Independent Advice Provision in Hackney:

The ‘state of the sector’
1. Introduction

1.1 This report summarises the results of a small research exercise carried out in 2007 and 2008 to find out more about the wide range of independent voluntary and community groups involved in advice work in Hackney. The research involved face-to-face interviews with 37 groups, supplemented by material from two focus groups which brought participants together to discuss the issues involved. The research was conducted jointly with the Hackney Refugee Forum and the Hackney Health and Social Care Forum, in view of the substantial overlap in the membership of the three forums and in the work carried out in the community by these groups. This report intends to highlight the main issues arising from the study; further information and more detail is available in the material than is reflected here. 
1.2 The Hackney Advice Forum, under whose auspices the research was conducted, saw the need for better information about the existing pattern of provision of advice services and activities. Whilst there is a number of well-known agencies whose main purpose is to provide advice and information, there is also a large number of voluntary and community groups who are involved in advice and information work as a part of their wider work. Many of these groups don’t primarily see themselves as being ‘advice agencies’. There are over 100 organisations on the Advice Forum’s mailing list and most fall into this category. Amongst this number are many small and largely unfunded groups working with different groups of people in the borough (refugees, faith groups, older people, people with disabilities etc.). Their work in information and advice is important but little is known about it and little support is available to help them with this work, where they need it. This research therefore focussed on these groups rather than the larger and better known advice providers in the borough.
1.3 Secondly, the Advice Forum has been concerned about the need to protect the independence of these services and activities, in the light of increasing interest from the statutory sector in influencing the pattern of advice provision through funding and other mechanisms. The safeguarding of independence is, of course, a relevant issue for other VCS groups and for the sector as a whole, but with respect to advice work it is absolutely crucial that these organisations remain independent. The research aimed to find out how groups viewed their independence and their assessment of current circumstances in this respect. 
2. Summary and discussion

Who is involved in advice work and their contribution?

The pattern of provision
2.1 This small piece of research provides a snapshot and cross section of independent advice providers in Hackney. What is most noteworthy about this is the sheer range and diversity of provision that has sprung up in response to the significant needs of the population for advice and information, including specifically the needs of Hackney’s many ethnic minority, refugee and migrant communities. It is clearly enormously important for the well being of all Hackney people to have the support of a diverse voluntary sector, whose staff (paid and volunteers) understand, and can respond to, the plethora of life circumstances and cultures involved.   Hackney is blessed in having so many valuable voluntary and community organisations prepared to assist in this – not only with advice and information services, but in a multitude of other ways too.
2.2 The groups represented appear to fall into four broad categories:

· Established groups who understand and fit into the ‘advice agency category’ (they know the service they are providing, can fit what they do into funding on offer, and can describe their client’s needs in language that fits into funders’ definition and monitoring requirements). These groups are not necessarily ‘professional advice agencies’ and some have very little funding. Generally, however, they are confident in what they do for their clients, although would like more funding to do more, do new things;

· Groups who are providing advice because it has come up as a need from within their community or user group, but have never been funded specifically for advice work.  This group splits into some groups who can see the need and benefit to more formal advice provision (and would like to do this) and others who are struggling, feel they are doing a bad job, and, whilst not wanting to set up a formal advice service, do want to be better trained and able to offer more to clients;

· Groups who have had funding, either through some form of ‘advice and information budget’ or other source (social services, community safety) and had established a service. The funding has now failed or is failing. Our researchers found a number of groups continuing with their advice work, but with no funding. Those running these groups are really desperate (unlike those in the second category above). Their confidence was completely knocked by the impact of funding loss, and their fears extreme of what they felt would happen, for clients, if they did not continue this work;

· Groups with a particular ‘anti-funding agenda’, either politically or philosophically. These groups identified the acceptance of State funding with loss of independence. One because it wanted to be free to take direct action on behalf of clients (e.g. picketing, occupation) and another because it would affect the personal nature of the support they gave clients, their wish to support individuals through the whole range of there needs.
Client needs and the response of the groups
2.3 According to the testimony of the groups interviewed, the scale of client and community needs is extreme. The sample covered groups working in many communities and with people in a wide range of circumstances. The overall picture is of people experiencing severe pressures in their lives and with poor levels of knowledge about rights or entitlements, and how to access services that might be of help to them. Three particular issues featured commonly:

· Difficulties for clients arising from poor use of English;

· Difficulties of providing help to people with ‘no recourse to public funds’;

· Difficulties associated with referring clients to other advice agencies that might offer more extensive or specialist services.

2.4 Faced with this situation, most groups felt that they are providing real and meaningful help to people, but the struggle in this was evident. The range of advice needs described was extensive, from the provision of simple information through to casework and advocacy. Of particular note was the number of groups who see their advice work as part of a wider, more integrated and holistic approach to the multiple needs of their clients. Many respondents demonstrated high levels of anxiety about the needs of their communities and their capacity to address these needs.

