Evaluation of Housing Adaptation Grant Schemes for Older People and People with a Disability

Submission by the Citizens Information Board

1. Introduction

The Citizens Information Board (CIB) welcomes the opportunity to make a submission on the Evaluation of Housing Adaptation Grant Schemes for Older People and People with a Disability

Given that the current schemes, in operation for 18 months were designed to ensure that available funding is targeted at lower income households and those whose accommodation needs are greatest, it is important to establish if this is happening.  An overall consideration  is that delays in securing adaptations to houses can mean that people with acquired disabilities cannot be discharged from hospital, or are transferred into interim accommodation or have to move long term into a residential care setting, at a substantial cost to the State.
2. Citizens Information Board and Citizens Information Services

The principal functions of the Citizens Information Board (CIB) are to support the provision of and, where appropriate, provide directly to the public, independent information, advice and advocacy in relation to social services. The CIB is required to assist and support individuals, particularly those with disabilities, in identifying their needs and options and in accessing their entitlements to social services.  The Board also has a role in monitoring the effectiveness of current social policy and services and highlighting issues which are of concern to users of those services. 

The CIB supports and funds the nationwide network of Citizen Information Services (CISs)
 and the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS). The Board also funds and supports the provision of advocacy services to people with disabilities by 46 voluntary/community organisations around the country. The demand for CIB and CIS services is substantial.   In 2008, Citizens Information Services dealt with over 900,000 queries from 670,000 clients and CIPS dealt with 130,000 callers. Queries from the public to CISs and CIPS cover a wide range of areas of living, including social welfare entitlements, disability –related matters, housing, health and services for older persons. While social welfare is the most common subject of enquiry to CISs, there is a significant number of queries which refer to more than one area of entitlement and which frequently arise from difficulties in coping with the costs associated with having a disability. Housing matters account for 7% of CIS queries and almost 12% of clients have housing related queries
. 

The experiences of users of CISs and CIPS and of the voluntary/community disability advocacy projects are a valuable and significant source of feedback to the CIB on the effectiveness of social policies. Policy issues relating to housing adaptation and repair schemes are regularly recorded by CISs and CIPS.  Housing and the need for appropriate accommodation is identified as an issue by almost half of the CIB-funded voluntary and community disability advocacy projects.
3. Repair and Adaptation Schemes: The Context

Towards 2016 envisaged that “every person with a disability would have access to … appropriate housing… and be supported to enable them, as far as possible, to lead full and independent lives.” Accessibility emerged as a major issue in a CIB/DFI 2007 social policy report on the housing and accommodation needs of people with disabilities
. Problems with accessibility arose for both people with physical disabilities and people with sensory disabilities. It was noted that there was insufficient physically accessible accommodation in all housing tenure sectors and that as ageing populations are acquiring disabilities and people with disabilities are living much longer, housing design in the longer term must incorporate a design for all approach, based on lifetime adaptability. An important outcome of accessible accommodation becoming more widely available in the longer term would be that fewer people would confront a housing crisis as a result of an acquired disability and thus lessen the need for adaptation grants. However, the report also concluded that in the short to medium term housing adaptation grants would continue to play a crucial role in meeting accessibility requirements.

The CIB/DFI study reported widespread concern about the operation of the Disabled Person’s Grant (DPG). The issues highlighted related to waiting time, amount of grant, difficulty many people have in making up the shortfall and difficulty in getting builders to carry out the work. It was envisaged that the new schemes would address many of the problems that characterised the operation of the DPG in practice and would enable a fast track response to dealing with  adaptations required to enhance mobility. 

In relation to  providing essential repairs to housing occupied by older persons, the CIB (formerly Comhairle) has in the past regularly highlighted difficulties experienced by older people in accessing both the Essential Repairs Grant and the Special Housing Aid for the Elderly Scheme (administered by the HSE). Again, it was envisaged that a unified scheme under the aegis of local authorities would provide a more integrated and streamlined response. 

House adaptation and repair schemes have been an important source of support for many people as the adaptations and repairs carried out under various schemes over the years have allowed them to carry out day-to-day activities in their homes and enhanced their quality of life. The role and contribution of housing adaptation and repair schemes needs to be assessed in the overall context of the range of housing and accommodation issues experienced by people with disabilities and older people. Cognisance also has to be taken of the desirability of community living as opposed to living in a residential setting and the significant costs of the latter. 

