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Introduction

The availability of suitably designed accessible housing is a basic and absolute right that directly contributes to a disabled person’s ability to participate in, and to contribute to, the life of the community within which he/she lives.

Some 35 years ago, the Dept of the Environment introduced a Disabled Persons Housing Grant Scheme (DPG) to part fund housing adaptations as required by people with disabilities. The DPG scheme has been the mainstay of an approach to housing provision for people with disabilities which aims to adapt existing inaccessible housing units rather than instigate a planned move to a more inclusive and universally accessible housing stock.

While the extension of Part M of the Building Regulations to housing has been a welcome development, at most these regulations make a house “visitable” to – not “habitable” by - a person with a mobility impairment. So that while a person with a mobility impairment can feel comfortable and welcome in visiting, they would be unable to live in such a house.

In any event, the almost total absence of policing in regard to the implementation of Part M means that the current situation, where the overwhelming majority of Irish housing stock is inaccessible, is unlikely to improve to any significant degree.

The Disabled Persons Housing Grant remains the most essential tool for people who have or acquire a disability to make their home environment suitable to their needs. The following document examines the critical importance of the DPG in this regard, outlines the various ways in which it has been undermined and eroded in recent times, and makes recommendations on how best to improve and update the scheme to reflect the reality of disability in Ireland today.

Context
Any review of the operation of the DPG scheme by the Department of the Environment must take account of the very changed understanding of disability in a social, political and equality context.
Since the DPG Scheme was first introduced, a move from a very medical to a social model of disability, based on equality, rights and the understanding of disability issues, has taken place. In addition, the demographics of the population is changing and improved medical and rehabilitative procedures have consequences for community based service provision, including an increased demand for housing adaptation.  These changes are evidenced in:

· The publication of “A Strategy for Equality” in 1996 which, from a prolonged and detailed country wide consultation with people with disabilities and their representative organisations, compiled a comprehensive statement of their needs in relation to all aspects of life.

· The extension of Equality based legislation under the Equal Status Act 2000 and the Employment Equality Legislation 1998 which specifically names people with disabilities as a group of people who require and are given protection and redress under both of these acts of law.  In addition, the publication of a revised Disabilities Bill is eagerly awaited in November 2003. Following his recent meeting with the DLCG, the Taoiseach has now confirmed this Bill will be rights-based, further strengthening the case for a similar approach to housing provision for people with disabilities.
· Under the new National Partnership Agreement “Sustaining Progress”, both,” people with disabilities”, and “housing” are named as issues of key national concern of a cross cutting nature that require the mobilization of resources across sectors and at different levels of Government.  With representation from DFI, (Disability Federation of Ireland) people with disabilities now have, for the first time, a place at these partnership talks under the Community and Voluntary Pillar.

· The on-going NAPS- Incl consultation names people with disabilities as being a group of people who are vulnerable to poverty – with 70% – 80% of people with disabilities unemployed and over 120,000 people with disabilities dependant on social welfare , this is a well recognized fact. While the NAPS-Incl, draft document specifically states the need to identify and remedy barriers to accommodation for travellers and homeless people, it fails miserably to make the same demand in relation to the elimination of barriers to the provision of the housing/accommodation requirements of people with disabilities.
· NESC – are in the process of undertaking a major study on Housing in Ireland of 2003.  One expects that this study must address the specific housing/accommodation requirements of specific groups of people, including people with disabilities.

· Ireland is presently represented on a UN ad hoc committee working towards bringing to the UN, a treaty on the “Human Rights of Persons with Disabilities”. This committee is meeting in the US in June 2003.

· Statistical data confirms that Ireland has an aging population, which in addition to significantly increased medical and paramedical expertise means that many, many more people are surviving traumas and are requiring support services to assist them – as required – in continuing to live active and fulfilling lives – in their homes and communities.

· With the current emphasis on community care and the general lack of appropriate residential/ sheltered/supported/independent accommodation for people with disabilities, many people who might choose differently, continue to live on in the family or in their own homes. 

The Disabled Persons Housing Grant.


An overview.

When someone in Ireland acquires a physical disability, there is a strong possibility that the house in which they live will become inaccessible for them.  They may find themselves unable to access the house itself and, even where this is possible, may find it impossible to access a bathroom, bedroom or other areas of the house.  When this happens, people will need to make significant structural adaptations or extensions to their home.  The Disabled Persons Housing Grant (DPG) is designed to help alleviate these costs.

