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HBF prepared a paper for the joint ODPM/Treasury Barker Steering Committee on 12 November 2004. Since then, significant progress has been made in a number of areas.

1. CUSTOMER SATISFACTION

At recent meetings of the HBF Barker Steering Committee, the Major Home Builders Group and the Metropole Group (the next tier to the Majors), house builders have fully supported the objective of Barker Recommendation 32, namely a significant increase in new home buyer satisfaction. However, as noted in our previous paper, it has proved more difficult than expected to reach a consensus on how best to achieve this objective given the wide range of current practices within the industry and varying company progress towards meeting the objective.

Despite the diversity of current practice, we begin from a very positive position. HBF has carried out a survey of its larger members. Of the 31 replies received to date, 27 companies regularly survey their customers, some using outside research bodies and others internal resources, and 22 have some form of customer charter. We are therefore concentrating on how we can bring all this activity together in a positive way for the industry. Any industry-wide initiatives must take proper account of existing practice. 

In the light of the recent survey, the HBF Barker Steering Committee agreed to set up a small, specialist working group, with representatives from the Majors and Metropole Group, to establish the best survey solution and to draw up a customer charter consistent with the existing NHBC voluntary charter and appropriate elements of the OFT code of conduct. The latter is important because it would allow the industry fully to adopt the OFT code at a later stage. 

The working group is chaired by Mike Freshney, a non-executive director of several house building companies. He has had direct experience with customer care within a major home builder, he wrote the existing NHBC voluntary code of conduct in 2000, is a member of the NHBC Council and serves on  NHBC’s Consumer Committee. He is a director of Robust Details Ltd. and worked closely with ODPM in bringing about the industry’s Part L solution. 

The Working Group has already met several times. In response to Barker Recommendation 32, it is preparing an HBF Strategy to help the industry achieve the required increase in customer satisfaction. Work is progressing on a Customer Charter. We hope to publish preliminary customer satisfaction survey results, using existing surveys, during 2005, subject to appropriate quality checks.

HBF’s previous paper outlined the potential conflicts that could arise if HBF or NHBC were to take on responsibility for administering directly a customer code of conduct. To address these concerns, NHBC and HBF are working towards establishing the most appropriate body to publish independent and transparent results from an industry-wide customer satisfaction survey. Consideration is also being given to whether a body could be established to offer home buyers arbitration for customer charter compliance matters.

Barker also required house builders’ purchaser contracts to comply with the Unfair Terms in Consumer Contracts Regulations 1999. HBF has commissioned a legal expert with long experience in house building conveyancing to prepare an analysis of current practice, identifying areas where company contracts are likely to fall short of the regulations’ requirements. The report, subject to consultation with members, will form the basis of guidance for members to bring their contracts into line with the regulations.

HBF and NHBC have kept the Housing Forum informed about our customer satisfaction work. Other organisations, such as the CML, will be consulted as we take our initiatives forward.

2. MODERN METHODS OF CONSTRUCTION

The Barker MMC Steering Committee has produced a provisional interim report identifying major barriers and suggesting possible solutions. To avoid this report pre-empting the work of the six specialist working groups and the Steering Committee, circulation has been carefully controlled. ODPM has received a copy. The report is now being examined by a group of senior executives from the major home builders. They are looking particularly at the commercial implications of the suggested solutions.

The Steering Committee and working groups are working towards production of a final MMC report by Summer 2005.

3. SKILLS

The path-breaking HBF/CITB industry skills survey, examining the skills implications of a substantial increase in house building and wider adoption of MMC, is progressing. Fieldwork has proved more complex than anticipated, so early results are now expected in January. As well as identifying likely future skills pressure points, the study will attempt to quantify the skills implications of the Barker agenda.

On 23 November, HBF announced three major new skills initiatives. Under these, HBF’s  Major Home Builders Group (MHBG) members are working with ConstructionSkills:

· to develop an effective new initiative with its subcontractor supply chain that would significantly increase the number of training places for skilled trades within the house building industry;

· to promote the Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS) with the aim of having a fully carded workforce by the end of 2007;

· to develop a new flexible qualifications structure for the management of house building developments that is both appropriate and relevant to the skills sets required and which recognises existing commitments to site management training within MHBG companies.

HBF is also working to extend involvement in these initiatives to its membership beyond the MHBG.

Development of the initiatives will respond directly to important aspects of Barker’s Recommendation 34 (particularly on apprenticeships) and help develop the substance of the recently announced inaugural Sector Skills Agreement for Construction. HBF and the MHBG companies are according development of the initiatives high priority.

_________________________________

CORRECTION

The penultimate sentence of the Appendix to the previous HBF report to the ODPM/Treasury Barker Steering Committee should have read as follows:

“forthcoming research for HBF will show that the projected growth in one-person households does not mean the industry faces escalating demand for smaller dwellings.”

Omission of the word “not” in the original somewhat changed the meaning!

HBF has received a first draft of this research and will be releasing the results soon. It presents powerful evidence refuting the claim that the industry has been building “the wrong houses”.

John Stewart
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