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1. The word “Association” throughout this report refers specifically to The Pioneer Housing and Community
Group Limited entity.

2. The word “Group” throughout this report refers to the consolidated results of The Pioneer Housing and
Community Group Limited and its subsidiaries.
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Introduction

The Board of the Pioneer Group is pleased to present its report and audited financial statements for the
year ended 31 March 2021.

The Pioneer Housing and Community Group Limited (the Pioneer Group) is a charitable registered society,
registered in England and Wales under the Co-operative and Community Benefit Societies Act 2014
(28414R), and is a registered provider of social housing regulated by the Regulator of Social Housing
(L4418).

Vision and mission
The Pioneer Group'’s vision is:

¢ Making lives and communities better
The Pioneer Group’s mission is:

¢ As an anchor organisation, use our Group strength to provide great homes and help
build resilient communities where people can thrive.

Principal activities

The principal activity of the Pioneer Group is providing social housing in north and east Birmingham, with
the vast majority of the stock in Castle Vale, Birmingham. Social housing represents 80% of the Group’s
turnover (2020: 77%).

To achieve its wider mission to build resilient communities where people can thrive, the Pioneer Group
also provides a range of other people, community and housing-focussed services including:
e Community regeneration, including health, family support, young people services and community
facilities
Market rented homes
Tiggy Winkles children’s day care nursery in Castle Vale for 0-5 year olds
CCtv
A small number of commercial properties on Castle Vale High Street
Sports and leisure facilities at Castle Vale Stadium

The Pioneer Group owns and manages 2,464 social and market rent homes, of which 2,380 (97%) are in
Castle Vale. Other homes are in neighbouring areas of north and east Birmingham including Stechford
(41 homes) and Stockland Green (37 homes).

Pioneer Group structure

The Pioneer Group is the group parent. It is a charitable Registered Provider, holding all the Group’s
housing assets and all of its borrowing. It develops and lets housing under the brands of:

e Castle Vale Community Housing — social housing

e Stockland Green Community Housing — market rent and social housing

e Pioneer Places — market rent and social housing
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The Pioneer Group provides central services including finance, treasury, human resources, information
technology and governance to the wider group. It also delivers the strategic and operational services of
asset management and housing development, housing management and customer services, and
community partnerships.

The Pioneer Group has two actively trading subsidiaries:

¢ Compass Support Services Limited
A charity registered with the Charity Commission, delivering a range of people based services
including health and wellbeing, youth and employment services

e The Merlin Venture Limited
A company limited by guarantee, supporting the local community through child care services,
running the Tiggy Winkles Day Care Nursery for 0-5 year olds on the Castle Vale estate. It joined
the group in 2017.

This structure allows for other brands or organisations to join the Group in the future. There are no
financial cross guarantees between the group members, which protects the social housing assets.

To simplify the group structure, the dormant subsidiary, Stockland Green Opportunity Housing and
Training Limited, was wound up during 2020/21. The subsidiary had not traded since 2017 and had no
assets or liabilities.

The Pioneer Group heritage

The government-sponsored Housing Action Trust programme ran in Castle Vale, Birmingham, from 1993
to 2005, refurbishing existing homes, building new homes, and investing in the wider environment of the
estate. Castle Vale was transformed into a modern, low rise estate, with only two high rise buildings
remaining from the original 34. The two commercial centres on the estate were demolished and rebuilt
with a range of modern retail and community facilities, and a new central park was created.

The Housing Action Trust was designed to be a temporary body and a priority was to plan for succession,
once the Trust’s work ended in 2005.

The Pioneer Group was founded in 1996 to be the long term anchor organisation of Castle Vale, and by
2005 had taken ownership of 2,400 homes built or refurbished as part of the regeneration programme.
Compass Support Services Limited and the Merlin Venture Limited were also founded during the same
period, and have subsequently joined the Pioneer Group.

This heritage makes the Pioneer Group different to other stock transfer housing associations. The Group
has inherited a concentrated stock of high quality homes and retains a firm commitment to sustaining the
successful regeneration of Castle Vale through wider people and community focussed activities. The Group
invests significant resources in non-social housing activities in order to ensure that this successful
regeneration is maintained.

Two decades later, Castle Vale continues to be a good place to live. The quality of the housing stock is
high, the environment is clean and pleasant, and there is a substantial waiting list for people wanting to
live in the area.
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Five year performance trends

The last five years have seen a trend of increasing turnover, with turnover 13% higher in 2021 than
2017.

This is despite the Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016 introducing a 1% reduction in social housing
rents for four years, which constrained the Group’s core income stream until April 2020.

This has been achieved by a slight increase in diversification of income, with social housing lettings
making up 78% of total turnover in 2021 compared to 88% in 2017. Social housing letting remains by
far the most significant individual income source for the Group; the next most significant contributors to
turnover are community regeneration (8% of total) and market rent (5% of total).

5 year performance trends
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Operating margin from social housing lettings remains strong and averaged 43% across the period. The
lower margin and surplus in 2021 is due to a £0.6 million increase in expenditure on non-capitalised
planned maintenance, primarily relating to decorations and electrical hard wire testing.

