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Summary:

This report informs the Executive of the outcomes of the Management Review of the BAC which was undertaken between November 2003 and April 2004 together with the recommendations derived from these outcomes and informed by a consultation process.

Recommendations:

The Executive is requested to:

1) Note the outcomes of the Management Review of BAC

2) Approve the recommendations which are outlined in the following sections of the report: 3.2.8; 3.2.11; 3.3.5 and 3.4.8

Contact Officer:
Maggie Mooney
Ext:
 7018

1. BACKGROUND & CONTEXT

1.1
The Management Review has taken place over a five-month period, which began in November 2003 following approval by the Executive on 27th October 2003.

1.2
The Executive received an update report on the 4th February and this also outlined 

a framework within which the review was progressing.

1.3 
The key issues which the review has sought to address are:

I. Accommodation

II. Delivery of service at operational and strategic levels

III. Restructure of staffing including line management to underpin delivery of service

IV. Partnerships

1.4 
The Review has been informed by the consultation process and within the timescale, this process has covered all the relevant individuals and organisations. Because of time restrictions it has not been possible to undertake a wide consultation, for example visiting benefits advice services in other local authorities. However some information has been sourced and the evidence being gathered for the Revenues & Benefits Best Value Review relating to Benefit Appeals representation has helped to shape the future direction of the Service.

1.5
It has not been possible to consult with users of the BAC and, given the confidential nature of the Service offered, it is felt acceptable that this evidence has not been sought. However anecdotal information from members of the public has been used.

1.6
The names of individuals and organisations consulted is attached at Appendix 1. The process of the consultation methodology has been adapted to provide the opportunity to give a full contribution within the new framework. The majority of consultation meetings have been face to face and have taken place over a series of meetings. This process has been central to the drawing up of the outcomes of the Review and the recommendations and all consultees have given frank and honest feedback at all stages, which has been appreciated by the Executive Director.


Copies of the draft report have been discussed with key consultees before final submission of the report to the Executive and all consultees will receive a copy of the final report.

3.0  
OUTCOMES & RECOMMENDATIONS

3.1 
ACCOMMODATION

3.1.1
The BAC team moved from Post Office Court, Carlisle on 20/21st March and are now occupying the vacant space left by CHA on the ground floor of the Civic Centre. The move appears to have gone well and the team members, with support from the Community Support Manager are developing a transitional work plan and meeting key colleagues based in the Civic Centre. It is intended that a structured induction programme will be developed to help the staff understand the Council’s core services and raise awareness with Business Units of the work of the BAC.

3.1.2 The long-term accommodation plans are inextricably linked to the Council’s Accommodation Strategy and, within that, the siting of the Customer Contact Centre. The BAC team will remain on the ground floor and issues relating to office space and access to interview rooms are now under discussion. Given the service delivered it is accepted that the service should be identified by members of the public as discrete and ‘stand alone’

3.1.3 However there has to be a balance struck between BAC operating as a discrete service with a sole focus on clients’ needs and a service which is employed by and accountable to the City Council. The conflicts both actual and perceived are inherent with this type of service and this was a key discussion point throughout the review. Concerns were expressed by some consultees that situations arose where one Council service, mainly Revenues & Benefits, was taking a decision, which another service, the BAC, was taking an on-going view on behalf of a client. This conflict situation is now brought into a sharper focus with the physical siting of the BAC alongside the Revenues & Benefits Business Unit. But the balance can and must be kept and good examples of work in other local authorities can be drawn. Moreover other services can offer comparisons of conflict e.g. Social Services and Education, whereby both can take opposing views at Admissions and Appeals panels.

3.2 DELIVERY OF SERVICE AT OPERATIONAL & STRATEGIC LEVELS

3.2.1
This area of the Review has been the most important and critical and has generated 

most of the discussion during the consultation process, especially with external consultees.

3.2.2 OPERATIONAL – BAC has a high reputation and this is based on the services delivered by members of the team. The success of this good reputation rests upon the skills and experience of staff members as well as the holistic approach to service delivery. This approach means that users/clients are given expert advice and support across a range of benefit areas and extends to appeals representation.

However it could be said that the service has become a victim of its own success. During the prolonged series of sickness absence over the last 12 months, members of the team have been stretched by existing caseloads and dealing with new clients. This has revealed that the range of support offered, including telephone advice, face to face and outreach, is too much given the numbers of staff involved. During extreme staffing shortages, the team has experimented, though recently, to operate a telephone message service and restricted opening hours and this has proved effective, though limiting the access of the service to members of the public.

