
BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION    RADIO 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TRANSCRIPT OF “FILE ON 4” – “SHELTERED FROM HARM” 

 

 

 

 

 

CURRENT AFFAIRS GROUP 

 

 

 

 

 

TRANSMISSION: Tuesday 23
rd 

January 2018   2000 – 2040 

REPEAT: Sunday 28
th

 January 2018  1700 - 1740 

 

 

 

 

REPORTER: Brigitte Scheffer 

PRODUCER: Ben Robinson 

EDITOR: Gail Champion 

 

 

 

 

 

PROGRAMME NUMBER: 17VQ6234LH0



- 1 - 

THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 23
rd

 January 2018 

Repeat:  Sunday 28
th

 January 2018 

 

Producer:  Ben Robinson 

Reporter:  Brigitte Scheffer 

Editor:  Gail Champion 

 

ACTUALITY – DOORBELL RINGING, DOOR OPENS 

 

TURNER: That’s the stand-in scheme manager; our current 

scheme manager is off ill, so we all get a call at least once a week, so she’s just making sure 

I’m standing upright and breathing.  

 

SCHEFFER: Seventy year old Yvonne Turner is showing me around 

her flat in Wokingham.  She’s just had a visit from the warden.  It’s one of a raft of support 

services on offer in the council-run sheltered housing complex - and a vital lifeline for the 

thirty elderly residents living here.  

 

TURNER: When I was offered the flat and I came, and the 

scheme manager that was checking me in said to me, ‘Do you want a call?’ and I thought, 

well, I'm fit, why would I want a call, you know?  But my friend who was with me said, ‘It 

wouldn’t be a bad idea,’ and the warden said, ‘Not really, it’s only once a week - if you don’t 

want me to call, just put a note on the door so I know everything’s okay.’  Some people have 

it every day, because they feel that their health isn’t good enough, that perhaps they should 

have it every day.  I mean, none of us know, it doesn’t matter what age you are really, none 

of us know what could happen at any time. 
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SCHEFFER: Is that the gardens you look out on there? 

 

TURNER: Yes, that’s the gardens.  We’ve got lots of grounds.  

There’s a group of us that do the gardening as and when.  The council run a gardening 

competition so, you know, it’s great.  We all enjoy living here and we are all grateful that we 

are living here.  

 

SCHEFFER: It’s a pleasant building with long clean corridors and 

big windows.  It’s what most people think of when talking about sheltered housing schemes. 

The residents have their own accommodation, but share a communal space where they meet 

up at mealtimes.  And it was here, just over a year ago, Yvonne met 65 year old Hazel Smith, 

who she says didn’t usually socialise much, but joined residents for the Christmas lunch. 

 

TURNER: A couple of days after Christmas she came down and 

knocked on the door and obviously I invited her in.  We had a nice chat, and she said to me, 

‘I’m going to my daughter’s, but I’ll be back sometime in January,’ so I said, ‘Fine,’ and I’ve 

actually got it in my diary - I went up about the 15
th

 January, knocked on her door and didn’t 

get an answer so I popped a note through the door saying, ‘This is my mobile number, give 

me a call,’ and got no answer, but again not worried because, as far as I was aware, she had 

gone to her daughter’s. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Hazel had confided in Yvonne that she was bipolar, 

and that although she was sometimes able to socialise, at other times she tended to shut 

herself away and take to the sofa.  But after a few more weeks of not seeing her at all, 

Yvonne started to become concerned. 

 

TURNER: I don’t know why, but I started asking the then warden 

if she’d seen her, and the warden concerned said no.   

 

SCHEFFER: Were you the only neighbour that was worried about 

her? 

 

TURNER: No, the lady opposite was worried about her, and on an 

odd occasion it would be, ‘Have you seen her?  Nobody’s seen her.  Do you think she’s okay?’ 
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SCHEFFER:  So how many times did you raise the alarm? 

 

TURNER: At least three, if not four.  

 

SCHEFFER:  By now it was early March, and residents had become 

worried that Hazel hadn’t been seen for weeks at Dickens Court.  Yvonne says they were told 

she had a ‘no knock’ policy and so wasn’t checked on.  

