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	Minute

Introduction

Mr Williamson welcomed everyone to the meeting and noted any apologies. He then gave a brief outline of the history of the group and why the meeting was being held.

Mr Williamson stated that Brian O’Kane could only attend for 1 hour and proposed that certain items on the agenda be therefore given priority.

It was agreed that the agenda be re-ordered as follows:

Item 7A

Item 2

Item 4

Item 10

Item 11.

Consultation on User and provider Involvement: Item 7A

Mr O’Kane reported there had been a wide-ranging response to the consultation, with a variety of opinions expressed.

Mr O’Kane stated that while there had been a unanimous view that there should be a range of client specific Inclusive Fora and a Provider Forum, there was a 50/50 split on whether Area Supporting People Partnerships (ASPP) should contain provider representation or that the Provider Forum should feed into the ASPP.

Mr O’Kane said that the ASPP were embryonic and that it was recognised that work needed to be done to make the process open and transparent. He said the Statutory sector felt that the Inclusive Fora should focus on strategic direction and identification of need, while the Provider Forum provide improved communication around operational issues.

Mr Murton asked if there would be formal feedback on the responses to those who contributed.

Mr O’ Kane said SP would respond to the sector in writing, however there would need to be some degree of compromise on how to take the process forward before this took place.

Ms Heery asked how many responses had been received. Mr O’Kane said 30 but where umbrella organisations had responded on behalf of their members, this was taken into consideration in the weighing of their opinions.

Mr McCann asked how the needs of clients with complex needs would be identified by single issue fora

Mr O’Kane assured Mr McCann that SP recognises the needs of this client group and are already involved in multi-disciplinary planning e.g. Childrens Service Planning. The new system should provide improved opportunities for cross working.

Mr McCann stated that he had concerns over the commitment of those agencies represented on the ASPP to homeless clients with multiple needs

Mr O’Kane agreed that the needs of some groups were not well represented and this would need to be addressed on a regional basis.

Contractual Arrangements: Item 2

Mr Williamson asked if it were correct that NIHE took the view that contracts were renewed on a monthly basis

Mr O’Kane said that all providers had received a letter of agreement, which enabled NIHE to make payments as if the terms and conditions of the original interim contract were in force. The only difference being that NIHE has the power to cease or alter funding with 7 days notice. This would only be enforced in exceptional circumstances such as fraud or scheme closure.

Mr O’Kane said that there are on going discussions in the rest of the UK, which could result in significant changes to the nature of the SP contract.

Mr Cashel asked if this would result in further delay in NI. Mr O’Kane replied, yes.

Mr Williamson raised concern over the period of time that had elapsed since the last draft contact had been agreed. This was no longer valid because NIHE could now only offer one year contracts, not three, as the funding situation for even 2005/06 is not clear. He said that while the sector recognised the administrative burden involved in one year contracts they were still wanted rather than a letter of administration, as at present.

Mr O’Kane said NIHE were still trying to get three years contracts but there would be no decision until December 2004.

Mr Murton stated that at present Housing Associations (HAs) were legally very vulnerable and expressed the opinion that the Audit Office would be concerned that no contracts were attached to a budget of over £50m.

Mr Cashel agreed and stated that HAs had been asked to re-write Joint Management Agreements in the context of a contract which does not exist and that this may be an issue to the DSD during their inspections of HAs.

Mr Williamson said the draft contract should be sufficient and Mr O’Kane assured Mr Cashel that the DSD were aware of the issue.

Mr Williamson asked if there would be consultation around the new contract.

Mr O’Kane stated that SP want to engage in consultation with respect to the detail of the contract

Ms Rowledge asked if the new contract would be interim or steady state. Mr O’Kane said this was still open for discussion, particularly in the light of the fact that some reviews had already taken place.

Mr Williamson stated that NIFHA would be writing to senior officers responsible for SP on the matter of contracts

Revised rates for Supporting People Schemes: Item 4

Mr Murton reported that a number of HAs wish to re-evaluate their contract fee and asked for SP’s position on this.

Mr O’Kane said increases in either the number of units or unit rate could be achieved through the contract variation process. These agencies should make their request and state the rationale behind it. Each case would be decided on merit and on whether there were sufficient funds available.

