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30th September 2011
Draft National Strategy for Housing for Older People: Consultation Comments



Inclusion Scotland is a network of disability led organisations, individual disabled people and other organisations that support the principles of the Social Model of Disability. Our main aim is to draw attention to the physical, social, economic, cultural and attitudinal barriers that affect disabled people’s everyday lives and exclude us from participating in the mainstream of society. Our role is to enable meaningful communication and consultation between disabled people in Scotland and policy makers at local and national government levels. We want to reverse, through civil dialogue, partnerships, capacity building, education, persuasion, training and advocacy, the current social exclusion experienced by disabled people.

We welcome this opportunity to comment on the Draft Strategy for Housing for Older People (from here, the draft strategy), and we welcome the news that accessible and adaptable housing is being planned for by the Scottish Government, having lobbied for this kind of preventative spending and planning for some years. Some of the concerns expressed below are merely points that we would like further clarification on. However, this should not distract from their importance in terms of the future of housing for older disabled people with a variety of impairments, and might be taken as recommendations in finalising as inclusive a strategy as possible.
1. We note that the focus of this draft strategy is on housing for older people, and we recognise the importance of planning for an ageing population in Scotland. We have an interest in ensuring that housing is well planned for for generations of disabled people who are ageing, as well as for the general ageing population that is also increasingly likely to experience a high proportion of impairments, conditions, illness or a combination that may cause them to become disabled in their old age. It is therefore now, more than ever, crucial that the principles of independent living are ensured throughout the process of any housing strategy.

1.1 As in previous consultations regarding adaptable and accessible housing meeting the aspiration of independent living, we call on the Scottish Government to ensure planning is sustainable for following generations too, i.e. an emphasis on a commitment to ‘housing for life’, of which providing for an ageing population will be one part of a wider strategy. Long term planning for housing for all generations as they grow up and grows old should also be considered, so that the housing strategy is as forward-looking and inclusive as possible.   

1.2 To illustrate the argument for a re-emphasis of focus on all people who will require access to housing suitable to their current or changing needs, some relatively recent data reveal the current evidence of need for such planning across the board:

· According to the 2007/08 Scottish Housing Survey (SHS), nearly 1 in 5 (19%) disabled people/ people with a long-term health problem who require an adapted home live in one that is ‘not at all’ or ‘not very’ suitable. Only 1 in 4 live in a home that is ‘very suitable’. 

· Combined data from the 2005/06, 2007 and 2008 Scottish House Condition Surveys (SCHS) suggests that 137,000 dwellings in Scotland require adaptations to meet the needs of someone with a disability or long-term illness.
 
We therefore welcome a commitment to replicate good practice on adaptations nationally, including in terms of care and repair of existing adaptations. However, there needs to be further assurance that adapted social housing is transferred to people who require it and that adaptations are not allowed to be removed when a disabled occupant leaves.   
1.3 As part of wider plans to ensure the housing needs of disabled people are met along with the needs of older people,
 we reiterate our call for the mandatory assessment of need by local authorities using all possible data sources. Following a  request for information (under the Freedom of Information Act) from all 32 Scottish local Authorities, we found that 65% of local authorities could not provide accurate estimates of the number of disabled people living in the local area, in spite of a number of data sources that exist both locally and nationally.

2. The accompanying letter to the draft strategy refers to future inclusion/ reference to the findings and recommendations of the Christie Commission in the final strategy, and we very much welcome this commitment from the Scottish Government. We recognise that as the Scottish Government begins to fully comprehend the extent to which cuts to the Scottish budget announced last week, such preventive spending is not only desirable but entirely necessary. We also note that even if the draft strategy was written prior to the Christie Report’s publication, it appears to contain the preventative approach – as espoused by the report - to spending on housing for older people, in terms of considering housing stock, mixed tenancies and also supported housing (and the health implications of not doing so).

2.1 There is a commitment to incorporate the views and aspirations of older people in the strategy’s formulation. In line with Christie’s recommendations, we hope that the Scottish Government will go further than consulting with older people and renew its previous commitment to co-production that it has made to planning for housing for disabled people.  The government might ask of a 30 year old disabled person [or the parents of a disabled child], ‘if you were given a chance to design the home that you [your child] could grow old in and would ensure independence for as long as possible, what would this look like?’ 
3. Overall, the tone of the draft strategy and the details of planning cover most aspects of delivery of accessible housing for older people. However, we have some reservations on how certain aspects of the strategy will be met and sustained at a time when services to working age disabled adults and to disabled children (and their families) are being cut at the point of delivery; and of COSLA’s proposals of charging for care services. We are additionally concerned that such wider policy changes that, albeit, may have resulted from national UK deficit reduction, will have an unequal and disproportionate impact on portions of the population (disabled people among the generation considered here; also, older carers of adult disabled children), and will continue to impact their increased likelihood to need more expensive health care due to deteriation of conditions as a direct cause of these other policies and cuts. 