Recurring issues relating to housing for older people and people with disabilities identified both in research and by those working in CISs and in voluntary/community disability advocacy projects include:


· Shortage of accessible housing


· Insufficient support for people wishing to move from institutional care to community housing


· Young people inappropriately housed in nursing homes because no other option was available


· Low standard of housing (dampness, draughts) with detrimental effects on health


4. Housing Adaptation and Repair Schemes: Issues Identified by CISs and Disability Advocacy Services

Issues identified in relation to the operation of the schemes are outlined here under seven headings:


· Level of grant

· Prioritising of needs

· Eligibility

· Delays in processing applications

· Funding shortfalls

· Information

· Administrative Issues

4.1 Level of Grants

The House Adaptation Grant is regarded as inadequate to cover adaptation costs involving major structural alterations. The maximum grant available (€30,000) frequently falls short of what is required to carry out the necessary adaptation and some people cannot source the balance. In addition, some people dependent on social welfare have difficulty in making up the 5% contribution required. The means test has meant that some people needing house adaptations have been unable to get the level of grant that they need.  While, in theory, people can apply to the HSE for additional assistance under the SWA scheme, this system is now under severe pressure and help with adaptations may only be available in very exceptional circumstances.

Many people with disabilities are dependent on social welfare and live with the everyday additional costs of disability. Inability to make up the shortfall and/or inability to pay the 5% contribution acts as a deterrent for some in applying for the grant. The reality is that for people on low incomes accessing loans is problematic and the requirement to pay interest on loans becomes an added burden.

4.2 Prioritisation of Needs 

Housing Adaptation Grant

The criteria for the Housing Adaptation Grant indicate that applications will be prioritised based on medical need and three priority levels are identified:  

Priority 1: A person who is terminally ill or fully/mainly dependant on family or carer; or where alterations/adaptions would facilitate discharge from hospital or alleviate the need for hospitalisation in the future. 

Priority 2: A person who is mobile but needs assistance washing, toilet facilities, bedroom etc; or where without the alterations/adaptions the disabled persons ability to function independently would be hindered.
Priority 3: A person who is independent but requires special facilities to improve the quality of life, for example, separate bedroom or living space. 

Housing Aid for Older People Scheme 

Applications for the Housing Aid for Older People Scheme are, according to the scheme conditions, prioritised on medical need with the highest priority given to a person who is terminally ill or where alterations/adaptations would facilitate discharge from hospital or continuance of care in your own home.

Mobility Aids Grant

Applications for the Mobility Aids Grant are prioritised based on medical need. Highest priority is given to people who are terminally ill or where alterations/adaptions would facilitate discharge from hospital.

Feedback to the CIB from information providers and advocates indicates that this priorisation according to medical needs may not always occur and, where it does happen, is sometimes associated with the intervention of an advocate. 

When the new schemes were introduced, it was envisaged that there would be maximum co-operation between local authorities and the HSE in dealing with cases requiring medical/ occupational therapy input. It is not clear to what extent such co-operation is happening in practice and whether prioritisation occurs according to the criteria outlined.

Case Example 1
A CIS client was concerned about a parent who has suffered a stroke and needs to  be in a warm temperature. The hall door (wooden) of his house and doorframe is starting to rot and the draught getting through. The man has to sit wrapped in a blanket to keep warm. The waiting list for the Housing Aid for Older People Scheme is long and, the extent to which there is prioritisation on medical grounds is not clear. The CIS referred the person to the Community Welfare Officer for emergency financial assistance. 

4.3 Eligibility

Applicants have no right as such to any of the grants. This is a significant issue in that it can result in people having to live in unsatisfactory conditions or being unable to move out of hospital or institutional care. This lack of right has resulted in less than satisfactory living situations for some people who may already have a high level of need and be vulnerable to poverty and ill health.  In terms of eligibility it is housing status (owner occupier, local authority tenant or private rented sector tenant) and income of house owner, as opposed to the degree or nature of a person’s disability that determines qualification for the grant.  The three grant schemes are means-tested and, while the amount of the grant is graduated according to means, the fact that the total household income is taken into account means that the person with the disability or the older person who needs the adaptation or repair may lose out even if s/he meets the means test criteria for eligibility.

