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1.
Purpose

1.1   To establish working practices which assist in meeting the Group’s statutory and regulatory duties and help to meet the needs of  residents who otherwise would have an increased risk of failing to maintain their tenancy. To alert staff, contractors and other agencies of the support needs of relevant residents, including the use of appropriate communication methods. 

1.2    This policy does not cover issues of vulnerability to abuse, safeguarding, or any requirements that may be generated by the Independent Safeguarding Authority. For concerns about possible vulnerability in these contexts staff should follow the Harvest Protection of Vulnerable Adults Policy and procedure, and in the case of children the Children at Risk procedure note.

2.
Scope

2.1
This policy applies to all housing management service delivery, including the management of housing applicants and leaseholders, and to all staff involved in these functions, particularly Customer Support Officers and their local management. Sheltered and supported housing will also be subject to this policy but in certain respects will have amended or enhanced policy requirements.

3.
References

3.1 Strategies and Policies:

· Equality and Diversity Strategy and Policy Statement 2008-2010
 Customer Care Policy 

 Confidentiality Policy 

 Lettings Policy 

 Management of Rent Arrears Policy 

 Domestic Violence Policy

 Racial Harassment Policy

 Nuisance, Harassment and Anti-Social Behaviour Policy

3.2       Procedures:

 Assured Tenancy Setting Up 

 Aids and Adaptations

 Domestic Violence 

 Emergency Repairs

 Leaseholder Arrears 

 No Access to Properties 

 Probationary Tenancies 

 Rechargeable Repairs 

 Succession to a Tenancy

 Tenancies and Relationship Breakdown 

3.3      Other documents:

·      Disability Discrimination Acts 1995 and 2005

· Race Relations Act 1977

· Regulatory Code, Housing Corporation

· Equality and Diversity, Good Practice Note 8, Housing Corporation

· The Duty to Promote Disability Equality, Statutory Code of Practice, Disability         Rights Commission 2005

· Housing and the Disability Equality Duty – A guide to the Disability Equality Duty and Disability Discrimination Act 2005 for the Social Housing Sector, Disability Rights Commission

· Statutory Code of Practice on Racial Equality in Housing, CRE

· Vulnerable People in General Needs Housing, Housing Corporation 2008

· Housing Benefit Local Housing Allowance Guidance Manual, DWP 2008

· Good Practice in Support Planning and Brokerage, DoH 2008

· Independent Living – A Cross-Government Strategy about Independent Living for Disabled People, Office for Disability Issues 2008
4.        Background

4.1      In June 2008 the Harvest Group Board approved the Equality and Diversity Strategy and Policy Statement 2008-2010, together with an accompanying Equality and Diversity Action and Outcome Plan 2008/09. The strategy and policy statement commits the Harvest Group to promote the support people need to continue living in their homes, providing services which meet and are appropriate to individual needs. The action and outcome plan further proposed the development of customer records to give staff and contractors relevant service information and allow issues such as need and vulnerability to be dealt with. Staff are also to be trained in identifying individual customer service needs and given a process for recording such needs.

4.2     These policy commitments arise from good practice, and from statutory and regulatory    requirements. In particular landlords have had obligations since 1996 not to discriminate against disabled people by treating them less favourably for a disability related reason. The Disability Discrimination Act 2005 (DDA) places additional duties on public authorities to promote disability equality via proactive approaches and taking account of a disabled person’s disabilities, even where that involves treating disabled persons more favourably than others. Since late 2006 further new duties apply to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to services, ie. to change policies and practices, and respond reasonably to requests from disabled occupiers.

4.3      
Both the Disability Rights Commission and the Housing Corporation regard RSLs as public authorities for the purposes of the Disability Discrimination Act.

