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Summary:

This report updates the Executive on the progress of the Management Review of the Benefits Advice Centre and seeks confirmation of the resource base for the service.

Recommendations:

The Executive is requested to:

1) Note the progress of the Management Review of BAC

2) Confirm that subject to finalisation of the 2005/6 budget that the service is not intended to be subject to financial reductions within the current medium term financial plan.

3) Agree that the report is submitted to Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee at their meeting on 12th February 2004, to enable members of that committee to be consulted and for their views to help inform the outcome of the Review.

Contact Officer:
Maggie Mooney
Ext:
 7018

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE MANAGEMENT REVIEW

1.1
The Executive approved a Management Review of the Benefits Advice Centre (BAC) at its meeting on 27th October 2003. Members agreed that there were both short and long-term issues to address which, when resolved, would place the BAC on a firm base for its future delivery of benefits advice and support for people in Carlisle.

1.2
Since 1999 the BAC, has been subject to a number of Reviews, and it is not clear from past records and reports that these reviews achieved significant positive outcomes for the service.

1.1 The Executive will be aware that a further review of all the Advice Agencies was recommended in December 2002. This report highlighted concerns identified previously i.e a definition of the BAC was needed and the possible overlap of the functions of all the Advice Services across Carlisle needed to be explored.

1.2 There has never been any concern expressed by Members or Officers of the importance of the service to people in Carlisle and the positive impact the support of BAC (along with other Advice Services) has had. The links between Local Authorities’ support for advice agencies and their commitment to eradicating poverty, have been outlined in earlier reports. However the importance of welfare benefits to the wider socio economic good of local communities cannot be overstated.

1.3 The Management Review seeks to  address both short and long-term issues and these include:

(i) Short-term 

· Future accommodation for the BAC
· Staffing issues, mainly long-term sickness absence
(ii) Long-term
· Strategic – the future delivery of BAC’s service and the links between the other two key advice agencies in Carlisle, the Community Law Centre and the Citizen’s Advice Bureau; the capacity of the current BAC team to deliver future services and the identification of funding levels (possibly external) required to ensure its success.

· The further development of the Carlisle Advice Forum and the links with the Cumbria Legal Services Partnership.

· The ability to strategically plan long-term for anti-poverty measures across Carlisle and in ways which integrate with other Council policies, including Regeneration Strategies for rural and urban communities.

Operational  

· Accommodation

· The training and support needs of the current BAC team

· Resolving the capacity issues which staff face and which will require revised job descriptions which accord with the future delivery of services at both strategic and operational levels.

· The establishment of an effective IT system which helps support and monitor the delivery of this service and which provides clear evidence for an outcomes and targets based approach to service delivery.

· The development of links between other Local Authorities and Voluntary Agency Benefits Advice Services, to enable good practice to be shared.

· Exploration of different ways of delivering this service, which best meet the needs of local communities.

2. PROGRESS TO DATE

2.1 To date the review has focused on the following key aspects, some of which need to be resolved as the Review is progressing and cannot wait until its completion:

· Accommodation – Members will be aware that this is already being discussed as part of the Accommodation Strategy for the Civic Centre and it is envisaged that the BAC team will have a base on the ground floor over the next few months and before October 2004 (deadline date for compliance of the Disability and Discrimination Act). But there are long-term issues to address in terms of the team’s place within the new Customer Contact Centre.

· Staff Sickness Absences – these are being managed by the Head of Economic & Community Development Services, the Community Support Manager and the Senior Personnel Officer.   The concern is to involve staff as fully as possible in the Review process and for their contribution to have a significant impact on the shape of the future BAC service. However, given the long-term sickness absences within the team, it is difficult to involve staff at this level. This work is on going.

· Funding of the service – it is assumed in this review that the Executive will not be progressing budget reductions in this area of service within the current medium term financial plan.

2.2      Discussions have taken place with City Council staff and other organisations (see Consultation 5.0). Clearly more discussions need to take place and the range of consultees extended. These discussions have been used to clarify the current service delivery; the possible gaps; the future needs of local communities; the ability of the service to meet future needs; the aspirations of staff and organisations for the future of BAC.

2.3 These initial discussions have revealed a unanimity of opinion, especially in relation to the value of the service and a commitment to secure its future. It is perhaps worth identifying some of the key aspects of these discussions:

· The key strength of BAC is its ability to provide a holistic service for people in need. Through the expertise and skills of its staff the service takes on initial referrals and in most cases, is able to provide a full benefits advice service to individuals, without the need to refer to other agencies.

· The demand for the service is significant and is increasing.

· The team is involved in Appeals work, with the minority of cases being related to Housing Benefit. Most of the Appeals work is related to Incapacity and Disability Living Allowances.

· The skills and expertise of the team are well known and respected by other Agencies. The work is usually complex and labour-intensive.

· There is a recognised need to do more outreach work in the more deprived urban and rural communities, which is proactive and raising awareness.

· The current team consists of 2 Resource Advice Workers, 1 Senior Resource Advice Worker, 1 Welfare Benefits Adviser and one part time Clerk/Typist/Computer operator and will need to grow in the medium/long-term to both meet demand and deliver proactive services.

