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Chair's Foreword

This report brings together the conclusions and recommendations based on the evidence provided to the Housing Major Adaptations sub group of Community Health and Social Care Scrutiny. In the opinion of this group the recommendations will build on the existing good practice which exists within this service and will assist in helping to developing further the ongoing review around this service.

I am delighted with the contributions that have been made both by officers and clients, with the visits undertaken during this work proving extremely useful. I would like to thank everyone for their time and contributions which will in turn help to improve the service.
I also feel that this work provides further evidence of the developing contribution that Overview and Scrutiny is making to the important issues that affect the City Council.

In conclusion I wish to thank the members of the sub group for carrying out this piece of work.

I commend this report to the City Council, lead members and officers

Cllr G Wilson (Chair of the housing adaptations sub group)

Community, Health and Social Care Scrutiny

Executive Summary
The major adaptations service is provided through Housing Connections Partnership and is aimed at helping people to continue to live independently in their own homes. 
The projection for our future population is that of an ageing population with a greater number of older people and single households. The Census in 2001 stated that the UK had more people over 60yrs than under 16 for the first time. This included 1.1 million people aged over 85. Research from the Northwest Regional Research Laboratory at Lancaster University states the following "That the ONS (Office of National Statistics) projections for the North West show an ageing population. The proportion of those aged 65 years and over in 1996 was 15.7% by 2021 this will increase to 19%".

Therefore the demands on the major housing adaptations service is likely to increase in the future and it is important that we can continue to offer an efficient service to our clients.
In June 2007 the specialist housing services transferred to Housing Connections Partnership which is a department of the Housing and Planning Directorate. The budget for the public sector is approximately 2.5 million with funds for  the private sector around 1.7m. Major adaptations can range from stair lifts, wet rooms to house extensions. Previously this service was provided by two teams based in different locations however as part of the ongoing review the team was brought together and is currently based at Burrows House in Swinton as part of the integrated disability service. 
The work carried out by this sub group focused on gathering evidence from officers who were involved in delivering and managing the housing major adaptations service along with face to face and telephone surveys with clients from both the public and private sector. 
People who are in public sector housing - that is housing that is owned by the Council, or one of the local housing companies can apply for an adaptation and will not be subject to a means test. Residents of private housing can also apply for adaptations but will be subject to a means test. This is known as the Disabled Facilities Grant (DFG). Nationally the DFG has been successful and provided adaptations for around 35,000 people each year. However, the main criticisms of the DFG programme have been in relation to the complexity of the system. This was also highlighted by the scrutiny whilst carrying out this review. 
On 25 February 2008 the Government announced the annual allocation and published new guidance for DFG - The Package of Changes to Modernise the Programme. This was announced alongside Lifetime Homes; Lifetime Neighbourhoods: A National Strategy for Housing in an Ageing Society. Some of the areas reviewed are highlighted below. Therefore members welcome the changes that have now been made by the recent national amendments to the DFG process. The changes incorporate the following areas
-
The raising of the maximum grant from 25,000 to 30,000
-
Improvements to the means test

-
Property charges - although local authorities can currently place a 
charge on the property, they are required to write to a secretary of 
state. However local authorities now have the discretion to impose a 
limited charge on a property if it is sold within ten years

-
Access to garden

-
The transfer of the element of the Social Housing Grant spent on 
adaptations

-
Removal of the funding split
-
Removal of the ring fence

-
Inequity of access to DFG between housing tenures

The Communities and Local Government funding available for DFG in 2007/08 is now £138 million.

The term major adaptation refers to any adaptation which is over £1,000. 

Performance Information October 2007

% of major adaptations completed within 12 months of referral

Private sector 

50%

Public sector


37%

Officers informed members that this information was skewed due to the age of cases and the historical backlog on referrals. Having targeted and cleared the 3 year back log recently, it is important to note that the SHS team are now working on private sector cases that were referred into the OT service in January 2007 and the oldest in the public sector side in March 07. It is felt that because of this, there will be a significant improvement in future performance.

