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ODPM Consultation:  
Creating Sustainable Communities: Supporting Independence
The Haven Wolverhampton Consultation Response, February 2006
INTRODUCTION
This report contains a response to the Supporting People Strategy consultation and is written on behalf of The Haven Wolverhampton; a medium size voluntary organisation. The Haven provides temporary accommodation and other support services to women and any dependent children who are affected by Domestic Violence and homelessness. The Haven has Supporting People contracts for 46 accommodation units and 70 Floating Support units.
Since its introduction in 2003, Supporting People has been the major source of funding for the provision of our services. The Supporting People programme has enabled us to further develop and deliver our accommodation and community based provision, however this has been a very challenging three years. We found the programme complex and difficult to administer. With administrative costs not fully met by funding we managed to re-shape our processes, implement Quality Assessment and Performance framework and pass the SP review. 

The timing for the new strategy is good as it enables us to finalise the outcomes of the programme to date and build on lessons learnt.  We believe that Supporting People has brought a focus to the role and the provision of housing related support in the refuge sector. We hope that this focus will not be lost. It is important that the new developments introduce sustainability and consistency to the delivery.
We are glad to see that Supporting People value the contribution of small providers and we wish to see implementation of this approach consistently throughout the country. 
In this document we seek to express our views on how strategy and its implementation could affect our organisation and the services users we support, and we hope that this document will reflect the views of a number of similar organisations. We would like to underline that the voluntary sector needs Supporting People to develop models which would lead to greater sustainability of these valuable services for at least three years at a time.
The document is structured in the same manner as the original consultation document.

STRATEGIC CONTEXT
Local Level Commissioning
We agree that some local authorities demonstrated good practice in the provision of support services based on knowledge of local context. However there is a high degree of inconsistency between and within the authorities. Greater flexibility for local authorities would lead to greater inconsistency, with different authorities introducing different systems, eg for commissioning, monitoring and reviewing schemes. We would like to see the ODPM taking a leadership role in the process.  Some of the local SP Teams simply lack the resources to develop consistent reliable systems and more guidance from the ODPM is required. For example, the guidelines and criteria for reviews and the Supporting People eligibility criteria should also be developed at the national level.
Some Authorities focussing on their Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) may give lower priority to Domestic Violence in order to meet other targets. It is possible that Local Authorities who are not nationally directed will not see refuge provision or support services meeting the crime targets.
A focus on the service user

For The Haven Wolverhampton the needs of our service users, women and children survivors of Domestic Violence, were always a main driver for improvement and further development of our services. The Haven implemented its User Involvement strategy with limited resources in an environment of strict limitations on how the funding could be spent. Financial support should be provided for Service User involvement activities, forums and group activities etc.
Quality

After a painful implementation process we now find the Quality Assessment Framework to be a good tool for developing best practices, which could be measured and evaluated. It helped to introduce consistency to the provision and better partnership working.

Outcomes

As a voluntary organisation The Haven acquires its funding from various sources and has many pressing requirements for data collection and monitoring from different funders. This is a very expensive and time consuming exercise for us. We agree that outcomes should be used to evaluate performance at service, client and local authority levels and the funding should be allocated according to agreed outcomes. However we would like to see more consistency in data collection. Frequent changes in performance indicators results in huge administrative expense for the organisation, in an environment where it is extremely difficult to obtain funding for any development of ICT systems in the voluntary sector. 

With regard to outcomes we would like to see consistent outcomes developed nationally so that benchmarking systems could be implemented. Local identification of targets and outcomes could result in inconsistent provision across areas and regions.

The Performance Framework introduced by Supporting People should form a basis for further development of service level outcomes. We believe that Supporting People should make better use of existing data collected via Performance Returns, Client Record Form etc. We have not seen evidence that this information has been used effectively at a strategic level. The Performance Framework is very constructive, however the ICT systems it uses are inadequate and/or inadequately implemented.
Developing user focused outcomes (soft outcomes) is a very important but challenging task. It is difficult to measure preventative provision, e.g. if a women remains safe/unhurt over time, this would be a positive outcome, but quantitative results will show no-progression. We are keen to develop effective systems for measuring soft outcomes at user level as well as “distance travelled”. However due to the complexity of this task we would not recommend linking funding to these outcomes until examples of good working practices are developed for different client groups.
Sharing information and benchmarking within the relevant group of providers and local authorities could be extremely important for developing world-class services. We need more transparency in the sector and standardisation of outcome collection would support this process. However, maintaining anonymity of individuals that access our services is paramount.
FOCUSSING AND INTEGRATED SUPPORT
Client Groupings

The “3 groupings” model is an extreme simplification and the actual mix is much more complex and highly dynamic. It is therefore preferable to retain a single funding stream.