Currently, the grant aid available under the DPG scheme for housing adaptation is 90% of the approved cost of the work up to a maximum payment of €20,000.  The scheme is administered by local authorities nationwide who contribute 40% of the grant costs and recoup 60% of the money from Central Government. Typically, the services of an Occupational Therapist (OT) are employed to assess what type of work needs to be done in order to make a home liveable again in the short and long-term.  The OT's report, accompanied by a medical letter, one or more building quotes, and the tax details of the applicant are submitted to the Area Medical Officer (AMO) to make a decision on the medical entitlement of the applicant.  Generally, depending on the local authority, an engineer, surveyor or architect employed by the authority assesses the structural viability and cost effectiveness of the proposed adaptations.

Whereas this is a typical procedure, each local authority nationwide designs its own application form and has its own procedures for issuing the DPG.
Housing and people with disabilities. 
In Ireland today, people with disability, in relation to other groups in society, are still at a major economic and social disadvantage.  Over 120,000 with disability are dependent on social welfare payments and therefore at risk of poverty.  The rate of unemployment among people with disability is estimated to be around 70%.  As the social, cultural, economic and leisure infrastructures within our society are still largely inaccessible, people with disability are often both physically and geographically excluded from what is considered normal and usual interaction and participation in society.  

Of the many structural barriers in society, the inaccessibility of the Irish housing stock is a key factor which significantly limits the expectations of and for people with disability. The DPG has been a major measure of social inclusion, a goal which has been championed by this and previous governments and is best illustrated through the objectives of the National Anti-Poverty Strategy and Ireland's most recent social partnership agreement, Sustaining Progress.  In both of these programmes, issues concerning Housing and the disadvantaged situation of people with disabilities receive particular attention.  However, the current crisis caused by the coincidence of the two has not been adequately identified or addressed by Government.

Cost of Adaptations and Grant Aid.

While there have been advances made in recent years to the DPG scheme, these have been rendered redundant by underfunding and the inability of local authorities to keep up with demand.  The maximum grant of €20,000, whereas representing a significant increase on 1997 levels, simply fails to recognise current building costs.  

Frequently what is required under the DPG is a bedroom/bathroom extension.  In Dublin, this can cost over twice the cap, leaving the applicant in the impossible position of having to raise privately monies in excess of the actual Grant.  Even where the works total in the region of € 20,000, the applicant's contribution is 10%, or € 2000.  Given the well-documented level of poverty amongst people with disabilities, even this figure is daunting.
The current situation.

An overview.

A review of the DPG scheme by the Irish Wheelchair Association in January 2003 revealed a crisis in its administration. During 2002 and 2003 huge inequities have developed in the administration of the DPG scheme by the different local authorities.  This IWA research is complemented by similar studies and experience coming from the Spinal Injuries Action Association and a group of multi-disciplinary professionals from the National Rehabilitation Hospital.  For the most part, the DPG crisis is caused by inadequate funding and increased numbers of applications although this is exacerbated by other factors. Varying from authority to authority, the key elements of the crisis can be summarised under the following headings:

1)
Funding issues.

· Some Authorities, having exhausted their DPG allocations for the year, have suspended the scheme altogether or introduced means testing.

· Despite the € 20,000 cap, some authorities have introduced their own caps, set at a much lower level (for example, bedroom/bathroom extension capped at € 6000 in Galway).

· The € 20,000 cap does not recognise current costs in the construction industry.  In Dublin, a bedroom/bathroom extension, a typical necessity under the DPG scheme, can cost upwards of € 40,000.  The vast majority of people with disabilities are unemployed and topping up to this total is inconceivable.

· Even where the scheme is fully operable, the 90%/ €20,000 cap leaves a shortfall of up to €2000 which must be paid by the applicant.  The link between disability and poverty has been well-established and € 2000 for most people with disabilities is an impossible sum of money to raise.

2)
Application procedures.

· The application process is not standardised across the country and can be extremely complicated and intimidating.  Many applicants require an advocate to assist them.

· The current waiting period is leaving many people in miserable accommodation for extended periods of time.  This even applies to people who live in council-owned properties where the council is responsible for alterations. 

· Some councils have introduced arbitrary priority systems and means testing whose impact can be extremely regressive when considered alongside the government’s stated social inclusion objectives.

3)
Availability of professional advice.
· Due to staff shortages, applicants often have to wait lengthy periods for a Community Occupational Therapist to become available.  They are advised to employ an OT privately, meaning further costs.

· Some councils do not employ a surveyor to inspect completed work.  This can result in poorer quality workmanship.

Likely consequences if this crisis is allowed to continue.

