
Sometimes Governments fly kites
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Sometimes, Governments fly ‘kites’; proposals so awful that everybody’s attention is focused on them.  Then, if the kite attracts sufficient flack, they drop it and introduce something else which is initially viewed as less awful, but only in comparison to the original worst possible scenario.
Whether the present Green Paper from the UK Government on the reform of the English social care system, ‘Shaping the future of care together’ is an example of this Machiavellian ploy is yet to be learned.
But what is seen to be so awful in this consultative paper is the proposal to take the ‘attendance allowance’ from old people and give it to local authorities to shore up their social care budgets.  Although not mentioned by name, it seems that part of Disability Living Allowance (DLA) will also be taken from disabled people.  

There are 2.7 million people receiving DLA, of which 300,000 live in Scotland. In total, if both ‘attendance allowances’ were to be withdrawn, that would be equivalent to disabled and elderly people throughout the UK losing an estimate of £8.5 billion in benefits.

This money is spent, stimulating the economy of their local communities by shopping locally; paying for small jobs to be done around the house; and generally meeting the additional costs of disability.
When introducing the DLA in 1992, Ministers made it clear that it was in recognition of these additional costs. No mention was made that DLA was to be used to pay for personal care.  But over the years local authorities and Government agencies, such as the Independent Living Fund, have used this income in their means testing for personal care.

In Scotland, local authority guidelines state that disabled people need only be left with 16.5% over income support level, after charging for personal care at home; but these guidelines have been interpreted widely, so for disabled Scots there is now a ‘post-code lottery’ of charges, impeding their freedom of movement and equal participation within society.

In 2004, Pam Duncan, a disabled student at Stirling University, made a submission to the Scottish Health Committee’s inquiry into care charges.  In her submission, she stated that she would need to find a job earning £38,430 per year; anything below that, she would earn no more than the £700 per month her local authority presently allowed her to retain after charging for her support package 
She told the committee: “Figures aside, this means that my earnings are capped until I can afford to pay the full cost of my support. As a result, I have just enough money to live on. This has a huge impact on my life.”
There has been no real analysis of how and what local authorities charge for community care, but again in 2004, Capability Scotland, one of Scotland’s largest charities for disabled people, ran a survey which showed that 20% of those receiving community care were charged £50 per week; although the majority were charged between £20-£30.
So, why should we in Scotland be worried about what is happening in England?  
The general consensus is, if this legislation were to be put in front of the Westminster Parliament, complementary legislation would need to be passed by the Scottish Parliament.   

If this were to happen, then the Scottish Government’s policy of agreeing with local authorities what outcomes should be attained and allowing them to spend the money as they wish, would result in little control being exercised over the use this cash bonanza, for there is little within these ‘outcomes’, which directly relate to the social care and well-being of elderly and disabled people. So each local authority could, if they wished, spend the money on anything from rat-catching to public parks.  
In England alone, 70% of local authorities provide social care only to those they assess as having critical or substantial needs.  This means that the vast majority of those receiving DLA would never get any support at all from their local authority.
Another concern is; if local authorities were still able to charge individuals for social care, then the actual disposable income of elderly and disabled people would be substantially further reduced. 

Any change in the relationship between state and individual funding of care, will have an impact on the income and subsequent quality of life of elderly and disabled people in Scotland; that is over one fifth of the population.  
Whilst this should be a concern for all of us; more pertinent to the Scottish Government will be the impact these UK proposals will have on Scottish policies on funding care in general; and therefore how available care may become; as well as how much, if anything, should be charged for it.  All these issues are devolved and therefore matters of concern for the Scottish Government; and for us as tax payers.
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