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Improving Bathing Facilities in Your Own Home

Who can help?

Organising building work, such as the installation of a better bathroom, can seem like a daunting task. But there may be someone locally who can help and advise you.

The types of help available and the ways in which that help can be obtained varies from area to area. You should be able to find out about most local services from the Citizens Advice Bureau, the local council’s housing or social services department or local Age Concern. These organisations should be listed in the telephone directory. 

Below we briefly explain what various organisations should be able to offer.

Occupational Therapist

Occupational therapists are professionals who are trained in all areas of illness or disability. The aim of the occupational therapist is to improve the independence of a disabled person. Occupational therapists are knowledgeable about specialist equipment for disabled people and home adaptations.

If you are in any doubt about how to find an occupational therapist, it is advisable to ring your local social services and ask how to apply to the service in your area. 

You may have to wait a long time to see a social services occupational therapist in order to be assessed for home adaptations. If you feel that your case is urgent and that you cannot wait such a long time, it is important to let the occupational therapy services know about this.

Some people choose to see an occupational therapist on a private basis, i.e. they pay to see a private practitioner who can then carry out an assessment of their needs at home. There is a Directory of Independent Occupational Therapists available on the internet – www.otip.co.uk or phone the Enquiry Line on 0800 389 4873.

If you need financial help to meet the costs of adaptations you may be able to apply for a Disabled Facilities Grant (see below). Usually this will be decided by a social services occupational therapist although, depending on the circumstances, they may choose to accept the recommendations of the private occupational therapist. Generally, people use a private occupational therapist when they are going to pay for the work themselves.

Home Improvement Agency (often called ‘Care & Repair’ or ‘Staying Put’)

These are local, non-profit making organisations set up to help older people, disabled people and those on low incomes to repair, improve or adapt their homes. They should be able to offer free technical advice about building work that needs to be done and about possible help to find the money to pay for the work. For more specialist bathing advice, they are likely to refer you to an occupational therapist (see above), though some can organise bathing aids.

If you want help to draw up plans, find reputable builders and supervise the adaptations, the home improvement agency can do this but you may be asked to contribute to the cost of the services provided. If so, you should be advised of the cost in advance. 

Some home improvement agencies also run a small repairs and adaptations service to carry out minor jobs (e.g. Installing grab rails). If you wish to find out if there is a home improvement agency in your area please contact the national co-ordinating body for HIAs, Foundations on 01457 891909.

Finding out more

Disabled Living Centre
It may be possible to go and see some of the bathing aids and adaptations that are on offer at a

Disabled Living Centre. These Centres offer unbiased expert advice and information about products and adaptations that can make living independently easier. You can see what is available, how much it costs and where to buy it.

To find out if there is a Center in your area please contact the Disabled Living Centres Council, Tel: 0870 770 2866        Email dlcc@dlcc.org.uk.       Website: www.dlcc.co.uk
Ricability

Ricability is an independent research charity. They publish practical and unbiased guides to equipment for older and disabled people based on professional research.

Reports are available on their website www.ricability.org.uk and many are also available in print. Many are free, but you do need to send a large (A4) stamp addressed envelope to cover postage. (Postage costs are worked out by weight). If you want more than one publication, please contact Ricability to check the cost.

Most of their publications are also available in braille, large print and on tape. 

Ricability, 30 Angel Gate, City Road, London EC1V 2PT
Telephone: +44 (0)20 7427 2460            Fax: +44 (0)20 7427 2468
Textphone: +44 (0)20 7427 2469            E-mail: mail@ricability.org.uk  

Financial Help

Disabled Facilities Grant (DFG) 

Disabled Facilities Grant (DFG) is a grant available from local housing authorities. DFGs can be given to owner-occupiers, private tenants, council tenants, housing association tenants and landlords with disabled tenants. A person who applies for a DFG must be at least 18 years old.

The local authority cannot give a DFG unless they are satisfied that the adaptation is necessary and appropriate for the disabled person. They must ask social services to advise on this. Usually, social services will arrange for an occupational therapist (OT) to visit you in your home in order to see if the proposed adaptations will be suitable for meeting your needs.

The local authority also has to be satisfied that the adaptation is reasonable and practicable, taking into account the age and condition of the property.
At the time of writing the maximum mandatory DFG that can be awarded is £25,000 in England.

Organising the building work 

It may be useful to get some independent advice about the work required (see above), but you may then decide to organise the work yourself. In some cases the work to make a bathroom suitable may be quite extensive, or even involve building an extension on a house for a larger facility.

Below are some suggestions about how to go about dealing with builders.

Finding a good, reliable builder is the key to the success of the work, particularly if you do not have the help of an occupational therapist or a local home improvement agency service.

Three important tips:

· Never hand over any cash as an advance payment for all or part of the work, no matter what the reason given by the builder.

· Agree everything in writing. Keep all letters, contact details and lists of proposed work etc in one place and add the date as a reference to any document that is not dated.

· Never agree to have any work done by a ‘builder’ who knocks on your door suggesting work to your home.

STEP 1: Finding a good builder

All too often we hear of ‘cowboy builders’, and of work being poorly carried out or even left unfinished. It is worth remembering that there are many more good builders than bad and with a little care you should be able to find the right one for you. 

Neighbours and friends may be able to recommend a builder who is helpful and pleasant to work with. However, remember that they may not be able to advise you on the technical quality of the work they have had done. Note, too, that faults often only become apparent months after the job has been completed.

