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Response to consultation on support services for sheltered housing proposed changes
Andrew Dismore MP

1. After Conservative controlled Barnet Council announced its intention to cut warden support to those in sheltered accommodation I have visited many tenants in sheltered housing and conducted a survey of many more. This submission is based on the hard evidence I have gathered. I have used the word ‘warden’ generically, to include, for example, those known to their tenants as ‘scheme manager’, ‘support worker’, and so on, performing ‘warden type’ functions.
The tenants

2. Many make the point that they would not be in sheltered accommodation, if they had been able to remain in their own homes. They are in sheltered, because they require that level of support – indeed, they would not have been offered sheltered housing, without first being assessed as in need of it. To suggest others not in sheltered housing are being ‘discriminated against’ through receiving less support is a false comparison that shows the need to ‘level up’, and the Council’s failure to provide adequate sheltered housing to those who need and want it.
3. From my own observation, as well as their own comments, it is clear that the majority of tenants would be unsafe if left on their own. They have varying degrees of frailty. Many are bewildered and forgetful. It is clear that some really ought to have been moved into higher dependency support, but manage to cope with the help of the warden service, as presently constituted.

4. Many tenants told me they gave up larger, family sized Council/Housing Association properties, (which are in high demand), in return for the offer of sheltered accommodation, with warden support. Without wardens they would not have moved. The proposal therefore will have a deterrent effect, on other elderly people occupying larger properties, who will be less willing to ‘downsize’ to sheltered.

5. Descriptions of the Council’s proposals include “very frightening”; “people will die”; “chaos”; ”it is a great injustice” ; “it will cost more in the end”; and “it’s diabolical to pick on the elderly”.
6. I was also shown a number of tenancy agreements. These show that a significant proportion of tenants have a contracted right to a residential warden service; it will be a breach of contract for it to be removed.

Health issues

7. This was one of the most important issues raised with me. Individual examples include:

· epilepsy: one resident has had three epileptic episodes where he  was found promptly by the warden, and an ambulance called. These fits strike so quickly, there is not time to call for help;
· laryngectomy: this tenant with a laryngectomy valve has just one hour to get to hospital, if the valve comes out. If it does, she cannot for obvious reasons, call or phone for help herself. She relies on the warden;
· blind tenant: heavily reliant on the warden;

· oxygen dependent: relies on the warden to check on medication and oxygen, being taken and used properly;
· “my wife had a stroke and seizure at the same time”
· “collapsed at home”, she called the warden, who attended immediately;
· “I collapsed and  knocked myself out, the warden came straight away”;

· “I’m asthmatic”, and the warden regularly checks on me;
· “Who will let in the ambulance staff, if there’s an emergency?”.

8. With no warden service, the number of calls to the emergency services will increase, as more will pull emergency cords or use lifeline pendants, when before they would have relied on the wardens.

9. But residents rely on the wardens for far more than emergencies:

· “the warden calls the GP if we are ill – the GP might not come, if it is just us”
· “she sits with  me, till the paramedics arrive.”

10. Many residents reported on wardens organising GP and hospital appointments; collecting prescriptions; and supporting ill tenants – “she cooks a meal, if someone is ill”.

11. A couple living in sheltered together, where the husband needs care 24/7. The wife said “I couldn’t cope without the warden”.

12. It is clear that wardens are to the sheltered accommodation tenants, their ‘lifeline’ – a word they frequently used, when talking to me.

Safety and security

13. Wardens play a big role, in the safety and security of their tenants and their homes.

14. They help deter and keep out intruders; and alert the police if necessary.

15. They check on the security of the premises, especially in the evenings. Some tenants commented that, forgetfully, doors are sometimes not secured at night.

16. “Who will deal with the Fire Brigade? Our common parts alarm is not switched through anywhere, and we rely on the warden to call them.”
17. “The warden checks that our smoke alarms and emergency cords work” 
18. “I overcooked something, and the smoke alarm went off – the warden was there immediately.”
19. “We’ve had two fires: we rely on the warden to deal with the Fire Brigade.”
20. Another example of forgetfulness – a tenant left her handbag in an open staircase: luckily, the warden found it and returned it to her. The level of reassurance of the wardens’ presence cannot be overestimated – “Every day, he checks on us”.
21. Tenants told me how wardens give people a morning call, to check they are all right.

22. “The warden holds spare keys for us, in case we lose them or urgent help is needed.”

23. “When we are away, we notify the warden – she keeps an eye on things.”
24. In blocks with lifts and upper floors, wardens are a vital support, in the event of an emergency or lift failure, for tenants who cannot use the stairs unaided. For obvious health and safety reasons, such tenants will probably have to be rehoused at ground floor level, with additional pressure on housing stock in acute shortage; or housed in accommodation with higher, more expensive, levels of support.

25. After the recent heavy snow, it is not surprising that many commented that their warden cleared the paths of snow and ice. 
26. “The warden made dinner for me, when the carer didn’t come due to the snow.”
27. Wardens know their own tenants well: by sight, by name, and by behaviour patterns. They will be the first to know if someone is missing or unwell, or suffering otherwise. No visiting service can ever be able to have this important, intimate knowledge of such vulnerable people.
Social needs

28. This is where the warden service really comes into its own, with dedicated men and women supporting their tenants in ways which go way beyond their contractual duties, out of their common humanity towards people depending on them to help them.

29.  Tenants spoke of their fear of isolation, without the social activities wardens help to organise: “she helps make life liveable”.

30.  Examples given to me include:

· “the homely touch – she puts flowers in the reception.”

· “who will put up the Christmas decorations and cook the Christmas lunch?”

· “the human factor – she remembers my name.”

· “I can’t read or write, she reads all my letters for me. I don’t want to ask others, they’d know my private business.”
· “the warden delivers meals from the on-site restaurant to me: I’m 94 and can’t walk far or prepare my own food.”
31. Extra help given by wardens includes:

· information and advice;

· form filling for benefits;

· the social club – coffee mornings, visits and outings;

· cooking meals for the tenants together;

· help with minor home repairs;

· changing light bulbs;

· help with shopping;

· “we need a support worker on our shoppers’ bus for health and safety – the bus will be withdrawn without these.”

· maintaining contact and links with the family;

· ensuring we are up and about in the mornings.

Visiting service alternative

32. None of this support can realistically be given, either at all or at any meaningful level, by a visiting service.
33.  As part of my research, I also contacted and surveyed sheltered accommodation tenants, whose warden service had previously been withdrawn and replaced with a visiting service.

34. All complained of brief, hour long visits, and the lack of interaction between the visiting support worker and the tenants, either individually or collectively.

Conclusions

35. It is clear that the Council’s proposals have caused immense worry and fear for the tenants who stand to lose their warden service.

36. As part of my survey, I asked tenants to rate their service: only a handful gave ratings below 9 or 10 out of 10 – and many went higher!

37. Not one agreed with the Council’s proposals. The tenants referred to their wardens as “mater familias”, “friend and confidante”, and “our guardian angel”.
38. It is clear to me, that the human cost will be fear and isolation of elderly, frail and vulnerable people, those we should be doing everything to support.

39. Some will die; through lack of emergency response. Others will inevitably be forced to move to more expensive forms of support.

40. These proposals cannot be justified, either subjectively from the tenants’ individual viewpoints; or objectively, for the impact on other Council services or budgets.

41. These proposals should be withdrawn without delay, to give elderly tenants the safety and security they need and deserve.
