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Introduction
How people deal with their debts now will shape their future. The support and availability of a range of trusted and effective debt advice services will minimise the impact of the economic downturn on families in the North West and enable a quicker recovery. 

We know from recent Citizens Advice data, collected from Citizens Advice Bureaux, that there has already been a significant increase in demand for advice services and that this is  greater in the North West than other areas. VSNW’s own recent snapshot survey of debt advice provision in the region (23rd November to 3rd December) has identified waiting lists of up to 6 weeks, and in one instance, three months. 

This is of considerable concern. One advice centre points out that, on their two week waiting list, 24% of appointments fail to attend. We can presume that most people not attending have dealt with their problems in another way ― ranging from going to a good alternative advice agency, contacting a fee-charging debt advice company, taking out consolidation loans (possibly storing up a bigger problem), or going to cheque cashers and loan sharks. The same advice centre has noticed a 52% increase in complex cases in the last year. 

Running parallel to debt advice services, is a growing industry of private sector organisations seeking to profit without necessarily offering the best advice to those in trouble. One client of an advice service, within two weeks of receiving a possession claim, received letters from six different companies which included offers to charge her for debt advice and another offering to buy her house and then rent it back to her. The letters were worded to make the court action seem as scary as possible.

Given this context ― and to support the work of the Joint Economic Commission in the North West ― VSNW facilitated a roundtable discussion that included key debt advice representatives for the North West. The following report is a summary of the recommendations that came out of the roundtable discussion, held on Thursday, 4 December 2008. 
Those taking part in the roundtable have agreed that the following report is an accurate reflection of the discussion and include: 

Jacquie Howell, Advice UK

Vicky Shepherd, Age Concern Blackburn & North West Age Concern Information & Advice Chair and National Link

Cathy Gallagher, Law Centres Federation (contributed by phone prior to the meeting)

Pam Thorley, Legal Services Commission

Sean Finnegan, Manchester Advice

Dave Harrison, NWDA

Richard Caulfield, VSNW

The following were unable to attend on the day but were keen to contribute to further discussion: Steve Barwick, 4NW; Allyson Whisker, Citizens Advice and Jacquie Grinham, Macclesfield CAB.
Key recommendations
1. Develop strategies to maintain current debt advice support in the North West.

2. Widely promote full range of available advice services to people, especially those in the North West, and encourage early intervention.

3. Develop strategies to support debt advice services, particularly in the North West, to handle increasing demand.

4. Look for quick legislative wins that would support debt advice work and reduce caseloads.

Debt Counselling in the North West Roundtable

4 December 2008

Recommendation 1: Develop strategies to maintain current levels of debt advice support in the North West.

To maximise the help provided to people in the North West, debt advice agencies need to fully focus on delivering debt advice services. Given the difficult economic conditions and the increased pressure on debt advice services, it is an inappropriate time to undermine current capacity. There are a number of local and central government initiatives that have the unintentional prospect of disrupting full advice service delivery at a critical time when services need to be enhanced.

These include:
· a high number of advice service reviews across the region: 6 of the 12 top tier local authority areas from which we received a response were currently undergoing reviews of their advice services: Blackburn, Preston, Manchester, Wirral, and Carlisle, Lancashire
.

· Core funding ending: 9 of 16 respondents core funding ends in March 2009. Time and resources will need to be devoted to negotiating new funding agreements.

· A shift in Legal Services Commission procurement practice, relevant to delivery from April 2010, will mean that advice services will need – throughout 2009 - to build partnerships and turn from grant/SLA funded organisations to contract-ready businesses, with new skills sets (e.g. marketing), able to compete in tendering processes. Again, this will require dedicated time and resources.

Solutions: 
· Short term: reviews to be put on hold for at least 12 months 

· Short term: current funding agreements, due to end in March 2009, to be extended for 12 months. Contracts could stipulate a minimum 3% increase in advice service delivery in order to support Gershon efficiency savings.

· Short term: Slow process of shifting people from incapacity benefit onto income support benefits – this is creating increased advice work and reducing capacity for debt advice.

· In the short to medium term: explore local authority use of well-being powers to support debt advice services

· Long term: debt advice services to be given statutory status

Recommendation 2: Widely promote full range of available advice services to people, especially those in the North West, and encourage early intervention.

In order to help as many people as possible, as quickly as possible, there is a need to develop a range of strategies to highlight what advice is available and who to contact (local face to face and telephone support/advice). Given the manner in which debt problems escalate, promotional activity should highlight the importance of acting promptly and the need for early intervention: “A debt in time”.

