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WAITE
Earlier this week I attended a rather unusual funeral - for someone who had no-one, and so the council had to pay.

Well the coffin has been draped in an RAF flag.  Service veterans are here to mark the deceased connection.  The priest, a few neighbours and the lady from the council - the sole mourners.  All funerals are sad but this one seems particularly poignant, bare as it is of family, friends or loved ones.

MCCORMACK
I'm Father John McCormack, I work as an independent funeral officiant in the Worthing and Brighton districts.  I'm here today to conduct the service for Gerald who has sadly died on his own.  Often all I will know about someone is their name and their age and in particular, for example, today Gerald was 79-years-old, that's 79 years of life and it's just sad that in this moment there's no one who can recall that, relate to that, talk about that, connect with that.

FUNERAL ACTUALITY
And there will be many funerals taking place, I should imagine, around the country today with large congregations saying farewell perhaps to well known local figures or even people in their own communities who have perhaps a celebrity status.  And I cannot imagine that at the end of this day God will look at any one of them more differently than he looks today at this [indistinct words] to whom we say our farewells.

WAITE
In Brighton alone here there have been nearly 50 council funded funerals in the past year, that's almost one a week.  And according to the Local Government Association's latest estimates there were almost 5,000 such funerals across England and Wales.  And that number is growing.  And what's also appearing in the pages of our newspapers are all too many cases where bodies have lain undiscovered for weeks, months and sometimes years.

The Pack Horse pub in the Potteries, where 79-year-old Arthur Colclough used to drink. He used to work in the pottery industry but ended his career serving and drinking in local pubs. Susan Boot was a fellow regular. 

BOOT
He was a lovely man. I just felt sorry for him because he had no one.  If you come in with a kid he'd give you a pound - he was lovely.

WAITE
Mr Colclough lived just round the corner from the Pack Horse, in a bungalow owned by Stoke-on-Trent city council. And he was lucky with his next-door neighbours David and Barbara Penkethman. They looked out for him, as he was clearly not looking after himself, or his home. Not even bothering to feed the meter.

DAVID PENKETHMAN
Arthur always seemed to be knocking on the door - it's me again, can you fill me kettle for me.  It was yeah nearly every day that was going on over the last couple of years.

BARBARA PENKETHMAN
You've got to put money on a card to put in the meter, they're card meters.  So if you don't put any money on your electricity you've got no cooking facilities, no heating facilities and nothing else.  There have been many occasions when we've been and fetched him, the electricity on his card, and put it on for him but he always gave us the money back.  I think what he was doing when it was cold was going to bed early and keeping himself warm in bed.

DAVID PENKETHMAN
You go in the kitchen, I've never seen anything like it in my life, you couldn't see the sink, everything was built up on either side - tins, food packets, unwashed dishes.  You go into the lounge you're sticking to the floor - utter, utter filth, absolute squalor.

WAITE
Mr and Mrs Penkethman say they raised concerns about Arthur Colclough's welfare with Stoke Social Services. And when Arthur wasn't around for several weeks, perhaps he was getting some help. But in fact, Arthur Colclough was dead. His body eventually discovered by police, stretched out by the fireplace.

BARBARA PENKETHMAN
There was just a wall between our bed and where Arthur lay deceased.  I often wonder if maybe we should have kept a closer eye, if maybe we shouldn't have insisted more that someone come to help him.  I do wonder if the professional people could have helped him more.  We never saw any of his family visit him.  It's sad when at the end of your days you come to die a lonely death, when you have a family who just don't seem to be there.

WAITE
And Arthur Colclough did have a family - six brothers and sisters survive him. And he had four sons. Relations, though, had not been easy. And his youngest son, John, whilst describing Arthur as "intelligent" - he loved doing the Observer crossword - and at times "very funny", he was also an “absent father” to John, one who lived in and out of public houses and who had gone through a particularly difficult divorce. That didn't prevent John, though, opening his home to his father, only to be poorly repaid for his generosity. 

