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Alpha Housing’s mission is ‘To be the landlord of choice for, and to improve the quality of 

the lives of our tenants through the provision of affordable, good quality, sustainable 

housing and services.’ 

We believe this mission has been fulfilled in 2018-19, especially in relation to value for 

money. 

High-quality services 

Essential in delivering value for money is providing high-quality services. Alpha has among the 

highest level of customer satisfaction with services of any social landlord in Northern Ireland. 

 

Graph 1 - Report from Housemark website at 20/9/19 – Full definition of metric is included in Appendix 

For the first time, in 2018-19 Alpha commissioned an independent survey of customer 

satisfaction. A random sample of 275 tenants were surveyed by phone by research agency 

Voluntas, using standard STAR questions employed by social landlords across the UK. 

In terms of overall satisfaction, 95% of Alpha Housing customers were satisfied with the 

service they receive. Furthermore, satisfaction with six of the seven core service delivery 

areas benchmarked by Housemark fell within the top quartile of Voluntas customer scores: 

satisfaction with the quality of customers’ home (96% satisfied); the overall service received 

from Alpha Housing (95% satisfied); their neighbourhood as a place to live (95% satisfied); the 



value for money received for rent (91% satisfied); the value for money received for service 

charges (85%); and the extent to which Alpha Housing listens to residents views and acts upon 

them (85% satisfied). Although still a strongly positive score, satisfaction with the way Alpha 

deals with repairs and maintenance in general was slightly lower at 81% and dissatisfaction 

was slightly higher at 16%. However, this score still fell within the second quartile when 

compared with other Voluntas clients nationally. 

These results provide assurance that Alpha tenants are receiving high-quality housing and 

support and will valuably inform our work to further improve services in the year ahead.  

 

Providing good homes 

Alpha prides itself on the quality of the homes we provide. High standards are upheld 

through the work of staff and contractors, and significant ongoing investment in response, 

cyclical and major repairs. 

In response maintenance, 4,016 repair orders were completed during 2018-19, at a cost of 

just under £650,000. 93% of emergency repairs were completed in 24 hours, versus an 

Alpha target of 90%; 82% of urgent repairs were completed in 4 working days, versus an 

Alpha target of 80%; and 89% of routine repairs were completed in 20 working days, versus 

an Alpha target of 80%. Although there is still ample scope for improving response 

maintenance, pleasingly these figures represent a meaningful improvement on performance 

compared to 2017-18. 

 

Graph 2 - Report from Housemark website at 20/9/19 – Full definition of metric is included in Appendix 

Alpha has always prioritised adequate investment in planned maintenance to enhance the 

quality of our homes and reduce the need for response repairs. In 2018-19, Alpha spent 

more than £1M on planned maintenance projects, including: 

• New external lighting at Mullagh Court, Maghera; 

• Wide-ranging works at Weir in Comber, including a new warden call system, new 

doors and landscaping; 



• Replacement of oil boilers with gas central heating at Riverview, Ballymena; 

• Fire safety works at Leyland Lodge, Ballycastle; and  

• The replacement of all older doors with modern fire doors across our schemes. 

In line with recommended good practice, Alpha continues to weight overall maintenance 

expenditure in favour of planned works over response repairs. 

 

Graph 3 - Report from Housemark website at 20/9/19 – Full definition of metric is included in Appendix 

 

Rent and service charge increases 

For 2016-17 and 2017-18, Alpha had set rent increases below inflation. However, for 2018-

19, to sustain the high level of investment in our homes, a rent increase of 4.5% was set. 

Given inflation was at 3%, this equated to a real-terms rent increase of around 1.5%. 

However, even with this increase, NIFHA benchmarking indicates that our rents are at 

around the average levels for sheltered housing in Northern Ireland. 

During the year, significant changes were introduced to our service charge policy, bringing 

Alpha into line with most other housing associations. This means that from April 2019, what 

residents pay for services will accurately reflect what it costs Alpha to provide them. 

Grounds maintenance and tree surgery are examples of services that were previously paid 

for through rents but which are now incorporated into service charges. As well as being 

fairer and more equitable for tenants, these changes will enhance Alpha’s long-term 

financial viability. 

 

 

 

 

 



Controlling administration costs and overheads 

In 2018-19, Alpha completed an organisational review. This compared our structure, staffing 

complement, salaries and administration costs to similar sized housing associations. 

The review concluded that our structure, staffing levels and wage costs were appropriate for 

an association of Alpha’s size and type. However, we did identify that certain salaries, 

especially for officer-level posts, had fallen below market norms. This had to be rectified to 

ensure we could continue to recruit and retain quality staff. Pleasingly, we have been able 

to set competitive pay levels whilst making some efficiencies in HQ, thus not adding to our 

overall wage bill. 

