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Response to Wandsworth Council Consultation on Day Centres for Older People
LINk

Wandsworth LINk has a role within the borough to ensure the involvement and engagement of service users, patients and the local community in decisions about the development of NHS and local authority social services (not child care).

Since January 2009, LINk has appreciated working with the Council on their consultations on the Older People’s Strategy, User Involvement, Carers’ Strategy and Transformation as well as Shaping Day Care Services.  In our view, it is important that the Day Care Services are designed and delivered in ways that will help the Council to implement its Transformation agenda – to empower vulnerable adults and their carers with genuine choice, dignity and independence.

LINk recognizes that the Council, like all public bodies is under enormous pressure to make savings in expenditure.  However, the Government has pledged that such savings should not adversely impact on the poorest and most vulnerable groups in the community.  LINk takes the view that decisions about very frail older people and their carers on low incomes should therefore not be primarily dictated by costs.

First stage of consultation to establish principles
LINk has welcomed being involved by the Council at all stages of the Day Centre Consultation.  The first stage involved setting out the principles and intended outcomes for the provision of day services and LINk fully supported the Council’s stated intention to 
1 commission Specialist Day Centres for frail, isolated older people with high levels of needs that would offer re-ablement, stimulation and opportunities to socialise        as well as respite for unpaid carers.
2 continue to support and encourage the provision of a range of open access day centres to promote health, well being and independence among older people in the community.

The first stage of the consultation was undertaken over a reasonable period of time between Autumn 2009 and Spring 2010 and included centrally organised meetings with service users and visits to individual day centres as well as consideration of written responses.  In LINk’s view, the consultation was thorough and the proposed principles reflected the views expressed by stakeholders.
Consultation on specific proposals

Time Frame

The Council’s consultation on specific proposals did not come out until July 10th 2010 with an end date of September 10thth.  This included the peak holiday period, thus reducing opportunities for consultation activity.  The Equality Impact Assessment was not sent to LINk until August 31st and a draft specification for commissioning a Specialist Day Centre was received on 27th August.  
The transformation agenda
Under its Transformation agenda, the Council proposes to move away from its dependence on block contracts for service provision and move instead to facilitating the market in service provision to ensure choice for service users and their carers.  Vulnerable service users would no longer be directed to specific services but, instead, would spend their personal budget on services of their choice.  LINk acknowledges that such a major change will require transition arrangements but the LINk is suggesting that the approach taken by the Council in this current consultation could more radically support the move towards personalization and choice.
Rather than, at this stage, closing a centre and reducing choice for service users within the constraints of Council-controlled block contract, the Council should be trying to free up the service providers to be more creative in the services they offer, to offer more flexible packages of care which can be purchased both by service users with personal budgets and by others who are self-funding.  Service providers, such as Leonard Cheshire Disability, would be encouraged to transform their services from the historic world of block Council contracts to the new world of realistic business planning.
In this new world, the expenditure of the Council on day care would be constrained, not by the number of places it purchases but by the amount it allocates within Personal Budgets to reflect the level of service-user need.  This would determine Council expenditure but the shape of the market would reflect user preference.
LINk Consultation – Specialist Day Centres
In the limited time available with reduced resources because of the holiday period, LINk undertook visits to the three Specialist Day Centres proposed as options for closure and spoke in detail to service users, carers and other stakeholders.  We were impressed with all three resources that presented as Centres of Excellence with highly motivated and committed staff, happy service users and a wide range of excellent facilities.  All centres visited were busy and well attended.
Randall Close

In LINk’s view, Randall Close is a different kind of resource from the other two in that it provides mainly for wheelchair users, many of whom can independently mobilise in their wheelchairs and some of whom are younger adults.  Older frail users of the other two centres expressed reservations about going to Randall Close for this reason and it is not thought that a smaller unit within Randall Close would adequately meet needs.
Gwynneth Morgan and Church Lane

The other two centres, Gwynneth Morgan and Church Lane, provide specifically for people who are frail and elderly (most are well over 80 years old), many of whom regard their Centre as a life line and as a valued alternative to being forced into residential care.  These service users are clearly very frail with complex health needs including diabetes, stroke, dementia, heart disease and severe arthritis.  Nevertheless, they are enabled to benefit from stimulating activities, outings, gardening, chair based exercises, arts music and a range of other activities and the centres provide peace of mind and essential respite for carers.
Proposed Closure of Church Lane

