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Royal College of Occupational Therapists Submission to The Health and Care Professions Council’s Consultation on HCPC Registration Fees
This submission is made on behalf of the Royal College of Occupational Therapists, the professional body for occupational therapists across the UK.

The submission is made in response to the Health and Care Professions Council’s Consultation on HCPC registration fees.  Further information on any aspect of this response can be gained by contacting the College.  
Executive Summary

Key points to note from this submission include: 

· HCPC has not advised individual registrants of this consultation and the proposed increase in fees.  An email to all registrants would have been expected to ensure full consultation.
· There appears to be bias and formatting flaws in the questions themselves, which could invalidate the responses.  The way some of the consultation questions have been framed makes them difficult to respond to.  For example, some are based on issues of principle which are hard to disagree with and some make an assumption that affirmative answers have been given to other questions. The RCOT recommends that if the HCPC commissions future surveys, they seek guidance on questionnaire construction.  
· There is an absence of a persuasive argument to explain the anticipated reductions in Fitness to Practice cases regarding social workers versus the proposal to increase registrants’ costs with the new preventative approach.  There needs to be a much more robust and transparent rationale for the increase in fees.
· Regarding HCPC investing to modernise and improve its services, HCPC needs to maximise efficiency savings in the first instance, and this needs to be visible, before increasing fees.

· Registrants have no say in the financial management of the organisation.

· That this fee increase is being proposed at a time where there is no HCPC Chair appointed. 

Submission

Consultation questions:
Q1Do you agree that the HCPC should invest in preventing fitness to practise issues arising?
More clarity is needed regarding what preventative strategies are being referred to in order to make a supportive statement, and how the balance would be established between investigation of fitness to practise and preventative intervention – potentially the HCPC may have to rule on cases where its own prevention strategies could have been inadequate, resulting in a conflict of interest.
Existing workplace structures of management and supervision must not become weakened by an assumption that this is the HCPC responsibility.

The College understands the need for regulators to invest in prevention; however, such a steep increase in fees is not justified, especially over a period when health and care professionals have seen little or no increase in their own incomes.
Clarification is needed regarding how far the HCPC has fully explored and projected the impact of the loss of social workers from its statutory regulation responsibilities.  It is also understood that Fitness to Practice investigations of social workers makes up 25% of cases, their departure should therefore release 25% of HCPC resources.  The College agrees that the HCPC needs to increase efficiency regarding the Fitness to Practice process, but with social workers moving to their new regulator this should be possible without an increase in fees as it will have more resources to dedicate to other registrants.
Professional bodies already play a significant role in supporting excellence in practice which can serve as a preventative measure; for example, producing resources which support registrants’ best practice.  
Q2 Do you agree that the HCPC should invest in improved services? 

The HCPC has not demonstrated what it is going to do to reduce costs as it will no longer be regulating social workers.  For example, the consultation suggests further investment is needed to develop the appropriate systems and processes to use data more intelligently.  However, the consultation does not say how the HCPC will gather this data and what data it will collect. 

The consultation also suggests further investment will be used to better engage with service users. However although the largest group of service users is the public, the proposals focus on targeted engagement with organisations. 

Improvements in innovation and technology as described in the consultation document appear potentially beneficial to registrants.   

Q3 Do you agree that the HCPC should invest in the necessary resources to improve the capacity, quality and timeliness of our Fitness to Practice performance? 

The HCPC does need to reduce the length of time taken to consider Fitness to Practice cases.  While acknowledging the HCPC’s commitment to improving the Fitness to Practice process, the College would like the HCPC to explore whether the transfer of responsibility for registration of social workers to Social Work England will provide further opportunities to streamline this process. 

It appears that the largest group who received complaints in 2016/17 were social workers and they were quite significantly higher than the other professions.  What impact will their leaving have and how much will resources used by them presently be saved?  The consultation mentions some of the effect of the loss of income from social workers who were over a quarter of registrants, but given the large percentage of Fitness to Practice cases, it would be important to know how this also will reduce costs in order to avoid the impression that registrants who remain with the HCPC are now required to make up the lost income from social workers.

Q4 Do you agree that the renewal fee should increase from £90 to £106 to support the proposals outlined in this consultation document? 

The College is concerned that the HCPC proposes to increase the annual registration fee from £90 to £106 – a rise of 18%.  This represents an increase of more than six times the current rate of inflation. Registrants had a fee increase imposed as recently as 2015, meaning that if this additional increase goes ahead, HCPC annual registration fees will have risen by nearly 40% since 2014.

The College notes that moves to increase the registration fee at this time may be a direct response to the HCPC’s predicted loss of income when social workers in England are transferred to their new regulator in 2019.  Social workers account for 25% of all fitness to practise cases the HCPC deals with and fitness to practise cases are the HCPC’s single largest area of expenditure. Consequently, when social workers leave the register in 2019, HCPC’s costs would significantly decrease.  The College does not feel it is appropriate for registrants to pay for lost income due to political decisions about the regulation of the social work profession.

In a time when health and social care staff pay when working in public services has been reducing, whilst the cost of living has increased, consideration should be given as to whether this can be justified, particularly for staff on low salaries.  NHS and social care salaries for registrants have only been increased between 1-2% across the UK over the last year or so and yet HCPC are increasing fees by 18%.
Q5 Do you agree that the scrutiny fee for applicants from approved programmes should increase in line with the renewal fee from £63 to £74? 

