
Appendix B

	THE DEPARTMENT FOR SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Addendum to Department for Social Development Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community – Equality Impact Assessment – April 2007

EQIA on Consultation document on the number and location of Area Advice Centres Responses – July 2010




To be added to ‘Opening Doors’ EQIA

1 Introduction

1.1 In September 2007 the Department published ‘Opening Doors’, the strategy for the Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services.  The strategy aims to put in place an integrated voluntary advice service across Northern Ireland, and a framework to ensure that services are planned and delivered in a way which best matches available resources to need.  The strategy focuses on generalist voluntary advice provision and sets out a plan for the future of such services in Northern Ireland based on a model of local commissioning arrangements, led by councils, supported by the Department and operating within an agreed framework of quality standards. 

1.2 A key objective of the strategy is to clarify the optimum number and location of generalist advice services. To that end, the Department commissioned research in conjunction with the NI Legal Services Commission (NILSC), made recommendations and consulted on those recommendations.
2 Stakeholder Consultation

2.1
The consultation document set out proposals for 34 Area Advice Centres across Northern Ireland as illustrated in Annex 1. These recommended locations derive from the work of the independent researchers and from the Department for Social Development (DSD) statisticians who made this recommendation on the basis of population size, deprivation indices and accessibility.

2.2 This consultation deals only with Area Advice Centre provision, it does not include outreach which can be determined by councils at a later stage.
2.3 The Stakeholder Consultation ended on 27 November 2009 following a 12 week consultation period.  A total of 340 copies of the consultation documents were issued and 155 copies of the consultation document and 98 copies of the response booklet were downloaded from the Department’s website. Six Stakeholder Consultation events took place at a variety of venues and a total of 101 stakeholder representatives attended.  Specific workshops were held for generalist advice providers, councils, members of the Specialist Advisory Panel, rural organisations and the Government Advice and Information Group and other funders of advice services (list of written responses received is set out at Annex 2). 

3 Summary of Responses
3.1 Many responses welcomed the Department’s decision to consult and the opportunity to participate. A large proportion of the written responses which commented specifically on the proposed locations of Area Advice Centres either supported or strongly supported the proposal. Positive comments were also received on the fact that the new proposals will allow best practice to be implemented in areas of partnership working and recognition of the merit of using factual statistical research. 
3.2 Many of the comments made at both the consultation workshops and in written responses were about broader issues in relation to the implementation of the Advice Strategy. General responses identified common concerns such as; resource implications, the need for outreach services and the need for further guidance from DSD to assist councils in obtaining local voluntary advice services. The Department and other relevant stakeholders will address these issues as planned, through the other strands of the strategy implementation work.

4 Views on the proposal

4.1 The majority of responses welcomed the proposals. Generally the commitment shown by DSD to voluntary advice services was welcomed. It was also noted that the proposals are based on the Review of Public Administration (RPA) 11 council model and the intention to be co-terminus with the proposed new council boundaries was welcomed. Many welcomed the suggestion that the focus should be on the service to be delivered rather than who is providing it. 

4.2 The merits of using factual statistical research was noted however some also felt that research was limited in respect of population and deprivation as it did not seek to develop a deeper understanding of who advice is being given to. It was felt that it was important for the model to be capable of taking into account dynamic change such as demographic and socio-economic movement, both of which can lead to increased diversity within areas and new advice and support needs.
4.3 Some responses whilst supportive of the Area Advice Centre proposals also felt that the previous Hubs and Satellites model also had merit. 
4.4 Positive comments were received on the potential of the new proposals to allow best practice to be implemented in areas of partnership working. It was noted that good working relationships with Government Departments enhance deliverables and that ongoing discussion with local government is required. 
4.5 A number of council responses identified independent reviews of best practice in advice delivery in their areas consistent with the model, and that any future work should note this significant investment to date and positive evaluations. The success of models in Belfast was noted in a number of responses.  
4.6 The majority of council responses agreed with the Department’s statement that  ‘When a comparison is made between the current pattern of voluntary advice services and the research findings for area advice locations there is a good geographical match’, with some noting resource implications.  One response noted that local Health Trusts also provided funding and highlighted the potential to explore the use of the model with Health trusts and the potential for a shared service level agreement.