Do you think the warden should have gone in? 

 

TURNER: Yes, I do.  It’s not easy, and it’s this fine line between 

people’s privacy and what needs to be done.  But we live in sheltered housing, we’re here for 

a reason, and to be able to say no to a knock once a week seems silly.  We are able to say 

that, but to a certain extent to me, that puts a line through sheltered. 

  

SCHEFFER:  But the weeks passed by and Hazel was not checked 

on.  Then, on the 8th March last year, there was a tragic turn of events.  

 

TURNER: It all went bananas on the Wednesday evening, when 

the police had to be called to make entry to the flat, and that was only because the postman 

had complained to the warden that he couldn’t get any more post into Hazel’s letterbox.  On 

the Sunday before the police arrived on the Wednesday, I’d gone up to see the lady opposite, 

and there was a strange aroma, but then the refuse chute isn’t very far from where she lives, 

and she said she’d been up and down the corridor liberally with air spray and it had seemed to 

disperse. 

 

MUSIC 

 

DUNLOP: I must have got home just after 9 o’clock and Mark 

told me that my mum had passed away.  The police came round at about half nine, ten 

o’clock to explain to me that she’d been found in her apartment, and I said to them, ‘So what 

happened?’  They were really uncomfortable and they said that she’d been found beside her 

bed and they didn’t know how she died, and I said, ‘How can you not know?’  And they said, 

‘Well, she’s been there for some time.’  So I said, ‘How long?’ and they said, ‘We don’t 

know, but from the body it looks like it’s been quite a few weeks.’ 
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SCHEFFER: Hazel’s daughter, Andrea Dunlop, says she is haunted 

by the circumstances of her mother’s death. 

 

DUNLOP: It was just a shock, it was just a complete shock.  We 

don’t know if she died instantly, no one knows that, and I guess the thing that’s always in my 

mind is, did she lie there for days, you know?  Was she in pain?  I just don’t know. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Although Andrea had last seen her mother on New 

Year’s Eve, she had spoken to her since.  She wasn’t unduly concerned, because Hazel would 

often retreat into herself.  She says there was the reassurance of the regular checks by the 

scheme warden, plus an alarm cord, and tracking of residents via their entry key fobs.  But 

she says many of these checks failed, her mother wasn’t checked on and the system didn’t 

record any data from her mother’s fob. 

 

DUNLOP: It just made me think that my mum had gone in there 

and there really wasn’t any controls in the home.  Really the warden’s there, in my opinion, 

just to check the post.  They weren’t doing anything more than that.  That wasn’t what I 

expected, and I think all of these homes have a duty of care.  I think if people are living in 

them and expecting, you know, a degree of support, and I get that it’s independent living, but 

people are living in these flats with these emergency cords, you know, supposedly being 

tracked in and out - they’re not going into these environments because they don’t need 

support; they’re going into them because they do need support.  I’ve been left with a feeling 

that my mum’s, you know, last months were in a place where actually no one really cared 

about her.  That’s quite hard.  [CRIES]  Sorry. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Hazel’s body was so decomposed, the coroner wasn’t 

able to determine the cause of her death.  Her daughter is angry she didn’t receive a regular 

check and says she was there when her mother had agreed to it when she first moved in. 

But in a statement to us, Wokingham Borough Council said they had no evidence that Hazel 

consented to weekly visits and that the summer before, when she had not been seen for a 

couple of months, they had called her daughter.  Hazel Smith once again told them she didn’t 

want to be disturbed or checked on, and they say they respected her desire for privacy. 
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SCHEFFER cont: However, the council says that they now ask tenants 

who opt for no contact to get in touch once a week, otherwise the council will contact them, 

or their relatives, to check on their wellbeing. 