4.4    
Further service adjustments may be required as a result of the Statutory Code of Practice on Racial Equality which advises that discrimination will occur if policies and practices create unequal effects for ethnic minorities.
4.5      The Housing Corporation’s Regulatory Code also requires RSLs to be responsive to the individual characteristics of residents. Vulnerable and marginalised residents are to be provided with appropriately responsive housing services, with support and care arrangements in place. The Corporation’s Good Practice Note 8 (Equality and Diversity) advises RSLs to identify residents’ requirements so as to support service delivery, and account for disabilities even where that involves treating disabled people more favourably, in order to tackle the social exclusion of disabled people.

4.6    This policy statement therefore supports the Equality and Diversity Strategy, and is designed to implement commitments made within it (as summarised in section 4.1 above) with regard to residents deemed to have individual needs which unnecessarily reduce their quality of life, and potentially make their tenancy unsustainable.
5.
Definitions

5.1     This policy sets out the service responses and adjustments required when faced with certain individual needs of service users. It is not solely about vulnerability, although people with certain service needs may also be vulnerable. It is important to note that there is no simple definition of a vulnerable adult based on, eg., age or disability, and no one age at which people should be classed as vulnerable. Many would rightly resent the classification. There are statutory definitions of a vulnerable adult, for example in the Care Standards Act 2000, however these generally refer to an institutional care context.
          The Department of Health defines a vulnerable adult as an adult who is or may be in need of community care services by reason of mental or other disability, age or illness; and who is at risk of abuse (DoH, No Secrets 2000). The Criminal Records Bureau similarly emphasise vulnerability in terms of risk to adults with:

· a learning or physical disability;
· a physical or mental illness, chronic or otherwise, including an addiction to             alcohol or drugs, or
·   a reduction in physical or mental capacity.
5.2       However, as with age, not all people with a physical or other disability should be classed as vulnerable.  Any person or household can experience needs or vulnerabilities at some point in their life. The definition of a person with individual service needs is therefore someone who is likely to have difficulties managing their tenancy as a result of health, learning, behavioural, family, social and financial or other circumstances, or any combination of these. This approach is also followed by the Department for Work and Pensions in guidance on the payment of local housing allowance (formerly housing benefit) directly to landlords in the private sector where a tenant is deemed to be vulnerable. Vulnerability here is defined as an outcome – that someone is likely to have difficulty in managing their affairs.
5.3     The most likely circumstances that will give rise to individual needs which threaten a tenancy are:

· learning disabilities

· a medical condition that will seriously impair their ability to manage on a day to day basis, eg. mental illness, such as schizophrenia or depression, or age related mental deterioration such as early stage Alzheimer’s disease or senile dementia.

· being frail and  elderly 

· illiteracy or inability to speak English.

· physical disability 

· blindness or visually impaired

· deafness and/or speech impaired

· advanced HIV/Aids.

5.4  In addition there are a number of circumstances which could give rise to short or    medium term needs which in turn could threaten a tenancy.  These include domestic abuse, racial harassment, a young person leaving care, a person leaving supported housing (or having floating support withdrawn), release from a custodial sentence, asylum seekers given leave to remain and substance abuse.
5.5       It must also be noted that the DDA 2005 now deems that people with HIV, cancer and multiple sclerosis will be covered by the DDA effectively from the point of diagnosis, rather than from the point when the condition has some adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities. Similarly, the 2005 Act removes the requirement that a mental illness must be 'clinically well recognised' before it can count as an impairment for the purposes of the DDA.  However people with a mental illness will still need to show that their impairment has a long term and substantial adverse effect on their ability to carry out normal day to-day activities.
  5.6     None of the above circumstances are exhaustive; staff must assess tenancies, rehousing applications and leaseholders where such needs are known to be present or are reported by a third party, or similarly assess incidents of need which may arise for other reasons. The existence of any appointee will not affect this needs assessment.

5.7 However staff must distinguish needs as outlined above where there will be genuine difficulty in managing a tenancy (or leasehold conditions) from circumstances where a resident chooses to mismanage their affairs and break their conditions of tenancy.

