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BAF UPDATE REPORT



New Quality Mark for advice (Agenda item 4)

A new Quality Mark (NQM), to replace the CLS Quality Mark at the General Help level, has been developed under the Working Together for Advice Project, organised by Advice Services Alliance.

The standards for the new QM have been finalised and all the documents and guidance have been produced.  These include:

· Services Standards – similar to the old QM standards
· Quality of Advice Standards – new concept to measure advice quality
· Guidance materials
· Training materials
· General information on thee NQM 

Copies of the all of the above documents are available from the BAF Secretary.

The plan was to introduce the NQM in 2011.  However funding for the WTFA project ended at the end of September 2010 and no new funding has been obtained.  It is therefore unclear how the new QM will be launched and maintained.  ASA should be making a statement on the future of the NQM soon.


Advice Strategies (Agenda item 5)

Having effective advice and information services is a key aim in the Sustainable Communities Strategy in both Bedford Borough and Central Bedfordshire.  

To help in the delivery of this aim it has been agreed to develop an Advice Strategy in each area.  BAF is helping to lead on this work and has set up Advice Strategy Planning Groups in both areas.

Funding for the initial part of this work was provided through Voluntary Works.  However, this funding ended earlier this year.  Unfortunately, this then resulted in a delay in progressing the work over the summer.  However, further funding has recently been obtained from the Bedford Borough Partnership Board (for the work in Bedford Borough) and from Voluntary Works (for the work in Central Bedfordshire).      

Plans have now been agreed to complete the work.  Mapping of current advice services is currently being undertaken and the strategy documents will then be updated.  Planning meetings have been arranged for 3rd November (Bedford Borough) and 5th November (Central Bedfordshire).

It is then hoped that final drafts of the documents will be completed in November.  There will then be a chance for interested parties to be consulted on the draft strategies in December / January, and then hopefully the Strategies can be launched in February 2011.  

All documents relating to the Strategies can be found on the BAF website.

New Benefits Network (Agenda item 6)

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.

BAF members have shown a strong interest in forming a new Benefits Forum.  At the last BAF meeting it was agreed that BAF could allocate £1,000 of BAF funds to help set up a new forum.

Further developments since the last meeting are:
· Luton Advice Network has agreed to publicise the new benefits network and some LAN members may want to join.  However, LAN’s funds are ring-fenced and no funding would be available to support the new network
· Citizens Advice could supply copies of their Welfare Benefits News Bulletin for distribution to network members, but there would be a cost to this 
· BAF submitted a bid to the Community Foundation (Grassroots Fund) to help finance the new network but, unfortunately, this bid was not successful
· BAF’s Steering Group wanted to discuss the need for the new network again with BAF members
· Michele Collins (Aragon Housing Association) has kindly offered to chair the new network and Aragon HA could supply some limited administrative support and a venue for the meetings.  Infotrain may also be willing to provide some support / management for the network.

    
At the last meeting it was agreed that:
· The new network should meet 2-3 times a year - to discuss benefit changes and local problems
· Representatives from the benefit authorities should be invited to attend
· If possible, a benefits update newsletter should be circulated.  

Some of the questions raised have now been answered
· Who should chair this new forum?  - Michele Collins has volunteered 
· Who should facilitate the forum?  - Aragon HA (and Infotrain?)
· Should the forum be Bedfordshire based or also include Luton agencies?  - Bedfordshire based but Luton agencies can join 
· Who could provide funds to sustain the forum? – Only BAF funding is currently available, but some services (chair, basic admin and venue) will be provided free of charge by Aragon HA.  The cost of each meeting will therefore be greatly reduced


At today’s meeting we need to discuss the need for the new network to be certain that the network is viable.

If there is a confirmed need, we then need to make plans for the first meeting of the new network. This could be in early 2011 and would provide god information on all the new benefit changes planned for 2011.  If the meeting is a success, further meetings could then be arranged for 2011/12.

BAF Training (Agenda item 7)

BAF training

BAF ran a course on Disability Living Allowance and Attendance Allowance in September.  The course was fully booked and was very successful.  A summary evaluation report is given below.

	
DLA / AA Course

Date:  23/9/10
Venue:  Bunyan Meeting Free Church, Bedford
Tutor: Jenny Hedges (Mid Beds CAB)
No. of participants:  16

Did the course fulfil your expectations?  Yes = 100%  Partly = 0%  No = 0%
Was the course at the right level?  Yes = 100%  Partly = 0%  No = 0%
Will the knowledge / skills gained on the course help you in your work? 
Yes = 93%  Partly = 7%  No = 0%

Course structure & content: Very good = 60%  Good = 40%  Fair = 0%  Poor = 0%
Training materials:  Very good = 53%  Good = 40%  Fair = 7%  Poor = 0%
Trainer:  Very good = 60%  Good = 40%  Fair = 0%  Poor = 0%
Venue:  Very good = 53%  Good = 47%  Fair = 0%  Poor = 0%
 




BAF has been awarded some further funding by the Bedfordshire Redundancy Support Group to provide another series of training courses on "Advising in the Economic Crisis".     