4.7 A number of councils noted that the proposed locations for the Area Advice Centres aligned well with areas of deprivation and are sited on or near main arterial routes and that the current location of their advice provision already meets these criteria also. A number of councils also stated that they would wish to ensure there is flexibility in the means of contracting for advice provision, acknowledging the differing effective arrangements across existing councils and noting that it would be inappropriate for DSD to constrain the new councils in their future contractual relationships.
4.8 Generalist Advice Providers broadly agreed with the proposed Area Advice Centre locations with a general consensus that the proposed locations for Area Advice Centres are similar to the current provision. However a number of concerns were raised regarding the negative impact any relocation of advice services may have on existing partnerships, and the barriers that any relocation of very local services may present for residents who are not comfortable seeking help outside their local area. 
4.9 One response recommended that any difference in services across the Area Advice Centre network to be set up for each new council area should left to the council and local providers.

4.10 One response raised the issue of future need, highlighting an estimated change in the population and deprivation figures for their area in 2017. 
5 Rural dwellers access to advice

5.1 A number of respondents took the opportunity to encourage any future provision of advice services to fully meet the need of rural dwellers and welcomed the production of the Rural Proofing Table. A number of respondents expressed concerns around large geographical areas within Northern Ireland that did not have an Area Advice Centre within 5 miles, for example, the rural communities in the West and Fermanagh. They felt that it would be essential to have sufficient good quality outreach services developed specifically for the rural dwellers needs and some would have liked to have seen DSD making proposals about the outreach locations, rather than this being solely a matter for councils to determine. However some respondents felt that councils were best placed to determine the levels of service required at a very local level. 
5.2 A number of respondents noted the need for appropriate resources for outreach services and noted the current means of distribution of funding via the DSD Community Support Programme, on the basis of population size and deprivation, as not acknowledging cost implications of rural outreach services.
5.3 A number of respondents noted the Department’s concern to ensure effective delivery in Neighbourhood Renewal Areas, and whilst supportive of this ethos felt it would be important to be mindful of the needs of remote rural areas which also experience significant levels of disadvantage.

5.4 The potential in relation to telephone advice and electronic services was identified although with a caveat in relation to the number of households who do not access an internet connection.

5.5 Also the potential to use existing mobile services, such as library vans, was identified.
6 Other issues raised during the Stakeholder Consultation

6.1 A range of areas of concern/interest in the provision of advice across Northern Ireland were also raised during the Stakeholder Consultation. A summary of these areas is set out as follows:
6.2 Resources – The majority of responses stressed the need for sufficient resources being made available for voluntary advice provision.  There is a fear that this model may be seen as the maximum requirement and it could be used as a cost cutting exercise.  Additionally, a number of Advice Providers’ concerns addressed the need for Central Government to continue or increase current funding levels to ensure that the model is fully implemented or that consideration should be given to increase funding in large geographical areas due to extensive outreach requirements. The majority of council responses urged Central Government to at least maintain current funding and if possible increase funding.  A number of councils noted the uncertainty of their funding position for voluntary advice provision post the RPA. Some also noted that the impact of the research would be dependant on the Department’s position in relation to contractual arrangements stating that if the Department allows councils to contract with advice providers as it considers appropriate, then this should be a positive impact on the funding of voluntary advice.

6.3 Services and Guidance from DSD – There was support for a non prescriptive process that gives councils flexibility to assess local needs and determine the level of service to put in place at local level. A number of responses also stated that guidance should be produced by DSD for councils to support them in the arrangement of voluntary advice services. It was also suggested that DSD should clarify the support roles of the Regional Infrastructure Advice Organisations. A number of responses also raised concerns that a tendering process open to the private sector could lead to the loss of volunteers, noting a need to recognise and identify the role of volunteers in advice service provision.
6.4 Outreach - A large number of responses supported the need for sufficient outreach to ensure no gaps develop in voluntary advice service. Advice providers were keen to ensure that outreach would also play a significant part in the implementation of the full model. Some respondents stated that greater emphasis should be given to the resourcing of outreach services. Others put forward the view that existing outreach provision would continue following the implementation of this model. Some responses identified current best practice in respect of rural outreach or outreach in locations such as hospitals to meet the needs of, for example cancer patients. 
6.5 Referrals - A number of responses noted the importance of clear and consistent referrals to specialist organisations as part of the model and the need for clarity on the arrangements for dealing with the “more complex queries”.