JOHN COLCLOUGH
My father stole from me and I'd got my hands full raising a kid on my own.  Money was tight, you know, it deeply, deeply offended me.  I'd taken my dad into my home and he - I felt repaid with that and it really hurt and I severed ties with my dad for a brief while.  I think my exact words were:  "I wash my hands of you" and I told him to get out of my house.

WAITE
But that wasn't to be the end of their relationship because when Arthur wrote John a letter saying he was lonely, his son tried again.

JOHN COLCLOUGH
It was pretty much every Sunday, sometimes I'd call a couple of times in the week as well on my way home from work.  For a long time I was down there week in, week out and everything was fine.  But it just deteriorated, he always had an angle with me to sort of get money from me.  I would only say know this that my father was contacted and visited regularly between 1995 and 2005, that I opened my arms and I tried my very hardest to get the father that I never had as a child.  It didn't work out.

WAITE
John Colclough paid for his father's funeral. But where someone's died outside of a hospital and no one else can be found to take care of their affairs, local authorities have a legal obligation to step in. And, as we've heard, it's estimated that, for the past five years, the number of council funded funerals in England and Wales has gone up every year, costing something like £4 million, according to David Rogers of the Local Government Association.

ROGERS
The figures cover both the situation where people can't afford to pay and where they are unwilling to pay and of course councils have to be very sensitive about that - they have a responsibility to protect taxpayers' money of course and so investigations have to be carried out to see if there are any living relatives and if there are whether this is a responsibility that should rightly fall to them.  What we're saying here is that this is one of those hidden services that the local councils around the country provide, this is one of the things that regrettably is necessary where there's no one else who is in a position to take responsibility.

WAITE
Why do you think there's been an increase in the number of council funded funerals?

ROGERS
Because of changes in society more generally.  I think there's no doubt that there are more people living alone than there used to be and that traditional families are more dispersed around the country or even around the globe.

WAITE
Since Arthur Colclough's family paid for his funeral, he wouldn't feature in the LGA's statistics but as he clearly wasn't looking after himself, and his death went simply undiscovered for some weeks, shouldn't he have featured more prominently on the radar of Stoke-on-Trent city council? It was after all both his landlord and the local provider of social services with whom concerns had been raised by Mr Colclough's neighbours. Mike Maunder - the council's interim assistant chief executive - told me they believed Mr Colclough didn't want any help. He hadn't answered the door when staff called around on several occasions and he wouldn't have qualified for assistance anyway. 

MAUNDER
He seemed to be one of those people who were in that gap between being fit and healthy and that gap of vulnerability where care services are available.

WAITE
This is strange, isn't it, I mean you know the conditions he lived in, you know that he wasn't putting money in the meter, he had no light, no electricity, he went next door to get his kettles boiled - this sounds like a man who has very substantial needs.

MAUNDER
Well these of course are things that have emerged much later, after unfortunately Mr Colclough had died.  If there had been any allegations that for instance he hadn't got electricity then that would have been a much serious case and the efforts to make contact with him would have been much more substantial.  What Mr Colclough's position has done has sparked a review in terms of how we look at our services and what we might be able to do in the future.  We're changing the way that we deliver our neighbourhood services, we're going to have people who are called out reach workers who will be on the patch much more than they currently are, we're going to be building up records about people and looking to knock on doors on a regular basis.  All the records show that Mr Colclough wouldn't answer the door but perhaps if somebody is banging on the door on a regular basis that sort of person may find that they want to open the door and find out who is persistent in their efforts to try and make contact and build up a relationship so that we know when the vulnerability levels might increase, where care might become appropriate.

WAITE
Well this sounds highly commendable but I mean I have to put it to you isn't that something perhaps you should have been doing already and then Mr Colclough may not have died in the way he did?

MAUNDER
Well hindsight is a wonderful thing and what responsible local authorities do is to look at situations like this and look to see how they can improve the services that they deliver and that's what the city of Stoke-on-Trent have done in this case.

NEWS CLIP
He was a 72-year-old Easter Ross man who died at home alone.  But incredibly William Hunter's body lay undiscovered for more than a year.

WAITE
STV North reporting the discovery of William Hunter's body at his home in Milton last February. Grace Sweeney is one of his four children.

