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West Sussex county council's partnership for people with learning difficulties, "a place to live"

A combination of the housing objectives in the "Valuing People" White Paper and the encouragement of partnerships in the 1999 Health Act lead West Sussex County Council to take a radical look at the services provided for people with learning difficulties.  The result is a county-wide partnership between public and voluntary bodies seeking to provide a flexible, inclusive service that offers greater choice.

Background
Mission - the need for change
West Sussex County Council realised that, in order to meet the housing objective set out in the White Paper, "Valuing People", it would need to take a radical look at the way services for people with learning difficulties or disabilities were being provided.  Traditional models being used were inflexible and no longer appropriate for delivering services that would meet present day needs and expectations.  

The majority of the Council's residential services for people with learning difficulties were provided in very traditional ways, in particular through residential care arrangements.  There was a lack of specialist community support for people who wished to live in their own homes.  Over two hundred people had been placed in accommodation outside of the County because their needs could not be met locally.

There are also a growing number of people with learning difficulties living with older carers, those unable to stay in their family home and younger people seeking greater independence.  All require specialised housing and support. 

In addition, early independent research commissioned by the council suggested that a significant number of residents did not require residential care and could live within other arrangements such as supported tenancies.  The report also suggested that within the current, "one size fits all" structure for residential care, people with low support needs were being inappropriately supported and those with higher needs were not receiving the additional support required.

There was a growing awareness that the delivery of flexible, inclusive services that provided greater choice and effectively met the needs of local people with learning difficulties would only be secured through working in partnership.  This meant working with other local authorities, agencies and the private and voluntary sectors on a county-wide basis.   

Strategic objective and key aims 

The strategic objective was to enhance housing choice for adults with learning difficulties by creating a significant number of new, supported living schemes and new tenancies for people currently living in residential care homes.

The key aims were to:

Support the development of person-centred housing, care and support services for people with learning difficulties;

Shift the culture of residential care towards a community based and socially inclusive approach that would enable people to live in normal and specialist housing accommodation;

Work across statutory, independent and voluntary sectors to make a positive impact;

Meet the objectives of the White Paper, "Valuing People";

Review the range and pattern of the existing housing, care and support provisions;

Draw up plans to expand choice for individuals and achieve an appropriate mix of housing, care and support services;

Give people with learning difficulties a genuine opportunity to choose between different housing care and support options; and

Make the cultural and practical changes necessary to drive through these changes.

The partnership process -making it happen 
The partners

West Sussex County Council social and caring services;

West Sussex Health and Social Care NHS Trust;

The seven District and Borough Council's within the County; and

A number of independent sector providers of housing and support services, including:

Southdown Housing Association (a registered social landlord);

United Response;

Mencap;

CARE;

Aldingbourne Trust;

Outreach 3 Way; and

Corich Care

Managing the partnership
This particular partnership sits within the context of the formal partnership agreement under the 1999 Health Act which has provided lead commissioning and pooled budget arrangements.  The arrangements for managing the housing and support project are provided by a formal management committee that meets on a regular basis.  All partners are represented.  Regular team meetings are also held to assist day to day management.  There is no formal partnership agreement but the partners have signed up to a shared vision for the services to be delivered.  They have agreed to pool knowledge and resources and to support a county-wide process of change to achieve this vision.  Partners will also discuss and agree major strategic decisions and arrangements for commissioning services.

The council and the Trust have each appointed a project manager who work with the partners on a day to day basis to provide technical assistance and general support on the change process.  The project managers also facilitate joint training arrangements, particularly for the smaller providers, with a focus on training for direct care staff so that they can make the necessary changes.

The partners also work together through a bi-monthly forum which enables them to share information and experience about successes and problems.  The forum also serves to keep partners up to date on legislation affecting national care standards and "Supporting People" requirements. 

Consulting local people
A comprehensive consultation exercise took place with service users.  Letters were sent to all parents and carers of people with learning difficulties inviting their views on the services to be provided.  An accompanying booklet contained details of the proposals and set out the opportunities.  The council outlined its commitment to consider the needs of individuals and to change its services to meet those needs.  A series of meetings were also held to discuss the various housing and care support options available.

Ensuring quality
Services for people in supported living arrangements will be included in the council's learning difficulties quality assurance framework.  Monitoring quality outcomes will be a key consideration in ensuring that service quality improves and that checks and monitors are in place to ensure the protection of individuals without compromising their rights.

Lessons learned from setting up the partnership

The importance of all partners sharing the same vision and supporting an holistic approach in order to make all services truly person centred;

Because accommodation and support services had previously been provided by traditional service delivery methods it was vital to adopt new, innovative thinking;

From the out-set there have been varying degrees of cynicism about the aims and objectives of the partnership but a sense of trust and equality is beginning to evolve as partners realise that no one organisation alone can bring about the necessary changes and improvements;

Good partnering will not happen by just pulling together a group of organisations.  It requires a lot of thought and hard work to think through a structure that allows a balance of control and empowerment;

Successful partnering demands cultural change.  It is important to eliminate the traditional competitive relationships that exist between service providers and adopt a mature approach ;

It is important to build a climate of trust and understanding.  Get to know each other and feel comfortable together;

A few "quick wins" helped the partnership to bond and the individual members to really engage with each other; and

A need for personal care is not an obstacle in itself to a person becoming a tenant rather than being accommodated in a residential home but it does throw up related issues that need careful consideration on an individual basis;

What will the outcomes and benefits be?

The creation of a joined-up, flexible, high quality care and support network to meet and deliver the needs of people with learning difficulties in West Sussex;

A more effective use of resources;

Increased housing choices and tenure rights for people with learning difficulties by the provision of a wide range of specialist and ordinary housing and tenure options.  These options will enable people to live either on their own, or with whom they choose, or in community accommodation.  Housing choices will include:

Residential care

Supported housing

Intentional communities

Adult family placements

Supported living networks

Shared ownership

Council and RSL tenancies

Private tenancies

Outright ownership;

Specialist health care support from a consortium of care providers to provide flexible, person centred support packages to meet individual needs; 

Increased independence for people with learning difficulties; 

The provision of detailed information and person centred support to enable people with learning difficulties to make informed housing choices; and  

The development of specialisation in specific areas of care to encourage innovation and excellence in these areas.

For the future

It is inevitable that the review of the services currently provided to individuals will mean that some service provisions will change or become obsolete.  These changes may free up council buildings and land for sale and generate capital receipts which can be ploughed back in to the provision of future housing and support requirements.

