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Summary:

To consider the future of the Home Improvement Agency in Carlisle.

Recommendations:

That the three options contained within this report be considered, and a conclusion reached, in order that the issues regarding the continuation of the Agency can be finalised. The preferred option is No.3 which will result in no extra funding implications for the Council; will reduce the duplication of both work and fee income payments to Anchor; and will give the Council more control of the work being carried out.   

Catherine Elliot

Director of Development Services

Contact Officer:
 Allan Dickson
Ext:
7339
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1.0
Background

1.1
The Home Improvement Agency (HIA) in Carlisle is provided by Anchor Staying Put, and is part of a Countywide service (Apart form Allerdale who carry out this service in their own Housing Section).  The previous operator’s of the service were Hanover Housing Association (Care & Repair), until Anchor took over some 3 ½ years ago. The current contract ends on 31st March 2008, and is being re-negotiated for the next 3 years, and it is imperative that the City Council decides what is best for the residents of Carlisle, before committing to a further 3-year contract.

1.2
The HIA is a not-for-profit organisation, funded by Local and Central Government and Supporting People.  They provide independent, impartial advice, support and assistance to the elderly, disabled and the infirm (vulnerable people) who privately rent or own their own properties.

1.3
They assist people to access repairs, improvement and maintenance to their properties to meet their changing needs, the purpose being to help people to remain as independent as possible, living in their own homes for as long as possible, in a warm, safe and secure environment.

1.4
The Agency has been in existence in Carlisle since the early 1990’s and continues to assist people to improve and adapt their properties. It has in recent times, however, become more of a grant-processing agency, which is duplicating much of the work carried out by Technical Officers in the Housing Section of the City Council. In addition, the time taken by the Agency to carry out even the works costing less than £1000, is 47 weeks, which is out-with the time-scales laid down in the contract. The time taken to carry out works costing more than £1000 is taking on average 59 weeks which is also out of time-scale in relation to the contract.

1.5
In the most recent full financial year 2006/07, fees amounting to nearly £95,000 have been paid to the Agency (12 ½% cost of grant-eligible works), and this is in addition to the 8% the City Council charges for our part of the work carried out in-house.  There is therefore much duplication of work, and additional fee expenditure, which could be better allocated to providing grant assistance to vulnerable client’s homes.
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1.6
In light of the fact that we currently do not entertain applications for Renovation grants, but there is still considerable call on the Disabled Facilities Grants (DFG’s) budget, much of the Council Capital Allocation will require to be directed at DFG’s.

1.7
We have the capacity and the capability in-house to deal with the current level of applications, and could cope with the level of applications that are currently presenting.  Even if the City Council were to increase fee income to 10% (currently 8%), to allow for some additional work, this would still allow for some £80,000 to be re-introduced into the grant provision capital allocation, by not having to pay fees to Anchor.  The resulting benefits would include: - all fees would therefore come to the City Council; approximately £80,000 would be able to be re-introduced to the Capital Allocation for grant provision rather than for fee expenditure; we would have much more control over the grant provision process, and this would cut out considerable duplication of work.  The HIA was not set up initially as a grant- processing agency, but was meant to assist and inform clients as to how to better maintain their property, and to assist those clients who could not access grant funding, to find private funding for their aids and adaptations.

1.8
The HIA has had, over the last few years, to become a grant-processing agency in order to ensure sufficient funding was realised in order for it to continue.

2.0
OPTIONS

Option 1

2.1
Continue to provide the current level of service thought the HIA (Anchor Staying Put) at a current cost of: - Grant application fees - £95,000; Supporting People - £37,000 and City Council £13,000.


Option 2

2.2
Discontinue the HIA Service entirely, and let the market place back-fill the service.  This could be problematic, as many of the jobs for vulnerable people are small scale aids and adaptations that private firms are not interested in dealing with.

Option 3

2.3
Carry out the service with existing staff in the Housing Section using the capacity and capability of Technical Officers who are currently doing most of the work, which includes the initial visit, sketch plan preparation and brief schedule of works. 
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2.4
This would cut out much duplication of work and would result in no additional expenditure to the Council, as current staff could deal with the existing level of Disabled Facilities Grant applications.

2.5
The £95,000 in grant fees would then be able to be brought back into the Capital  Allocation and could be used to fund additional grant works, rather than duplicating fees.

2.6
The Local Area Agreement for Disabled Facilities Grants requires that the time taken from Occupation Therapist (OT’s) to grant approval is reduced, and the option to carry out this work in-house, would mean that much more control could be exercised over this time-scale. The Agency, at this time, cannot meet the LAA stretch target time-scale

2.7
At present, there are issues surrounding the time the Agency takes to process applications, meaning that clients are waiting longer than they should for aids and adaptations to be carried out.

2.8
If we carried out this work in the Housing Services Section, (much of which is done already), the reward element of the LAA for DFG’s would be much easier to achieve, as we would be much more in control of the time taken to process applications. 

3.0
ASSESSMENT OF OPTIONS AND ASSOCIATED RISKS

Option 1
3.1
This option duplicates service provision, duplicates much of the fee income to Anchor and the City Council, and places additional time constraints on the process.