The introduction of "review measures" i.e. priority listings, reduced capping levels, means testing,   which result in minimising and de-valuing the social and monetary value of the DPG scheme is an ill-conceived shortsighted response to funding shortfalls.  The end result of these measures will translate into realities which will ultimately be of greater social and economic cost.  Examples of this include:

· People continuing to live in miserable conditions.  For example, converting a downstairs living room into an entire living area for sleeping, eating, toileting etc.

· People being discharged unnecessarily to residential units and then being unable to move on from there.

· Costs to health board of residential care and carers coming into homes as people can't manage independently.

· People being unable to return to work/attend education as home life becomes so stressful.

· People having to apply for social housing as they are unable to continue living in their own home and community.

· Housing stock continues to be hugely inaccessible to people with disabilities.

Although the IWA recognises that funding for the DPG scheme has increased significantly year-on-year in recent years, it must be remembered that at no stage did this funding ever come close to matching the demand.  In defending or explaining the shortfall, officials at the Department of the Environment point to several factors:

- Demand in numerical terms for the scheme has increased enormously in each year of this and of the previous government’s term.
- The most striking aspect of demand is the overwhelming predominance of applications from the elderly.

- The DPG is no longer exclusively focused on those for whom it was "originally intended".

- The term “disability” needs to be defined in relation to DPG grant applications.

The position of the IWA is that the DPG is exactly what it says, namely, The Disabled Persons Housing Grant.  The Grant is designed to adapt houses for all people with disabilities, irrespective of whether the disability was acquired through injury, illness or old age.  Furthermore, there is a fundamental social inclusion aspect to the DPG scheme and, in broader terms, to the availability of liveable accommodation for everyone.  

Conclusions.

In consideration of the above, and in making the following recommendations, the IWA believes the Department of the Environment must acknowledge that in a changed context the DPG scheme is meeting a much wider need than it was originally set up to meet and that it is crucial to maintain this social inclusion aspect of the DPG scheme which facilitates many thousands of people to remain living in their community. 
In an overall context, the IWA recommends that the DPG scheme be one element of a more complete Government policy on the Provision of Housing for people with disabilities. In the very short term actions are needed to standardize and rationalize the funding and administration of the DPG scheme across local authorities. In the medium to longer term Government Housing Policy would aim to reduce the demand for costly adaptation by promoting different housing design and by the provision of different forms of housing/accommodation as required by people with disabilities.
To this end the following recommendations address some of the issues raised in this paper and also go beyond to look at the development of a defined policy on the provision of housing/accommodation as required by people with disabilities.

Recommendations and related issues.

Priority systems and means testing.

The IWA does not support the establishment of newly introduced priority systems which serve to deal with some applications at the expense of others.  Nor does IWA support the introduction of means-testing.  The need for housing adaptation is a cost arising from having or acquiring a disability and living in a society that excludes by default most of its citizens with mobility impairment. Exclusion of citizens with disabilities from Ireland’s social, cultural, political and environmental structures is a historical reality which continues to this day and regressive steps such as the above cannot be permitted.

Housing Policy
The IWA recommends that the DPG be acknowledged as an element of a wider housing policy that needs to address the provision of appropriate accommodation/housing and support for people with disability. This acknowledgement should lead to:

· The promotion of, “lifetime adaptable design”, which provides accommodation that can be adapted or extended at a minimal cost.  

· A pilot project to assess the implications and viability of extending the specifications of Part M of the building regulations to those of lifetime adaptable housing.

· A requirement for each local authority, in consultation with local stakeholders, to draw up a plan for the delivery of housing/accommodation as required locally by people with disabilities.

· An agreed percentage of local authority housing to be fully wheelchair accessible and the formal establishment of links between organisations representing people with disabilities and housing providers.

· A funding line to be established for the ongoing staffing costs of providing supported/sheltered community-based housing and accommodation for people with disabilities, as called for by the Irish Council for Social Housing.

· The establishment of a central consultative forum to establish, monitor, and review housing policy and provision of housing/accommodation programmes for people with disabilities. 

Recommendations for DPG structure and funding
Administrative

1.
Interpretation of disability in relation to DPG.
In the regulations relating to the DPG scheme, that the term "physically handicapped" be interpreted in the following way: 
“In relation to housing and accommodation, disability arises when an inaccessible home environment restricts the ability of a person who has a long-term mobility impairment to carry out the activities of daily life.  The mobility impairment may be congenital or acquired through accident, injury, illness or old age.”

2.
Scope of the DPG.
To provide accessible accommodation to a person who has a long-term mobility impairment by the provision of: 
· the carrying out of adaptation work to facilitate ease of access throughout a home 

· the installation of a lift, either a stair-lift or through-the-floor. 

