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This year's WECH AGM was fantastic:
Residents say that it was the best ever.

Residents who attended this year's WECH AGM think it was
wonderful because everyone came back together again.
Many people said that it was WECH's best ever AGM.

The meeting was attended by 129 WECH residents from 17% of
WECH households. In total, 184 WECH members, which is 27%
of all members, voted in person or by proxy to elect the Board.

The number of votes received by candidates for election
to the WECH Board is as follows (candidates listed
alphabetically, in order as shown on the ballot paper):

Monica Feeney 125
Nadia Foucher 145
Alicja Johnston 148
Vonley Joseph 135
Paul Judge 155
David Little 144
Vera Mrdak 144
Gordon Quinlan 155
Sarah Seisay 143
Chamaine Stoukas 155
Adam White 43

The ten members with the most votes were elected to
the Board. Members also voted to receive the financial
statements together with the report of the auditors for
the year ended 31 March 2024, and to re-appoint WECH's
auditors, Beever & Struthers, to hold office until the
conclusion of the next AGM.

The Chair and Chief Executive addressed the meeting: their
speeches, which were very well received, are reproduced
overleaf. If you would like to view a recording of the meeting
it can be found at www.wech.org.uk/agm

“Jackie’s back!”
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Last year's AGM was an unprecedented event. There was
tremendous disquiet, unease and uncertainty about the
future of WECH. The organisation that came out of the Covid
lockdowns was a lot different to the one that went in. We had
a new chief executive; we had new premises; and the whole
culture of the organisation seemed to have changed.

It used to be a face-to-face organisation, where you could
walk into the office and see the staff. Then, all of a sudden,
it changed. One of the changes was to outsource the
finances. When you don't control your own finances, that
raises question marks; and we didn't have a maintenance
manager. There were a lot of complaints about the lack of
maintenance; there were no visible staff on the street. Last
year, the members exercised their power, and they made
their feelings known. The AGM was followed by a Special
General Meeting, which resulted in a completely new Board.

[ say this was an unprecedented event: there was disquiet
about certain staff members leaving; there was disquiet
about Robinson Wilson being asked to leave their offices, and
the members acted. Now, if we'd been residents of another
Housing Association, we would have been powerless to do
anything. It's the fact that we're member-controlled, and the
members led, that we were able to initiate change.

Now, Rome wasn't built in a day. We have made a lot of
improvements, but there's always room for more. The first
thing the new Board did was to appoint housing consultants
Campbell Tickell to take a good look at the organisation and
make some recommendations. Campbell Tickell worked
closely with the WECH Board for six months. Some of their
suggestions have been put in place, other recommendations
will follow, subject to WECH members’ approval. The emphasis
of this work has been to ensure our Board is functioning
effectively, especially with regards to finance and maintaining
our homes.

We have made sure we're on a financially sound footing, and
that properties which people are renting or leasing are in a
good condition. That is where all our energies have gone.

Chair’s Speech to the 2024 AGM

Gordon Quinlan, Chair of the WECH Board

We've appointed some very high calibre experts onto the

Board. We've got a top financial consultant, and we've got
a top legal expert, who wrote the new model rules for

the National Housing Federation. We've done our best to

strengthen the organisation.

Many of you who have been around for the last 30 or 40
years took part in the battle with Westminster Council to
gain our independence. So, it's very heartwarming to see
how many people are here tonight. It just shows that WECH
actually means something to you.

WECH is a very special organisation. You're very special
people. The decisions last year weren't taken lightly. We're
in a unique position because we're a member-controlled
organisation. You have the power; you appoint the Board.
The Board are answerable to the members, and the staff are
answerable to the Board. You exercised that right last year,
and you can all be very proud of yourselves for doing that
because if we had carried on another year like the previous
two years, we might not be sitting here now.

[ wanted to maintain our independence, and there were
enough people who felt the same way, so you can all be
proud of yourself on what we achieved last year.

What we're concerned of as a Board is the governance of
this organisation: to make sure that it's financially on a sound
footing, and I think we've done that this year.

The future is looking a lot brighter. We've got a tremendous
management team in place, all the staff are on board with us,
and we've got back to that idea of being one family.