Developing interests in advice work

2.5 Most of these groups have been drawn into advice work as a response to demand from clients. From this point on, the extent to which advice work has been developed varies widely. However, the groups interviewed well appreciated the value of advice work and many would like to expand their direct advice-giving capacity, as well as forming better working relationships with other advice providers. Although general ‘capacity building’ support was said to be available in the borough, there is shortage of support specifically for developing advice work. This was a role identified for the Hackney Advice Forum.

Difficulties and barriers experienced

2.6 The research reveals that the blessing of these groups existence is continually threatened by the unequal struggle they face in order to survive. The evidence from the study indicates that difficulties over funding and, more broadly, relationships with local statutory agencies, more often create hindrance rather than help. Funding levels available are inadequate to meet the needs of its users, and the assumptions and approaches of local statutory agencies about the character and value of the work undermines their capacity to maximise impact. This is reflected in organisational difficulties, of which problems with premises and shortage of training and related support were especially stressed.

Relationships with statutory agencies

2.7 The principal issues raised with regard to statutory sector relationships were:

· the needs of these various user groups and communities for advice services are not well enough understood;

· the definitions of ‘advice’ and ‘advice work’ used by funders (‘legal’ and ‘professionally-recognised’ advice providers) are inadequate to describe the range of activities going on and do not acknowledge the value of a holistic approach to meeting client needs often in use within these groups;

· the pressing need for more advisers with minority community language skills; 

· anxiety about the prospect of funding being curtailed to groups seen as serving only ‘single communities’ in the borough;

· resource allocation falls far short of what is required; when funding is available for advice-related work it is too often short term and insecure; application procedures are complex and demanding; monitoring procedures onerous and inadequate; and the effect of funding withdrawal traumatic and demoralising.
 
Pressing organisational or group needs

2.8 Many, though not all, of the groups in the sample were struggling to keep their activities going. Problems with premises were especially apparent. Some groups who had previously occupied premises had lost them at the time of the research.  In the worst cases, this loss had apparently caused the organisations to ‘disappear’ – the researchers had been unable to contact them, and if they are still functioning at all they must be doing so from private addresses, contactable only by people who already have access to these. Of those groups we were able to contact, loss of premises or lack of suitable premises was also highlighted. In the few cases where premises were secure, this clearly had an important positive effect.

2.9 The second main organisational difficulty stressed was a shortage of training and related support opportunities, specific to advice work knowledge and skills. Although most of those talked to do not aspire to provide specialist advice casework, with training, they feel they could deal confidently with a large percentage of the more straightforward issues, and improve referrals elsewhere when needed.
Influence and independence

2.10 Their independence was seen as an important attribute by the groups interviewed, and a number said that they would fight to defend their independence. Positively, all the groups reported that they did feel independent and, in general, able to plan their own services and activities according to the needs they perceive within their communities and client groups.
2.11 Less positively, many groups felt constrained in their ability to use their independence to pursue their objectives.  This centred especially in problems around funding – both that funding was inadequate and that funding requirements often imposed constraints. Few of the groups interviewed had at that time entered the world of ‘commissioning’, though some clearly saw this as a threat to their self determination. Other threats described were the prospect of funding curbs on ‘single issue’ groups and official disinterest or disapproval of those working with ‘illegal migrants’ and destitution.

2.12 Groups were also asked about influence – whether they felt that their views and perspectives were adequately taken account of, especially by statutory sector agencies. A majority of respondents felt that community needs were not well understood by the local authority, PCT and other statutory bodies. Nor did they feel well represented politically by the local ‘second tier’ organisations like HCVS or HVA with regard to the issues that need to be pursued with the statutory sector (though they did think there was good practical support). Most talked about representing themselves as best they could. Overall, therefore, most groups felt they had little influence with the statutory agencies over matters of policy, in service planning or configuration, or funding priorities or decisions.

The role of the three Forums

2.13 Respondents were asked about their views about the three Forums (Advice, Health & Social Care, Refugee) and how these could be of most help to them. Many responses were similar with respect to all three forums. The main roles seen as valuable were:

· to represent and defend the interests of independent advice providers and promote the value of this advice work and other related activities;

· to make and take opportunities for social policy work and campaigns; input to decision making and raising awareness and understanding of relevant community needs
· to assist with improvements in professional and organisational practice, through information support, funding advice and assistance, training, networking, and opportunities for working together;
· to ensure that the smaller, especially unfunded, advice providers are included and supported in their work.
2.14 The main messages that these forums should promote about advice work were about its value and importance, the extent of unmet need, better recognition of the crucial importance of integrated and diverse approaches to meeting advice needs and the need to make funding, training and other support easier to obtain.

