HOUSING OPTIONS AND CHOICE 

Briefing for the Valuing People Taskforce Housing Sub Group

1. Valuing People Objectives

Valuing People gave high profile to housing and an objective for a choice of where and how you live

· Most people with learning disabilities live with their families. Often they leave the family home only as the result of a crisis such as the illness or death of the carer.

· The Government wishes to see better forward planning by local councils so that carers do not face continuing uncertainty in old age and their sons and daughters gain greater independence in a planned way.

· Local authorities should expand the range and choice of housing, care and support services. People with learning disabilities can live successfully in many types of housing: individual self-contained, housing networks, communities, group homes, and shared accommodation …the full range of tenures, including home ownership.

2. Equal opportunity for those with learning disability

Most people with a learning disability live with their families. Of those who have moved out of the family home most live in residential care homes. Relatively few have their own tenancy or own their own home.  Taken as a whole it presents a picture of very limited opportunity in housing compared with the population as a whole. 

Few people in this group find their homes through local authority housing or homelessness applications. Many should qualify for social housing for welfare reasons or on grounds of their vulnerability.

To promote equality of opportunity the existing inequalities need to be recognised.  Changes are needed in policies, practices or procedures which makes it difficult for a disabled person to find a home of their own. Plans for neighbourhoods and new housing programmes should allow for their needs in the wider agendas of inequality, exclusion, standards and choice in housing.

3. Barriers to housing

In practice there are barriers.

· The mainstream agenda for housing is about growth and regeneration rather than individual person centred plans eg. for those with disabilities

· People don’t see housing applications as likely to be the route to a housing and support package. More typically they approach social services or service providers for help. Those living with families may not be considered to be in housing need. 

· Although accommodation offered to homeless people does have to be suitable, taking account of medical or physical needs, there may be little choice of type and location of property offered.

· Most cannot be simply offered housing without at the same time planning and funding support 

· Those with special needs may find it difficult to find the right kind of accommodation.

· Choice based lettings may prove difficult for people with learning disabilities to manage.

· There is still a formal disqualification applied in some cases to those with disabilities who cannot understand the application process ! 

· Local authority housing surveys and homelessness records are fairly poor at identifying the needs of those with learning disabilities.

Ideas for action 

· The local housing strategy should recognise the needs of all those with learning disability including those living with family carers. 

· To provide equal opportunity in housing the route needs to be far more user friendly. Accessible information and help with making an application are needed. Practical help should be given to people to understand applications and tenancies. This reflects the Valuing People principles of rights and inclusion. 

· Choice based lettings needs to take account of the potential barriers for those with a learning disability.   

· Where applicants will need support as well as housing joint assessments should be carried out. This is recommended in Valuing People para 4.20 

· One way of doing this is a Housing Option Plan which combines the individual’s needs and wishes with ideas for the forms of support and housing to suit. 

4. Housing resources

Housing Corporation investment programme

The investment policy has three key objectives for social housing

1. New affordable housing in areas of economic and demographic growth

2. Regeneration and neighbourhood renewal in the midlands and north 

3. New supported housing for vulnerable people 

Bids for new capital funding for supported housing require a written guarantee that revenue funding will be available. There are disincentives to develop supported housing: the potential difficulty of securing revenue, higher build costs for special needs and keeping within rent levels required under rent restructuring. Housing for someone with a learning disability may for some be relatively expensive and it can be difficult for Housing Associations (Registered Social Landlords) working within the Social Housing Grant framework for capital funding. 

There is still in some places an assumption that all we need is ordinary housing and floating support. Many people still want to share and many will benefit from specially designed accommodation. Service based options are still needed as well as better use of the existing ordinary housing stock. The priorities for new development include adapted or ground floor accommodation for those with complex needs and physical disabilities. Single site cluster flats are also a useful service option. 

The funding for new housing development is limited. Cost limits and other Housing Corporation schemework procedures can make some projects difficult to do.
Housing Associations have been valuable as development partners with voluntary organisations, local authorities and health and this role should be encouraged. Their advantages have been in their skills in development and housing management, their access to loan finance and their ability to be flexible and responsive to local demand.

Low cost home ownership

The Housing Corporation Task Force on Low Cost Home Ownership
 was established by the Deputy Prime Minister and reported recently giving particular attention to the needs of people with disabilities. 

In some areas of the country housing prices or rents are high and demand makes it difficult to provide affordable homes for people with learning disability. This is where the shared ownership, private sector leasing or using family resources may offer additional options.  In areas of low demand the problems are more likely to be the standard of housing and services in the community rather than housing shortage. 
Shared ownership allows individual choice and is very cost effective.  Unfortunately there are very few Housing Association providers experienced or willing to provide shared ownership for people with disabilities.

Private renting and other initiatives

The use of the private rented sector and other existing housing resources is also encouraged. In some areas of the country it is also possible to manage buy to let as a feasible option without excessive rents. The use of family investment has also been tried in a number of new initiatives.

