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White
Good Evening.  Moving home is accepted to be one of the most stressful things we ever do; right up there with bereavement and divorce. So how much more so if you're in your 80s,  your 90s even over a hundred and you're visually impaired?  And yet this is what has faced the 20 residents of Pocklington House, a residential home for blind and partially sighted elderly people at Northwood in Hertfordshire. 

Later we'll hear from the Chief Executive of the Pocklington Trust about why this has been necessary, and about the alternatives residents face.  But first, the story which has led up to it.  Most of those living at Pocklington house assumed - indeed, felt they had been assured - that this was a secure home for the remainder of their lives. They and their relatives had deliberately decided to opt for a home which specialised in looking after visually impaired elderly people, and which had designed its surroundings and services with that in mind. When I visited Pocklington House yesterday to talk to some of the residents who are still there, I met Nuala Black, who is 92 and has been living there for the past two years.   

Black
I came to Pocklington House because I was blind - Macular Degeneration - so the suggestion was that I should go to a blind home because this condition was getting worse and it has and as this is the only home for the blind in Hertfordshire I left my home in Potters Bar to come here.  I was assured it was a home for life, I didn't want to cause my family any distress - they'd no experience of blindness, any more than I had - I just didn't want to be a burden on my own loving family.

White
And what about the option of going to what you might call a mainstream residential home for elderly people?

Black
Oh yes I knew several of them in Potters Bar, good ones, but the blind word I wanted - loved the fact that it was purpose built for the blind, the railings are an absolute godsend and the rooms large and I do feel that there's great freedom here.

White
The news that the home was to close came completely out of the blue at the end of last month to residents and families alike. Sally Sokolov, whose 93-year-old mother Bertha has lived at Pocklington House for the past five years, explains how she heard about it. 

Sokoloff
I had a phone call to my home on the afternoon of Thursday 21st March asking me to come to an urgent meeting at Pocklington the following morning. 

White
How was it explained to yourself, the families and the residents?

Sokoloff
Well one of the senior managers read a prepared statement or worked with a script explaining in great detail how the building had come to be in a poor state and why Pocklington Trust had decided not to keep a residential home going while they decided what to do with the building.

White
Of course there are a lot of rules now about the state that buildings should be in and there are standards which have to be adhered to, don't people understand that if the building isn't fit for purpose that that puts them in a very difficult position?

Sokoloff
I think they do understand but the question is why has it been allowed to get to this point.  There has been a feeling that the place has been allowed, deliberately, to run down.  Also it's not unknown for homes and residences to be refurbished, even rebuilt, alongside or around the residents and there is another home in North London which is taking three or four years to do precisely that without closing.  And I think the other point, which is absolutely key, is the keeping of a community together, that even with inconveniences you would be keeping together a community of 20 or so blind residents with their 40 or 50 carers and with a wider social community of volunteers and people living hereabouts who've had a long term relationship with Pocklington House.

White
They have said that they feel it would be unfair to people with this work that they have to do to move people out and then move them back in again, that that would be two moves and that that would be unsettling, which is why they say they...

Black
So it's much easier to get rid of us altogether, I do agree about that, much easier.

White
You don't think that they are actually considering your welfare, that lots of - lots of upheaval isn't fair?

Black
I think they're inconsiderate and a disgrace to the country, that's what I call it.  I'm very sorry that the name Pocklington has been dragged in the mud, which it has.  Everybody is suffering, see old ladies over a hundred, four of them, we had there, actually in tears and even two days ago still in tears because she hasn't found a home yet, a suitable place.  So I'm heartbroken for other people, I personally am very well off...

White
Where are you going to go?

Black
I'm going to County Galway to live in a bungalow which was purpose built in the garden of one of my nephews for another aunt who has since passed away and is vacant and now I accept gratefully.

White
Nuala Black.

Bertha Sokoloff is very upset by the enforced move. She made a very conscious choice to come to Pocklington House after rejecting two other homes which she felt would not be able to deal as well with her deteriorating sight. 

Bertha Sokoloff
I was looking for a place where I could live my life fairly independently.  I can walk the whole place here, I walked out round the building twice on Saturday because it was a lovely day and once yesterday - the rail goes pretty well all the way and I can walk round in the fresh air or sit down in the fresh air.

White
So you feel secure?

Bertha Sokoloff
I feel secure.

White
They have said here at Pocklington House that they didn't want to move people out and then back in again but they did have this work to do and that that would be more unsettling - isn't that true?