3. Profile of groups consulted

3.1 30 groups and organisations were approached in the 1st tranche of the research and 58 in the 2nd. These groups were drawn from the mailing lists of the Advice, Health and Social Care, and Refugee Forums. The focus was on the smaller community organisations and advice providers with whom we were not in touch currently. Of the total of 88 approached, 37 groups were interviewed. A list of the groups involved is in Appendix 1.

 3.2 Of the 37 groups interviewed, 25 – or 68% - were either led by, or set up specifically to address, the needs of one or more of the borough’s many ethnic minority communities. A total of 17 minority communities were represented within the 37 interviews. 
3.3 A number of these groups and all the remaining 32%, had services focussed on a wide range of users and their circumstances - physical or mental health difficulties; learning difficulties; youth; elderly people; homelessness; housing; addiction; asylum and immigration; destitution; general poverty – all issues bringing needs for advice and support in themselves. Users in many cases are disadvantaged in more than one respect, including travellers, recently arrived migrants; asylum-seekers; homeless people and other excluded groups in society.

 

3.4 The picture of the work done by these groups is very varied, with many providing multiple services for their users, either ‘formal’ services, such as counselling, or ‘informal’ social events and community activities. All were involved in information and advice work in some way:
· 5 groups were specifically funded to provide advice and information service as their main activity;
· 16 groups ran a range of activities/services, but were specifically funded to provide advice and information as a varying proportion of their overall activities (many of these also provided a lot of unfunded advice);
· 16 groups (including community groups) provided a range of services and a significant proportion of unfunded advice.
3.5 The range of issues about which groups were approached, and where they try to provide useful information and advice, is very wide indeed. They include:

Access to health services, access to training, basic rights for police custody, 

business start-up, crime and communication with the police, debt , destitution. domestic violence, education, employment, family and relationship issues, finding accommodation, general help with practical problems, health promotion, helping people ‘cope with their lives’, homelessness, housing, immigration, issues arising from physical disability, learning difficulty and mental health difficulties, parenting issues, social rights, substance abuse, utilities, welfare benefits.

3.6 The number of people reached by these groups varies considerably and not all groups keep such figures. Although there were some groups in the sample who would expect to have less than 1000 contacts in a year, a substantial number were seeing much larger numbers – for example in the second trance of interviews, 7 groups said they were having more than 2000 contacts per year.

4. Their work and their hopes for it
Client needs and the response of the groups
4.1 The picture of client and community needs that emerges from the material is alarming. These are people and communities under threat. Issues commonly raised included:

· Extreme pressures on refugees and people with no recourse to public funds;

· Pressures on families and on young people, especially relationship difficulties;

· People seeking treatment and support as a result of physical or mental disability and ill health;

· People experiencing problems with the Law and Police;

· High levels of poverty and poor living conditions generally;

· That often people experience multiple problems;

· High levels of need for language support for people whose first language is not English;

· Poor levels of knowledge about rights and entitlements;

· Poor levels of knowledge about services available and ways of accessing them;

· The non-responsiveness of many public services and ‘gatekeeping’ attitudes amongst staff in these services;

· Difficulty in referring people elsewhere for the help they need.
4.2 Of these issues, those most commonly raised were problems around:

· Language  - as a barrier to accessing advice services, onward referrals to appropriate specialists, and in accessing public services more generally;
· The difficulties of helping so-called ‘illegal’ immigrants and people with no recourse to public funds;
· Lack of confidence in referring clients to other advice agencies, issues of not wanting to ‘pass the buck’ because clients will be alienated, they are unsure of the quality of other agencies or whether they will charge people for their services.

4.3 Responses were more mixed when participants were asked how well they could address these needs, or whether clients get the help they need elsewhere. Most commonly respondents commented that generally, yes, they can assist clients but the quote below is not uncommon:

“Only advice worker is a volunteer. She is qualified as a community interpreter but does not know about all the issues, so she often has to refer people to other organisations if she cannot find relevant information from the internet or personal contacts.”

4.4 Nor is the comment below on clients getting help elsewhere. 

“At the end of the day, most people get the help they need but sometimes only after a struggle and much time. People often have to call round and visit many agencies before they find the help they need”.

4.5 The kind of information and advice that was felt to be needed in this situation covered a full range, from simple information and practical support with filling forms, making appointments, etc through to casework, advocacy and provision for formal representation. There was also evidence of groups using holistic approaches to their work – advice work might also be accompanied by counselling, help with practical tasks like moving house, or interpreting, etc.