Contact was made with kirklees authority who have been cited as best practice, unfortunately due to changes in the performance management system, data for this year is currently unavailable. However the information they could provide is shown below. Kirklees are also in the process of reviewing the major adaptations service. 

April to December 2007

% of major adaptations completed within 12 months (after assessment)

Public



98%

Private


100%

Discussions had taken place regarding this service and there were some concerns about the performance in relation to the length of time that clients were waiting for an adaptation. Also previous information regarding this service had been brought to scrutiny between 2004 and 2006 and it was agreed that in the future that further work should be undertaken in respect of this service. Therefore it was agreed with the Strategic Director of Adult and Social Care and members that the Major Adaptations Service would be reviewed by scrutiny. However  this would continue alongside the ongoing work by service managers who were also carrying out an assessment of this service. It was agreed that scrutiny would feed back to managers on a regular basis any findings and suggested improvements as a result of the work being carried out which could then be incorporated into the managers assessment. As a consequence of this some of the findings and recommendations that have been highlighted by scrutiny and reported to officers have already been agreed as improvements for the service.

A report to the lead member for Planning and Housing in December 2007 by the service manager made the following recommendations which were agreed 
· To support the concept of a fully integrated, cross tenure adaptations service across the city
· To approve the extended use and council adoption of the existing standard rates contract following full legal approval

· To approve the approach to a cross tenure single specialist contractor list administered by Housing Connections Partnership

· To approve the change to an agency based approach

· To approve a revised structure and working arrangements for the service

· To support measures needed to streamline and remove process duplication as identified in this report

· To support the production of service information for customers and to meet any additional costs subject to finance approval

Members fully support the recommendations outlined above.

The main objects of the review was to interview officers to find out what they felt was working in the current process and highlight where improvements could be made along with surveying clients to find out how this service was working in practice for them. A number of key issues were identified from the client's perspective which are highlighted within the recommendations. 
The review by the sub group took place from the beginning of November 2007 to February 2008 with an initial meeting taking place with the full committee in August 2007.
Members of the sub group
Cllr Wilson (Chair), Cllr Heywood (vice chair), Cllr E Burgoyne, Cllr Turner, Sharon Brearley, Margaret Dixon and Jim Wheelton. Linda Sharples (Scrutiny Support Officer)
Scrutiny would like to bring the following recommendations to the attention of the Lead member, Strategic Director and Service manager for implementation within 6 months. Members would require an update on the recommendations in 6 months time.
Recommendations
The main findings from the review have been summarised below, further details of surveys and evidence gathered are available if required. 
Some members of the scrutiny sub group also attended an event which was held to discuss the Well Being Strategy in Salford this was attended by officers and various individuals and groups representing disabled people. The main issues raised at this event in respect of the housing adaptations services echoed the findings by scrutiny. These were in relation to communication with clients, contractors and occupational therapists.
1
Findings - Communication
Communication throughout this process is extremely important and covers a number of areas. As a result of the visits and surveys with clients a number of issues were raised in relation to the following areas.
1a Communication with the client - understanding the process and being aware of timescales

When members spoke to clients it was found that there was a difference in an understanding of the process  between the private sector and the public sector. Within the public sector of those visited the majority had no problem with the process and were very happy, however these clients were mainly supported through the process by an occupational therapist or social worker who took on this responsibility. 

However the clients in the private sector were very often confused by the process and were unsure as to who had visited them for example an officer from social services, occupational therapist, surveyor etc. It also became apparent that a number of clients were not given clear information regarding how long the process would take, what was involved, what the next stage of the process would be and how long they should wait for the next visit or communication from the service. During visits to clients members were shown copies of paperwork that were not always clear and did not outline the result of the visit or the next stage of the process.