There are more than 650,000 supported homes in Great Britain.  This figure includes the 

elderly and younger people with a learning disability or mental health problems.  But 

Scotland is the only nation that regulates and inspects the full range of support that sheltered 

housing provides in a similar way to that in which care homes are overseen.  For the rest of 

the UK, there’s a lighter touch approach.  Professor Michael Preston-Shoot is Emeritus 

Professor of Social Work at the University of Bedfordshire and Chair of two Safeguarding 

Adult Boards in London. He explains: 

 

PRESTON-SHOOT: Some of these complexes are actually seen as the 

individuals’ own home, so there is less regulatory oversight of arrangements in sheltered 

housing and supported living complexes than there would be in in care homes. 

 

SCHEFFER: And doesn’t that pose a risk? 

 

PRESTONSHOOT: Yes, in one sense it does, in that in care homes there 

are regulatory requirements in terms of registration, in terms of the appointment and the 

checking of potential staff, in terms of inspection of standards of provision and the 

enforcement of regulation all done through the Care Quality Commission, by and large.  Now 

that kind of architecture does not exist in relation to the majority of the settings that your 

programme is focusing on, and in that sense, therefore, there is the possibility that things are 

going on behind closed doors, which are placing individuals at risk of abuse and neglect.   

 

SCHEFFER: We’ve obtained figures which give an insight into 

those levels of risk and harm.  There’s an obligation on councils to record and investigate 

adult safeguarding cases.  So we sent Freedom of Information requests to all councils in the 

UK with responsibility for safeguarding to ask how many referrals had been made about 

adults living in sheltered or supported living since 2014.  This included people with a 

learning disability or mental health issues in specialist facilities, those living in short-term 

refuges and hostels - and the elderly.  While only just under half of councils were able to 

provide figures, between them they reported nearly 31,000 alerts.  The reasons included 



- 6 - 

SCHEFFER cont: physical or domestic violence, discrimination and 

psychological and sexual abuse, but nearly a quarter were about neglect.  Professor Michael 

Preston-Shoot again: 

 

PRESTON-SHOOT: What we have here is a picture of, if not just the tip of 

the iceberg, at least only part of the iceberg, and that there is a lot of abuse and neglect, 

possibly also omissions of care and other forms of neglect that are happening behind an 

individual’s front door, about which the agencies in that locality are unsighted.  So I suspect 

it’s under-reporting and, insofar as some councils did not respond to your FOI request, we 

really do need a comprehensive set of data reporting by local authorities and their partner 

agencies across all types of abuse and neglect, so that we obtain a much more accurate 

picture of the prevalence of different types of abuse and neglect. And I hope that central 

government departments would also take a note in terms of whether there is more that they 

can do to ensure that we obtain an accurate indication of the prevalence of different types of 

abuse and neglect. 

 

SCHEFFER: Our FOI analysis does provide some insight into this. 

Whilst it’s only a snapshot, and we can’t compare the figures to those people living in their 

own homes or in residential care, it does reveal what types of concerns are most prevalent. 

After neglect, the most common alert related to physical abuse, with more than 6,200 cases, 

followed by financial abuse, which accounted for 4,200 reports.  File on 4 was first alerted to 

this last year, when we were contacted by a lady in her early eighties, who said she’d been 

deliberately targeted by staff where she was living - groomed, and eventually fleeced of her 

savings - and it seemed there was nothing anyone could do. 

 

ACTUALITY AT LADY’S HOME 

 

ALICE: Hello. 

 

SCHEFFER: Hello. 

Have you had a nice morning? 
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ALICE: It’s busy, Wednesday mornings.  I’ve got my carer 

comes and she takes me to Tesco, then we come back and she does my cleaning for me, and 

then she goes off, and it was all go, and I don’t like being all go [LAUGHS]. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Alice has had a busy morning and is now enjoying life, 

but when she first got in touch with us, she was still living in her previous sheltered housing 

and she was too scared to talk to us.  But she’s now moved and she feels able to tell us what 

happened, although she’s requested we don’t use her real name.  She says she was a victim of 

financial abuse by the very person supposed to be looking out for her. 

 

ALICE: The warden started being friendly with me, more so 

than with other people, and she’d bought a coffee machine and she’d bring a coffee down for 

me or she’d go to the shops and bring me a treat back.  I was over the moon with it, you 

know, she was so nice.  

