Developing an Advice Strategy for Hackney:

A Response to the Council’s Consultation Exercise

From the Independent Advice Sector

April 2007
Hackney Advice Forum

Social Action for Health, 62 Beechwood Road, 

London E8 3DY
Tel.: 0208-800 7509 E-mail: andyb@safh.org.uk 
1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Hackney Council has announced its intention to develop an advice strategy for the borough. A draft document has been prepared and an Executive Summary was issued at the beginning of February 2007 to mark the beginning of a 3 months consultation period. 

1.2 This paper is a response to the Council from the Hackney Advice Forum. It deals in turn with:

· The Hackney Advice Forum (HAF)
· The form of HAF’s response to the consultation exercise

· Towards an Advice Strategy
· The current picture within Hackney, and critical issues and pressures on the independent sector 

· Next steps
2. WHAT IS THE HACKNEY ADVICE FORUM?

2.1 The Hackney Advice Forum (HAF) brings together independent advice providers (IAPs) from the borough’s Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) and functions as a network. The Forum aims to help IAPs improve the quality and level of their service to clients by providing support and information on relevant advice issues. Membership is open to all IAPs in the borough. Amongst the Forum’s terms of reference is included:

“The Forum will strive to be independent and influence advice policy at local level where appropriate” …. and …..”will contribute to the development of a Compact between the Council and the VCS with an advice perspective”

2.2 HAF was established in July 2004 and functioned effectively for 2 years. The initiative was serviced and co-ordinated first by Social Action for Health and then by AdviceUK. As a result of interruption in the funding available, the Forum’s work stopped in the early summer of 2006. Funding was reinstated in December 2006 and management returned to Social Action for Health. A new Co-ordinator was appointed and began work in February 2007. This consultation exercise is thus the first major piece of Forum work to be undertaken within these new arrangements.

2.3 Information about the Forum’s work and invitations to participate is circulated to a very broad range of IAPs in Hackney. The mailing list currently includes around 90 organisations and groups. Appendix 1 lists the HAF members who have contributed directly to this response paper. All HAF members have had an opportunity to contribute and comment on a draft version of this paper.

3. THE FORM OF HAF’S RESPONSE TO THE COUNCIL’S CONSULTATION

3.1 The Council’s Executive Summary identified four areas where views are sought – on topic-based priority advice needs; gaps in provision; referral arrangements; and co-ordination across public, voluntary and private sectors. Though the full version of the Council’s draft strategy contains some useful demographic and other information, it does not set out many of the key issues from the perspective of IAPs in the borough. Nor does it actually indicate what the Council intends to propose as an advice strategy. Responding to this material is thus difficult.
3.2 Accordingly, the Forum has decided that we will take this opportunity to set out our own view on the development of advice provision in Hackney, in order to give full weight to the issues that we think are crucial and which need to be addressed. We have tried both to set out a framework within which advice services can be viewed and to indicate the priority issues for Hackney. This document is thus the beginnings of a HAF strategy for independent advice services in Hackney, for which we will wish to ‘commission’ funding. 
3.3. The issues raised in this document are complex and iterative. In the time available it has not been possible to deal with many matters in the depth they require. In other areas, there is further work to be done. And – most importantly – we offer this document to the Council as a first not a last step in agreeing and progressing an advice strategy for the borough. To get services to the optimal position and with the capacity to meet the borough’s needs will require on-going discussion and negotiations with the Council and with other statutory sector agencies. The need for an agreed process to underpin these negotiations is dealt with in Section 6 of this paper.
3.4 This document concerns itself with the independent advice sector. We are aware that the Council’s strategy will also include its own advice services and those provided by other agencies (e.g. Legal Aid lawyers). Although we refer to these other services at points in the text, we do not address their future in depth.
4. TOWARDS AN ADVICE STRATEGY

4.1 This section of the report sets out a ‘template’ for thinking about information and advice (I/A) services and a model of the ways in which these services and activities might be provided in a local area.
The need for advice services and the role
of the independent advice sector

4.2 We live in a highly regulated society involving complex Law, extensive State involvement in the business of citizens and a confusing web of rights, entitlements, duties and public support services. We also live in a very unequal society, in which around 20% of the population is forced to live in circumstances considered by the rest to be unacceptable. Despite being sixth in the world league table of purchasing power, and many avowed Government policies designed to address poverty and inequality, improvement is, at best, slow and, in many respects things have got worse. In areas of the country like Hackney, these problems are at their most intense, both in terms of numbers and in terms of physical, social, health and economic conditions.

4.3 We all, as individuals and families, encounter difficulties in our lives. Sometimes these difficulties become seriously threatening to our health and well-being and, for some, raise matters of life-and-death. Many of these difficulties we cannot sort out by ourselves, though the evidence shows that mostly this is what we try to do first. When our own efforts fail, we must look elsewhere for support. The evidence also shows that by the time people do find their way to advice services, many times their problems have become worse and have spread to involve other, sometimes multiple, issues.

