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For further information of discussion please contact:
Alastair Graham, Director, Golden Lane Housing, Westpoint Tower, 501 Chester Road, Manchester, M16 9HU

0845 604 0046 or email enquiries@glh.org.uk

Golden Lane Housing is a Registered Charity Number 1071097 and Company Limited by guarantee (Company Registered Number 3597323) Registered Office Address 123 Golden Lane, London, ECY1 0RT.  

Executive Summary:

Golden Lane Housing is the national housing charity established by Mencap to provide supported living housing for people with a learning disability. Working across England and Wales, Golden Lane Housing provides housing for over 1,000 people with a learning disability.

Golden Lane Housing welcomes the opportunity to enter into a discussion about how to create a simplified transparent system to provide the additional funding necessary to provide supported housing for people with some of the most complex and challenging needs in society.

Golden Lane Housing also welcomes the acknowledgement that to provide supported housing for individuals with complex and challenging needs will often require additional initial and ongoing management costs which will often reflect a need for rental charges above local market rental rates.

However, while acknowledging this consultation is a first stage without many specific proposals or details, Golden Lane Housing believes that the proposals as put forward pose a risk to the provision and sustainability of existing and future housing provision. 

We believe that fundamental changes need to be made to the proposals to ensure that those existing supported housing schemes provided by charities such as Golden Lane Housing are not put at risk and that some of the most vulnerable in society do not find themselves homeless or without suitable housing.

Furthermore, Golden Lane Housing believes that an approach that uses ‘accredited providers’, whose costs would be met in full through Housing Benefit as long as they follow a pre arranged cost model, could provide a simplified system and would be compatible with introduction of universal benefit system.

Golden Lane Housing has worked closely with Mencap and a wide cross section of other housing providers, charities and bodies in formulating this response.

Golden Lane Housing would urge the government to:

· Guarantee the security of existing Supported Housing schemes and tenancies through any changes.

· Reaffirm its commitment to providing a system which covers the full actual housing costs for people with specialist or complex needs.

· Ensure any future system allows housing providers to raise the private finance necessary to provide specialist housing through a system which is transparent and allows for predictable income prior to tenancy.

Background Information

Golden Lane Housing was established by Mencap as an independent charity (registration number 1071097) in 1998 to provide housing solutions for people with a learning disability.

Golden Lane housing operates independently under the Mencap group structure to directly provide housing, landlord services and advice & guidance across England and Wales.

Golden Lane Housing is the only national housing provider working exclusively with people with a learning disability.

Consultation Response
1. Rather than responding to the individual questions in the order outlined in the consultation, Golden Lane Housing has chosen to outline our views, key concerns with the proposals as they exist and provide possible working solutions. Within this approach, we try to address the questions asked.
2. To inform our response Golden Lane Housing has worked closely with Mencap and a range of other housing and disability organisations.
Background
3. Accommodation provided via the exempt accommodation route, as well as supported housing provided by residential social landlords, has been a vital safety net for many people with a learning disability since the regulations were introduced in 1995, particularly in light of the move from residential accommodation as the default option, to a more independent living approach. According to broad estimates highlighted in DWP research on this issue
, around 40,000 people with a learning disability have benefited from these arrangements, enabling them to move to a home in the community. It is for these reasons that Golden Lane Housing believes that the principles behind the ‘exempt accommodation’ rules must be retained in future regulation.
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Categorisation
4. Golden Lane Housing is concerned that there is insufficient clarity around the two groupings identified within the consultation. While the consultation highlights that those with more complex needs would fall into Group 2, and therefore have access to a more flexible Housing Benefit system, there is a concern that when it comes to determining who gets what, the criteria are not clear, nor is the process by which an individual would be assessed as to fall into what category.
5. Furthermore, it is unclear where, for example, someone would sit where they have lower support needs and requires housing which is not necessarily specialist in nature but which is provided by a specialist provider with either additional management support or provision needs to be made for different levels of wear and tear due to behavioural issues.

6. Moreover, there seems to be some confusion as to whether it is the people who require the accommodation that determine the level of Housing Benefit, or the type of accommodation. For Group 1, the assumption seems to be that the type of accommodation is the determining factor, while for Group 2, it is the individual.   We recommend that the reference should be to the person rather than the property as many people with learning disabilities want to live in ordinary housing, though the cost of managing and maintaining this housing will be greater than for those without learning disabilities.
7. While Golden Lane Housing welcomes the acknowledgement that some people require a very individual approach to their housing situation, as touched upon above, the route into this needs to take account of both the individual and the provider’s requirements to ensure that provision is forthcoming. Golden Lane Housing does not believe that a flat rate provision for those falling into group 1 category would allow providers enough flexibility to provide individualised housing solutions based on need.