6.6 IT – There was support for the use of technology including on-line and broadband services.

6.7 Review of Public Administration (RPA) – Closer working between DSD and councils was encouraged in the run up to the implementation of the RPA and the need for contingencies to be made on implementation of the voluntary advice model if RPA is delayed. 

6.8 Conflict of interest – A number of responses addressed the potential for conflict of interest for elected members who may be members of existing advice providers.
7 Section 75 

7.1 Building on the Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) already completed on the Advice Strategy, the Department again considered Equality in the “Consultation document on number and location of Area Advice Centres”. We gathered consultees’ views on participation and uptake and the likelihood of differential impact.  Examples of issues raised included:
· Older people being less likely to use legal advice services;
· Pensioners and students not knowing their entitlements; 

· Changes to current economic climate; and
· Growth in demand from ethnic minorities. 

7.2 The majority of responses considered that the proposals would not have a differential impact for any group. The majority of issues identified mirrored those identified in the original EQIA on the Advice Strategy. Any issues identified here have been examined and are addressed at Annex 3 of this document. 
8 Next Steps

8.1 The Department will prepare and issue a policy statement setting out the recommended locations for Area Advice Centres taking account of the information provided during consultation. Given the changes in the RPA implementation timetable the Department will work closely with councils and advice stakeholders to consider the appropriate timetable to establish the networks of Area Advice Centres.
8.2 The recommendations in the Strategy should improve equality of opportunity for people in the nine Section 75 groups, however, the Department will ensure that sufficient measures and safeguards are in place to monitor implementation and compliance. The Department is also giving consideration to drafting a guidance document to support councils in the provision of local voluntary advice and will give consideration to and consult with councils on data to be provided by local advice providers and collected by councils on Section 75 monitoring information. This will further update information on issues affecting the Section 75 groups. 

8.3 As stated in the Advice Strategy EQIA, it is intended that the DSD Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community will put in place an integrated structure for delivery of high quality advice, advocacy and information services which ensures that as many people as possible, including all Section 75 groups, have access to the full range of services. 
8.4 Many of the issues raised during the consultation related to the wider implementation of the Advice Strategy and the Department will continue to work with all stakeholders on these and other issues as the implementation of the Advice Strategy continues. 

Proposed locations of Area Advice Centres across Northern Ireland.

	Antrim
	Cookstown

	Armagh
	Craigavon 

	Banbridge
	Derry (Cityside)

	Ballycastle
	Derry (Waterside)

	Ballymena
	Downpatrick

	Ballymoney

	Dungannon

	Bangor
	Enniskillen

	Belfast City Centre
	Larne

	Belfast East (Newtownards Road)
	Limavady

	Belfast North (Antrim Road/Carlisle Circus)
	Lisburn

	Belfast South (Lisburn Road)
	Magherafelt

	Belfast West (Falls Road)
	Newcastle

	Belfast  (Poleglass/Twinbrook)
	Newry

	Belfast (Shankill)
	Newtownabbey

	Belfast  (Suffolk/Andersonstown)
	Newtownards

	Carrickfergus
	Omagh

	Coleraine
	Strabane


Area Advice Centre Consultation - Respondents
	Councils

	Antrim Borough Council 

	Armagh City and District Council*
	*Single response on behalf of all three Councils

	Banbridge Borough Council*
	

	Craigavon Borough Council*
	

	Ballymena Borough Council

	Belfast City Council 

	Coleraine Borough Council 

	Derry City Council 

	Fermanagh District Council 

	Moyle District Council 

	Newry and Mourne District Council 

	Newtownabbey Borough Council  

	North Down Borough Council

	Omagh District Council 

	Others

	Advice NI 

	Advice Services Alliance

	Causeway Citizens Advice Bureau

	Citizens Advice Bureau  North Belfast 

	Citizens Advice NI 

	Derry Citizens Advice Bureau 

	Disability Action  

	Educational Guidance Service for Adults 

	Law Centre NI

	Mark Burnett - Holywood Residents Association Committee, Holywood Transition Town (Energy Efficiency) and Inter Agency Committee for Holywood 