3.2.3 It is also important to raise that the BAC’s relationship with the other two key advice services in Carlisle, the Citizens Advice Bureau and the Community Law Centre. The review has seen little overlap between the three services which confirms the view articulated in previous reports, that each service works within its own terms of reference which to some extent have developed over time to match the expertise of staff or as is the case of CAB to accord with local and national strategies.

There is clearly co-operation across the three agencies and during the staffing shortages in BAC, both the CAB and the Community Law Centre were able to step in and offer support to existing and new clients and at these times inevitably some overlap did occur. These reciprocal arrangements need to be built upon.

The future role of Partnerships is detailed in Section 3.4.0 below.

3.2.4.
A significant gap in the effective working of the BAC is its current inability to input and interpret data to improve service delivery. None of the current information and statistics which are a necessary part of the team’s work has been captured by IT. Instead, hand written records are kept, which require labour intensive work, which though accurate is not efficient or effective.

3.2.5 The main outcome of this area of the Review is the need for the BAC to restrict its activities to a manageable workload and work to its strengths and to develop a business plan which identifies incremented growth of service, but only if resources are available. The outcomes of the Best Value Review of Revenues & Benefits relating to Appeals representation has helped to identify areas that could be improved and in turn will help to streamline the future service offered. The improvements will be progressed by the Benefits team in collaboration with the BAC team and will include the simplification and standardising of the Appeals form.

3.2.6 The Services integration into the Civic Centre will ensure that as a Council team, some elements of the service can be carried out, in due course, by the Customer Contact Centre. This will be in line with the business re-engineering process currently being undertaken by all Business Units and confidentiality of the discrete service offered by BAC will, of course, be taken into account. Clearly the undertaking of some of the more routine tasks, will help to relieve the workload of BAC.

3.2.7 The changing role of the Service, from one that has developed over the years into being reactive, to a more proactive service, will require a transitionary period. This is needed to ensure that current outstanding work is dealt with effectively and that communication to the public and professionals.

3.2.8 RECOMMENDATIONS

That the operational service delivered during 2004-2005 focuses upon:

· Establishment of an IT system which collects and analyses statistics; provides evidence for performance monitoring; links with other systems which identify and map geographical areas of deprivation

· A time restricted telephone advice line for other professionals and agencies

· Outreach service covering areas of greatest need across Carlisle’s rural and urban areas and, whenever possible, in partnership with the CAB and the Community Law Centre. This area of work would be proactive and to raise awareness of the range of benefits available amongst the most hard to reach groups. The current appointment system would be part of this service.

· Restricted appeal representation through referrals from other agencies i.e. Revenues & Benefits Business Unit.

· Developing capacity across local communities and agencies through limited training and awareness raising sessions

· Development of additional areas of benefits advice work in collaboration with and supported by other agencies including Carlisle Housing Association; Carlisle & District Primary Care Trust; Sure Start

· That the name changes to the Benefits Advice Service
3.2.9 STRATEGIC

The review of BAC identified a gap in the level of service offered at a strategic level. This was identified in the interim report to the Executive in February 2004 and the review work since then confirms the view that there is a need for a strategic post to be established within the Economic & Community Development Services Business Unit to meet this gap.

It is proposed that this post, not only takes on the overarching issues relating to the Benefits Advice Service, but would also make the crucial links with other key teams within this Business Unit and others across the Council.

3.2.9
One of the significant tasks will be the further development of the strategic links with the Cumbria Community Legal Services Partnership (CLSP). Changes are already taking place and Carlisle is already well positioned to progress effective working practices within the CLSP.

3.2.10
A number of consultees identified this strategic need as a ‘Social  Regeneration’ post, which would help the Council to plan and drive the anti-poverty measures and balance this work with the corporate work being undertaken on economic and environmental regeneration. Integral to this work will be the review of the Council’s Anti-Poverty Strategy.

3.2.11 RECOMMENDATIONS

That the strategic service delivery be located within the roles and responsibilities of a Council Officer and would cover:

· Strategic management and direction of the Benefits Advice Service (BAS)

· Development of strategies which would help ‘grow’ the service and meet the actual and perceived needs of local communities

· Development of evidence based work which would help position the BAS in its future work and which would attract external funding sources

· Establishment of links between key ‘regeneration’ services across the Council and ensuring that the balance between social, economic and environmental regeneration is clear and robust.

