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Editorial

When we first devised and
advertised the idea of a new
electronic briefing we thought we
should produce a Briefing that
could be absorbed by people
during the course of a coffee
break. Well, I hope you have a
long coffee break, or a lot of
coffee breaks, because the idea
and the contributions have
grown.

Electronic journals are a good
idea! They’re ecologically sound:
no printing, postage, paper, ink
or other wasteful resource
implications. They’re interactive
in the sense that you can click on
any of the hyperlinks within The
Briefing and immediately go to
the resources we’ve included.

You’re welcome to forward The
Briefing to whomsoever you
please. We’ve included
subscription links within it so
anyone can subscribe for free
for the first year (i.e. up to July
2007). If you’ve not yet
subscribed, just click on this:
http://gm-
link.com/s.asp?i=E3C.5319&e=!*
EMAIL*!&m=l and follow the
simple instructions.

We follow the letter and spirit of
the law1 in relation to “electronic
marketing”’ and we’re grateful to
the Supporting People Teams
which responded positively to our
request for provider contact
information and those which
circulated our subsequent flyer
which advertised The Briefing.
Those that refused would have
had their reasons, good or

1 See the Electronic Communication
& Privacy Regulations

otherwise, and we hope that The
Briefing will percolate through to
those areas of the country which
have not been given the
opportunity to subscribe.
Everyone on our email circulation
list for The Briefing has positively
chosen to subscribe. That’s the
law.

We intend to develop The Briefing
into a web-based resource. The
very recent demise of the
SPKWEB Discussion Forum
(reported below) has brought
forward our plans. We intend to
have an alternative discussion
forum up and running within the
next few weeks and we’ll advise
Briefing subscribers by email and
on our website
www.supportsolutions.co.uk of
dates and arrangements for this
very soon.

We very much hope you find
something of interest within The
Briefing. It’s not just a journal to
showcase Support Solutions; it’s
here to showcase Providers and
their services and to include as
many contributions from readers
as possible. We encourage you to
write to us: letters of general
interest to the sector, reactions to
The Briefing, technical questions
and the kind of issues for which
the SPKWEB used to provide a
discussion forum. These can all
be sent to
briefing@supportsolutions.co.uk.

Please take the time to look at
the training seminars we’re
running in September/October on
“The Future of Supporting People
& how to Survive it”. You can
read more about these at the end
of this edition of The Briefing or
go to
www.supportsolutions.co.uk/traini
ng.htm.
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Enjoy, and please tell us what
you think and please submit your
own contributions.

The views represented in The
Briefing do not necessarily reflect
the views of Support Solutions
Ltd.

Goodbye to the
SPKWEB Discussion
Forum, Hello to the
Support Solutions
Discussion Forum

We reproduce below an email we
received from the DCLG on
Thursday 29th June concerning
the immediate closure of the
SPKWEB Discussion Forum. It
served a useful purpose and
many would say it had further
purpose to serve.

We at Support Solutions now
intend to bring forward our own
web-based discussion forum to
pick up where the SPKWEB left
off, and to broaden and expand
the scope of such a forum. We
feel that this is very much in
keeping with the evolution of
Supporting People away from its
identity as a distinct initiative and
the need to expand the scope of
the discussion beyond just
Supporting People in order to
embrace the wider issues and
agendas of our sector and its
interface with the wider economy
of social care, health and
housing.

Keep an eye on your email inbox
and our website at
www.supportsolutions.co.uk for

information as to how this will
develop.

Below is the full text of the DCLG
email:

“Alongside the recent consultation
exercise on a future strategy for
Supporting People we asked a
number of questions about
administration of the programme
and what improvements could be
made to existing IT aspects of
Supporting People.

From the outset of the Supporting
People programme we have
sought to use IT to help with the
implementation and management
of the programme. The SPKweb
has been a very useful tool in
assisting both local authorities
and providers with the
implementation of the
programme. It enabled
information about the changing
needs of the programme to be
quickly accessed by all interested
parties. The discussion forum
played an important part of the
process of implementation
enabling the sharing of good
practice and gave rise to
informative discussion assisting
everyone in coming to grips with
the requirements of the new
programme.

The main site of the SPKweb
continues to be regarded as a
valuable tool and it is certainly
well used, containing all the
information you need to know
about the programme at a
national level but also at a local
level with the individual sections
for each authority which are also
viewed as a useful aspect of the
site.
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In the eSupporting People paper
we asked a number of questions,
one of those questions was:

How useful do you find the
discussion forums?

Many responses to this question
have indicated that the discussion
forum is no longer viewed as the
valuable source of information it
once was and that this part of the
SPKweb has served its purpose.

Consequently, the discussion
forum will be closed from 29 June
2006. However, it will still be
possible to search and view
messages posted on the forum
while it was active via the archive
section of the SPKweb.

The remainder of the SPKweb will
continue to function as normal.”

spkweb@odpm.gsi.gov.uk

Michael Patterson
Considers The
Future for
Supporting People.

“If Supporting People does
disappear it will be not with a
bang but a whimper.”

Cast your mind back to the heady
days before April 2003 when
Supporting People was being
readied for takeoff. Providers
were, in many LA areas, being
actively encouraged to maximise
their THB claims. The relevant
Government circulars HB/CBT
A47/1999
www.supportsolutions.co.uk/docs
/a4799.pdf, A10/2001
www.dwp.gov.uk/hbctb/circulars/
2001/a10-2001.pdf and
A47/2001
www.dwp.gov.uk/hbctb/circulars/
2001/a47-2001.pdf specified
amongst other things, what THB
would pay for. Most of the
nascent Supporting People Teams
at the time were happy to see the
local Supporting People budget
grow for a number of reasons.
The primary reason was that the
bigger the budget, the greater
the level of revenue investment in



Support Solutions Ltd, Eaton House, 67 Valentine Road, Birmingham, B14 7AJ.
T: 0121 444 6040; F: 0121 444 4988; E: briefing@supportsolutions.co.uk

www.supportsolutions.co.uk ©Support Solutions Ltd 2006

6

local housing related support
services. In many Administrative
Authority areas we had
something of a “dash for cash”.

Since then much has changed.
The DETR became the DTLR
which became the ODPM which is
now the DCLG. Gordon Brown
waxed lyrical about “boom and
bust” economics being a thing of
the past and all seemed set fair in
Supporting People land.

Then, following the “Golden Cut”
in December 2002 there was the
“Platinum Cut” later on in June
2003 from which we eventually
earned that the total annual
national Supporting People
budget was £1.8b. This piece of
news was greeted in the Treasury
by bad language, the sound of
breaking furniture and certain
senior civil servants “going to
pastures new”. The Treasury had
perhaps not anticipated such a
significant pot of dosh being
required by organisations which
provide housing related support.

RSM Robson Rhodes was called in
to advise Government on the
matter and they concluded that
“£1.8b does not represent value
for money for the types of
services being offered”.

Many people within the provider
and Supporting People Team
sector felt that, actually, £1.8b
wasn’t really enough even when
one takes into account the need
for Grant redistribution across
geographical areas and between
client groups at local level.

So in a sense Supporting People
started on the back foot. Mr
Brown had told the nation that
the days of “boom and bust”
economics were gone, but was

this the case for Supporting
People? Supporting People Teams
and providers alike were
effectively put on notice that the
national Grant allocation would be
progressively reduced from £1.8b
to £1.72b then to £1.7b. At the
local level the distribution of
Grant would be changed to
penalise the allegedly “THB
greedy” local authorities, and
further down the food chain local
Grant distribution would change
to reflect, quite rightly, local
strategic priorities. Of course, to
providers which had claimed THB
in good faith it was a case of
going straight back to the same
hand to mouth revenue
uncertainties of the pre-THB
days.

The Supporting People Grant
Conditions from their inception in
2003 have never defined what is
eligible to be funded through
Supporting People Grant. This
omission is presumably a
consequence of central
government having got its fingers
burnt by having been specific
about eligibility within HB/CBT
A47/1999, A10/2001 and
A47/2001. If eligibility criteria for
public funding are defined, people
will claim it accordingly. The
previous (and subsequent) modus
operandi for the public funding of
health and social care has been
for central government to be as
vague as possible about
eligibility, whatever the pot of
money is, with the convenient
consequence that arguments
about who should fund what are
delegated to local level. I’m sure
you’ve all had and are still having
such arguments! To some extent
service reviews and their
associated processes became
vehicles for debate over
“eligibility” of services for
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funding. This was a consequence
of financial retrenchment

One of the consequences for
Supporting People has been the
varying and inconsistent
definitions, from one local
authority to another, of eligibility
for support. Supporting People
teams have, of necessity, had to
consider whether some of the
activities they have funded since
the days of THB might fall into
social care at one end of the
spectrum, or housing
management at the other.
Indeed, Support Solutions has
found itself at the forefront in
working with providers to access
enhanced levels of Housing
Benefits to offset reductions in
Supporting People Grant as a
consequence of some of their
activity having been redefined as
“housing management”. You can
learn more about this by going to
www.supportsolutions.co.uk/hb.h
tm.