4.4 Against this backcloth, access to I/A becomes a pre-requisite to full and active citizenship and a conduit to opportunity. These services are central to achieving social inclusion. In these respects, I/A services are unlike other public services in that they are mostly about helping people obtain something – rights, services, resources, redress – from someone or somewhere else. Given the wide range of people, issues and circumstances involved, the range of appropriate responses to the public’s need for I/A must necessarily be complex and diverse. Such diversity of response is a strength, but creating an accessible and comprehensive pattern of provision overall, has to be approached as an integrated affair. 

4.5 Structurally, I/A services are to be found in the VCS, within the private sector (in the context of this report private lawyers working in the Legal Aid system are the most significant) and within statutory services (local authority, health service, benefits agencies, employment services etc.).
4.6 The HAF brings together and represents the first arm of I/A activity – the independent VCS.  The issue and importance of independence in this context cannot be overstated. For it brings the freedom to advocate, to challenge decisions taken by others in positions of authority and to be driven solely by the needs of clients and community interests.  I/A is a vital route by which individuals - and communities - are able to enforce their rights, including their human rights, understand their responsibilities and gain access to available services. Independent I/A services are a crucial support in the struggle to establish and negotiate fairness and justice within society and to obtain redress when things go wrong. Given the stakes involved for many people, these I/A services are as important to the health of the community as GPs.

4.7 Though Legal Aid lawyers are independent of the State, their position within the private sector and their service role can raise particular issues (working to a profit motive, lack of interest in strategic issues, running a service based on means-testing, to name three). Nevertheless, it is possible to view IAPs and Legal Aid practitioners as forming a single ‘sector’ in that their position structurally allows them independence of action working on behalf of their clients. Nothwithstanding the need to address serious current threats to the Legal Aid Scheme, in the time available we have not been able to detail our concerns here. This also is a discussion that needs to happen, however.
4.8 Statutory sector I/A services are the third arm of provision. These services are not independent, as they are part of the State, and they are frequently managed by the same institutions that their clients are having difficulties with. In this document, we do not attempt to deal with the future of these I/A services. However, their future configuration should be part of Hackney’s advice strategy and we are keen to contribute to a discussion about this.

The types and pattern of provision of independent VCS
information and advice services: a preferred model
4.9 Many see the ‘advice sector’ as a professionally-bounded area of service provision. This view only includes the most visible, and the minority, of advice providers. This ‘iceberg’ image is the approach adopted in the Council’s draft strategy document. We believe it to be a flawed construct, as it excludes a very large amount of highly valuable, indeed crucial, activity, especially that to be found within small and medium-size BME groups.

4.10 A definition of ‘advice sector’ based on the different ways in which we, the public – in practical terms – seek independent help with our problems would look like the diagram on the next page.
4.11 The nearest thing we have to a national advice service is family, friends, work colleagues, and neighbours. This is the first place people turn to. People here are involved in giving information and advice because they care about the person involved, because they have some relevant knowledge or experience or because they have an opinion. Although completely informal and totally unregulated, much of this I/A can be very helpful and of good quality.
4.12 When these avenues fail, we then think where else we might get help. How much we know about what is available, and how accessible it is to people, becomes crucial. Some will try to access any I/A services they know about, others will take their problem to other places that they already know, or go to, and have trust in (their community organisations, their lunch club, their computer class….).

4.13 Hackney’s rich mix of different ethnic and cultural communities influences choices on this matter for many from those communities. Barriers of language and culture can present serious difficulties for some in terms of finding and using I/A services. This factor explains the importance of own language and culturally appropriate services, that need to be available through community and voluntary sector groups and agencies, and the need for more support to be offered to BME groups serving these communities.
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Who provides independent I/A activities and services?

4.14 Community groups: usually small, with poor access to resources, often serving particular populations and ethnic or other minorities. These groups may not aim to be involved in I/A activities but become so, simply because their users ask them things and they want to be helpful. In other situations such groups become involved in I/A (and in advocacy) because there is no-one else there to help. Normally all activity will be on a voluntary basis.
4.15 Multi-purpose voluntary agencies:  there are considerable numbers of VCS organisations that provide a formal, designated I/A service as one part of a set of wider activities. A local Age Concern, for example, may provide I/A alongside other activities aimed at older people; a young people’s counselling service may also help with access to benefits, etc. These services allow different aspects of a client’s situation (such as their welfare needs) to be addressed at the same time as their advice needs. Such organisations will often have access to staff resources for their I/A work, though many use volunteers as well.
4.16 Voluntary agencies providing generalist or holistic advice as ‘core business’: organisations who see their main business as being about delivering formal I/A services. These agencies provide advice across a range of topics (benefits, housing, immigration, etc.).
4.17 Agencies providing specialist topic-based advice: the vast bulk of these services are provided by private lawyers working within the Legal Aid Scheme though there are a few VCS agencies holding such Contracts and some specialists funded from elsewhere.
4.18 It is important to note that the terms generalist and specialist are not used here to imply a particular grade of service or a hierarchy of provision. With respect to generalist providers, some offer specialist advice on certain topics (examples include County Court possession hearings, employment tribunal representation, ombudsman complaints). The important point about this type of provision is that these services are offered alongside advice on a range of other topics and/or in an environment in which other support services are available to clients. The important point, overall, is that advice can be provided in different ways by different organisations and each element in this pattern of provision is important.
How I/A services are made available?
4.19 With respect to particular constituencies, there are essentially three ways in which I/A providers do, and need to, orientate their services:

· On a geographical basis – East Hackney LAW targets its services on the East of the Borough for example; the CAB aims to cover the borough’s population as a whole;
· On particular population groups – Age Concern targets its services on older people, Off Centre on young people, Choice in Hackney on people with disabilities;

· On particular ethnic communities – Agudas Israel serves the Jewish community; Derman, Halkevi  or Day-Mer the Turkish-Kurdish community; the Preschild Foundation the Latin American community.
The level of service provided

4.20 All local areas need a comprehensive pattern of I/A provision within which these many individual agencies and services will play their part. Together this provision will offer:

· Signposting – a vital first step, pointing people to other agencies and contacts for help;

· Information-giving – providing facts in response to specific questions or needs;

· Advice-giving – unravelling problems and explaining what can be done;

· Action and negotiation – taking action on behalf of someone and arguing their case;

· Representation – acting for someone in a formal setting;

· Campaigning – taking up issues on behalf of individuals and communities and pressing for change.

4.21 In terms of the effectiveness and outcomes of advice work, the evidence tends to show that the best results are achieved by services able to take a holistic but intensive approach to sorting users’ problems. This implies that the core of an advice strategy for an area like Hackney should be built on an adequate supply of generalist or holistic services able to offer action, negotiation and representation (these can be broadly described as ‘casework’ services). These services should be located both in single purpose and multi purpose agencies, with own language and culturally sensitive provision wherever possible, to achieve coverage of the whole population. It needs to be recognised that I/A services of this sort are resource-intensive.
Recognising and valuing diversity in provision

4.22 It is only by approaching the question of I/A provision as a broad and complex landscape of activity that the true task becomes clear. The ‘iceberg’ analogy is relevant here in that far more provision is to be found ‘below the water’ (i.e. agencies that are not described primarily as I/A services) than above it. These different activities need to be aware of each other and work together to meet I/A needs. A part – but not the whole – of this issue concerns signposting and referral arrangements in an area. 

4.23 Lastly, a crucial factor to consider is the question of access – who manages to get into what I/A service and how easy and appropriate is it for them? This too calls for diversity and plurality. The position of those with specific cultural or language needs has already been mentioned. But there are other differences that also need to be taken account of - physical requirements such as mobility, transport issues for those with small children and so on. Some can be expected to use a fixed building-based service, others may need outreach services or home visits. 

The question of topic-based approaches to provision

4.24 In terms of topics, this way of describing the pattern of local provision (so much benefits work, so much housing work, etc.) is one that is usually used by specialist advisers and forms the basis of the LSC’s view of the landscape. Whilst it is important to try and quantify the topic areas where people are experiencing problems and to identify who knows enough to help them with them, it is not helpful or appropriate to rank these are priorities in relation to each other. In an area like Hackney, the need for good independent I/A services is so extreme that everything is truly a priority, with multiple issues being inter-connected. This point is illustrated, for example, by the 2001 CLSP strategy, which identified as advice priorities – benefits, debt, employment, mental health, health and community care, consumer advice, education, housing, and immigration and nationality. What else is there?

4.25 This approach also puts generalist advice (whether offered through an I/A service or informally as an activity) off the radar. This is precisely the opposite of what is required. It is more generalist, holistic capacity that is needed.
Achieving quality
4.26 I/A services and activities should be as good as they can be. Though all may be able to agree with that statement, ideas about what ‘good’ means vary a lot. According to virtually all current ‘quality assurance’ schemes, as exemplified in the advice sector by the LSC’s Quality Mark (QM), ‘good’ means ‘well organised’. Unfortunately being well organised is, in reality, no assurance whatsoever that a good quality service is being delivered nor that the best possible outcomes are being achieved for clients. The recognition that the QM did not really assess what matters in quality may be one reason why the LSC has abandoned the system in the not-for-profit sector. We should rejoice at its passing and use the opportunity to get back to a proper and productive discussion of quality in advice services.

The need to focus on the right things

4.27 One way of viewing issues of quality in I/A is represented by the lozenge below:

How good are your RESULTS?

(Quality of Outcomes)


How good is your ADVICE?



How good is your SERVICE?

   (Quality of Advice)




      (Quality of Service)


How well ORGANISED are you?

      (Quality of Organisation)
4.28 In this construct, the crucial things to address are:

· Quality of service – this includes issues of access (who gets into the service) and how well users are treated once they have got in;
· Quality of advice and action – how technically competent is the information and advice that is offered and the action taken to gain rights, access and social change?
· Quality of outcomes – what results are achieved for clients and communities and are these as good as they could be?
4.29 Quality of organisation then becomes the means to an end – to ensure quality of advice, services and outcomes.
Tools to improve real quality

4.30 Tools exist within the sector to assess the quality of service, advice proficiency and outcomes. Integrating the use of these tools into an advice service is a management responsibility within each agency. They should be used to analyse and understand practice issues, identify agency or service management and development issues and improve what clients get from that service. Use of these tools can make a real difference to the gains for users achieved by advice agencies.
4.31 On the whole, at present these tools are not in routine use within the sector. Infrastructure support is needed to embed their use. Such infrastructure support is also needed to ensure that other professional and service development needs are met (training of advisers, information support, management development, etc.). This is one of the roles of the Hackney Advice Forum.
Accountability to funders for ‘quality’

