BEDFORDSHIRE ADVICE FORUM

Promoting and supporting the provision of advice and information services in Bedfordshire

Developing an Advice Strategy for Bedford
At this time of exciting change in Bedfordshire, this discussion paper, produced by Bedfordshire Advice Forum, invites members and officers of the new Bedford Borough Council to consider developing an Advice Strategy for the Bedford area.  Such a strategy would help ensure that residents in the area receive the high quality advice services they deserve and that Council resources are used in the most effective way.  
An Advice Strategy could feed into the Council’s Sustainable Communities Strategy as sustainable community development and tackling social exclusion and inequality is underpinned by access to good quality information and advice.

An Advice Strategy would also help in the work on some of Bedford's Local Area Agreement targets (e.g. NI 116 - proportion of children in poverty) and in future Comprehensive Area Assessments, which will focus on how inequality and community needs are being addressed in the area. 

The need for advice services 

In a complex and unequal society people often need help in solving their problems – even more so during times of great economic uncertainty such as are being experienced now.  

Problems are often multiple and cut across the boundaries between income, housing, relationship breakdown, health and so on. Without access to sources of independent information and advice it is very difficult, and sometimes impossible, for citizens to exercise their rights, obtain redress when things go wrong, or access vital public services. Independent advice providers are free to advocate, to challenge authorities when necessary, and to be driven solely by the needs of the clients and communities. 

The best way of providing advice services

People with problems choose to seek advice and support from a variety of sources. It is vital to ensure that whatever advice service people choose to contact, they can easily access appropriate advice across the full range of problems that they face. 

The advice sector is as diverse as the people it represents, and most advice agencies are rooted in their communities. The diversity of the sector should be seen as a strength not a weakness, and the central aim of an Advice Strategy should be to support and develop a network of provision.

Together, this advice network should provide access to information and signposting, one-off advice, action, negotiation and representation, and should provide opportunities for influencing social policy. 

Ensuring the quality of advice services

Achieving good quality is the responsibility of the organisations providing the services. Funders, however, are entitled to demand accountability. There are a number of quality assurance systems in use in the sector. Some of the larger independent advice providers have their own systems. For many smaller, community-based organisations it can be expensive and time consuming to achieve quality marks without help and support. 
In Bedfordshire we are fortunate in having developed and piloted a quality advice system for community groups – Qcas.  This system includes one-to-one support and a training programme tailored to the needs of community advice providers. BAF and partner agencies are currently seeking further funding to make this system available to any community advice groups within Bedford.

An Advice Strategy for Bedford

In Bedfordshire advice services have historically been provided in a variety of ways through a mixture of in-house Council services and services provided by organisations in the not-for profit sector.  Funding for these groups has been provided in the form of grants, contracts and other ad hoc support by different departments across the different local authority tiers.  An Advice Strategy would help map these services and would result in the strategic financial planning for advice service provision. 

The population of Bedford includes people from a diverse range of ethnic backgrounds as well as large numbers of refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants, particularly in the urban areas. The economic, social, health and housing pressures on this population are great.  A 2004/5 analysis by the Legal Services Commission found that a large proportion of clients of independent advice agencies are disabled people and people from minority ethnic background.  An Advice Strategy would help in the strategic planning of advice services to help promote equality and diversity in the Borough. 
An Advice Strategy would help maintain and develop the local advice sector so that it can continue to provide much needed advice services.  An effective strategy for advice will need to ensure that:

· advice is people-focussed;  dealing with the many problems and  disputes that individuals may face, rather than dealing with each problem in isolation

· advice is right first time so that wherever people go to get advice, they are able to access the advice they need to resolve their problems and disputes 

· there is better information and intelligence sharing of who is doing what and for whom, and acknowledgement of the pressures currently faced by the providers.

· there is more recognition and support for community groups which are providing valuable information and advice services within their own communities.

· there is recognition that changes to the Community Legal Service will affect the way specialist advice services are funded and organised. The Advice Strategy should protect the provision of these services by independent advice agencies.

· priority is given to finding ways of increasing the current capacity of the sector. The current economic climate, and legislative changes (e.g. in discrimination law and in welfare reform) are likely to lead to an increase in demand for advice. 

· the role of the Council’s in-house advice services is regularly reviewed and that good links with the not-for-profit sector are maintained to provide an effective mix of services in the Bedford area.  

· there are procedures for collecting and using feedback from advice agencies to assess the effectiveness of public service delivery, particularly for socially excluded people. Independent advice services have considerable amounts of information useful for public service providers to help improve their interaction and engagement with vulnerable and socially excluded people. 

Next steps

BAF hopes that this paper will stimulate thought within the Council about the future provision of, and support for, local advice services.  

BAF hopes that it can work in partnership with Council members and officers to develop an Advice Strategy for the new authority.  We would welcome the opportunity to meet with Council representatives in the near future to discuss this issue further.
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