The clients that this service is dealing with are often vulnerable and can have numerous hospital visits and medication in relation to their illness to deal with. Therefore it is important we make this process as transparent and user friendly as possible. 
Recommendation


That each client is given a plastic folder or file where they can keep all correspondence together in relation to the major adaptation process. 

That clearer service information should be distributed throughout the process. Members recognise the work that is being done in respect of reviewing service information to clients and fully support this. 


It is important that clients have a clear, concise summary of the outcome of each visit, who it was carried out by and when, which is signed by the client and the officer.  At the end of every visit they should also have a written note of what the next point of contact will be and within what timescale. 

Contact details should also be given of the officer who has carried out that visit and those of the officer who is due to attend next time. This will provide clients and officers with an agreed standard to work to.


1b Communication between the occupational therapist, client and    surveyor

Members found that again there were significant areas where improvements could be made in relation to communication. The recommendation above should help to rectify this. It was found that very often clients did not fully understand the adaptation that was being recommended by the occupational therapist and clients often had a different view of what may suit their needs or the work that was to be completed. Clients also felt that they were not always being listened to even though these changes were to take place in their own home.
Recommendation


That occupational therapists should ensure that clients understand fully the adaptation that is being recommended. If this is different to the views expressed by the client then it should be made clear why a particular adaptation is more suitable for their medical needs and discussions should  take place with client until an agreement is reached about the preferred adaptation.


Members feel this discussion should be recorded within the customer information pack, outlining the reasons for the agreed adaptation with a clear specification regarding the work to be completed. Along with an explanation of why a clients preferred option may be unsuitable and a description of the outcome that has been agreed.
1c Communication between the Council, contractor and client

It was found that discrepancies did occur due to requests being made to contractors by the clients during works resulting in an adaptations sometimes being different to the original specification.

Recommendation

That officers ensure that firm agreements are in place at the beginning of the process with all relevant agencies involved regarding the adaptation to be completed. Once agreed this cannot be changed by the contractor or client at any point during works, unless a request is recorded and agreed by all parties. Members suggest that the agreement should be included within the paperwork and service standards distributed to clients, contractors and officers.

2
Finding - Contractors list
Members found that there was a major difference in the two systems for major adaptations in respect of the public and private sector. One aspect was the schedule of rates. For the public sector, contractors paid a fee to be on a list of contractors that would be recommended to clients. 
However this was not the same within the private sector, as it was the responsibility of clients to find a builder. 
Recommendation


That one schedule of rates should be introduced for both the private and the public sector in relation to recommended contractors. The views of scrutiny support those of officers and it is recognised that the introduction of a single contractors list has been agreed by the lead member. This however will not remove the right for clients to choose their own contractor if they wish.

Scrutiny feel that this will help to resolve some of the differences and inequalities that are currently encountered with the two different systems.
3

Findings - Schedule of rates


Members were informed by officers that some jobs needed to be signed off at various stages of the work which added to the length of time that clients were waiting throughout the process.
Recommendation


After hearing the evidence from officers members felt that where possible officers should be looking at developing a system which would allow jobs to be signed off in multiple rather than individually.
4

Findings - Administrative support


A number of officers raised the issue of a shortage of administrative support, which resulted in clients often being confused by the process and insufficient support being available for them throughout the process. This also added to the waiting times for the service.
Recommendation

Members support the recommendation to the lead member for additional administrative support which would include a customer liaison officer. It is understood that this has now been agreed and it is hoped that this will help clients through the process and contribute towards reducing waiting times.