Operating margin from all activities averaged 35% across the five year period. The unusually high
surplus in 2020 was driven by the government’s Voluntary Right to Buy pilot, which generated a surplus
of £3.4 million in 2020 and has now come to an end.

The Group’s development programme ensured that overall property numbers rose over the period,
despite the ongoing popularity of the Group’s homes under the Right to Buy and the Group’s
participation in the Midlands Voluntary Right to Buy pilot.

The Pioneer Group has plans to add another 250 new homes over the period 2020-25, which will
increase the proportion of income from social housing lettings.
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2018 2019 2020 2021
£15.6m £14.8m £17.4m £15.4m
£5.6m £4.1m £8.0m £4.4m
£1.9m £2.1m £6.3m £2.6m
36% 28% 46% 28%
46% 42% 41% 35%
2,459 2,459 2,467 2,464

The new Corporate Plan organises the Group'’s activity around three key themes, with clear measures of

success to be achieved by 2025.

The themes seek to build on the successful platform built over the previous five years, retaining existing
strengths but with a clear focus on improving core services to deliver greater customer satisfaction.

Great, safe homes

Strong, vibrant communities

Business excellence

People — 90% staff satisfaction

city, region and country

Great landlord - be in the best 25% of landlords for tenants’ overall satisfaction with services
Great homes — 1500 new bathrooms, 500 kitchens and 700 properties to receive new windows
More homes — build 250 new homes
Warmer homes — increase average SAP rating of homes by 2 points to 73
Safe homes — full legal compliance and no actions outstanding

Clean and green — 85% satisfied with the overall appearance of their neighbourhood
Support people — 90% aggregate positive outcomes for service users

Community pledge — invest a minimum of £2.5 million in Castle Vale, maximising social value
Partnership — 95% of community plan activities successfully undertaken

Community voice — 75% satisfied that their views are listened to and acted on

Money — achieve financial plan and regulatory metrics

Governance — robust governance that enables retention of G1 rating

Process — great processes and better enabled technology to deliver great services

Sector leadership — ensure a high profile for the work of the Pioneer Group across the sector,
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Some highlights of our work in 2020/21

The Pioneer Group's activity for 2020/21 focussed on delivery of the first year of the new Corporate Plan.
We have sought to focus activity on a small number of key projects which will provide a platform for the
following years of the 2020-25 Corporate Plan. Some of the significant projects for the year were:

e Great, safe homes

Our first priority for 2020-25 is to deliver excellent landlord services, with our tenants rating us as one of
the best housing associations in the country. In the year, we commenced a Castle Vale stories
consultation exercise to understand more about customer expectations, experience and priorities. This will
give a strong evidence base to enable us to design services for the future and to identify of areas of
housing management that we need to strengthen.

The safety of our tenants remains a high priority. We have appointed and mobilised new compliance
contractors in electrical safety testing and lift maintenance, to add to the new gas contractor appointed
in 2019/20. New contracts for legionella testing and asbestos will be appointed in 2021/22.

We had intended to deliver 44 more new homes by completing our schemes at Manor House, Stechford,
and Slade Road, Stockland Green. These sites are on prominent locations in their communities, turning
neglected brownfield sites into much-needed homes. Both sites have experienced delays during the year,
in part due to coronavirus, and are now expected to complete in 2021/22 and 2022/23 respectively.

e Strong, vibrant communities

Our community hubs in Castle Vale and Falcon Lodge play an important role in their neighbourhoods,
providing a place for activities, supporting small businesses and helping build community activism. Both
facilities were closed temporarily due to coronavirus. We have set a business plan for the hubs with the
objectives of raising awareness of the hubs and increasing their use by the community.

e Business excellence

To fund our plans to build 250 new homes by 2025, we have secured a new £35 million, 30 year fixed
rate loan from Scottish Widows at a rate of 2.3%. The loan will be drawn in October 2022 and full
loan securitisation was completed during April 2021. This long term, low cost loan has released substantial
financial savings and has drastically reduced the Group’s exposure to interest rate risk.

To ensure we remain an attractive employer whilst ensuring long term financial viability and flexibility, we
completed a full review of pay and benefits offered to staff. This project sought to ensure our benefits
are designed in a way which most appeals to current and potential staff, whilst remaining within current
cost levels. The project concluded with a revised offer presented to staff, which included contractual and
policy changes.

During 2019/20 we agreed a new, long term partnership with MRI Software. As part of this, during
2020/21 we have been implementing a range of new IT systems to complement our existing Orchard
housing management system, strengthening our approach to compliance, income collection and
performance reporting. In parallel with this, data quality was improved and aligned to the processes of
our core databases.
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In line with our code of governance, we carried out a formal governance review to ensure our current
arrangements are fit for the new corporate plan. As part of this, we recruited a number of non-executive
posts across the governance structure, including four new members of the Pioneer Group Board bringing
skills in finance, law, risk and property.

A project has begun to review leaseholder sinking funds, to ensure the amounts we collect are in line
with the expected long term costs of maintenance. This work will finish in 2021/22.

e Coronavirus response

Coronavirus was not foreseen when the Group’s annual plan was set, and has had a significant impact on
the Group’s activity during the year.