Solutions

Target different points in the chain of debt. For example, for those people:

· potentially facing financial difficulties, e.g. own or employer’s business failing

· entering debt difficulties

· in difficulty

· in financial crisis (court hearings, immanent housing repossession)

Besides promotion through national debt advice line of local face to face services, link into key points within the region. For example:
· Health centres

· Children’s/Sure Start centres

· Community centres/anchors

· Through local and hospital radio

· Through local networks

· In courts (e.g. work of Manchester Advice)

· As part of Possession Claims Online process

· Produce self-help booklet/website

· Communities of need (across region not just in terms of geographical pockets of deprivation)

· Community Care processes

· Asylum seekers’ process

· Schools

Development of a Problem Noticing Strategy
· Ensure professionals in organisations/venues listed above have access to promotional materials

· Flag business/employment difficulties when Union intervenes in relevant ways

· Support for those made redundant, laid off or shortened hours; visits to firms facing difficulties

· Volunteering opportunities

· Specialist employment advice

· Advice for firms

· Through local knowledge gathered by local VCS networks

· As part of other public agency processes such as failing Community Care plans, or as part of asylum seeking processes.

Recommendation 3: Develop strategies to support debt advice services, particularly in the North West, to handle increasing demand.

If demand on debt advice services further increases ― whether as a result of the economic conditions or as a result of the proposed promotional work of Recommendation 2 ― then there will be further need to find ways of meeting that demand. There will be a need to develop a strategy to build the capacity of debt advice services. This will be particularly true of strategies to support proactive debt advice work, such as interventions in ailing firms, or increased volunteer management of ex-finance industry personnel.

A particular concern, in terms of building capacity, is that there are major problems around retention and recruitment of debt advice staff, especially advisors and specialist advisors.

Solutions:
Develop a strategy to support debt advisor retention and recruitment. Investigate developing standard:

· qualifications

· training

· core competencies

· salary levels

· career path.

Make the most of specialist advice resources through use of generic advisors (e.g. Age Concern advice for over fifties).

Fund specialist employment advice work. This work has not been well funded for the last few years, possibly need was not as pressing, but that was a different economic context.

Recruit more volunteers, acknowledging that volunteer training, management and support does have a cost. 

Consider specific strategies to recruit new staff and volunteers (made redundant) from the financial services industry. Provide training to staff from financial services industry that may be being made redundant.

Key to an effective strategy to build capacity in the North West, and to get a better idea of the potential cost for enhancing that capacity, would be work to capture the size of the debt advice sector. 

Recommendation 4: Look for quick legislative wins that would support debt advice work and reduce caseloads.

There are a number of simple pieces of legislation that could quickly minimise the impact of current economic conditions on debt difficulties. 
Investigate issues relating to:
· Tribunal Courts & Enforcement Act (not come into effect yet) – there are some key aspects of the act that would greatly help and some that would exacerbate debt related difficulties.

· Data Protection in respect of Possession Claims Online.

· One-off contribution to fuel bill for lower income families (slightly higher band to other means-tested benefits).

· Address issue of price of fuel through pre-payment meters.

· Energy efficient housing (develop old properties, not just new builds).

· Benefits and volunteering: raise the threshold on maximum number of hours volunteering per week.

Appendix

Provisional advice statistics Quarter 2 2008/09 from Citizens’ Advice

The data from the North West, when finalised, may vary by one or two percentage points.

	
	
	

	
	England & Wales
	North West

	Category
	Advice issues
	% increase over Q2 07-08
	Advice issues
	% increase over Q2 07-08

	Benefits & Tax Credits
	412,827
	9%
	60,687
	17%

	Debt
	446,309
	7%
	58,715
	10%

	TOTAL issues
	1,446,338
	5%
	179,346
	8%


Key points from VSNW quick survey of debt advice in the North West 

23 November to 3 December 2008

1. 16 responses from 12 local authority areas

2. Half respondents are Citizens’ Advice Bureaux (8), but also input from Age Concerns (3), NW Churches/Forum of Faiths, Carers, and independent advice centres (3).

3. All individual debt advice providers currently running at full capacity; Rossendale CAB said they had over 300 hours unpaid toil at present that staff will never take.

4. Over half of local authority areas are reviewing debt advice services. Six areas identified: Blackburn, Preston, Manchester, Wirral, and Carlisle, Lancashire. 

5. 9 respondents core funding ends March 2009; 2 more had some funding streams that will end in March; two in 2010; 2 had no funding (plus one not applicable: NW Churches).

6. The majority said that people were getting advice but that the waiting lists were increasing:
· Preston: waiting list of 6 weeks for specialist money advice – up to the end of January 2009.

· Wirral: Up to 3 months:

· Carlisle: We have introduced Gateway Assessments to deal with emergency situations but we have a 4 week waiting period for debt appointments

· St Helens: All appointments booked until Jan  - approx 5 people waiting for every appointment.

VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector (VCS), in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with 140 members which

· work across the region directly supporting and delivering services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.
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� One review is an information service review which is affecting finance advice work.
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