GRACE SWEENEY
My father - very keen gardener, very nice man, kept he self to he self, which he's always done.

WAITE
But though he was a private person Mr Hunter had been in regular contact with the health service, after being diagnosed with cancer.  Discharged from hospital in September 2006 he was not considered to be terminally ill.  Yet, by the end of the year, he was dead - not from cancer but most likely a heart attack.  And yet more than a year was to go by before anyone realised.  Once again family relations were strained and his daughter Grace says he hadn't been in touch for about 12 years.  She's critical of his landlords - Albyn Housing Society - because the only reason her father's body was eventually found is when they went round looking for their rent.

GRACE SWEENEY	
They weren't concerned about his health at all, he was due in court on 31st January to be evicted from his home.

WAITE
So they'd been in touch to try and get his rent?

GRACE SWEENEY
Yeah.  And the only reason that they discovered my dad's body was because seven days after he was due to be in court - they went and broke the door down and found his body.

WAITE
But I mean I have to say, Grace, the listeners would wonder why you as a daughter and he had two other daughters and a son why didn't you check on him more?

GRACE SWEENEY
We didn't know where he was.  After he left [indistinct words] we lost contact.  When my mum died my brother phoned and asked him to come to be here for us, he said he would and didn't appear.  And it just really lost [indistinct words] .. I wish I could turn the clock back, done things different, buried hatchets, been there for him.  I mean he had my phone number and he had my sister's phone number but he just obviously didn't want to be in touch with us.

WAITE
Mr Hunter's local MSP, Jamie Stone, was so concerned at the circumstances of his death that he raised the issue in the Scottish Parliament and called for a public inquiry.

STONE
He sort of fell between the different services safety nets - the House Association had procedures and they can say they followed them; the health service can say they had procedures; you could say even that society - neighbours, friends - had things that should have been done.  He just fell in between these and I hope we can learn something through his death.

WAITE
A hope shared by Douglas McLellan from the charity Age Concern and Help the Aged in Scotland.

MCLELLAN
The population's getting older, in Scotland, in particular, a fifth of the population is heading towards retirement age or over and it's going to get bigger as the population ages.  A lot of these people that are found in these conditions are already part of somebody's system, they're already receiving appointments, they should be seeing their GP, they should be seeing their consultants if they have certain mental health problems, they should be seeing social services when they're engaged in various different support mechanisms.  For someone to drop off the radar like this when they're already part of the system does mean that these services do need to investigate why gaps appear and why older people can die and nobody notice.

WAITE
Following William Hunter's death, Albyn Housing Society brought in external auditors to review its procedures. Their report confirms that the society had indeed gone all the way to court seeking Mr Hunter's eviction for rent arrears which had risen to almost £1,900 during the time that he lay dead. Letters the society sent had, of course, gone unanswered; neither could it get an answer at his door. It was only when a member of staff called around to carry out a pre-eviction interview that concerns for Mr Hunter's welfare arose and the police were called. The society's procedures on rent arrears had been followed but the process had taken several months instead of the 10 weeks stipulated  Calum Macauley is Albyn's chief executive.

MACAULEY
We acknowledge that this case wasn't picked up quickly enough and we've taken steps to make sure that that doesn't happen again.

WAITE
But what I'm asking you is how could it take so much longer than your own guidelines stipulate?

MACAULEY
We were still sorting out some additional staffing within that department and that had a general level - some impact on it but fundamentally what happened was Mr Hunter died round about the end of November 2006, however, we continued to receive a housing benefit for approximately two-thirds of his monthly rent from then until September 2007 and it was only at that point, when the housing benefit stopped because of the local authority's review process, that we picked up that maybe there was an issue here.

WAITE
So you are saying you got this wrong?

MACAULEY
Well we acknowledged that from the start.  I mean myself and my colleagues were all very shocked by that and a real sense of - I don't know - frustration or anger with ourselves at the fact that a situation like this should have arisen.  It's had quite an impact on the organisation and how people feel about trying to make sure that this kind of situation doesn't arise again.