The Group’s approach to business continuity worked, with the majority of staff transitioned to home
working and services provided in line with national government guidance. Throughout the pandemic the
Group has had a strong focus on supporting colleagues and protecting jobs.

The response to the pandemic has also demonstrated the Group’s community focus, with over £1.3 million
new funding raised to support the response, 2,700 food parcels delivered and 13,000 welfare calls to
vulnerable customers. This was supported by over 16,000 hours of volunteer support.

Our commitments in 2020/21
Our annual planning process has identified 9 key projects for delivery this year:
e Great, safe homes

Following the Castle Vale stories consultation exercise, we will develop a Tenant Service Improvement
Strategy, focussing on delivering against the key priorities for tenants and residents. This will ensure we
have assurance on compliance with the Consumer Standards and the wider provisions of the Social Housing
White Paper.

In 2020/21, we will deliver 54 new homes by completing our scheme at Manor House, Stechford, plus a
further development at the former Greenwood Academy site in Castle Vale. We will also continue to seek
further land and partnership opportunities during the year to ensure we can deliver 250 homes in total by
2025.

Additionally, we will review our approach to market rented homes, to determine the best management
and investment approach to our current market stock and decide how, when and where we might want
to continue to invest in stock acquisition to add to our market rent portfolio.

e Strong, vibrant communities

Our local communities have been heavily hit by the pandemic. To respond to the economic challenges
facing our tenants and wider communities we serve we will develop an employment, training and skills
strategy to support financial capability and promote a work first ethos. This will provide a clear approach
to employment delivery, training and volunteering, and enable us to achieve the best outcomes for our
communities.
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e Business excellence

The organisation rapidly adopted agile working practices in response to the pandemic. The next phase
is to understand the ability of the organisation to retain and develop greater agile working practices over
the longer term, developing clearly defined principles, policies, procedures and guidance. The three guiding
principles are the need for agile working to deliver for customers, the business and staff.

Our tenants and staff trust us with their personal data, and the Board takes its responsibilities under the
Data Protection Act very seriously. We carried out work to embed compliance during 2020/21, and we
will continue to implement process and cultural changes to ensure continued compliance in 2021/22. This
includes automating compliance with our retention periods and ensuring the ongoing accuracy of data
within our core systems.

During 2020/21 we implemented a range of new IT systems to complement our existing housing
management system, strengthening our approach to compliance, income collection and performance
reporting. This programme of work will continue into 2021/22, with continued implementation of housing
and performance reporting modules.

Finally, we will conclude our review of leaseholder sinking funds, to ensure the amounts we collect
are in line with the expected long term costs of maintenance.

Principal risks and uncertainties

The Pioneer Group has a comprehensive and well-established risk management process. Strategic risks
are assessed and reported quarterly through the Corporate Risk Plan. The risk framework is
accompanied by clear risk appetites and golden rules set by the Board.

The Pioneer Group continues to evolve its risk process in line with best sector practice. The embedding
of 4Risk software is improving assurance mapping against key controls and gives the Board an enhanced
view of the Group’s Risk Registers.

The principal strategic risks facing the Pioneer Group, which have the highest residual scoring in the
Corporate Risk Plan, are:

Risk Description Assurance/mitigation/action

Income Pioneer Group rental | Despite the pandemic, income collection for social housing
income reduces or is | stock remains strong and was within target for the year
constrained by
affordability for Orchard Income Analytics software has been introduced in
tenants and/or 2020/21 to help officers monitor and target arrears in a more
government policy sophisticated way.

(including welfare

reform, rent increase | Residents are being offered welfare, benefits and employment
limits, and advice.

compulsory sales)

Cost Cost increases due The £35 million, 30 year fixed rate loan agreed during the year
to adverse economic | will provide long term certainty on interest costs and reduce
conditions (inflation/ | exposure to interest rate risk.
interest rates)

10
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Health and | The Pioneer Group Health and safety issues are closely monitored by a Health and

safety does not comply with | Safety Steering Group, supported by an independent expert. A
its corporate health new KPI framework has been implemented to improve
and safety governance oversight. The Group continues to closely follow
responsibilities the findings of the Grenfell Tower public inquiry, and has

already implemented some of the anticipated outcomes.
Working practices have been adapted to protect the health and
safety of staff and customers, including home working by the
majority of staff.

The worldwide economic uncertainty surrounding coronavirus has the potential to impact on a number of
strategic risks, including the three principal risks identified above. The Pioneer Group remains in a
financially strong position to face this, with £10 million cash at 31 March, headroom against key
covenants and access to a further £17 million revolving credit facility

Financial performance

The overall financial performance of the Pioneer Group is a surplus after tax of £2.6 million (2020: £6.3
million).

The Group has achieved its overall budgeted surplus for the year. In the context of the coronavirus
pandemic and the pressure this has created on all aspects of the business, this is a significant
achievement.

The decrease in surplus is largely due to surplus on disposal of property, which was unusually high in
2020 (£3.6 million in 2020) and as expected has now returned to more normal levels (£0.4 million in
2021). Property sales in 2020 were boosted by the government-funded Voluntary Right to Buy pilot,
which has now ended.