There has been and remains a
wide disparity between
Administrative Authorities in
relation to how culturally
sensitive and BME-specific
services are viewed and valued. I
would argue that the
administration of Supporting
People has been a greater
challenge for BME and other
“niche” providers which may not
have the size and level of
resource to deal with, for
example, the service review
processes. It would be interesting
to see some statistical data on
the number of culturally sensitive
services which have either had
services decommissioned or have
been effectively forced to merge
with mainstream providers in
order to survive. And do they
survive in such circumstances?

Only if the “mainstream”
organisation resists the very
strong temptation to absorb them
into their own corporate and/or
administrative structures.
Culturally sensitive services must
retain their own independence
and identity to remain culturally
sensitive.

Also the correlation between
Housing Corporation capital
allocations for social housing and
the necessary matching of
Supporting People revenue spend
by Administrative Authorities, has
never really been fully grappled
with and resolved. The fact also
that this capital spend allocation
is not really accessible to most
medium and small Providers has
stifled new development,
particularly for specialist (or
niche) providers.

The sheer administrative
enormity of the Supporting
People review processes and the
differences in approach between
AA’s confounded both Supporting
People teams and providers alike
and the emphasis moved, in the
minds of many, from a
preoccupation with quality to a
preoccupation with cost. Others
will dispute this and it would be
good to hear a selection of views
from Briefing subscribers on this
and other issues we raise.

However, for all of its
understandable imperfections
Supporting People looked to have
established itself as a necessary
and desirable part of the national
and local economies of social care
and support. It supports over 1.2
million people nationally.
However, the original £1.8b
budget will be less than £1.65b in
2007
www.supportsolutions.co.uk/docs
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/051202FundingAnnouncement1.
doc with progressively reduced
Administrative Grant for the
Supporting People teams since
2003. None of this takes into
account the approximate annual
rate of inflation of around 3% per
year over that period.

Then there was the “Jarvis Letter”
of March 2005
www.supportsolutions.co.uk/docs
/jarvisletter.doc which identified
amongst other things:

1. That the Supporting People
Programme at local level
should be increasingly
“mainstreamed”, in both
functional and financial
terms, into local
authorities’ existing “wider
structures”;

2. That the ringfence of
Supporting People Grant
should be “relaxed” beyond
April 2006.

Clearly, both of these factors
would contribute to a loss of
identity for Supporting People as
a distinct initiative. Shortly after
the release of the Jarvis letter I
posed a question to a training
event audience in Sheffield.
“Why” I said “would the
Government go to all this trouble
to set up a separate funding
stream of this size, with its entire
associated infrastructure only to
merge it all back into pre-existing
LA structures?”. After a split
second’s pause the response from
one delegate was: “Because
Supporting People was set up in
order to be abolished”. Now
there’s a thought!

About 3 months after the release
of the Jarvis letter, Jane Everton,
Wendy Jarvis’ replacement at the
then ODPM, announced at the

2005 Housing, Care & Support
conference that the current
Supporting People review
processes would be abolished
form April 2006 to give way to
“local arrangements”. An
implication of this move is clearly
a further loss of distinct identity
for Supporting People within local
authorities.

If Supporting People does
disappear it will be not with a
bang but a whimper (apologies to
TS Eliot), a kind of evolutionary
demise.

One has to factor into the
equation the fact that Supporting
People is not necessarily well
understood within the local
authorities themselves, which
may look covetously at the fairly
significant levels of resource
which make up local Supporting
People budgets. There must be
both a political and organisational
temptation on the part of local
government to see Supporting
People as a layer of unnecessary
bureaucracy which should
distribute its budget between
Social Services, Housing and even
Probation and Health. Arguably
the new Adult Services White
Paper, with its concern that Social
Services should commission and
fund “low level support” as a
preventative approach, might add
grist to the mill of this point of
view.

So where is Supporting People
going now? I think I’ve made my
views pretty clear and it would be
good to hear the views of
Supporting People Teams and
providers alike. Please write to us
at
michael@supportsolutions.co.uk.
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Also, you may be interested to
know that we are running a series
of national seminars on the future
of Supporting People and how
Providers should navigate the
choppy waters ahead of us. You
can find details of these training
events on Page 38 of this Briefing
and on the Support Solutions
website at
www.supportsolutions.co.uk/traini
ng.htm.

Michael Patterson is the Director
of Support Solutions Ltd. Contact
him on
michael@supportsolutions.co.uk

John Hodges
discusses the move
to contract
tendering within
Supporting People
and the potential
implications for
Service Providers

“…an increasing number of
Administering Authorities are
flexing their muscles and
seeking to test the market
and get what they perceive as
‘better value for money’ by
way of tenders…”

Now that the transitional
protection period has expired for
legacy funding arrangements and
with the ever tightening financial
squeeze being faced by each
Supporting People Administering
Authority (with the occasional
funding surplus gained through
service reviews), thoughts are
increasingly turning to the letting
of new/replacement contracts by
means of tender arrangements.

The second round of Supporting
People Strategy development
work and the improvements in
the ‘needs information’ available
to and understood by the
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Supporting People teams, has
obviously also helped
Administering Authorities getting
to this stage. Furthermore as all
parties are now beginning to get
a better grip on ‘managing the
market’ by developing a better
understanding of performance
monitoring and benchmarking
techniques, an increasing number
of Administering Authorities are
flexing their muscles and seeking
to test the market and get what
they perceive as ‘better value for
money’ by way of tenders for
Supporting People related
services.

A quick Google search on the
words “supporting people
tendering” should give you a clear
idea of the level of interest in this
market methodology.

New tender arrangements can
obviously be a ‘double edged
sword’. On the one hand it gives
new and existing service
providers the opportunity to gain
more business and spread some
of their overheads/business risks
to cover a wider range of service
opportunities, but it can also
expose service providers to new
and largely unforeseen risks if
local authorities adopt a purely
traditional commercial approach
when going out to tender. There
is a danger for this to happen of
course as during the interim
period, Supporting People
contracts were ‘protected’ by (as
it was then) ODPM requirements,
but now increasingly the
corporate decision makers in each
local authority area will be
looking for the full rigours of their
corporate and traditional
tendering processes to be
applied.

Thankfully at the moment the
trend seems to be for mainly
additional floating support
tender work, but as the pace of
change increases in the move
from ‘accommodation based
services’ to replacement floating
support services or to
replacement of accommodation
based services with new ones,
then there are distinct dangers
ahead for service providers,
particularly those who for years
were solely used to the service
led housing benefit system of
‘supply and demand’.

Where the support provider is
also the landlord, then there may
also be (in the event of a
contract ‘at risk’) the implications
to be considered of shared
overheads for management
services, staff costs for those
working between support and
accommodation related aspects,
and long term tenure
arrangements for residents to
consider.

If you have never had to respond
yet to a local authority tender
arrangement, the prospect can
also appear to be quite daunting.
You may have survived your
Supporting People service review
(with or without an ‘action plan’),
have kept within the current
Supporting People grant costings
(with or without inflationary
increases) and have managed to
convince the Supporting People
review staff that your unit price is
at the moment reasonably within
the known client group market
range. However as benchmarking
techniques become refined and
figures are shared between
Supporting People teams and as
the Supporting People
Commissioning Bodies began to
want to deliver market changes in



Support Solutions Ltd, Eaton House, 67 Valentine Road, Birmingham, B14 7AJ.
T: 0121 444 6040; F: 0121 444 4988; E: briefing@supportsolutions.co.uk

www.supportsolutions.co.uk ©Support Solutions Ltd 2006

11

line with their Supporting People
strategies, this may not be
sufficient.

You may be faced with

tender documentation that
seems to not fully
recognize the kind of
service that you are
providing (i.e. more suited
to ‘widgets’ than vulnerable
clients who may have
accommodation needs as
well support needs)
A client group that is
worried about disruptions
to the support they receive
(and any potential
implications on their
accommodation if you are
the landlord as well)
Staff who are worried
about their jobs,
irrespective of any TUPE
arrangements that appear
to be in the current
Supporting People contract
arrangements.

AND

Very short timescales in
which to tender for a
service which you almost
assumed was ‘yours of
right’ – particularly if you
have been providing the
service for a decade or
more!

What Service Providers should
be doing now:

1) Make sure that you have
not just read your local
Supporting People Strategy,
but also that you understand it
and can truly see how/where
you fit in.