The organisational review has also completed the process of harmonising the remaining 

divergences in terms, conditions and hours across our staff team. This included exiting the 

NILGOSC pension scheme for a very small number of staff. Importantly, this ensures equity 

and fairness in pension provision for all staff. Although it did require a significant final exit 

payment, leaving NILGOSC also removes a major, previously unquantifiable liability, from 

our balance sheet. 

 
Graph 4 - Report from Housemark website at 20/9/19 – Full definition of metric is included in Appendix 

Overall, administration costs reduced to £958k in 2018-19 from £987k in 2017-18. Initial 

results from Housemark benchmarking for 2018-19 suggests that Alpha’s management costs 

per unit [CPU] home of £743 p.a. compares reasonably to our peers. 

 



Graph 5 - Report from Housemark website at 20/9/19 – Full definition of metric is included in Appendix 

Similarly, in relation to headline social housing costs per unit (CPU), according to Sector 

Scorecard data, Alpha’s performance appears to be around the median for the sector at 

£3,838.  

 

Overall financial performance   

Alpha’s headline financial results for 2018-19 were:  

Turnover       £5,607,146  

Operating costs      £5,111,184  

Operating Surplus     £495,962  

Total comprehensive income for the year  £286,918  

 

Turnover increased by 2.7% and pleasingly the operating surplus more than doubled to just 

under half a million pounds. However, the increase in total comprehensive income 

increased more modestly due to exceptional costs of £201,675, primarily relating to the 

exceptional costs for the closure of the NILGOSC pension scheme. 

 

Graph 6 - Report from Housemark website at 20/9/19 – Full definition of metric is included in Appendix 

At 9.53%, Alpha’s operating margin is modest and potentially the lowest of the NI housing 

associations participating in the Sector Scorecard. Care and support providing housing 

associations and smaller housing associations generally have lower margins, as Triangle’s 

margin helps demonstrate. However, Alpha also has an exceptionally low level of gearing and 

high level of interest cover, consistent with our low level of borrowing and unencumbered 

housing stock. Positively, this means Alpha has significant capacity to borrow money to build 

new homes. 



Overall, we consider these financial results satisfactory given Alpha’s need to make provision 

for meeting future loan repayments, and funding cyclical and major repairs. Nonetheless, the 

Board recognises that greater surpluses will have to be achieved in future years to facilitate 

the meeting of organisational objectives, including in building new homes. 

 

Building new homes 

Alpha is in a healthy financial position, demonstrated by key financial metrics. The Board 

recognises Alpha’s obligation to use our financial strength to help meet the pressing need 

for new social homes. 

During 2019-18, scoping work continued work on our Barnetts Road development in east 

Belfast, comprising fourteen apartments built to the HAPPI principles, the UK blueprint for 

high-quality housing for older people. This received grant approval from NIHE and following 

the signing of the development agreement in early 2019-20, work has started on site, 

towards a target completion date of December 2020. 

Alpha is also pursuing opportunities to build general needs social housing for families, as 

well as considering potential mixed-tenure developments. Significant additional costs will be 

incurred in the next 2-3 years to invest in the capacity to build-up a development pipeline to 

deliver new homes (after which costs can be capitalised in new schemes). Building up this 

pipeline in a cost-efficient manner is a key challenge. 

To fund a development programme, into 2019-20 Alpha is actively engaging with banks to 

secure the necessary finance. The Board is also expected to shortly agree a specific target 

for the number of social homes we hope to build over the next five years. 

 

Benchmarking 

Alpha is committed to operating in open, transparent and accountable manner. 

As part of this commitment, we are beginning to benefit from a range of benchmarking 

activity, such as the staffing structure and salary comparisons with similar housing 

associations that informed our organisational review in 2018-19. 

Alpha has also committed to participate in full Housemark benchmarking, as well as the 

abbreviated Sector Scorecard, for at least the next three years. At the time of writing, much 

of this data is still to fully emerge for 2018-19, and it will be analysed during the autumn, 

after which conclusions can be shared with the Board, tenants and the Regulator. However, 

the headline Sector Scorecard data informing this Value for Money statement is still very 

useful in beginning to understand Alpha’s strengths and weaknesses in relation to housing 

associations in NI and across the UK. 



Recently our Maintenance Department has begun engaging with other housing associations 

(Abbeyfield & Wesley, Choice and Clanmil) on their costs and approach to maintaining their 

sheltered housing stock specifically. As part of this exercise Alpha has shared and received 

information on projected cyclical and major repair costs over the next 30 years, and element 

life cycles used for major components. This work will usefully inform Alpha’s new asset 

management strategy. It is also giving us ideas on how we might save money whilst 

sustaining a good service to tenants, such as in relation to bathroom refurbishments.  