WAITE
To that end, Albyn says delays in dealing with rent arrears have been minimised and its database now shows whether tenants are elderly or vulnerable. It's also held discussions on how it can - with tenants' permission - share information better with organisations like health workers and housing benefits. As for Mr Hunter's local health authority, NHS Highland told us:

STATEMENT
If someone who is actively undergoing treatment for a medical condition fails to keep an appointment or to collect a prescription or is otherwise deemed not to be responding it would be picked up by the primary care team.  In the course of our enquiries we discovered that Mr Hunter was a very private person who was content to call for assistance when required and who was able to use services appropriately as necessary.

NHS Highland added that it points vulnerable people towards services like 'Morning Call'. Run by a local charity, anyone living alone who requests it can receive a telephone call each morning, with a nominated friend advised if contact can't be made. But what about cases where no intervention is requested? Lizzy Feltoe from Age Concern and Help the Aged talked me through the possibilities.

FELTOE
If an older person has the capacity to refuse service, say they're completely compos mentis, they don't want services, they're happy to live the way they're living then services cannot be forced on them.  A good council would follow that up, say in three months, and say how are you getting on, can we help you now.  There are very specific circumstances when under a section of the National Assistance Act somebody can be removed from their home.  I very rarely see that used and that would be if somebody was living in - it's defined in the act as things like unsanitary conditions, so infested by rats or it was a real health risk they could be removed but that would be a very last resort.  If somebody has a very serious and mental illness or they're unable to make decisions then you can section them under the Mental Health Act.

PUGH
Can I just show you a photograph of her a minute?

WAITE
Please.

PUGH
You might see part of the attraction now.  She was a very beautiful girl.

WAITE
At his home in Weston Super Mare, the Reverend Andrew Pugh looks back over his 16 year marriage to Helena. When they met she was already a widow, her first husband having died from a rare blood disorder. The daughter of an Auschwitz survivor, all Helena's other relatives were dead, too. She was, recalls Andrew, a troubled woman who'd had mental health problems since childhood.

PUGH
I thought with love and support I could help her get over those problems but unfortunately it was a bit like standing on Western Beach, where we're not far from it at the moment, and trying to stop the tide coming in.  Things just got worse and worse and worse and she would sometimes sit down with her hands on her head screaming that the voices would go away from her head.  And she got very depressed at times and very suicidal.

WAITE
So much so that Helena was repeatedly "sectioned", taken into compulsory care under the terms of the Mental Health Act. Eventually their marriage broke down, and when they divorced, she was still being looked after in hospital.  The couple lost touch and six years passed.  Years in which Helena's serious mental health problems continued and prompted her neighbours in the block of flats in Bristol owned by the housing association Guinness Hermitage, Nick Turner and Dick Clarke, to try to get her some help.

TURNER
When I first met her she seemed quite a normal person but she just got gradually - got more and more unstable, threatening and shouting and swearing and slamming doors, exposing herself to me on the landing.  She threatened our other neighbour with a knife, an elderly lady, she told me that apparently she was threatening me with a knife, though not to my face.

WAITE
So not the easiest of persons to have as a neighbour?

TURNER
No, no, I've had better neighbours.

WAITE
But even so you were concerned weren't you, about her health?

TURNER
Well yeah, I've had mental health problems myself and I don't - I didn't like to see somebody going off the rails like that and not being able to get help and nobody seemed to realise what was going on and I tried to alert the health workers and doctors that she was becoming ill again.

CLARKE
I remember the last time I saw her she was looking very emaciated, very thin, staring distantly into space.  And I did alert Guinness Trust of this a few times, that she had been upstairs growling at the floor, making noises, banging about.  And they said there wasn't really a great deal they could do, apart from alert her mental health workers and her care team who would duly come round, they said.  The housing association would say to me - when she's like this don't go anyway near her, she can be dangerous because I'm the sort of neighbour that would want to bang on the door and make things - make sure things were alright, which I did occasionally but I'd never get an answer.  And I have memories of the housing association phoning me up asking me if I'd seen her.

WAITE
So they were asking you for information about her?