4.6 Lastly, there were high levels of anxiety apparent about the scale of needs and the pressures on the groups to provide useful help. Respondents were asked about the consequences of the group not being there for its users. This is a typical reply:

“People would be in great trouble and ‘lost’. Some people don’t even speak the language and don’t know where to turn. They are in much stress and this can also affect their health. Often it is not just a person seeking advice that would suffer but all their dependents and the rest of the family.”
Developing interest in advice work

4.7 Many of the groups consulted would be interested to develop their own advice work and form better connections with other advice providers, especially with respect to improving information available and being able to make effective referrals.

A number did identify expansions and projects they would like to take on, from developing advice staff (especially the need for training), expanding their advice centres/bases, or outreach, and just “being able to do more for more clients”. A typical quote summarise both the simplicity and complexity of it all:

“The community we serve is growing and there are always new arrivals. A new generation with multiple needs is emerging.  Lack of expertise and training opportunities to gain further expertise.  Funding limits the types of advice we can give – it’s from statutory services and comes with expectations about how we provide advice. We’d like to diversify our funding base and provide advice in more innovative ways”.

4.8 Reports from groups did indicate support from organisations such as HCVS and HVA on matters general to running a group or organisation, but a shortage of support that was specific to developing advice capacity.
5. Barriers experienced

Relationships with Statutory agencies
 
Poor knowledge and understanding amongst funders of the sector’s user groups
 
5.1 There was a feeling among many respondents that the local authority does not fully understand the needs of their user groups and therefore allocates too small a proportion of its overall funding to these services.  These agencies believe that with access to good quality advice, many of the problems their users encounter could be avoided or greatly alleviated, and this would save statutory sector costs in the long run.

“…Statutory bodies know there is a Turkish/Kurdish community…. But they lack in-depth and specific knowledge about the needs.”
“They [statutory bodies] are not aware of the size of the Congolese community in Hackney or their needs…some people don’t even speak [English] and don’t know where to turn. They are in much stress and this can affect their health.  Often it’s not just the person seeking advice that would suffer, but all their dependents and the rest of the family.”

“Cypriot communities’ needs are overlooked [by statutory bodies] as they are seen as settled. However the needs in Hackney are very high as these are…more elderly/dependent on benefits/ disabled…unable [to follow when] the rest of the community moved to N. London.  Cypriot Roma are a newer community with their own issues…Many Turkish Cypriots find other Turkish dialects difficult.”

Assumed definitions of ‘advice’, ‘advice work’ and the ability of groups to respond effectively to client need

 
5.2 Many respondents felt there is a serious lack of understanding by funders and the statutory authorities of the nature and place of advice work in the support offered by groups, of the type represented in this research. In particular the integrated and holistic work of these groups is not appreciated and that these other roles and functions have a crucial relationship with the advice work undertaken.

5.3 The groups’ responses spring from the complex and multiple needs experienced by clients who often do not know what services might help them, virtually no experience of communicating successfully with large organisations; and no understanding of such matters as departmental boundaries or policy frameworks. In particular, in Hackney, there are large numbers of people have who little ability to speak, read, or understand English.  There is a serious shortage of trained advisors with relevant language skills, which places a further burden on many of the groups in this sample.
“…often they do not understand the system in this country….[their needs range] from translation and making phone calls…to accompanying them to hospital (even the operating theatre),housing office, or school..”
“Most problems due to language barrier. People are often not sure about the content of the post they receive. Some advice is about naturalisation, immigration, etc. but most is to do with day-to-day matters.”

“Unless other agencies can provide advice in Turkish/Kurdish or provide interpretation, there is no way we can refer people.”

5.4 For these groups of users to have any hope of achieving and benefiting from a successful ‘advice’ outcome, it is often necessary to provide other support – such as accompanying clients to appointments, arranging for other services to be provided, generally acting as an advocate and providing practical support with furniture, shopping and so on. This need for in-depth support as part of achieving successful outcomes for their clients, was stressed a number of times:

“…people struggle when dealing with solicitors etc, and we act as go-betweens”
“…the centre….accompanies clients to other places where they will get specialist advice and assistance…….
“…poor literacy and therefore people’s inability to deal with their own affairs…Discrimination a real problem as people have difficulty when dealing with statutory agencies..…We stay in touch with clients even after we’ve sent them to other organisations…. Other organisations often don’t have the time or understanding of travellers’ needs to be able to assist them as much as [they] often need.”

“…Sometimes we have been forced in effect to become key workers to help people for longer periods as they cannot access similar help elsewhere.”
“we helped a client to claim a community care grant for furnishings (which was part of our work that is funded and monitored) but then found a need to assist the client to purchase and arrange delivery of the furniture (which was not funded and monitored). But without this, the client would have been in the same position of not being able to occupy accommodation.”

