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About Refuge

Refuge is the single largest provider of specialist domestic violence services in the country and in 2011 celebrates 40 years experience of supporting abused women and their children. On any one day, around 1,600 women and children access Refuge’s services which now include:

· Freephone 24 Hour National Domestic Violence Helpline (0808 2000 247): Run in partnership between Refuge and Women’s Aid, the Helpline provides support to 400 women on a daily basis and acts as the national gateway to accessing domestic violence services across the country

· Refuge accommodation: Refuge runs 45 refuges across 18 local authority areas. In total these refuges support almost 600 women and children on any one day. They include culturally specific refuges for South Asian and African-Caribbean women 

· Floating support: Refuge supports over 200 women and children on any one day through this service which works with women who are either still living with the abuser and/or those who have left the abuser and who require support 

· Community outreach scheme: Refuge reaches out and provides support to women from ethnic minority groups through this scheme, including Vietnamese and East European women from Bulgaria, Poland and Romania
· Independent advocacy: Refuge’s independent domestic violence advocates operate across London, Kent, Coventry and Warwickshire. At any given time, each Independent Domestic Violence Advocate (IDVA) has the capacity to support a caseload of 25-30 women for an average of three months, each supporting around 100-120 women per annum 
· Prevention and education: Refuge works to influence the Government’s response to domestic violence and raises public awareness about domestic violence through award-winning pro bono campaigns and a 24 hour proactive fast-response press office

Conventional supported Housing

Question 1: What types of supported housing are available and how do you suggest they should be identified and grouped? 
Refuge believes that you cannot group services based on tenant type as the rent levels and service charges are dependent on the intensity of the service provided. 
Although the provision of refuge accommodation falls within the grouping of those who ‘commonly need lower levels of personal care and support to help them remain the community’, the reality is that women in refuges have significant short term needs and refuges require intensive housing management.

 The provision of emergency accommodation for women and children escaping domestic violence is different from other short term accommodation in that it provides accommodation and support for children as well as their mothers at times of crisis. In fact, although no direct funding is available for them, children are our largest client group.

It is not possible to group services based on particular client groups for the following reasons:

a) The intensity of support required in each service is also based on requirements of the local commissioners of the support service

b) Different client groups have different needs regarding the intensity of support required

c) Services such as refuges provide for clients with children whereas other services do not
Grouping services together assumes a “one size fits all” approach. Women and children experiencing domestic violence have very different needs to other client groups. 

Question 2: Should there be different geographical rates for each type of mainstream supported housing, such as hostels, sheltered housing or refuges or should a single rate be applied? 

The level of service provided and required should be the primary determinant of cost, not geographical area. A single rate would not work.

Refuge is not a registered provider of supported housing and therefore does not benefit from any public subsidy.  Refuge believes that a single rate would be unworkable for refuge provision and could seriously impact on the viability of our services. 

There is already a shortage of emergency accommodation for women fleeing domestic abuse. 

· One woman in four experiences domestic violence at some point in her life

· Two women a week are killed by a current or former partner every week in England and Wales

· In over 50% of known domestic violence cases children are also directly abused

If refuge services were to close the cost to the public purse would increase substantially. The Cap Gemini report which researched the financial benefits of the supporting people programme estimates that in relation to domestic abuse the increased costs to the public purse associated with events that might otherwise be prevented or minimized is likely to rise by £24,701 per event:
· An average £20,702 cost arising from severe incidents of domestic violence; the costs arise from hospital, ambulance and Criminal Justice System costs
· An average £2,665 cost arising from homelessness, including social costs of homeless and costs of emergency accommodation (e.g. B&B)
· An average £516 cost from homicides (corresponding to an increase from around one per 1,000 population per annum to around four), including human and emotional costs and costs to the Health Service and Criminal Justice System
· An average £213 cost from tenancy failure
· An average £199 from being a victim of a minor incident of domestic violence; the costs arise from hospital, ambulance and Criminal Justice System costs
· Additional other, less significant event costs which total to an annual average of £406
Question 3: What types of additional activities or resources are typical of supported housing and how should these be quantified into a weekly amount per unit?
Victims of domestic abuse are at greatest risk of homicide when they are attempting to separate from a violent partner. They often leave everything behind and arrive with very few possessions. Due to the nature of our services, refuges are often in more expensive residential areas and need to be close to amenities.
Below is a list of typical additional activities or resources for refuge clients
· Equipment e.g. central heating, boilers, fire/smoke alarms, entry phones, alarms systems

· Higher voids due to turnover and crisis nature of our services
· Major repairs / Sinking fund / depreciation of building and equipment

· Insurance of building and equipment

· Provision and replacement of furniture

· Heavy wear and tear on the fabric of the building which require more intensive repairs, maintenance and decoration
· Communal parts running costs: heating, lighting, cleaning, gardening, decoration, refuse removal, communal phone, emergency alarm systems

· Management costs including on site staff costs for refuge workers

· Housing management: dealing with arrears, letting tenants, collecting rents, dealing with disputes, assistance claiming benefits

· 24 hour, 365 days a year call out mostly related to housing management needs  

· Arranging move on accommodation

· Children’s play areas

· Children’s furniture

· Provision of basic requirements for women and children who often arrive with just the clothes they are wearing

· Provision of furniture, bed linen, towels etc due to lack of belongings

· Enhanced security such as CCTV and extra security on all entrances and windows

· Intensive housing management due to high turnover and the crisis nature of our services

Refuge accommodation services are short-term emergency services with a high number of children. Often children have witnessed traumatic events and have been victims themselves; they can display disturbed and destructive behaviour which results in a higher than average cost for replacements, renewals and decorations. 

