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VSNW submission:
Inquiry into the impact of the current economic situation on the North West and the Government’s response
This submission focuses on the need for debt advice and on measures to support the voluntary and community sector (VCS).
1. About VSNW

1.1 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.
1.2 Richard Caulfield, Chief Executive of VSNW, is a member of the Joint Economic Commission for the North West.

1.3 VSNW works with 150 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.
1.4 VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination in the North West. 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.

1.5  This submission draws heavily on the support and expertise of 

· Advice agencies of the North West and key public sector partners who have supported and made possible VSNW’s Money and Debt Advice Group work
. This work, through Richard Caulfield, came out of and fed back into the Joint Economic Commission, beginning in October 2009. The group consists of and has received key contributions from: Jacquie Howell, Advice UK; Vicky Shepherd, Age Concern Blackburn & North West Age Concern Information & Advice Chair and National Link; Cathy Gallagher, Law Centres Federation; Pam Thorley, Legal Services Commission; Sean Finnegan, Manchester Advice; Dave Harrison, NWDA; Malcolm Kennedy, NWDA; Geoff Birch, Viveza Consultancy; Chris Pritchard, Viveza Consultancy; Steve Barwick, 4NW; Allyson Whisker, Citizens Advice; Jacquie Grinham, Macclesfield CAB; Paul Schofield, GONW; Alistair Bishop, GONW; Adrian Firth, FSA; Cath Conniffe, Bolton MBC; Carole Jackson, Bolton MBC; Jacqueline Marsh, Jobcentreplus; Sarah Thorpe, Jobcentreplus; Olive Butler, Shelter. 
· All the local VCS advice agencies who took valuable and much demanded time to answer our surveys and respond to our ongoing enquiries from September 2008 to May 2009.
· Sub-regional VCS infrastructure agencies of the North West who are members of the 5 Counties Partnership, in particular Greater Manchester CVO, Sefton CVS, and Cheshire Community Action.

2.0 VCS involvement in the Joint Economic Commission for the North West (JEC)
2.1 VSNW strongly welcomes the opportunity for the VCS in the North West, through VSNW, to work alongside key public sector partners and directly contribute to tackling the recession. We believe that the JEC’s inclusion of VSNW shows 
· a keen and astute willingness to make the best use of all available resources to tackle the impact of the recession

· recognises the ability of VCS groups, especially in partnership, to support local communities, shape solutions and provide a valuable perspective.
2.2 
We would also like to thank the specific help of JEC partners who have all supported VSNW ’s lead on the debt advice work. In particular we would like to thank NWDA for its financial support which has enabled VSNW to engage Viveza consultancy – Viveza has compiled and continues to seek key evidence of the impact of the current economic situation on the advice needs of the North West. The time, support and contribution of GONW, Jobcentreplus, NWDA and 4NW are also very much appreciated. 
2.3 VSNW is probably not well placed to state this, but the involvement of the VCS on the JEC has helped to develop a stronger sense of partnership between the public and voluntary and community sectors. At the very least, it has sent an extremely positive message of partnership to VCS groups when it most matters.

2.4 Involvement of the sector, through VSNW, has sharpened focus and helped to engage the sector in a more mainstream economic agenda, especially as the current economic situation impacts on local communities.
Recommendation: That the JEC’s and regional public sector agencies’ recognition of the role of the VCS, and support for VCS engagement, in tackling the impact of the current economic situation, is commended.
Recommendation: That the Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill strongly encourages similar VCS engagement in local economic assessments. 

3.0 Advice need of people in the North West
3.1 VSNW strongly welcomes the Government’s work through a number of initiatives to enable people and families to receive advice and support in order to help them through the recession.

3.2 VSNW welcomes the Government’s additional £10m funding to Citizens’ Advice Bureaux (CABx). We believe that this funding enabled three-quarters of CABx nationally to extend weekly opening hours. 

3.3 However, this funding has not been able to support the increased demand for face-to-face advice placed on non-CAB agencies.  CABx have also not been able to reduce their waiting lists. Demand for advice (debt, housing, employment and benefit) services still outstrips capacity.
3.4 There remains a significant shortfall in the North West between the need for and the ability of agencies in the North West to provide timely advice. Since last summer advice agencies in the North West have had to start waiting lists. Prior to this waiting lists did not exist. Since then agencies’ waiting lists have become as long as agencies are willing to let them (up to 6 weeks). There is little point in extending waiting lists indefinitely: advice must be timely. We have serious concerns that people are unnecessarily at risk of making decisions that worsen their situation and make them, and their family, less able to recover. One advice agency points out that, on their two week waiting list (December 2008), 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. 
3.5 There are different groups of people facing different advice needs in the North West. This recession is affecting what one of our reports, on the challenges and advice needs of the North West, has described as “new entrants” to the advice market. Alongside this group, are people who have been living in debt for a long time and are now finding that they are now less able to access debt advice or rented housing advice support. For instance, we know that in Manchester, the emphasis on housing repossession case-work has meant less time for rented-housing case-work. There is a sharp need to ensure that advice provision is effectively targeted to support specific groups of people in the North West and VSNW, in conjunction with JEC partners and advice agencies in the North West, are currently conducting work to map shortfalls in advice provision. 
3.6 
One of VSNW’s early aims for this work was to ensure that under-pressure local authorities (often the core funder for advice work) did not cut funding to advice agencies. We are pleased to say that such cuts have been rare and we particularly welcome the interest and support of 4NW in this matter. The majority of local authorities have understood the importance of such advice work this year.
3.7 St Helens MBC should be particularly commended on their actions to tackle the impact of the current economic recession which, in relation to VCS groups, includes:

· increasing funding to debt and mortgage advice services, counselling services, employment advice services, and to volunteering (in order to build skills and help people back into work)

· maintaining funding and actively supporting homelessness and mental health services, and maintaining funding and support for local credit unions/community development finance initiatives. 
We understand that funding for these initiatives may have been partly possible through the recent Local Area Business Grant Initiative reward money. (Prior to this, St Helens received the highest NI 7 [thriving third sector] score in England).

3.8 Very few other local authorities have, however, been able to increase funding provided to local face-to-face advice agencies. 
3.9 The Financial Service Authority’s (FSA’s) Moneymadeclear pathfinder has an element of face-to-face financial advice provision. This provision is often quite different from the predominant complex debt, housing repossession, and benefit advice case-work.   

3.10 Three concerns for the FSA’s Moneymadeclear pathfinder programme are

· the scale of the targets, 

· the lack of flexibility of delivery i.e. it must be delivered one-to-one, especially when the financial advice work might be more general than the more problem-focused case-work advice)

· the branding in the North West versus that in the North East which is using locally trusted brands (CABx) . This could be a significant challenge.

3.11 We have long hoped that a single national or regional website could be established, using a highly cost-effective regional marketing campaign proposed by GONW, which would provide links to local face-to-face advice services. The proliferation of online, inauthentic advice services is startling. The JEC, with significant support from GONW, has established www.supportnw.co.uk which provides a regional focus (balancing authority with friendliness). However, the site links through to national advice sources (e.g. DirectGov) without quickly directing people to nearby face-to-face advice.
Recommendation: Serious consideration is given to providing extra funding to face-to-face advice agencies in the North West in order to limit the harm suffered by individuals, families and communities through the impact of the current economic situation.
Recommendation: Serious consideration is given to increasing the number of quality, trained advice workers, working in the region.

Recommendation: Explore the potential for better using the face-to-face financial advice provision and resources of the FSA’s Moneymadeclear pathfinder programme. This could include developing an understanding of how this work can better dove-tailed and complement local advice work. 
Recommendation: That the effectiveness of the current means of delivering appropriate types of advice to specific target groups are reviewed.

Recommendation: That untouchable future assets (eg pension) do not disqualify potential Debt Relief Order applicants. The upfront payment is also a barrier to helping people.

Recommendation: Given the almost non-existent take-up, review the Mortgage Rescue scheme (without losing ability to encourage people to get debt advice).

Recommendation: Explore possibility of the back-dated use of the Mortgage Rescue Scheme to support applicants to the Homeowners Mortgage Support Scheme qualify against the ‘previous five payments must be made’ criteria.  

4.0 Targeted Support Fund
4.1 The Targeted Support Fund is an extremely welcome contribution to support VCS groups deal with the economic situation. The aim is that £3.3m of this £15m fund will help VCS groups to deliver recession-focussed services under one of the following themes:

· Information, advice and guidance (housing, financial, debt and legal advice and support) 

· Employment and employability (training and support related to finding employment) 

· Health and wellbeing (mental health, relationship breakdown, counselling, domestic violence & substance abuse) 

4.2
The fund’s ambition to access the ability of VCS groups to reach people who are not receiving or seeking advice is highly commendable. The restrictions on income are key to quickly, and in a general way, identify the potential of groups to support advice delivery to local communities. However, the determination of which areas are targeted (14 of 23 of the top tier local authorities in the North West) has lead to the anomaly of ‘communities in need within local authority areas (relatively) not in need’ not being eligible while ‘communities (relatively) not in need within local authority areas in need’ are eligible. The Chief Executive of Greater Manchester CVO points out that there are significant communities in three unitary authorities of Greater Manchester which are not eligible.  Also not eligible are communities in Cheshire, Lancashire (excluding the unitary authorities of Blackburn and Blackpool) and Cumbria. 
4.3 However, the restrictions on applicants’ income are also a concern. While these agencies are likely to have significant levels of local trust, knowledge, understanding and reach, it is also less likely that these organisations will be able to provide the quality of information, advice and guidance (housing, financial, debt and legal advice and support) which other local organisations, delivering on a daily basis, but with an annual income over £250,000 (and therefore barred from applying) will be able to provide.