The threat of “Single-issue/ single-community” funding

 
5.5 There was a good deal of anxiety among the respondents as to whether what is 
described as ‘single issue’ or ‘single community’ funding will be withdrawn or severely restricted.  In spite of the fact that the Government has retreated on this suggested policy change, several of the Hackney groups believed that negative views towards the provision of services directed to one part of the community (such as Turkish-speaking, single homeless people, travellers etc.) were still influencing local funding policies and priorities.  Organisations also fear that funding restrictions may prevent them from working with groups for whom the statutory agencies do not feel any responsibility:
 
“LB Hackney gave [us] an annual grant for many years, but indicated that in future it doesn’t want to give to single communities”
“In future, we are concerned that funding would only be available [to serve] particular sub groups, e.g. refugees with leave to remain; Hackney residents.”

 
“Hackney Advice Forum should [campaign to] ensure funding for single issue/single communities continues.  Stopping this would cause huge problems for the statutory sector in the future.”
Short-term (year by year) funding & problems with funding applications and monitoring
 
5.6 Respondents complained about the prevalence of short term funding and problems with making funding applications. These problems have a destabilising effect. There were many comments about these issues.
 
“Seeking funds is extremely time consuming and short term funding is not helpful as it takes time to establish a service.  Gaps in funding can be very detrimental.”
 “With….only short term funding security we are not able to plan ahead…no funding specifically for advice work – difficulty is…that we have no-one with time & skills to apply for funding.”
“Year by year funding means gaps in service provision….in fact we have to continue providing advice even when we are not funded.”

“We have a fairly good knowledge of the funding process, but not the skill or time to make use of [this].  Completing funding applications in English is difficult and we don’t have expertise.” 
“We are partially aware of funding processes – we haven’t applied to statutory bodies.  Did look at London Councils funding, but our capacity is limited to spend so much time on a single application.”

5.7 In addition to the problems in making funding applications, several of the groups who are funded mentioned the capacity problems they face in keeping up with the reporting obligations thus incurred and that monitoring systems in use often fail to match the activities of the agencies being monitored.   With no way to report their actual activities properly, the agencies are forced into shoehorning client contacts into definitions which are not adequate to measure or assess their work accurately:

 “Maintaining funding…and reporting back/monitoring is a challenge – one of our 4 departments has 15 different funders!”

“Difficulties of one year funding…need 2 people to deal with paper work – ‘Carers Assessment’ form is massive.”

“Illegal people will not fill in monitoring forms or give names and addresses so this means the organisation working for more people than [funders] realise.” 

Effects of funding withdrawal on organisations and users
 
5.8 Another grave concern expressed by several groups was the effect on their agencies of receiving funding for their advice provision for a period, but then having it withdrawn.  These organisations had experienced a considerable increase in demand from their client groups when they became able to employ experienced advisors, and had achieved some successful outcomes.  These successes inevitably raised expectations from users which did not diminish when the funding was cut.  The result is that demoralised workers are now overstretched and struggling to continue to meet a level of demand higher than their resources allow for. Comments from the affected agencies reveal high levels of anxiety and depression.

 
 “When we had an advice worker we were in a good situation to sort out [client’s problems] as the worker….had a good combination of skills with people and law.  She worked with lots of casework and outreach.  Now [we] are not able to respond to the needs, except to provide information over the phone…and…refer.” 
“Without funding our activities have been very limited.  When we received funding we felt independent in designing our own services and knowing how to meet the needs of our community”

“No funding for advice work or people with sufficient qualifications or experience at the moment….we are in contact with many people who require help…we would like to help more people. At the moment we have to turn some people away.”
Other pressing organisational or group needs

Premises
5.9 The issue of premises arose in the course of the research, both as a major obstacle and as an asset, partly unrealised because of funding constraints. 
5.10 As an obstacle, it is clear from this research that it is a serious obstacle. Of the 47 organisations on the contact list but not interviewed:

· 7 had previously been based at Clapton Business Centre, but had been unable to stay there because of rent increases and were said either to be totally or largely inactive;
· 4 groups answered the phone at the address listed, but were only able to state that main contact person not available and nobody else had enough English to continue phone call;

· 1 said group not active at present because of serious premises issue but had nobody present who could give more information;
· 2 were said not to exist now; 
· and at 9 addresses there was no reply.
5.11 Loss of premises, or lack of suitable premises, was also a major problem for a number of the organisations who did respond to the research:-

 
“We lack support from the Council – funding and premises.  We have a drop-in service for the advice we give -– at the moment we use HCVS rooms for free as we don’t have our own office.”

“If we had our own venue from which to give advice (instead of GP surgeries/ hospitals) we could offer drop-in services and we wouldn’t turn people away…sometimes having clients queue up at GP surgeries causes stress for GPs, clients and patients.”