Case Example 2
A CIS client is caring for her mother in client’s own home. An occupational therapist recommended that a downstairs bedroom/shower was required to meet the mother’s needs. The client paid €1,500 for an architect to draw up plans. She also sourced three builders who were willing to give her quotes. She made the application for the grant to the council and was informed that the maximum she would receive was €15,000, taking into account her husband’s income. However, the quotes for the work are all around €50,000 and the woman felt that neither her nor her mother was in a position to get a loan and, therefore, could not proceed with the adaptation.

Case Example 3
A couple dependent on Non-Contributory State Pension have been turned down by the Local Authority for a grant toward the cost of replacement windows.  They are in receipt of full-time care from a relative who must live with them and whose only income is Carer's Allowance. 
Appeals System 
There is no formal appeals system for applicants who are refused a grant. While most local authorities do operate their own appeals system, applicants are not always adequately informed about how it works. It is not clear if in some cases the same personnel who refused the grant in the first instance will also process the appeals

4.4 Delays in Processing Applications

Delays in processing applications are reported as a regular feature of the new grants schemes. People report waiting times of over a year in some instances to have a decision made. Such delays are particularly difficult for people who require a rapid response because of their health situation or because they have to remain in hospital or in a nursing home until the adaptation is completed.

Case Example 4
An 86-year old CIS client lives alone and wants to continue living at home. He has been advised by his Occupational Therapist, that he needs to have a bedroom and bathroom on ground floor level.  He applied for assistance under the Disabled Persons Grant prior to November 2007 and was advised to re-apply under the new scheme. All the documentation was being forwarded to the relevant Local Authority for a House Adaptation Grant. The outcome of the application was still not known by February 2009 when he was informed that he needed a Tax Clearance Certificate  which he had not understood when making the application. The information provider involved in the case observed that this is a man who has very poor mobility, is housebound and cannot communicate by regular phone because he is deaf. “Dealing with the statutory agencies in relation to the grant application is very difficult for this person. Eighteen months and still no date for a decision given is far too long for someone with such poor health and difficulty with daily living” 

Case Example 5
A  CIS client had originally applied for the Housing Aid for Older People Scheme in February 2008, and had received an acknowledgement letter but nothing subsequently. When she made enquiries at the beginning of 2009 she was told that she was 70th on the waiting list. 
4.5 Funding Shortfalls

Funding shortfalls have resulted in many local authorities suspending the grant schemes. Evidence from CISs and disability advocacy projects clearly indicates that some local authorities use up all of their funding allocation for the grants early on in the year and, as a result, people who need assistance have no recourse to any financial support regardless of priority until the following year. 

Some CISs have been told by Local Authorities that there is simply insufficient money in their budget allocations to meet the number of applications received for the grants.

Case Example 6 

A woman called to the CIS in January 2009 looking for help regarding completion of a form for improvements to her home. The woman described the very poor state of her home - water dripping down the walls and dripping on her bed, bad flooring, bad plumbing and very cold. She stated that she was in poor health and attributed this partly to the condition of her accommodation. The CIS helped her to make an application for assistance under the Housing Aid for Older People Scheme. The woman returned to the CIS in February with a letter she had received from the Local Authority informing her that her application for a housing grant would not be assessed till 2010. The CIS information provider contacted the Local Authority Housing Department to ask if the woman could receive assistance sooner as she was in very bad health and could not wait till 2010. The Local Authority official stated that the woman’s application was very far down the list and could only be dealt with in order of the date the application was received, that some people were waiting since 2007 to have their applications assessed, that there was no system for prioritising assessment of applications on health grounds and that there was nothing that could be done to expedite the application. An approach to the HSE looking for assistance with the woman’s housing situation on the basis of the woman’s poor health was unsuccessful. The CIS then sought help from the St Vincent de Paul. 
4.6 Access to Information 

A key issue for people applying for housing adaptation, repair and mobility aids grants and those advocating on their behalf is lack of adequate, timely and relevant information with regard to their cases.  There is evidence that some people have difficulty in getting information from their Local Authority about the status of their application, when a decision would be made and when the grant would be paid. Also, the presence or absence of an advocate is seen a significant factor in getting the information sought. 

