Supporting People funds to be frozen
By Ian Mitchell

Less than a year after it was launched, the government has moved to curb burgeoning expenditure under its Supporting People programme by freezing allocations for 2004/05 and demanding councils make “efficiency savings” of 2.5% in order to “improve value for money.” Councils with the highest per unit expenditure under Supporting People will also have to submit to detailed inspection from spending watchdog the Audit Commission, said the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM).

The Supporting People programme, which drew together nine different funding programmes covering housing support services including sheltered wardens, hostels and women’s refuges, began in April 2003. As early as October last year the government became alarmed at the cost of the programme when 2003/04 expenditure came in at £1.82bn, compared to local authority projections of £1.4bn. The government commissioned Eugene Sullivan of RSM Robson Rhodes LLP to conduct an independent review of the programme.

That review, presented to ministers last week, found “wide variations in unit costs between authorities” and concluded that efficiency savings could be made.

The report also cites “circumstantial evidence” that councils are using the Supporting People programme to fund services previously financed through health and social services budgets.

Speaking at the publication of the review’s findings, Junior Housing Minister Yvette Cooper said: “Supporting People is an extremely important programme, which aims to help some of the most vulnerable people in society live independently with the support they need. It is important that the programme delivers value for money. The independent review is clear that value for money can be improved and the variations between local authorities should be addressed. We have asked the Audit Commission to conduct detailed inspections of some of the high cost authorities so these problems can be dealt with and valuable services for the vulnerable can be safeguarded.”

The National Housing Federation (NHF) said it was pleased that the government had resisted pressure to instigate “immediate cuts” in the programme. 

But the NHF’s head of care, support and diversity, Diane Henderson, said: “A 2.5% efficiency saving combined with no inflationary increases, amounts to a 5% reduction in real terms, which will produce a challenging operational environment for providers.”

Local Government Association (LGA) chair Sir Jeremy Beecham also expressed relief that there would be no immediate cut in funding for the programme, but added: “We are somewhat surprised that this figure has been frozen based on an expectation that councils can make up to 2.5% efficiency savings.

“This real term cut assumes that all local authorities are currently operating their Supporting People programme less than efficiently - but many local authorities will have no room to make savings other than by cutting back on vital services.”

He added that the government’s plan to focus inspections on “high cost” local authorities would give a distorted picture of the Supporting People regime. “The LGA believes that a range of other local authorities should be included to give a balanced picture of funding needs and value for money”, he said. 