“Difficulty is problem with premises.  We lost Council premises and now rent..another property.  Equipment needs updating.  Need waiting area and separate [interview] rooms.”
“Office facilities are cramped and have to be shared with other projects.”
5.12 However, more positively, a number of the groups interviewed had secure premises or were satisfied with them and this gave a strong sense of confidence:
“We have a good club building which is fairly well equipped and could help us engage the young people who could benefit…if we were able to offer more formal advice sessions by paying a trained worker.”
“A main opportunity is the building itself and the links we have made with other groups and individuals within the Turkish and Cypriot community.  There is a plan to host a solicitor for weekly legal sessions.  A local Turkish law firm is interested, or we might approach law students after graduation.”

“[The Centre] has a long lease on the building, has strong links and is aware of the needs of the community, and can respond well when it has the finances…No completely new services are planned but [the Centre] would like to build on what they already do.”

 
Training and staff resource issues (for both paid & unpaid workers)

 
5.13 A strong plea came through this research for improvements in arrangements in training and related support for the people involved – both paid and unpaid. Part of this plea relates back to the poor recognition of the job that these groups do and, in particular:

· the overlaps between ‘advice’ and ‘support’;

· the pressing need for organisations, whose main focus is to provide general support to marginalised groups, at the same time, to have good understanding of issues usually considered as relevant only to those recognised as ‘advice agencies’. 
“…advice worker is a volunteer…qualified as a community interpreter, but does not know about all the issues….[relies on] relevant information from the internet or personal contacts.”
“We would like to provide more formal advice sessions by paying a trained advice worker…[to] complement the informal advice we are giving as part of our other activities…difficulty is that we don’t have adequate funding and neither staff nor volunteers are trained to provide advice.”
“[Advice issues are]…” an element of each project we deliver, but because it is not specifically funded [we] cannot provide advice to the level clients need.”

“The advice worker is usually able to provide the help needed with, for example the help of the internet, but her own English is not fluent.”  
“…We would like to receive more training especially in welfare rights and homelessness….  Advice workers need training to gain confidence and keep up with developments. Training would also save time that has to be spent checking out things.”
5.14 At the same time as acknowledging the value of training for their workers, many pointed out the difficulties of arranging for the people involved to take time away from the front line while they attend workshops and training events.

 “..only one advice worker and no provision for cover/back up. This also limits the amount of training we can provide, as it would cost us and be at the expense of time for seeing clients.”
 “We would like to ensure that advice workers attend each session…need to be able to arrange cover for planned or unplanned advice worker absences.  It is hard to find experienced [advisors] available for just one day a week or at short notice”
5.15 Even though the bulk of these organisations do not aim to provide the more complex, specialist advice casework themselves, they believe that, with relevant training, they will be able to deal confidently with a large percentage of the more straightforward issues, and provide a much more effective referral service, where that is most appropriate.  This would enable their clients to get the help they need more easily and efficiently.  Several respondents commented on the problems of people going from ‘pillar to post’, and one summed it up as follows:
“At the end of the day, most people get the help they need, but sometimes only after a struggle and much time.  People often have to call round and visit many agencies before they find the help they need.”

 
6. Influence and independence
6.1 The groups interviewed were asked about the importance of independence to them, how independent they felt and the main challenges or threats to that. It was clear from the responses that independence was important, even crucial to many groups, and several said they would fight to defend it. And significantly, despite pressures on them, all the groups interviewed reported that they did feel independent and in general able to plan their own services and activities according to the needs they perceive within their communities and client groups. 
“We set our own outcomes and then apply for funding.  We haven’t tailored our services just to fit the funding so we are quite free in making our plans.”
 “Our outcomes are monitored closely but we are completely free in choosing how to approach our work and deliver services.
“The lack of funding makes us rely on volunteers but we prefer this to taking funding from statutory bodies which would limit our independence.”
6.2 Being independent is, of course, only a start. Groups also need to be able to use this independence to pursue their objectives.  Here responses were more pessimistic and were centred in problems around funding – both that funding was inadequate and that funding requirements often imposed constraints.

“Funding is specifically from Hackney so we have to limit our efforts to Hackney people.”

“We have the freedom needed to meet clients’ needs but we have to do so within agreed parameters, as set with agreements with partners (funders).” 

“All funding comes with restrictions but we manage to work within our aims and objectives.”
  
6.3 It is worth noting that the agencies who mention specific limitations to their service, ‘agreed with partners/funders’, are among the very few in this sector who appear to have entered into the commissioning world.  Even these clearly feel that they must preserve the freedom to decide for themselves how they should respond to the needs of their users. However, commissioning was seen as a threat by a number of those interviewed – both the more strict requirements that attach to commissioned contracts and the tendency for commissioning to favour larger, more professionalised agencies to the detriment of smaller community-based groups.

“We are very dependent on Government funding which has been severely cut…… we are working within commissioning processes and we have had to curtail some of our services dues to Government cuts.”

“We have to work within the parameters set by funders, but lack of funding prevents us meeting clients’ needs.”