5
Findings - Limit for major adaptations
Currently a major adaptation is classed as anything which costs over £1,000. Officers informed members that this limit of £1,000 had not been reviewed for a number of years. Obviously due to inflation less work can now be carried out under this amount which is pushing fairly straight forward adaptations such as stair lifts and ramps into major adaptations. 
Recommendation

That the lead member investigates if this amount of £1,000 can be raised to allow stair lifts and ramps and other straight forward jobs to be considered as a minor adaptation. This would then free up some of the jobs currently classed as major adaptations and in turn, result in helping to reduce the waiting time for major adaptations. Members do recognise that this would result in funding implications that would need to be addressed.
6
Findings - Interim measures for clients

As a result of the visits that were carried out by members it was found that some clients had been waiting over 12 months for an adaptation such as a wet room or an extension. During this time some were unable to wash properly with only the use of a downstairs kitchen sink or other unsuitable facilities. It was felt that this was unacceptable, especially where waiting times were over 3 months. Some clients had been waiting between 6 and 12 months for adaptations, with some over 12 months and up to 2 years. These clients were struggling with existing facilities in the interim period.
Recommendation

Members were informed that occupational therapists do make clients aware of alternative arrangements where practical. However it is felt that as a service we should be looking to provide more information to clients regarding alternative bathing arrangements such as the use of local day centres or other facilities and where possible provide interim measures whilst people were waiting for adaptations to be completed. 

7
Findings - payment to contractors

During the review, members made a visit to a job which had been completed. Unfortunately the work was finished to a poor standard, resulting in an inspection by the surveyor and the contractor being told they would not be paid for the work until the job was rectified to a good standard.
Recommendation

That contractors are not paid until the job has been inspected and the both the client and surveyor are satisfied that it is completed to a good standard and meets all necessary requirements. If an inspection on all jobs is not possible then a telephone call should be made to the client to check if they are happy with the standard of work and if there are any outstanding issues that need to be resolved.
8
Findings - payment to the surveyor

During visits to clients, members were made aware that in some cases clients within the private sector were responsible for initially paying the surveyor. As the client had not been informed of this payment previously, it resulted in the process being delayed as the client did not have the necessary funds available for the surveyor. However this payment would be refunded at a later date once the DFG had been completed.
Recommendation

That all private sector clients are made aware of this possible payment at the initial stages of an application which will allow them time to source monies for this payment without holding up the process at a later stage.

9
Findings - team work
As evidence was gathered it became apparent that improvements had been made to the service by relocating the staff in one building. However there did seem to be some outstanding issues in relation to staff fully working together and as a team in order to provide a seamless service to clients.

Recommendation

That managers continue with the good work that has commenced and continually look at ways to improve team working between all officers who provide this service. That managers develop actions plans to identify existing barriers and improve team working.
10
Findings - charges on properties and loans

Members were informed that managers were currently looking at new ways of working in relation to charges on property and loans. 
Evidence received highlighted the issue of a small proportion of clients who have houses adapted,  who will then sell the house and re-apply for a further adaptation on the next property. Currently the Council does not have a method for claiming a proportion of the money invested into the house.
Recommendation

That managers continue to investigate these options, scrutiny support this way of working and feel that if there is equity in a house the council should be looking at ways to recoup a portion of the money invested. 
Officers to continue to review the system and look at ways for highlighting the cases of multiple adaptations that may not be genuine and identify how we should be dealing with this as an authority and if necessary raise this issue with the relevant government body.

11
Findings - Means test

Unfortunately once some people are made aware of their contribution to the major adaptation they are unable to continue because of financial constraints.

Recommendation

That Salford looks at completing the means test at the very beginning of the process as is done by Manchester City Council. This would then allow people to know at a very early stage what their contribution if any, would be.

12
Findings - Complaints procedure

Of those clients contacted as part of this review, very few were aware of the corporate complaints procedure. Although some did have a contact number of a surveyor or the occupational therapist they were unclear what to do in the case of a complaint.
Recommendation

That clients are made aware of and given information about the corporate complaints procedure. This will enable clients to be clear who they should contact or what they need to do regarding a complaint at any stage of the process. However it is important that this information is kept as simple and straightforward as possible.

13
Findings - Help during works

Members understand that there will be disruption during major adaptation works, however it is important that officers ensure that clients will have their basic needs met during the works. Members were made aware of vulnerable clients who had been left over a weekend or for a couple of days without toilet or washing facilities. 