4.32 Funders are entitled to demand accountability for their investment in an advice agency’s work. However, requiring adherence to standardised notions of quality of organisation (as with the QM) is a waste of time and ineffective. Requiring that outcomes targets are set and met is unfair and sets the advice agency a hostage to fortune, as there are many factors bearing on outcomes that are beyond the agency’s control.
4.33 Accountability measures should be confined to quality of service and advice proficiency, as both of these can be expected to be within the control of the provider. The ‘quality’ requirement placed on funded agencies should be that they demonstrate the methods used to assess these aspects of quality and that they be transparent in reporting the results obtained. Demands in these respects should be proportionate to the size of the organisations involved and the complexity of their I/A work. This obviates the need for external inspection regimes or preliminary qualifying requirements. The resource implications of working in these ways need to be acknowledged in agency’s own management arrangements and by service funders. 
Achieving integration

4.34 As we have already said, ensuring that residents and citizens gain access to good quality advice services demands a patchwork of provision across the borough provided by a diverse range of agencies and groups, but with a good supply of generalist casework services at the heart of the network. 

4.35 At a strategic level, this patchwork of provision needs to be stitched together to form an integrated and coherent whole. The infrastructure should exist to ensure both that the support needs of individual agencies can be met and that the sector as a whole can be supported and developed. The tests of adequacy and health here should be:

· Whether the services are independent and can act without fear or favour;

· The real quality of advice services offered;

· Whether the whole network is comprehensive as expressed in geographical access, access by particular population groups and access by particular communities;

· Whether the network is sustainable (money, people, skills, buildings, etc.);
· Whether the network is working well together, operationally and with respect to relevant policy matters, including whether there is the capacity and ability to act independently in the interests of clients and communities.
4.36 Questions of independence and quality have already been referred to. The issue of sustainability is dealt with in the next section. This leaves how comprehensive the network is and mechanisms for joint working.

4.37 Whether such a network covers the ground and reaches the whole community is a matter of intelligence gathering, collective action and individual service development. The means to collect and report back such intelligence and capacity to support individual and collective action is an important part of the infrastructure support needed by a local advice network.

4.38 Joint working has a number of aspects, all of which need active attention:

· Practical working relationships between providers – effective systems for signposting and referral are important. Good practice here is built on sustained and robust on-going contact between advisers and agencies rather than technical, IT-based, quick-fix solutions. The latter are only ever likely to involve a very small number of providers. They also divert attention away from the real-life issues that have practical effects on referral relationships (‘cherry picking’ referrals by legal aid lawyers being a current example);

· Consultancy support – there is much unexploited potential for consultancy support to be offered within and through the network – advice to advisers that may obviate the need to refer clients on to other providers;

· Exploiting the potential for shared services and collaborative working – service efficiencies and synergies can be created here, and these arrangements can contribute to building effective relationships across the sector; within Hackney, the Hackney Information and Advice Consortium (HIAC) is a good example of this mechanism in use; 

· Sector perspectives and development – on-going involvement is needed in protecting the integrity and independence of the sector and pursuing strategies to keep it in good health;

· Social policy influence and impact – an important role for the independent sector is as a commentator on and, where necessary critic of, the policies and practices of other agencies, especially statutory sector agencies. Much of this work is most effectively done collectively as it brings together evidence and co-ordinates representation.

Developing a sustainable independent advice sector

4.39 IAPs and the sector as a whole will not be able to do its job properly if it is not sustainable. The bedrock of sustainability is, of course, access to stable and adequate sources of funding. In this, the integrity of individual agencies and the sector as a whole can best be defended by keeping the funding base as diverse as possible This means working to maximise income from statutory and non-statutory sources, and from both inside the borough and outside of it.
4.40 It is also important to value and support the contribution of volunteers who, collectively, provide a very substantial resource in the area of provision.
4.41 Sustainability can also be supported through collective action and solidarity. If individual groups and agencies are prepared to debate and agree the perspectives and priorities that their users and communities require, and stand together in the pursuit of these, much for the common good of the sector, and the borough’s residents, can be achieved. The stated intention of the Council to move to competitive tendering for advice services is likely to present a challenge to this approach and one that will likely weaken the capacity of individual agencies and the sector as a whole.

Relationships with the statutory sector

4.42 Relationships between the independent advice sector and the statutory sector will always be complex and often difficult, involving conflict and dissent. It is important to recognise that this is a function of structural differences and is quite OK, indeed is to be welcomed. One of the main roles of the IAS is to act as a quality assurance mechanism for statutory services. IAPs have a unique vantage point from which to observe the way in which public services are organised and delivered and the impact this has on users. They have a responsibility to offer this feedback – both positive and negative – and, where change is needed, to press vigorously for this change.

