HOUSING FORUM REPORT 2011
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6 current tenants, 1 former tenant, 27 staff members, 1 volunteer and 3 trustees attended the first Housing Forum on 10th March 2011 at LIFE’s Leamington Spa Head Office.  Based around the theme of “A Better Service for All”, participants gave their views on how LIFE’s housing service could be improved through a series of workshops.
The event started with a welcome from the Reverend Lynda Rose, a LIFE Trustee, who underlined the importance of the Housing Service to achieving LIFE’s aim of providing support for women who choose to continue with their pregnancy before and after their child is born.  
Margaret Coward, Head of Housing, set the context, outlining the scope of the service and celebrating the main achievements in the last 12 months as well as pointing out the challenges now being faced. The presentation can be found at Appendix 2.
The participants then split into 2 groups to attend interactive workshops looking at the benefits and disadvantages of living in shared or self-contained accommodation and ways in which partners and young fathers could be involved in the service.  After lunch staff and tenants attended separate workshops with a focus on managing difficult issues and the Life skills programme (staff) and designing a Tenants newsletter (tenants).
Throughout the day there were posters inviting people to put forward their wish list for the service, suggesting improvements but also identifying what LIFE shouldn’t be doing.
Feedback
Workshop One: Shared housing v. self-contained accommodation
Using post-it notes, participants were invited to list the benefits and difficulties in living in shared housing and then in self-contained accommodation.  The common themes were:-
Shared accommodation
Cleaning and living with people with different standards of living was seen as a major issue with shared housing which can often lead to disagreements.  Having colour coded cutlery and crockery or reducing the numbers sharing were suggested as solutions.
People valued the companionship, peer support and opportunities to learn from one another available in shared accommodation. Group sessions were considered helpful and the opportunity to make friends and share social outlets.
Not being able to have guests to stay overnight was a problem for many people
Lack of privacy, incidents of theft and items going missing, noise levels and just not getting along were cited as issues which affected the quality of the living experience
Some people appreciated it offered a cheaper way to live when income was tight and the opportunity to save; but others felt this didn’t teach people to take responsibility for sorting out bills etc in readiness for when they moved out.
Self-contained accommodation
Loneliness, isolation and boredom were seen as the major disadvantages with self-contained accommodation
Not having access to Life Skills sessions and not knowing who to turn to for help were both worries
Becoming a family by having a partner able to stay over and be more involved with the baby was a key positive for self-contained accommodation
People liked the idea of not having rules and regulations, not having to clean up other people’s mess and having the freedom to organise their own space and come and go as they please.
Action
Both types of living arrangement were seen as having advantages and disadvantages and there was not a strong view expressed that LIFE should move from its current shared housing model entirely.  However, there was support for having some self-contained accommodation available as well for those people who are almost ready for move on or who are in a couple.  We will look to pilot this where demand and funding allows.
	Suggestion/issue
	Action

	Reduce numbers sharing to avoid disagreements over cleaning etc
	Designate bathrooms to 2 or 3 tenants where possible
Refurbish to include ensuite facilities where possible
Mark out kitchen areas for pairs to work in eg Farnborough– may only be feasible when kitchen replaced  

	Colour code crockery and cutlery
	Has been tried before without success – discuss in house meetings and introduce over time if supported

	All cupboards to have locks
	Implement for tenants’ kitchen cupboards

	Make tenants more aware of real costs of running house 
	Publicise utility bills for communal heating, lighting, water rates, rent

	Reduce loneliness/isolation in self-contained accommodation
	Hold meet and greet sessions in houses for tenants and service users to mix
Make house Life Skills sessions open to service users in community

	Let guests stay overnight
	This is difficult to manage where there are shared facilities and space restrictions and may not be welcomed by all tenants.  We will consult further with tenants and support workers on a limited scheme of permitted visitors for one night per week.

	Avoid discrimination against address by avoiding term hostel 
	Use address only in correspondence.
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Workshop Two: Involving Fathers/Partners 
Participants had a wider group discussion and fed back to the facilitator how fathers/partners were currently involved and made suggestions on how they could be involved more.  The key messages were:-
How fathers/partners are involved now
Visitor Time was the main route for accommodation based projects
Some houses had involved fathers/partners in practical tasks like maintenance, putting up swings, cots etc and routinely invited them to share in Life skills sessions
Some tenants felt that fathers/partners were not involved and that it wasn’t obvious that they could be
In the Community Support service, fathers/partners were involved through a the support plan – either as a couple or in their own right as the service user 
How fathers/partners could be involved more
	Suggestion
	Action

