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1.0 Introduction 

UNISON is the leading trade union in Northern Ireland (NI), representing over 40,000 members, and is the largest trade union in the UK with over 1.3 million members. Our membership includes public service workers in health and social care; the education and higher education services; local government; youth justice; private companies providing public services; and the community and voluntary sector. 84% of our membership in Northern Ireland are women. 
UNISON is the largest union in the community and voluntary sector, which includes an extraordinarily diverse range of NGOs, pressure groups, charities and service deliverers.  UNISON is clear that the community, voluntary or social enterprise sectors should not simply be used to provide a cheaper alternative to existing public services. We continue to be concerned by the anti-trade union attitudes, resistance to trade union recognition, and the disregard for worker’s rights we have seen in the sector. The cuts to core funding across the community and voluntary sector have had a devastating impact, resulting in hundreds of redundancies and the closure of some organisations.
The Supporting People programme provides vulnerable people with support to live independently in the community, including through the provision of specialist housing or hostels. According to the NI Housing Executive, the programme supports nearly 20,000 people every year.
 We are aware that whilst the NI Housing Executive has statutory responsibility to deliver the Supporting People Programme, it does so on behalf of the Department for Communities using a budget set by the Department. 

It works in partnership with the Probation Board and Department of Health in delivering the programme.

This programme benefits a wide range of groups including the homeless; persons with disabilities; persons with mental health issues and those with a learning disability; older people; women at risk of domestic violence; young people at risk; and people with addiction issues. 
A major focus of our concern has been the ongoing cuts to funding that have been experienced by organisations delivering Supporting People services. UNISON believes that the Supporting People Programme is vital, but has suffered from chronic underfunding, which is negatively impacting on the standard of service delivery and which has significant adverse impact on our members. UNISON has been actively campaigning both for a reversal of the cuts to funding that have occurred and for better pay and terms and conditions for our members working in the sector. We have raised our concerns directly with the Permanent Secretary in the Department for Communities and with the Housing Executive. We are immediately concerned to note here that no additional funding is being proposed to implement any new Standardised Regional Payment Rate.

2.0 unison supporting people campaign
In November 2018 UNISON launched a campaign calling for urgent action to be taken to reverse the funding cuts that have occurred within the Supporting People programme and to improve the pay, terms and conditions for our members in the sector.

UNISON members work hard to provide these vital services, but are doing so under increasing pressure and are suffering pay cuts or pay freezes and an erosion of their terms and conditions because of a lack of funding. UNISON believes that vulnerable people and our members are suffering because funding is not rising to match demand and the increasing cost of providing services.

In our discussions with employers in the sector, we have been advised by them that there has been no inflationary uplift in budgets for the Supporting People Programme since 2008.  In effect, they estimate that this has led to a real terms cut of over 20% over the last decade. This also does not take account the introduction within this period of the National Living Wage and subsequent increases in same and the introduction of auto-enrolment for pensions, all of which UNISON accepts have added to the cost of providing services. This has resulted in employers within the sector cutting the level of support hours provided, reducing the number of staff they employ or subsidising funding through their own unrestricted reserves. 
Whilst we understand that an anticipated 5% cut in the Supporting People Programme budget for 2017/18 was partially reversed in November 2017, this was on the basis that this was non-recurrent. We are informed by employer organisations that the reversal of this cut came after some providers had already made redundancies or reduced staffing hours, and that given the non-recurrent nature of the reversal of the cut, these posts were not re-instated. 
It is clear that contrary to assertions made by the Department of Finance,
 and the Housing Executive that the Supporting People programme budget has been ‘protected’
, in reality budgets have been continuously cut in real terms, with funding levels not rising to meet demand or the increasing cost of providing services. Indeed the budget for the Supporting People programme fell in cash terms for the last 3 years.

UNISON believes that this is unacceptable and that the situation requires urgent remedial action by the Department for Communities given its responsibilities in allocating funding for the programme. 
These cuts have taken place despite evidence showing that every £1 spent on the programme saves the public purse £1.90 elsewhere, across health, social care, benefits, criminal justice and housing.
 
UNISON members working in Supporting People funded programmes continue to deliver vital services for vulnerable people, despite experiencing pay freezes or pay cuts, cuts in hours and an erosion of their terms and conditions of employment. They have provided us with testimonies of their experiences working within their organisations which are experiencing cuts in funding. Their experiences include:
· Staff having to take on extra duties and dealing with increasing numbers of clients with increasingly complex needs, including severe mental health issues, drug addiction, alcohol abuse, self-harm and suicide attempts;

· Staff working weekends, holidays and unsocial hours; 

· Increasing incidents of verbal/physical aggression towards staff and other service users from clients with complex needs;

· Staff being expected to deal with complex medication for clients or provide counselling services when they are not trained or qualified to do so;

· High rates of staff turnover and concerns at unsafe staffing levels, with poor morale, mental health concerns amongst staff and sickness absence. This in turn leads to agency staff being used, at increasing cost;

· Concern at differences in terms and conditions both within organisations and across organisations providing similar services;

· Concerns at the lack of action from management when issues are raised with them and a lack of protected time to undertake training activities.