 

SCHEFFER: The warden introduced one of her relatives to Alice, 

who started doing Alice’s cleaning.  And over the next few years, the pair made her feel part 

of the family, asking her to babysit regularly.  The warden’s relative, whom she came to 

regard as her carer, gave her a dog.  Alice also looked after the warden’s dog - a life changing 

addition to her daily routine. 

 

ALICE: She was a lovely dog and she just came to live with me 

and she adored me and I adored her.  And then the warden’s dog used to come down every 

morning and stay with me all day. 

 

SCHEFFER: And did you look after both dogs?    

 

ALICE: Yes, I did, yes, and I fed them.  I think the first time I 

realised something was wrong was when the carer took the two dogs out for a walk, but 

didn’t bring them back – they just kept them.  My son-in-law tried to do something about it, 

but … 

 

SCHEFFER: Did you normally have the dogs every day, all day? 
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ALICE: Yes, yes. 

 

SCHEFFER: And then one day they just didn’t bring them back? 

 

ALICE: Yes. 

 

SCHEFFER: How did you feel about that? 

 

ALICE: Well, I nearly had a breakdown over it, I was so upset, 

I really was, because I loved them both so much. 

 

SCHEFFER: Alice now thinks the dogs were used as a form of 

control over her.  She started to give the warden and the cleaner money after they dropped 

heavy hints about their financial problems. 

 

ALICE: They’d say something like, ‘Oh, I’ve got to get four 

new tyres for the car.’  I’d say, ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ - I’d just write a cheque out for them. 

 

SCHEFFER: And how often did that happen? 

 

ALICE: Quite often, quite often.  The warden decided to buy a 

newer, bigger car and I gave her loads of money towards that.  I don’t remember how much.  

 

SCHEFFER: And why did you feel the need to contribute towards 

your warden’s car?  

 

ALICE: Because they make out that, you know, that she doesn’t 

know where she’d get the money from.  I mean, the carer had a huge wedding and I had a 

very friendly neighbour and she swears I paid for it all along, this wedding [LAUGHS]. 

 

SCHEFFER: Were you invited to the wedding? 

 

ALICE: Oh yes, we went to the wedding, nearly most of the 

residents went.  It was a really expensive, posh do, it really was.   



- 9 - 

SCHEFFER: So you’ve paid for a car, you might have paid for a 

wedding, you’ve paid for tyres – that’s quite a long list. 

 

ALICE: Yes, and the caravan. 

 

SCHEFFER: You paid for a caravan as well?  

 

ALICE: Well, I helped towards it, yes.  That was for the carer, 

her and her husband, they got this caravan and it wasn’t any good, so they went out to get a 

bigger one, and I know I helped them out with a couple of thousand towards it. 

 

SCHEFFER:  The demands increased and Alice began to feel 

emotionally controlled.  She said they came with her everywhere, including to the doctor’s. 

 

ALICE: The carer was always with me when I saw him, so I 

couldn’t say very much.  I know at one time the warden had been upsetting me and I wanted 

to tell the doctor, but I couldn’t because the carer was there.  She just took it on herself, you 

know, to go in with me, you know.  The carers I have now, they say, ‘Do you want me to go 

in?’  She just went in.  And half the time the doctor would be talking to me and then she’d 

take over and tell him things.  Well, she just took over.  Well, both of them, they did the 

thinking for me.  They wouldn’t let me go out on my own, because they said I’d fall down. 

I’ve only got mild Parkinson’s, but they said I’d fall down, and they’d never let me do 

anything off my own back. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Eventually, after a couple of years of not being able to 

speak frankly at appointments, in desperation Alice wrote to her doctor asking for help. 

 

ALICE: I wrote him a letter about everything that had been 

going on, and the next thing I knew, his PA rang me to make an appointment because he 

wanted to see me. I went down.  Well, he was furious, he was absolutely furious. 

  

SCHEFFER: Were you on your own when you went to see him? 

 

ALICE: Yes I was, and he said, ‘You’ve to get the police.’ 
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SCHEFFER: The police began an investigation.  In the meantime, 

Alice’s daughter and son-in-law worked out that she’d given around £30,000, cashing in 

investments to get the money.  She’d even put the carer in her will. 