Destabilisation and financial planning

8. While Golden Lane Housing recognises there have been some issues with a lack of clarity and consistent implementation of ‘exempt’ housing benefit rules, recent decisions at Upper Tribunal level have led to a greater clarity. Golden Lane Housing is concerned that further changes to the housing benefit system at a time when there have already been significant cuts and upheaval nationally risks destabilising the sector.

9. While many housing providers are already having to respond to cuts to LHA rates, significant further changes will lead to an increased administrative and financial burden on charitable providers, not least through wholesale reassessment of schemes and a need to refinance and allay the concerns of financial backers.
10. During any time of transition and uncertainty, development is necessarily hard hit and stagnation of specialist provision will further disadvantage many of the most marginalised in society who already struggle to access adequate social housing or housing through the private rented sector.

11. Moreover, Golden Lane Housing is concerned that proposals risk further limiting the development potential new housing for individuals with specific and complex needs as the system will not adequately allow for a rent to be set until a tenancy is issued, feeding uncertainty and risk. It is likely that less housing will be built because of this uncertainty.  This issue is further compounded by potential regional variances through introduction of a discretionary local pot rather than a national system of entitlement.  Lending institutions will not be able to lend if there is uncertainty on the rental income stream caused by the discretionary and unpredictable nature of the top up.
A local discretionary Pot
12. The idea of a local ‘pot’ also raises questions about its discretionary local nature, whether or not it would be cash limited and whether or not this ‘pot’ would be given to local authorities as a ringfenced or un-ringfenced grant. Golden Lane Housing believes that the local pot approach ultimately presents an erosion of a legal entitlement to Housing Benefit to meet needs that until then existed under the regulations around exempt accommodation. Our fear would be that this would ultimately lead to a reduction in the level of entitlement for individuals with specific or complex needs, such as people with a learning disability, making finding a suitable home an even harder task than is currently the case – ultimately discriminating against people with a disability. It is also feared that a default position would be to place people into residential care.
13. Golden Lane Housing also has concerns as to how a local pot would be administered and whether the expertise exists locally to do this fairly and consistently across the board and in all local authorities. We know that local authorities have regularly struggled to understand when and how much an exempt accommodation property can cost, and we feel that it is unlikely that this would change in the future, unless they are given a financial model template to which they can work. We also see real issues emerging particularly in two-tier local authorities. Should a local pot approach be taken, there must be very clear guidance, in addition to a financial model template as suggested.

14. It is for the above reasons that Golden Lane Housing would not support the move to a ‘local pot’ approach, but rather suggest an improved national model with a clear criteria who and to what someone would be entitled to have higher housing costs covered. This would ensure that such support is not cash-limited (an approach taken in the case of the Disabled Facilities Grant, which has shown to lead to chronic underfunding) and therefore continues to guarantee providers’ income streams, and also not fully discretionary. Local authorities are currently under enormous pressure financially, particularly in relation to social care provision, and there is a clear concern that they would be pushed to using this money for other areas. 

Transitional arrangements

15. Of great concern is the question of existing tenants and how and whether the changes proposed would apply retrospectively to existing tenants. The consultation is very open on this issue.

16. Golden Lane Housing recommends that any new system should not apply retrospectively to tenants unless they move to a different property. This is required in order to ensure that as a result of the changes to funding more specialist accommodation, those in greatest need are not suddenly faced with the potential of losing their home. 

17. Where there is more than one tenant in the property, Housing Benefit should continue to cover the scheme, so as to not put the remaining tenant at risk. As the case study above exemplifies, accommodation provided via this route has made a real difference to a wide range of people with a learning disability, and nobody should be put in a position where they are likely to lose their home.
Types of higher housing costs providing specialist individual housing

18. There needs to be a clear understanding as to what is considered to be a support cost that should be covered by social care provision and what is considered to be a cost that legitimately should be covered by Housing Benefit, given the requirements under the equality legislation. We realise that this is at the centre of the discussions that are taking place and something that in the context of a move to a more independent living agenda needs to be resolved.
19. Golden Lane Housing has tried below to provide an overview of the costs that we strongly believe should be part of costs that are covered by Housing Benefit. These costs should be reflected in the financial model that we propose should exist in the future. The additional costs in the context of providing housing for the more vulnerable are:

• Cost of buying or securing the home – when purchasing, charity providers of exempt accommodation do not have access to capital funding and therefore have to buy on the open market. This increases the cost as providers normally have to meet costs via the commercial borrowing route. When leasing or purchasing it should be recognized that often an increased size may be necessary (i.e. to have a wider range of facilities, or level access) and to be closer to amenities such as transport routes and/ or in quieter neighbourhoods, and close to family; this means that the properties may be in more expensive areas as a result.

• Cost of adapting the home or making it safe for the individual and staff (as a workplace).

• Higher housing management costs as a result of for example a higher ratio of staff to tenants or providing specialist staff.