“We feel very free but have had to work hard to ensure we are keeping our      independence when applying for funds, signing legal contracts.”
“The way smaller organisations have to apply for funding is a barrier as there is little flexibility. Larger organisations have better capacity to fill in long complex forms and are favoured when it comes to competing for funds.”

6.4 Two other specific threats to independence came up in the interviews: the Government threat to deny public funding to groups only serving single minority communities and the difficulties of working with people who are destitute and have no recourse to public funds.
“To date we have made our own plans and have been successful in getting these funded, but we fear for the future on the ‘single issue funding’ …. And  we would resist these constraints”

“We feel our client communities find it hard to access services…… the restrictions on recourse to public funds are very significant.” 
6.5 The groups interviewed were also asked about the extent to which they felt their views about community needs and appropriate responses were paid attention to, or taken account of by the statutory sector in policy terms, in service planning, or in funding decisions. Responses revealed three aspects to this: the extent to which the statutory sector understood and/or were sympathetic to the needs of these different communities; whether groups felt well represented in dealings with the statutory sector, and, overall, whether this resulted in significant influence.

6.6 A majority of respondents felt that community needs were not well understood by the local authority, PCT and other statutory bodies:

“Very poor. There has never been an attempt to identify the size and needs of the community (Turkish-Kurdish). Consequently the needs are not addressed and the services needed are not there to the extent to which they are needed.”

“The Cypriot community’s needs are often overlooked….”

“We feel that LBH Housing and Social Services Departments deliberately obstruct the people we work with from accessing the services they have a right to……”

6.7 A minority gave a more positive response:

“The bodies in Hackney are responding well (better than in other boroughs) but problems remain when clients have to deal with frontline workers.”

“There is a growing recognition of the needs of young people, an increase in positive initiatives and services have been improving……”

6.8 With regard to the involvement of ‘second tier’ agencies like HCVS and HVA, groups talked about being supported in practical terms (e.g. premises, training, fundraising support) but did not feel adequately represented politically with regard to the issues that need to be pursued with the statutory sector. Most talked about representing themselves as best they could:

“We would like more opportunities but sometimes meetings have no positive outcomes.”

“We don’t think we are represented in these discussions…. They need to better involve smaller organisations and find out about our needs, identify our priorities.”

“Not really. We are not part of any group or structure that can feed into discussions.”
“No, nobody represents us. We have been successful in winning changes for individuals and groups of people and the way policies are implemented for these people. However, we have not yet been successful in changing overall policy.”
6.9 Those that did feel their views were represented were in the main the larger, better resourced agencies:

“We are linked to mental health planning through the local implementation team. We feel well represented.”

“We are quite well represented in both Council and PCT through direct contact and relevant fora.”

6.10 However, overall, most groups felt they had little influence over relevant local circumstances:

“We haven’t been successful in this (influencing policy). We have attended workshops and expressed our views but don’t feel policy makers listen to us. They come with set views.”

“We are not really aware of how policy is developed locally and don’t feel we have had the opportunity to participate.”

6.11 And again, the more positive responses were from larger agencies:

“Quite effective. We have, for example, made a case to the PCT/MHT for a new development in advocacy for people with mental health difficulties. They have agreed to fund this.”

7. The role of the three Forums
7.1 Respondents were asked what they want from the three Forums involved in this research – Advice, Health & Social Care and Refugee – and what they thought these forums should be saying to the statutory sector about advice agencies and advice needs.

Hackney Advice Forum
7.2 Four main roles for the Advice Forum were identified:
· to represent and defend the interests of independent advice providers and promote the value of this advice work:

“…by agreeing the basic commonality between all the different advice providers and present a common, united front to others. Identify common interest.”

“…. through the creation of a space where the role of independent advice can be recognised and championed.”

“Also the Forum has to campaign and push for the needs of the sector.”

· to make and take opportunities for social policy work and campaigns:

“To develop policy and campaign together. To be a vehicle for engagement with the statutory sector.”

“HAF could bring together a coalition of groups facing the same issues and invite them to take collective action such as calling for an end to gatekeeping, lowering the rent charge of temporary accommodation, improving the conditions of temporary accommodation.”

· to assist with improvements in professional and organisational practice, through information support, funding advice and assistance, training, networking, and opportunities for working together:

“Networking opportunities, being kept up to date with changes, information provision, support, building links for joint work…”

“… practical help, support and training needs of advisors in the front line….”