 

ALICE: Oh, I just don’t know how I could have been such an 

idiot and to believe in both of them like I did and to love them so much, it was just ridiculous. 

  

SCHEFFER: Wasn’t that also because you were being manipulated, 

because you were made to feel part of the family? 

 

ALICE: Yes I did, and I thought they loved me, I really did. 

 

SCHEFFER: So you shouldn’t feel so bad about yourself then. 

 

ALICE: It’s a lot of money though. 

 

JANET: Well, it’s gone. 

 

ALICE: As you say, it’s gone. 

 

JANET: It’s gone.  There’s no point in lingering on those 

thoughts for too long.  Life’s too short. 

 

SCHEFFER: Luckily Alice has the support of her son-in-law and 

daughter, who’s just leant over the table to squeeze her mother’s hand.  The irony is that 

because Alice knows what she has done, and what she was doing at the time, the police 

couldn’t prosecute.  She is deemed to have mental capacity and so could have chosen not to 

give away her money.  But she and her family now feel she was manipulated, even groomed. 

Her daughter, Janet, explains how important the mental capacity issue was in pursuing a 

criminal case. 

 

JANET: What the police actually said was, if Mum had been 

mentally worse, she would have been protected, but because she is quite with it most of the 

time, they felt that she knew what she was doing and that she gave them money as a gift, and 
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SCHEFFER cont: it would be no different from their point of view if 

Mum had given myself the money or one of my daughters the money.  So they said that it 

would be impossible for them to actually try and recover any of it. 

 

SCHEFFER:  The housing provider say they undertook a thorough 

investigation into Alice’s case.  They did suspend the warden, who then left her job 

voluntarily while the investigation was ongoing, but they did not feel that it amounted to theft 

or manipulation and did not pursue the matter, although they expressed regret for the upset 

caused to Alice and her family.  It turned out that the carer was not working for the housing 

provider and the arrangement she had with Alice was deemed informal - and not their 

responsibility.  Concerned by the lack of action, Alice’s son-in-law reported what had 

happened to the regulator, the Care Quality Commission.  

So how did the Care Quality Commission react when you contacted them about this incident? 

 

SON-IN-LAW: They couldn’t do a lot about it either, because it’s not a 

care home, it’s a different set-up for sheltered housing than it is for a care home.  They have a 

lot less powers. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Did you know about this loophole, so to speak, with 

the regulation?  

 

SON-IN-LAW: I was just very shocked.  I think you just assume that 

there would be a control in place for elderly, vulnerable people, whether it’s a care home 

where they are being overseen or whether it’s just a sheltered helped, you know, 

accommodation.  I definitely felt there should be something in place and I was very surprised 

that there isn’t something.  But the more I’ve looked into it, the more I see that it’s happened 

a lot and there isn’t much that can be done.  It was a big surprise. 

 

SCHEFFER:   Alex Ruck Keene, a barrister who specialises in adult 

safeguarding, says it is the sort of scenario he deals with very regularly.  But currently people 

like Alice fall into a form of legal limbo. 

 

RUCK KEENE: What concerns me are the group of individuals who are 

said to have mental capacity to make their own decisions, but appear to be subject to some 
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RUCK KEENE cont: form of coercion or control at the hands of other 

people.  In my view, there is a very substantial problem in relation to those individuals, 

because at least in England and Wales there’s a real dearth of protections.  The legal tools to 

try and seek to protect those individuals and to secure their autonomy is profoundly lacking. 

 

SCHEFFER:  What needs to be done to remedy this? 

  

RUCK KEENE: Well, I think that there are two things which could 

sensibly be done.  The first is to consider extending the offence of controlling and coercive 

behaviour from the domestic violence context, where it now exists, to extend that offence to 

situations where the people are not in what’s called an intimate relationship.   So where the 

exploitation, the abuse is taking place at the hands of somebody else who isn’t intimately 

connected - they don’t live with the person, they’re not married to them, they haven’t 

previously been married to them, say, but they are in some way exploiting them.  So there 

would be a criminal offence, which could potentially be deployed.  And the other is to 

establish a piece of legislation, which would do two key things.  The first is, say, what 

triggers there are to intervene - when is it actually right to intervene in someone else’s 

life?  And then, when one is intervening, to say what can be done?  