Throughput in our services is much higher than in some other client groups therefore a higher level of housing management is required.  The client group is extremely vulnerable with a high level of need requiring intensive support. The cost of running a service such as a refuge is vastly different from some other client groups.

We believe that these additional activities and costs can be quantified according to their actual cost. We are happy to continue to fully justify our costs with both quantitative and qualitative data as currently required under the Exempt Accommodation rules.

Questions 4: Should an amount for the additional help be worked out using a flat rate addition representing typical additional costs or should a different method be used?  Please tell us what you think are the advantages of your preferred option.

Refuges are unique and should be funded adequately to ensure a high quality and safe environment. The funding should be consistent with the principles of full cost recovery and based on actual cost.
A flat rate addition representing typical additional costs fails to reflect the diversity of need and provision. A “one size fits all” approach is just not appropriate and would inevitably result in service closure. 

If a top up rate is to be used there should be a refuge specific rate that takes in to account the short-term emergency nature of clients and their children.  The cap should be based on actual cost and set at a rate that is high enough to meet the additional costs required to provide specialist refuge accommodation. This should not be decided by local authorities and should be based on centrally agreed criteria. We would urge you to consult with specialist providers of services like ourselves before you establish a top up rate. 

We are concerned local authorities will be tempted to make savings in the short term when in reality the cost of closure of services will be of far greater financial impact to the public purse (as in question 2 above).
As stated in Question 3 above, we would be happy to provide evidence of expenditure on an annual basis to ensure full transparency.
Wider reform

Question 11: Is there a case for considering housing costs more fundamentally within a wider context by having the additional costs associated with supported housing taken out of Housing Benefit altogether and administered locally in the same way as Personal Budgets?
A “one size fits all” approach would not work. The concept of personalized services and budgets has not been thought through for some client groups particularly in the case of domestic abuse. There is a risk that the drive to introduce personalised payments across the board could put the viability of specialist providers such as Refuge at risk.  

The move to direct monthly payments to claimants under universal credit is also of concern.  This could mean much higher costs for the provider in rent collection and arrears and bad debts. Direct payments should continue to be made to the provider.
Supported housing of registered providers and social landlords

Question 13: Should the supported housing of registered providers be treated in the same way, for Housing Benefit purposes, as their mainstream housing?
Housing associations and registered providers are advantaged by their registered status. Specialist organisations such as Refuge provide a service equal or superior to those provided by RSLs yet both they and the local authority area in which they operate are disadvantaged by DWP only paying 60% subsidy rather than 100% allowed to RSLs

Question 14: What do you think of the proposed categorisation of supported housing; is there a sound basis for treating these three types of supported housing differently?  (registered providers, those who can be identified by their accommodation type and those with more intense, individual needs)
As a non-registered provider of specialist support Refuge is often placed at a disadvantage. We are concerned that as a non-registered provider we will be dependent upon the level of top-up assistance. We already face a complete lack of understanding in some local authorities on the level of need for intensive housing management in refuge provision; a top up scheme could make the situation worse. 

We believe that the most effective system would be for all providers, irrespective of type and of service provided, to provide an audit trail of expenditure on an annual basis.
Question: 15: Is the process of rent-officer referral sufficient to ensure that only ‘reasonable’ supported accommodation costs are met in the registered provider sector?  Are there ways in which the rent referral process could be improved?
Our experience is that local authorities often misinterpret regulations and guidance on eligibility.  We have had recent experience of referrals to rent officer that have taken two years to resolve and where our case was eventually upheld. This has put the viability of some of our refuges at risk and is in effect an exploitation of the caring nature of specialist charities. 
Many local authorities do not have a good understanding of the cost of supported housing. We envisage that the number of referrals to rent officer will increase, which in turn will increase the number of appeals. Tribunal judges are already under immense pressure. If the level of appeals increases, appeals will take longer and this will impact on the viability of specialist providers such as Refuge.

When locating a refuge we have to assess which area is safe. Often our refuges are placed in areas that are not in the cheapest rent area. Rent officers look at locality which is not the most important consideration for refuge provision. 

Rent officer assessments in neighboring boroughs can vary as much as £300. A good example of this is the neighbouring east London boroughs we work in; one has set a rate of £80 and the other £400. This demonstrates the difference in understanding of the needs of specialist refuge provision.
Transitional arrangements

Question 16: How do you think the new rules should be introduced?

We would urge you to consult further with specialist providers on the unintended impact these proposals will have on services for vulnerable women and children. There is a real risk that high quality specialist provision built up over 40 years will disappear resulting in increased cost to society.
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