Recommendation
That the relevant officer liaises with contractors to ensure that alternative toilet and washing facilities will be available during any major works and that clients are not left without basic facilities or alternative arrangements at any point.

14
Findings - Waiting times

A report was sent to lead member in October 2007, stating that major adaptations completed within 12 months of referral were 50% in the private sector and 37% in the public sector. Therefore as can be seen there are still 50% of vulnerable people within the private sector who are waiting more than 12 months and over 60% in the public sector waiting over 12 months for a major adaptation. 
As part of the review 14 visits were made to clients within the public and private sector who were at various stages of the major adaptations process. 
The following information was gathered and members were concerned about the length of time that some clients had been waiting for adaptations. 
Visits November - December 2007
The majority of clients contacted had the work completed within 6 - 12 months of applying for the adaptation. However the following cases were highlighted by members which were worryingly taking longer than 12 months leaving clients often in vulnerable positions.

Private Property (walkden) - Application submitted Feb 07, November 07 Grant approved, works not yet started.

Private Property (Eccles) - Took 2 years for the work to be completed and the client is unhappy with the final product

Private Property (Salford) - Applied December 05, took 12 months before the first visit was received. November 07 she is still waiting to see what adaptation is to be undertaken
Private property (Walkden) - Applied April 06 and November 07 still unsure as to what work is to be carried out

Private property (Walkden) - Applied December 06 work was in progress December 07

Public property (Little Hulton) - Applied four years ago, chased on a number of occasions and was finally contacted in February 07 and work completed Dec 07, although this was to a poor standard.
It is hoped that with the additional resources being invested into the service, along with the other recommendations from this report that processes will become more streamlined, resulting in a more efficient service for the client. Members are also aware that ongoing improvements are being made to this service.
Recommendation

That performance information for the major adaptations service is brought back to the Community Health and Social Care Scrutiny Committee in 6 months to ascertain if improvements have been made to waiting times for clients waiting for major adaptations.

15
Finding - Leaflets

A copy of draft leaflets were brought to the sub group. Research had been carried out by scrutiny into leaflets produced by other local authorities. Members felt that the information produced by Stockport Council was good and should be used as best practice. The group felt that this information was user friendly with clear text and layout.
Recommendation

That a number of changes were made to the draft leaflets in respect of the layout, text and pictures. Members felt that the leaflets produced by Stockport were user friendly and gave clear and useful information about the service. They also felt that there was not a need for three leaflets but that the second leaflet "Service Standards" would be incorporated into the first leaflet. It was agreed that a final draft would be brought back to members for comment before being finalised.

16
Finding - Clients dropping out of the process

A small sample was undertaken of clients who had dropped out of the process. The comments received were varied, however the reasons given for some clients not progressing with the application or work were due to the process being fairly lengthy and complicated and feeling they did not have a choice in the work that was to be undertaken.

Recommendation

Members have found throughout the process that communication along with clarification of the system and the adaptation has been an issue for clients. Therefore members want to re-enforce the importance of communication and clarity  with the client at all stages of the process.
17
Finding - Pod visits

Officers and members visited a couple of clients who had Pods fitted. It was found that the Pods were an excellent alternative to a brick extension and were also more financially viable, as they could be re-used in the future. The pods from the exterior looked like an original extension and the interiors were completed to a high standard and allowed for various pieces of equipment to be installed. The clients were also extremely pleased with the pods and the work undertaken whilst these were fitted. 
Recommendation

That officers look at the possibility of having a pod at Burrows House fitted with a number of adaptations. This would allow clients the opportunity to see the various pieces of equipment that could be installed, including a wet room and how the pod itself would look. 
Members felt that the due to the extension being called a pod, it was difficult for clients to visualise how the end product would look. Scrutiny are aware that there will be cost implications but feel that the investment would be worthwhile.
Recommendations by the Access All Areas Group