2) Make sure that you
understand how your unit
costings compare with similar
service providers in your client
area. This will mean not just in
your own local authority area,
but also you really need to
explore the geographical areas
(e.g. ‘regional’) that your
Supporting People team
benchmark against. This
doesn’t necessarily mean
giving away commercial
secrets, just getting to know
headline information and then
protecting yourself by
understanding how and why
your costs may be different.
For some providers this may
mean joining or forming a
‘benchmark club’ or for others
just informal enquiries with
referral contacts that you have
already

3) Make sure that you really
understand the ‘Strategic
Relevance’ of your service to
your Supporting People
Administering Authority. This
means not only keeping in
touch with those staff that
give you client referrals, but
also ensuring that more senior
managers and perhaps even
your local Councillors/MP’s
understand the part that you
play in the client and wider
community. You should
access the various relevant
Social Services, Health,
Probation and Housing
Strategies for your area (they
will be shown on the Council’s
web pages) and see whether
their philosophy and policies
for your client service area fit
in with your own. If they
don’t, then you should see
how you need to evolve your
service approach and/or
influence the authors of those
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Strategies for when they
republish

4) You also need to ‘sell your
service’ as being an example
where the current Supporting
People investment ‘works’.
One good approach in this is
to offer your local Supporting
People team a ‘good news
story’, perhaps for use in their
Newsletters or for in-house
reports to the Supporting
People Commissioning Body or
feedback to Government. You
need to remember that they
also have a ‘selling job’ to do
in respect of Supporting
People within their local
authority (and to Government
funders) and if you can help
them by offering examples of
where they have partnered a
success, then it can only do
you good.

Finally to return to the tender
process itself. Hopefully any
documentation that you receive
will be ‘sympathetic’ to the kind
of business that you are in. It
might for instance follow the lines
of existing Social Services tender
documentation and at least
recognise the client/service user
nature of the service itself not
just the £ side. It should also
enable you to include elements
for which the ‘benefit is not
immediately financially
quantifiable’ and hopefully the
tender scoring/evaluation system
being used will enable you to
justify why your costs may at first
glance appear higher. What you
need to do as a priority of course
is to at least ensure that you
understand this scoring/
evaluation methodology being
applied and if possible influence
in advance so that it ‘makes
sense’ to your kind of service.

What you will be faced with is,
that once the tender
documentation has been issued it
won’t be (or at least is very
unlikely to be) withdrawn. So if
the debate is already starting
within your Supporting People
team area insofar as ‘tender
processes and methodology’, try
to ensure that you enter into that
debate early and to some extent
‘educate’ the Supporting People
team via any existing
communication groups that might
already exist.

Above all don’t adopt either a
‘head in the sands’ approach or
panic – if you know the local
timetable and can prepare
yourself properly then you should
be able to justify and retain your
business

And if need be, remember that
there are plenty of groups in the
marketplace that have the
knowledge, experience and
available time to help you!

John Hodges was until recently
the Supporting People Lead
Officer for Birmingham. Contact
him on
john@supportsolutions.co.uk
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The Junction
Project: Adam
Rutherwood,
Director of the
Junction Project,
gives a personal
view on the need for
quality and respect
in substance misuse
services.

“Statistics show that for every
£1 spent on drug treatment,
the treasury save £9 in
healthcare, probation, prison
and policing.”

The inspiration for this project
first came after listening to a
recovering addict share his
experience of moving from a drug
treatment centre on to third stage
accommodation, typically known
as ‘dry houses’. He described his
new accommodation as a ‘cross
between a squat and an old
people’s home’ this description,
was and sometimes still is
unfortunately all too common. As
a past service user myself, in this
sector, I was aware of the lack of
decent, safe, supported housing

available for those leaving
treatment.

At that time, May 2004 and
several years into my own
recovery, I had a six bedroom
property that was being let to
students; (remember the ‘Young
Ones’) I made a decision that
evening to become part of the
solution to the lack of appropriate
accommodation being offered in
Bristol. Naively, I thought that
there would be financial and
practical support available from
local or central government in
getting the project up and
running; my experience was ‘on
the contrary’ to say the least.

It soon became apparent that I
had missed the ‘window of
Supporting People opportunity’
the only funding available for
supported housing, and despite
the clear and demonstrable need,
there were no funds available for
new projects in Bristol. Despite
the initial setback, self-belief and
determination kept the project
moving forward. Incidentally,
statistics show that for every £1
spent on drug treatment, the
treasury save £9 in healthcare,
probation, prison and policing.2

(http://www.eata.org.uk)

The starting point for the first
house after the health and safety
regulations were met was to ask,
would I, myself, be happy to live
there, would I feel safe and would
I feel respected as an individual.
After a resounding yes to these
and a few other questions, I set
about the task of making our
project known to treatments
centres, agencies and other

2 EATA: the European Association for
the Treatment of Addiction.
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projects in Bristol and
surrounding areas.

The initial challenges came from
the first wave of clients, those
that were being asked to leave
other projects because they were
deemed too chaotic or
uncooperative. After a shaky
start, we soon made headway,
through a combination of mutual
respect and a focus on changing
self defeating behaviour and
challenging limiting self beliefs.
And a strong belief that are no
unsuccessful individuals, only
unsuccessful strategies. Having
no track record, treatments
centres, rightly so, were very
unlikely to send their ‘model’
clients that have had several
thousands spent on them to an
unknown, unproven and
unfunded project.

The other main challenge came
from housing benefit. Claims
were taking up to three months
to process and quite often the
client may have moved on, or
been asked to leave during that
period and if the claim needed
further info, which often it would,
that claim would be lost. The
amount too at that time, was
barely enough to cover the
mortgage but rather than admit
defeat, I invited the local MP in to
spend some time with us and
asked her, if she liked what she
saw, to write a letter of support
to the chief executive of the city
council and head of housing
benefits, our rents were
significantly increased within
three weeks and the waiting time
for payments dropped to around
two weeks!

It seems so long ago now that
those initial challenges and many
others besides may well have

stopped the project getting off
the ground; we are still, at
present unfunded, although we
decided to form a charity to
enable us to be more proactive in
our efforts to stay afloat. We now
have a total of 18 bed spaces and
we regularly receive referrals
from some of the most respected
treatment centres in the West
Country and from probation and
prison services, criminal justice
intervention teams and many self
referrals.

Our retention rates (see
www.nta.nhs.uk/publications/doc
s/rb10_final.pdf for some useful
research findings) and positive
outcomes are pretty much in line
with funded projects. We also
believe that we are in the
business of raising self esteem
and one’s living environment
undoubtedly plays an enormous
part in that esteem. We are
regularly informed by both
residents and visitors that the
accommodation and facilities we
offer are without doubt some of
the finest in this sector. Inline
with this government targets to
get the nation online, we are the
first project to offer broadband
Internet in all of our houses with
the very latest computers for
residents to use at their leisure,
and all houses have Sky TV too.

We do all of this without access to
Supporting People Grant but we
hope that this form of revenue
will also be available to us.

We also encourage residents to
focus on their diet and nutrition
and the part that plays in
repairing and maintaining a
healthy body and they are
encouraged to make use of the
juicers, blenders, steamers and
grills supplied in all the kitchens.
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Along with improved diets, and
gym memberships, we now have
a total of five residents that have
managed to quit smoking, three
that regularly jog and all are at
either college or in voluntary
work.

With the new HMO regulations
www.odpm.gov.uk/index.asp?id=
1151996 about to come into
force, I sincerely hope that gone
are the days where six people are
crammed into a three bed house
and expected to be grateful, or
bedrooms being offered that
barely have room for a single bed
or worse still, accommodation
looking like ‘a cross between a
squat and an old people’s home’

I feel privileged to be playing a
small part in each resident’s
recovery. And if the very least I
have done is to help raise
standards in this sector; this
whole journey will have been
worth every challenge tenfold.

Adam Rutherwood.
The Junction
thejunctionproject@yahoo.com

Matt Barker Public
Relations and
Research Officer for
Action Housing
Association Ltd tells
us about the AHA
“On Track” Project.

“Rather than treat service
users simply as the object of
predetermined needs, AHA On
Track has transformed the
service user – service
provider relationship.”

The Action Housing On Track
project was created in 2003,
inspired by the idea that while
service users’ needs can
transcend numerous boundaries,
the support they receive is often
fragmented into categories –
from housing support, to mental
health needs, to substance
misuse, and so on.

Action’s keyworkers realised that
for as long as services were
delivered along these lines, the
real needs of clients would be
ignored. Rather than treat service
users simply as the object of
predetermined needs, AHA On
Track has transformed the service
user – service provider
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relationship, bringing the client
into the centre of the process and
allowing for bespoke support
according to the specific
requirements of each case. The
project also benefits from an
active service user group which
feeds directly into the
development of the service at all
levels.

Furthermore, clients are invited
to participate in the delivery of
mental health training across the
organisation. Action sees great
value in sharing knowledge
between projects, with AHA On
Track clients offering other staff a
real and very human insight into
life with a mental illness.

The project’s core objectives are
to assist people with mental
health needs with the building of
independent and dignified lives,
to ensure the security of their
accommodation and to maintain
the quality of their home and
family life.