  

SCHEFFER:  There has to be a balance, doesn’t there, between 

people having independence and state intervention? 

 

RUCK KEENE: Absolutely.  It is ethically complex, and in a situation 

where someone is, on the face of it, saying, ‘I choose to be in this situation, I choose to give 

this money to somebody or actually I recognise that I may be at some risk, but this person is 

in some way important to me.’  It would be an appalling state of affairs if we required the 

state to intervene with jackboots and go in and say, ‘This is what we must do,’ but, 

conversely, sitting back and saying, ‘No, no, this person appears to have capacity to choose, 

we must always stand by and abide by decisions, which actually are the subject of coercion,’ 

- that’s dreadful.   And if one translates that to the domestic violence situation, over a period 

of many, many, many years, it’s been recognised that actually the state has an interest in 

some situations in saying, ‘I know you appear to be choosing to be in this appalling situation, 

but this choice is not yours - you are being coerced, you are being controlled; we must in 

some way intervene to seek to secure your wellbeing.’ 
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SCHEFFER:  There’s more protection in Wales and Scotland, where 

there are a range of provisions, such as power of entry, but it’s only in Scotland where there 

are more wide-ranging powers, including being able to issue banning orders against 

suspected abusers.  Alex Ruck Keene worked on draft proposals for new legislation to plug 

the gaps, but as yet there are no plans to introduce changes in England and Wales.  Our 

figures suggest there is a greater need for protection.  There were almost 31,000 safeguarding 

alerts in our FOI.  These figures have risen by 30% over the past three years.  We showed our 

Freedom of Information findings to the charity, Action on Elder Abuse, which also supported 

Alice and her family.  Its Director for England, Stephen McCarthy, says the current situation 

is unacceptable. 

 

MCCARTHY: Well, I think it’s time for the Department of Health or 

CQC to look at whether sheltered accommodation should be included under the umbrella of 

the regulators, like the CQC.  Something has to happen clearly, from the data that you’ve 

been given from the FOIs.  There’s a massive problem, you’ve uncovered a massive problem 

and so there has to be some kind of action. 

 

SCHEFFER:  What would you like to see happen?  

 

MCCARTHY: Well, the CQC wouldn’t thank me, but I would suggest 

that it could possibly be one for them, but nonetheless you need a strong regulator.   Now is 

the time, it would seem, to start looking at that and to think about what can be put in place in 

that kind of accommodation to safeguard older people and other vulnerable people from 

abuse. 

 

SCHEFFER:  We asked whether there are plans to extend the remit 

of the CQC.  The Department of Health said no.  Bronwen Rapley is the Chief Executive 

Officer of Onward Homes, a large social housing provider in the North West, with 4,000 

sheltered homes.  She says they’ve had to adapt to a raft of new challenges in running 

sheltered housing. 

 

RAPLEY: I think the biggest thing that we would see is 

increasing vulnerability and increasing cases of what we might term complex needs, so where 

residents have a variety of different needs.  There might be something around substance 
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RAPLEY cont: abuse, there might be something around age, there 

might be a combination of different things.  Our scheme managers have moved from being, if 

you like, property managers to people who actually manage and support those residents in 

accessing the care that they need and making sure that they’re able to facilitate that for 

residents.  

 

SCHEFFER:  And is that sustainable? 

 

RAPLEY: It’s not quite always the sweet white-haired old lady 

scenario that people might think of in sheltered schemes.  And one of the things that we’ve 

seen with our scheme managers is that, as the demographic profile of the schemes change, 

actually they have to acquire different skills, they have to bring in lots of outside 

agencies.  Sometimes they have to learn how to deal with antisocial behaviour and manage 

difficult situations in schemes.  And we see that as, certainly with the reduction of the adult 

social care budget and the funding that’s available externally, we see a greater reliance on 

sheltered housing as a consequence. 

