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Background
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 for Social Development (DSD) and operating within an agreed framework of quality standards. 

DSD funds and supports frontline voluntary advice provision to complement advice services provided by Government such as the Social Security Agency, Trading Standards and the Northern Ireland Housing Executive.  DSD fully respects the role of councils and would want to make sure that what we do assists them.
A key objective of the Strategy is to clarify the optimum number and location of generalist Area Advice Centres. To that end, the Department commissioned research in conjunction with the NI Legal Services Commission (NILSC), made recommendations and consulted on those recommendations.

When a comparison was made between the current pattern of voluntary advice services and the research findings for the Area Advice Centre locations there is a good geographical match. 

Stakeholder Consultation

A consultation document set out proposals for 34 Area Advice Centres across NI as illustrated in Annex 1. These proposed locations derive from the work of the independent researchers and from DSD statisticians who made this recommendation on the basis of population, deprivation indices and accessibility. These were the factors that the Advice Strategy document set out as determining the location of advice services.

This consultation dealt only with Area Advice Centre provision, it did not include outreach which can be determined by councils at a later stage. 

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, with 155 copies of the consultation document and 98 copies of the response booklet 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 (list of attendees at Annex 2).  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 3). 

There were 33 written responses to the Stakeholder Consultation. 13 of the responses were received from council/council representative bodies which included a joint response from Armagh, Banbridge & Craigavon Councils with the remaining 20 being received from Advice providers, Funders, Regional Organisations and other Stakeholders. 

Respondents also took the opportunity to comment on other aspects of the Advice Strategy and areas of concern/interest in the provision of voluntary advice services across Northern Ireland. 

Area Advice Centre locations

The summary of responses in relation to Area Advice Centre locations mirrors the nine questions identified in the consultation response booklet;

Question 1 – (question for all stakeholders) What is your view of this proposal? 

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. 

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.
Some responses whilst supportive of the Area Advice Centre proposals also felt that the previous Hubs and Satellites model also had merit. 

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. 

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.  

Question 2 – (question for local councils) Do you agree with the locations for Area Advice Centres indicated by our research for your new council area?

The majority of council responses agreed with the proposed locations of Area Advice Centres, with some noting resource implications. 

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 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.

Question 3 – (question for local councils) What are the key differences between the locations of Area Advice Centres indicated by our research for your new council area and the locations at which you currently fund voluntary advice provision?

The majority of council responses stated there was little or no difference. 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.

Question 4 – (question for local generalist advice providers) Based on your experience of local service delivery do you agree with the locations for Area Advice Centres indicated by our research for your new council areas?

There was broad agreement 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. 

One response recommended that any difference in services across the Area Advice Centre network to be set up for each new council area should be left to the council and local providers.

Question 5 – (question for local generalist advice providers)

What are the key differences between the locations of Area Advice Centres indicated by our research for your new council area and the locations at which you currently provide services?

Overall, respondents agreed that the location of Area Advice Centres were similar to current services. One response raised the issue of future need, highlighting an estimated change in the population and deprivation figures for their area in 2017. A number of responses also highlighted outreach provision as an essential part of the model alongside Area Advice Centres.

Question 6 – (question for funders of generalist advice provision) What impact will the research findings have on your current and planned funding of voluntary advice services?

The majority of respondents 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 RPA. 

Some respondents 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.  

Questions 7 & 8 - (question for all stakeholders) Equality

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. 

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 an addendum added to the initial EQIA of the Advice Strategy, this can be found on the Department’s Website at http://www.dsdni.gov.uk/equality_impact_assessment_april_2007.doc
Two responses were keen to emphasise the respective responsibilities of the Department and councils in relation to Equality and Rural Proofing.

Question 9 – (question for all stakeholders) How can we be sure that rural dwellers have appropriate access to advice?

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. 

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 and deprivation, as not acknowledging cost implications of rural outreach services.

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.

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.   

Also the potential to use existing mobile services, such as library vans, was identified.

Stakeholder Consultation Workshops 

Discussions at the consultation workshops were centered on 4 key topics;

· To what degree has the research supported your perspective of what’s required? What are the good parts of the research, negative parts and gaps?

· What is the impact of implementing these proposals?

· What currently works well – value in the current arrangements which could be retained in future?

· What is going to prevent us achieving success with this? What is going to assist us achieving success with this?

The conversations generated many views amongst stakeholders and in addition to views in relation to funding and funding mechanisms, rural issues and outreach provision, comments also reflected the opportunities and challenges in relation to RPA, the role of councils, partnership and joint working across the advice sector, specialist advice services, training and so on. 

Other issues raised during the Stakeholder Consultation

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;

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 RPA.

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. 

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. 

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”.  

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

Review of Public Administration – 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.  

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.

Next Steps

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 and also the pressures on public expenditure the Department will work closely with councils and advice stakeholders to consider the appropriate timetable to establish the networks of Area Advice Centres. 
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. 

Thanks

The Department thanks all Stakeholders for their participation in the consultation process, both through attendance at the consultation events and the valuable content contained in the written responses on the subject. 