With all the division and violence in the world, we're all one.
There's never been any problems between people here. [
hope that we can be a role model for the wider world in how
everyone can live and work peacefully. We want to show that
we're one people, and we're all together as one. We're one
family, and we're the WECH family.
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Historic moment

[ arrived at WECH in August 2023 as an interim appointment,
expecting to stay just six months. I quickly discovered that
WECH was at a critical point in its unique history with many
residents gravely concerned about its future independence;
and with the staff team fractured and unsupported.

A month later came the defining moment of the year, a
milestone in the history of WECH - an uprising at the AGM!
Using your democratic rights as members of WECH, you
organised, rose up and took control, echoing the spirit of the
campaigners who led to WECH's establishment.

My commitment

This moment and what followed transformed how I
perceived and felt about my involvement with you in the
long term. I was more than impressed: [ was inspired.

From that moment on, I felt totally committed to the WECH
family. When the Board advertised for a permanent Chief
Executive, [ had already decided I wanted to be part of your
future. So, I applied for the role. [ was delighted to be kept on
permanently, and [ promise I will repay every ounce of trust
and confidence you have placed in me.

At last year's AGM, you set out your priorities, and I listened.
Since then, with the backing of the Board you elected that
night, we've started to put things right.

Cyclical works

Last year you asked what had happened to the cyclical
works, none of which had been done since 2019. You

asked where the money had gone. The Board instructed an
independent review of finances. Having got assurance of our
ongoing viability, the Board ensured that this year’s budget
provided funds to pay for the new five-year cyclical works
contract. This contract was tendered in line with our financial
regulations to get the right contractors and best prices. I am
pleased to report that the programme is now restored, and
that cyclical works have started on Walterton Estate.

Day-to-day maintenance

A year ago, [ found a substantial backlog of day-to-day
repairs and nobody with the skills to support and supervise
that team. The former Chief Executive had appointed himself
Head of Maintenance. There was widespread dissatisfaction
about jobs not getting done.

My approach was to build a strong new team by appointing
skilled senior staff to manage repairs and to widen the group
of contractors, including local firms. As many of you will know,
we re-employed a WECH resident as a second multi-trades
person. We continue to use trusted and familiar tradespeople
who can do a good job at a fair price. To show you the
difference we are making with tackling the repairs backlog,
here are the numbers: in the six months since April we ordered
1,435 repairs, compared to 752 in the same period last year,
with 431 new orders placed this month alone.

Chief Executive's Speech to the 2024 AGM
What a difference a year makes: WECH is back!

Suzanne Wolfe, Chief Executive

The WECH family

The WECH family is something special. It includes WECH
residents and staff, but also contractors, neighbours,
connected organisations and volunteers. Last year, what
made you most angry was that longstanding much loved
staff had suddenly gone, and that the organisation had lost
its human face.

[ was determined to bring back the WECH family, but it was
clear that much damage had been done. We had to settle
five employment related claims against WECH. At the same
time, [ steadied and rebuilt the WECH team, ending use of
temporary staff. I brought in a highly experienced Head of
Housing, and I brought back some valued longstanding
former staff members.

(Suzanne introduces Carmen Clarke and presents
Jackie Dawkins, who are warmly received)

Annual accounts and finance function

Last year, you rightly demanded to see a copy of the
accounts and Auditor’s report before voting on them. This
year, we sent you a copy two weeks in advance.

Last year you expressed concern that WECH's Finance
Director, Costas, had left the organisation and that WECH's
finances had been handed to external accountants.
Thankfully, Costas agreed to come back to WECH. For six
months, he helped WECH recover and helped us to get ready
to bring the accounts back in house under WECH's direct
control.

[ have recruited an in-house Finance Team, stronger than
ever before, to replace the £115,000 a year outsourced
accounts contract. So, I am pleased to introduce you to
Kathryn Dowlath, who is WECH's new Corporate Services
Director, to outline the account headlines.

(Kathryn presents the headline of the accounts)

Coral Williams' welfare and debt advice

Last year you asked what had happened to the advice service
provided by Coral Williams of Robinson Wilson Solicitors, and
why WECH had ended the lease for her office on the ground
floor of Selbourne House.

[ am pleased to report that not only has WECH signed a new
ten-year lease with Robinson Wilson Solicitors, giving Coral
and her team security of tenure on the ground floor, but we
have also leased Coral extra space on the mezzanine floor.

We also want to restore the Debt and Welfare Advice service,
which Coral previously provided to WECH residents. So, we
have applied to Westminster Council for funds to cover those
costs, and we hope to find out the result shortly.