· The role of Benefits Advice training in building capacity across local communities.

· External funding to build capacity should be explored in collaboration with other agencies

· There appears to be a need for two levels of service – an operational team which focuses upon giving advice and a strategic input, which helps to inform the shape of future advice and support services; contributes towards anti-poverty strategies and makes key links with the City Council’s regeneration strategies. There is an interdependence between both roles.

3. WORK TO PROGRESS

3.1
As mentioned above, more discussions need to take place and the range of consultees needs to be extended to include Ward Members, Trade Unions representatives and users of the service, though the sensitivities involved in consultation with the latter group is understood.

3.2 More focus will be given to the proposed structure of the future Team and current job descriptions are currently being reviewed. This will include the operational and strategic roles of the Team.

3.3 The future accommodation needs of the Team, its relationship with the Customer Contact Centre and the context within which it operates, need to be further explored.

3.4 Links made with and visits to other Advice Centres based within Local Authorities, to identify models of good practice.

3.5 The potential to ‘grow’ the Team, including the potential of using/bidding for external funding streams to build capacity.

3.6 The exploration of establishing a database to log and monitor service delivery.

3.7 The identification of any resource implications – it is intended that the outcomes of the Review do not incur extra costs. However, in terms of future service delivery and possible accommodation costs, the financial base of the service will need consideration.

4. PROPOSED TIMETABLE

4.1
Following submission to Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee the Review will be progressed and a further report will be submitted to Executive on 26th April 2004. This report will include the outcomes and recommendations of the Review.

5.0 CONSULTATION

5.1
To date, consultation has taken place with Officers and a brief discussion has also taken place with Warwick District Council, which recently restructured a similar service and this will continue.

5.2 These discussions will continue and the range of consultees will be extended to include relevant staff, Members, Trade Unions, Citizen’s Advice Bureau and the Community Law Centre.

6.0 RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1
The Executive is requested to:

1) Note the progress of the Management Review of BAC

2) Confirm that the service will not be subject to financial reductions within the current medium term financial plan.

3) Agree that the report is submitted to Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee at their meeting on 12th February 2004, to enable members of that committee to be consulted and for their views to help inform the outcome of the Review.

7.0
REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1  
At this mid-way stage of the Management Review, the Executive needs to have an update of its progress. Moreover the Community Overview & Scrutiny Committee will be able to give valuable input and inform the consultation process.

8.0       IMPLICATIONS

· Staffing/Resources – the outcomes of the Review may have implications on the structure of the current BAC team. As mentioned in the report, both the operational and strategic roles of this service are an essential part of the Review and this will need to be reflected in changed job descriptions.

· Financial – As outlined in the report, there are no financial implications for the outcomes of the Review and it assumed that the service will not face cost reductions within the medium term financial plan. However the future capacity of the Team to enable it to deliver future services will depend on extra resources and external funding streams will be pursued. 

In addition to the above, the following financial implications arising from the 2004/05 draft budget proposals issued for consultation by the Executive on 18th December, need to be clarified:

The draft budget contains a proposal to identify additional rental income in the Civic Centre following the vacation of CHA in March 2004 (target of £50,000 in 2004/05 and rising to £100,000 from 2005/06 onwards). If BAC occupy space in the Civic Centre then savings will be made on the rental of its current premises, although the Council will be liable for rental until the expiry of the lease on 1st February 2005 (est. £6,000 p.a.). However, the space it will occupy in the Civic Centre will then be unavailable for external letting. The rental value of the space they might occupy has not yet been evaluated, however the impact of this on the achievement of the rental income target will need to be investigated as part of the review.  

The draft budget proposes a delay in the savings agreed by Council as part of the 2003/04 budget of £60,000 from the Advice Agencies so that the savings are not now due to occur until 2005/06. It will need to be clarified as part of the review whether that saving is achievable and also identify which area the saving is to come from.

· Legal – The current legal implications are related to possible lease arrangements for the current accommodation of the BAC. The property in Old Post Office Court is currently let to the Council on a 3-year lease from 1st February 2002. It will therefore expire on 1st February 2005. There is no provision for early termination and so, if the Council wanted to leave the premises prior to that date, then there would be a potential liability for rent until the expiration of the term, as outlined above. It is not envisaged that the outcomes of the Review will have other legal implications.

· Corporate – There will be corporate implications in terms of the BAC’s links with the Customer Contact Centre; its re-location to the Civic Centre and its potential refocus on regeneration activities on behalf of the City Council. 

· Risk Management – The risk implications relate to any difficulties associated with accommodating the BAC team at the Civic Centre, in terms of meeting deadlines. But there are other risk concerns, including any delay in fulfilling the remit of the Management review will result in a key Council service not being able to deliver a high quality service to people across Carlisle. 

· Equality Issues – There are clear equality issues in the provision of the current Benefits Advice Service. It is intended that future service delivery will have a greater impact on proactive work in local communities, thereby alleviating some of the inequality (of personal finance) concerns which individuals experience.

· Environmental – The change of accommodation enables the service to comply with the Disability & Discrimination Act, when it comes into force in October 2004.

· Crime and Disorder – The BAC plays a key role in mitigating against some crime and disorder activities.

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