Bertha Sokoloff
No they should have prepared somewhere for us to go, begun to prepare four or five years ago.  They didn't need to do anything, they didn't do anything until the time came when perhaps it would be inconvenient to do that.

White
And the search for alternative accommodation which comes up to the standard of Pocklington House, with only three months to look, is proving a headache. John Baines' mother is 97 and she thought too that Pocklington would be her last home. 

John Baines
I've just been looking at place this morning, I'm looking at two places this afternoon but it's a difficult thing to do, to find a place for your mother, especially when this place is so good and she's been so happy, to find somewhere which is going to be as good I think is going to be very difficult.

White
They have said that the idea, for example, of people moving out while the refurbishments are done and then moving back in again was mooted but would be very unsettling, what's your own view about that?

John Baines
I'm not sure what the cause is - what do you mean by refurbishment because the fabric of the building seems fine, I've heard that the boiler, for example, needs replacing but as I understand it the boiler is not 50 years old so must have been replaced previously without putting all the residents out.  And I believe there are actually two boilers.  I haven't been given any evidence which suggests that it needs to close.

White
John Baines. So why has Pocklington House had to close? I put that question to the Trust's Chief Executive, Peter Corbett. 

Corbett
Pocklington House was the first operational centre that was opened by the trust in 1961, so it is a very old building now, it's over 50 years old.  The average age there now is over 90, some of the residents there are over a hundred, so they are very elderly, frail, vulnerable and visually impaired. 

White
But forgive me, 50 years isn't that old for a building, particularly a building that's been kept up to scratch.

Corbett
Well with respect it is quite old for a building of its type and for that particular function and we do know examples of younger buildings that have had to be replaced earlier.  But you're right, of course, maintenance is extremely important and we've been focusing very carefully for at least the last 10 years on making sure that the building was maintained to the best standard that we possibly could.  Unfortunately, however, there comes a time when more significant maintenance needs to be carried out.

White
So what kind of refurbishment are we talking about?

Corbett
We're talking about complete replacement of the heating and hot water systems, replacement of the lift and a number of other things that need to be done in a 50 year old building to make sure that it would be fit for purpose going forward.

White
And when was that decision taken?

Corbett
The decision was taken at the last meeting of the trustees, which was at the end of January.  What's happened is that we've had risk assessments carried out on the building which indicate that essential maintenance work will need to be carried out within the next few months to ensure that the building continues to meet regulatory standards.  

White
But the Care Quality Commission inspected Pocklington House in February and passed it so presumably they didn't see a problem?

Corbett
Well what the Care Quality Commission do is to carry out inspections to satisfy themselves that at that point in time the standards are being met but we are of course very much aware that they do have particular standards on their list which talk about the safety and suitability of the building and our risk assessments indicate that there is a level of risk that that might no longer be the case in a relatively short period of time, such that proactive action was necessary to ensure that nothing untoward could possibly happen.

White
You see, I mean, residents have heard about this and they've heard about boilers having to be replaced and what they think is we've heard of plenty of buildings where this sort of work goes on to maybe close it for a little but the idea of closing it for good because of that, that seems an overreaction?

Corbett
Well I'm afraid that that's not our experience and we do have people in our team, both on our trustee board and in our management team who have considerable property experience and in particular in this case, I have to emphasise, it is the combination of the age and condition of the building and the age and the frailty of the residents' group that live there.

White
I spoke to a number of very unhappy residents this morning who felt they'd been assured of a home for life and I think it's not too strong for me to say they feel betrayed, what can you say to them?

Corbett
Well what I would say is that we often ask ourselves what Thomas Pocklington would do if he were alive today and was looking at this situation, we often refer to the words in his will to give us guidance and we consider that it is in the best interests of this frail group of residents for their own stability and peace of mind to have the opportunity to move to a good standard permanent new home that best meets their newly assessed needs.

White
What's the organisation doing to help the residents find alternative accommodation?

Corbett
Well we're working very closely with the local authority, which is Hertfordshire County Council, we're making sure that everybody has an up to date assessment of their needs so that we know exactly what kind of requirements they have for a new home, we're also researching all possible suitable homes within a 10 miles radius and finding out what vacancies they have and what other information would be relevant.  We're making sure that senior staff are available on site every day during the working week to assist with anything that we can possibly assist with.

White
What are you intending to do with the building?

Corbett
We don't have any concrete plans for the building yet.

White
Don't you need concrete plans to know how to refurbish it?