 

SCHEFFER:   Social housing is regulated throughout the UK, but it’s 

only in Scotland where the full range of sheltered housing support services, such as those 

provided by wardens, are regulated and inspected.  Bronwen Rapley would welcome better 

oversight.  She says providers can find themselves on the fault lines of different strands of 

regulation. 

 

RAPLEY: I think we have nothing to be afraid of with regulation.  

Greater coordination in regulation, I think, would make sure that you look at the service as a 

whole and make sure that the interests of the customers as a whole are looked after.  So 

actually the more coordination we can have in that space the better. 

 

SCHEFFER:  And that lack of coordination can have terrible 

consequences. 

 

GEOFF: She loved walking by the rivers and she used to collect 

wildflowers and press them, and she’d also collect berries and make her own wine, and erm, 

other jams and things like that - so very much in touch with nature. 
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SCHEFFER:  Mavis, not her real name, is in her eighties. Her son, 

who we’re calling Geoff, and whose words are spoken by an actor, says his mother became 

unwell after her husband died  after almost sixty years of marriage.  Her family, unable to 

cope with the increasingly complex care demands brought on by a series of strokes, and then 

complicated by vascular dementia, placed her into a privately owned sheltered housing 

complex in Wiltshire a few years ago.  Initially they were happy with the set up. 

 

GEOFF: We thought it was very presentable.  It was a safe 

environment - we thought - for her.  It’s got secure doors in and out, and at night, after 

6 o’clock, there are extra safety precautions put in place, with other lockable doors within the 

building itself.  And everybody’s in a little community. 

 

SCHEFFER:  While she lived in the complex, she seemed content 

and was looked after by carers from a separate provider.  Geoff and his sister used to visit 

Mavis to check up on her every other day.  But one day his sister unexpectedly turned back. 

 

MUSIC 

 

GEOFF: They left my mother’s, they’d been driving for about 

15 minutes and realised that she’d left the ironing board still up with the iron still on it - 

although it was switched off.  She was then concerned that my mother would knock into it 

and maybe the iron would fall on her and hurt her, so they went back to Mum’s and my sister 

just walked straight into the lounge. 

 

SCHEFFER:  And what did your sister see when she walked back 

into your mother’s house? 

 

GEOFF: What she saw was just something that shocked her to 

the core.  There was Mr Harrod in her lounge, he had his back to my sister, but he was 

standing over my mother and he’d removed her top, her jumper, and was fondling her breasts. 

It was like she was frozen to the spot – like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a car.  She just 

sat there, not moving, and her eyes were just staring blankly ahead. She wasn’t saying 

anything.  Mr Harrod turned round and he fled to get out, and so my sister went over to my 

mother and put her arms around her, felt very emotional herself.  She got my mother back 
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GEOFF cont: into some semblance of dress again, and she said my 

mother just wasn’t able to speak, it was like she had mentally gone somewhere else.   

 

SCHEFFER:  72 year old David Harrod was living at the same complex, 

as a carer for his wife. But In 2015, he’d sexually assaulted a 12 year old girl with a learning 

disability.  He was given a suspended sentence and ordered to sign as a registered sex offender.  

Despite this, he and his wife were given accommodation at the Aster Group-owned complex, 

who were made aware of his criminal background.  They say they relied on the expert advice of 

other agencies, primarily the National Probation Service, to manage the risk presented by 

Harrod. While they expressed shock and sadness over the incident, they told us: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: As a landlord, the extent to which we are involved in 

any type of offender management is limited only to the decision making around the allocation 

of housing.  We have no on-going role in offender management arrangements.  We would 

never knowingly put any of our customers at risk and we will only house individuals who we 

know to have previous convictions following assurance from relevant authorities that the 

home we are offering is suitable. 

   

SCHEFFER:  The National Probation Service told us Harrod was 

moved into the complex to enable him to care for his disabled wife.  They say a review of the 

case concluded they had taken all appropriate steps, including risk assessments and informing 

Aster Group.  In November last year, David Harrod was found guilty of sexual activity with a 

person with a mental disorder, and sentenced to three years in prison.  Mavis has now been 

moved, but Geoff says it has affected her confidence and her health has gone downhill.   