Our members report that morale within the sector is dwindling and that they feel undervalued. Their work is vital in easing the pressure on health, social services and probation services and this must be recognised through decent pay, better terms and conditions and job security.    

UNISON has been engaging with both the Department of Communities and Housing Executive and is calling for them and all other Government Departments and public bodies with responsibilities in this area to:

1. Immediately reverse the cuts that have taken place.

2. Immediately review all funding arrangements that community and voluntary sector employers have to provide services under the Programme and make sure that workers are not exploited.  This should be fully transparent and must involve UNISON.

3. Commission an independent, expert-led review into the Supporting People programme, with full UNISON involvement and engagement, to make recommendations on the level of funding that is required to meet need and ensure our members are properly paid for the vital work that they do.

It is clear that in the first instance, additional funding for the Supporting People programme is required to reverse the cuts in funding that have occurred and meet rising levels of demand.  

However, it is vital that the Housing Executive, as the commissioner of services under the Supporting People programme, undertakes a review of how organisations currently funded by them use their funding, including pay and terms and conditions for their workers.  

In our view, we believes some organisations funded through the Supporting People programme can and should be doing more to ensure their staff have decent pay and terms and conditions of employment, particularly those employers who do not recognise UNISON for the purposes of collective bargaining. Any additional funding for providers, which we believe is necessary, must be translated into better pay and terms and conditions for workers.

Whilst we are aware that a review of the Supporting People programme was carried out by the then Department for Social Development in 2015, we are unaware of this review including any substantive engagement with the workforce or their representative trade unions. This review was not independent; nor did it consider the level of funding that is required to meet need moving forwards and ensure that the workforce has decent pay and terms and conditions.  

In our view, a review should be carried out as a matter of urgency including full UNISON involvement and engagement with regards to how a social clauses model can be put in place to guarantee that staff are valued and that Supporting People services are commissioned on an ethical basis.  In this regard, we have already proposed to the Department for Communities and Housing Executive that they should be benchmarking the roles our members carry out in Supporting People funded programmes against comparable roles within the Health and Social Care system.  
Whilst we appreciate that these actions cannot all be taken by the Housing Executive acting alone, we would seek support from the Housing Executive for our position and an assurance from it that it will take all necessary actions to improve the situation for workers and service users, particularly in the context of the development of its new 3 year Supporting People strategy. 

Our comments on the proposed introduction of a regional rate should be viewed in the context of this overall campaign.
3.0 PROPOSAL TO INTRODUCE A STANDARDISED REGIONAL PAYMENT RATE
UNISON notes that this consultation relates to the specific proposal of introducing a standardised regional payment rate for supporting people funded services. The consultation flows from Recommendation 5 of the 2015 review of the Supporting People programme referred to above.

The Housing Executive define a standardised rate as being linked to the average weekly housing support provided to service users for each client group and service type, based on a standardised hourly rate and a standard number of hours per week of housing support.

The Housing Executive states that the purpose of the consultation is only to identify the best option and approach for implementing such a standardised rate.
 UNISON is concerned that this suggests that the Housing Executive has already pre-determined the results of this consultation in favour of introducing such a rate, contrary to the legal requirements of public consultation.

We note that the proposed rates have been developed by external consultants following engagement workshops with service providers.
 UNISON is very concerned that, similar to the previous review of the Supporting People programme carried out in 2015, there appears to have been no involvement of frontline workers in the sector or their representative trade unions such as UNISON here.
UNISON is opposed to the introduction of these standardised regional payment rates. Fundamentally we are concerned that the introduction of regional rates such as these will do nothing to address the funding deficits which have been allowed to build up in relation to the Supporting People programme and in fact may make the situation even worse for workers and service users within the sector.
Firstly, we are concerned that this approach represents the continued erosion of core costs funding for the community and voluntary sector, which has been challenged by UNISON repeatedly. UNISON has long argued that many of these organisations providing vital community based services should be core funded to enable them to provide those services on a fully professional and resourced basis.   
Secondly, UNISON would highlight here that a worrying parallel can be drawn between these proposals and the procurement processes that led to increasing privatisation and outsourcing of domiciliary care services in Northern Ireland, which is also contracted on the basis of providers being paid an hourly rate per client, from which all associated costs (particularly staffing) must be paid. This has led to inadequate and increasingly precarious provision and major concerns regarding capacity, quality of care, treatment of staff and medium to long term viability of services. 

This approach to procurement has facilitated a ‘race to the bottom’ approach where providers may win contracts under a competitive tendering process by bidding at the lowest price, leading to cheaper care, poorer quality conditions for care users and which places providers and the workforce under pressure to deliver a service under low pay and in constrained time slots. This ‘race to the bottom’ has led to an increasingly unsustainable provision of care by the private sector and an associated depletion of the public sector.
In December 2017, the advisory Panel established by the former Minister for Health, Michelle O’Neill MLA, reported that workers within the social care sector are being underpaid, are undervalued and are being exploited by the system. It rightly recognised that a low-paid, high turnover and undervalued workforce is a poor way to ensure the quality of care the public demand.
 This report was clear that pay within the sector must be at least a Living Wage and that pay and conditions should be equalised across the entire workforce.
 