The support covers all aspects of
day-to-day life, from basic
domestic routines and eating
healthily, to managing debt and
claming benefits. Keyworkers are
there to defend their clients’
corner when dealing with
landlords, neighbours and the
Courts and they provide the skills
and confidence required to help
clients reintegrate with their
communities.

On top of this direct support, AHA
On Track staff act as information
gateways, helping their clients to
navigate the benefits system, as
well as refer them to other
agencies, specialist services and
treatment centres.

Funded by Supporting People and
often with a long waiting list,
service users must be referred to
AHA On Track by other agencies
and professionals. To date, the
service has supported 112
individuals with a success rate of
over 90%, a remarkable
achievement given the complex
nature of this client group.

Clients receive up to 14 hours of
direct support per week and are
integral to the creation of their
individual support plan which
outlines what areas of support
the service user and Keyworkers
feel they should focus on.

The plan also sets out a series of
goals, and progress is reviewed
every three months until it is
agreed that the support is no
longer required. As a short-term
service, support is usually
designed to last for up to two
years, after which time the client
is able to live independently.

Prior to the creation of this
service, there was very little local
support for this client group with
service provision coming from
two other voluntary sector
organisations working on a small
scale. AHA On Track managed to
tie in Action’s expertise of
working with a number of client
groups, allowing the project to
cater for much more complex
needs within a flexible and
responsive service.

However, it is less the details of
the service and more the ethos
behind it that makes AHA On
Track such an innovative project.
It’s built on the notion that clients
should be at the heart of the
planning process and that their
support must be made to cater to
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their needs, rather than vice-
versa.

This needs-lead approach has led
to countless successful results, as
one ex-service user puts it:
“Action didn’t judge me on my
past or because I didn’t fit into a
chosen pigeon hole and wouldn’t
go to a f*****g day centre and
cut up an Argos catalogue or
make a cake or bang a f*****g
tambourine for them! With Action
you’re a person first and ill
second.”

Amii Hough, Senior Mental Health
Officer at the AHA On Track, is
proud of the project’s legacy and
the example it sets to other
services: “I think schemes like
this, by factoring in service user
involvement at their very heart,
are really at the forefront of
change in social support
provision. We’re moving away
from a time where statutory
agencies provided what support
was perceived to be necessary
towards a meaningful and
ongoing dialogue with clients. We
can now work in partnership with
our service users and deliver
services according to the real
needs of the individual. That’s
what makes the project both
successful and sustainable.”

Matt.Barker@actionhousinguk.org

www.actionhousinguk.org

All Housing Benefit
Overpayment Cases
Stayed: Danny Key
hones in on the
thorny issue of
Housing Benefits
overpayments.

The President of the Tribunal
Service, Judge Michael Harris,
has stayed all Housing Benefit
overpayment cases following
a recent Tribunal of
Commissioners decision.

“Support Solutions welcomes
this amendment to the
regulations that govern
Housing Benefit
overpayments. Local
authorities now have to use
their discretion based on the
reasons behind why the
overpayment of benefit
actually occurred, rather than
arbitrarily recovering from the
landlord in all cases.”

The Housing Benefit regulations
that govern overpayments have
been amended. The main change
is due to a decision made by a
Tribunal of Commissioners, which
restricted the appeal rights of
landlords and claimants against
being the one chosen to repay a
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Housing Benefit overpayment. It
was agreed by Ministers that
rather than appeal against the
decision, officials explore the
possibility of amending
legislation.

HB legislation provides that
recoverable overpayments of
benefit may be recovered, in all
cases, from the claimant or from
the person to whom the benefit
was actually paid. Where HB is
paid direct to a landlord rather
than to the claimant, Local
Authorities have discretion
whether to pursue recovery from
the landlord or the claimant.

Following a campaign by
landlords’ associations, Ministers
decided that landlords and
claimants should have a right of
appeal to a tribunal against a
Local Authorities decision to
recover from them.

Social Security and Child Support
Commissioner’s Decision
CH/4943/2001 (made on 15 July
2002: see
www.dwp.gov.uk/hbctb/circulars/2006/
a4-2006.pdf for the relevant
HB/CTB Advice Circular)
contradicted the policy intention,
stating an appeal tribunal had no
jurisdiction over the exercise of
the Local Authorities’ discretion
over whom to recover from. The
Secretary of State took the case
to the Court of Appeal. The Court
decided that there was a right of
appeal, but its judgment was not
specific as to what those rights
actually were.

A Tribunal of Commissioners was
convened to deal with the
implications of the Court of
Appeal’s decision. It heard three
joined cases and decided that the
right of appeal was limited to

Judicial Review grounds. This
means that the landlord or
claimant can only appeal if the
local authority has not applied the
law correctly.

After seeking advice from Legal
Counsel, Ministers agreed on 4
February 2004 that the
Department for Work and
Pensions (DWP) should not take
the cases to the Court of Appeal,
and instead should explore the
possibility of amending
legislation.

Policy background

The original policy intention was
that each overpayment should be
looked at on its own merits, and
the decision of whom to recover
from should be based on who
misrepresented or failed to
disclose information, so as to
actually cause the overpayment.
The HB regulations however,
were drafted in such a way that
Local Authorities make their
discretionary decision based on
whatever specifics they want to
take into account. There are
therefore some Local Authorities
who look at who and what has
caused the overpayment, but
there are others who only
consider the quickest and easiest
method of getting the money
back. In the latter case, this will
always be the landlord as the
local authority can recover in
large lump sums from them,
whereas they are restricted to a
maximum of £8.55 per week from
claimants.

Support Solutions welcome this
amendment to the regulations
that govern Housing Benefit
overpayments. Local authorities
now have to use their discretion
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based on the reasons behind why
the overpayment of benefit
actually occurred, rather than
arbitrarily recovering from the
landlord in all cases. Local
authorities have generally in the
past recovered directly from the
landlord as they can only recover
£8.55 per week from the
claimant. Therefore where a
landlord is unaware of benefit
recipients being overpaid, subject
to evidence, they can appeal a
decision by the local authority to
recover directly from the
landlord.

Is this report helpful? Do you
need to talk to us about Housing
Benefit?

danny@supportsolutions.co.uk

Paul Key Analyses
the New Adult
Services White
Paper and Brokerage

“…the government wants to
help people who need support
to live independently, to take
control of their lives by
changing the way government
cash gets allocated to
people.”

The government white paper ‘Our
Health, Our Care, Our Say ‘ was
launched on the 30th January
2006 with comparatively little
fanfare for what is likely to turn
out to be a series of major
changes in the way that the
Health and Social Care sector will
be arranged. This article just
briefly highlights one interesting
area where there have been a
number of locality-based pilot
schemes running over the last
two years. The In Control pilots
(www.in-control.org.uk) are now
running in over 50 local authority
areas, with a significant number
of these trying to work out how
brokerage services might
develop.
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The government is convinced that
the social care industry is very
inefficient, and is not making best
use of the £17 billion + currently
invested in it. Taking a cue from
many other countries such as
America, Canada and Australia
the government wants to help
people who need support to live
independently, to take control of
their lives by changing the way
government cash gets allocated
to people.

The present pilot schemes show
how money from local authorities’
funds earmarked for care and
support can be expressed in the
form of an individual budget
rather than in an aggregated
arrangement used to buy blocks
of services or spot contracts.
Although this budget effectively
remains within the control of the
local authority, each person will
be allocated an amount of money
with which they can buy the
services they need. Importantly
this will involve self-assessment.

The assessment of people’s needs
within a care management
system has been a large part of
the infrastructure in local
authority social services
departments since 1993. Whilst
this did improve targeting of
resources, the subsequent
reduction in the level of income
available, and the consequent,
and continuous, raising of
eligibility criteria has resulted in a
very expensive bureaucratic
system where there is little
choice, where a large number of
people with genuine needs cannot
get resources, and where
problems that could be solved
with a small amount of
imaginative funding are often left
to develop in to crises.

The majority of social workers
became care managers charged
with assessing need and
commissioning and purchasing
services to meet that need.
Moving to a system of self-
assessment will mean that a fair
proportion of the resources used
to fund the care management
system could find their way in to
individual budgets or to improved
services.

In the proposed system local
authorities will offer a menu of
banded amounts of funding which
can then be calibrated against the
self-assessed needs being
presented. People will then be
allocated their individual budget
and can use it to buy whatever
support they need. For the very
small number of people with
extremely high care and support
needs it is expected that the
budgets will be determined
outside of the menu. This system
is expected to look a little like the
existing social security
arrangements which have been in
place since the 1940s where
people will be able to see that
they have a right to a certain
level of payment, depending on
their needs.

Where people need some help in
identifying, commissioning and
managing their services they are
expected to have someone
available who can act as a broker.
The broker can not be involved in
the resource allocation system
nor in the service-providing
system but can offer technical
help and expertise in designing
individual supports that meet the
needs of the person, and acting
on their behalf to create what is
needed. These new
arrangements are called self-
directed services and rely to quite
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a degree on the skills and ability
of the broker. Key skills needed
are the imagination to create
local, responsive arrangements,
and the ability to work entirely to
the instruction of the individual
budget-holder.