4.4 The amount of funding available to bidders (between £10,000 and £40,000) and the short–term nature of the funding from September to April is problematic. There are limited numbers of advice case-workers and funding could be better used to build capacity to deal with advice enquiries.
4.5 The speed at which this fund has been rolled out whilst commendable has meant that there is little time, or encouragement, for groups to form partnerships or for areas to identify key gaps in delivery.
Recommendation: That to better support the advice needs of hard to reach people, a future fund encourage a partnership approach between larger advice service agencies and smaller, local community organisations. Both agencies would need to have the trust of local communities.
5.0 Other VCS grant schemes

Resilience Support Grants

5.1 CapacityBuilders responded quickly with their Resilience Support Grants and though the timing was challenging, valuable work has been undertaken and good support provided. Grants specifically to write local recession plans will result in a local plan for each authority area in Greater Manchester which will provide significant information to inform the strategies of local infrastructure organisations (LIOs) and the Greater Manchester Voluntary Sector Support consortium. 
5.2 But the timescale over which this was done (which was due to the rigid deadline for spending ChangeUp funding rather than a timescale for doing the work) was just too tight.

 

Modernisation Fund
5.3 The OTS Modernization Fund for partnership development, delivered through CapacityBuilders, will provide specific help for groups to explore partnership working and potential mergers. The level of interest already expressed in the fund by frontline groups demonstrates its’ potential.  

5.4 We have concerns about how this fund will work in practice: a strange choice of delivery partners in the North West; little consideration that a lead body might be best placed to provide the consultancy services; advertising of national and local events is not joined up; information for delivery agents about fees and obligations is not available until well after they had to sign up in principle, and the timescale has caused stress to delivery partners which will probably rule out many potential frontline applicants. This will undermine the initiative’s potential to tackle the impact of the current economic situation on VCS groups. 

Grassroots grants

5.5 The flexibility of the size of organizations eligible to receive grassroots grants has been helpful and appreciated.
Volunteer brokerage scheme

5.6 Government recognition of the increase in people wishing to volunteer and investment in brokerage of placements is extremely welcome.

5.7 GMCVO have expressed disappointment that the national body BTCV (the local delivery agent in Greater Manchester) has apparently no interest in working with local volunteering service providers, which have the local knowledge and experience of the local sector to be able to place people with proper support. 

5.8 The local VCS will not be able, overnight, to absorb large numbers of additional volunteers, who will need training and supporting.

Recommendation: Contingency plan for underspend (eg ChangeUp) so that delivery of such funding doesn’t have to take place in a few weeks.
Recommendation: Recommend early review of the delivery of the modernisation fund e.g. in 6 months. 

Recommendation: Encourage partnership and closer supported work with local volunteer support agencies in delivering volunteer brokerage.

6.0 National decision-making

6.1 On a number of occasions, key decisions about funding and initiatives to support the local voluntary and community sector have been made at a national level with little or no reference to regional, sub-regional or local activities. Key instances include:

· Key VCS event to draft a programme of support for the sector included national organisations only. We understand there will be regional representation at similar key events in future.

· Due to speed of delivery, the Targeted Support Fund, as outlined earlier, has local implementation challenges which do not tie into current local activities.

· The roll-out of the Resilience Support Grant was to a national timetable that required funding spent, very quickly, by the end of the financial year. This was often a matter of weeks.
· Delivery of volunteer brokerage (see paragraph 5.7)
7.0 Business support measures

7.1 There have been a significant number of schemes and measures to support businesses and VSNW and other VCS support agencies, such as Merseyside Network for Europe, have been able to provide some activity to support VCS access to these measures. This includes Train to Gain, apprenticeships and the Future Jobs Fund.
8.0 ‘Transforming Places, Changing Lives’
 

8.1 The current economic situation has obviously significantly impacted on Government policy. A key regional policy knock-on has been the emphasis placed on Regional Development Agencies to focus solely on economic growth. VSNW maintains that economic growth without firm foundations in local communities is not sustainable. Government’s future regeneration framework, ‘Transforming Places, Changing Lives’, is not without flaw (we would challenge the narrow focus on social enterprise
) but its focus on communities and a revisioning of the strategic delivery of sustainable economic growth is extremely welcome.

8.2 We believe that such a community-focused approach to sustainable economic growth would lessen the impact of the current economic situation and make communities more resilient to future economic shocks.

Recommendation: That Government promotes the principles outlined in this publication as the key model for regional and sub-regional strategic delivery.
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� Three key reports submitted as attachments.





� Transforming Places, Changing Lives (DCLG: May 2009) � HYPERLINK "http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/citiesandregions/pdf/1227732.pdf" �http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/citiesandregions/pdf/1227732.pdf� 


� At the very least we would look to include *community enterprise* (e.g. community hubs like schools and faith buildings, food co-ops, credit unions / micro financing, job clubs, car / cycle pools etc) and *social businesses* (e.g. co-ops, community transport operators, recycling services, “freebay” services, community farms / gardens, etc).
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