Business case

A key argument for the closure of this centre appears to be the under-utilisation of the resource.  However, the contract which Leonard Cheshire Disability has with the Council means that the service can only be accessed by direct referral from the Council.  In the new world of personal budgets, it would make far greater sense for the service provider to be free to offer a range of services alongside the Council-funded places and for these to generate income direct from the service user.  
The Centre is not enabled to market its own services or to take in people who can pay privately for different aspects of the service.  It is therefore not reasonable to say that there is not a need for this service when the self-funded market has not been tested and the Council itself has been the sole gatekeeper.  The Council’s own committee paper of January 2010 identifies SW17 as the post code where there is the highest identified need for Day Care.  The Council paper of June 2010 acknowledges the likely increase of people over the age of 80 with dementia and the need for their carers to have respite.  If Church Lane closes there will be nowhere for people currently attending Open Access Centres in the SW 17 area to move to when they reach the next level of dependency and no local centre to provide dementia care respite. 

Personalisation

LINk fully appreciates and endorses the principles of personalisation and choice.  However, the reality in respect of the users of Specialist Day Centres is that:

· Their age, poor health and frailty limit their potential to utilise options and choices even if such options and choices were available to them.
· At Church lane 6 users are doubly incontinent and 10 have dementia.  The idea that these people could be easily transferred to a new environment or cope in an Open Access centre is unrealistic.  
· Many of them are unable to manage their own finances and could not operate a personal budget
· Their unpaid carers rely on the day centre for respite.  (Other options are not available apart from residential care.)

LINk is aware that the take up of personal budgets and direct payments is still quite slow among very frail older people.  It therefore seems to be premature to remove existing facilities before people are familiar with using these budgets and before alternative options have become available for them.  In its Transformation of Social Care policy, the Council has committed itself to stimulating the market to ensure options and choices but closing one of only three specialist centres at this stage would have the opposite effect.
Users’ and carers’ views

The most important issue for users was to have access to a local centre in a neighbourhood that was familiar and that did not involve too long a journey.  Strengths of the location at Church Lane are its accessibility to the local hospital and to local GPs and other primary health care services with whom the centre works closely just as Gwynneth Morgan offers similar accessibility in its location.  Most Church Lane users were unwilling to consider a bus journey to Battersea every day while users at Gwynneth Morgan were very negative about a journey to Church Lane.  A proportion of users in all Centres – particularly those without supportive families - were enthusiastic about weekend opening as weekends are long and lonely for many.  People also wanted more choice about the numbers of days they could access the centre.
Carers themselves receive significant support from the Centres but their greatest concern was that closure would lead to the inevitable admission of their loved one to residential care.  As well as being against the wishes of many service users, this option may also prove more expensive to the Council.
LINk Proposal

Meeting Needs

In order to meet its commitment to transformation, the Older People’s Strategy and the Carers’ strategy, the Council needs to ensure that older people have access to a range of services to cater to their needs including Specialist Day Care Centres that have the resources to care for people with high dependency needs.  The Council paper (Jan 2010) identified the demographic that people are living longer so there are going to be increasing numbers of frail elderly people in the Borough with the South of the Borough being poorer and with more older people.
In order to maintain the standard that a frail person should not have to spend more than one hour on a frequently stopping bus, it is essential to have at least one centre in the North of the Borough and one in the South, especially as the South of the Borough is both the poorest area and the area with the highest identified need for day care.
The majority of older people and their carers are unaware of the availability of the day services unless they are assessed as having substantial needs and yet many users and carers who do not approach social services would value the services of Special Day care, if they had access to them.  

A wider range of service users should have the option to buy into particular services at the specialist day centres such as lunches, outings, chair-based exercise, weekend activities etc. using their own money or support from carers if they are not eligible for council support.  More of their activities might be led by volunteers and additional funds could be raised through the charitable sector and the community as happens with existing Open Access Centres.  If all the Specialist Centres had open Access, they would also be excellent bases from which to provide Outreach Services because day care staff and volunteers have more relevant expertise in this field than Home Care staff.

Reducing costs

LINk can also see that the current contracts are not as efficient and effective as they might be.  The current costs are very high for the Council but we suggest that significant savings could be made if the reputable and experienced charity running the services had more leeway both to market their services and to manage their budgets effectively.  
In its draft specification for Specialist Day Centres, the Council is proposing a much more flexible system whereby spare capacity in Council funded Centres can be sold separately, some services can be shared with other older people in the community and drop in facilities will be available.  
In LINk’s view it would be advisable to test this more accessible model in SW17 – the area of greatest take up of day services by older people - say on the basis on an 18 month pilot – before making a final decision and disposing of this excellent purpose built resource.  This would test not just the take up of a more accessible service but the potential for bringing down unit costs which could be used as a guide price in the future.
Future Developments

