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Greenhill Bungalow and Annex, Cwmbran, Torfaen
Beth Covill, Commissioning Officer for Children and Family Services in Torfaen County Borough Council (TCBC)

Background to Greenhill
· TCBC has not had any in-house children’s residential homes.
· In 2021 there was political appetite to develop a first home for children/young people who have been out of county or out of Wales.

Context to this decision:
· Driven by the need to address significant budget overspends in children's services. But more importantly provide better care and support for children within their own home, local communities, their friends, family, education provision and professional support network. 
· Also to align with Welsh government's goal to eliminate profit from children's residential care by 2030. 
· TCBC have a high number of children in residential homes, for a small local authority, with the highest children looked after figures across Wales (currently 348 children looked after, 25 children in residential care including the two children in Greenhill). However a vast majority of those children are outside of Torfaen.
· TCBC is a non-stock holding local authority, meaning that we stock transferred all our Council housing in 2009 to RSL partners. Therefore we can’t rely on properties in ownership. 

RSL Partnership Model
· We decided that we would work with Melin homes and communities, a registered social landlord partner, who we work  closely with anyway, given the fact that we transferred our housing stock to them, and they manage it for us.
· The model consists of us applying for the grant with Melin. They purchase the property and bring in the contractor from their preferred contractor list; they manage all the development and the ongoing housing management.
· Because we don't have any children's homes, we don't have the existing infrastructure within the local authority already to manage the ongoing maintenance.
· We've got a positive existing relationship with Melin and because we don't have any of our own in-house children's homes, we decided that we would externally commission the care and support.
· We don't have a lease with the RSL, but we have management agreements in place, best described as a tripartite agreement. RSL Melin and TCBC have an agreement clearly setting out obligations of all parties, and a separate agreement which defines what their obligations are to each other and the property.

Seeking Funding
· The project secured substantial funding, £750,000 from the ICF Legacy Fund, and close to £63,000 from housing with care fund, to cover essential furnishings and safety measures like the sprinklers. 
· The property purchase was £349,950 the build cost came to £590k; then the furniture and fittings were around £26,000. Greenhill has a separate annex, so we literally had to buy two of everything. 
· There is also a 30% element that Melin put in of their own money. 
· How it works is we get the funding, and we work with Melin to identify properties.
· Once we agreed on which one would be best, Melin purchased the property from the open market and then we rent the rooms back from Melin at low market rents.
· Melin are responsible for the refurbishment and the day to day maintenance of the property, buildings insurance, etc.
· Agreement is on the sole understanding that it will always be used and made available for Torfaen children services to use as a residential children's home.

Timeline – key milestones
· We started looking at properties but were still in the midst of coming out of COVID so that delayed us. We were able to identify a property, and an offer was accepted in September 2021. 
· This has been a long process for us. Completion of purchase happened March 2022. Work was planned to start in January 2023, but we were unlucky and had a burst pipe in the property, which caused problems in the building and insurance claims.
· We went out to tender and awarded the provider Midway transitional solutions in July 2024.
· The property was finally handed over to us in October 2024. Midway worked hard and got the registration through by the end of October 2024. The first child moved in on the 4 November 2024.

Defining the Property Specification
· It was important to clarify how the home was going to be like inside, to define what the spec needed to include. We worked closely with our colleagues in Children and Family Services with a brief about what was needed.
· Melin's previous experience in developing schemes like this in adult services and for other local authorities was vital.
· We developed pen pictures of those children who are looked after at the highest continuum of need. We wanted this service to be flexible and support any of our children coming through.
· We started to identify those potential first children to move in to Greenhill and we focused the spec on them. We looked closely at the children where it was difficult to identify placements for.
· We looked at what the barriers to finding placements had been for those children and tried to ensure that this service  wouldn't experience any of those barriers and that it would be flexible and able to support any level of need or complexity.
· We made sure that everything was anti-ligature, hard wearing fixtures and fittings, to ensure we were able to accommodate children who were at the highest continuum of need.
· The annex, we needed to ensure that it's fully accessible. If we did have any children who had any physical disabilities that they were able to access the annex as well. 
· We decided early on that we would go for tough furniture (secure level) in bedrooms from pineapple, where we thought there may be more damage. We went for standard fixtures and furnishings everywhere else.
· We worked closely with Children and Family Services. Our My Support Team Myst service in Torfaen were integral in developing the spec. It is a therapeutic home, so we needed Myst involvement and experience in interpreting our specs. To ensure providers knew exactly what therapeutic model was, and what we were expecting from them as part of the contract.
· We looked at case studies from other local authorities. Asking to share their specs with us, tell us what you did, what were the challenges? What did you do right and what would you do differently next time? That was one of the biggest helps for us, speaking to other local authorities who'd already developed their own children's homes. If you haven't done this before, I would say get out there and talk to people, ask lots of questions, get them to share everything they've got with you. That was a massive help to us.