The core activity of the Group is social housing. Social housing accounts for 80% of the Group’s
turnover (2020: 77%).

The Pioneer Group’s operating model is to generate surpluses from the social housing assets and use
these to support wider community and people focussed services, in accordance with its charitable
mission.

This year the Group invested a net £0.4 million (2020: £0.6 million) in non-social housing activities,
primarily in community regeneration. Community regeneration includes a range of services to support
people and communities, including families, young people, health and wellbeing, restorative justice,
partnership activity and community hubs.

The Pioneer Group regards these as essential parts of its charitable mission in their own right, but they
also benefit core landlord services by helping to sustain tenancies and ensuring that Castle Vale remains
a desirable place to live with strong demand for homes. This contributes to Pioneer’s unusually low void
loss for its demographic area.

11



DocuSign Envelope ID: 00BC7373-AA56-4399-AA17-D20875571093

Annual report and
financial statements 2021
Directors’ strategic report

v_{)’ The Pioneer Group

Making lives and communities better

Some elements of non-social housing activity are carried out as investments with the intention of
generating funds to subsidise the Group’s charitable aims. The most significant of these is the market
rent portfolio, which represents 5% of the Group’s turnover and 4% of its properties (2020: 4% of
turnover, 4% of properties).

The net expenditure on non-social housing has reduced in 2021, largely because of increased income for
community regeneration. During the pandemic, funders have recognised the importance of activity to
support people and communities and the Group has been able to secure additional funding.

Total comprehensive income for the year was £1.3 million (2020: £7.1 million). This was a £1.3 million
decrease from the surplus for the year (2020: £0.8 million increase). This other comprehensive income
mostly relates to the defined benefit pension schemes (note 12), where changes in financial assumptions
recommended by the scheme actuary reversed the gains recognised in the previous year.

The Group’s balance sheet shows a 2% increase in fixed assets to £97.4 million (2020: £95.2 million).
Retained revenue reserves have risen by 4% to £32.1 million (2020: £30.7 million).

The Group’s cash balance at year end was £9.8 million (2020: £11.2 million), and this is accompanied by
a £17 million undrawn revolving credit facility. Despite the pandemic, cash balances have held up very
well. This is in part due to the Group’s success in securing income and preventing arrears during the
pandemic, and in part due to enforced delays in capital expenditure resulting from the lockdowns.

This strong cash position puts the Pioneer Group in a robust liquidity position to face any further economic
challenges caused by the coronavirus. Longer term, this liquidity will support the Group’s housing growth
strategy to develop 250 new homes by 2025.

Despite spending a further £4.3 million (2020: £5.0 million) on investment activities in new and existing
property, the Pioneer Group has not needed to make any loan drawdowns from its revolving credit facility
during the year. Loan balances have fallen from £40.0 million to £38.6 million due to scheduled loan
repayments. The Group has taken advantage of the current low interest rate environment to agree
additional forward fixes; 91% of current loans are fixed and 70% are fixed in excess of 5 years (2020:
61% fixed in excess of 5 years).

All loan covenants have been met during the year.
It is the Pioneer Group Board’s intention to retain sufficient levels of reserves to protect the long-term

interest of tenants, allowing for the ongoing provision of accommodation at affordable rents and adequate
levels of funding for future major repair and development programmes.

12
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Value for Money — performance against regulatory metrics
The table below outlines performance against the nine metrics set out by the Regulator of Social Housing.

The trend columns are colour coded to show whether the metric is constant or improving (green) or
deteriorating (red) compared to the previous year. The performance columns are colour coded in a four
quartile system to show Pioneer’s 2021 results relative to peer and sector benchmarks.

The peer comparison shows the median result for a group of 21 comparable-sized (1,000-2500 social
homes) organisations operating in England, excluding London. The national comparison shows the median
result for all registered providers, from the Regulator’s analysis of the global accounts for the sector. Both
of these are comparisons with 2020 data, which is the most recent data available.

The Board considers that it is important to demonstrate good value for money against both immediate
peers, who offer the closest like for like comparison, and the sector as a whole, to demonstrate that
remaining a smaller independent provider delivers positive value for money outcomes compared to the
larger providers.

* 2019/20 Global Accounts benchmarking data

Trends Performance

Regulatory metric 5918 [ 2019 | 2020 | 2021 | 2022 Sector Peers

Actual | Actual | Actual Actual | Target median* | median*
Reinvestment 18% | 4.6% | 4.6% | 4.6% | 9.5% 7.2% 5.1%
New supply delivered 0.0% | 0.0% 1.7% | 0.0% | 1.3% 1.5% 1.6%
(social housing units) ’ ’ ’ ’ ) ’ ’
New supply delivered
(non-social housing 0.5% 0.0% 0.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%
units)
Gearing 47.8% | 46.5% | 36.2% | 35.3% | 39.0% 44% 35.7%
Ef\gPA MRI Interest 269% | 197% | 268% | 222% | 179% 170% 190%
Headline social housing | 235 | 5975 | 2855 | £3,185 | £3,636 £3830 | £3,730
cost per unit
Operating margin (social | e 900 | 41700 | 40.7% | 35.5% | 36.1% 25.7% 28.1%
housing lettings)
Operating Margin 33.6% | 25.6% | 25.3% | 25.3% | 24.5% 23.1% 26.1%
(overall)
Return on capital 5.9% | 42% | 7.8% | 4.1% | 3.9% 3.4% 3.0%
employed