	Macmillan Cancer Support  

	North Belfast Partnership 

	North West Advice Service (Galliagh Integrated Advice Service)

	North West Advice Services Alliance 

	Northern Ireland Electricity

	Northern Ireland Local Government Association 

	Rural Area Partnership 

	Rural Community Network 

	Sinn-Fein 

	South Belfast Independent Advice Services Working Group

	Ulster Farmers Union 


Annex 3

Summary of EQIA element of - Department for Social Development Consultation document on the number and location of Area Advice Centres Responses  

	Summary of comments received
	Specific comments
	Government response

	
	
	


The DSD must be mindful of their Section 75 statutory duties to promote equality of opportunity and good relations, and should mitigate potential adverse impact as far as possible at the first stage of decision-making upon the possible Area Advice Centre locations

	. (Newry & Mourne DC)

Comments in Appendix E: Rural Proofing Table, Section 1: Service provision, anticipates ‘councils will have suitable arrangements for public engagement and both equality and rural proofing arrangements at the time of commissioning these services in their local area.’  This indicates DSD acknowledge their proposals for possible Area Advice Centre locations have potential to have differential impact upon the nine Section 75 groups requiring mitigating measures.
In commissioning guidelines DSD should:

· Ensure accountability and a robust process - Have an oversight role to ensure accountability and a robust process of commissioning services is adhered to.
· Equality and rural proofing - Extend to ensuring that the councils deliver on public engagement and both equality and rural proofing.(RCN)

Disability Action has concerns that while potential Outreach is identified on need - Who determines that need? While equality and rural proofing are required, will local councils have the “weight” to meet these needs’? (4.5 page 8 of consultation document) (Disability Action)

While councils do accept the need to ensure equality and rural proofing at the time of commissioning advice services in their local area, DSD must also be mindful of their Section 75 statutory duties to promote equality of opportunity and good relations.  The DSD must address these issues in their initial decision-making process of deciding possible locations of Area Advice Centres. (Newry & Mourne DC)
As the consultation document provides no Section 75 monitoring information, such as breakdown of users of Area Advice Centres, it is only possible to comment in general terms as to whether it is believed the proposals are likely to have a differential impact upon the nine Section 75 groups. (Newry & Mourne DC) 


	A description of the network of Area Advice Centres at each new council level to be provided by an Area Advice Centre is documented at Appendix D of the Consultation Document. This includes access to advisors responsible for one or more specialist area, including older people.
As part of the implementation of the Advice Strategy a Specialist Advisory Panel has been set up under the auspices of the Advice Services Alliance composed of senior representatives from regional voluntary organisations to advise on quality, training and access issues in relation to their client group. The panel includes representatives from organisations with the experience of the needs of older people. 

A Specialist Advisory Panel Consultation Workshop was part of the consultation process on the location of Area Advice Centres. 

In April 2007 the Department in bringing forward its policy on the delivery of voluntary advice services, considered that there were potential differential impacts on a number of Section 75 categories and as a result carried out a full equality impact assessment (EQIA) on the Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community and published it on the DSD Website www.dsdni.gov.uk. 

The decision on the criteria for determining on the optimum location of advice services, i.e. population, deprivation and accessibility was set out in the ‘Opening Doors’ Strategy document on which the full EQIA was conducted.

As part of the implementation of the Advice Strategy the Department for Social Development and the Northern Ireland Legal Services Commission commissioned a mapping exercise of the current provision of advice, information and publically funded legal services delivered by the public, voluntary and private sectors across Northern Ireland. 

DSD took the lead on the research into voluntary advice services and government advice and information provision with surveys sent out to over 400 organisations throughout Northern Ireland. The findings from this research are contained in the report ‘Department for Social Development Mapping of Advice, Information and Legal Services in Northern Ireland: Background Data Paper’ and can be found at www.dsdni.gov.uk. 
Northern Ireland Legal Services Commission took the lead in relation to the current provision of legal services across Northern Ireland with surveys being sent out to 534 solicitor firms. The findings from this research are contained in the report ‘Northern Ireland Legal Services Commission Mapping of Advice, Information and Legal Services in Northern Ireland: Data Paper’ and can be found at www.nilsc.org.uk . 
A mapping exercise was also carried out to identify possible Area Advice Centre locations as part of this independent research project undertaken on behalf of the DSD and the Northern Ireland Legal Services Commission (NILSC). The research took account of the criteria set out in the ‘Opening Doors’ Strategy document of accessibility, deprivation and population size.