	Information for fathers/partners should be given at an early stage to make them feel welcome and that the LIFE service is there for them as well

	Issue letter to fathers/partners at admission stage listing opportunities for involvement
Provide Fathers’ Information Booklet with Visitor Time pack on display
Include fathers/partners in house meetings with tenant permission


	A dedicated Fathers/Partners Day once per month and outings where partners can come along

	Implement in consultation with SWs

	Having a male support worker or dedicated worker for fathers/partners issues 

	Implement where feasible

	Training for staff on how to involve fathers/partners more
	Manager to attend facilitator training course for Early Fathers Programme June 2011
Include in Training Programme 2011/12 through SW workshops

	Ask the fathers/partners how they want to be involved and respond accordingly – could mean evening or weekend sessions
	SW to seek separate interview with father/partner after tenant admission with tenant permission (amend interview form to prompt)



Workshop Three: Managing Difficult Issues – support workers
Support workers listed experiences which had been difficult to manage including incidents of violence and theft; smoking in the house; partners staying over; drugs; dangerous individuals present at community visits.
The impact and solutions were discussed.  Staff said:-
Lone workers must always put their own safety first when feeling threatened ie leave the house, lock themselves into the office
Accept that dealing with intensive support cases involving Social Services case conferences/Core Group meetings will take a lot of time.  Could we use volunteers to do more Life Skills sessions to alleviate this?
SMARTwater all valuable items to deter theft.  When items are stolen, don’t replace straight away – it could encourage the culprit to return them using peer pressure.
Make sure any new tenants are aware of any issues underway when they move in 
Keep in regular contact with neighbours in the aftermath of complaints or where they may be affected by incidents.
Seek a good relationship with the community police – their input can be very effective
Have regular house meetings and keep tenants aware of what is going on when there are issues in the house
Don’t be afraid to discuss any issues with your Regional Manager either at 1 to 1s or in between.  They need to know you are under pressure, talking it through can help.
Action
Above recommendations will be shared with all support workers.  We will also produce some case studies on how problems were tackled for training purposes.  Some community workers highlighted times when reporting whereabouts to Head office proved difficult when phones were not answered – this has been raised with the Admin team.
Workshop Four: Tenants newsletter
Tenants were asked to write on post it notes what they would like to see in a newsletter, any suggestions for a title and how it should be communicated. 
People were positive about the idea of a tenants newsletter and favoured lots of colour, pictures and minimal text.  They wanted it to include real stories and experiences, recipes and weaning tips, information about playgroups and activities, benefits advice, agony aunt slot, Qs & As, pen pal slot.
Some people were happy with an e.mail version; others wanted an individual paper copy.
Action
First newsletter has now been drafted and will be circulated in April/May.

Posters
Participants were asked to write down words that represented LIFE, how to make services better and those things that LIFE shouldn’t do.
LIFE was described as Choice, Support, Wellbeing, Help.  We will use these words more in all our marketing and tendering documentation.
LIFE could do better if it........
	Suggestion
	Action

	Was stricter and enforced rules when broken by tenants eg must stay 5 nights per week (having a signing in/out book for tenants)

	Breaches of tenancy conditions are taken seriously – we will increase the formal use of warning letters and introduce a Recharge Policy for damage to LIFE property
We will consult on the introduction of signing in/out arrangements for tenants through house meetings although this has not proved popular everywhere in the past

	Allowed visitors to stay over once per week

	This is difficult to manage where there are shared facilities and space restrictions may not be welcomed by all tenants.  We will consult further with tenants and support workers on a limited scheme of permitted visitors for one night per week.

	Make sure there is staff cover for absence

	We will ensure staff cover for planned or long term absence and ensure contact details are publicised when staff absence occurs at short notice

	Gave information about being a Dad and invited Dads on day trips

	See above

	Had locks on cupboards

	These will be in place for all tenants kitchen cupboards

	Got tenants opinions/ ideas more often

	We have increased the opportunities to give ideas eg new former tenant/service user feedback form.  We know we haven’t always given feedback regularly and will address this.

	Had more events like the Housing Forum

	There will be an annual Housing Forum.  We will look at the venue to make it more accessible to more tenants.



LIFE should stop......
	Suggestion
	Action

	Staff leaving early so there is no support

	Staff sometimes have to attend meetings or training off site or vary leaving times to take back hours owing for working longer on other days.  They will always work their contracted hours.  We will make sure tenants know when staff will be available for support on each day. 

	Not allowing visitors to stay overnight

	See above

	Having so much paperwork

	This will reduce as Supporting People Manager is fully bedded in.  Paperwork is being reviewed to reduce duplication.
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