Greening the estates

Last year, WECH received £25,000 from the Council's
Greening Westminster fund. We planted new trees and
shrubs, gave away planters and plants, and held events to get
you gardening. You can see pictures in the calendar of both
Lord Mayors of Westminster mucking in. We carried out soil
remediation works to ensure the new planting could flourish.

We tried out a new local approach to maintaining our
communal gardens, and helped some residents with their
back gardens, all of which was very well received by you. We
now have funding to keep on our own Community Gardener
and have appointed Bongo, who many of you will have met.

Food Bank, Brunch, Clothes Bank, Yoga

We asked you what you wanted from WECH's community
programme; you told us that help with the cost-of-living
crisis was most urgently needed. [ am proud that over

the past year WECH has begun to build a new range of
community services reflecting your priorities.

Since the closure of St Peter's Church last year for repairs,
WECH has hosted the Foodbank and the Wednesday Brunch,
run by Jacqui Haynes. The Brunch is targeted at residents
and other local people who would benefit from a hot meal in
a warm, safe, social place. We are working with new partners
such as Garm Hub, who deliver the Clothes Bank from our
Community Centre and the Green Doctors to help residents
save on rising fuel costs.

We have recently introduced fitness activities such as Yoga,
Boxing for all ages and an After-School sports club. This

is just the beginning — we've consulted you and will be
developing more services to help with the cost of living and
to support the health and wellbeing of our neighbourhood.

So far this financial year, we have secured more than
£213,000 to fund our programme and are awaiting the
outcome of other bids, enabling us to make a real impact on
the wellbeing of our community.

Stable team, costs

WECH is now stable. We have put in place many changes
for the better. But the cost of putting things right, along with
high inflation, was substantial. Interest paid on the Elgin
Estate loan increased by £180,000 caused by increases in
the borrowing rate following the Truss government’s mini
budget. Operating costs for the year increased by £645k.
Nearly half of this, £294k, was for temporary staff costs, HR
and legal advice and redundancy settlements.

Fortunately, these are one-off costs because we've created a
stable and committed team with the skills and understanding
to properly run WECH. The team has pulled together through
a period of rapid change and uncertainty, and [ would like to
thank them for that.

Working with the Council and our new MP

We have been working closely with Westminster Council to
get the greatest possible benefits for our residents and the
wider neighbourhood from the Council's North Paddington
Programme. We hope this will lead to greater support for
WECH's community services and the opportunity to increase
these through the creation of a community hub at Ernest
Harris House across the road.

During the year, we thanked Karen Buck MP for her decades
of loyal support to WECH, and we welcomed our new MP,
Georgia Gould to meet WECH residents and the leading
community-based organisations in North Paddington. We
look forward to working with her in the year ahead.

Recent good news

This year, we've had the honour of welcoming two
consecutive Lord Mayors of Westminster, Councillors
Patricia McAllister and her successor, Councillor Robert
Rigby, to officiate at our gardening events. Councillor Rigby
was impressed by what he saw and nominated WECH to
receive some additional cherry trees from the Sakura Project,
celebrating the cordial relationship between the UK and
Japan. We're looking forward to planting these with you at
the end of the year. Please let me know if you would like to
suggest a friend or neighbour to dedicate these to.

Whilst on the subject of gardens, I am also pleased to
announce that we've secured a further £50,000 from the
Council's Greening Westminster fund to spend in the coming
year; we will be sending details of our autumn planting
events soon.

Meeting residents

[ believe the long-standing tradition of the WECH Chief
Executive being visible and available to our residents is of
great importance. This year ['ve met many of you, either at
events and celebrations, in your homes or on your doorstep,
sometimes with Lala and other colleagues at my side.

[ have often said that meeting our residents is one of the

best - and most important parts - of my job. In the lead up

to tonight's AGM alone I've knocked on over 230 doors,
encouraging attendance and listening to residents’ concerns
and aspirations. I've brought back 21 cases needing action, all
of which [ will continue to follow until they are resolved and
look forward to meeting many more of you in the year ahead.

WECH is about you: we've turned the page

This organisation is about you. Because without you,
WECH would not exist. The past 12 months have brought
real change. You spoke, we listened, and we acted. WECH
has turned the page. There is a lot more to do, but [ am
committed to you and the future of WECH, helping you
secure and build on your unique place in housing history.

Gordon Quinlan, Chair of the WECH Board and Suzanne
Wolfe, Chief Executive