The Department is mindful of its Section 75 obligations.  Building on the Equality Impact Assessment already completed on the Advice Strategy, the Department again considered Equality in the “Consultation document on number and location of Area Advice Centres”.  We gathered consultees views on participation and uptake and the likelihood of differential impact.  The Department also undertook Rural Proofing on this element of the Advice Strategy. We also sought to convey Councils statutory duties regarding Equality and Rural Proofing.

DSD is giving consideration to the drafting of guidance to support councils in the provision of local voluntary advice provision and will give consideration to and consult with councils on, data to be provided by local advice providers and collected by councils on Section 75 monitoring information.


	

	To put all the resources centrally could possibly disenfranchise local users
	The document places most emphasis on two Area Advice Centres based in the city and waterside areas presumably, we believe such a strategy would be detrimental to both providers and users and we also believe it would be wrong for one franchise to provide such services in the area.  (Northwest Advice Service Alliance)

At the moment the NASA partnership represents both the generalist and specialist organisations throughout the city, and deal with more advice and information than anyone individual service provider.  The advice is both central and local and the centres are positioned in areas of high deprivation and unemployment.  The centres cover all the Neighbourhood renewal areas and provide easy access and drop in facilities as well as appointments, these services should be protected at all costs.  To put all the resources centrally could possibly disenfranchise local users who would be unfamiliar and possibly reluctant to travel to central locations. (Northwest Advice Service Alliance)


	Paragraph 3.3 of the Consultation Document states that ‘The proposed structure is intended to provide integrated local services with Area Advice Centres located in areas which will best meet community need.  In some of the proposed council areas different organisations will be required to work to co-operate on a consortia basis to ensure that there is adequate coverage across a specified geographical area. 



	Impact of a reduction of funding.
	While sufficient funding is maintained at the current levels it is unlikely that the present advice service provision will decrease, either in quality or accessibility. It is therefore unlikely that there will be lower uptake within any of the aforementioned groups. However, should the same level of funding not be made available, then it may be impossible to provide an accessible advice service at current levels, thereby causing detriment to the local population and lowering uptake within most groups. (Newtownabbey CAB)


	Paragraph 3.2 of the Consultation document stated that there is no recommendation or suggestion of any reduction in services or investment for voluntary advice provision.  However, it is now likely that there will be pressure on public expenditure ahead and the implications on the model will need to be considered in the context of available resources.

	In general do you think any of the proposals are likely to have a differential impact, which may be positive or negative, for any of the groups?
	Single parents will not have a service locally that they can walk to (Northwest Advice Service Alliance)

Older and disabled people outreach services will cease (Northwest Advice Service Alliance)

It will take away the established trust of privacy (Northwest Advice Service Alliance)

More difficult to access services for the disabled (Northwest Advice Service Alliance)

All people generally within this area will find difficulty in accessing services (Northwest Advice Service Alliance)

Macmillan Cancer Support believes that the proposal will not best serve cancer patients for several reasons.

Patients undergoing treatment for cancer often experience a wide range of side-effects including nausea, vomiting & diarrhoea and severe fatigue.  Many are at a significantly increased risk of infection making attendance at a local advice office unsuitable. (Macmillan Cancer Support)

Disability Action would recommend that the Department also consider physical access (DDA), transport and include issues of reception in relation to telephone coverage (Disability Action)

Strongly disagree with the location of the Area Advice Centre for North Belfast for a number of reasons including 

· For NBAP partners the advice service within their organisation grew from a need within their local community setting and advice in an intricate part of their set up and providing vital services to local residents, to remove this would be to take those services away form those who need the most and in many cases they would be isolated from accessing advice elsewhere, as they feel comfortable and safe within local surrounding.

· On a practical level one centre would be unable to cope with level of work that is needed within North Belfast 

· The location would be barrier to many residents accessing advice services, many clients feel comfortable with services closer to home while other prefer to go further away from home for advice and information due to privacy etc.