Existing housing is the main source of supply and this includes private and social rented housing, housing for sale and existing homes and services for people with a learning disability. 

Private sector leasing is where a landlord (usually a Housing Association) leases properties from a private sector landlord for a period of 3-5years. It in turn sub lets to disabled people. The benefits for the private sector landlord is  that they will receive a rent for the period and the  property will be handed back in good condition. and a guaranteed rental income. 

Ideas for family investment in housing

Older family carers are concerned about what will happen to sons or daughters when they are no longer able to look after them. Three out of four parents are homeowners at retirement age. There are a number of ways in which family property or investment can be used to provide housing.

· Purchase outright – or to rent, to be inherited or put in trust 

· Buy to rent – a property is purchased for renting

· Inheritance – a property is directly inherited. A variant is for the property to be sold and proceeds used to buy property outright or on shared ownership terms

· Property in a Trust – instead of direct inheritance the property is put into a Discretionary Trust 

· Shared ownership privately financed – parents fund part of the cost of a shared ownership home – part rent, part buy. (eg Advance and Golden Lane initiatives)

· Joint ownership with other families or individuals – a group of families pool resources to buy an existing property or build new 

· Company Ownership – a group or people, form a company to buy or build.  This is a useful option for larger groups.

Ideas for action 

· The Regional Housing Boards and Corporation investment plans for housing should address the issue of inclusion and equal opportunity for people with disabilities. 

· The Valuing People Support Team will work to ensure that the new Regional Boards take account of the Valuing People housing agenda. 

· Social Services should contribute information on needs at a local level. 

· The key objective of new supported housing for vulnerable people requires targets and priorities for housing development in each Region if it is to compete with other programme objectives. 
· The ODPM should encourage Registered Social Landlords(RSLs), local authorities and other housing organisations to provide supported housing and shared ownership for people with disabilities – through the mainstream and low cost home ownership programmes.
· Grant in each region could be identified the for low cost home ownership for people with learning disabilities especially in areas of higher housing costs. Mainstream RSLs could be encouraged to provide this type of housing with training, information and guidance. 
· RSLs with experience of providing housing for special needs should also be encouraged to provide through private sector leasing arrangements and family investment models for housing. 
· Special programmes such as Extra Care and the Private Finance Initiative can also provide incentives for RSLs development. 
· Partnerships with families, voluntary organisations, health and local authorities should continue to be encouraged.
5. Revenue funding and rents

In the aims of choice and inclusion, key objectives of Valuing People, there are difficulties over paying for support services and who pays, eg. 

· Clarity over funding responsibilities

· The affordability and resources for meeting the need for additional services eg for those now living with older carers.

· Rules of ‘ordinary residence’ and the operation of different funding conventions in social services, health and housing.

The aim of choice is being frequently frustrated because moving home, moving from registered care or residential school, moving in with a partner or other reasons for moving between authorities, may mean the immediate loss of Supporting People or social service funding. It is appears to challenge any expectation of a right to choose where and who you live with. 

Because of rent restructuring to achieve the government aims of a fairer rent system it may be difficult to keep within required rent levels. This may create difficulties for Registered Social Landlords wishing to provide for special housing needs. How can housing associations be encouraged to continue to provide for people with learning disabilities within the current rent restructuring and benefit systems?

For people with a learning disability who are private sector tenants this can be a problem too. They may need a bigger property than normal for one person because space is needed for support staff, or because they need a certain location or environment which means rents are above average. Where these exceed local reference rents Housing Benefit may not cover the rent.

The Supporting People initiative has been very positive in encouraging new investment in some existing services and initiatives for providing floating support or supported housing. Issues raised over the implementation of Supporting People include:

· The need to review the level of grant in higher cost services 

· Limited potential at present for new residents to benefit from SP funding 

· How the grant links to other funding streams

· The importance of making the programme more ‘person centred’ e.g. through the use of direct payments.
It is important to keep to the principle that a reasonable level of housing support subsidy should be allowed for all those with disabilities regardless of the level of need. SP teams need to work with social services to agree funding and avoid closing services. 

Ideas for action

· Housing for people with learning disabilities may mean higher building, management and maintenance costs. This needs to be recognised in the rent levels and housing benefits paid.

· The rules for ‘ordinary residence’ need a change. Authorities need the power to continue funding for those moving from residential care or between authorities. (An amendment to the guidance and the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act 1970)  

· For those living with older carers, the additional costs of providing care and support for those moving to a home of their own needs proper recognition. 

· Local authority social services and SP teams need to agree principles derived from the grant conditions for establishing the appropriate levels for SP and care packages and priorities for the development of new services?

· Encouragement for direct payments would be helpful.

· The needs of those with disabilities should be considered in local SP strategies. 

· Partnership Boards need to work with Supporting People teams on the SP strategies being prepared, the needs of those with learning disability, and the continuing review of existing services.
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