Mr Williamson asked if this meant any provider who could make a case under the terms of the contract would be considered for a % increase.

Ms Heery asked if a provider wished to increase their number of units, should they, in the light of what Mr O’Kane said, apply therefore through contract variation or would they have to go through the commissioning process. Mr O’ Kane replied that an increase in units would probably be referred to the ASPP to see if it met identified need.

Mr Williamson stated that a refusal to include staff salary increments in future funding rounds would be unsustainable to projects in the long term.

Mr O’Kane said that while NIHE would be making a bid for inflationary uplift, it was his understanding that SP would not fund incremental drift and providers would have to find additional funding for this purpose.

Ms Rowledge asked if this ruling also applied to the salaries of the SP team and would NIHE have to fund their increments from a different source.

Mr O’Kane stated that this ruling also applied to the SP Team and that NIHE would subsidise incremental drift.

Mr Williamson, while understanding the principle, asked if there was any flexibility should projects have cash flow problems. He stated that having to look elsewhere for funding was contrary to the fundamental ethos of SP.

Mr Cashel asked if savings made elsewhere were used to fund incremental drift, would this cause problems if the result was salary levels over the approved levels

Mr O’Kane said there was an opinion that disproportionate amounts of money were going into overheads and there could be room here for flexibility

Commissioning Process: Item 10

Mr Williamson said there was still a lot of confusion over the process.

Mr O’Kane said that all agencies involved in the commissioning process agree that clear information needs to be given. However this was influenced by the fact that no decision had yet been made with regard to future funding. The Inclusive Fora need to be set up as soon as possible to feed into the process with engagement from the Health and Social Services Trusts (HSST) in particular.

He said each ASPP has identified gaps in service provision and that at present commissioning of new services, depending on context, used the following methods:

· Open tender

· Select list

· Single provider

Mr O’Kane said that a ‘bottom-up’ approach was been taken.

Mr Williamson stated that NIFHA questioned the realism of ‘bottom-up’ input if it goes hand-in-hand with open tendering. The Tri-partite Working group (NIFHA, NIHE, DSD) were discussing issues around competition and supported housing was a primary focus.

Ms Rowledge confirmed that a seminar on Commissioning would take place on 22 September 2004 in Maghera. Details would be distributed shortly.

Mr O’Kane asked that any queries regarding commissioning be given to him prior to this meeting.

He stated that SP was trying to look at ‘selection’ rather than competition.

Ms Mackle asked if SP had any views on private sector provision.

Mr O’Kane said there was no barrier from SP but there might be issues on how capital funding for such projects was linked to revenue funding.

Pipeline Funding: Item 11

Mr O’Kane said that those schemes identified, (mainly through the HA programme) and due to open in 04/05, had revenue set aside in this year’s budget. HAs had been requested to ask their JM Partners to give an estimate of revenue funding required and to timetable this. This estimate was the basis of the bid to the DSD last year. However, the planning estimates bear no resemblance to the actual revenue funding required and estimates were too high. There were difficulties due to variables e.g. completion dates, non-starts and having to estimate budgets 4/5 years in advance. He said that schemes were not communicating difficulties to SP.

Ms Dunn stated that Praxis was having difficulties with payments for schemes that had started since SP was introduced.

Mr O’Kane said that there was no problem with Block Gross contracts but there was with Block Subsidy, due to the interface with Housing Benefit (HB). He asked to be informed if providers were having cash flow problems with new schemes.

Mr Cashel asked if there was a higher level of confidence in marker schemes.

Mr O’Kane agreed and said this was because the DSD recognised that approved capital schemes reflect real need.

Mr Howard gave a case study with regard to difficulties in the back payment of SP due to HB delays.

Mr O’Kane stated that SP was aware that there were difficulties with the administration of HB across the board, not just for SP schemes. He said there should be no difficulties with back-payments of SP prior to April 04, if HB had been paid for the relevant period.

Mr Williamson thanked Mr O’Kane and Ms Gillespie for their attendance. They then left the meeting.

Supporting People interface with Housing Benefit:

Item 3

Mr Williamson said the Housing Associations were having problems, as they cannot accurately assess tenant arrears and therefore are unable to support tenants with early intervention and should arrears be high at present cannot take legal action. He said that NIFHA would be writing to NIHE about the administration of HB in general.