4.43 At an operational level, this tension can also be apparent. IAPs actively want to have good communication and an effective rapport with their opposite numbers in statutory services. This is not always the case at the present. Though both parties should strive for this positive relationship, both need also to remember the independent position of advice providers and their first responsibility to represent the interests of their users.
4.44 Where statutory agencies are involved in funding IAPs and the sector, particular maturity is required as the temptation to use funding power to silence criticism or opposition may be strong. These dangers can be avoided by the recognition of the particular role played by IAPs, through the creation of open and honest relationships between those involved, and by being reminded that empowering local communities and community organisations is a high level objective for statutory sector agencies.
5. THE CURRENT PICTURE WITHIN HACKNEY, & CRITICAL ISSUES AND PRESSURES ON THE INDEPENDENT SECTOR 
The profile of need within Hackney

5.1 Hackney’s population is just over 200,000 people. There is a higher number of young people and a lower number of older people than in London or the country as a whole. Of very great significance is ethnicity. Around 40% of the population is drawn from an ethnic minority background including African, Caribbean, Turkish-Kurdish, Somali, Jewish, Chinese, Vietnamese, Irish, Latin American, Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi. Some of these groups (for example Irish and Turkish-Kurdish) are missed in ethnic monitoring systems in use. 
5.2 Migration is also an important issue. This includes a large population of refugees and asylum seekers, sizeable numbers of people arriving in the area legally (especially new EU arrivals from Poland) and unknown numbers of ‘illegal’ migrants. All these population groups present particular issues for services and service providers in the borough. The last of these – illegal migrants – lie largely below the radar of official discussion and provision and include many people living in highly vulnerable and insecure circumstances.
5.3 The pressures on Hackney’s population, whether those from ethnic minorities or the ethnic majority, are great. Demographic information from a variety of sources, and reports from agencies, show high rates of poverty, unemployment, debt, poor overcrowded or unsuitable housing, high numbers of vulnerable young people, people experiencing poor health, disability or limiting illness (including very high levels of people experiencing mental health problems), homelessness, and crime.
5.4 These population characteristics provide the backdrop to and demonstrate the great need for support services of all sorts. Independent advice services lie at the forefront of the kind of provision needed and provide a vital role in helping residents and citizens access the help and support they need.
The current pattern of provision

5.5 No survey of I/A provision in the borough has been conducted in recent years. The most recent – that carried out by the Community Legal Services Partnership (CLSP) in 2001 – identified a great many providers but failed to use these results, either to make sense of the landscape or to devise any meaningful strategy. HAF believes that the picture of IAPs in the borough and the needs they are addressing should be updated through a properly resourced study, undertaken as part of the on-going development work of the Forum. This will help to identify gaps in provision, pressure on services and priorities for further development.
5.6 In the absence of accurate updated information one can at best hazard an educated guess about the landscape now in 2007.

5.7 To return to the pyramid diagram (see paragraph 4.10) and beginning at the bottom, advice from friends, relatives etc. will, of course, remain widely available and used. This is not as irrelevant a point as it may sound, as this phenomenon has important implications in terms of public information/education work. If more people have more accurate information about rights and benefits etc. they will have less need of information and advice services to help them with access, entitlement and so on. There is a need for an agreed public information strategy regarding rights, entitlement and access to public services.
Community organisations and groups

5.8 The number of community organisations and groups involved in I/A activity in the borough is very considerable. These include groups that are geographically-based (e.g. estate-based), concerned with population groups (such as young people, older people, people with disability), those that spring from faith or political motivations, as well as those that give voice to Hackney’s many ethnic minority communities. The HAF is in touch with more than 30 such groups and there may be an equal number that we do not yet know about. These groups collectively represent a significant and valuable resource, often firmly rooted within particular communities, but they currently receive virtually no financial or other support. Many of them are keen to develop their activities in I/A but face very basic difficulties – use of premises, access to phone lines, office equipment, etc. An advice strategy for Hackney should make visible the role of this segment of the sector and how it can best be valued, resourced and supported. Opportunities for synergy should be taken at the level of individual groups (e.g. possibilities for sharing premises) and strategically (e.g. working with the Refugee Forum and Health and Social Care Forum). The Community Hubs could address this need if their management is located in the independent sector. HAF sees this area of work as a high priority, especially through the use of resources aimed at building social cohesion and inclusion.
Multi-purpose agencies

5.9 The number of independent multi-purpose voluntary agencies providing I/A services is likely to be in the region of 40 groups. Again, organisational focus will vary - examples include Age Concern, Off Centre, North London Muslim Centre, Derman, Agudas, Finsbury Park Homeless Families Project. A number of these agencies have staff resources for their I/A work including a number supported through the Council’s Grants Programme. In total this is likely to amount to between 20 and 30 advice staff (though not all full-time). Many of these agencies will be trying to offer, as resources allow, ‘casework’ support, but they report severe strain on these resources and the need for more access to specialist support. Strengthening this segment of the sector is seen by HAF as a priority.
Dedicated generalist/specialist I/A providers