= Upper Quartile

= Better than median

= Lower than median

= Lower Quartile

13
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The 2021 results of the regulatory metrics show overall strong value for money performance, including:

e Outperforming the sector in seven of the nine indicators;

e Outperforming peers in six of the nine indicators;

e Declines in three indicators compared to 2020, due to increased planned maintenance spend.
Performance remains stronger than peers and the sector;

e Declines in two indicators compared to 2020, where 2020 performance was unusually high for
exceptional reasons and has returned to more normal levels. Performance remains stronger than
peers and the sector;

e Declines in new social housing development, which has been significantly affected by the
pandemic;

e Three indicators have held steady or improved.

The Group'’s efforts to grow its development programme have been significantly affected by the pandemic,
with no homes completed during the year and no new starts. This lower than expected development
expenditure has also prevented an improvement in the reinvestment measure.

This is a disappointing outcome for the year. The Group had worked hard to increase performance in
development, which had historically lagged behind the sector, and had achieved strong performance in
these measures in 2020.

The Group maintains its overall aim to deliver 250 homes by 2025, which will represent upper quartile
performance compared to peers and the wider sector. The Group continues to work with
GreenSquareAccord and the Matrix Housing Partnership to ensure successful delivery of the programme.
A new in-house development team was recruited during the year to strengthen development capacity.

Social housing grant had previously been secured for 145 homes and receipts from Voluntary Right to Buy
sales are expected to fund a further 20 homes. During the year, through the Matrix Housing Partnership,
the Group has also bid for further grant for the final 85 homes in order to deliver 250 homes overall.

As a result of these measures, new supply will rise next year and reinvestment will rise significantly to
outperform peer and sector benchmarks. Gearing will rise as cash balances are invested in new homes.

Social housing operating margin remains high for the sector, and similarly headline social housing cost per
unit is comparatively low. The Group is upper quartile for both measures compared to both the sector
and to its peer group.

This strong cost control in core social housing enables the investment in wider community and people
focussed services which results in a lower overall margin. The gap between social housing margin and
overall operating margin is much more significant for the Pioneer Group than for peers and the wider
sector, showing the particular value Pioneer places on wider community regeneration activities, sustainably
funded through strong core performance in social housing.

The reduction in social housing operating margin, reduction in EBITDA MRI and increase in headline social
housing cost in 2021 are all due to increased expenditure on planned maintenance, primarily internal and
external decoration and electrical hard wire testing. Decoration is an essential cyclical item to maintain
the quality and desirability of the Group’s housing properties. Electrical safety testing was unusually high
due to the backlog of certificates identified in 2020, and will reduce to normal levels in future years.

14
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In addition, the Board has strategically invested an additional £0.2 million a year in an enhanced, same
day repairs service in order to improve customer satisfaction, which it believes would represent a value
for money gain. Even with this additional expenditure, Pioneer’s performance exceeds peers and the
sector in all three measures.

In 2022, headline social housing cost will rise and EBITDA MRI will fall due to a major programme of
bathroom and window replacements, increasing capital maintenance by £1.0 million. This is ordinary
cyclical expenditure ensuring that the Group’s homes remain high quality and desirable, and will contribute
to ongoing customer satisfaction. Performance will move more into line with peers and continue to be
favourable compared to the wider sector.

Return on capital employed was unusually high in 2020 due to surplus generated by the Midlands Voluntary
Right to Buy pilot, which has now ended. 2021 performance represents a return to normal performance
levels, which continue to outperform peers and the sector.

Similarly, supply of nhew non-social housing was a one off in 2020 and has now returned to normal levels.
The Board is focussing development delivery on social housing, which it considers has the greatest overall
impact on achieving the Group’s charitable mission.

Value for Money — performance against Pioneer’s metrics

Alongside the regulatory metrics, Pioneer had identified four further value for money targets for the year.
These cover qualitative satisfaction metrics alongside metrics covering income collection, voids and
expenditure on overheads.

Again, the trend columns are colour coded to show whether the metric is constant or improving (green)
or deteriorating (red) compared to the previous year. The performance columns are colour coded in a
four quartile system to show Pioneer’s 2021 results relative to peer and sector benchmarks.

Trends Performance

Pioneer Metric

2018 | 2019 2020 2021 2022 Sector Peers

Actual | Actual | Actual Actual | Target median | median
Overall satisfaction with
landlord’s services 83% 79% 80% 929% 90% 86% 88%
Satisfaction with most
recent responsive repair 93% 84% 80% 82% 95% 91% 95%

. 100.1

Rent collection 99.8% | 99.1% | 100.0% % 98.5% 100% 100.4%
Rent loss due to voids 0.24% | 0.31% 0.46% 0.73% | 0.30% 0.84% 1.02%

After several years where satisfaction has either declined or plateaued, overall customer satisfaction has
significantly improved. This trend was seen across all the perception based satisfaction indicators.
Increased customer satisfaction is a very high strategic priority for the Group and is the first objective
within the Corporate Plan 2020-25.
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The increased satisfaction levels appear to be influenced by customer interactions during the pandemic,
where the organisation was undertaking such activities as welfare calls and delivering food parcels during
the lockdown period. This is supported by the regression analysis, which identifies the softer people based
measures, such as listening and communicating, as having the greatest impact on overall satisfaction.

