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  Supporting People-the current position

1.
Summary
1.1
  Supporting People (SP), the Governments policy around the provision of housing related care support has been in place since 2003. This report outlines the changes SP brought in, how SP works, the organisational and decision making arrangements, the potential implications for local services reliant upon SP funding and the current issues around SP.

2.
Details

2.1
What Supporting people is.- The term ‘Supporting People’ relates very much to the element of Housing related care support provided to a resident. Examples would be Scheme Managers in sheltered housing, support staff in learning disability group homes, support to lifeline alarm users in their own homes and ‘floating support’ to vulnerable tenants. It does not relate to the support provided for the landlord to be able to manage the premises or the tenancies and neither does it cover ‘personal’ support of the kind provided by, say visiting community nurses. When the SP policy was announced, the Government explained that the policy involved the largest transfer of public funds from Government to Local Authorities, since Community care had been introduced. Organisations providing SP schemes are referred to as ‘providers’.

2.2
Supporting People from the customers perspective is about having information as to what services are being offered/provided, and at what cost. SP as an administrative policy is essentially about creating the structures, organisational arrangements and linkages that address the questions as to what types of housing support service are needed, ‘where’,‘how’, ‘by whom’ and at ‘what’ cost. SP creates an environment where schemes can be properly advocated and discussed, planned and funded on a County basis, against clearly evidenced needs, and current provision. 

2.3

What happened before Supporting People.-Supporting People services were and are mainly provided by Local Authorities and RSLs, but also charities, voluntary groups and some private sector bodies. In the past almost all ‘providers’ could be sure of covering the costs of ‘support’ through rents and service charges. For those on low incomes and as long as the charges were within limits, the Housing Benefits (HB) system would cover most of the charge. (Other funding streams covered certain groups, as well) The issue began to be questioned in the Courts when, in a couple of cases the legality of the HB system to cover these charges was raised.  Previous Governments issued interim guidance to allow the benefits system to continue to cover the costs, intent on developing a new policy to address the whole area.

2.4
The problem for Government with the old system was that any new housing scheme would, as long as charges were ‘reasonable’, have the support costs funded without any process to assess the need or value of the scheme. In turn this meant no way of identifying or controlling this element of public expenditure. In addition, Local Authorities had no real wider service planning role, merely providing or sponsoring local schemes to meet local needs. Consequently, when the work was completed to ‘map’ existing services, there were found to be wide discrepancies between the type, number, and distribution of services, somewhat unrelated to actual or perceived needs. This was found to be the case across the country.

2.5
What are the general problems with SP now.-Since the policy was introduced, the emphasis has been on ensuring the administrative and financial arrangements are working, producing contracts and performance information, establishing a scheme review process, considering ways of working and recently, how to address the national annual expenditure reductions now required by ODPM (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister). All of these matters are now creating tension locally, regionally and nationally to the extent that it is not easy to see how the policy will work with the degree of optimism that was originally intended.

2.6
What SP meant to customers. -The SP system involved complex calculations to identify and transfer the funding calculated to have been spent on welfare support, from several Government departments to ODPM. In turn ODPM transferred the same amount to SP Commissioning bodies, (County), who in turn paid all providers in the County the amount needed to cover the costs. Customers would be charged for the services but could claim help through a Social Services administered benefits system. In the first year the net impact on ‘providers’ and customers was supposed to be ‘nil’. Next, existing customers were ‘passported’ at no extra cost from the ‘old’ to the ‘new’ system (where charges were previously inclusive) and in addition, many Local Authorities decided to offer ‘protection’ to those in sheltered housing, but were not able to do so for new customers. 

2.7

How SP is managed and organised. -The various responsibilities for SP, roles and basic structures were set out in guidance from ODPM. The County had to establish a Commissioning body (CB) and structures below this. Appendix A shows the structures and roles. 

2.8
Current SP issues. -The developing issue for all providers operating SP funded schemes are concerns at the national and local funding position, and ensuring schemes meet County SP priorities, which would include operating on a pan authority basis. The need to find savings within the SP programme has been prompted by the expenditure reductions announced by ODPM. This followed investigation into national SP spending by ODPM appointed consultants which partly concluded that SP costs were too high as inappropriate costs were included (hidden) within provider grant claims.

2.9
The reason this happened is that nationally, there has been little guidance as what constitutes relevant SP expenditure. Organisations therefore interpreted things differently in establishing their scheme SP costs, which also serve to calculate the charges, needed. For instance, organisations operate differently when calculating support service costs and schemes with fewer housing units, tend to show relatively higher operating costs as costs are distributed amongst the smaller numbers involved. 

2.10
SP grant, from County, to providers was accompanied by an interim contractual arrangement intended to be reviewed/replaced following service reviews. These temporary contracts are due for renewal next year. 

2.11
At the time of writing letters are expected from the County SP team to all providers indicating the approach to be taken to addressing the overall budgetary issue. It’s likely the approach will target provider’s individual schemes that appear within the most expensive 25% of schemes. Full details should be available by the meeting so an update will be provided.

2.12
The current position in relation to new schemes that require SP revenue funding is effectively ‘blocked’ at present by the County’s inability to fund new schemes until savings have been identified, from existing schemes. It means that the Council’s proposals to establish young person’s accommodation at Gosforth Lane cannot currently move forward. (Capital funding has been agreed between the Housing Corporation and the RSL-Aldwyck to cover the build costs).  At the present time there are a considerable number of schemes, across the County, in a similar position. This scheme does however seem to meet SP strategy priorities but it’s still likely to be several months before we will know if/when it can proceed.

2.13
In order to develop any new scheme involving both capital funding for the build costs and revenue funding for, mainly the staffing, two application routes have to be followed. The capital funding aspect would normally be reliant upon Housing Corporation funding. The Corporation recognises the difficulties the SP position provides and have now issued very recent guidance, effectively allowing capital bids even if the revenue support is not in place or ‘promised’. 

2.14
Another future complication is the way ODPM calculate the amount of SP grant. Currently this is calculated on the historical costs that providers supplied; the intention is to move away from this to a needs based distribution formula but it’s not clear when, or if, this may happen. 

3.
Options/Reasons for Recommendation

3.1
This report updates members on where SP has got to and how the policy will be developed in the future.


  

4.
Policy/Budget Implications
4.1
At the time of writing there are no specific policy or budget implications for the Council but it is expected that the impending letters from the County SP team will raise issues. The Council currently receives circa £470k pa in SP grant.
5.  
Financial, Legal, Equal Opportunities, Staffing, Environmental, Community Safety, Customer Services Centre, Website and Risk Management Implications
5.1  
None specific at this stage

6

Recommendations
6.1
To note the current and developing position of Supporting People and consider what future reports members may wish to receive.

6.2
To note in particular the current difficulties in moving forward the Gosforth Lane project.
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