Tender process
· Initially biggest challenges we had, when we went out to tender early last year we specified in our tender that only not-for-profit organisations were invited to apply.
· It was a bit of a risk, but with eliminate coming up, we felt that it was  important. Unfortunately we only received one tender which was just not financially viable for us as a local authority.
· We've done lots of benchmarking on the finances before going out and this tender was almost double what we had benchmarked for the individual placement prices.
· We were able to have discussions with them about their understanding of what we were looking for. When it was first submitted, we were thinking they've misunderstood the cost schedule.
· Unfortunately we decided we were not going to go with that, and we rewrote the ITT to incorporate for profit providers, but we specified that they had to be committed to moving to not-for-profit status by 2027, as it was at the time. We built a clause into the contract so that they had to do that to continue.
· We also set a maximum fee per placement on the ITT when we went out the second time, we didn't want to risk them coming back in too high. Fortunately, midway tendered and we were able to appoint.

On-going Costs to LA
· To give you an idea of the costs ongoing for us as a local authority. We rent the home back from Melin homes. The bungalow has two children's bedrooms and one staff room, and the annex has one bedroom.
· Tender from Midway came in at £4,500 per week and we were happy it covers everything, apart from the rent and the service charge. The total weekly cost per placement for us is £4,623.
· We also built into the contract and the spec that we only pay for care and support in the annex when we're using it. We don't pay for the Annex weekly cost if it's empty. But we pay the rooms in the bungalow if they're not being used.
· The idea around that is that we wanted the annex to be flexible for us, we could use it for step down from the bungalow for children over 16 who were moving into independence, or we could use it for emergency crisis placements to avoid more unregulated placements.

Top tips
· Need for market engagement prior to the tender: speak to your local providers. Let them know that there's going to be a tender. Even if we did some of that, in hindsight we'd probably do more of it and trying to get their input more.
· Ensure that corporate parenting board is fully briefed with regular updates. They will be your best friend in getting through any plans through cabinet, to explain what you're doing. It’s important to engage with the community members and your senior leadership team. 
· We had a day where we invited the neighbours and the community into the property to have a look around. Many of them knew the previous owners and what the property looked like before, so they were keen to see what had been done. They were able to say their concerns and we were open and honest; we said, there could be some issues, we explained the reasons why children become looked after and they felt reassured. There's a positive relationship so far with the community, they wave to the kids when they're going off to school. 
· As soon as we had the provider on board we engaged closely with them through planning, they knew we didn't hide anything. The provider was great, started knocking on doors to answer questions or any concerns, talking about their previous experience as a provider, how they manage difficult situations?
· Get your provider as early as possible, we didn't get the provider on as early as we would have wanted to. They are useful in shaping the property and the specification of the property. In hindsight, we will go out to tender for a care and support provider before completing the build. That way the provider can say this would work well or that wouldn't.
· Know the Regulations, that's where your provider being on board early is useful because they know the Regs inside out. When it comes to developing a children's home, the Regs are not straightforward. For example: we thought at one point one of the bedrooms was too small to comply; the Regs seemed to say it had to be 12 square metres of usable space; at a point where everything was almost completed and it was about 3 or 4 inches too small; however we found out that room sizes are more aspirational in CIW view unless there’s more than a certain number of beds in the home, they just have to be of a reasonable size.
· Amazon will be your best provider for furniture and fittings. We spent a long time looking at next and others for furnishings, the list was huge and passed it over to our business support assistant with the company credit card. You can't order anything on a company credit card from next, Dunelm, etc. However Amazon was great to buy sofas, rugs, bedding, etc. 
· Check the area and the surrounding environment carefully. We viewed the property at certain times of the year before purchasing, which meant that there was a large body of water opposite the property that we hadn’t noticed and couldn't see because it was overgrown with trees. The provider has been able to put risk assessments in place around that.
· Check you have a good contractor with experience of this type of scheme. They had previous experience of working in health settings and residential homes. For example, the anti-ligature fittings they got it straight away and they suggested things we hadn’t thought of, to make it nicer or more user friendly. 
· Collaboration, stakeholder engagement and positive relationships is important. As soon as the property was handed over, we invited our local council members to have a look, as well as health and WG colleagues.

