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Appendix B – Interview with NS re home modifications
Q: Briefly describe the circumstance that led to you requiring a home modification funded through the NDIS.
NS: I previously owned a unit, which I bought before I was an NDIS participant, and it was modified by Disability SA. Due to the structural condition of the block of units, it became necessary to sell the whole block, including my unit. From the proceeds of the prospective sale I was in a position to buy another unit, and consequently bought a 3br freestanding unit in a housing estate. I tried to negotiate with the new owner of my previous unit to stay living there in the time between selling my unit and buying a new one, but due to the sale being complex, this was not an option. I then needed to go in crisis accommodation while I looked for a suitable new home that fit with the NDIS requirements for a suitable home to modify according to their guidelines – which, I might add, are quite murky as there is no formal process or guideline saying what is and is not acceptable. I was in Medium Term Accommodation (MTA) for over 12 months due to the process of buying a new home and waiting for the complex home mods completion.
Q: What were the difficulties you encountered when applying for a home modification in a unit that you hoped to purchase?
NS: The sale of my old house, without the ability to secure Medium Term  Accommodation (MTA), meant that I was forced to use Short Term Accommodation (STA) funds to secure myself a place to live as there was not enough time to review my plan to accommodate the changing circumstances. I was not able to access MTA due to the lag between selling my old house and buying a new, suitable one, and it only would become available once I had bought my house – the guideline being that MTA is only available while one is waiting for modifications to be done. NDIS was also unclear regarding their requirements that would deem if the house I purchased was suitable for modification. I was unable to get an in-principle guarantee that home modifications were reasonable and necessary, and likely to be funded in any new purchased property – the justification being that I already had a modified property and had ‘chosen’ to sell, which was not accurate. This caused delays for me in buying somewhere to live, because I was hesitant to purchase a property only to be possibly told that the house was not suitable for modification. Market pressures at the time (mid-2022) contributed to delays in doing so, as houses were selling rapidly, often within hours, and so in-person viewing often was not possible to arrange. 
I also sought answers, in cooperation with my Occupational Therapist, about whether I could remove and reuse any of my significant high-cost assistive technology from my previous unit, i.e. a bench lifter and a Neff Hide ‘n’ Slide oven, and a door automation mechanism (a removal cost of only $4000), therefore providing value for money for any future modifications, as these items alone were worth $20,000 if purchased new. I met with high-level delegates in the NDIS home mods/assistive tech space who said that the NDIS does not fund removal of items as they are trying to keep accessible houses available on the market – however, in my case, the new owner changed the units to remove accessibility features. I was not provided with information about alternative ways to manage this situation. Again, due to no extension of a lease after the sale and no clear direction from NDIS, I had no choice but to pay for the removal of these items out of my own pocket, which I later had to negotiate with NDIS for reimbursement.
Q: How did you manage to overcome these problems?
NS: I had my State Disability Minister’s office involved at two points: 1. To get a senior planner involved to get CHM funding though and; 2. When the SDA provider was not willing to accept my MTA funding and a new solution was needed. Although, senior planner ‘pushed through’ the complex home mods funding due to already being in crisis accommodation. This did not give adequate planning time to get a good outcome for home mods that are now completed.
Q: You are now in your newly modified home. When did you move in and how long did the whole process take? 
NS: Modifications are now complete in my home, and I moved in in late July 2023. My house sale settled in September of 2022, after which I was able to action the request for home modifications. While this was ongoing, I was living in UCity Apartments (April 2022 – 16 Jan 2023) and then forced to move to Quest on Franklin (Jan – July 2023) when UCity would no longer accept my MTA in favour of a person with SDA funding. 
Q: What issues have you had with the process of modifying your home, once this was approved in your Plan?
The modifications funding was rushed through as of Sept 2022 and I was then faced with a lack of availability of complex home modification providers. The earliest start date for a builder was January 2023. A builder was chosen, but negotiations were difficult due to lack of communications from the builder and lack of action from my then-Support Coordinator. Discussions were attempted in January of 2023, at which time I was in emergency negotiations to find new accommodation when UCity refused to extend my contract with them. 