· For many residents if would mean two bus journeys to access local advice provision 

· No scope for specialist advisors to move around centres to meet the needs of clients 

· NBAP clients access certain centres because of their background, issues, etc and therefore feel comfortable within that centre for e.g. Tar Isteach cater for ex-prisoners and their families providing advice, counseling and youth support; these clients would not access advice through any other medium.

· No direct links with community organizations, referrals to in house services such as counseling, employment or education support.

· No direct link into community development/regeneration – Neighbourhood Renewal or community capacity building 

· Would be detrimental to partnership working within advice sector in North Belfast

· Two NBAP partners would fall into West Belfast, Ballysillan and Ligoniel, this is detrimental to residents in those areas seeking local advice provision. (NBAP (response to Q4 for all)


	The proposed structure is intended to provide integrated local services with Area Advice Centres located in areas which will best meet community need.  In some of the proposed council areas different organisations will be required to work to co-operate on a consortia basis to ensure that there is adequate coverage across a specified geographical area. Outreach, coupled with the use of technology (telephone and on-line access), will be needed to make sure that people who do not live near the Area Advice Centres will still be able to get quality advice easily. This provision will work as part of the advice network and all outreach, telephone and on-line services will be directly linked to the Area Advice Centre in the local area. This consultation deals only with Area Advice Centre provision it does not include outreach which can be determined by councils at a later stage. 

Paragraph 5.3 of the consultation document states ’Our research suggests that the Area Advice Centres in Belfast should be networked on a North, South, East and West basis. This is consistent with the current consortia approach operated by Belfast City Council in funding generalist advice services’.
Appendix 4 (Description of the Network of Area Advice Centres at each new council level) states that ‘The network of Area Advice Centres at each council level will provide a wide range of services, including advice, advocacy and support on a range of basic and complex general advice issues. It will also offer first line support to those who have very specific needs and will refer them to specialist agencies where dedicated specialist advice is needed.’ 



	There is potential for people of different religious belief to experience negative differential impact from the possible proposed area advice centre locations.
	While welcoming the possibility of an additional Area Advice Centre located in Newcastle (population 7444), other Band E settlements with sizeable and significant populations such as Ballynahinch (population 5364), Kilkeel (population 6338) and Warrenpoint (7000) are outside the ‘five mile boundary’ test when applied against the named key criteria of population, deprivation and accessibility.  

In addition, the majority of South Armagh, an overwhelming Catholic community background area of weak infrastructure, the Saintfield area, a locality that is predominately of Protestant community background and the Lecale area are located outside the ‘five mile boundary’ area for possible area advice centre locations.  

Therefore, from the information above it can be generally stated there is potential for people of different religious belief to experience negative differential impact from the possible proposed Area Advice Centre locations. For example the three proposed Area Advice Centre locations are located in areas where people of a predominantly Catholic community background live i.e. Downpatrick (86.76%), Newcastle (69.32%) and Newry (89.57%), while other settlements such as Ballynahinch and Kilkeel (65.36% and 57.89% Protestant and other Christian community background respectively) have not been selected for the location of an Area Advice Centre and this is of considerable concern to the Voluntary Transition Committee. (Newry & Mourne DC)


	‘Opening Doors’ the Strategy for the Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services reflects DSD’s commitment to the A Shared Future strategy. Paragraphs 2.4.3 and 2.4.4 note that decisions regarding location of advice services will be made on the basis of up to date research on provision mapped against population levels, deprivation data and accessibility. The principles of the methodology were previously agreed  in ‘Opening Doors’ the Strategy for the Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services and were subject to a full EQIA at that time.  

While we note that the settlements identified are from Classification of settlements Band E Our methodology is also based on Settlement Services Classification where the service classification of level 4 and above. For Ballynahinch the service classification level is 2, Kilkeel is 3 and Warrenpoint is 2. However the model agreed in the ‘Opening Doors’ Strategy enables councils to identify other areas requiring provision and for this provision to be delivered as part of the services offered from the network of Area Advice Centres.    



	If we looked at single Area Advice Centres service would deteriorate in North Belfast.