Corbett
Well what we need to do is to make sure that we focus on the residents of the building, so that's what we're focusing on at the moment and it's only once we've satisfactorily concluded that work that we will address ourselves to what's to be done with the building, where frankly we will have to address ourselves with the question - is it appropriate to carry out this refurbishment works or is it appropriate to do something else, for example to knock it down and to build a new home?

White
Some of the residents suspect - and I promise you I'm not putting words in their mouths - that this is a financial decision, that perhaps you want to sell it, are they right?

Corbett
No, let me assure that this absolutely isn't a financial decision and as you will know, if you've looked at our numbers, we have the money to do the refurbishment, it isn't a question of the money, it's a question of looking after frail elderly people in the best way that we possibly can.

White
And you honestly can sit across from me and look at me and tell me that you really are satisfied that this level of upheaval, for a very specific group of people, is absolutely necessary?

Corbett
Yes I am.  

White
Some people will feel that this signals a shift, perhaps, away from residential care specifically for visually impaired people - elderly visually impaired people - is that the case?

Corbett
That's absolutely not our intention at all, we're very interested in making sure that blind and visually impaired people of all ages are satisfactorily looked after and provided for as best possible.  For example, we know that there are around 400,000 people in the UK in residential care or nursing care homes, we know that most of them are aged 85 plus and we know also that by the time people reach 90 there's a one in two chance that they will have a visual impairment, so we know that this isn't a niche issue anymore, this is a mainstream issue and that's the way in which we're looking to address this in the future.

White
Peter Corbett.

And the last figure we've been given before going to air is that of the 20 residents 11 have found alternative accommodation which leaves nine still looking. There are other care homes around the country with specialist care facilities for visually impaired people, but by no means everywhere is covered, so how can mainstream care homes provide the specialist services that this group needs?

I put that question to Martin Green, Chief Executive of the English Community Care Homes Association. 

Green
Well I think it's going to be a big challenge but I also think that, for example, every residential home has things like a maintenance budget, so when people are making decisions about how they not only maintain the home but also if they do any changes they should be thinking about issues like what colours are we using, are there definitions that will help people with sight issues to be able to see where the contrasts are between walls and doors etc.  So that's something that's very practical but it's something that everybody should be considering.

White
Whose job is it to make sure that happens?

Green
Well ultimately I think it's the care home's job.  I also think the regulator has a responsibility and the regulator might look at these things but if you're running and developing a care home obviously that is your responsibility to make sure that it's fit for purpose.

White
It's not just about buildings of course, it is about human understanding - I mean it's about things like not plonking down a cup of tea and walking away and not telling the person that it's there, it's about warning people that there are steps coming up and remembering to say whether they're up or down.  Who trains the care staff and what's the likelihood that the kind of things that you've been talking about would be thought of in your average care package?

Green
Well certainly in lots of residential homes there is a high level of training but unfortunately I think one of the problems is we don't have a national approach to this so it does tend to be about how much money is in the system and whether or not people are investing in training.  I think there are some very good examples though where there is a lot of positive commitment to training and development but what I would like to see is a more clear national framework and I'd like to see a framework that mirrors some of the training and support packages that are in the statutory National Health Service.

White
Because you kind of get the idea that at the moment it might depend on whether, for example, the person who's running it has got the contacts with visually impaired people, she might have a mother or an aunt who's visually impaired but is it often as skittish as that?

Green
Well I think it is on lots of levels sometimes about people's personal interest.  Though of course we do have a regulatory system which will assure essential standards.

White
I mean we have the sense that perhaps that the whole idea of integration is moving into the area of residential homes but are the residential homes ready for the intake?

Green
Well I think a lot of them are and I think though it's very difficult to try and mainstream this.  So I think what we have are some absolutely excellent examples of good practice but also there are some organisations that haven't embraced this new world where they might be seeing people who've got impairments and they should be responding to that.

White
Is this the kind of thing, as far as you're aware, that people ask about when they actually do go and look round a home?

Green
I think it's something that they don't ask enough about and I think one of the things to remind people is that when you're making a decision about going into a care home it is going to be your home so you must thing strategically about a whole raft of things that are important to you as an individual and ask very clear questions about whether or not this particular service is going to deliver that.

White
Martin Green.

We'd welcome your reactions to this issue, and your experiences both of mainstream and specialist care homes. You can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk, or you can call our actionline at 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme ends. And there's a free download of tonight's programme available from our website.  From me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat, and the team, goodbye.      


