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The Strategic Use of Regulatory Powers to Improve Poor Housing Conditions, Reduce Health Inequalities and Generate Major Savings
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Summary
Liverpool City Council and Primary Care Trust are pioneering a simple approach to proactively improving poor housing and reducing associated health inequality. It is making a real difference to people’s lives. 

A small team of Environmental Health Officers use enforcement powers to undertake targeted inspections of rented properties in Liverpool’s most deprived areas. They identify and systematically remove serious hazards, such as excess cold, damp, unsafe electrics and fire threats, creating safer and healthier living environments.
This strategic use of statutory powers is creating ongoing savings, exceeding  £50 million in the next ten years, for the NHS and wider society. 
(100 words)

Introduction
Liverpool City Council and Primary Care Trust have set up a unique, groundbreaking partnership which is significantly reducing health inequality within the City through the strategic use of Environmental Health inspection and enforcement powers.  The Healthy Homes Programme has been running since April 2009 and is aiming to prevent 100 premature deaths and over 1000 medical interventions.
Poor housing causes ill health and low life expectancy, and is worst in the private rented sector. Healthy Homes Advocates proactively identify and visit hard to reach, at risk residents living in areas of high deprivation. The advocates identify poor housing conditions, ill health and repressive lifestyle, and refer specific needs directly to over fifteen specialist partner agencies. 
Housing disrepair is dealt with quickly by a dedicated in-house team of Environmental Health Officers using statutory powers to effect repairs under the Housing Health and Safety Rating Scheme (HHSRS).
This targeting process provides a direct route for regulatory resources to be swiftly deployed in achieving better living conditions, health and lifestyle for the most vulnerable.
Progress so far
In the first 18 months of this 4 year project, advocates have visited over 11,000 properties in targeted areas for deprivation across the city. 11,700 referrals have been made to various partners. In particular, 1967 rented properties have been referred for EHO intervention, which is commenced within 48 hours. As a result, 1457 serious housing hazards have been identified and removed. These include acute cases of fire, excess cold, damp and mould, electrical and tripping dangers, as illustrated below.
 EHOs work with landlords to ensure hazards are removed and conditions improved. As a result over £2.5 million private sector investment has been generated for property improvement. There are also bigger savings and efficiencies in terms of medical interventions and benefit to society which can be attributed to the EHO interventions. These are evaluated later on.

Serious Housing hazards identified through EHO inspection
[image: image1.jpg]Liverpool
City Council




The effectiveness of these EHO interventions is illustrated by the following case studies:

Case Study 1
Advocates referred a family, with young children living in a privately rented terraced property, to the EHO Team. A HHSRS inspection quickly took place and revealed many serious health hazards, including:

· Electrical sockets hanging off the walls

· The main lights in some rooms, including the stairwell were unusable due to damp walls and leaks 

· The boiler was accessible and had no form of insulation to protect its hot surfaces

· Severe rising damp within the property

· No fire alarms in the house

The investigating EHO immediately contacted the landlord and a timetable was agreed for urgent repairs. The improvement works were carried out at no cost to the tenants. 
In addition, referrals were made for the removal of a wasps nest, smoke alarms to be fitted and advice on diet to be given.
Case Study 2
Another tenant who has recently been helped is Claire, a mother of two, whose health visitor told the team that the family were freezing as they had no heating or hot water, and repairs to the heating system had not been initiated by her landlord.

An EHO carried out an urgent inspection and informed the landlord that immediate repairs to the heating system needed to be completed. This was carried out within days.
Claire said: "My family are lovely and warm. I can give the kids a nice warm bath and we are happily looking forward to Christmas."
Customer Focus
Previous approaches to poor housing have been purely reactive with resource limited services only responding to service requests or complaints. The HHP Management Team realised that many of the most vulnerable residents were unable or even unwilling to engage with the council and would only be picked up by the system in the event of a serious incident. A set of priority areas were identified by applying accepted housing and deprivation indices to the 291 Super Output Areas in the city. This led to a proactive visits timetable, targeting those most in need, comprising some 25,000 properties over four years.
In addition to the 1967 EHO referrals a further 9,792 referrals have been made to other partners on a wide range of health and social wellbeing issues, as below:
                                       Partner Network
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Referrals to Partners:  11759
	Referral Partners
	Total
	 
	Referral Partners
	Total

	EHO 
	1967
	
	Smoking
	488

	Dentist
	1741
	
	Doctor
	228

	Food & Nutrition
	1458
	
	Mental Well-being
	751

	Fuel Poverty
	424
	
	Benefit Maximisation
	388

	Fire Service
	1318
	
	Age Concern
	311

	Education, Employment or Training
	671
	
	Sure Start 
	232

	Exercise
	791
	
	Alcohol & Drugs
	78

	Energy efficiency
	913
	
	Total referrals
	11759


The targeting process is proving very effective in engaging hard to reach and minority groups. Monitoring has shown that 24% of residents visited are not white British which is three times higher than the 8% overall proportion of the local population these groups comprise.
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White British 75%

White Irish 1.90%

Other White 1.70%

European  2.90%

Mixed Caribbean 0.98%

Mixed African 0.98%

Mixed Asian 0.34%

Other Mixed 0.29%

Asian British/Indian 2.01%

Asian British/Pakistani 1.53%

Asian British/Bangladeshi 0.39%

Other Asian 2.31%

Black British 3.15%

Caribbean 0.78%

Somali 0.68%

Nigerian 0.59%

Other Black 2.26%

Chinese 0.89%

Yemeni 0.84%


Customer satisfaction with the interventions made is high. Key results include:
· 51% of customers interviewed rated our service as excellent
93% rated our service as good or better
None rated the service as unsatisfactory or poor

· 100% found our staff to be polite and helpful

· 10 actions resulted from Customer Focus Group suggestions (83%)

Working with Landlords
Removing hazards and improving housing condition is the primary objective of the EHO Team. If necessary, statutory pathways will be fully pursued to ensure improvement, but the preferred route is always by working with and supporting landlords. 