Ask your local council (e.g. the Grants Department or the Occupational Therapy Department) if they have a list of builders in the area who have carried out adaptations to a satisfactory standard in their experience. Whilst lists are becoming increasingly available, they are only a starting point in finding a good builder, and it is well worth making some additional checks:

i)
Many builders join specialist trade organisations (e.g. The Federation of Master Builders) and lists of members are available from them on request. Remember that these organisations mostly represent the interests of their members rather than of you as a customer and membership does not necessarily mean that the builder is particularly skilled or competent. Nevertheless, it is worth checking that your builder’s membership is current and that any warranty or insurance schemes offered through the organisation are available to you and your builder. Note that some unscrupulous builders claim membership of trade organisations in advertisements when, in fact, they are not members – always phone to check.

ii)
Insist on all the proposed building work being listed and priced and get a written quotation from more than one builder so that you can compare prices (see below).

iii)
Check the builder’s insurance certificates. Keep a note of the name, address, policy number and renewal date and ask about any exclusions or limitations on what the builder is insured for.

iv)
If you are organising larger works, references from previous customers can be helpful. Ask for details of both recently completed work, as well as from a year or so ago. Also ask for trade references, e.g. from a builder’s merchant or supplier. Contact them and be sure that the builder is trading responsibly, ordering materials regularly and paying outstanding bills reasonably promptly.

STEP 2: Specify the required work clearly
More problems are caused by not being clear about what work is to be carried out than by any other single factor. Building work is usually described in a ‘schedule of works’ together with a drawing. A schedule of works simply lists each item of work necessary. It is similar to a shopping list and is very useful as a checklist – both before work starts and once the work is finished. This schedule is often accompanied by one or more drawings which show what is to be built and where it is to be built. Drawings may be simple sketches or they may be more complex technical plans and elevations, which often use building industry language, scales and standard symbols. Always ask your builder to explain these two documents and be very clear about what is going to change in your home. It is advisable to write down other relevant information and attach it to the schedule of works. Typically you would include:

· The start date and the finish date for the work.

· Any other requirements you may have, such as the builder starting work mid-morning rather than early morning or clearing up all the mess at the end of each working day.

· Any warranty or guarantee scheme which is included.

· How and when the builder will be paid. If you have a bank account, it is preferable to pay by cheque rather than by cash, as this ensures that there is an independent record of the payment at the bank.

· The description of the work required, together with this additional information, will effectively create the terms of a simple contract between you and your builder, and it is important to take a little time to consider these before getting the work underway.

If the information on the schedule of works is rather vague, it is likely that the price offered by your builder will only be a rough estimate. Try to avoid this. If all the work you require is listed in the schedule of works, you should obtain a quotation from your builder, rather than an estimate. A quotation is a fixed price to carry out the listed works. Once you have received one or more quotations from builders, you will be clearer about just how much money will be needed.

Remember that it is quite common to discover that some additional unforeseen work is necessary, particularly when working on older properties. It would be wise to have some additional money available to cover this but remind the builder that any work additional to that listed on the schedule of works must be discussed, priced and agreed with you before the builder progresses it. Ensure that this additional work is listed on a sheet of paper and attach it to the original schedule of works.

If you are applying for a local authority grant to help towards the cost, it is important that you, the builder and the local authority agree all the details before you instruct the builder to start work. 

Some building work will require formal approval. You are advised to consult with your local council’s building control or planning departments. Not everything is covered, but work that affects the structural stability of the house (building an extension or changing the water supply or drainage system for example) will need such approval.

If you live in a conservation area or in a listed building, you may need such approval even to carry out minor repairs. 

If you live in rented accommodation you will need to get the approval from the owners. 

Finally, remember, too, that if you have a mortgage on your home, you should inform your bank or building society of the work you intend to do. Mortgage conditions may include a clause that you must seek approval from the lender before starting any building work. Similarly, you must inform the insurance company which provides you with buildings and contents insurance cover.

STEP 3: Ensure the work is completed properly

Work to adapt a home for disabled people needs extra care. The precise location of grab rails or basins and showers in relation to doorways and room widths can be crucial for a disabled person and minor changes may greatly affect their use of the facilities. If an occupational therapist has been involved, consult with them before agreeing any change.

It is quite common for builders to ‘sub-contract’ some of the work to another specialist builder, e.g. electrical work or damp proofing. However, the main builder is responsible for all the work which he has priced, even if he is sub-contracting parts of it. If you need to discuss any minor changes to the work which the sub-contractors are carrying out, you must ensure the main builder is involved too.

Once the work is finished, ensure that any instruction books or warranty documents are handed over to you and that the operation of controls, switches, etc is explained. Keep all these documents in the same place as the other papers relating to the building work, for future reference. It is normal for the builder to return to rectify any faults for a period of six months after the completion of the work, and a written note of this should be included in the agreement with the builder. It is even possible to retain some of the builder’s money until the end of this period to ensure any defects are rectified. This must be stated in the original agreement or contract with the builder, usually under the heading of ‘defects period’ (e.g. to be six months) and retention (e.g. either 5% or 10% of the total contract sum to be retained until the end of the defects period).

Remember also that the builder is liable for the work carried out for up to six years after completing the job. So, if problems which are not wear and tear do arise, and if the building firm is still operating, you may be able to claim. Contact your local Citizens Advice Bureau for more advice.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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