• Greater wear & tear costs and as a result, higher repair and maintenance costs.
A suggested solution – developed in partnership with Mencap and other housing and disability charities.

20. Golden Lane Housing welcomes the opportunity for a debate about how in future higher housing costs for those with more specialist housing needs should be covered, and while we are concerned about some of the proposals as outlined in the consultation on the basis outlined above, we are hopeful that this debate will lead to an improved model that ensures that people with a learning disability will continue to have access, and hopefully have improved access to housing, that meets their needs.

21. We therefore want to suggest one possible solution that we believe would bring the model of exempt accommodation into the 21st century, take account of the personalisation as well as independent living agenda and at the same time fulfil the reform objectives as outlined.

22. In order to ensure that people with a learning disability continue to have access to a form of supported housing provided not only by registered social landlords, but a variety of providers, we believe that the providers’ costs need to be met in full. We acknowledge that there must be safeguards in place to ensure that taxpayers’ money is protected. Only reasonable, additional housing costs of providing housing for people with more specialist needs should be met through Housing Benefit. One way of achieving this, we believe, could be accredit landlords who are able to demonstrate compliance with a pre-arranged cost model that allowed for those reasonable additional costs to be met. This would then provide automatic entitlement to higher Housing Benefit, providing comfort to funders and certainty to allow schemes to be planned and implemented. The pricing model should, for example, outline that providers can only charge for mortgage costs set at a repayment level of over 20 years. 

23. Golden Lane Housing, together with other organisations, would be happy to support the Department for Work and Pensions to work up a proposal around reasonable costs.

24. The question of who would be entitled to this level of housing, and therefore this level of higher Housing Benefit, should then be based on an assessment of the individual. We believe that were a Community Care Assessment outlines a housing need, the individual should and must be entitled to having their housing needs met. This in return requires an improved Community Care Assessment process that ensures that an individual’s housing needs are much more clearly and accurately assessed, and a broader spectrum of people with a learning disability have access to an assessment process. This will include a rethinking around how the housing departments in local authorities are involved in this process, and around eligibility, and would require for an assessment to understand that a need for more specialist accommodation may not always come with a need for great amounts of support; someone may simply require a bespoke provider, willing to provide some specific management support.

25. Clearly it is at this point and when housing is being allocated that both housing departments and social services need to work more closely together in the future in light of the independent living agenda. A system which drives housing and social services to work together will benefit all concerned.

26. We know that referrals to supported accommodation, for example, do not always come via a social services department. A referral may come through a single assessment process in a local authority or via a charity. Thought must be given to how these assessments could be integrated to ensure entitlement where it is due.

27. We believe that it should be possible to integrate the above into the context of the Universal Credit model. This would require an acknowledgement that those in supported or exempt accommodation must be excluded from the overall benefit cap. A large proportion of people are likely to be receiving middle and higher rate DLA, and would therefore be excluded in any event; however, there are likely to be some people, particularly given the uncertainty around DLA, who in future would not fall into those categories, but still have an assessed housing need that may require an exempt to supported housing setting. Applying a cap on benefits in these cases would be inappropriate. The control over housing costs would come via the accreditation model instead.

For further information or discussion please contact:

Alastair Graham

Director
Golden Lane Housing

501 Chester Road

Manchester, M16 9HU

0845 604 0046 or email enquiries@glh.org.uk 
Golden Lane Housing has been at the forefront of providing housing for people with a learning disability unable to be housed through any other route. For example in 2006 when the shocking institutional abuse at Budock Hospital in Cornwall was revealed, Golden Lane Housing responded to the call from the then secretary of state to close the unit by providing individualised housing solutions for the 14 who moved to supported living, as well as a further 13 moving out of other associated hospital settings in phase 2 of long stay hospital closures in Cornwall.








Housing Management sustaining a tenancy





The first time that Brian reported a broken window in his door he said that it was the wind.





After GLH arranged the replacement window, Hilary (Brian’s Housing Support Officer) got in touch. 





“I was concerned” said Hilary “I knew that it was unlikely the wind caused the glass to break but a broken window could mean Brian was the victim of anti social behaviour or a whole host of other things”.





Because Brian knew and trusted Hilary, through the conversation he opened up and admitted that he had broken it because his door had slammed and he was locked out, it also transpired this wasn’t the first time this had happened. Hilary arranged for a new lock to be fitted that wouldn’t automatically close and helped Brian arrange a key to be left with neighbours.





“it’s not just a broken window – it’s a window into Brian’s world” explained Hilary “ by understanding the issues Brian faced we could change things so he didn’t have the stress and worry and we knew there wouldn’t be any more broken windows! It’s not just what we do, it’s how we do it - that’s the difference between GLH and other landlords.”








� Michelle Boath, Eleanor Baker and Helen Wilkinson, ‘Exempt and supported accommodation, DWP (2010)
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