Not everyone will need a broker
with the majority of people who
need support managing
themselves or with the help of
their families, friends, advocates
and other voluntary sector
supports such as independent
living centres. Even where
people are very disabled a
significant family member may be
committed and skilled enough to
provide a good brokerage service.

It is expected that there will be a
number of key financial outcomes
in the rolling out of the
programme. Firstly there will be
a potential saving within the local
authority cost base as their role
changes and reduces
dramatically, although there will
be short term costs in
disaggregating budgets and
creating the Individualised
Budgets system. Secondly, and it
is suspected that this is a crucial
measure of how successful these
changes will be, people will tend
to act in an economically sensible
way once they have their own
budget. In the pilots there is a
premium on making good cost-
effective decisions based on the
avoidance of very expensive
formalised care services.

An example is where a severely
learning disabled young man,
living as a tenant in supported
accommodation with two others,
wants to attend his local football
team home game every two
weeks on a Saturday. His fellow
tenants don’t want to go. The

care manager has very little
flexibility in the budget which is
invested in the 24-hour service in
the house. It is calculated that
the young man will need
approximately eight extra care
hours to attend the match every
fortnight, as he cannot go by
himself, and that this is not
affordable. On the basis of an
individualised budget the broker
approaches the need in a
completely different manner. She
looks at the young man’s family
and social and relational network
to find someone who is also
interested in the football. Having
identified someone she then
recommends that the young man
use his individual budget to buy
season tickets for himself and his
friend, as well as sundry travel
and subsistence costs. His friend
is asked to provide an escort to
the match for the other free
season ticket.

In this example the budget-holder
is not hidebound by the formal
approach of the care manager
and the service provider and,
with the help of a skilled broker,
is able to use natural supports in
an imaginative, and very cost-
effective way.

Perhaps the most profound
change, already starting to
happen, is the way that
organisations providing services
are addressing the impact of the
change in their paymaster. Since
the introduction of the Health and
Community Care legislation in
1993 service-providing agencies
have tended to market
themselves to the purchasers and
commissioners of services as they
have been required to meet a
variety of standards in order to
be considered as suitable. This
has been accompanied by a
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steady accretion of costs. Where
the organisations are national
providers or big regional
providers there has been a
significant increase in overhead
costs.

There are some very small local
providers in most areas of the
country where the costs have
been kept down, and where there
is much better flexibility and
responsiveness to individual
need. It is suggested that many
people with limited individual
budgets and good brokers will
tend to avoid expensive services,
preferring local, cheap and
flexible options, including paying
family and friends, local
volunteers and other local
voluntary sector supports. It is
worth remembering that this was
a vision embraced by the
architect of the Community Care
legislation, Sir Roy Griffiths which
was never realised. It remains to
be seen whether independence,
self-direction and economic
canniness will succeed where he
failed.

paul@supportsolutions.co.uk

So You Can Talk The
Talk But Can You
Walk The Walk?

Marcia Gordon tells
us what it’s like
when life imitates
work.

“Buy a sleep suit for him” said
the GP. “You may end up
burying him in it, but he’ll
need something to wear”.

Twelve years training and work
experience in the field of Learning
Disability, often means that
people will assume that you have
the skills to cope with being a
parent of a child with such
disabilities. I can’t stress enough
how wrong that assumption is!!

Life for me changed beyond
comprehension in the summer of
1999. One warm, sunny morning
in June of that year I walked
hand in hand with my partner to
hospital for my 15 week scan. We
both looked excitedly at the faint
grey image of a baby on the
scanner screen and picked out
the very human features of a
child. The nurse who conducted
the scan had a lovely smile,
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which suddenly dropped. “Excuse
me” she said, “I just need to talk
to a colleague”. A procession of
increasingly senior and concerned
looking medical people came to
the room. They muttered quietly
and incomprehensibly to each
other before the Senior
Consultant finally said: “I’m sorry
but your child has hydrocephalus
as a consequence of a gross
ventriculomegaly. At this stage
the prognosis is poor; usually the
ventriculomegaly will
progressively enlarge. We can
arrange a termination
immediately and suggest you go
to London today for further
hospital tests”.

We did. The diagnosis was
confirmed. “Give it 2 weeks” said
the specialist at Queen
Charlotte’s Hospital. “If this case
is typical the ventriculomegaly
will progressively enlarge and the
pregnancy will be unviable”. We
gave it 2 weeks. The subsequent
test showed, unusually, no
enlargement. “Give it another 2
weeks” she said. We did. Then
another 2 weeks, and another 2
weeks…. We persisted in a state
of emotional limbo not knowing
what would happen and went
past the last realistic date for a
termination. The “it” within me
became “him”. With every day
that passed he became more and
more our son. “Buy a sleep suit
for him” said the GP. “You may
end up burying him in it, but he’ll
need something to wear”.

Seven years ago as a learning
disability specialist, a Registered
Care Manager and then a local
authority Care Manager. I was in
the know!!! I was the
professional, the figure of
authority, brandishing my I.D
badge, client files, and mobile

phone almost like medals of
honour. The NHS and
Community Care Act, local
authority policy and procedure
and John O’Brien’s “5
Accomplishments”, were quoted
easily off the tongue with what I
see now as patronising flair. The
other side of the coin was the
high stress levels from budget,
and policy constraints. I became
emotionally numbed in order to
get through the sheer volume of
work required. In hindsight,
perhaps I empathised with needs
of my job more than the needs of
those learning disabled clients I
supported: a kind of professional
institutionalisation.

This might seem strange, but
until that point, it had never
occurred to me that I would walk
a similar road to that of the many
parents I have met and worked
with over the years whose
children I had supported through
assessing need, compiling care
packages, or providing hands on
care.

I can’t compare myself now to
the person I was then. Things
are so much different. The most
difficult aspect to confront and try
and overcome is the issue of
accepting what has happened.
Over the last six years there have
been many hurdles to climb from
the medical in the early years,
e.g. clinical investigations and 4
operations, to ensure that his
developmental and physical
needs were being met. Even with
his obvious needs and clear pre-
natal history he fell through the
NHS net. This was for no better
reason than an inexcusable lack
of co-ordination and commitment
from the NHS locally. But what
about me, the Professional?
Didn’t I know what to do?
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Throughout this time I was in an
emotional haze. I couldn’t find my
professional hat to deal with the
problems. For a while my self-
confidence was lost as I began to
experience the realities of living
with disability and the reaction of
people to it. My relationship with
my partner came under huge
stress, our concern for our other
son, Alex, became unfocussed
and he suffered. In such
circumstances you don’t realise
what is happening until it jumps
up and hits you in the face. You
are already carrying more than
you can bear.

Ben is six now, a beautiful,
affectionate, gregarious,
considerate child. One copy of his
7th chromosome has a tiny
deletion, which actually means he
has global developmental delay
and physical disabilities. He has a
rare chromosome disorder
(www.rarechromo.org).
Although he is the normal height
and weight of a six year old and
has the strength of an Ox,
developmentally he is still a
toddler with all the issues that
brings e.g. continence pads,
walking for any distance,
coordination limitations and
unfortunately no speech.
However he makes himself
understood through gesture,
signing and sounds very well!!

One memory that stands out was
my attempt to socialise Ben with
his peers by taking him to a
mother and toddler group when
he was three and he couldn’t walk
without a Kay walker. Even
though it was a very large hall
filled with children, play
equipment parents and staff, the
sense of isolation was tangible.
Mothers were curious to know
what was wrong with my son.
But once the information was
supplied no further interest was
taken in fact I felt the fear of his
difference from many parents and
in turn their children. To this day,
Ben loves other kids and wants to
play with them. With very few
exceptions they react with the
type of emotional honesty that
children have: they look at Ben
with a moment of fearful curiosity
and turn away.

Ben now attends an appropriate
special school; he has access to
speech and language therapy,
occupational therapy
hydrotherapy, a state of the art
sensory room, IT equipment and
appropriate software packages
that he himself can use, and
expert tuition and 1-1 support.
He is blissfully happy in a small
school setting that has been able
to appropriately help him to begin
to start realising his potential. He
recognises numbers from 1-10,
and knows his phonics. He loves
books. Physically he is far more
able now and can walk short
distances without support. He is
self aware and self assured. He’s
absolutely fanatical about
football, even though he can’t
play, and waits eagerly for every
World Cup game on TV.

With Ben’s progress has come my
own. I can now look to the
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future. We can do nothing about
our circumstances until we accept
them. I have “graduated” from
the emotional melee of being a
new parent with a learning and
physically disabled child. I know
in the great scheme of things I
have only just begun my journey
with Ben but I feel I can now
draw on my professional work
experience to help him find his
own niche in life. The past 7
years has been hard beyond
description but it has made me a
better person and a better
professional.

marcia@supportsolutions.co.uk

‘Need not Greed’.
Kris Key examines
the new Joseph
Rowntree
Foundation Report.

