BEDFORDSHIRE ADVICE FORUM

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

__________________________________________________________________________
BAF UPDATE REPORT
BAF membership (Agenda item 3)
At the AGM in June members agreed to keep membership fees the same for 2010/11.  Membership renewals were sent out in August to 42 members.

So far we have had renewals from 25 members (and one new member - Sure Start Cauldwell).  We will be sending reminders to the other 17 agencies.
Advice Strategies (LGR Project) (Agenda item 4)

Earlier this year BAF was given a grant by Voluntary Works (the voluntary sector infrastructure consortium in Bedfordshire), through its LGR Project - which is funded by Capacitybuilders.
The grant has been provided to raise the profile of the advice sector with the new local Councils and to encourage them to develop an Advice Strategy.

Following preliminary work in the Spring/Summer, a joint planning event with representatives from BAF members and from Bedford Borough Council and Central Bedfordshire Council was held on 6th October.  This was a very successful event attended by 23 people.  

Full details of the work carried out during the project, including a report on the workshop on 6th October, can be found on BAF's website:  www.bedsadviceforum.co.uk
At the workshop it was agreed that the next step would be to produce a "statement of intent" which could be used to gain support to develop full advice strategies from the Local Strategic Partnerships.  A meeting to agree a statement of intent will be held on 11th November.
Bedfordshire Children's Centres Project (Agenda item 5)

Earlier this year BAF (through Advice Bedfordshire) was awarded a grant to help develop the links between the Children's Centres in Bedfordshire and the local advice sector.  

The funding for this project covers:

(1) 
Conducting research into the current and potential future links between local advice agencies and the children's centres in Bedfordshire

(2)
Updating and revising the Bedfordshire Advice Directory - and producing a 2009 version of the Directory in an online format

(3)
Maintaining and updating the Advice Directory in 2009/10
Research

The following work has been undertaken as part of the research:

· Desk-top research on: 
· child poverty in Bedfordshire
· development of children's centres in Bedfordshire
· advice services in Bedfordshire
· examples of links between children's centres and advice agencies in other parts of the UK

· Presentations at meetings for children's centres managers (in Bedford Borough and in Central Bedfordshire)

· Distribution of questionnaires to all local children's centres 

· Visits to selected children's centres for more detailed discussions

· Distribution of questionnaires to BAF members

· Follow-up discussions with selected BAF members

A full report, and recommendations, will be produced at the end of October.

The initial findings are that: 
· There is a need for strong links between children's centres and advice agencies to help tackle child and family poverty
· There are examples of good existing links across the country - and in some part of Bedfordshire 

· There is a willingness (amongst local children's centres and BAF members) to develop further links
· A "one size fits all" approach would not be appropriate when developing future links as many of the children's centres operate in different ways.  There are also different needs in Bedford Borough and Central Bedfordshire, and different needs in urban and rural areas.
· A lack of funding and resources is the key barrier in developing further links  
Directory

The design work on developing a new website for the Advice Directory is now almost completed.  David Wood (Leighton Linslade CAB) will be giving a demonstration of the test site at the BAF meeting today.

Questionnaires were sent to BAF members in August.  This data will now be put onto the website.

However, a number of members have not returned questionnaires yet.  Please complete a questionnaire, if you have not done so already. 

BAF members, and children's centres, will have the opportunity to make any final comments on the Directory and website over the next few weeks.   

It is planned to officially launch the Directory at the beginning of November.

The Directory can then be updated and maintained on a regular basis in 2010.
Update on other BAF activities (Agenda item 6) 
BAF Training
The "Overview of discrimination law" course went very well on 2nd July.  13 people attended and feedback was very positive.  (For example, 100% felt the course met their expectations; and 92% felt the course was at the right level)
BAF has recently been awarded a grant by Bedfordshire's Redundancy Support Group to run another series of training courses related to the economic downturn.  The courses will be on:

· Benefits for EU nationals (which will be part-funded by Bedford Borough Council)
· Claiming benefits

· Checking employment rights

· Dealing with debt

These courses will be planned for early 2010.

In 2010, BAF will also arrange a course on Disability Living Allowance and Attendance Allowance.  

Advice Bedfordshire 

BAF's trading company, Advice Bedfordshire, held its first AGM in June.  The first trading year was very successful and a trading surplus of £652.72 was reported.

Advice Bedfordshire is currently managing the following projects for BAF:

· Children's Centre Project

· Facilitation of BAF's meetings

· BAF training programmes (for 2011)

Voluntary Works

BAF is a member of Voluntary Works (the voluntary sector infrastructure consortium in Bedfordshire and Luton) which has received funding from Capacitybuilders.
Funding from the Consortia Development Fund will enable BAF to send a representative to attend Consortium meetings and to also attend various strategic meetings affecting the voluntary sector.  BAF is then able to raise the profile of the advice sector at these meetings.

Funding from the LGR Project has paid for the work on developing advice strategies and will also pay for the facilitation of BAF's meetings in 2009/10.

Voluntary Works is also overseeing funding for the Modernisation Fund - to help agencies work collaboratively.  BAF hosted a presentation on this prior to the AGM - and 3 BAF members subsequently obtained funding from the Fund.
Voluntary Works will also be organising 3rd Sector Assemblies in the local areas.  The first Assembly for Central Bedfordshire will be on 25th November.  A 3rd Sector Assembly in Bedford will be arranged in 2010.

The provisional date for the first Voluntary Works Conference (for 3rd sector agencies in Bedfordshire and Luton) will now be 5th March 2010.
Redundancy Support Group 

Lorraine Gunther (Bedford CAB) attends the RSG which discusses the effect of the recession on local jobs and training.   Some BAF members have received funding from the RSG to provide extra services and BAF has received a grant to provide training.  However, the future of the group is uncertain and future funding is unlikely.

BAF website

BAF's website is regularly updated.  The address is:  www.bedsadviceforum.org.uk
Document from BAF's meetings and projects can be found on the website as well details of training programmes.
Themes for future BAF meetings

A possible theme for the next meeting could be the new Quality Mark that is being developed by the advice sector to replace the CLS Quality Mark.
Benefits Advice Forum (Agenda item 7) 
Bedfordshire Rights and Information Exchange Forum (BRIEF) used to operate as a forum for benefits advisers to discuss benefit issues and to keep up-to date with benefit changes.  BRIEF meetings also provided an opportunity for direct liaison with the local benefit authorities.

BRIEF also organised regular benefit take-up campaigns which raised over £1 million in unclaimed benefits in the county.

BRIEF had been managed by the County Council's Welfare Rights Service from 1990 but this ended in 2009 with the abolition of the County Council. 
BAF recently applied for some funding from the EHRC, to organise a new version of BRIEF, but this application was unsuccessful.

BAF members need to discuss how a benefits advice forum could be arranged - if it is felt that a forum is still needed

Date of next Forum meeting (Agenda item 10) 
The suggested date is Thursday 11th February 2009 at 2.00pm.
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