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Introduction

1. This is the formal response from Essex Coalition of Disabled People (ECDP) to Essex County Council’s consultation document – Putting Essex People First
. The consultation is on the future of social care in Essex, and whether or not the current way services are delivered should be changed to a system of self-directed support.

About ECDP

2. ECDP currently provides a range of services which support approximately 1500 direct payment users. These services include:

· Advice and information

· Payroll

· Accounts

ECDP’s response to the potential change to self-directed support

3. ECDP supports the concept of self-directed support (SDS) as it aligns itself very much to the principles of independent living, potentially delivering real choice and control to disabled people. SDS is a natural extension of the current direct payments system which we believe has generally worked well and delivered benefits to users who have taken advantage of it.

4. We have been involved in many of the consultation events held throughout the County and have spoken to many of our members about their own issues and concerns. The following points are a summary of the issues we feel need to be raised:

4.1. The expectations surrounding SDS and its ability to provide greater autonomy and flexibility for disabled people is extremely high. The County Council needs to be mindful of this and ensure that any system put in place works. This must include taking on board all learnings from the pilot projects.

4.2. Choice means exactly that. Therefore it is critical that those users who want to utilise packages directly from the County Council e.g. day care are able to do so. Although we recognise that in the first instance SDS will only be offered to new clients there will, at some point be, a transfer of existing clients and they must be in a position to retain current services. We are concerned the creation of a market and the County Council charging full cost for their provision the scope of ECC services offered will diminish over time and the promise that people can continue exactly how they are will not hold.

4.3. Linked to the point above there is a real concern that people will simply be given their RAS and then be expected to get on with it. Although it is clear this would not happen there is a critical communications issue that needs to be undertaken by the County Council.

4.4. Due to the fact that individuals will be able to choose three different options (and a combination of these three therein) it will be absolutely vital that individuals receive independent advice and guidance on their options from the outset. This will need to occur before a final decision on the option/s is made and immediately after a decision has been taken that they are eligible for a personalised budget.

4.5. The County Council will need to ensure there is the capacity and capability to provide high quality independent advice as it is extremely unlikely that this can be procured from one organisation. This is because the numbers will be too large and that impairment specific knowledge will be required in order to provide the individual with an informed view.  However the challenge that will need to be addressed is ensuring quality assurance in this provision.

4.6. The County Council will need to procure a suite of support services to underpin the implementation of SDS. We expect that some of these services already exist and will simply need to be expanded, and that others will be new.  We would strongly encourage the County Council to commission a direct scoping study to identify exactly what these services might be, if it has not already done so.

4.7. The medium to longer term issue to address is who will provide the independent support in helping individuals with their support plans and support brokerage. We are fully aware a separate scoping study to review this is currently underway but we feel until the County Council is fully confident that this provision can be provided then there must be a question mark around the whole validity of the process i.e. it is not sustainable for SDS to work with the support plans being driven by social workers.

4.8. The County Council will need to ensure they work closely with other agencies, such as ILF, which overtime will be integral to the success of personalised budgets. Currently there are conflicting opinions, policies and protocols which is leading to a high degree of confusion needs to be made clear, and learning from the pilot taken on board.

4.9. In implementing SDS the Council will need to produce clear guidance in terms of monitoring procedures.

4.10. A key issue to be addressed is the relationship between SDS and other key components which impact on the everyday lives of disabled people. This would include issues such as housing, transport, employment, education, access to health services etc. The linkages when launching SDS should be made explicit that it is one part of an individual’s life and that attention to the other areas described above must equally be prioritised.

4.11. The County Council will need to demonstrate that they are not delivering exactly the same but simply by a different name, and this is not a strategy to save money “by the back door”. Comprehensive and informed assessment and then appropriate funding of care will be critical to its success and delivering real change for disabled people.

4.12. In terms of choice and control we strongly believe SDS should be offered to both new and existing service users. However we accept that there are logistical complications therefore that in the first instance only new users should be eligible. However we strongly encourage the County Council to set out a clear timescale for the transition of existing users to SDS if they wish to do so.  At the moment there is no clear sense about when this might happen.  In many ways, and like the pilot scheme has shown, those with experience of managing their own direct payments are probably best placed to take best advantage of the real benefits that will accrue from the new model, and therefore it is disappointing that they will not be in a position to do so. 

4.13. Getting the right support services will be vital to implementing the new model of provision and therefore it will be critical to have current providers involvement in designing these services. This will probably involve offering a range of short term transition contracts which provide funding to create innovative services which are fit for purpose and can be sustainable in the medium to longer term.  In other words the County Council will need to commit some pump-priming funding to the development and delivery of expanded and/or new services.

4.14. There is clearly still a role around communicating SDS to the population of Essex. This is particularly true about the three options available and the possibility of having a combination, and changing that combination over time. In addition, there is also confusion around terminology where SDS, IBs and personalised budgets are perceived to be used inter-changeably. We don’t believe the hearts and minds of disabled people have been won yet and although ECDP support SDS it is critical that disabled people are fully informed and have ownership of the new system.

4.15. Although we are aware some initial training has taken place it is not possible to complete this until the outcome of the consultation has taken place and the final details of how it will exactly operate is agreed. The concern we have is that this will leave a short space of time to when it is likely the first tranche of service users will be using SDS. Without comprehensive and detailed training there is a real concern that SDS will not be properly reflected and the benefits to disabled people not maximised. The reality is that the County Council will need to allocate significant resource to ensure this occurs over a short period of time.

5. Although ECDP support SDS and will do everything it can to ensure its success we also provide a voice for disabled people in Essex and will be holding the County Council to account accordingly.
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