“…policy and practice that
deal with people who work
informally should
acknowledge the idea that
everyone has a right to
survive. If there are no
accessible alternatives, then
people may reasonably be
expected to support
themselves and their families
through informal paid work.”

A new report, published last week
by the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation
www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/finding
s/socialpolicy/0346.asp, into the
phenomenon of people taking
cash-in-hand jobs while claiming
benefits, concludes that people
defraud the system because of
‘need not greed’ and strikes back
against the culture of demonising
such people who are simply trying
to cope with problems of poverty,
high rents, the cost of childcare,
health problems and a complex
and inflexible tax and benefits
system.
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An understanding of why people
feel the need to cheat the system
must inform future tax and
benefit reform, according to the
report, which recommends that
the system should be simplified,
benefit levels should be raised
and support and training should
be provided to people wanting to
come off benefits and cash-in-
hand work, and there are
practical suggestions as to how
these outcomes can be achieved.

Co-author Aaron Barbour said
“People in deprived areas are
resorting to informal paid work
because they are trying to
support, feed and clothe their
families. They are hard working
ordinary people trying to survive
day-to-day. The government
needs to understand and include
the informal economy in all its
strategies if it is to reach its
employment, anti-poverty and
regeneration targets.”

The report includes case studies
from the London Borough of
Newham, including:

A man who declares less
hours than he works at the
benefits office to keep his
benefits, which he needs
for his high rent and
council tax. His wife cannot
work as she looks after
their disabled daughter full
time.
A woman who hadn’t
worked for 18 years due to
being in a long term
relationship and looking
after the children. She is
worried that, as she looks
for work, if there is a gap
in benefits while she works
but the job doesn’t work
out, there will be a gap in
income while benefits are

established again, during
which time she could lose
her home.
A woman who waited 4
years for an asylum
application to be decided
by the home office, and
wasn’t able to work
formally in that time, but
couldn’t survive on benefits
alone with two young
children.
A woman who used her
cash-in-hand work to pay
back debts to people who
were threatening her. She
couldn’t use her benefits as
they are her family’s
lifeline.
A woman who has worked
informally all of her life and
for her it has become a
way of life. She talks
unapologetically about this,
about the costs of meeting
childcare and how
employers often prefer
informal work as it is easier
and cheaper.

Another factor in the growth of
the ‘informal economy’ is what
has come to be known as the
‘poverty trap’, whereby people
claiming benefits, given realistic
figures for local jobs for which
they could apply, would be no
better off financially in
employment. According to this
measure of poverty, this claims 1
in 4 people in the UK (roughly 13
million people).

Poverty is probably the main
reason why people choose to
work informally, according to the
report. The main issues cited for
this were poor wages and no
flexibility in formal work, high
childcare costs and high housing
costs. In theory, tax credits are
supposed to alleviate this
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situation, but they are only
applicable if one partner or family
member works at least 30 hours
per week. In practice, this
excludes people on the lowest
incomes, and, even with tax
credits, it is proven that people
will still fall well below the
poverty line when taking their
income into account minus
housing costs, which currently
stands at £98 for a single person
with no children.

There is also a large section of
society who cannot take up
formal work, through disability,
long term illness or physical
impairment, or lone parents
without childcare. Benefits for
these people are both essential
and, more often than not,
insufficient. People coming off a
long term spell on incapacity
benefit or disability allowance are
often lacking in the confidence or
simply do not have the
opportunity to come off benefits
altogether, and there are also
those who are capable of work
one week but not the next. There
is neither the formal employment
available nor the flexibility within
the local authority for them to
claim the correct number of hours
worked and benefits without
losing out financially.

Another aspect of the informal
economy is the ‘safety net’ issue,
as discussed with one of the case
studies above. There is a
significant fear among people
with experience of the benefits
system of the risks involved in
the transition between being on
benefits and in formal work and
vice versa. Claimants with health
issues or childcare issues were
often unwilling to come off
benefits as it meant that they
could lose their formal jobs as a

result of their illness or caring
responsibilities. The time taken in
then assessing their benefits and
resuming payment of them would
leave them with a period of time
without income, which wasn’t in
practice covered by tax credits or
discretionary payments. The 2006
Welfare Reform Green Paper
www.dwp.gov.uk/aboutus/welfare
reform states that “the biggest
barrier to taking up a new job for
those on benefits is the fear of
the unknown and of falling foul of
the benefits system.”

Childcare costs, as mentioned
previously, are a major
motivating factor in taking and
not declaring informal work. The
costs of placing children with a
childminder can be as much as or
more than the average wage for
an unskilled, unqualified job,
making it impossible to meet any
other costs, such as housing. In
this instance, many families feel
they have no choice but to claim
benefits and work informally, as
no other solution will enable them
to meet all their costs. Formal
employment is also not flexible
enough in many cases to cope
with staff who have childcare
issues. One example of a person
the report speaks to is a lone
parent who looks after the
children during the day and works
at night. The jobs in her local
area which would allow her to do
this are all informal ones.

Housing costs are rising all the
time, and this is another factor in
people taking informal work. For
most of us, housing is our biggest
single cost in our daily lives, and
for those on low income, this
makes Housing Benefit their most
crucial source of income. For
many people, replacing Housing
Benefit with low-paid work, from
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which they would have to find
their housing costs themselves, is
simply not an option. Lack of
affordable housing, high rents,
shortages of housing and space
and temporary accommodation
are all problems in many areas of
the country.

According to the report by the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation
informal work can also be
undertaken as a response to
other factors, such as:

Financial Crisis: debts, loss
of benefit, bankruptcy, fear
of debt.
Family breakdown:
Divorce, temporary
accommodation.
Life Crisis: By its nature,
informal work is readily
available, and will often be
the first port of call for
anyone in crisis who needs
income.
Asylum: People who can’t
work formally as they are
asylum seekers or refugees
in need of support
Foreign students: Are
limited to 20 hours per
week formal employment.

In reality, each individual‘s
circumstances will be different,
and there will be a combination of
some or all of the factors above,
together with individual
circumstances that cannot be
foreseen. As long as there are
people who fall between the
cracks of full-time formal
employment and the benefits and
welfare system, there will always
be informal work carried out, due
in part to the benefits it offers to
both the employer and the
informal employee.

One of the most interesting and
pertinent points made in the
report is that “…policy and
practice that deal with people
who work informally should
acknowledge the idea that
everyone has a right to survive. If
there are no accessible
alternatives, then people may
reasonably be expected to
support themselves and their
families through informal paid
work. The tax and benefits
systems should provide a
smoother path to support people
to make the transition from
informal paid work to formal
work.”

The report finishes by making a
number of recommendations,
including increasing the national
minimum wage, raising benefits
levels, providing adequate
childcare provision, simplifying
the benefits system and
reforming the tax credits system.
The recommendations are wide-
ranging and would require a
major change in attitude and
policy-making from the
government and the public at
large, but the informal economy
is an issue that potentially needs
radical change to occur in the
public sector and an innovative
and imaginative approach to help
tackle this growing problem.

kris@supportsolutions.co.uk
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Local Housing
Allowance
Postponed For Social
Housing Sector – But
Worries Remain:
Kris and Danny Key
take a long, hard
look at Local
Housing Allowance

“The danger is that the
proposed LHA format will
become a hotchpotch of all
the disadvantages of the
original thinking behind LHA
whilst all the good points are
lost.”

The government has backed away
from plans to roll out the Local
Housing Allowance (LHA) for the
social housing sector, according
to a brief statement from Housing
Benefit minister James Plaskitt
earlier this month, and much to
the relief of many in the sector,
who foresaw problems with the
government’s scheme to replace
Housing Benefit with Local
Housing Allowance and pay it to
the tenants rather than the
landlord.

What to make of all this? One of
the original ideas of LHA was to
tackle the “I don’t pay rent -
contact the Council” syndrome.
But that is far more prevalent in
the social sector than the private
where tenants have little or no
security and are already subject
to Rent Service restrictions and
the need to negotiate assured
shorthold tenancies.

The DWP has issued a
consultation report on the

Government’s “new deal for
welfare”. It sets out a selection
of the many views expressed on
Housing Benefit reform,
particularly in Ch.7 (page 43).
Perhaps not surprisingly, the
rollout of Local Housing Allowance
(LHA) in the social sector has
been abandoned and any gains
over and above liability have
been limited to £15 per week.
New tenants only will be affected
and further changes to the
original pathfinder models may be
announced as and when final
evaluation has been concluded. It
appears that private sector rollout
is expected to at least start in
2008.