Case Example 7
A mother of a child with autism living in Local Authority accommodation applied in July 2006 to have a bedroom extension with a bath ensuite and a playroom to cater for her child’s needs. The application was strongly endorsed by the OT.  By July 2007, despite approval for the grant no work had taken place.  At this stage the woman contacted the Disability Advocacy Service. Based on Local Authority concerns about the child’s safety if a bath was installed, the OT amended the original recommendation.  However, attempts to resolve the matter in the form of phone calls and letters continued to be unsuccessful.  Plans for the extension were finalised in March 2008. The woman agreed to pay a small proportion of the costs associated with the extension but no work has taken place to date.

Advocate Comments on Case

 
4.7 Administrative Issues

The fact that a person cannot apply for both the Mobility Aids Grant Scheme and the Housing Adaptation Grant for People with a Disability but can withdraw an application for one scheme and submit a new application under the other causes confusion for some people who find it difficult to deal with forms and following up on applications.
When the local authority receives an application, it may request an Occupational Therapist's (OT) assessment. The local authority can arrange for an OT assessment, but the applicant may employ an OT privately to carry out an assessment and recoup up to €200, as part of the total grant. A problem arises, however, where people who pay for private OT assessments have their applications turned down – it is not clear whether such people are entitled to have the payment to the OT reimbursed by the Local Authority.

5. Role of Advocates

Feedback from CISs and disability advocacy projects highlights the role played by independent advocates in assisting people to get their applications processed and grants allocated. This begs the question of how people who do not have an advocate or who are not in contact with a CIS fare. In some instances the Local Authority Housing Advocacy Officer has also played a significant role in having applications prioritised and expedited. The following three case examples illustrate the key role played by advocacy in progressing applications for grant assistance.

Case Example 8
A woman living in a Local Authority house has mobility problems exacerbated by a recent illness. She requires a considerable amount of supports to enable her to live independently in her own home. Her home is a two-storey house and she is unable to climb the stairs. Following a recent illness, her mobility has deteriorated considerably and she had to go to a nursing home on leaving hospital as she could no longer manage at home without necessary adaptations being completed. She required an accessible extension at ground floor level and until the work was completed would have to remain in a nursing home. She was advised by the Housing Officer to apply for a Housing Adaptation Grant and an application was submitted in June 2008. Two quotes from building contractors were needed to accompany the application but the woman could only get one quote below €30,000.  
The advocate contacted the housing section of the local authority to ensure that the application was received and was being dealt with and to emphasise the urgency of the situation and the need to have this work completed as soon as possible to facilitate a return home. The advocate was told by an official that all the money for the year had been allocated on a first come, first served basis and no further applications would be processed. The advocate was unable to get written confirmation of this.  At the end of July 2008, the advocate contacted the newly appointed Local Authority housing advocacy officer who told the advocate that the Local Authority was sympathetic to the woman’s situation but that approving the application would depend on whether the funding could be made available. Eventually the grant application was approved and the extension was completed before the end of the year and the woman returned home and is now living independently.
Advocate Comments on Case

Case Example 9
A 65-year old woman lives with her son (who has a physical disability and an acquired brain injury), in an old cottage in a rural area.  The house is damp throughout, requires replacement doors and windows and has two bedrooms.  Access to the only bathroom in the house is through one bedroom.  

They applied for the then Disabled Person’s Grant and were approved for €8,800, which they turned down because of lack of funds to complete the work.  

With the support of the Advocacy service, the woman applied for the new Housing Adaptation Grant in November 2007 and the Housing Aid for Older People for herself in March 2008 (when she reached 65).  Based on their current household income, they were under the income threshold for maximum amounts in both grants.  

December 2007: Occupational Therapist visited the house

February 2008: Application for planning permission for works on the house

February 2008: A Local Authority official states that no budget for the grants have been received from Department to date.
May 2008: All supporting docs to accompany HAG sent in.