Mr Murton said that landlords needed key information. In certain cases where HB had been paid directly to the landlord it is now going to the tenant. This can result in any revision of charges not showing in the NIHE computer system. Also new cases between February and August, which should have been assessed, have not been. One HA is getting money that should be paid to a statutory agency and this agency is now sending 7 day notices to its clients due to this error. Mr Murton said that any queries with regard to Supporting People payments and HB should be directed to SP and not District offices. Any arrears should be checked very carefully before approaching service users as the problem may lie with HB.

Ms Rowledge said that CHNI would inform members with respect of back-payments being paid for last financial year.

Mr Cashel queried whether any error in SP payments should be attributed to the tenant. Mr Murton said that if HB suspended a claim for any reason then that would affect the payment of SP.  Mr Flannigan said that Fold had a significant loss of income due to HB delays.

Mr Murton said that there were also issues around the fact that SP is paid in arrears. He asked that any provider, having serious problems as a result of payment in arrears, contact NIFHA, as NIHE had said they would review the method of payment after a year should this be the case.

There was discussion around the issue of payment in arrears in the case of new schemes and recruitment of staff when there were no funds. Ms O’Donnell said that for new schemes the method of payment can be negotiated and pump priming money made available.

Ms Dunn asked if anyone was investigating the payment of developmental lead-in payments and said there was a need to have a process whereby providers could bid for this money through SP.

Ms Rowledge said that CHNI would raise this with SP

Guidance on Scheme Reviews: Item 4

Ms Rowledge informed the group that CHNI were holding two half-day information sessions on 24 and 27 August, for those projects which were facing review in the next quarter. Members of the SP review team would attend these and Niamh Carlin from Praxis would give a presentation on their review, which had already taken place. It was hoped that these sessions would be repeated each quarter for relevant organisations.

Ms Dunn said organisations should not underestimate the levels of preparation necessary and the intensity of the process. She also queried how SP would use the information they gathered. Ms Anthony said that the process however was easy to follow and the reviewers did not move from the agenda, which was set in advance. She said however that there were issues around action plans.

Mr Murton expressed concern over the consistency of the approach if there was no guidance and how SP would ensure that every provider was treated the same.

It was also asked why there had been no external recruitment when this had been promised at least a year ago. There were some discussions around the reasons for this. 

It was agreed to check past minutes to confirm date commitment had been made and then write to NIHE.

Communications: Item 6

It was agreed by all there are problems around communication with the SP team, and an apparent lack of knowledge on the part of the team about what supported housing providers do.

Mr Murton suggested there should be a training day for all SP staff to explain the work of the sector. NIFHA to raise this with NIHE.

Strategy: Item 7B

There was discussion about the response deadline, which was confirmed at 31 August 2004. 

It was agreed that responses would be shared amongst the group after they had been sent to NIHE.

Agencies represented shared some of the concerns they had raised or would be raising in their returns.

Quality Assessment Framework: Item 8

Members said that the QAF for the new competencies would be available in October, but no-one has seen them to know what might be expected in advance.

Ms Heery said she would write to NIHE enquiring as to progress.

Accreditation: Item 9

Ms Dunn said that they still had concerns over the request for internal documentation. She also said in their experience the process had not been transparent and there appeared to be no guidance. For example, Praxis was told they had failed to produce certain documents, when in fact they had not been requested from them. They felt it had not been a satisfactory experience and raised the concern that there is no appeals process.

Mr Williamson said that NIFHA had approached the DSD to ask if HAs could be passported as they are already accredited by Housing Associations Branch. He had received a letter from Michael Sands stating that it was the opinion of the DSD that HAs should have both forms of accreditation.

Any Other Business: Item 12

Ms Rowledge reported that she had e-mailed the DSD informally to highlight many of the issues of concern raised at the meeting, particularly contracts and communication. It was agreed that she write formally and request a meeting.

Mr Williamson handed out draft terms of reference for the group, to be discussed at the next meeting. It was agreed to leave the composition of the group the same until after further discussion.

Date of next meeting

The next meeting will be held on Thursday 14 October at 1.30 p.m. in Housing Rights Service. 4th Floor, Middleton Buildings, High Street, Belfast.
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