmed he
was not in contact with Geoff Davies (Swindon Services).

How do you publicise your services?

Locally through the Evening Advertiser and GWR Radio features, leaflet drops (not regular but
use these particularly if looking for certain types of furniture), leaflets in Libraries, Swindon
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Borough Council reception desks, doctors surgeries and voluntary agencies. (Enterprise Works
undertake the printing.) Yellow Pages has also proven very successful, at its height25% of
those people contacting the project indicated they saw this advert. Items in the Borough'’s free
papers are also used. However as there is a constant sales level no major publicity has been
planned. An item in the link Magazine is planned for May which would help publicity in West
Swindon.

What areas could you improve on in the future?

Improvement could be made in all areas. The Project does the best it can with its existing
resources.

What is the potential for future partnership working?
There is much potential and the Project would like to partnerships at many levels, including with
Charity Shops, business links and the Borough Council. There is much potential for positive

partnerships with those involved in similar areas that would benefit the community.

What access do you have to check the availability of external (including European)
funding?

The responsibility for European funding lies with Stonham’s Head Office who don’t allow local
Lottery Bids.

Is your current location suitable? If not what benefits would arise from relocation?

Mike Dilley responded Yes and No.

Ideally the Project would be based on an estate in a shopping precinct but the structure is poor,
its needs to be accessible and on a bus route. A decent warehouse would be useful. Currently
25% of customers came from the Parks and Walcot area. The project needed to be fully
accessible but investigations on relocation had not been undertaken.

Would you like to suggest any useful lines of enquiry for the task groups’ investigations?
Mike Dilley indicated that he was not sure of the Task Group’s Terms of Reference or what it
was investigating as Top Drawer was a service provider. Councillor Mavis Childs replied that
the Task Group was looking at the service to Swindon Borough Council and residents of the
Borough and the expectations of those parties.

Mike Dilley indicated he welcomed an active role in Top Drawer and ideas to move forward. He
was happy to discuss regular meetings and if the Council felt there was room for improvement
he was happy to discuss this.

He was also interested if relevant External Grants were available to Top Drawer.

He also expressed interest in tapping into Council run training courses for volunteers, ie, First
Aid and Health and Safety.

He wanted to see a partnership that worked for both parties.

He also welcomed a mystery shopper exercise that would include feedback to the Project’s
volunteers.
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Claire Yeates asked if Top Drawer could forward details of other projects that Top Drawer had
contacts with and details of any external reviews/Best Value Reviews undertaken recently.

The Chair thanked Kathy Strange and Mike Dilley for attending the meeting.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

WEDNESDAY 4™ FEBRUARY, 2004

PRESENT:- Councillor Melanie Duff in the Chair; Councillor Geraldine Robertson.

An apology for absence was received from Councillor Mavis Childs.

0. Evidence from Expert Witnesses

The Task Group met with two representatives of customers of the Top Drawer Project. The
following points arose from the customers statements to the Task Group and Members’
guestions arising from the testimony:

A fridge freezer had been paid for but not delivered, when the customer went to the
shop her name had been taken off the item. This issue had been resolved.

The delivery service was prompt although table was not delivered meaning some
inconvenience.

Items were delivered into the house and placed where the customer requested.
There was mixed feedback on whether the voucher provided by the Housing
Department covered the purchase of essential items required by a tenant moving
into a property for the first time. Indeed some items needed to be purchased
separately. It was felt that the voucher amount could be increased.

If not for the Top Drawer service those customers attended didn’t know how they
would have obtained furniture.

Staff had been helpful to the customers who were generally happy with the quality of
goods available.

The shop was accessible to those with their own transport but was not ideally suited
those who needed to use buses.

The customers had heard about Top Drawer from Council Officers.
The customers would use Top Drawer again and would recommend it to other users.
The staff had been friendly and helpful.

The Chair thanked the customer representatives for their attendance at the meeting.

The Task Group noted that there were delivery issues that needed to be addressed and
asked for clarification at a future meeting as to whether furniture prices had risen proportionately
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above voucher prices. Officers noted a single person qualifying for vouchers received £140, a
couple £140 with £20 per child.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

WEDNESDAY 11" FEBRUARY, 2004
PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillor Geraldine Robertson.
An apology for absence was received from Councillor Melanie Duff.
10. Evidence from Expert Witnesses

The Task Group met with Mr. Geoff Davies (Swindon Services).