Supporting People grouping located Domestic Violence in the Socially Excluded group. The Haven is concerned that funding could be diverted towards those groups to whom local authorities have statutory duties. There is no statutory duty to provide support services for those experiencing Domestic Violence and further protection of this valuable services is required. Women with no recourse to public funds, for example, are excluded from support by Wolverhampton City Council and many other authorities.
The Haven accommodation services supports about the same number of children as women, both being survivors of Domestic Violence. The needs of our women are closely linked to the needs of their children and better ways of co-ordinating funding for both women and children need to be explored, with the system of monitoring that does not detract key staff from hands on work.
Supporting People Strategy should be better aligned with other government strategies.
Ring fencing 

Ring fencing is essential for what could be seen as unpopular services. Funding is now managed under the social services remit. If the current ring-fencing is lifted, funding could be channelled into to public priority rather than a need on the ground. Voluntary organisations, which provide city wide services in the Supporting housing sector need to be ring fences to protect their specialism. 

Floating Support
The Haven has developed successful floating support services for women experiencing Domestic Violence and other complex needs, to enable them to regain their lives and to live independently in the community. The Haven accommodation scheme is always full, even with the January 2006 opening of eleven units, purpose build for women experiencing Domestic Violence and mental ill health. There has been no decrease in the demand for accommodation services. The Haven Wolverhampton can only accommodate around a quarter of the referrals, the major reason for this is a lack of spaces. We welcome the development of preventative services, but such a development should not be at the general expense of existing accommodation based services. Both accommodation based and floating support services are needed.

Prevention services could not be the only solution. Sanctuary type schemes do not work for everybody. When there is an imbalance in power, such as in cases of physical, emotional, or economic abuse, or if one of the parties feels intimidated by the other, a fair outcome would be unlikely. Many women and children will find themselves in a crisis situation and will need immediate support. We believe there is the need for an expansion of accommodation services for victims of domestic abuse. 

The Haven Wolverhampton provides holistic services for women and children experiencing Domestic Violence, including housing, resettlement, welfare, counselling, education related support, advocacy etc. Separating housing related support from other aspects of Domestic Violence services would have a detrimental impact on providing an integrated response to Domestic Violence. For accommodation services there is no reason to separate housing related support provision from housing management.
There is a need for clear recognition of the role that holistic services play in consistently accumulating over the period of time a knowledge base of a particular client group. For example, an individual Domestic Violence worker within a local authority would not have so much specialist support as a worker in a refuge, where different areas of expertise could be drawn. 
Domestic Violence Schemes, like The Haven, should be key to the provision of Domestic Violence advocacy and support services. The Haven Wolverhampton has developed accredited Domestic Violence training programmes, which should be used to introduce Domestic Violence awareness in the relevant agencies, eg local authorities, health, law enforcement agencies. Funding is required to develop this area of work.
FUNDING
Setting allocations

Organisations like The Haven are in danger of losing trained experienced human resources due to temporary contract arrangements. Recruitment and retention of quality staffing will prove difficult as employment right have been eroded due to SP cuts. The funding should provide sustainability for at least three years at a time.
Distribution Formula

We agree that a more equitable distribution of funding across SP authorities is required, however this should not happen at the expense of closing down valuable services.  

Local Area Agreements

Local Area Agreements are new and their effectiveness is still untested. There is a lack of evidence to show that they successfully achieve the desired outcomes. The Audit Commission report referring to Supporting People warns against the inclusion of Supporting People within Local Area Agreements. It is currently unclear how smaller providers like The Haven could be involved in the decision making process. Providers must have an influence on LAA arrangements, but the process of involving providers has not been established yet. The stretch targets for Domestic Violence are crime related and detract funding.
The ODPM intends to capture the contribution of Supporting People to national and local objectives and targets. However, there is a danger that the commissioning of Domestic Violence services would be led by Crime Reduction targets. Domestic Violence Targets must be included in Local Area Agreements and Supporting People funding for existing services should be maintained.
Individual Budgets
We believe that individual budgets are not appropriate or applicable for our client group. Our service users are at a crisis point in their lives and some may not have the ability to handle managing individual budgets as well as their circumstances. There is also a concern that individual budgets could lead to exclusion for some services users who may be unable to find a provider who is prepared to work with them. We predict that individual budgets for our client group will be extremely difficult to manage. 
Incentives
Before incentives are introduced a consistent national outcomes framework has to be developed and tested. Incentives for providers should be considered as well as for local authorities.
ADMINISTERING THE PROGRAMME
Administrative framework

There is evidence that Local Strategic Partnerships (LSP) are underrepresented by the voluntary and community sector (VCS) and further capacity building is required for meaningful participation. Although the strategy recognises the role of the voluntary and community sector as key deliverers of support to vulnerable people, the proposed administration framework does not support the effective inclusion of smaller voluntary sector providers.
The new commissioning framework may not consider Domestic Violence services as a priority resulting in a reduction of Domestic Violence provision. Clear guidance on how to commission, implement and review Domestic Violence services should be provided for commissioning bodies.  
Integrated Commissioning

The Haven welcomes recognition of the need for services for people from outside local authorities boundaries. It is important that survivors are able to access any refuge in the country.