The new draft specification for block contract remains very prescriptive.  It is suggested here that the more prescriptive the contract, the less flexibility providers have to manage their budgets cost-effectively, to be creative in their provision and to develop the profile of a genuine community-based resource.
LINk is suggesting that, in the longer term, all Centres should be `Open Access` but the differentiation would be in terms of the types of users whose needs would be met.  The contract would ensure minimum standards and specify priority for service users eligible for funding by the Council but, in other respects, each Centre would be free to develop according to local need and demand.    The Specialist Open Access centres for frail older people would be charging at a higher level to cater for the needs of the most disabled service users and the Council’s contribution, either coming directly or via Personal Budgets would recognise this. 
All the centres could transform into true `Resource Centres` rather than old fashioned `day centres` but they would continue to specialise in care for people who are very frail.  In the long run, we believe that this service could save the Council money as it would keep people out of residential care for longer.

Open Access Centres

LINk Consultation
As mentioned above, LINk has not had time to undertake a thorough consultation with the open access centres due to the timing of the consultation period.  However, LINk did meet many service users, carers and providers over the course of previous consultations and heard the views of service users and carers which are well reflected in the Council’s report.
Specific proposals
LINk welcomes the lead in period to the development of any new model and the stated intention of the Council to negotiate and develop a new model with the voluntary sector and the local community.
LINk welcomes the prospect of four year contracts that will give centres the opportunity to develop and plan.
Four Locality Model
In its current documentation it is hard to understand how the Council would envisage the 4 locality model working.  If this means that only four centres would be commissioned in the future, this would entirely undermine the strength of the very local customised centres that users value so strongly.  The proposal that certain tasks would be undertaken at the central hubs appears to duplicate services that are already available in Wandsworth through the Volunteer Bureau, Age concern and Active Days.
From what LINk has learned, the OACs have grown up in response to expressed needs which have been responded to in their local communities.  The Asian community has responded, local Churches have responded, in Furzedown it was a local GP etc.  It could be said that these centres are a reflection of `The Big Society`.  It is not surprising that there is less provision in the wealthier part of the Borough because it is likely that older people there are more able to afford to fund their own social activities and, therefore, do not require Council support.
LINk’s priority therefore would be to ensure as little disruption as possible to the existing network of valued resources and minimum restraint on their potential to develop and flourish.

Council financial support

One of the main strengths of the way in which the Council has supported the Centres until now has been that it rightly prescribes standards and qualitative and quantitative outcomes but it does not prescribe processes or ways of working.  In LINk’s view, any introduction of bureaucracy or prescribed ways of doing things would undermine the creativity and individuality of the Centres that is their strength.
If the Council needs to make a saving in the cost of the open-access provision, it is suggested that this can be done by moving all supported centres to a unit cost approach.  A range of target unit costs would be set and the fees paid to service providers would reflect the number of service users and the intensity of the service offered.  The Council already has knowledge of the unit costs of its providers and could work with those who appear to be most expensive both to understand the reasons and to help the voluntary organisations concerned to achieve the required savings. 

This approach would be equitable but would not stifle local voluntary initiatives.  It would improve cost-effectiveness without the Council becoming the organiser of the community.  This is a role it would struggle to fulfil.

Summary Recommendations
1 The consultation period on the specific proposals has been too short and has taken place over the peak Summer period.  An extension to end October should be made available prior to decisions being taken.

2 The Council should make explicit any target sum of money that it proposes to save from the Day Services Review and should provide a rationale for achieving this saving at the expense of vulnerable frail older people.

3 Under-utilisation has been given as a rationale for closing one Special Day Centre.  However, usage is currently determined only by direct Council referral of people with substantial and critical needs.  It is recommended to delay closure of one Centre until more people have transferred to personal budgets and a new more flexible contract has been piloted to test take up from a wider market and potential for reductions in costs.
4 It is suggested that in the longer term Specialist Day Centres could also be run on an Open Access Model while retaining their specialist resources for very frail people including the likely increase in older people with dementia.

5 It is unclear from the documentation exactly how a four locality model would work.  LINk appreciates the Council’s commitment to work with the voluntary sector on developing this but at the moment, it seems to us to threaten additional bureaucracy that would undermine the creativity and individuality of local centres. 
6 The LINk suggests that the Council should not try to organise or control the voluntary sector open access day centres.  This is not in keeping with its facilitative role and is likely to end up increasing bureaucracy and reducing innovation.

7 Open Access day centres should be able to move to a system of funding support which is linked to their level of utilisation and intensity of service.

8 It is suggested that the Council be transparent about what exactly they are hoping for in terms of outcomes from any changes in funding arrangements for OACs and that they negotiate with providers about how best to achieve this – possibly using an outcomes based unit costing approach.
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