The College has concerns about the size of the percentage increase, the impact of the individual fee increase proposals, and the particular impact of the increase to this fee combined with the proposed cessation of the graduate discount for the first two years of practice. More clarity is needed regrading why this 18% increase is required.
Education standards set by professional bodies are set at a higher level than those of the HCPC, as the remit goes further than purely protection of the public.  Therefore, a potential unintended consequence could be a reduction in the level of practice of new graduates, and that could potentially result in a risk to the public, or a reduction in the quality of service and/or experience that the public receives.  
Q6 Do you agree that graduate applicants should no longer receive a 50 per cent discount on the cost of registration?
More evidence is required regarding the reason for discontinuing this discount.  Saying that it is an anomaly and there are no other discounts is not considered to be a valid argument for ending it.  There are reasons for retaining it, e.g. the start-up costs for new graduates which may include relocation, investment in equipment and other expenses.  This increase may put off individual graduates from securing registration or encourage them to defer it, which would negatively impact on workforce supply. 
Q7 Do you agree that the restoration and readmission fees should also increase in line with the increase in our registration renewal fee? 

If increases are made, each of the HCPC’s registration fees should be adjusted at the same time and in a proportionate way.  However, as indicated in the response to question 4, a single increase of almost 18% to any of the fees is not proportionate. 
Q8 Do you agree that the international and grand-parenting scrutiny fees should increase in line with the increase in our registration renewal fee? 

The current high level of the international application fee, would be compounded by the proposed increase.  This could have the effect of deterring overseas-qualified practitioners seeking registration to practise in the UK just at the time when we need more workforce supply to meet demand.  Also, the impact of Brexit on workforce supply has yet to be felt.
Q9 Do you agree that we should regularly review our fees to avoid infrequent but larger increases in the future? 

Many professional bodies increase membership fees by a small percentage each year. The College suggests that if the HCPC followed a similar process it would be more manageable and affordable for registrants.

Q10 Do you agree that we should investigate additional charging models for services including charging for the approval of education programmes? 

Whilst agreeing that it would be prudent to investigate additional charging models for services, the College recommends that a full impact assessment is undertaken to ensure that there are no negative unintended consequences and that proposed changes ensure fulfilment of the HCPC’s role in protecting the safety of the public.  Focusing on providing only what the regulatory body can do, is a good starting point for new ventures. 

This would include gaining a full understanding of the role and activities already undertaken by professional bodies to ensure that there is no unnecessary overlap for example. 

With regard to Education approval, this could impact how the quality of education programmes that lead to eligibility for admission to the register is assured, and put the HCPC’s fulfilment of its public protection role at risk.
Q11 Do you agree that a higher fee should be charged for those who request paper renewal forms?
This could be potentially discriminatory to individuals who did not have access to, or were not enabled to engage with the HCPC’s online processes.  The College would therefore expect the HCPC to undertake a full equality impact analysis to test out the potential, unintended consequences for registrants who sought to register through engaging with the regulatory through paper-based forms.  Any online service would need to be fully accessible for people with a disability.

Q12 Do you consider there are any aspects of our proposals that could result in equality and diversity implications for groups or individuals based on one or more of the following protected characteristics, as defined by the Equality Act 2010 and equivalent Northern Irish legislation?
The online service must fully accessible for all.  It would potentially not in line with equality and diversity principles to charge a higher fee to registrants who sought to use paper renewal forms.

The College is concerned that the combined effect of the proposals to increase the scrutiny fee for UK graduates and to remove the discounted registration renewal fee for the first two years of registration will have equality and diversity implications for individuals from poorer backgrounds and for graduates starting their professional career with higher levels of student debt.  This runs the risk of individuals choosing not to enter the profession for which they have qualified for financial reasons.

The College would also question whether charging the same fee to individuals seeking to return to the register after a lapse in registration as individuals seeking restoration to the register is not consistent with the implicated amount of workload for the HCPC related to these different issues.

The proposed increase to the international application fee is high. This could negatively affect individuals from poorer backgrounds and countries.
Q13 Do you have any further comments on our proposals?
NHS and Social Care is currently under enormous pressure and staff shortages are becoming increasingly apparent throughout the health professions, so anything that could act as a disincentive for those wanting to join or remain in the service and those wishing to re-join on a part-time basis must be avoided.

The College requests that the HCPC do not impose this increase but look at ways to achieve appropriate efficiencies that do not compromise fulfilment of HCPC’s role or the quality of HCPC stakeholder engagement.  It is important that health and Social Care staff can be reassured that there will be no more arbitrary or avoidable increases in their registration fees.
About the College 
The Royal College of Occupational Therapists (RCOT) is pleased to provide a response to this consultation.  RCOT is the professional body for occupational therapists and represents over 32,000 occupational therapists, support workers and students from across the United Kingdom.  Occupational therapists work in the NHS, Local Authority social care services, housing, schools, prisons, care homes, voluntary and independent sectors, and vocational and employment rehabilitation services. 

Occupational therapists are regulated by the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC), and work with people of all ages with a wide range of occupational problems resulting from physical, mental, social or developmental difficulties.  

Occupational therapy improves health and wellbeing through participation in occupation. The philosophy of occupational therapy is founded on the concept that occupation is essential to human existence and good health and wellbeing.  Occupation includes all the things that people do or participate in. For example, caring for themselves and others, working, learning, playing and interacting with others.  Being deprived of or having limited access to occupation can affect physical and psychological health.

Contact 

For further information on this submission, please contact:

Anne Keen, Professional Adviser – Professional Practice Enquiry Service
Royal College of Occupational Therapists

020 7450 2328  anne.keen@rcot.co.uk
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