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
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Consultation Events Attendees

	Organisation
	Attendees

	A2B 
	Brendan Rafferty

	Advice NI
	Kevin Higgins

	Advice Services Alliance - Chair
	Rev Harold Good OBE

	Age Concern
	Caryl Williamson

	Anna Lo MLA, Alliance Party, Constituency Office 
	Catherine Curran

	Antrim Borough Council
	Rhoda Grey 

	Antrim Citizens Advice Bureau
	Valerie Adams

	Ards Borough Council
	Jeffery Porter 

	Ards Citizens Advice Bureau
	Linda Higginson

	Armagh Citizens Advice Bureau
	Rosemary Maginn

	Armagh City & District Council 
	Mary Toal

	Ballymena Borough Council
	Ursula O’Loughlin

	Ballymena Citizens Advice Bureau
	Tony Adams

	Ballynafeigh Community Development Association
	Deirdre Dobbin

	Banbridge District Council
	Pamela Matthews

	Belfast Citizens Advice Bureau
	Vicky Moore 

	Belfast City Council
	John Nelson

	Big Lottery
	Joanne McDowell

	Causeway Women's Aid
	Mathilda Taulbutt

	Central Belfast Citizens Advice Bureau
	Pat Colton, Mick McAtavey

	Child Maintenance and Enforcement Division, Department for Social Development
	Frances Rushe

	Citizens Advice NI
	Derek Alcorn, Jennifer Fulton

	Coleraine Borough Council
	Karina McCollum

	Coleraine Citizens Advice Bureau
	Samantha Irwin

	Consumer Advice Centre
	Patricia Doonan

	Cookstown District Council
	Maggie Bryson 

	Craigavon Borough Council
	Diane Clarke

	Currynierin Community Association
	Michael Gallager, Michael Carlin

	Department for Employment and Learning
	Marion Magill

	Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
	Keith Morrison, Roy Griffin, Niall Heaney, Paul Donnelly, Vince McKevitt

	Derry City Council
	Joe Nicholas

	Disability Action
	Gabrielle Rooney

	Down District Council
	Damian Brannigan 

	Dungannon & Cookstown Citizens Advice Bureau
	Sharon Dillon

	East Belfast Citizens Advice Bureau
	Linda Williamson

	East Belfast Independent Advice Centre
	Mary McManus

	Educational Guidance Service for Adults
	Becca Vaughan

	Equality Commission For NI
	Deborah Howe

	Falls Community Council
	Donal McKinney

	Falls Women's Centre
	Bernie Reilly, Brid Wright

	Fermanagh Citizens Advice Bureau
	Philomena McCaughey, Siobhan Peoples

	Fermanagh District Council
	Robert Gibson

	Housing Rights
	Jim O Callaghan, Peter McMahon

	Larne Borough Council
	Linda McCullough

	Law Centre NI
	Les Allamby

	L'Derry Citizens Advice Bureau
	Raymond Cassidy, Jackie Gallagher, Liam Doran

	Legal Services Commission (NI) 
	Noleen Smylie

	Limavady Borough Council
	Catherine Farrimond, Paul Beattie 

	Limavady Community Development Initiative
	Damian Corr, Harry Lyness

	Lisburn Citizens Advice Bureau
	John Maxwell, Martin Busch

	Lisburn City Council
	Deirdre Russell 

	Lloyds TSB
	Joanne Byrne, Brenda Kennedy

	Local Action Groups
	Albert Allen, Pat Ward, Margaret Martin

	Magherafelt District Council
	Marie Gilmore, Michael Brown

	McMillan Cancer
	Heather Monteverde

	Newry & Mourne District Council
	Gerard McGivern, Dermot Russell

	Newry and Mourne District Citizens Advice Bureau
	Rosemarie Mc Donnell

	Newtownabbey Borough Council
	Majella McAlister

	Newtownabbey Citizens Advice Bureau
	Pat Hutchinson 

	North Belfast Advice Partnership 
	Sinead McKinley

	North Down Borough Council
	David Howard 

	North Down Citizens Advice Bureau (Bangor)
	Janet Kerrigan, Pat Brittain

	Northern Ireland Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders
	Barry McMullan

	Northern Ireland Housing Executive
	Leonard Sproule

	Northern Ireland local Government Association
	Claire Bradley

	Omagh District Council
	Gary Mortland

	Omagh Independent Advice Services
	Michael Roddy, Michelle Loughran

	Royal National Institute for Deaf People
	Harry Reid, Brian Symmington

	Rural Community Network
	Ann Marie McStocker

	Rural Development Council
	Teresa Canavan, Joyce McMullan, Eamon McMullan  

	Social Security Agency, Department for Social Development  
	Emma-Jane Donnan

	STEP – Dungannon
	Abed A. Natur, Edel Fox 

	Strabane Citizens Advice Bureau
	Meraid Griffin

	Suffolk & Andersonstown Citizens Advice Bureau
	Liz Dugdale

	Tar Isteach
	Tommy Quigley

	Ulster Farmers Union
	Ruth Irvine 

	Vine Centre
	Stephen Reid

	Women’s Support Network
	Fiona O’Connell


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 
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