3.1 The Welfare Reform Bill currently being considered will see direct cuts of housing benefit for poorer families, of which disabled families will make up a significant proportion. From April 2013 housing benefit for working age people in social rented homes will be linked to the size of property that the Government believes they need. This change will disproportionately impact on households containing disabled people. 

The DWP’s own Equality Impact Assessment shows that - 
• Across the UK of a total of 670,000 households affected by this change about 450,000 (66%) will contain a disabled person.

• These households will see their Housing Benefit cut by an average of £13 p.w.

However the impact of these cuts will be disproportionately large in Scotland – 
• Scottish Government estimates that 95,000 Scottish households will be affected.

• If the two thirds DWP estimate holds good then at least 62,000 households containing a disabled person will lose up to £16 pw in housing benefit. 

Although tenants will be penalised for under-occupying, they have little option but to do so, because there is a chronic shortage of 1-bedroom properties. Although 44% of working-age Housing Association tenants need a one-bedroom property only 24% occupy one. We therefore urge the Scottish Government to account for these new circumstances of older disabled people within this strategy, as this is a stark backdrop for enabling aspirations to independent living through strategizing on housing. 
3.2 Particularly worrying are the implications of recent statements from the Department of Communities and Local Government in Whitehall estimating that 20,000 households could become homeless because of the benefits cap (under universal credit. This translates to 4,000 in Scotland, although the impact is likely to be higher in Scotland. For example, the Scottish Federation of Housing Associations estimate that due to claimants losing DLA, ESA, HB and/or other benefits as many as 1 in 5 Housing Association tenants may have their incomes affected, with some very substantial income losses for some tenants. Again, we would like to see these factors accounted for in considering the challenges that lay ahead for provision of mixed tenure housing.
3.3 The priority of need that has been established to ensure that households with low income, for example, receive the adaptations they need through mandatory grants (p. 18), may not apply to a disabled person or their family who have lost income-related benefits when they have either had their PIP removed or reduced, and when household benefit caps come into play. There may well also be a need for this Scheme of Assistance to also open up to the larger numbers of families who can no longer afford the costs of adapting their own housing that they might have covered previously with some of these benefit payments.
3.4 We are concerned that the planning taking place in this document will merely be offset by the cuts in spending taking place at other, e.g. local authority levels. Enormous amounts of financial pressure will be placed on this strategy if it is to make a meaningful difference to the entire population of older people in Scotland, as it ambitiously sets out to do, if a focus on preventative spending is to be made in this area but not in others.

3.5 Whilst we are aware that many of these measures are not in the control of the Department of housing and regeneration, we urge the Scottish Government to note the impact of these measures when finalising and equality impact assessing this strategy. In a worst case scenario, the result of these policies may mean that accessible and adaptable housing could be underused by older and disabled people who have become increasingly reliant on expensive hospital care due to a variety of ‘life and limb’ measures that have ignored the preventative spend approach. To provide a further current example, the threshold for eligibility for social care has now been raised in many Scottish local authority areas, meaning that this situation will now be more of a reality for many disabled adults who will also reach retirement age during the period that this strategy considers.  
4. Whilst we are pleased to note the inclusion of planning to assist older people in finding more suitable housing to meet their needs at the right time for them (p. 20), we would further like to see inclusion of the concept of portability of care for older disabled people, so that they may be able to move closer to the informal social networks and to family and/ or to mainstream services and leisure opportunities. 

4.1 Current plans for a national register of accessible and adaptable mixed tenure housing, as that being piloted by the Glasgow Centre for Inclusive living now and noted in this strategy (p. 19), are crucial to the ambition of portability, and the government must focus its efforts on supporting the national rollout of this programme. Given the urgency of need for such a register, we are glad to see that the strategy flags up the development of a national register in the introduction (p. 6).  This might also apply under the headline, ‘support to move home’ (as developed pp.20-21). However, we reiterate that as part of an older or disabled person’s decision to move home, inconsistencies in other areas will effect the decision to move house, such as the divergent care charges from one local authority to another in Scotland, which will impact on the widespread utility of a national register. 

4.2 In terms of ‘housing adaptations services – making alterations to people’s homes to increase or maintain their independence and reduce the risk of an accident’, we refer the Scottish Government to the 2007 regulation amended to the Housing (Scotland) Act of 2006, in which by law, newly built housing stock must now be made adaptable. We would like the Scottish Government to consider strengthening regulations over time to ensure that housing is adapted in response to need.  According to recent reports in the media, new housing in the UK is below a tolerable standard in terms of size. To make housing truly adaptable/ accessible from the start, the size of the house is an important consideration in terms of door frames etc.  
5. We urge the department of housing and regeneration to ensure that all information on the strategy is available in accessible formats (braille, audio, easy read etc.), in line with Article 19 of the UNCRPD, to which Scotland is committed as part of the UK’s signed commitment. 
For further information contact: Dr Pauline Nolan, Policy & Engagement Officer, Inclusion Scotland Pauline@inclusionscotland.org
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