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Questions that family carers may wish to ask at their local Learning Disability Partnership Board following the Panorama programme on 31st May.

Background:
The programme which has really shocked everyone showed the terrible abuse that was taking place in a locked ward of a treatment and assessment unit at Winterbourne View hospital near Bristol. The hospital was a privately run establishment which was part of a group called Castlebeck. This group in turn is part of a much larger group including Barchester Care and is owned by a private finance consortium of investors. The places in these hospitals would normally be bought by NHS commissioners who work for PCTs.

This was not registered social care and local authority social care cannot buy places at a hospital.

In this situation the ‘patients’ may be ‘sectioned’ under the Mental Health Act and be subject to that law.

Whilst Valuing People and Valuing People Now has said NHS run campuses were to be closed, these private hospitals have been opening up to take the people that commissioners find ‘hard to place’.

There were many failings which lead to this appalling abuse taking place. It appeared that the supervision by the qualified staff on the ward was none existent, the unqualified staff  were running the ward, the hospital’s management did not respond to the whistle blower and neither did the regulator, the Care Quality Commission (CQC). 
Many people are questioning if this type of abuse is widespread. Families are very concerned especially because of their question ‘What will happen when I’m gone?‘
Local Partnership Boards were established to support better lives for all people with a learning disability not just those known to the local authority.

As members of the local Learning Disability Partnership Board, you may wish to find out more about what is happening in your area.

Below  are some questions you may feel you  need answered by the NHS commissioner(s) in your local PCT(s) who, hopefully, are part of your Board and do attend regularly.
For NHS commissioners:

1. How many people do you buy places for in private hospitals?

2. How many people do you buy places for in NHS units?

3. How many people that you buy places for are sectioned under the Mental Health Act?

4. Do you visit an establishment before you buy a place for someone there?

5. How soon after the placement do you check if it is working well?

6. Do you review the placements annually?

7. Do you receive reports about how the treatment is progressing?

8. Do you involve families when you are choosing a placement?

9. Do you check with families how they think their relative is doing?
10. Do you put long term advocacy in place for people who do not have families?

11. What systems to do they have in place to alert them to potential problems?
You should expect a reply to your questions within a reasonable timescale, say a couple of weeks. Hopefully, in the light of the programme they will have done a review of who they have placed where and so it will be easy for them to answer. 
If you cannot get answers you could try other approaches:
· Writing to the Chief Executives of the PCT and asking your questions under the Freedom of Information Act.  “I am writing to you to request answers to my questions under the Freedom of Information Act……”

You will find their details on the PCT website or your Partnership board officer should be able to give then to you.  If you are getting nowhere with the PCT find out who the chair of their Board is and write to them. You can make a formal complaint if your letter goes unanswered or you are not happy with the reply. Formal complaints have to be responded to. Remember to say formal!
Sending  a copy of your letter to the PCT Chief Executive to the Chair of your local authority’s Health and Social Care Scrutiny Committee ( or whatever your local version is called) so that they also know you want answers. This committee, which should be your ally,  may also be very interested in any  reply from the PCt, so when you get it send them a copy. 
· Hopefully, (you will see I am being very hopeful!) you will not need to go this far but you can go to your local elected councillor, your MP and the local press.

Continued Vigilance:
Prof. Jim Mansell said that from his experience in reviewing previous cases of abuse, this establishment had all the factors in place which were likely to result in this type of bullying regime on the ward. We have to make sure that the lessoned learnt from one case influence the development of new services. 
We know abuse is not just physical. It can be emotional and financial. It can take place anywhere, the family home, supported living, day centres, residential care. However, where people have lots of contact with the local community and other services, there is more chance that questions will be asked if their behaviour seems to have changed. 
Normal health checks should be done for anyone whose behaviour has changed. They may be in pain or have some new underlying condition. Just because they have a learning disability changes in behaviour should not be ignored.

Caroline Farnes

Director 
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