5.10 The independent generalist IAPs, serving any residents of the borough, are East End CAB, the Hoxton Legal Advice Centre, and East Hackney LAW. The CAB has 5.5 staff providing generalist advice. The CAB service is currently out to open tender and is thus uncertain. East Hackney LAW has one paid staff post and Hoxton Legal Advice Centre 2.5. Both agencies face financial insecurity and there is a danger that the Hoxton Centre will close in September of this year unless additional resources are identified. Strengthening this segment of the sector is seen by HAF as a priority.
5.11 The independent topic-based specialist IAPs comprise the Hackney Community Law Centre which hold LSC Contracts in Housing, Immigration and Employment, and East End CAB which hold contracts in Benefits, Housing and Consumer matters. Some Hackney agencies also refer to a few out-of-borough providers for specialist provision – for example to East London Financial Inclusion Unit for debt work or to the London Advice Services Alliance for tribunal representation. HAF’s priorities here are to protect existing provision and to explore the potential for greater ‘second tier’ support from specialists to generalists.
5.12 Other topic-based specialist provision is available through the Legal Aid Scheme. The number of LSC civil contracts in the borough is around 50, involving some 28 private firms. This pattern of provision is currently threatened through the enforcement of the new LSC Contract. There is likely to be a reduction in the resources available for Legal Aid work, in the number of providers and very possibly in the quality of this provision. HAF’s priorities here are to work with progressive Legal Aid lawyers, the Council and other stakeholders to minimise the damaging effects of the LSC’s strategic plans, by using local and national political pressure on behalf of the local population.
Demand on services and capacity to respond
5.13 There is no aggregated information available about the level of demand on IAPs. However, individual agencies report high levels of demand. In some cases, this results in queuing, in other cases, long waiting times for appointments. Overall, HAF does not believe that the capacity exists now within the independent advice sector to meet the needs of Hackney’s residents. It is often the case also, that the resources available to IAPs are inadequate for the job, including premises and physical space, access arrangements and IT facilities.
The importance of multi-lingual I/A provision

5.14 With respect to own language provision, again no reliable figures are available. However, within the ‘mainstream’ IAPs, it is widely acknowledged that there is a severe shortage of advisers with language skills and that interpreting facilities are grossly inadequate. Within BME community organisations, where the language skills already reside, there is a shortage of skilled or professional advisers. Where immigration or asylum issues are involved, the draconian legislation regarding immigration advice is a further serious problem.  HAF believes that the development of mother tongue advice capacity is a high (perhaps the highest) priority.
Cross borough use of services

5.15 A feature of many advice agencies in Hackney is that cross-borough issues need to be taken into account. Demand on agencies comes from people inside and outside the borough. This is, to some extent, a feature of services in urban environments generally. However, it is also a specific feature of communities with high numbers of asylum seekers and ethnic minorities.
5.16 Groups arising from these communities are often not geographically confined and certainly do not base their constituency on administrative boundaries such as those of the local authority. IAPs also respond appropriately to this demand by either having a wider area of benefit (such as the London Irish Women’s Centre or the London Gypsy and Traveller Unit) or by accepting clients from outside of the borough, even when principally described as a Hackney organisation.
Topic-based assessments of need or service
5.17 As has been said previously, in an area like Hackney it is not especially helpful to try ranking advice needs bv topic. Quite simply, needs across the board are high. As part of HAF’s consultations, the following areas of stress have been identified: debt, welfare benefits, asylum and immigration, employment, education, housing, disability, mental health, domestic violence, hate crime, access to public services, access to leisure activities, health provision, provision for women, the needs of older people, accessing ‘illegal’ migrants, advocacy and representation for young people and for people from BME communities. 

5.18 Similarly, we do not advocate that services should be determined by topic, without reference to a number of other considerations. Assessing the pattern and adequacy of provision according to topic is difficult as much advice comes from generalist advisers, who deal with many topics. A proper study of who is doing what would reveal more data on this aspect. In terms of need for services by topic and the Council’s advice strategy, HAF does not believe that future priorities for funding or development should be based on a ‘beauty contest’ between topics such as benefits, housing, debt, mental health or disability employment.
I/A services within the statutory sector

5.19 There are also a number of Council-run advice services and others located in statutory sector agencies. Some information about these services is given in the Council’s draft advice strategy document. Some of these will be I/A services offered by services or departments about their own services and activities. Others will be I/A services about other entitlements or access to other services. With respect to the latter, HAF’s priorities here are to review, with the Council and the other statutory bodies concerned, the best role and governance of these services, to assess whether they would be better located in the independent advice sector.

Critical issues and pressures on the independent advice sector

5.20 The IAS in Hackney is extremely fragile. Provision is inadequate and fragmented, funding insecure, premises poor and prospects uncertain. Local statutory sector agencies continue to respond to Government pressures to modernise, restructure, privatise services, and give priority to centrally-set targets and indicators. The combined effect of funding regimes, performance management, quality assurance, regulation and other public sector norms on the voluntary and community sector generally is demoralising and counter productive. It is not producing ‘empowered’, ‘fit for purpose’, ‘joined up’, ‘world-class’, VCS organisations ‘close to their communities’. The very avowed virtues of voluntary and community action are being destroyed.

