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Wider Planning for an Ageing Population – Housing and Communities: consultation on the workstream report and its suggested actions

The Housing Support Enabling Unit was set up under the Supporting People programme to work with voluntary sector, private and RSL providers of housing support across Scotland.  Older people formed the largest group of users of housing support services under the SP programme1 and as such have an important stake in the future provision of housing support.  The HSEU has been well placed to gather information about costs and funding arrangements of housing support services across the sectors particularly in the light of the removal of the ringfence around Supporting People funding.  It is with this background that the HSEU provides the following comments on the Wider Planning for an Ageing Population’s workstream associated with housing and communities 

1. Strategic leadership at a local and national level

Given the predicted demographic changes ahead it is clearly important that the housing and support needs of older people are considered at a national and local level.  The intention outlined in the consultation paper to ‘develop a national strategy for older people’s housing, and ensure that other relevant strategies address older people’s housing needs’ is to be welcomed and clearly consideration of the support needs of older people will be an important aspect of this work.

In the past providers of housing support in some parts of the country have indicated to the Unit that they have not been involved as much as they would like to be in developing local strategies for older people.  I would therefore urge that the important role of housing support service providers is recognised in any future strategy and that their active  involvement in strategy development at a local level is promoted.

I welcome the intention to ‘review and revise the standards used by national regulatory bodies to check the delivery of housing, health and social care outcomes’ and would urge that steps are taken to further reduce duplication of regulation particularly in respect of ‘low level’ preventative housing support services such as sheltered housing. This could be achieved in part by revisiting the registration criteria for housing support services and revisiting the boundary between support and intense housing management.

2. To remain in, and make better use of existing stock

The consultation paper helpfully recognizes the importance that older people attach to staying in their existing home and the production of a ‘how to’ guide on the role of various types of support as well as housing options would seem to be a good way to facilitate informed choices about whether to stay or to move.  The development of a helpline would also be a way of helping older people to help themselves particularly when faced with changing circumstances.  Such resources could assist older people access information about a broad range of topics related to their home regardless of their housing tenure.  

4. The need of older people for low level, preventative support

Charging for ‘low level’ services

From information gathered by the Unit and other organisations over the last couple of years we know that local authorities have been reviewing their charging policies and are increasingly likely to charge for social care services, including housing support.  The concept of charging for ‘low level’ housing support, particularly support that is needed for more than a year or so, is, therefore, not a new one.  At the moment it is down to each local authority to decide whether or not to charge for support services and to decide on what basis it will distinguish those that can and cannot afford to pay charges. Any charge, therefore, is liable to differ from one area to another.   From the Unit’s experience the key issues which providers of housing support face are a lack of clarity as to how decisions about charging are made (and therefore difficulty in helping service users they support when  they are worried by the introduction of charges) and concerns about people turning down services when faced with a charge.  If we are going to go down the route of charging more older people for the support they need to maintain a home we need to make sure the basis for deciding who does and does not pay is fair and based on reasonable assumptions about affordability.  Whilst affordability is something which may vary from one area to another a national framework for charging could help to promote a sense of fairness.  Another issue associated with charging is the task of collection.  The cost and administrative burden associated with collection needs to be carefully weighed up to prevent a situation where resources are being diverted away from service delivery.

Service model for delivering ‘low level’ support

The consultation paper suggests that in the future ‘non-subsidised social enterprise’ could be a model for delivering ‘low level’ support services.  In the Unit’s conversations with organisations delivering housing support and others with an interest in social enterprise it is not apparent how housing support (as we know it) could be delivered without public funding of some sort.  The Unit has some concerns that what is envisaged equates to support being provided by family, friends, neighbours and other people in the community on a voluntary basis.  Whilst the contributions made by us all in helping friends, family and neighbours cope with everyday tasks and take part in social activities is hugely important housing support has a crucial role in providing cores services.  Research carried out by the Joseph Rowntree Trust highlights the importance that older people attach to being able to organise ‘help’ from outside rather than having to call on family members to help with daily tasks2.  

The potential for ‘low level preventative services’ to assist older people to remain in their own homes 

Housing support services are well placed to help older people remain independent and active.  Their focus on ‘enablement’ rather than ‘doing for’ is key to helping older people maintain a sense of control over their lives and remaining in their own home.  

Since the Supporting People ringfence was lifted the Unit has gathered evidence that ‘low level’ support services are more likely to experience funding shortfalls, however3.  The Unit’s research found that 32% of services provided by providers responding to a questionnaire about funding and costs in 2008/09 consisted of less than 2 hours support per week.  This sort of support typically focuses on preventing further loss of independence or crises.  The Unit’s research found that 72% of such service was delivered to older people and that 64% of services providing mainly low level preventative support (as opposed to 48% of respondents overall) reported that they faced a funding shortfall.  Organisations have taken various steps to reduce costs and reconfigure services as evidenced by the Unit’s research but this has not always been enough for services to break even.  This is of concern especially as the country faces cuts in public sector finance generally. Clearly difficult decisions need to be made as to what to continue funding and what needs to change but already some ‘low level’ support services for older people appear to have faced funding difficulties.

5. Infrastructure 

The Scottish Government’s intention to appraise Local Housing Strategies and Strategic Housing Investment Plans in terms of the needs of older people is to be welcomed as is the intention to ask local authorities for examples of housing and support needs assessments.   

During the recent consultation events the diverse nature of older people in terms of age groups, ethnic origin, sexual orientation, disabilities and religious beliefs was recognised.  The Scottish Government’s intention to carry out research into the needs of these various groups would seem essential to inform an equality impact assessment in relation to the Wider Planning for An Ageing Population housing and communities workstream.

Conclusion

The Unit greatly welcomes the development of a housing and communities workstream as an important element of the Wider Planning for an Ageing Population and believes that the role of housing support is crucial in promoting older people to be independent for as long as possible.  Whilst the role of low level support has been recognised in the workstream, further examination of a suitable model for delivering such services is needed especially in terms of social enterprise and the role of public funding and of individual contribution.

Footnotes

1 Supporting People Client Statistics 2006-07, Scottish Executive 2007 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/217159/0058186.pdf
2.   The importance of’ low level’ preventative services to older people, Joseph Rowntree Trust 1998 http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/scr768.pdf
3. HSEU research into housing support funding levels and service volume in Scotland in 2008/09, Housing Support Enabling Unit, 2009
http://www.ccpscotland.org/assets/files/hseu/Publications/HSEU%20Research/HSEU%20research%202008%20&%2009%2024%2011%2009.doc
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