Regression analysis shows there is some correlation between the improvement in this metric and
satisfaction with the repairs service, which in turn is influenced by repairs completed at first visit and repair
appointments kept. The Pioneer Group has experienced challenges with the repairs service as a result of
the pandemic, which caused a backlog of repairs after the first national lockdown. This was rectified as
the year progressed, with consistent monthly improvements in the key responsive repair metrics in the
second part of the year.

During 2021/22 we anticipate continued improvement in the key process based metrics (repairs completed
same day, completed at first visit and appoitments made and kept), which will lead to further
improvements in repairs and overall satisfaction. The Board chose to invest an additional £0.2 million per
year in an enhanced, same day repairs service in order to increase customer satisfaction. This appears to
have been an effective strategic value for money decision, yielding increasing customer satisfaction with
a key service.

Additionally, the service improvement strategy will focus on the future design of our services to ensure
that we are genuinely meeting the needs of tenants, residents and service users. The work will include:

e A comprehensive review of customer satisfaction
e Self-assessment against Consumer Standards
e Future scanning, which will involve research into best practice and market offers

Overall pressure on arrears and rent collection remains due to the pandemic as an increasing number of
customers transition to Universal Credit (34% of our social housing tenant base, up from 25% in 2020).
However, rent collection, at 100.1%, marginally improved compared to last year (100.0%). This has been
primarily driven by implementation of a new team structure and additional staff resources, which have
allowed the team to focus on more preventative action and lower level arrears cases. The new Income
Analytics software allows officers to effectively target customers as payment difficulties arise, proactively
support tenants and put payment plans in place.

We anticipate that the economic situation may deteriorate and, correspondingly, we have set a revised
rent collection target of 98.5% to accommodate the forecast increase in current and former tenant arrears.

Demand for our homes remains high and although voids performance has continued to outperform peers

and the wider sector, the internal target was missed this year due to the impact of coronavirus, which
prevented property lettings in the initial months of 2020/21.
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Statement of the responsibilities of the Pioneer Group Board for the financial statements

Housing association legislation requires the Pioneer Group Board to prepare financial statements for each
financial year which give a true and fair view of the state of affairs of the Group and Association at the
end of the financial year and of the surplus of the Group and Association for the year ended on that date.

In preparing those financial statements the Pioneer Group Board is required to:

e select suitable accounting policies and apply them consistently;

¢ make judgements and estimates that are reasonable and prudent;

e state whether applicable accounting standards have been followed and give details of any
departures;

e prepare the financial statements on a going concern basis unless it is inappropriate.

The Pioneer Group Board is responsible for keeping proper accounting records which disclose with
reasonable accuracy at any time the financial position of the Group and Association and to enable them
to ensure that the accounts comply with the Co-operative and Community Benefit Societies Act 2014 and
the Housing and Regeneration Act 2008.

It is also responsible for safeguarding the assets of the Group and Association and hence for taking
reasonable steps for the prevention and detection of fraud and other irregularities, by establishing and
maintaining a satisfactory system of control over the Group and Association’s accounting records, cash
holdings and all of its receipts and remittances.

Going concern

The Group’s activities, together with the factors likely to affect its future development, its financial position
and its exposure to risk, are described above.

The Group has considerable financial resources and, as a consequence, the Pioneer Group Board believes
that the Group is well placed to manage its business risks successfully despite current uncertainties in the
social housing sector and wider UK economy.

The Board has conducted stress testing of its financial business plan in May 2021 and concluded that the
financial plan is resilient to a wide range of potential risks. This includes risks which may arise from the
ongoing pandemic, including increases in voids and rent arrears, significant one off costs and sustained
cost increases. The organisation has significant access to liquidity, with a £17 million undrawn revolving
credit facility which is greater than the overall budgeted turnover for next year.

The Pioneer Group Board therefore has a reasonable expectation that the Association and the Group have
adequate resources to continue in operational existence for the foreseeable future and, accordingly,
continues to adopt the going concern basis in preparing the financial statements.

Closure of Tiggy Winkles day nursery

On 24 May 2021 the Board of the Merlin Venture Limited reluctantly decided to permanently close Tiggy
Winkles day nursery, with effect from 30 July 2021.

The nursery has been under financial strain for some time, with children numbers well below capacity.
The previous two nursery sites were consolidated into one in 2019 with a number of staff redundancies.
17
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This financial challenge has been worsened by the coronavirus pandemic. On 6 April 2020 the nursery
temporarily closed to the public, reopening in July 2020. Numbers of children returning from July have
remained lower than expected.