5.21 With particular reference to the IAS, we detail below a number of developments that we find especially worrying.

London Borough of Hackney
5.22 The Council’s intention to draw up and agree a strategy for advice services is positive and to be welcomed. However, the terms of reference for this have been drawn too prescriptively. Only to have responded to the questions we were invited to address would have meant that the main and crucial issues would have been omitted. Hence, HAF’s decision to produce our own statement as a response to the Council.
5.23 In particular, the decision to move to commissioning of advice services from 2008/9 is a crucially important issue – perhaps the most important in terms of the future for IAPs in the borough. We feel that it was premature for the Council to announce moving to a commissioning approach in advance of an Advice Strategy having been agreed, and wrong to specifically exclude the question of commissioning from the consultation process.. 
5.24 As of the time of writing, the only information the sector has with respect to commissioning of advice services, is the Council’s stated intention to implement it. Councillor Khan’s recent letter, circulating around the VCS, justifies commissioning on the grounds that the VCS asked for longer and more stable funding agreements. It is true that the sector wants such agreements, as sustainability depends in large part of it. However, the letter makes no mention of competitive tendering, which we assume to be an integral part of what is intended within the new regime. Nor is there mention of systems, protocols, representational or decision making arrangements to be used for needs assessment, sector development, integration of provision, service specification, criteria for identifying potential and actual providers, performance management, management of risk, full cost recovery etc.

5.25 In the absence of these important clarifications we cannot support the move to commissioning before its meaning has been clarified and acceptable protocols agreed through a proper consultation exercise. As a matter of principle, HAF members have not accepted the need to compete with each other and possibly with predatory voluntary or private sector agencies from outside the borough. If a simplistic, market-based approach is used to ‘sort out’ and make the advice sector ‘fit for purpose’ this is likely to result in:

· the disappearance of much social capital in the form of community organisations;

· the loss of committed and competent professional I/A services;

· loss of continuity of the accumulated knowledge and experience that exists within the sector;

· the fragmentation of collaborative working relationships as agencies are forced to compete with one another;

· loss of opportunities to integrate advice work with other appropriate welfare and support services;

and

· deteriorating quality and supply of independent advice services.

5.26 It has been said to HAF by Council officers that this detailed work on a commissioning framework is being undertaken now (April ’07), will report to the June or July Cabinet meetings, and that the VCS will be fully involved and consulted. We are keen to be closely involved in this process and support any good ideas and advantages that may be gained from what the Council has in mind. At the time of writing, HAF has not been invited to any meetings nor shown any documents that bear on these issues. 

5.27 In an atmosphere of trust and goodwill it might be easier for the advice sector to join the Council on a journey to explore the implications of such changes, within the frameworks of the Local and National Compacts. However, HAF agencies are deeply concerned about the terms of engagement, which will need to be robust and transparent if goodwill on both sides is to be developed and maintained. 

5.28 The current issue regarding the grant to East End CAB is a case in point. The fact that this service (representing 20% of the Council’s advice budget) has been openly tendered in the middle of the advice strategy consultation, without warning, and using a seriously deficient commissioning process does not bode well - either for the outcome of the consultation or for the prospect of commissioning practice to come.
5.29 The latter is apparently due to the commissioning practices of London Councils. It has been announced that London Councils will lose the contract to administer the Council’s grants from 2008/9. This may, at the very least, create the opportunity to discontinue these poor – and Compact non-compliant – practices.

5.30 The CAB issue has already had a de-stabilising influence on the sector and a poor decision on this issue could have seriously damaging consequences for the availability of advice in the borough. Officers and Members in the Council may find this disagreeable reading, but it is better that you know that many frontline groups and agencies are seriously alienated from the Council, than not. The Council is going to have to work hard to overcome high levels of cynicism in future dealings with the advice sector.

5.31 HAF calls on the Council to delay a decision to move to a commissioning approach for advice services until proper agreement has been reached with the sector about the terms and implications involved. This should include proper examination of the other options available for deciding who and how advice services are provided. This may mean agreeing to delay proposed changes.

5.32 Furthermore, HAF strongly urges the Council to avoid further de-stabilising actions which will present serious risks to the sustainability of the sector as a whole.
The Legal Services Commission
5.33 Two years ago, the LSC significantly changed strategic direction. Amongst other things, the change meant a retrenchment back into a more primary focus on specialist Contract-based provision within the Legal Aid Scheme. The LSC had already removed itself from Community Legal Services Partnerships. Last year the LSC withdrew from registering and auditing the General Help and Assisted Information Quality Mark, having raised expectations in the field and encouraged local authority and other funders to require the QM as a condition of funding. There is no evidence that the QM itself has brought any improvement in the quality of advice, service or outcomes achieved by advice agencies with the Mark. 