He confirmed that Swindon Services did pick up pieces of furniture from Top Drawer that
couldn’t be used. This was done through Community Skip money but he couldn’t quantify the
extent of the collections. To his knowledge such collections did not include white goods which
would have involved a £20.00 collection charge. Normal collections would fall under bulky
waste collections but Top Drawer could visit the Barnfield site once a week but that the site
manager couldn’t remember Top Drawer visiting the site recently.

Geoff Davies was asked if he could see a role for Top Drawer within the Council’'s Waste
Strategy Plan. He replied that Top Drawer had been consulted but that no representations had
been received from them. He noted that the Project’'s work could not be included in the
Council's Recycling returns. The plan therefore concentrated on waste minimalisation and
reuse of items was a secondary priority.

Geoff Davies confirmed that there was flexibility in Bulky Waste collections and that Top
Drawer was advised of items and therefore given a chance to collection furniture. The system
though required more discipline from all concerned.

He confirmed that, subject to costings, Swindon Services/Enterprise Works might have
interest in a furniture initiative role. The Task Group felt that there might be opportunity for small
scale repairs to be carried out. The costs of any scheme would need to be self contained.
Indeed this would include Swindon Services “holding any furniture” collected. This though could
include money that was available for community recycling.

He also noted that there were incidents of fly-tipping in the area but noted that these
couldn’t be directly attributed to Top Drawer.

Councillor David Glaholm commended the Task Group for its wide ranging review and
he hoped that the Task Group would take the opportunity to view other furniture projects. He felt
that Top Drawer Furniture Project was not providing the level and quality of service required by
the people of Swindon. He was concerned as a Councillor that he had no information the
Project’s expenditure, income, grants, auditing etc., or it’s charitable status and whether this has
been checked every three years to ensure the status is still correct. It is important that all can
see that everything is above board.

He indicated that suitable furniture had been turned away. Swindon Borough Council
should therefore have an involvement as it had the facilities and knowledge necessary and
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could offer quality training. However there were Audit Guidelines that would have to be followed
to ensure everyone that everything was above board.

He also noted that a tenant referred by the Homelessness Section to a Council House

would receive assistance but that the same tenant allocated a Housing Association property
would not be eligible for help. This needed to be revisited to ensure a common approach.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

WEDNESDAY 25" FEBRUARY, 2004
PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillor Melanie Duff.
An apology for absence was received from Councillor Geraldine Robertson.
11. Evidence from Expert Witnesses

The Task Group met with representatives of Swindon Tenants Voice (STV). The Task Group
were told:
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That some tenants thought that the best furniture was being sold before it arrived
in the shop.

Bad reports had also been received regarding the dumping of unwanted
furniture.

The current premises were too small and the storage of items was a difficulty.
Bigger premises were needed to meet demand.

Some good reports had been received in respect of items bought at Top Drawer.

There had been occasions when donations of good furniture had been turned
down by Top Drawer because it didn’t have the capacity to collectit. STV felt
that if there were an increased capacity, or an organisation with the support of
Swindon Services, such collections could have been made.

Top Drawer had said that it could not use furniture from Void Properties.

STV also felt that if prices were lower items the shop’s turnover of furniture
would be vastly improved. The cheaper the items the better. At present items in
the shop had sold stickers on them but were still in the shop two weeks later.
This gave the impression, rightly or wrongly, that some furniture was not
available to be bought by tenants and this should be resolved as a matter of
urgency.

A system was needed to collect furniture for Void Properties.

STV asked who was setting the criteria and standards expected from Top
Drawer. If tenant referrals were continued then the Borough Council should put
in place Service Level Agreements.

The price of many items were not affordable by those on income support, for
instance a three piece sofa set for £180.

There is a creditability problem — furniture was donated free of charge but prices
were beyond some tenants - this also raised the issue of pricing policy.
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12. Top Drawer Accounts

The Task Group received accounts from Top Drawer which were tabled at the meeting.

The Task Group expressed its disappointment at the detail and content of the accounts and the

fact that there was no supporting documentation.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

WEDNESDAY, 3" MARCH, 2004

PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillors Melanie Duff and Geraldine
Robertson.