The nursery has received £58,000 from the government’s Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme during the
year and a significant donation from the Pioneer Group was required to avoid an enforced closure prior to
Christmas.

The Board of the Merlin Venture has used the additional time provided by this donation to explore ways
to improve the financial viability of the nursery, reducing costs and increasing marketing in the local area.
The Board has also been unsuccessful in attempts to secure partnerships with other local or national
providers.

However, the losses forecast for 2021/22 are substantial and there are not sufficient prospects of financial
improvement to enable the nursery to continue trading.

The Board of the Merlin Venture consequently believes it is in the best interests of Merlin, parents, children
and staff to implement a closure in a managed way on 30 July.

The Board of the Merlin Venture and the Board of the Pioneer Group are grateful for the loyalty and
professionalism of staff, especially over the past most difficult 12 months.

The nursery is the only activity currently carried out by the Merlin Venture Limited. The accounts of the
Merlin Venture Limited have therefore not been prepared on a going concern basis. The impact of this on
the Group accounts is not material.

Governance code
The Pioneer Group Board has adopted the National Housing Federation Code of Governance 2015.

The Board confirms its compliance with the code with the exception, as reported in previous years, of the
length of service of one Pioneer Group Board member. This has been agreed until September 2021 to
ensure the organisation continues to benefit from adequate community insight.

Governance structure

The Pioneer Group Board is ultimately responsible for the Group and Association’s strategy and policy
framework. The Pioneer Group Board:

e Currently comprises nine members including two co-optees. The present rules of the Association
allow for nine members and up to three co-optees;

e Six members are recruited directly and up to three members are nominated from the boards of
Castle Vale Community Housing, Compass Support and Stockland Green Community Housing;

e Three of the nine Pioneer Group Board members must have a community connection from one of
the Pioneer Group communities;

e Each member is appointed for a term of three years and may be re-appointed at the expiration of
that period, subject to a maximum term of nine years;

e Meets formally not less than six times per year for regular business. A rolling programme of training
for Pioneer Group Board members is in place.
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Board Members are selected to bring a diverse range of skills and expertise in areas that the Group
operates. The Board is committed to continued Board development. Individual board members are subject
to annual appraisals, and the Board reviews its collective effectiveness on an annual basis. Board
effectiveness is independently reviewed every three years

To support it in achieving the Group’s aims, the Pioneer Group Board has delegated some responsibility to
specialist committees and operational boards covering the Group’s key communities.

Executive Leadership Team
The Board delegates the day to day management and implementation of the control framework to the

Chief Executive and other senior leaders hamed on page three. The Executive Leadership Team meets
weekly and officers attend Pioneer Group Board meetings.

Specialist sub-committees
e Audit & Assurance Committee
The committee supports the Group Board by ensuring that an effective control and assurance
framework is in place across the Group. This includes overseeing the relationship with the Group’s
internal and external auditors. At least four members must be from Pioneer Group Board. The
committee meets formally at least four times per year.
e Development Committee
The committee supports the Group Board by overseeing housing growth for the Group. At least three
members must be from Pioneer Group Board. The committee meets formally at least four times per
year.
¢ Remuneration Committee
The committee is responsible for the policy, procedure and review of performance and remuneration
of the Chief Executive and Executive Leadership Team. The Committee meets formally at least once
per year.

Community sub-committees

Operational delivery in Pioneer’s core operating areas is supported by local, community-focussed boards,
with clear reporting and assurance back to Group Board:

e Castle Vale Community Housing Board
The board supports the Group Board by monitoring operational services in Castle Vale, including
monitoring customer service performance and influencing the Group’s planned initiatives. A majority

of members must be tenants or residents of Castle Vale, elected by Castle Vale tenants. The board
meets formally at least four times per year.

19



DocuSign Envelope ID: 00BC7373-AA56-4399-AA17-D20875571093

]

The Pioneer Group

Making lives and communities better

Annual report and
financial statements 2021
Directors’ strategic report

e Stockland Green Community Housing Board

The board supports the Group Board by monitoring operational services within Stockland Green,
including supporting development of community plans and influencing the Group’s planned initiatives.
The board meets formally at least four times per year.

Subsidiary boards

Active subsidiaries have their own boards, with clear reporting and assurance back to the Pioneer Group.
e Compass Support Services Board

The board is responsible for provision of people based services covering youth, family, employment,
and health, and operates community facilities in Castle Vale and Falcon Lodge, Birmingham. The board
meets formally at least four times per year.

e The Merlin Venture Board

The board is responsible for the Tiggy Winkles day nursery which operates in Castle Vale. The board
meets formally at least four times per year.

Regulatory framework for social housing

The Board considers it a priority to demonstrate high standards of governance and transparency, to comply
with the regulatory framework for social housing, and to achieve strong regulatory ratings under the
Governance and Financial Viability Standard.

The Pioneer Group was formally assessed by the Regulator of Social Housing in 2019 who awarded the
Group the highest ratings of G1/V1. An annual stability check was undertaken in November 2020 which
re-confirmed our G1/V1 rating.

Additionally, the Board has undertaken a detailed self-assessment exercise against the regulatory
framework and continues to proactively engage with the regulator and wider regulatory framework on an
ongoing basis.