6.       Policy
6.1 Identification and Recording   
6.1.1 Relevant information on needs as outlined above shall be summarised on housing management IT systems such as to alert all authorised staff to the needs of the person concerned. All information recorded will be with the consent of the person concerned, with any particularly sensitive information held separately to preserve confidentiality.

6.1.2     For a resident to be registered as falling within the remit of this policy, a needs and risk assessment will be carried out, and details gathered of other services received by the resident and all relevant contact details
6.2       Support Planning

6.2.1 The needs and risk assessment shall be translated into a low-level support plan that can be delivered by local housing teams (and through them, a wider network of agencies). Where appropriate the plan should be drawn up in liaison with other care or health agencies. Such support will not equate to mainstream supported housing services, but will nonetheless set out actions that may be taken regarding risks such as the possibility of losing a tenancy, the need for adaptations or the risk of harassment. Plans will normally be reviewed annually or more often if major needs are evolving and the tenant agrees. In many instances partnership working with both statutory and voluntary agencies (local authorities, PCT’s, Mental Health Trusts etc.) will form a key network of services and support for the individual involved.
6.2.2 Any data exchange concerning a resident with individual service needs shall follow the procedures set for data protection and confidentiality.
6.2.3 The risks identified will require interventions in the form of increased personal contact, improved advice and advocacy, tailored casework management and other enhanced services including repairs, as set out below.
7. Service Responses to Individual Needs

7.1     A key issue will be to maintain personal contact; therefore all tenants falling within this policy should be visited after their tenancy start, as settling-in checks. Thereafter all tenants deemed to have individual needs shall be visited at least twice a year. As well as checking on the resident’s welfare, staff will have a good knowledge of services available from other agencies and know how to access them.
   7.2       From time to time key local staff should also act as advocates for a person with individual needs where required, with the tenant’s consent, for example to mediate and negotiate with community facilities and providers. Where staff genuinely cannot assist with regard to any particular issue this should be made clear and appropriate signposting take place regarding other possible sources of help.
7.3  Residents with individual needs will also be advised as to the limits of low level support activity, making clear that staff cannot carry out any care functions or, for example, cannot get involved in directly assisting a person’s personal affairs, such as collecting pensions or handling other financial matters.

7.4  Most current policies and procedures do require staff to take vulnerabilities into account, and personal contact via home visits is to be attempted in cases involving, for example, rent arrears, suspected abandonment or anti-social behaviour. However all policies and practices that involve legal action against a resident with individual service needs should include that no formal action should be taken without close liaison with local staff, and that personal contact is maximised.

7.5 Residents with individual service needs shall receive enhanced service responses in terms of speed and level of personal contact on any issue likely to cause distress, and particular will be helped over any adaptations needed to the property. They will also benefit from assistance with minor repairs where there are no family members to assist, or with faster repairs where appropriate. Repairs contractors will also use or offer a number of techniques to help with access to homes and communication, such as Braille embossed identity cards, translation cards and password systems. Extra assistance with emergencies (such as temporary heating) will continue for tenants with particular needs.

7.6    The Estate Officer Service can also offer further support. Tenants to whom this policy applies shall be able to access the service for help with minor practical tasks such as moving furniture, hanging curtains and removal of bulk rubbish. The Estate Officer service shall also be available (with notice) to new tenants with individual needs to assist with some aspects of moving in.

8.        Management and Monitoring
8.1      This is a complex and varied area of policy and will require a number of quality controls. Neighbourhood Managers shall maintain awareness amongst all staff of this policy and the criteria for inclusion. Managers shall also oversee support delivery and carry out regular checks to ensure records are kept up to date. The Group’s IT systems shall allow address listing and analysis by type of need, particularly as tenant profiling becomes established.
8.2   Staff will be provided with training on needs identification and support planning, supplemented by appropriate procedural guidance.

9.   
Policy Review
9.1     Given the broad nature of this policy and that it is inevitable that there will be further development of practice during the first year of operation, it is proposed to review this policy within one year of operation, ie. in late 2009
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