13. Evidence from Expert Witnesses
The Task Group met with representatives of Walcot Community Centre:
The Task Group were told:

e The Furniture is too expensive for the clientele using the service.

e Furniture was in the shop for a considerable time with sold stickers on it, an
example was a chest of drawers that was left in the shop for over three weeks.
Comments on this were ignored. Hughes is commonly a hame on the sold
sticker.

e Top Drawer wouldn't accept a deposit for furniture and reserve it.

e  Two tier pricing system (ie a sofa might be £180 or £100 if the buyer was on
benefits).

o Delivery charge of £10 for items which is charged even if the client lives within
Walcot.

e The reported overheads were in excess of that you might expect for a charity
shop.
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e Customers were often taken to Top Drawer’s warehouse and left on their own.

e Allitems are donated but are expensive to buy, the general public can’t
understand why the overheads/break-even figure is so high with Top Drawer
getting a peppercorn rent.

o People relate incidents where sold stickers are on furniture prior to them arriving
in the shop and vans being loaded with furniture late at night.

e Similar items can be bought in second hand shops cheaper when though they
don’t get items donated.

e Ordinary people on benefits can afford the prices asked.

e Local people feel the large quantities of furniture dumped to the locality can be
traced back to Top Drawer.

e People don't feel they are treated properly when visiting Top Drawer.

e Asylum seekers or others with DHSS grants can pay the prices asked but not
everyone can.

e Why is there a need for two paid permanent staff?

e Told that Top Drawer have storage problems yet a lot of room in the shop is
taken up with sold items.

e Top Drawer’s van can often spend the majority of the day behind the shop.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

MONDAY, 8" MARCH, 2004
PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillor and Geraldine Robertson.
An apology for absence was received from Councillor Melanie Duff.
14. Review of Evidence

The Task Group identified the following key themes raised by expert witnesses to date:
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e A lack of focus on core objectives by Top Drawer.
e The lack of an audit trail for the receipt and delivery of furniture.

¢ No apparent funding for training and whether such funding should come from
sales.

e No supporting documentation for the Top Drawer accounts received.

The Task Group also considered the following issues under Customer Satisfaction:
e A need for a basic procedure for deliveries.
e A need for more flexibility when picking up donated furniture.
e The need for customers to be comfortable with the level of service received.
e The need for a mystery shopper exercise.
e The advertising of the service needed to be considered.

e Delivery charges — when applied and how audited.

TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

MONDAY, 17" MARCH, 2004

PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair.
Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Melanie Duff and Geraldine Robertson.
15. Review of Evidence
The following key themes were considered:

e The benefits of a comparison exercise regarding the cost of second hand furniture.

e The need to confirm arrangements whereby delivery charges were applicable.

o Officers would try to get “Always Wanted “ to give evidence to the task Group.

e The need to encourage Housing Authorities



TOP DRAWER TASK GROUP

WENESDAY, 24" MARCH, 2004

PRESENT:- Councillor Mavis Childs in the Chair; Councillor Geraldine Robertson.

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Melanie Duff.

17. Review of Site Visit

The Task Group undertook a site visit to The Furniture Recycling Project in Gloucester.
Councillors Mavis Childs, Melanie Duff and Geraldine Robertson attended together with
Councillor David Glaholm, Sandys Powell (Swindon Tenants Voice), Arlene Griffin (Housing
Department), Claire Yeates (Scrutiny Officer) and Shaun Banks (Committee Officer) were in
attendance. The following points arose from the visit:

The lack of co-operation between the Furniture Initiative and Local Authorities
was disappointing.

Swindon Tenants Voice reported that tenants from Gloucester were generally
disappointed in the system operated and the quality of furniture.

The Task Group felt that the standard of furniture in Gloucester was generally
lower than that available at Top Drawer.

The Gloucester administration was huge, partly due to their training initiatives,
and would require front loading to provide a similar level in Swindon.

The Gloucester project offered a wide range of excellent training projects.

Enterprise Works could offer the same type of training and repairs undertaken by

the Gloucester project.
Issues regarding access and Saturday opening were evident in both projects.

A system were bulky waste collections/disposals/recycling was needed for any
successful project.

Contact with tenants and other users was necessary for the maintenance of a
successful project and user surveys should be undertaken.

A system for Void collections should be considered.

Training should not interfere with the Projects core business of the provision of
reasonable quality furniture at affordable prices.

Free delivery was seen as a key for a successful project.
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Should you require information in another
format, please contact Customer Services:
01793 463725

Per informazioni in altro formato, contattare
il Servizio Clienti chimando il numero:
01793 463725
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innym formacie, prosimy o kontakt z
Wydziatem Ustug dla Klientéw pod
numerem telefonu 01793 463725.
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