You can a Government fact sheet
on LHA at
www.direct.gov.uk/Bfsl1/Benefits
AndFinancialSupport/BenefitsAnd
FinancialSupportArticles/fs/en?CO
NTENT_ID=10018928&chk=ggrlv
L

The Pathfinder programme is
currently operating in 18 local
authorities across the country for
tenants in deregulated private
sector housing, and there is talk
of the scheme being introduced
nationwide for the private sector
to help tackle unemployment and
introduce personal responsibility
and simplicity to housing
payments in the future. The first
scheme was run in Blackpool in
2003 and over 2004 and 2005 17
other schemes were rolled out
over Britain, with another 8 to
follow imminently.

So what is Local Housing
Allowance? It is a flat rate of
benefit based on the area a
person lives in, the number of
people in their home, and the
person’s income and
circumstances. The person
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claiming does not necessarily
have to be on any other benefits,
although in practice, most of the
claimants will be, and will receive
the payment directly, rather than
it being paid to the landlord. The
claimant should also receive the
payment on first moving into a
property, rather than waiting for
a rent to be charged and for this
to then be referred to the rent
officer, as currently happens with
all private sector rents. The
amount of LHA for a local area
will be updated every month,
although the claimant’s payment
of allowance will not necessarily
change this often. It is more
likely, according to guidance on
the subject from the DWP that a
person’s LHA will remain constant
for 6 months to a year, and will
then be reassessed on the LHA
rating for that area at that time.
As with Housing Benefit, LHA will
not necessarily match the amount
of rent a person has to pay. If it
is more than their rent, then the
claimant will keep the difference.
If it is less, then the claimant
must meet the difference through
other income. It is thought that
this will encourage low-income
private sector tenants to shop
around for the cheapest
accommodation and will be an
incentive for private sector
landlords to keep their rents low.
In practice, there is no practical
help offered in any of the DWP
literature on LHA for any tenant
who finds themselves having to
pay significantly more rent than
they are receiving in LHA.

There are exceptions as to who
can claim LHA. If you rent from
the council, a housing association
(RSL), or a voluntary, not-for-
profit organisation, then the old
system of Housing Benefit
remains. Similarly, if you are

renting from a private landlord,
but you are provided with care,
support or supervision as part of
your tenancy, you are also
exempt. Other exemptions
include tenancies commenced
from before 1989, living in a
caravan, mobile home or
houseboat, or having a rent that
has been registered as a ‘fair
rent’.

Social landlords shouldn’t smile
too broadly though. There is no
mention of abandoning the plan
to pay tenants direct for instance.
Some social housing tenants
could have gained substantially
from LHA and that will now be
lost. There is the real possibility
that Housing Benefit funding for
this sector could potentially now
be up for grabs; supported
housing providers have a tale to
tell about what happens when
former Housing Benefit
expenditure comes under central
control.

The upshot of all this is that the
new benefit will be based less on
the actual property and more on
the area in which someone lives.
This is partly the case already, of
course, with the local reference
rent being used to restrict some
rents in the private sector, but
with LHA, there are fewer
avenues to challenge such an
action.

The calculation for which areas
correspond to which levels of LHA
are, obviously, different with each
authority, but the authority must
also consider where a tenant can
reasonably look for
accommodation and the size of
property a tenant actually needs.
The current local LHA allowance
rates for Leeds, for example, are
£50 per week for shared
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accommodation, rising to £83.50
for 2 rooms, £101 for 3, £113 for
4, and so on. These figures were
correct as of May 2006, and they
bear comparison to most of the
other pilot authorities in urban
areas.

In these authorities where LHA
has already been trialled, the
transfer from HB to LHA has been
handled as follows:

If a tenant would be better
off under LHA than HB,
then they receive LHA.
Tenants receiving HB who
would receive a lower
amount under LHA will
continue receiving HB,
frozen at that level until
such a time as it equals the
local LHA rate or until they
move house or have a
break in claiming benefits.

It is unclear, however, what
would happen to private sector
tenants under the second
scenario above, if and when LHA
becomes national and replaces
HB for that sector. Would LHA
levels be increased in a particular
area to cover for the average HB
paid? Or would this then skew the
figures for new people moving
into that area and claiming
benefits for the first time?
However the calculations are
worked it remains to be seen how
many people will be
disadvantaged by them.

So what is the general consensus
about LHA? Why are there so
many concerns being raised by
the likes of Shelter, the National
Housing Federation, the Citizens
Advice Bureau, the Disability
Alliance, and many more? And
why is it such good news that this
will no longer be rolled out for the

social housing sector? The main
worries are as follows:

If LHA is paid directly to
tenants, won’t that make it
easier for them to fall into
arrears? A new rule for LHA
is that it can be paid
directly to the landlord if
the claimant is more than 8
weeks in arrears, but by
then it is probably too late
for many to stay in their
accommodation. Under
current rules for HB, 60%
of claimants in the private
sector request that their
HB is paid directly to the
landlord. LHA will take
away this choice, and it is
this aspect of the new
benefit that is causing most
concern. It is unclear what
will happen to people who
can’t pay the rent
themselves because they
are vulnerable, or,
perhaps, because, like 30%
of the poorest households
in Britain do not have
access to a bank account.
There are many reasons
why this choice is
important to people who
claim benefits.

Having an LHA rate based
on area is likely to further
ghettoise already poor
areas of the country and
result in people staying in
small, inappropriate,
substandard
accommodation. It could
also result in one area
being flooded with private
sector tenants looking for
cheap accommodation,
while another area has not
enough tenants to fill
vacant tenancies.
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Currently it is estimated
that half of all properties
are advertised as ‘No DSS’.
With landlords nervous
about these new changes
(in particular the above
two points) this proportion
could go up, lowering
access to housing for
people with low incomes,
thus increasing
homelessness and making
property even more
unattainable for people
who are already homeless.

LHA could lead to more
harassment from landlords
to tenants. If the landlord
is not receiving payment
directly, they have no way
of knowing if the rent is
being paid late because of
a hold up with benefits or
simply non-payment by the
tenant.

Taking the property itself
out of the benefits equation
removes the incentive for
many landlords to keep
their property in a
reasonable shape and
improve it where
improvements are
necessary.

As stated earlier, there is
currently no mechanism to
challenge authorities’
decisions on LHA
entitlement for an
individual. This is a major
weakness of the system.

There doesn’t seem to be
much sense behind the
figures for Standard LHA
rates in a certain area,
there is a bit of a ‘finger in
the air’ feel about it. Have
the rates been tested

against the local housing
market, and do they reflect
housing that can be
reasonably attainable for
people claiming these
benefits?

The LHA scheme seems to
be certain that payments
will be received by
claimants as soon as they
move into a property, and
the system will run without
a hitch. In reality, anyone
who has dealt with a local
authority will know how
unlikely this is, and it is
worrying that there doesn’t
seem to be any safety net
or discretionary payments
system for tenants who
find themselves without
benefits for a time through
no fault of their own.

The danger is that the proposed
LHA format will become a
hotchpotch of all the
disadvantages of the original
thinking behind LHA whilst all the
good points are lost. An objective
study of the original hopes and
ambitions for LHA makes this
perfectly clear.

It is obvious from the above that,
if it ever comes about, LHA
cannot be applied to the most
vulnerable members of our
society in the same way as it is to
private tenants. It looks as
though the powers that be are
contemplating not rolling out LHA
for the social housing sector, but
as to what shape benefits will
take for this section of society,
there needs to be a lot of
discussion and consultation on
this, and that process is only just
starting.
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There is no doubt that changes
are urgently needed to the
Housing Benefit scheme and DWP
had an almost impossible task of
trying to introduce reform against
a wide background of different
rental schemes and “special
interest” groups. The housing
lobby is strong and diverse and
has a lot of political clout. DWP
can reasonably point to the fact
that there is no agreement on
almost any part of the scheme.
“Show us a better suggestion,”
they might well ask, especially in
the light of the continuing tax
credit overpayment fiasco.

Even at this late stage, we are
not convinced that the current
revised LHA proposals will get to
the statute book, but if it does,
we suspect it will be an early
target for reform either by a new
Government or under a different
Labour Government leadership.

kris@supportsolutions.co.uk
danny@supportsolutions.co.uk
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Women With No
Recourse To Public
Funds:
Hamida Dossa of
Wellingborough &
East Northants
Women’s Aid &
Michael Patterson of
Support Solutions
try to make sense of
a complex situation.

In general terms domestic violence
is dealt with by the Domestic
Violence, Crime and Victims Act
2004
www.opsi.gov.uk/ACTS/acts2004/
20040028.htm. However, women
subject to Immigration rules often
do not qualify, or have recourse to
public funds.

In recent years an increasing
number of women, who are
fleeing violent relationships but
have no recourse to public funds,
have sought help from agencies,
especially women’s refuges,
across the county. The term ‘no
recourse to public funds’ means
that women who are new to the
country and who leave their
husbands because of violent
behaviour during the first two
years of their marriage lose their
status and right to claim benefits.
They are wholly dependent on
their relationship with their
husbands to gain access to public
funds.