Before and after photos
· Slide 10 – Greenhill had a new roof, full refit windows and doors. The biggest change is to the double garage to the left which has become the self-contained 1 bed annex.
· Slide 11 – Railings had to be replaced due to the Regs because they weren't high enough.
· Slide 12 – The door is actually the front door to the property, and it went straight into the kitchen, which meant the hallway on the right hand side was small and dark. We pinched a bit from the kitchen to make the hallway a bigger, inviting and family friendly space. 
· Slide 13 – Hallway left hand side photo is from when the building work finished and on the right since the providers and the children are living, photos were taken at Christmas.
· Slide 14 – The previous kitchen, looking to the end where the arch was this is now a wall and beyond is the hallway.
· Slide 15 – New Kitchen, two photos. First one, when it was finished. Second one when the providers got in, have nicer worktops and breakfast bar.
· Slide 16 – In the living room we wanted to keep that lovely wood block flooring, but it got damaged in the flood sadly. It looks big but the fire breast took up a huge amount of room and the risk of a wood burner as well. 
· Slide 17 – This is now the living room. In communal areas we have sturdy and secure grade TV cabinet.
· Slide 18 – 2 Bedrooms, the one on the left is the compact staff room. Children's rooms all look exactly the same, have pineapple secure grade TV cabinets in there. There’s a games console for the children living there and the fronts of the cabinets are off. 
· Slides 19 – the bathroom before, we put a wall up between the bath and the shower and created a utility room. 
· Slide 20 – In the utility room, there’s the integrated washing machine and dryer and it’s lockable if it needs to be. Local Kosh cupboard and the media equipment/Wi-Fi, also means it can all be turned off at a certain time of night.
· Slide 21 – It’s a wet room instead of a bathroom. This is the one room in the house that we struggled with because it did look clinical. There is an automated shower when you stand underneath, it comes on automatically, so it can't be flooded. The taps you put your hand under, they come on automatically. All of the plumbing is hidden behind the unit. The providers have added colour strips and plants in there and it feels completely different now.
· Slide 22 – the garden is what sold the house for us, it's as big as it looks on the photos. There are trampolines in there now. It's just brilliant to have that outside space when children are dysregulated to get out there, run around and maintain their regulation. 
· Slide 23-24 – This is the annex which started as a standard double garage. We put a small extension to both sides of the garage.
· Slide 25 – the entrance hall and the child's bedroom to the right; the whole annex is fully accessible, wide hallway and door frames with enough room for turning circles; in case we had somebody using a wheelchair.
· Slide 26 – A wet room and a kitchen, mirroring the style of the bungalow.
· Slide 27-28 – This is now, since the providers went in and it’s lovely, we gave the annex its own little private outside space as well.
· Slide 29 – some of the spec highlights that we use recess panels in all the doors,  anti-ligature radiators are now all covered as well, in the bedrooms the cabinet fronts are off now because they're not needed at the moment, but they can be put back on if necessary and the whole unit has recessed lighting.
· Slide 30 – Lockable media cupboard; wall protection throughout the whole property also looks great and has anti-pick resin and sealant around the top so it can't be ripped off and easy to clean; the blinds recessed into the windows cost a bit more but have a sliding magnet that comes off if needed, to open/close them.
· Slide 31 – Bathroom has anti-ligature taps and shower; we also went for handleless kitchen. The cupboards can be locked if need be, and an induction hob.
· Slide 32 – drainage in both shower rooms and toilets so it can't flood and the level access to the patio.
· Slide 33 – the grand opening, the ribbon was cut at 10:00 AM and the first child moved in at 1:30 that afternoon.

How Greenhill operates
· The first child that moved in was a 15 year old who had been in Dudley, struggling to get her into education in that area. She came back and started school locally the next day, which was brilliant. She's now close to her boyfriend's family and coming back was massive for her, she's doing brilliantly at the moment.
· And we also have an 8 year old boy who was living in Swansea. He moved in a few days later and he started school within a couple of days. Again we were struggling to get him into education in Swansea, he's now back and thriving so far.
· They've been a good match together as well, developed like an older sister and little brother type relationship which the providers said it's been nice to watch that relationship develop. 
· How it operates day-to-day: it is designed to support children from 8 to 18 to ensure flexibility with complex needs. 
· Midway is responsible for the provision of care and support and registered the home. The provider has developed their own therapeutic model.
· It's in a nice residential area in Cwmbran, close to the town centre.
· Referrals go via our own family Placement team, and they're made in full consultation with the provider. We have a pop up panel when we know a child is going to be moving on or a placement is ending, we convene a pop up panel to look at referrals for children who we are considering to place.
· The housing management and maintenance is covered by Melin homes.
· This is a key part of our children's services plans for addressing the need for quality and affordable residential care for children. It aligns with our plans and agendas and the regional agendas to support eliminate; it provides a lovely family like environment.
· We are in the process of developing similar schemes now, so by the time eliminate comes to effect we should have a few more Greenhills and be in a much better position to ensure that our children are living locally close to all their links.