During the year, actions have been put in place to continue to strengthen internal control and ensure
continued compliance. The Board has also targeted specific resources at areas which it believed could
pose a significant risk to compliance.

The Pioneer Group has been working to strengthen its approach to electrical safety testing, introducing a
more frequent 5-year testing cycle, delivering a specialist in-house service, and investing in new software
from MRI Software for recording and monitoring compliance. Last year, we reported that, as part of this
work, it had been identified that a significant portion of the stock did not have a satisfactory electrical
safety test certificate within the last ten years. 94% of homes had received a new kitchen and boiler
within the previous five years, which included production of minor works certificates and would have
identified any serious electrical faults.
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The Board reported these facts to the Regulator of Social Housing as a potential breach of the Home
Standard. The Regulator has confirmed that this did not cause serious detriment to tenants and therefore
did not meet the threshold for regulatory engagement. During the year, the Group has successfully
addressed the majority of outstanding certificates, but gaining access to properties was made much more
challenging by coronavirus. As at 31 March 2021 around 70 certificates remained outstanding and, where
necessary, injunctions are being sought to obtain access.

As part of wider reviews of all compliance activities during 2020/21, the Group has also identified 96
instances of Energy Performance Certificates (EPCs) not being provided to tenants when properties were
let during the period 2008-19. This appears to be a breach of the Energy Performance of Buildings
(England and Wales) Regulations 2012, and therefore a breach of the requirement in the Governance and
Financial Viability Standard to comply with “all relevant law”.

The Board is satisfied, considering the above-average energy efficiency of the Group’s stock, that this has
not resulted in any harm or loss to tenants. The review has also concluded that current policies and
procedures are operating effectively, as evidenced by the full compliance since 2019, and that this is a
historic issue. There is no material financial risk to the Group. The Board therefore does not believe this
is specifically reportable to the Regulator of Social Housing under the regulatory framework. The Group
will seek to obtain EPCs for these properties as soon as possible in 2021/22. This will feed into a larger
effort to obtain EPCs for the entire property stock, in order to help the Group understand the potential
implications of the national requirement to achieve net zero carbon by 2050.

With these exceptions, the Board confirms its compliance with the regulatory framework, during the year
and up to the signing of these accounts.

As a community-based landlord, Pioneer seeks to exceed the Tenant Involvement and Empowerment
Standard and is an early adopter of the National Housing Federation’s Together with Tenants Charter.

Internal control assurance

The Pioneer Group Board is responsible for the overall system of internal control throughout the Group
and for reviewing its effectiveness.

In discharging its internal control responsibility, the Pioneer Group Board has evolved processes adopted
by management to gain assurance that:

e Assets are protected and the Group is safeguarded from losses;

e Financial information is accurate and reliable;

e The Group works within applicable laws and regulations;

e Effectiveness and efficiency of operations is ensured.

The Pioneer Group Board recognises that no system of internal control can provide absolute assurance
against material misstatement or loss or eliminate all risk of failure to achieve business objectives. The
system of internal control is designed to manage key risks and to provide reasonable assurance about the
preparation and reliability of financial and operational information and the safeguarding of the Group and
Association’s assets and interests.
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In meeting its responsibilities, the Pioneer Group Board has adopted a risk-based approach to internal
controls which is embedded within the normal management and governance process. This approach
includes the regular evaluation of the nature and extent of risks to which the Group and Association is
exposed.

A fraud prevention policy, including a fraud response plan, is in place and subject to periodic review by
the Pioneer Group Board. A fraud register exists and is reviewed annually by the Pioneer Group Board.

The process adopted by the Pioneer Group Board in reviewing the effectiveness of the system of internal
control, together with some of the key elements of the control framework, includes:

e Appropriately qualified staff

Experienced and suitably qualified staff are allocated responsibility for important business functions. Job
descriptions are appropriate and specific and annual appraisal procedures are well established ensuring
standards of performance are maintained.

o Identification and evaluation of key risks

Management responsibility has been clearly defined for the identification, evaluation and control of
significant risks. There is a formal and ongoing process of management review in each area of the Group
and Association’s activities. The management team regularly considers and receives reports on significant
risks facing the Group and Association and the Chief Executive is responsible for reporting to the Pioneer
Group Board any significant changes affecting key risks.

e Control environment and control procedures

The Pioneer Group Board retains responsibility for a defined range of strategies, policies and procedures
covering operational and financial compliance issues including treasury strategy and new investment
projects. Policies and procedures cover issues such as delegated authority, segregation of duties,
accounting, treasury management, health and safety, data and asset protection and fraud prevention,
detection and reporting.

e Information and financial reporting system

Financial reporting procedures include detailed budgets for the year ahead and forecasts for subsequent
years. These are reviewed and approved by the Pioneer Group Board. The Pioneer Group Board also
reviews key performance indicators to assess progress towards the achievement of key business
objectives, targets and outcomes.

¢ Monitoring and corrective action
A process of regular management reporting on control issues provides assurance by senior management
to the Pioneer Group Board. This includes a rigorous procedure for ensuring that corrective action is taken

in relation to any significan