CLARKE
Yeah, yeah and I'd said no, I was hoping you'd tell me the same.  So we kind of assumed that she'd gone on holiday or been sectioned but I said - well what if she's dead up there, what are you going to do?  "Well we can't go in the there, our hands are tied, it's illegal, it's that sort of tenancy."

WAITE
Her neighbours told me their pleas for help got nowhere. As, in February this year, Helena's body was discovered in her flat where it had lain for up to 18 months.

PUGH
I find it absolutely totally unbelievable.  How could somebody so ill not be missed?  When I knew her she was making regular visits to the psychiatrist.  They always had a care plan.  I would like to know what was on that care plan and what had happened to it.

WAITE
Andrew, do you feel any responsibility for her death?

PUGH
No, I really don't.  I was her husband for years, I feel I can walk away with a clear conscience knowing that nobody could have done more than what I done.

WAITE
Department of Health policy states that patient confidentiality should be maintained even after death, so Avon and Wiltshire Mental Health Partnership NHS Trust would not comment on what care it did - or did not - provide for Helena Pugh. However, there's nothing preventing Guinness Hermitage, Helena's landlords, answering questions on how she came to be lying dead and undiscovered for well over a year in one of their flats. They didn't seem keen.

STATEMENT
Thank you for your enquiry, which has now been viewed by all concerned and our response is that Guinness Hermitage would not like to comment on this occasion.  With best regards.

So we tried again - pointing out that in another case we've featured, another housing association had brought in external auditors who'd come up with a number of improvements, which have duly been introduced. How - we wondered - does Guinness Hermitage's response compare? 

STATEMENT
All we can say is that this is still a matter for the police and until the police complete their investigation Guinness Hermitage feel that they cannot pass any further comment at this stage.

Strange because Avon and Somerset police told us there is no police investigation. There were no suspicious circumstances surrounding Helena Pugh's death and it's now in the hands of the coroner. A death that has outraged her neighbours.

CLARKE
I'm more angry than anything else I think, that all this effort to try and alert people that something wasn't right had just fallen on deaf ears.  I don't know what we could have done more.

WAITE
Out of the nearly 580,000 people certified dead in the UK last year, it's impossible to say how many died at home alone and lay undiscovered for weeks or months. The indications are it's a minority - but a growing minority.

NEWS CLIP
The body of an elderly woman has been discovered in her Edinburgh home having lain there for up to five years ...

WAITE
Only this month, Isabella Purves' body was found. There have also been cases in Cardiff, in Lancashire, in Bury, in Brighton and in East London. All discovered in the past 12 months, but which had lain undiscovered for between five weeks and up to two years. 

Few of those people made the national news. In stark contrast, says Lizzy Feltoe from Age Concern and Help the Aged, to cases involving the death or neglect of children. And as she would like to see more attention paid to the needs of the isolated and the vulnerable, she's calling for a new breed of support worker. 

FELTOE
If we took an expert in care and we put them, say, in a GP's surgery or in a local library it would bring them closer to the community and they could signpost and advise, I think it would be a very good first step forward to seeing if we can find these people who are really very isolated, out of touch with people.  It would be a big step towards helping some of those people that are so hard to reach.

WAITE
And perhaps the government is thinking along similar lines. In its latest green paper on social care, published only this month, the Department of Health talks of introducing preventative measures to avoid people's care needs going unnoticed and getting worse. Quite what that might mean remains to be seen but the department told us it's "unacceptable" for any older person to receive anything other than "high quality", "dignified" care.

No one is suggesting that all deaths that go undiscovered for long periods can be prevented altogether but where the state might be expected to intervene, it will be organisations operating at a local level that remain responsible.  But then that responsibility should be shared by us all, says David Rogers from the Local Government Association, and neither should we ever forget the wishes of the individual. 

ROGERS
The whole thrust of policy nowadays is about individuals making their own choices and that can include the choice to be left alone and not accept the services that are available from any public authority.  We as a society need to be aware that there are mainly elderly people, though not exclusively, living alone and we all have a responsibility to look out for our fellow citizens.