The Scrutiny Support Officer also attended meetings of the Access All Areas Group who were also looking at the Housing Adaptations Services. This is a unique group of disabled and non disabled people who work together to help influence change. The group work together to understand the barriers faced by a variety of disabled people with the council and external agencies trying to involve those professionals who can listen to the problems and find ways of resolving issues. 
The main areas that were highlighted by the group in relation to the Housing Adaptations service were

· Listening - people felt that they were not being listened to and often left out of the loop along with the fact that there was too much red tape

· What happens - Clients often did not know what happens at any stage. This can make people sad and angry

· Time - It seems to take a long time to organise and people have to suffer without basic needs like washing or toilet facilities.

· Complaints - people were not sure how to complain or how to say if a service was good

· How we tell you what we feel - Clients communicate in various ways such as by photographs, texting, symbols etc.

As can be seen the recommendations made above reflect some of the main areas highlighted by scrutiny. Members would like to support the recommendations above and feel that the work of scrutiny and the access all areas group in relation to major adaptations compliment and support each other in the areas identified for improvement.
Methodology
It was agreed that a sub group of members from Community Health and Social Care Scrutiny would look in detail at the service provided for major adaptations, as stated previously this refers to any adaptation that cost over £1,000.

The group agreed that they would look at the following areas as part of this review
· Members to gain a broad understanding of the service by hearing evidence and interviewing to officers who provide this service. This included managers, occupational therapists and surveyors.
· To carry out visits and surveys with clients at various stages of the major adaptations process to understand clients views on the process and the service received, for both the private and public sector.
· To attend a meeting of the Accessible Information Group. These are a group of people with various disabilities who are aged from 16yrs to 65yrs with approximately 14 members. The major adaptations service was an item for discussion in their November meeting.
· To identify best practice from another local authority
· To understand why clients drop out of the process

Officers attended a meeting in August 2007 where they gave an overview of the service outlining  key issues to members. After this a meeting took place towards the end of October where the scope of the review was agreed.
This was then followed by various officers and managers who represented different aspects of the service providing evidence to members regarding their experience of the service. Members then attended an event where discussion took place regarding the strategy for wellbeing for adults with a physical and /or sensory impairment, along with attending the adaptations forum and the accessible information group. Visits then took place with clients from both the private and public sector who were at various stages of the adaptations process along with a number of telephone calls. 
 Members felt that these visits and telephone calls were extremely useful and highlighted a number of areas where improvements could be made to improve the process for clients. It was also apparent that a lot of good work was carried out by the service which made a significant difference to peoples lives once completed.
Conclusion

Members appreciate that this is a very important service which can make a significant difference to people lives and overall the service is carried out to a high standard with good customer care. Although as highlighted in the recommendations there are areas where improvements can be made. 

There is a difference as officers and members are aware between the process for the public and private sector. As the private sector is subject to a means test this results in the process becoming more complex. It is hoped that by implementing the recommendations that this will enable in particular the private sector process to become more streamlined, although this should also result in an improved service for clients in both sectors.
The major adaptations process can be fairly lengthy. Members were told that the majority of cases were dealt with within 12 months, however during the visits members spoke to clients that had been waiting for longer than 12 months with some up to two years. It is hoped that with the recommendations within this report and the ongoing work by managers and staff the result will be a more efficient and user friendly service for clients with reduced waiting times.
Communication and a clear understanding of the process has been highlighted as a very important area for all officers involved and the client. The recommendations suggested would result in a transparent service for clients with clarity of expectations from the process and service. These should be outlined clearly in a suitable document at every stage of the process and signed once fully understood by the client, officers and contractors.
Members are aware that the review of this service is still underway and would be interested in receiving a report from officers in  6 months to monitor the improvements and changes that have been made to the service. Members would also want to monitor the impact for clients, with further consultation being carried out in 12 months time.
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