· to ensure that the smaller, especially unfunded, advice providers are included and supported in their work:
“…. Need to understand better the needs of smaller organisations and their problems….. they have to put extra effort into the smaller groups.”
7.3 In terms of what the Advice Forum should be telling the Council, PCT and other statutory bodies about advice agencies and needs, the main messages were about the importance of advice work, about the need for recognition of integrated and diverse approaches to meeting advice needs and the need to make funding and other support easier to obtain:

“That the independent advice sector has significant contribution to make in Hackney. That this contribution requires investment and encouragement. That big is not always beautiful and one size does not necessarily fit all …. That cultural and local fit is important.”
“HAF need to ensure that statutory bodies, etc. recognise the need for the full spectrum of advice work – from community organisation info provision to specialist casework. They should be asking for long term funding, full cost recovery, better understanding/ awareness of all the borough’s communities.”

“They could help simplify the funding process as it’s currently too demanding for smaller organisations.”
“They should be promoting the value of the independent advice sector – esp. small grassroots groups that can be very responsive…… Face to face advice is very important and gives people time to talk. It’s accountable and can reduce errors and get to the root of problems.”  

“HAF should be ensuring that advice provision is high on the agenda and is not last to other priorities when, for example, the new LAA is in place.”
Hackney Health & Social Care Forum
7.4 Similar roles were identified for the H&SC Forum i.e.:

· supporting good professional and organisational practice via information support, training, funding support, networking opportunities,  and sharing good practice:
“Networking, sharing good practice, increasing knowledge of local services….”

“…. The regular newsletter on e-mail and paper with health and social care information, funding, training opportunities, etc.”

· using the Forum as a way in inputting to decision making and raising awareness and understanding of the health needs of different communities:
“They should ask for a longer term strategic approach to problems, making processes and languages more accessible.”
“….health of travellers, getting registered with GPs, and then having to change GPs when they move, bullying in schools, mental health of children in schools….”

· raising the profile of voluntary and community groups involved in supporting Hackney people around health and social care matters (again stressing the important role of the smaller groups):

“…..let them know about the health issues being faced by our community……. Seek funding for smaller organisations so that we can tackle the problems and compete successfully with the larger organisations.”
7.5 The main messages to the statutory sector repeated these themes:

“The issues of long term funding including running costs for our and similar organisations.”

“They should be asking for long term funding, full cost recovery, better understanding/awareness of all the boroughs’ communities…”

“More training and funding needed. The needs of the Cypriot community should be taken into account when services are provided/developed.”

Hackney Refugee Forum

7.6 Again, ideas about role were similar to the feedback on the other two forums:

“They can help to find funding opportunities and keep us informed. They can put us in touch with other organisations with similar aims and needs. They can also provide training.”
“HRF can help us reach a whole range of BME groups and understand their needs and connect with them.”

“It can help with networking which would help to increase referrals to our organisation. It could lobby for premises for adv ice work.”

“They should identify the needs of the smaller groups and the specific refugee communities and their needs.”

7.7 However, there was a stronger focus on the campaigning role:

“They can campaign on our behalf.”

“They could lobby with us for refugees.”

“…. Push for recognition of needs.”

7.8 And on the need to create opportunities for joint working:

““Develop partnership work within refugee community groups to tackle common issues such as crime, social exclusion, ESOL. They could be more inclusive.”

“by agreeing and working towards common aims and needs, e.g. providing materials, campaigning, undertaking joint activities together.”
7.9 In terms of messages to the statutory sector, the extent of unmet need and the lack of funding to address this was stressed:

“They should let them know about the problems being faced by refugees, about their needs and priorities.”

“There needs to be due consideration of refugee and migrant communities in all areas of work the Council, etc. provides and in all its services.”

“They should be explaining about the huge unmet need that exists for advice work.”

“They should point out that we need funding to be able to carry out and expand the work we are doing.”
Appendix 1: groups and organisations interviewed for the study
African Community Development Association

African Support & Project Centre

Alevi Cultural Centre

An Viet Foundation

Anatolian People’s Cultural Centre

Anika Patrice Project

Busoga Association

Central African Rights & AIDS Society

Chinese in Need Advisory Centre

Choice in Hackney

City & Hackney Mind  (Advocacy and Volunteer based services)

Community Centre for Refugees from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia (VLC Centre)

Congolese Community Media

Day-Mer

Derman Wellbeing of the Kurdish and Turkish Communities

Finsbury Park Homeless Families Project

Gems Outreach

Great Nile Trust

Greenhouse Walk-in Thames Reach – City and Hackney PCT

Hackney Caribbean Elderly Organisation

Hackney Chinese Community Services

Hackney Cypriot Association Community and  Advice Centre

Hackney Migrant Centre

Halkevi – Kurdish and Turkish Community Centre

Imece Turkish Women’s Organisation

London Catholic Workers

London Coalition Against Poverty

London Gypsy and Traveller Unit

London Irish Women’s Centre

North London Action for the Homeless

North London Muslim Community Centre

Off Centre

Sahil Housing Association

Single Homeless Project

The Pedro Youth Club

Turkish Cypriot Cultural Association

Yad Voezer
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