Q&A
Q: First of all, I was going to thank you. It’s inspiring to see your level of engagement. The terms of the tripartite agreement, would you be able to share that? How many responses did you get to the revised tender? Did you have any issues through the planning and change of use process taking it from?
A: Yes, happy to share the tripartite agreement. We had one response from Midway to the revised tender.
There was no issue from planning on the change of use, no objections. There were a couple of things that came through from the local community; they didn't openly object to it being a residential children's home through the planning process, but some of the local members were concerned about the location. There is a social club right at the bottom of the road and they were concerned that maybe that would be disruptive to the children.

Q: Was there any pushback from Welsh government regarding funding on the annex?
A: No there was no pushback.

Q: How does the weekly cost per child compared to the child being in a foster home, private or local authority? 
A: This is more expensive than Foster care; private foster placements tend to be from £900 to £1600 if it's a specialist placement. Local Authority Foster placements are cheaper, perhaps about half that. We wouldn't be placing children in Greenhill if we could identify a foster placement that was suitable.

Q: Did you do any cost saving analysis in comparison to what it would be for the county, for example? And if you did, would you be willing to share it with the group?
A: We developed a business case which included potential cost savings. We can share that with you. 

Q: You said you're in early learning of this process and so it made sense to bring in somebody who's been doing it already. How did you establish that Midway were the right provider for you for what you wanted?
A: That was all about the questions we asked as part of the tender. And luckily, Midway is a local provider in Torfaen. They set up their first homes in Torfaen they've got a few homes outside of Torfaen now, but the majority of their homes are within Torfaen. They approached us seven years ago when they were setting up. They've always engaged  well with the local authority about what our needs are. They  believe in children being placed in their local authority and that's important to them. We knew Midway, but they still had to submit a tender showing that they met everything we were asking for. It came to their submission and their interview and how they were able to express what they would deliver and what their ethos was.

Q: The process in deciding to go for an external provider rather than in House provision, if you can just talk us through that please.
A: It was simply around the fact that because we don't have any of our own in-house children's homes at the moment, we just didn't have the infrastructure, the staffing in place or the experience. In Torfaen we don’t have estates management and maintenance staff.
We did consider what it would look like. It would have been a lot more costly. That's included in the business case, which hopefully I'll be able to share with you. It just felt the right thing for us right now and financially it was much cheaper when we looked at it.

Q: Following on from that and you've answered it partly, but I was just wondering if there are any elements that you've learnt from in this that you would perhaps bring in house in the next rounds?
A: I think around the development of therapeutic model; we've realised that not having it in-house you do relinquish a certain amount of control. When you bring an externally commissioned provider in, as a local authority you have to accept that it is the provider's registration, and they have to be happy with those placements. We cannot dictate 100% who moves in, actually the provider needs to have the final say because it's their registration and they're accountable. This hasn't been an issue so far, but I'm sure there will be a time when we don't all agree on the referrals that are being made.

Q: I just had a question around the funding, so we're working with an RSL on three apartments for children with learning disabilities and the reason they made the application for funding was because they said they could draw it down a lot quicker and a lot cleaner from Welsh Government. Did you have any challenges with that regard in terms of terms of you applying?
A: We worked on the application together and Melin applied for the funding. The funding came absolutely nowhere near the local authority and the RSL obviously puts in a certain amount of their own private finance as well usually around 20-30%.
But it's absolutely the intention moving forward to bring our care and support in house. It's just about developing that structure around it and making sure it's fit for purpose.

Q: What your next project?
A: We had identified another property. Unfortunately, by the time the grant funding was approved, it was purchased the day we got the approval for the grant funding. Been out looking for another one and we have identified another property just last week and the grant funding that had been approved can be transferred to the new location. This will be much quicker and smoother because we've learned lots of lessons from the previous one. 
Q: What would be your biggest lesson that you would share with everyone today?
A: Get your provider in early if you're externally commissioning, get your provider in early because they are the experts, and their expertise will be useful to you. We've had providers come into Torfaen and open up homes without even engaging with us and that's when things start to go wrong.
We want it to be homely and consider flexibility, look at those specification items that you can put in that will make it easier for you to place children with lots of different needs because it doesn't have to be clinical.

Thank you to Beth for her time and highly informative presentation.

Next meeting is likely to be in early March, we're hoping that it will cover the regional approach in West Wales who are in the beginning of setting out how that's going to work, but it will be good to hear what their plans are. An invitation will follow when a date is set.

If anyone else in the group has an example of a home or model of care they would like to showcase please email Ana.laing@gov.wales. We are keen to hear from the great work that is going on around Wales.
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