BEDFORDSHIRE ADVICE FORUM

Promoting and supporting the provision of advice and information services in Bedfordshire
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Mr Frank Branston

Mayor of Bedford
Bedford Borough Council

Town Hall

Bedford MK40 1SJ 

Dear Mayor,
A Strategy for Advice Services in Bedford Borough
I am writing on behalf of Bedfordshire Advice Forum (BAF) to ask, at this time of exciting change within the local authorities of Bedfordshire, that strategic consideration should now be given to the future provision of advice services within the Borough. 

Advice services have a fundamental and far-reaching effect in promoting equality and tackling disadvantage, and in helping to protect the basic rights of citizens.  At this current time of economic uncertainty, it is anticipated that demand for appropriate advice services will be even greater than normal.  BAF is ideally placed to work with the Council to respond to this increasing demand.

BAF is the local networking group which brings together agencies across the county that provide advice and information on civil legal issues such as benefits, employment rights, debt advice, housing rights etc.  The Forum currently has over 40 members, from both the statutory and voluntary sectors - the membership list is attached for your information.

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. 

BAF believes that the formation of the new unitary authority in Bedford provides an excellent opportunity to review and enhance the support currently given to advice services, to ensure that residents in the Borough receive the effective, high quality advice services they deserve in the future.
In recent years, work in other areas of the country has shown the importance of adopting a co-ordinated approach to advice services.  BAF therefore believes that the new unitary authority should take the lead in developing and adopting an Advice Strategy for the improvement of the provision and delivery of local advice services.  
The additional benefits of an Advice Strategy are that it will help the Council in various aspects of its strategic work including:

· Sustainable Communities Strategy - an Advice Strategy could feed into this in future because advice work is essential tackling social exclusion and inequality.

· Local Area Agreement - an Advice Strategy can help in the work on some of the LAA  targets, for example, NI 116 - proportion of children in poverty.

· Comprehensive Area Assessments - an Advice Strategy will help in the future CAAs, which will focus especially on how inequality and community needs are being addressed in the area. 

We believe that BAF has a crucial role in helping the new authority to develop an Advice Strategy.  To that end, we have enclosed a Discussion Paper which BAF hopes will stimulate the process of producing an Advice Strategy for Bedford.  
BAF would then like to invite members and senior officers of the authority to join representatives from the Forum to discuss the way forward.  It is hoped that this initial meeting could be held towards in late April or early May, and that it will be well supported by Council representatives including the Directors of relevant departments.

We look forward to working with the new Bedford Borough Council over the coming months, to improve advice provision for citizens in the area.

Yours sincerely

Len Simkins

Secretary

Bedfordshire Advice Forum

cc
Shaun Field - Chief Executive


Philip Simpkins - Chief Executive Designate   




28 Bushmead Avenue Bedford  MK40 3QN


Tel:	01234 360607


Fax:	01234 328707


Email:	baf@infotrain.co.uk


Website:	www.bedsadvicefroum.org.uk














Please reply to:  Len Simkins


Date:  30th March 2009
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