We will be running a repeat of the 3 basic courses for new advisers (Claiming benefits; Checking employment rights; and Dealing with debt) in January 2011.  Publicity for these courses will be distributed in November.

We will then run 3 other courses on the forthcoming benefit changes – probably in March 2011.

All these courses will be free of charge.  Priority will be given to BAF members although the training will also be publicised through LAN.


Update on other BAF activities (Agenda item 8)

BAF membership

BAF members were asked to renew their membership recently for 2010/11.

There have been 26 renewals to date pus 4 new members and 2 ex-members rejoining

The 4 new members are:
· Central Bedfordshire Council – Library Service
· Christians Against Poverty
· Money Advice at St Andrews
· Queens Park Women’s Forum

The 2 old members that have re-joined are:
· Bedford College - Student Services
· Bedfordshire Rural Communities Charity – Carers Support


We are still awaiting membership renewals from 15 2009/10 members.


Advice Bedfordshire 

Advice Bedfordshire, BAF’s trading company, has managed the following projects for BAF in 2010/11:

· Facilitation of BAF's AGM, Forum and Steering Group meetings
· Production of BAF’s Annual Report
· Management of the BAF display at the Bedford Charity Market 
· Organisation of BAF’s training course – DLA/AA

Advice Bedfordshire commissioned Infotrain to do the above work.


Voluntary Works

BAF is a member of Voluntary Works (the voluntary sector infrastructure consortium in Bedfordshire and Luton) which has received funding from Capacitybuilders.

For 2010/11 BAF was initially awarded a grant of £4,345 from the Consortia Development Fund. This will enable BAF to continue to send a representative to attend Consortium meetings and to also attend various strategic meetings affecting the voluntary sector.  BAF will continue to raise the profile of the advice sector at these meetings.

A further £1,200 has later been awarded to pay for the development work on the Central Bedfordshire Advice Strategy.


Advice Directory

There are currently 35 entries on the Directory.  http://www.bedsadvicedirectory.org.uk/

We are currently contacting the BAF members that are not on the Directory to encourage them to have an entry.  The Steering Group would like to see all BAF members have some sort of entry in the Directory. 

A link to the Luton Advice Network website has recently been added to the Directory.

BAF has funding to update and maintain the Directory on a regular basis in 2010.

If anybody has any comments, or notices any faults with the website, please contact:
len.simkins@infotrain.co.uk




BAF website

BAF's website is regularly updated.  The address is:  www.bedsadviceforum.org.uk

Documents from BAF's meetings and projects can be found on the website as well as details of training programmes and events. There are also links between the BAF website and Advice Directory. 

A link to the Luton Advice Network website has recently been added to the BAF website.


Financial Capability Forum 

The next meeting of the Forum is at 10.00am on 16th November at Central Bedfordshire Council Offices, Priory House, Chicksands.   


Links with solicitors 

The BAF Steering Group has recently discussed building up BAF’s links with solicitors.  Although solicitors cannot join BAF (as BAF is only for not-for-profit organisations), it is important for BAF to have good links with local solicitors.

The proposal is to arrange a countywide meeting to discuss this further with key solicitors.   


Any Other Business (Agenda item 10) 

Regional advice sector conference 

Advice Alliance East has arranged a conference for agencies in the advice sector in the Eastern Region to discuss partnership working.  The conference is on 8th November in Cambridge.

Please contact the BAF Secretary for further details.  


Directory of Services (Adults) 

A new Directory has been produced by Bedford Borough Council.  Copies will be distributed at today’s meeting.  

The Directory is also available online at:  
www.bedford.gov.uk/health_and_social _care/help_for_adults/information_and_advice.aspx
  
A link to the Directory is also available from the Bedfordshire Advice Directory website.


Digital TV switchover 

Various information has been produced on the Digital TV switchover and the help available for vulnerable people.  

Extra help can be provided to people who:
· Are aged 75 or over; or
· Have lived in a care home for 6 months or more; or
· Get DLA, AA, Constant AA, or Mobility Supplement; or
· Are registered blind or partially sighted

Further information is available from 0800 40 85 900 or www.helpscheme.co.uk
Len Simkins (BAF Secretary)
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