 

Conclusions 

Alpha is still at a relatively early stage in our value for money journey. However, we have 

made significant progress in 2018-19. 

Tenants are highly satisfied overall with the services they receive. Rents may have increased 

modestly in real terms but are still competitive in the local market. Service charge reforms 

put the funding of services on a more sustainable and fairer footing. 

In relation to expenditure, management and overhead costs are being effectively controlled. 

Spending on response on planned maintenance has been prioritised and is among the 

highest in the sector. However, maintenance costs are still being more effectively controlled 

than previously, which will be vital in fulfilling Alpha’s commitment to make a meaningful 

contribution to the supply of new social homes in the years ahead. 

Indeed, the work to progress the Barnetts Road development, clarify Alpha’s development 

ambitions and secure the necessary private finance to realise these, demonstrates a 

commitment to maximise the social returns on our charitable assets. 

Alpha will continue to engage closely with tenants, especially through our Tenants Forum 

and Tenants Committee, to discuss how we can further improve in providing value for 

money. Establishing residents’ priorities for the new response maintenance contracts we 

will be procuring over the next two years will be central to this process. 

In summary, Alpha is making good progress in delivering value for money services to our 

tenants through a comprehensive and strategic approach. 

  



Appendix – Sector Scorecard Definitions 

 

Graph 1 - Customer satisfaction 

Percentage of respondents very or fairly satisfied that their landlord’s services overall. In 

line with STAR guidance. Includes General Needs and Housing for Older People 

 

Graph 2 – Maintenance cost per unit (CPU) 

This unit cost metric assesses the routine and planned maintenance cost per unit as defined 

by the regulator. 

The denominator is the units owned and/or managed. 

Maintenance cost per unit = A ÷ B 

A = Routine maintenance + Planned Maintenance 

B = Social housing units 

“Maintenance costs” = total expenditure on Routine maintenance and Planned 

Maintenance costs relating to Social Housing activities, as per the financial accounts 

“Social housing units” = Total social housing units owned and/or managed at period end 

 

Graph 3 - Major Repairs cost per unit 

This unit cost metric assesses the major repairs cost per unit as defined by the regulator. 

The denominator is the units owned and/or managed. 

Major repairs cost per unit = A ÷ B 

A = Major Repairs + Capitalised major repairs expenditure for period 

B = Social housing units 

“Major repairs costs” = total expenditure on Major repairs (including capitalised) relating to 

Social Housing activities, as per the financial accounts 

“Social housing units” = Total social housing units owned and/or managed at period end 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Graph 4 Management cost per unit 

This unit cost metric assesses the management cost per unit as defined by the regulator. 

The denominator is the units owned and/or managed. 

Management cost per unit = A ÷ B 

A = Management costs 

B = Social housing units 

“Management costs” = total expenditure on Management relating to Social Housing 

Lettings, as per the financial accounts 

“Social housing units” = Total social housing units owned and/or managed at period end 

 

Graph 5 - Headline social housing cost per unit 

The unit cost metric assesses the headline social housing cost per unit as defined by the 

regulator.  

Headline social housing cost per unit = Social housing costs ÷ Social housing units 

Social housing costs = [Management costs 

+ Service charge costs 

+ Routine maintenance costs 

+ Planned maintenance costs 

+ Major repairs expenditure 

+ Capitalised major repairs expenditure for period 

+ Lease costs 

+ Other (social housing letting) costs 

+ Development services 

+ Community / neighbourhood services 

+ Other social housing activities: Other (operating expenditure) 

+ Other social housing activities: charges for support services     

(operating expenditure)] 

Divided by 

Social housing units = Total social housing units owned and/or managed at period end 

 



 

Graph 6 – Operating margin (overall) 

The Operating Margin demonstrates the profitability of operating assets before exceptional 

expenses are taken into account. Increasing margins are one way to improve the financial 

efficiency of a business. When the regulator assesses this ratio, consideration is given to 

registered providers’ purpose and objectives (including their social objectives). Further 

consideration is also given to specialist providers who tend to have lower margins than 

average [emphasis added – this would include care & support providers such as Alpha]. 

Operating margin (overall) = (A ÷ B) x 100 

A = Overall operating surplus/(deficit), not including any Gain/(loss) on disposal of fixed 

assets (housing properties). Similarly, results of JVs are not included in either turnover or 

operating surplus. 

B = Turnover (overall) Source = statutory financial statements or FVA.  