Our FOI revealed there have been over 1,400 safeguarding alerts made about potential sexual 

abuse since 2014.  But Geoff questions the point of making these reports.  He says Wiltshire 

Council refused to investigate what had happened in his mother’s case.  

Was a safeguarding investigation conducted after this attack came to light? 

 

GEOFF: No. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Why not? 
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GEOFF: I can’t get any answers from anybody.  So I had a 

meeting with them, along with the manager from the care team, and Social Services said that 

they were not carrying out any investigations, they were leaving that with the CID.  Nobody 

wants to stand up to say mistakes have been made and we’re going to look into this to make 

sure that it can’t happen anywhere else.  There’s a problem and it needs addressing. 

 

SCHEFFER:  Wiltshire Council told us responsibility lay with the 

housing association which owns the complex, and the Probation Service.  They said 

the  safeguarding team would not routinely be informed of any findings of a previous police 

investigation on a particular person placed at a privately-owned care property, such as the one 

owned by Aster Group.  They acknowledged there are lessons to learn from what happened 

and said they will do everything they can to stop anything like it from ever happening again. 

Stephen McCarthy from Action on Elder Abuse says the current patchwork of regulation has 

an inherent blind spot when it comes to sheltered accommodation. 

 

MCCARTHY: I think the problem, from the information you’ve been 

provided with, is that it’s identified an area that isn’t really being thought about when it 

comes to potential abuse and neglect.  I think the focus is probably on people in their own 

homes or care homes or nursing homes, hospitals or whatever it might be, and actually you’re 

identifying an area where pretty much free of regulation, if not entirely free of regulation, 

where it’s time to now start paying some attention to that and to think about what can be put 

in place in that kind of accommodation to safeguard older people and other vulnerable people 

from abuse. 

 

SCHEFFER:   Sheltered housing is on the radar.  There’s been a 

recent joint Parliamentary Select Committee review of funding plans looking at the future 

sustainability of the sector.  Chair of the Communities and Local Government Committee, 

Clive Betts MP, warns against imposing additional regulation, but does have concerns over 

our figures and the rise in safeguarding alerts for those living in sheltered homes. 

 

BETTS: Well, I haven’t seen those figures before and I’m not 

aware anyone’s collected them in that form, so I think that’s a really good bit of information 

collecting, if I can congratulate you for that.  I think that’s really helpful.  We ought to be 

asking councils to ask if at local level, where their numbers have gone up, why is that 
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BETTS cont: happening?  They are national figures, they may vary 

from area to area, but we need to find out why.  Is it that the immediate care and help in 

development isn’t available for people because of cuts in funding?  Or is it that there are 

more people who have got extra needs, moving into sheltered and supported housing, and 

therefore there’s a bigger demand on the system?  We need to know why, we need every 

local authority to look at the situation in their area and to come to a conclusion about it and to 

take appropriate action.  We’re going to have a further debate about supported housing in 

Parliament and that’s something I want to raise in that debate and ask for a response from 

ministers. 

 

SCHEFFER: We put our findings to the Government ourselves.  We 

approached the Department for Communities and Local Government, the Department for 

Work and Pensions, the Department of Health and the CQC.  No one wanted to comment on 

the figures.  [MUSIC]  In a joint statement, they told us abuse and neglect are unacceptable 

and must be prevented.  They say there is a legal obligation on local authorities to ensure the 

services they commission are safe.  But with no new plans to increase oversight of the sector, 

Alex Ruck Keene remains concerned about other vulnerable adults like Hazel, Alice and 

Mavis. 

 

RUCK KEENE: That leaves vulnerable people in exactly the same 

position that they are now, which is potentially falling between the cracks of different pieces 

of legislation, which exist for different reasons, and which in relation to any particular 

vulnerable adult, local authorities and their safeguarding partners have to try and navigate  

extraordinary complexity, considerable expense and, all too often, I’m afraid, leading to the 

position which this person, this vulnerable adult falls into the box marked, ‘far too difficult to 

deal with.’ 