Where inspection reveals serious hazards, advice and guidance for landlords is provided. Wherever possible a dialogue is established to agree and timetable repairs and improvements. Landlord Information Packs are available outlining roles, duties and standards to be met. 

A citywide landlord accreditation scheme has been set up to improve landlord engagement and recognise good practice. This promotes self-regulation within the sector and counteracts perceptions of disproportionate enforcement action. EHOs actively encourage landlords to join the scheme.

A Landlord Panel and Landlord Forum are both used to engage with landlords and have proved invaluable in implementing this initiative. The comprehensive inspection programme represents a ‘level playing field’ landlords have been requesting. Updates are regularly provided to both panel and forum.
Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) account for over a quarter of Liverpool’s housing stock and each has its own customer service process.  An EHO is linked with each RSL on an individual basis and HHSRS training has been given to RSL surveyors. This provides a useful shortcut to enable issues to be raised and actions to be carried out promptly.
Linking with local priorities
Addressing poor housing conditions and the associated health and wellbeing improvement delivers against a range of local indicators, including

· All-age cause mortality rate per 100,000 population (NI 120)
· Number of vulnerable people achieving independent living (NI141)

· Tackling fuel poverty (NI187)

· Adapting to climate change (NI188)

In addition, these innovative working arrangements fully support two of the City Council’s aims, namely:

· Aim 2 - empowering our residents ‘Safeguarding and includion of the most needy and excluded groups in the city, providing equality and real opportunity for improvement and enhanced quality of life.’
· Aim 3 – to develop our communities  ‘Provide sustainable communities through access to decent homes ... including environmental enforcement against dereliction’
As well as contributing to the Primary Care Trust’s vision: 
‘To achieve transformational improvements in health and in service provision and significant reductions in health inequalities.’ 
The programme contributes to area regeneration programmes which impact upon and help deliver outcomes in terms of feeling safe and reduced fear of crime. By aligning with programmes like RESPECT which tackles antisocial behaviour, referring empty properties to the Council’s Vacants Team, and working with Housing Market Renewal to tackle environmental blight, not only are individual housing conditions improved, but the quality of and satisfaction within an area is also enhanced.
Furthermore, one of the 29 housing hazards is Entry by Intruders. Inspecting officers, informed by burglary rates within specific areas, can ensure that any assessment truly reflects the risks of the locality and secure the appropriate improvements.  
Continuous Improvement
The Management Team is committed to continually improving all aspects of its operation and the wider service holds the Customer Service Excellence Award. It ensures that the quality and effectiveness of EHO interventions meet the highest standards. Improvement is informed by:

· Consulting with and listening to our customers through Satisfaction Surveys and  Customer Focus Groups, and responding to what they tell us
· Holding regular Stakeholder days for partners to report on progress, consult on changes and receive comment and feedback on operational issues 
· Reviewing the quality and success of referrals and involving EHOs in staff training
· Responding positively to improvement suggestions from customers, partners and staff
Over the past 18 months many improvements have been made to the scope and operation of the service. These include:

· Customer Focus Group. The group is made up of service users throughout the city. It was introduced 12 months ago for cutomers to feedback on operations, critically appraise performance and comment on any proposed changes to the service aimed at improving delivery. The group is enthusiastic and has suggested numerous improvements, many of which have been implemented.
· Inbound referrals.  Where external partners identify poor housing as an issue for their own customers they can make an inbound referral to the team which is responded to within 24 hours. This provides additional direct access to vulnerable residents who have not been picked up by the visits programme. Inbound referrals are regularly made by local GP’s and more than half our other Partners have started making them.

· Better Targeting. The suite of deprivation indices has been increased and refined.
· Emergency Heating. EHO’s now have a stock of electric heaters to give out when they find excess cold hazards
· Extended working hours. Following feedback from the Customer Focus Group, EHO visits can take place of an evening and at weekends.
Value for money and benefit to Health and Society

An evaluation of the first 12 months results has been completed by the Building Research Establishment (BRE) and provides some startling conclusions.

· In the year April 09 to Mar 10 some 861 properties were inspected by the EHO Team under HHSRS and 725 Category One hazards were identified and subsequently removed following landlord investment of  £1.37million 
· The cost of the whole Healthy Homes Programme for the year was £1.07million and the cost of the EHO team was £298,000 
· The work carried out this year by Liverpool should save the NHS £439,405 each year from this point onwards. Assuming that works of a similar value were to be carried out over a 10 year period then we can extrapolate that the  annual saving will reach £4.4 million. 
· The annual savings to the NHS of mitigating excess cold hazards alone is estimated as £341,000 
· The wider benefits to society, estimated as two and a half times that of the benefit to the NHS, are estimated as £1.1 million annually. Over 10 years this would come to a total saving of £11 million. 

(Calculation of the savings was achieved by bringing data into a customised version of the BRE Health Cost Calculator spreadsheet developed as part of their Real Costs of Poor Housing project.)
The project is clearly proving excellent value for money and is generating huge present and future savings. The projected cost of the EHO aspect of the whole 4 year programme is £1.24 million. During the programme over 25,000 properties will be visited by advocates and at least 4,300 will be passed EHO team for regulatory inspection. These visits will in turn continue to generate ongoing savings  on a cumulative basis until the end of the programme. These will be in excess of £2 million for the NHS each year and £5 million for the wider society.

The total savings generated over ten years as a result of this innovative partnership between Regulatory and Health services is therefore likely to exceed £50 million. 

(1996 words)
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