5.34 Currently the LSC is completing the imposition of a new Contact on Legal Aid providers, despite almost universal condemnation of the move from practitioners and from the Law Society. The new Contract is likely to result in lowered standards of provision, less availability of the service, and an exodus from the profession of many experienced and committed lawyers. Legal Aid provision is now in state of crisis.
5.35 Despite its poor record in either understanding or supporting the IAS, the LSC persists in making plans for a major reconfiguration of services in this sector through so-called CLACS and CLANS. In cities, the LSC is pushing the CLAC model, a one-size-fits-all centralist construct of advice provision. This model is already proving problematic in the pilot and first wave projects being run in Gateshead, Leicester, Derby, Portsmouth and Cornwall. This model is totally unsuitable for an area like Hackney and we have found no support for it within our membership. HAF urges the Council to reject the CLAC model, to resist pressure from the LSC to implement such a model in Hackney and to engage in discussions with HAF on the other options outlined in this paper.
Team Hackney and the Local Area Agreement

5.36 The Local Strategic Partnership, now known as ‘Team Hackney’, is responsible for drawing up and implementing the Local Area Agreement (LAA). The first LAA has gone live this month (April ’07).
5.37 Whilst any attempt to harness the combined resources of public, private and voluntary sectors is to be welcomed, the manner in which Team Hackney is approaching its task is over-influenced by central Government priorities, targets and performance indicators. Whilst statutory sector agencies may feel they have no choice in this, the LSP is intended to be a partnership involving non-statutory interests within the local context. We would like to see Team Hackney recognising more visibly in its work that VCS agencies, and others, may have different local priorities to those of central Government for making Hackney a better place. We believe that Team Hackney will function more effectively if it takes its priorities from a collaborative assessment of LOCAL needs, rather than top-down centralised Government targets.
5.38 In addition, an over-emphasis on rigidly delineated priorities acts to exclude, disproportionately, many other needs in the community. With specific reference to the need for advice services, the LAA highlights benefits work, adult education and training, self employment, healthier lifestyles for children and young people, reductions in infant mortality, and action to tackle addiction. Whilst these are important areas of work they do not represent an inclusive summary of the urgent advice needs of Hackney’s excluded residents.
6. NEXT STEPS
Within the sector
6.1 The picture presented in this document of the independent advice sector is complex. Though we argue here for the vital role that the sector plays, the reality of provision on the ground does not do justice to that role. There is much to do within the sector – to consolidate what already exists, to expand provision in response to the high levels of need that exist, and to create stronger joint working arrangements to ensure that the diversity of provision needed also works as a coherent whole. This will require maintenance of existing funding levels and the identification of new funding sources, including those from outside the borough. Only in this way will we be able to create the network of provision required.
6.2 This is a developmental process and cannot be done through the production of, or agreement to, a single strategy document. This process requires that the sector itself has the capacity to debate, plan and work together. The HAF provides the mechanism for that to happen and this consultation exercise has revealed a willingness on the part of many IAPs to commit themselves to this effort.

Between the statutory and non-statutory sectors

6.3 Progress also requires that there be further detailed investigation, discussion and negotiation with the statutory sector agencies most directly relevant and involved. From the statutory sector side it is appropriate that this is led by the local authority. To allow this process to be followed through successfully will need time, adequate resourcing and clarity over the terms of engagement.
6.4 The need for proper time to agree and implement an effective strategy is our first request of the Council. We believe that the current plans to agree an advice strategy by the early summer and then move into deciding on the mechanics of commissioning services for 2008/9 will not give any of us – both statutory and non-statutory interests – what we need. We ask the Council to agree with us a timescale (possibly one year with regular reviews of progress) that will allow issues to be examined in the depth they deserve and plans laid that will be truly shared between the parties concerned.
6.5 This process will require some resourcing, in terms of officer time, HAF coordination and the commissioning of particular pieces of work. With respect to HAF our current funding is pegged to the training development and support work of the Forum – important work that needs to be continued. There are possibilities for additional funding from outside of the borough that could be raised to fund the strategic work here outlined. However, we do not wish to pursue these in advance of a commitment from the Council to the process that we are suggesting.
6.6. The terms of engagement will be crucial to the success of this exercise. These need to spell out the structural and membership arrangements and formal terms of reference. Working arrangements will need to conducted with openness, transparency and accountability and within the framework of the National and Local Compacts. In view of the centrality of advice services we believe that some kind of permanent standing arrangement is needed in the borough for public, voluntary and private stakeholders to continue dialogue and joint planning of services and service delivery.
6.7 Finally, we appreciate the opportunity to contribute to the Council’s thinking about the future of advice services in the borough and hope that this document will be received in the spirit in which it is offered. We believe that, by working together from a position of mutual respect and influence, we can together build a network of advice services in Hackney of which we can all be proud.


Appendix 1: Groups and Organisations that have contributed to the Hackney Advice Forum Strategy Consultation Exercise

African Support and Project Centre

Age Concern Hackney

Agroforep

Agudas Israel Community Services

Asian Womens Advisory Service

Black & Minority Ethnic Working Group

Centre for Advice and Training

City and Hackney MIND

Day-mer

Derman

East End CAB

East Hackney LAW

East London Financial Inclusion Unit

Hackney Carers Centre

Hackney Community Law Centre

Hackney Refugee Forum

Halkevi

Hoxton Trust Legal Advice Centre

Latin American Preschild Foundation

London Gypsy and Traveller Unit

London Irish Womens Centre

North London Action for the Homeless

Off Centre

Refugee Women’s Association

Sahil Housing Association

Social Action for Health







Agencies (incl. lawyers) providing specialist topic advice








Voluntary agencies providing generalist advice as their main business








Voluntary agencies providing I/A as a formal service, in a multi-purpose setting








Community groups providing informal I/A as an ‘activity’ in attempts to be responsive to their users








Friends, family, colleagues and people you meet socially