· Further development of partnership work with the CAB and the Community Law Centre (and others e.g. Age Concern) which ensured that a collaborative approach was the main focus to ensure effective, efficient and timely advice services were delivered across Carlisle. This would require the Council to have a lead role in drawing the partnership together

· Further development work with the Cumbria Community Legal Services Partnership.

3.3.0 RESTRUCTURE OF STAFFING, INCLUDING LINE MANAGEMENT TO UNDERPIN DELIVERY OF SERVICE

3.3.1 The BAC comprises the following staffing establishment:

· Welfare Benefits Advisor

· Senior Resource Worker

· Resource Advice Worker x 2

· Clerk Typist (part-time post)

Severe staffing shortages over the last twelve months, due to long and short-term sickness absences, have stretched the remaining workers and imposed pressures upon them and, not surprisingly, the service they have offered

3.3.2 The work of the review has involved comparisons with other welfare/benefits advice services operating within local authority settings. Though it has been difficult to make comparisons, given the complexity of both the services and the position of these services within different Councils. This research has nevertheless helped to inform the proposed staffing structure for the Service, as has the consultation with the staff team and senior officers within the Economic & Community Development and the Customer & Information Services Business Units.

3.3.3 The success of the operational and strategic future of the service will depend upon the skills and expertise of the staff team and though it is acknowledged that the team is dedicated and committed to this area of work, support will need to be given to ensure individual team members are equipped to deal effectively with monitoring of performance, develop new ways of working and collaborative work with partners. This is in addition to the updating (e.g. legislative changes) which will be a constant training need.

3.3.4 The proposed staffing structure is 

· Strategic Officer for Benefits (Social Regeneration)

· Team Leader (operational management of the team)

· Benefits Advice Officers x 2

· Administrator

The job titles may change to come in line with corporate posts across the authority and this will be discussed further with Economic & Community Development and Member Support & Employee Services Business Units. However the principle of the split between strategic and operational roles will be integral to the revised job descriptions.

Once revised these will be progressed through further discussions with UNISON, MSES and the Staffing Forum. Clearly the staff themselves will be consulted at each stage.

3.3.5 It is proposed that that the line management and home of the Benefits Advice Service should remain with Economic & Community Development Business Unit. The review had considered the possibility of the Customer Services Manager assuming line management responsibility and for the operational team to be integrated within the Customer & Information Services Business Unit. However the outcome of the consultation indicates that there will be little to be gained by placing the team in this Business Unit.

It would also mean that the approach now being progressed, that the Customer Contact Centre take on ‘front office’ responsibilities, leaving the ‘back office’ (or specialist) services to the Business Units, would be broken.

It is felt it would be difficult and unnecessary to insist that the Customer Services Manager takes on line management responsibility for a ‘back office’ service and, in the case of BAC, a discrete service.

Discussions with other local authorities have provided evidence that the current base for BAC is the most appropriate one in terms of positioning this area of work in the centre of economic and social regeneration.

RECOMMENDATIONS

That the staffing structure proposed is noted.

3.4.0 PARTNERSHIPS

3.4.1. The work of the Review, including consultation, discussions with other local authorities and reading all supporting information, shows clearly that partnership work is pivotal for the success of the Benefits Advice Service. Though the review remit did not include the work of advice giving organisations, it was inevitable that the relationships between these agencies and the BAC would be discussed. A key outcome for this aspect of the Review has been the acknowledgement of the interdependence between each of the agencies.

3.4.2. The two key partners are the CAB and the Community Law Centre, with each of them either referring clients to BAC or taking referrals from BAC. It is clear that this tripartite work is essential in ensuring a high quality service of welfare and benefits advice is delivered in Carlisle. Good partnership work has always revealed that not only does collaborative action increase capacity, but also strengthens and develops each of the constituent services.

3.4.3. Clearly future funding levels for CAB and the Community Law Centre are a key concern and it is felt that the grants issue needs to be further investigated in the light of this Review. Members will be aware that savings of £60,000 have been agreed for the 2005-2006 financial year. Given that twelve months notice will be required to effect these reductions, an early report to the Executive will be necessary.

3.4.4. The success of a restructured City Council Benefits Advice Service will depend upon increased awareness of access to benefits for local communities, which in turn will contribute to the economic and social regeneration of local communities. In the short and medium term, this increased awareness will impact on the services offered by other advice agencies, which will mean an increased demand for more information and/or appointments.

3.4.5. Throughout the consultation process the willingness to work in partnership has been expressed by the BAC, CAB and Community Law Centre. Indeed there has been much evidence of collaborative and supportive work that needs to be acknowledged and developed further.