UNISON is clear that our social care sector as a whole will become unsustainable unless such exploitation ends. By contrast, high quality employment in the homecare sector would result in increased recruitment and retention of staff, reduced sickness absence and a greater continuity of care.

We fear that the introduction of a standardised regional payment rate in relation to the Supporting People programme will simply result in exactly the same effects has we have observed in relation to domiciliary care services. Provider organisations who already highlight a lack of adequate funding will seek to reduce their costs by bearing down even harder on their labour costs and by reducing the levels of care and support they provide for service users. The regional rates proposed here will clearly be problematic in this regard.
 
A workforce that is already undervalued and is experiencing pay freezes or pay cuts, cuts in hours and an erosion of their terms and conditions of employment will simply face further hardship, including the potential for redundancies. UNISON is clear that such a situation is unacceptable for workers and will also have serious detrimental effects for service users, as it will become increasingly difficult to recruit and retain staff.  
An immediate likely effect is that providers will rely increasingly on agency staff, will have higher vacancy rates and will experience a high turnover in staff as workers seek employment with those providers offering the best pay and terms and conditions of employment. Providers will invest little in staff training and development, reducing the quality of the service provided. These effects have already been observed over many years in relation to the domiciliary care sector and have had a major destabilising effect.  
In addition to our concerns, we understand provider organisations have also expressed similar opposition to the introduction of these regional rates.

Instead of pursuing this approach, we are instead calling for the Housing Executive to implement our calls under the Supporting People campaign, as outlined above. 
4.0 COMPLIANCE WITH EQUALITY LEGISLATION AND POLICY
We note here that the Housing Executive states that a screening exercise in relation to these proposals is underway.
 UNISON would submit that the failure to complete a screening exercise here prior to taking forward these proposals for public consultation is in clear breach of the Housing Executive’s obligations under section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 and its approved Equality Scheme.
Here, the Housing Executive only commits to taking into account the results of the equality screening in order to consider how a standardised regional payment rate should be implemented. It appears clear that the Housing Executive intends to proceed with the implementation of such a rate, regardless of the results of any equality screening, in breach of its obligations under section 75.

Sections 3.2.10 and 4.2 of the Housing Executive’s approved Equality Scheme state that:

“3.2.10 In making any decision with respect to a policy adopted or proposed to be adopted, we take into account any assessment and consultation carried out in relation to the policy. 

4.2 In making any decision with respect to a policy adopted or proposed to be adopted, we will take into account any assessment and consultation carried out in relation to the policy, as required by Schedule 9(9)(2) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.”
In addition, under section 4.5 of the approved Equality Scheme it states that:

“4.5 Screening is completed at the earliest opportunity in the policy development/review process. Policies which we propose to adopt will be subject to screening prior to implementation. For more detailed strategies or policies that are to be put in place through a series of stages, we will screen at various stages during implementation.”
To proceed to take decisions regarding the implementation of a standardised regional rate in the absence of an Equality Screening or EQIA having been undertaken and fully consulted upon runs completely contrary to the purpose of the equality duty under section 75. The purpose of undertaking equality screening and equality impact assessment on proposed policies prior to their introduction is to determine the extent of any adverse impacts on each of the section 75 groups, and to proceed to put in place mitigating measures or alternative policies that will better promote equality of opportunity. Section 75 is not intended to be used after policy decisions have been taken, with no regard having been shown prior to this to the duty to have due regard to promote equality of opportunity. It is clear that contrary to the requirements of its Equality Scheme the Housing Executive has not completed equality screening at the earliest stage in the policy development process.
In addition, the Housing Executive is in breach of its Equality Scheme as it has not consulted on these proposals for the minimum 12 week period required under section 3.2.6 of its approved Equality Scheme. 
We therefore demand that the Housing Executive publish the screening exercise it has undertaken without further delay and agree that no decisions will be taken in relation to a standard regional payment rate (including whether such a rate should be introduced) until the section 75 processes have been fully discharged. This should include the completion of a full Equality Impact Assessment, the need for which should be clear.

Conclusion
Given the concerns highlighted within this submission UNISON would welcome a clear commitment on the part of the Housing Executive to further engage with us and other relevant stakeholders. We anticipate a detailed response to our comments which demonstrates that they have been given proper consideration. We believe that direct engagement is the most valuable form of engagement in relation to these proposals

For further information, please contact: 

John Patrick Clayton, Policy Officer – j.clayton@unison.co.uk
Telephone – 028 90270190
UNISON, Galway House, 165 York St, Belfast, BT15 1AL
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� £15.87 for floating support and £14.61 for accommodation based services.
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