	Would generally anticipate better access if Area Advice Networks are developed, but the answer would vary if we looked at single Area Advice Centres i.e. service would improve in Twinbrook/Poleglass, but would deteriorate in North Belfast. (CA Belfast)


	Paragraph 3.3 of the Consultation Document states that ‘The proposed structure is intended to provide integrated local services with Area Advice Centres located in areas which will best meet community need.  In some of the proposed council areas different organisations will be required to work to co-operate on a consortia basis to ensure that there is adequate coverage across a specified geographical area.  This is consistent with arrangements already in place in Belfast set out in Appendix F.’ It is the intention that the Area Advice Centres will operate as a network.



	Flawed methodology, and potential for ‘negative’ impact
	The challenges facing community organisations, especially in South Belfast, in organising equitable advice services and manageable work loads to service the entire area requires the providers involved to negotiate around the divisions within the area to meet the needs of residents living in areas with deprivation rankings in the worst 10% and worst 10-20% Super Output Areas (SOAs). 
Thus the South Belfast Independent Advice Services Working Group (SBIASWG) questions how, by focussing only on population size, deprivation data and pre determined accessibility factors, the model is capable of taking into account dynamic change – such as demographic and socio economic movement both of which lead to increased diversity within areas and as such new and emerging advice and support needs. The latter are, in our view, especially significant in terms of adverse impact under the Northern Ireland Act 1998, as well as cross cutting policy initiatives such as ‘Shared Future’ etc.  

Equally the areas covered by the SBIASWG are disparate, covering Republican/Nationalist and Loyalist/Unionist areas:  the development of our existing complex range of outreach services reflects the sectarian divisions within South Belfast, the physical and psychological interfaces and the limited mobility between areas. These divisions intensify deprivation as knowledge about services and access to the services and benefits of society are reduced not least because mobility is limited amid fears for personal safety. Furthermore the methodology does not take into account intra-community tensions particularly within Loyalist/Unionist areas which further reduce mobility and therefore access to services. 

For the populations served by the SBIASWG providers perhaps the most critical consideration, is the ‘calculation’ of accessibility which in our longstanding experience  is flawed in that it cannot be assumed people will wish to use a venue irrespective of its so called ‘proximity’. For example, and notwithstanding issues of ‘trust’ associated with engagement with neighbourhood providers - what regard was had to access to public transport?  In practical terms the proposed AAC on Lisburn Road would necessitate two bus journeys for people living within the BCDA, South City and Windsor Women’s Centre ‘catchment’ areas. In the Donegall Road area in particular, public transport is limited to an hourly service to and from the City Centre.

Finally and most importantly, we believe there is potential for discrimination in the consultation model in that rather than face to face interaction, advice provision will become ‘faceless’ and impersonal in much the same way as many government services have i.e. principally telephone advice. If so this will impact negatively on a range of groups such as older people [ e.g. many older people dislike discussing personal /financial issues on the telephone/ get frustrated by automated systems etc] or new ‘migrant communities for whom English is not the first language. There is also potential for discrimination or ‘adverse impact’ where individuals have literacy and numeracy problems. [It was confirmed in a recent NI Audit Office report that one in four adults lacks basic literacy and numeracy, while 4,000 teenagers leave school each year without the same skills.] (South Belfast Independent Advice Services Working Group) 

	Paragraph 3.3 of the Consultation Document states that ‘The proposed structure is intended to provide integrated local services with Area Advice Centres located in areas which will best meet community need.  In some of the proposed council areas different organisations will be required to work to co-operate on a consortia basis to ensure that there is adequate coverage across a specified geographical area.  This is consistent with arrangements already in place in Belfast set out in Appendix F.’

Outreach, coupled with the use of technology (telephone and on-line access), will be needed to make sure that people who do not live near the Area Advice Centres will still be able to get quality advice easily. This provision will work as part of the advice network and all outreach, telephone and on-line services will be directly linked to the Area Advice Centre in the local area. This consultation deals only with Area Advice Centre provision it does not include outreach which can be determined by councils at a later stage. 

The principles of the methodology were previously agreed  in ‘Opening Doors’ the Strategy for the Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services and were subject to a full EQIA at that time.  

A description of the network of Area Advice Centres at each new council level to be provided by an Area Advice Centre is documented at Appendix D of the Consultation Document. This includes access to advisors responsible for one or more specialist area, including older people.
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