July 2008: Local Authority Area Engineer visited house

September 2008: Local Authority states that no applications will be considered until after a review has taken place

December 2008: The family were allocated the maximum in both grants.  

Advocate Comments on Case


Case Example 10
An old age pensioner lives alone in a two-storey house.  She is no longer able to manage the stairs.  An Occupational Therapist recommended that she have a stair lift installed. She was unsure how to proceed with this application and contacted the advocacy service for support. She applied for the Mobility Aids Grant and she was required to get two quotes for the work but could find only one company in Ireland installing the type of lift required and, therefore, was only able to get one quote. The proposed cost of the work was €8,800 and, therefore, the application could not be processed under the Mobility Aids Grant Scheme. A new application for funding had to be made under the Housing Adaptation Grant Scheme.

The advocate contacted the Local Authority regularly to ascertain the progress of the application but could not get any clear information.  The advocate contacted the Local Authority housing advocacy officer who took up the case and eventually the Housing Adaptation Grant was approved. However, the woman did not have the 5% applicant contribution required and the advocate helped her to make an application for an Exceptional Needs Payment (ENP) to the Community Welfare Officer and €400 was granted which enabled the work to proceed.
Advocate Comments on Case

 
6. Concluding Comment

The CIB acknowledges that the adaptation and grant schemes play a significant role in providing accessible accommodation, enhancing mobility in the home and in ensuring that houses occupied by older people are maintained in reasonable condition. However, clearly there are significant shortcomings in the delivery of the schemes related mainly to the shortfalls in funding, application processes, information deficits around assessment criteria and case progression and the challenge of prioritising applications for the various grants on the basis of need. In the case of the latter, the CIB considers that there would be much merit in putting in place a protocol between Local Authorities and the HSE similar to the one in place for dealing with the housing aspects of the Assessment of Need carried out as part of the implementation of the Disability Act 2005. 

The client had to fight to have the specific needs of her child addressed in this case.�


The client revealed sensitive personal family information to highlight the difficult nature of the situation, believing it would help speed up the process.  It had no effect.�


Eighteen written correspondence were exchanged and innumerable phone calls were made to try to advance the case – however, the client’s file held by the Local Authority records only written exchanges information and does not reflect the level of phone calls made.  �


In the 2.5 years since the application was made, the client has had only one meeting with a senior Local Authority decision maker.  








Difficulties arising from dealing with the case included:





Lack of clarity around the application process i.e. different information given by the different local authority staff


Difficulty in getting a quote for under the maximum amount of the grant i.e. €30,000


Getting information about the status of the application


Managing the applicant’s distress at having to remain in a nursing home and not knowing if and when she would get out


 


A supportive working relationship between the advocacy service and the housing advocacy officer resulted in a positive outcome for the woman involved.�


A good working relationship was built up with the housing section of the local authority, which will benefit future service users of the independent advocacy service.�


If the woman did not have the support of an advocate, she would probably have encountered difficulties in pursuing the application for the grant.�


The Local Authority was not aware of the urgency of the case until the advocate contacted the newly appointed housing advocacy officer.








During this period, numerous phone calls were made by the advocate to the Local Authority for updates and clarifications.  Given that the grant was new to all concerned, it was hard to predict the outcome and very difficult for the client who was anxious throughout the process and required significant support. 





Difficulties arising from dealing with the case included:





Long delays between application being submitted and it being processed


Getting information from the Local Authority about the status of the application


The difficulty in finding the 5% of the cost of the work must be paid by the applicant


Getting two quotes for the proposed work as there was only one company in Ireland who could do the work�


It was difficult to keep the client engaged in the advocacy process in that she felt that the Local Authority just did not want to give her the grant and saw no point in continuing.�


Having good working relations with the Local Authority is an important element in getting successful outcomes for people with disabilities.�


The Local Authority in this case was very receptive to the interventions of the advocate.�








� There are 42 independent Citizens Information Services (CISs) covering 254 locations throughout Ireland.


� Solution Enable (2008), Citizens Information Services Survey Report 2008, Citizens Information Board.


� Citizens Information Board/Disability Federation of Ireland (2007), The Right Living Space: Housing and Accommodation Needs of People with Disabilities.
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