3.2
The risk of this option is that the L.A.A stretch target is not met, and the reward element is not received.  It is also a risk that clients require to wait longer for their aids and adaptations, resulting in longer stays in hospital, residential care or with friends and family.
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3.3
The Agency is becoming more and more a grant-processing agency which is reliant on fee income, which amounted to approx. £95,000 in the last financial year.  The City Council also takes an 8% fee for our work on grant enquiries, and Audit is expressing concerns regarding this process.  However, we are entitled to claim fees for work done, in line with Circular 17/96 (Private Sector Renewal: a Strategic Approval) Annex F.

Option 2
3.4
Allowing the market place to backfill this service, having discontinued the current Agency, could be problematic for those vulnerable people who need an Agency type service.  As indicated previously, many of the Architectural/Draughting services in private practice will not take on the small-scale aids and adaptations that are in the majority, in terms of DFG’s.

3.5
The risk here would be the inability of clients to access this type of service, and who would be unable to carry through the process themselves.

Option 3
3.6

The current work of the Housing Section in terms of initial inspection of grant applications includes preparation of sketch plans and brief specification, which is then duplicated by the HIA, although the plan and specification is provided in more detail.  The extra work associated with expanding the specification and inviting tenders for the work would be capable of being absorbed by current staffing levels in the Housing Section.

3.7
The capacity and capability of Current Technical Offices would be sufficient to carry out the additional duties.

3.8
This option would enable approximately £80,000 to be re-introduced into the grant Capital Allocation, to be redistributed for grant work, rather than duplicated fees.

3.9
The risk associated with this option would be that if there was a massive increase in the number of applications for DFG’s, existing staff may not be able to process applications at the current rate.  However, this could be minimise by taking on additional staff, and funding them by way of the additional fee income that would be generated by the additional work.
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4.0
LOCAL AREA AGREEMENT (LAA)

4.1
There is funding available through the LAA, to look at reducing the time taken from the Council receiving the OT (Occupational Therapists) referral to approval of the application. 

4.2
Consultants were tasked with producing a report, on a Countywide basis, on where the blockages were in the process, and how these could be overcome.

4.3
The draft report has been produced, has been commented on by all Cumbrian Authorities (including the HIA and OT’s) and is now in its final stage of production.  Once this has been finalised, if will be used to review policy, procedures, working practices and timescales, in order to reduce the time between OT referral and grant approval.

4.4
In addition, the funding for this project, which amounts to £85,000, will be used to employ a Project Officer to follow through the conclusions and recommendations made by the Consultants.  This post will be provided for a maximum of 2 years (an initial 1 year contract with a further 1 year option).

4.5
The entire cost of this post will be funded through the LAA process and it is proposed that the postholder be hosted in the Housing Section of the City Council, at no cost whatsoever, to the Council.

5.0
CONSULTATION

5.1
Consultation to Date

Consultation has taken place with the management of the Home Improvement Agency, Supporting People, Health and Wellbeing Portfolio holder.

5.2
Consultation Proposed

Further consultation with the above.
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6.0
RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1
That the three options contained within this report be considered, and a conclusion reached, in order that the issues regarding the continuation of the Agency can be finalised. The preferred option is No. 3, which will result in no extra funding implications for the Council; will reduce the duplication of both work and fee income payments to Anchor; and will give the Council more control of the work being carried out.
7.0
REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1
To provide for the reduction in duplication of work and to increase the available funding for actual grants, rather than duplication of fees.  To ensure more control over the process by the City Council.

8.0
IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources - No additional staffing required.

· Financial – The aim of bringing the service in-house is to make better use of the funds available to the Council for awarding grants. The options proposed above would have the following financial implications for the City Council:
· Option 1 – Contribution of £13,000 from within existing revenue budgets, plus the fees payable to Anchor which are deducted from the capital grants

· Option 2 – No revenue fee would be payable, producing a saving of £13,000

· Option 3 – Would allow more capital grant to be directed towards the end user instead of being used up in administration charges. The £13,000 revenue contribution could be redirected to improve the service or be identified as a saving. Additional income could be generated in two areas: firstly by increasing the rate of the administration fee taken from the capital grant from 8% to 10% as stated in paragraph 1.7 (this would need to be agreed by Members), and secondly by releasing more of the capital grant to be used directly in awards (estimated at £95,000), thereby increasing the amount of grant from which to take fees.


· Legal -The Council has a specific power under section 169 of the Local Government and Housing Act 1989 to provide professional, technical and administrative services to owners or occupiers of dwellings in connection with arranging to carry out relevant works, whether or not on payment of such charges as the authority may determine. These include works to cause the dwelling to be fit for human habitation or, where the occupant is disabled, in connection with disability renovation grants. In addition, the Council has a general power under section 2 of the Local Government Act 2000 to do anything which it considers likely to achieve the social, economic or environmental well being of its area or some or all of its residents, as long as it has regard to its community strategy prior to determining whether to exercise this power. The latter power includes capacity to provide services to any person or enter into arrangements or agreements with any person to achieve these ends.  These powers in combination should be sufficient to enable the Council to pursue any of the options in the report."

· Corporate – None.
· Risk Management – See risk assessment in the body of the report.
· Equality Issues – This proposal will enable vulnerable people to be assisted in a much more timely manner, and will free up additional funding to be allocated for grants rather than duplication of fees.
· Environmental – None
· Crime and Disorder – None
· Impact on Customers – A better, more timely service to customers, with less time waiting for aids and adaptations, and the availability of additional funding, rather than duplication of fees.
Catherine Elliot

Director of Development Services

Contact Officer:
 Allan Dickson
Ext:
7339
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