“Direct Payments – The Power to Empower”

by Andrew Holman

The Community Care (Direct Payments) Act 1996
 gives local authorities, through their Social Service Departments, the power to make cash payments to individuals instead of arranging community care services for them. The individual then arranges their own support service. This Act has the capacity to change the whole focus of service provision. Potentially it may be the single most empowering piece of legislation for people with learning difficulties that has ever been passed onto the statute books. Unfortunately, local authorities are able to decide for themselves whether to offer Direct Payments or not. They are also able to decide for which services they are prepared to make Direct Payments.

For individuals this could mean:

· the difference between having to live in an institutional or group setting and having the assistance you want to be able to live in your own home;

· the difference between an unsuitable day centre and support to undertake the work, education opportunity or activity of your choice;

· the difference between having no say in staff and employing them yourself;

and,

· the difference between having programmes dictated by professionals and pursuing the goals you want or desire.

Andrew’s experience illustrates these points. He lives with four other people with learning difficulties I n a shared house. They each have their own room and individual tenancies. Andrew has lived there for over three years. The people living in the house heard about Direct Payments from their social worker and three of them wanted to try the scheme out. Andrew’s house mate Peter felt he could not do it on his own and so did not choose to use Direct Payments. When Direct Payments were explained to Andrew, he thought it was a “good idea” to help him achieve increased independence and learn more about looking after money. He was pleased that the money would be paid into a bank account and that he would not have to worry about handling cash. 

When asked about what led him to choose a Direct Payment, he said it had been difficult as there had not been a lot of information at the start as it was a new scheme. Andrew chose a local support agency to provide the practical help he needed. He knew that he could choose between agencies and change them if they were not doing what he wanted them to, but he had been initially quite happy with the service. Under this Direct Payments scheme, Andrew gets his money one month in advance. He pays his support workers £5.30 an hour plus a mileage allowance, if needed. 

Andrew has had help with paying invoices from someone he knows and trusts. He is learning more about keeping records but is glad that he gets assistance with the record keeping. He also needs help with his writing and spelling. 

Like us all, Andrew has made mistakes before with money. He had at one time got behind with his rent but his mum had been able to help him sort it out. He says she would also help him with his Direct Payment if she was needed.

Andrew feels that he is “in control”, a Direct Payment has helped him become more independent, but he states that “being the first in the county feels a bit daunting. Felt to me something new and if it does not work I might get the blame, as if we are the guinea pigs”. Unfortunately, since the implementation of the Direct Payments Act, social services departments have been slow to implement the system. The former Health Minister Paul Boateng said “that’s simply not good enough”, adding “I am absolutely determined that social services departments up and down the country recognise disabled people’s right to choose their own care. I have made it clear that I do not expect them to be dragging their feet in delivering Direct Payments.”
 

More recently, the new minister with responsibility for Direct Payments, John Hutton, has said that “Direct Payments promote independence, including enabling people to work. We believe that all authorities should be offering schemes, and we will look at making it mandatory”.
 

Hutton’s comments about work have been picked up in Edinburgh. One day centre there is now supporting several people to employ their own workers and get out of the centre for a number of days a week. The actual number of days is flexible, depending upon how well the alternatives go. Users enjoy the support from known people at the centre to operate a Direct Payment and also the new opportunities arising from individualised support. It all sounds like what day centres said they would do when they were originally set up, although the idea is heavily resisted in many areas where staff fears over such issues as possible job security take precedence. 

Stephen, living in the north of England, wanted to leave the family home. Quite naturally, as he was getting older he wanted more independence and control over his life. Stephen had heard about Direct Payments and wanted to think about having one. He had already been offered a flat by a local housing association building some accessible flats. Rather than just offer a generically designed accessible flat they also wanted to include Stephen’s particular access needs into the design. 

One of the great strengths for Stephen has been a good circle of support, a group of people joining with Stephen to help him achieve what he wants. One member of the circle said “ I am totally convinced that he would not be getting the major and rightful things he wants and needs unless he had this Circle. There was simply too much to undertake for a lone advocate and he had been consistently let down by Services. Now things are working out, not without a fight, but this is done through the co-ordination of all those people with him in control of the process. It is very, very powerful. And local services are responding because they know it is a force to be reckoned with!” 

The circle was concerned that his social worker “seemed not at all keen on the concept of Direct Payments” and he has been unable to obtain one. A county policy decision had refused to implement Direct Payments despite their statements that “they are confident (the county) is in the vanguard of efforts to empower service users … Devolving aspects of commissioning to them”. They went on to say “we will put our customers and clients first”. There is an obvious contradiction between these statements and their refusal to implement the most empowering commissioning system yet devised, that of Direct Payments. 

Stephen, along with many people with learning difficulties are being excluded from Direct Payments schemes, either by ignorance or design. Such exclusion is wrong, not only through blatant discrimination but also from a very practical point of view. If authorities want to learn what support people with learning difficulties require to successfully use Direct Payments, then basing such a service on the pilot scheme findings of other groups of people with, perhaps, different needs, will not suffice. It will prove to be a self-fulfilling prophecy that people with learning difficulties cannot use Direct Payments. 

More importantly, the inclusion of people with learning difficulties in Direct Payment schemes will be of benefit to all. As the research
 shows, many authorities have developed complex systems of administration and supervision for Direct Payment users and they terrify people. Making these procedures accessible, easier to understand, using basic straightforward systems that many more people can use must be of benefit to all. Complex procedures are a way of retaining control or are attempts to divest all responsibility. Authorities’ lawyers and finance officers may prefer such procedures, but these must not be allowed to take precedence over accessibility. 

As for Stephen, his new social worker at least knows about claiming money from the Independent Living Fund (a separate cash fund organised nationally and available to some disabled people) for support and has got the department to agree a care package to enable him to move into his own home. It is a pity that it took such effort and conflict to achieve, but now Stephen is looking forward to the move. He still wants a Direct Payment for the rest of his care and the social worker says that he is in favour of Direct Payments in principle. However, he felt that Stephen would have to wait at least six months before considering a move to Direct Payments. He argues that “the changes with getting ILF will be enough to manage and then they will review it”. Stephen, facing all the changes involved with moving house, has many other issues to cope with but says he feels OK about including Direct Payments as well. The additional problem, that he does not want, is having to take on more conflict, constantly having to challenge social services. It would be so much better to work together in partnership.

The benefits of providing support to enable many people with learning difficulties to live independent lives in their own homes are now well known. A number of ways of arranging and providing such individualised support have been explored over many years. Successful arrangements have usually centred around some sort of individualised funding agreement. People have found that identifying and freeing up the money for support enables much greater flexibility and opportunity resulting in services that are more appropriate. Ensuring that control and service quality is really placed with individuals, demands that the next logical step be to pay money for services directly to service users. By cementing the financial arrangements in legislation, the Direct Payments Act has produced the framework for just such a shift in control. Some early results are dramatic, not only are Direct Payments recipients expressing a greatly increased satisfaction with their support arrangements, others who have not been able to use existing services have now made their own arrangements, and, as Andrew says, they work. 
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