FUNDING FOR WOMEN WITH
NO RECOURSE
Even though Supporting People
can provide funding for support
costs in block gross contracts
there appears to be an

inconsistent understanding and
application of this principle across
the country. Below is a statement
made by the (then) ODPM on the
matter:

Author: Caroline Rowsell
Organisation: ODPM
Date: 28/Oct/2003 17:19

Women with no recourse to public
funds fleeing domestic violence:

“We have now advised all SP
teams that there are no legal
barriers to women without
recourse to public funds accessing
SP funded DV services. This
represents a significant move
forward, as the support element
of a service is in the main the
largest proportion of any
provider’s costs. This means that
women with no recourse will be
viewed by SP teams as any other
service user, and therefore there
will be no clawing back of SP
grant for the unit she occupies.
However, women with no
recourse are still are not entitled
to access housing benefit and
social security etc, although this
issue was raised in the
Government’s recent consultation
paper, Safety and Justice, and
continues to be discussed at the
highest levels across government.

Whilst we all appreciate that this
still leaves both refuges and
women in a difficult position, as
an interim measure ODPM and
the Home Office are working
together to try and ensure that
women fleeing domestic violence
and applying for indefinite leave
to stay can fast track through the
immigration system. The HO
(IND) is currently working on this
and aims to get the time taken
from applying to a decision being
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made down to 4 weeks. This
should:

1. Reduce financial pressure on
support providers and women;
2. Increase likelihood of funding
being secured through other
means (e.g. SSD etc) as funders
will be able to see that their
intervention grant will only be
needed in the short-term and will
not drain budgets in the long
term;
3. Ensure that women have
access to public funds swiftly,
reducing anxiety, stress, hardship
etc;
4. Make the move on and
resettlement process quicker, and
ensure that women can be
supported to play an active role in
their community and move on
with their lives, and that refuge
units are freed up for other
women in need;
5. Increase the number of women
with no recourse that DV
providers can support in the
longer term.

However, to achieve fast tracking
women will need to ensure that
they provide all of the appropriate
information at the time they
make their claim to the Home
Office (Immigration & Nationality
Directorate), and currently as this
doesn’t always happen. IND says
that this can delay the process.
To assist in this the Home Office
and ODPM are developing a pack
for DV providers that will assist
them to support a woman
through this process. We hope
this will be available for
distribution in November.

Whilst it is imperative that
women seek indefinite leave to
stay as soon as is practical to
assist in their legal case, if
women decide not to apply for

indefinite leave to remain they
will be still be eligible for SP
funding, although they obviously
cannot access other public funds.

We recognise that the nature of
domestic violence and its impact
may mean that women may not
be in a position to address their
immigration issues immediately.
For example, a woman may be
very distressed/injured and may
well find it difficult to speak
immediately of her experiences,
specialist interpreters may be
necessary, as may be the need to
access legal advice, and all of this
may take time to organise.
However, it is expected that
these kinds of issues would be
raised during the assessment
process, and would form the
basis of part of an individual
support plan. It is obviously in
everybody’s best interests
therefore for immigration
processes to be pursued as soon
as possible, within reason and
taking account of the complexities
raised.

However, as you are aware this
issue, along with others faced by
BME victims of DV continue to be
discussed at all levels of
government, and we await
feedback from Safety and Justice
where it was raised as a specific
issue for comment. We will
update you as soon as we have
more information.”

Clearly, it is important for refuge
providers to establish a clear
position from their local
Supporting People Team. As we
note below, some refuge
providers have negotiated
arrangements with their local
authorities which allow for more
comprehensive financial support.
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enable some women with
insecure immigration status to
stay for limited periods in
refuges. This money: the “Last
Resort Fund” is administered by
Women’s Aid. Women’s Aid
provides very useful information
here:
www.womensaid.org.uk/domestic
-violence-survivors-
handbook.asp?section=00010001
0008000100350002#no%20reco
urse

Our research suggests that the
Home Office set aside the rather
small sum of £40k per year which
was matched by charitable
donations to make the Last
Resort Fund worth about £80,000
per year. According to Dr. Aisha
Gill of Imkaan there are
approximately 500-600 women a
year affected by the no recourse
to public funds rule. This works
out to about £133 per woman
with no recourse per year. Our
experience of revenue budgeting
would suggest that is less than
the weekly support cost
(excluding housing and ineligible
costs) per week, especially in
culturally sensitive refuge
services whose unit costs are
usually higher for good reason.

LEGAL ADVICE
If you are working with women
with no recourse you should
always document any disclosures
of domestic violence. This
documentation could be useful to
support of an application for
indefinite leave to remain in the
UK.

Women in doubt about their
immigration status should be
referred for specialist advice to a
local Law Centre, or a specialist
advisor. The OISC website
www.oisc.gov.uk can be used to

find details of immigration
advisers in a local area, and the
Legal Services Commission lists
solicitors and law centres which
can give immigration advice.

The situation of a woman
accompanying her husband as an
asylum seeker, who subsequently
leaves him because of domestic
violence, is very difficult.

At present, if she has been
included in his application as a
dependant i.e. he is treated as
the principal asylum seeker,
leaving him means that she has
no status at all. Subject to
competent legal advice there may
be separate grounds for her to
claim asylum, even in some cases
(since the House of Lords
Judgement in Shah and Islam:
www.publications.parliament.uk/p
a/ld199899/ldjudgmt/jd990325/is
lam01.htm) related to the
domestic violence itself.

FORCED MARRIAGE
A forced marriage is one where
people are coerced into a
marriage against their will and
under physical or emotional
duress; it is an abuse of human
rights and is very different from
an arranged marriage where
there is consent from both
parties. Often a Forced Marriage
will involve migration to or from
the UK and some of the
Government measures to tackle it
involve immigration control (such
as the minimum age for marriage
entry clearance).

There is a link between forced (as
distinct from “arranged”)
marriage and women with no
recourse to public funds. This is
borne out by the statement made
by Dr. Ghayasuddin Siddiqui, the
leader of the Muslim Parliament in





Support Solutions Ltd, Eaton House, 67 Valentine Road, Birmingham, B14 7AJ.
T: 0121 444 6040; F: 0121 444 4988; E: briefing@supportsolutions.co.uk

www.supportsolutions.co.uk ©Support Solutions Ltd 2006

39

Forthcoming
Training Seminars

Support Solutions is delighted to
announce a new national seminar
series entitled "THE FUTURE
FOR SUPPORTING PEOPLE
AND HOW TO SURVIVE IT"

DATES AND VENUES ARE AS
FOLLOWS:

LEEDS 29th September
West Yorkshire Playhouse
Location Map
TAUNTON 3rd October
Taunton Racecourse
Location Map
LONDON 5th October The
Resource Centre Location
Map
BIRMINGHAM 9th October
BVSC Location Map

The cost for each event is ONLY
£130 inclusive of VAT, materials,
refreshments and lunch. Even at
these very, very competitive
rates we will give 10% discount
for bookings of 3 places or more.
Support Solutions has a
commitment to small provider
organisations and we reflect that
in our charges. Compare us
against other training providers.
We're hard to beat on cost and
NO-ONE beats us on quality.

These are all 1 day events (9.30 -
4.30) and will include a valuable
Resource CD-ROM which will
include a great deal of useful
information of direct relevance to
the subject matter of these
seminars. Delegates who have
booked with us before will be
familiar with this format and the
quality of material and training
we provide.

You can download a Training
Outline and our Booking Form
which can be completed
electronically or manually. You
can fax it to 0121 444 4988,
email it to
training@supportsolutions.co.uk
or send it to: Support Solutions
Ltd, Eaton House, 67 Valentine
Road, Birmingham, B14 7AJ. You
can call us on 0121 444 6040.

Please remember that payment
must be received before bookings
can be confirmed. PLACES ARE
STRICTLY LIMITED FOR
QUALITY REASONS. Please click
to book early to avoid
disappointment!

If you would prefer a bespoke
training package for your
organisation please contact us
to discuss your requirements.

Subscribe to “The
Briefing”: It’s FREE
until July 2007

All you need to do is to click on
the link below and follow the
simple instructions.

http://gm-
link.com/s.asp?i=E3C.5319&e=!*
EMAIL*!&m=l

For those of you who are
uncertain please be assured that
you will not be obliged or
pressurised into taking out a paid
subscription post July 2007,
although we hope you will want
to. You can unsubscribe from The
Briefing at any time.
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Free QAF Compliant
Policies &
Procedures

Yes, that’s right! Free QAF
compliant policies & procedures
can be downloaded from our
website at
www.supportsolutions.co.uk/reso
urces.htm.

Support Solutions?

Support Solutions Ltd is a
specialist consultancy and
training agency working within
the housing, care and support
sector. We have been established
since 1991 and have a reputation
for quality and commitment. We
are one of the few established
consultancies which remain within
the financial reach of smaller and
specialist providers. Our
corporate motto is: “Quality
Works”.