The number of people presenting as homeless as a result of Domestic Violence in Wolverhampton is still higher than the national average. Domestic Violence for the last three years was the major reason for homelessness in Wolverhampton. Large number of referrals come from other areas, often due to the lack of provision locally. It is important to explore the opportunities for jointly commissioning provision across boundaries so that resources are distributed evenly. Possibilities of regional and sub-regional planning for these services should also be considered.
Managing and monitoring contracts

The ODPM would like to give greater freedom to authorities to design their own arrangements for contract reviews and performance management. At the same time the local SP Team may not have sufficient resources to develop this complex processes. They often rely on the ODPM to provide ‘pointers’, for example Platinum Cut Data created in November 2003 was used during the 2005 reviews to assess value for money in Supporting People services. If this is the case in future, the ODPM needs to make sure that updated national figures on the cost of the services are available for the purpose of comparison. We would not like to see the ODPM distancing itself from the process, but taking a lead.
Benchmarking model should be driven by the government and systems should be developed/improved to collect data nationally. 

Reducing bureaucracy

The ODPM has, in the past, advised local authorities to reduce review requirements for smaller providers, however, a number of authorities adopted a blanket approach. The ODPM encourages providers to adopt proportional approaches but some authorities may not be flexible enough.
The ODPM and local authorities need to comprehend the cost implications of the administrative requirements placed on providers and support smaller providers to help them to develop the systems required. There are several suitable ICT packages on the market which would make data collection easier. Some of the systems include SP features. The costs of these packages are still too high for smaller voluntary sector providers.

Procurement

The Haven is concerned that the procurement process developed by authorities will be extremely complex and smaller providers may not be able to compete. This will effect the diversity of provision and reduce choice for services users. 

We would like to guide Supporting People teams against tendering for very low cost contracts, which may not have a specialism and/or the experience required to deal with complex vulnerable groups. The specialist is a key factor in commissioning not unit cost.
E SUPPORTING PEOPLE
Directory of Services

Building an electronic directory of services available for all is an excellent idea. However, the directory is at the very initial stages of its development and has a long way to go to become a useful tool. It should list all services available (as it claims) rather than only help lines, otherwise a further directory for help lines will be required. The search facility on the SP Directory should be improved and a means of updating the ever changing list is not clear. Linkages to Women’s Aid directory should be considered for refuge provision.
Outcome Tracking

There is a tendency to centralise information on services and service users but the development of this system on a national level will probably take many years to come. However, within the sector there is a fear of disclosure of information, both personal, confidential and business information. Anonymity and clarity as to what and why tracking is needed. 
A tracking and capturing outcome system should be developed at a national level so that information can be shared effectively and retain individual human rights in relation to sensitive data.
Information keeping

Local authorities and providers collect and process ever increasing amounts of information. However the systems are often not designed to share information, which results in duplication, loss of resources and inefficiency. Government should strive for centralisation and should ensure that existing data can be efficiently evaluated. Government need to improve the use of information held by the public sector and local authorities in particular.  The ODPM should help providers to collect and process information in a consistent manner so it can be used at higher levels for the decision making and monitoring purposes, possibly by funding systems that facilitate the effective exchange of information. Confidentiality of sensitive information should be taken into account at every stage. 
Support Tools

The spkweb was a very useful website from the start of the SP programme and sometimes the only way to get required information. We would like to see spkweb developing further and possibly re-structure the increasing information base for easier access.

The Client Record Form system does not record outcomes and has not been consistently updated. 

The workbooks, currently used for reporting performance, do not provide effective means for data comparison and information exchange. 

We welcome the benchmarking tool developed by Housemark, Sitra, NHF and PWC, which The Haven participated from a pilot stage.  We believe it would only be useful if all providers are involved and the tool is mandatory. It could provide an excellent means for performance improvements and developing knowledge of the sector.
Updated Cost Comparators data could be used for analysing value for money.
CONCLUSION
We are grateful for the opportunity to express our views on the further development of the Supporting People programme and we hope that the positive intentions expressed by the consultation paper translate into a realistic, achievable strategy. The need for shifting focus from bureaucracy to service users is long overdue.

Should you wish to discuss any issues raised in this report, please do not hesitate to contact The Haven Wolverhampton on 01902 572140 or email: ceo@havenrefuge.org.uk.
Our post address is:
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