· additional accommodation to an existing or a new home in the form of an extension to that home.

The above work will include, where appropriate, the provision of heating and environmental controls.

3.      The DPG to be payable to:
· individual homeowners.

· Voluntary Housing Associations.

· Private landlords who are willing to adapt to suit the requirements of the tenant, with conditions attached such as long-term tenure for the tenant and a "lien" with terms attached.
4.
Inter-agency co-operation

Local authorities to establish formal links with Rehabilitation hospitals and units to facilitate forward planning for the discharge home of people who have recently acquired a long-term mobility impairment.  Each local authority to allow a percentage of their yearly allocation to these applications to expedite discharge home from hospital.

5.
Appeals
The establishment of a transparent and user-friendly appeals procedure, independent of local authorities and the Department of the Environment.  This does not currently exist, although the Equality Authority and The National Council for Ageing and Older People have called for the setting up of such a body.
6.      Existing grant schemes.
To establish a “One-Stop Shop” within each local authority dealing with grant aid for housing, adaptation and repair. To be achieved by combining the administration of the Essential Repairs Grant, Housing Aid for the Elderly and the DPG scheme. These schemes, while addressing different needs, are complementary.  Formal cooperation to be established between health boards who currently administer the Housing Aid for the Elderly and the local the authority.

7.
Time frames/Best Practice

With the aim of dealing with DPG applications in order of their receipt and within a reasonable time frame,  that a template for best practice be agreed which would require all  local authorities to incorporate stated minimum requirements into their administration of the DPG scheme. 

**  South Dublin County Council, in their administration of the DPG scheme, has been cited by some service providers as an example of good practice.
8.
Professional training.
A specific training programme should be developed for professionals involved in consulting on and approving DPG applications.  Training could be accessed by Occupational Therapists, Area Medical Officers, General Practitioners and others.  Although each of these professionals has expertise which can, and does, contribute to the DPG, the same training programme should be undertaken by each in order to avoid the possibility of conflict and minimise recourse to the appeals procedure.

The training programme should include modules covering the practical aspects of design and mobility, guidelines for qualification, an understanding of the application and appeal process as well as the context in which the DPG operates.
9.
Issues concerning suppliers and contractors
In supporting the application process, the Department to look at the viability of local authorities establishing locally:
· standardised costing
· a list of registered contractors

· a review of the insurance requirements of builders who work with the DPG scheme.  (The insurance requirements seem to be excessive, particularly for small builders who are likely to be interested in taking on the jobs.)
· A negotiation process with the relevant businesses and organisations to set up a system that allows for reuse of equipment such as stair lifts, through-floor lifts and to look at the possibility of a contract with these lift companies to provide equipment at reasonable costs or to refit second-hand equipment.
10.
Design templates
As a pilot project, with funding from the Housing Initiative Fund, to look at the viability of using design templates, as advised for different situations by suitably trained and experienced professionals, allied with the provision of backup technical expertise from the local authority.
11.
Professional and technical support
With the aim of achieving best design and use of money in the both short and long-terms, local authorities to provide technical support from suitably qualified technical persons who are contracted by the local authority on a local or regional basis.
Funding.
12.
Housing/accommodation provision for people who are homeless and for travellers is fully recouped by the Department to the local authority.  In terms of equity, the same funding mechanism should be established for the DPG scheme and for other housing/accommodation initiatives for people with disabilities.

13.
As recommended in "A Strategy for Equality", the DPG to 100% fund the cost of housing adaptation. This will necessitate payments at a higher rate in stated urban areas and the islands,  reflecting higher building costs.

14.
a)
That the "Housing Aid for the Elderly Scheme", currently funded by lottery funds, be brought back into the Department of the Environment vote and merged with the DPG. Simultaneously, a compensatory increase in funding from the Exchequer to the Department’s annual budget in order to eliminate waiting lists. 


b)
In recognition of the fact that the Housing Aid for the Elderly Scheme currently receives non-departmental funding (ie the National Lottery), that a once-off injection of funds come from the Lottery to clear the backlog in Housing Aid for the Elderly and also to assist clearing the backlog in DPG.

16.
A once-off injection of funds from the Dormant Accounts Fund or the off-shore accounts tax payments to enable local authorities to process the continually expanding backlog of DPG applications.

For further information contact:

Seamus Thomson, CEO, 
Irish Wheelchair Association.
sat@iwa.ie
Dolores Murphy, Housing Officer.

Dolores.murphy@iwa.ie
Olan McGowan, Advocacy Coordinator.
Olan.mcgowan@iwa.ie
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