This has meant that the modifications were done incorrectly and to poor standard, with multiple instances of the wrong plans being followed (the builder drew up plans that were vastly different from the complex home mods form completed by the Occupational Therapist), poor materials being used, poor workmanship, or some aspects of the modifications being completely missed all together -- all needing to be rectified. With my new support coordinator, we employed a building auditor to inspect the property, who pointed out numerous issues with the work done by the construction company. The process of rectification is still ongoing and new tradespeople need to be sought.
There was also nothing written in my plan document (but apparently was on the portal somehow) about being funded for a building project manager – a fact that I was only notified of later by a new support coordinator, but by then it was too late to employ this person. This, I believe, is an administrative error that had far-reaching consequences. I am surprised that there appears to be no mechanism by which the NDIS oversees that the funding in such a high-cost area is being used fully and correctly, and ensuring value-for-money is being achieved.
There was also pressure from NDIS regarding the several rounds of MTA for which I was funded, and restrictions on how many times I could be funded, regardless of the state of the home modifications. This caused extreme stress to me every 3 months, as I was at risk of insecure accommodation. Ultimately I lived in a Quest hotel for ‘extra’ 6 months as this is all that was available to me while I was waiting for the builder to correct their errors.
Q: With the benefit of hindsight what would you have done differently to manage the installation of your home modifications better and to your satisfaction?
NS: Having access to a good and skilled Coordinator of Supports from the beginning of the process would have helped this process greatly. I had not engaged a support coordinator before this process, so I was unaware that the service being provided at that time was an unacceptable standard. As I mentioned previously, I could not see in my plan that was funded for a project manager and was not guided on how to correctly use this to better manage the modifications. I believe this was a large factor in not getting the correct oversight on the building process. 
Also, if I had my time again, I would choose a building provider that was able to work collaboratively with me as a client to get the best outcome for me, rather than taking the approach of limiting my options to what they felt comfortable with. I would be more insistent on the element of choice and control, to ensure that the process always remained person-centred.
Q: Finally, the NDIS Review wants to hear how the NDIS can improve. What suggestions do you have for how the NDIS can better provide home modifications, and avoid the problems that you have had to deal with?
NS: My first suggestion would be to make more stringent the process for registration of complex home mods providers. There must be better ways of ensuring that the provision of these works is seen as a specialised area, requiring increased knowledge, and isn’t just the realm of any builder who chooses to ‘have a go’ and can simply pay for registration and provide the correct audit documents. 
Also, a specific problem in my case was that the registered provider outsourced ALL of their trades work to tradesmen who were not registered or trained in home modification, and therefore accessibility standards were not known, much less followed. I don’t believe that this model should be accepted as a registered provider because it compromises the work, and therefore the value for money achieved by the NDIS funding.
There needs to be stronger ability for the NDIS to give in-principle approval in writing to a participant who is aiming to buy their own property, as otherwise this could prevent participants from entering into the housing market. There also needs to be more defined guidelines on what makes a property acceptable for modification in broad circumstances such as mobility disabilities, vision disabilities, etc. Otherwise, this creates a barrier by which the participant may then resort to other ongoing funding streams such as SIL, SDA, or other arrangements, increasing their funding requirements from NDIS, as they would be unwilling to make a purchase commitment; or, conversely, creates financial insecurity for the participant as they may risk purchasing a property with no guarantee that the property will be approved for modification.
I would like to see that, on completion of the works, a period of ‘grace’ is applied where the participant is able to use the modifications and ensure they are completed properly, before the provider is paid. I would also like to see that a participant is provided with funding for a building auditor or other suitable delegate to inspect the works and report back to NDIS regarding the standard and quality of the works. This would then allow the NDIS oversight to ensure that appropriate outcomes are achieved, and would highlight providers who carry out substandard works. Surely the NDIA is interested in ensuring that funds used for complex home modification are done to a high and acceptable standard and meet building standards. My overall experience does not reflect this.
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