3.4.6. All partnership work with the Advice Agencies needs to take place within the overall framework developed by the Cumbria Legal Services Partnership.

3.4.7. It would be helpful as an appropriate ending to this review to identify new areas of work that can take place in partnership arrangements and these could include:

· Securing jointly funded posts

· Joint training activities

· Making effective use of pooled information and developing a Benefits database

· Making full use of the strengths of individual parties, e.g. using research information to increase quality of service (identified recently in MORI research of  the Local Authority/CAB relationships)

· Collaborative ‘benefit take up campaigns’

· Partnership approach to outreach services

3.4.8. RECOMMENDATION

That approval is given to 

· Review the financial contribution given by the City Council to the other Advice agencies

· Progress effective ways of working in partnership

4.0
CONSULTATION

4.1
This has been documented throughout the report

5.0
RECOMMENDATION

The Executive is requested to:

1)
Note the outcomes of the Management Review of BAC

2)
Approve the recommendations which are outlined in the following sections of the report 3.2.8; 3.2.11; 3.3.5 and 3.4.8

6.0  
REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1
The outcomes of the BAC Review have resulted in these recommendations which, if approved, will enable the service to secure its position as a key service within the City Council and to enable it to develop future services in line with the Council’s priorities.

7.0  
IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources – the success of a restructured BAC depends almost entirely on revised roles and responsibilities at strategic and operational levels. This may require changed job descriptions and will involve consultation with Personnel, UNISON, staff and the Staffing Forum.

· Financial – It is not anticipated that there will be any additional budget requirement for the Benefit Advice Service as a result of either this or the staffing review. In terms of the review of grant funding to the CAB and Law Centre referred to in the report, the budget for 2005/06 onwards currently assumes a £60,000 reduction, and the review will need to take place in line with the Council’s budgetary discussions and reports later this year.
· Legal – Any changes to the staffing structure will, of course, be subject to the usual consultation procedures with the trades unions and staff involved in accordance with the Council’s policies and good employment practice. Further, if it is proposed that there may be changes made to the grants given to the various bodies referred to in the report, then there should be full and proper consultation with those bodies prior to any decision being made, given that they may have a reasonable expectation of continuity of funding and would therefore need a reasonable period of adjustment to accommodate any changes which might be made in the future.

· Corporate – there will be corporate implications in terms of the Service’s relocation within the Civic Centre and its links with other Council Services, particularly Customer & Information Services and Revenues & Benefits. The establishment of the Customer Contact Centre will mean that some of the roles currently being carried out by BAC can, in the future be carried out by Customer Contact Centre staff. This is in line with how other services will deliver their services in the future.

· Risk Management – The risk implications relate to the service becoming fit for purpose to enable it to deliver a high quality service in the future. The risks include accommodation needs; refocusing on a clearly defined service; ability of staff to change and adapt; IT issues.

· Equality Issues – There are a number of equality issues which are being addressed in the current service and will be extended to future service delivery. These include the changed accommodation and complying with the DDA; the development of a more pro-active service, thereby raising awareness of benefits across the most hard to reach groups and the key aim of a benefits service to alleviate the personal financial inequalities which individuals and families experience.

· Environmental – The change of accommodation to the Civic Centre will bring proactive environmental benefits to the staff team and the users of the service.

· Crime and Disorder – The service plays a key role in mitigating against a number of crime and disorder activities.

· Impact on Customers – The core purpose of the restructured service is to ensure a high quality service for people living in urban and rural Carlisle, which is accessible, flexible and responsive to local needs.

Appendix One

Benefits Advice Centre – Management Review

CONSULTATION – November 2003 – April 2004.

The following individuals and organisations have contributed towards the outcomes of the Review:

· Members of the BAC Team

· Head of Economic & Community Development Business Unit

· Community Support Manager 

· Executive Director (Dr Jason Gooding)

· TCCE

· Head of Customer & Information Services Business Unit

· Head of Revenues & Benefits Business Unit

· Customer Services Manager 

· Portfolio Holder for Health & Community Activities (Councillor Ray Knapton)

· Joint Management Team

· Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee

· Leader of the Labour Group

· Member Support & Employee Services – Personnel

· Citizens Advice Bureau

· Community Law Centre

· Carlisle & District Primary Care Trust

· Cumbria County Council – Social Services

· Trades Unions – UNISON

· Ward Councillors (Botcherby and Currock)

· Sure Start

· Carlisle Housing Association

· Warwick District Council

· Halton Borough Council

· Lincoln City Council 
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