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Introduction

The London Youth Advice Forum welcomes the opportunity to respond to the LSC’s consultation paper ‘Making Legal Rights A Reality’.
About the London Youth Advice Forum
The London Youth Advice Forum was established in January 2005 with the aim of improving young people’s access to quality rights-based advice services in London. 
The Forum grew out of the former Youth Access Law Centre Planning Group, which had been established to help existing Youth Access Law Centre projects network and share good practice, but which recognised the need for a wider forum of agencies committed to improving young people’s access to advice in London.

The Forum has adopted the following objectives:
i) To co-ordinate the development of rights-based advice services targeting young people across the London region.

ii) To share information, experiences and good practice.

iii) To facilitate networking and collaborative working 

a) within and between boroughs;

b) within and between advice networks; 

c) within and between sectors.

iv) To stimulate new youth advice projects in response to identified needs.

v) To identify and influence policy impacting on young people’s access to advice and on youth advice services.

vi) To improve the collation and dissemination of evidence on young people’s rights-based advice needs.

Membership of the Forum currently comprises 19 front-line agencies in London drawn from the membership of Youth Access and Law Centres Federation. The two network bodies jointly co-ordinate the Forum and have been working collaboratively since 2001 to improve young people’s access to advice. This work has included the development of the Youth Access Law Centre service model as an evidence-based solution to young people’s marginalisation from access to high quality legal advice.
The Forum is likely to expand significantly over the next few months, following a decision to open up membership of the Forum to agencies in other advice networks. Agencies that have expressed a firm interest in joining the Forum include Children’s Legal Centre, Howard League for Penal Reform, Refugee Council Children’s Panel, The College of Law, Save The Children, Alone in London and several Citizens Advice Bureaux.
General Comments

We welcome the strategy’s apparent focus on meeting the needs of disadvantaged client groups. However, we are disappointed by the proposals made for achieving this, which we feel are likely to fail to meet young people’s specific needs for legal advice.
We believe that young people’s needs are best met through collaboration, on equal terms, between mainstream advice agencies, e.g. Law Centres and Citizens Advice Bureaux, and youth information and advice agencies to develop specialist legal advice services targeting young people, staffed by advisers and/or lawyers specialising in working with young people and delivered in multi-disciplinary youth settings as part of a holistic service. We are concerned that the strategy may not allow room for the development of new and existing services which represent best practice in meeting young people’s needs in this way.
Our response to the proposals and questions set out in the consultation paper

Q1 Do you agree with the flexible definition of the CLS as we have outlined in paragraphs 1.5-1.16?
We believe the strategy withdraws incentives for the future involvement in the CLS of agencies working at General Help level and that this poses a serious threat to the referral relationships and wider partnerships that have been built between youth agencies and mainstream advice agencies since the inception of the CLS. 
Q2 Do you agree that our primary focus for the CLS should remain as defined in paragraphs 1.17-1.23? 
&

Q3 Do you agree that the vision set out in paragraphs 2.1 – 2.16 is the right one for the CLS? If not, what would you change or add?

We believe that there is a strong case for making the improvement of young people’s access to advice a priority of the CLS’s work nationally and that developing specialist advice provision for young people should be a policy aim of the CLS in London. This case is based not only on evidence of client need, but on a desire to see joined-up government policy.
As Youth Access has set out in its response, The Lord Chancellor’s Directions for the CLS Fund state that the LSC should give priority to proceedings concerning the welfare of children. Hitherto, this has been interpreted by the LSC as a requirement to prioritise the welfare of children in family proceedings, however, we believe it also imposes an obligation on the LSC to ensure legal aid in other categories of law is targeted at young people who are legally children where their welfare is at risk. A large proportion of the clients of the few specialist legal services for young people in London fit into this category. The work of these agencies has uncovered the vulnerability of many ‘at risk’ under 18 year olds to a range of threats to their welfare, e.g. unlawful local authority practices relating to homelessness, which remain unchallenged elsewhere. 
Wider DCA policy, including its proposed focus for legal aid, its Action Plan for involving children and young people, and its Education, Advice and Information Strategy,
 has an explicit focus on meeting the information and advice needs of children and/or young people, but appears to have been ignored by the LSC.
The strategy, despite referring to Every Child Matters, also seems to overlook plans in the recent Youth Matters green paper to provide a ‘comprehensive information, advice and support package’ for young people through children’s trusts. 

In London, not only is there a significant cadre of agencies comprising the London Youth Advice Forum with a shared commitment to developing young people’s access to advice, but the Mayor is committed to following through an action point in his Children and Young People’s Strategy to explore the feasibility of a pan-London advice and advocacy service for this client group. In June 2005 a ‘roundtable’ seminar organised jointly by the Greater London Authority and the Legal Services Commission explored how best to progress this action point and identified The London Youth Advice Forum as probably the body best positioned to do so. This initiative represents a unique opportunity to develop a lasting solution to young people’s needs for advice in London, but it is vital that the LSC puts its full weight behind it.
We believe that all the evidence points to the need for a very particular advice ‘offer’ for young people in London, involving legal advice targeting young people delivered in youth settings by specialist youth advice workers or lawyers through collaboration between youth agencies and advice agencies. 
It would be sensible to draw lessons from the evidence base developed by Streetwise Community Law Centre in South London, which is highlighted in the consultation document (in Appendix Two: Achievements of the CLS) as an example of a service that meets clients’ specific needs, and by Enfield Law Centre’s Streetlegal project. Both services have amply demonstrated the merits of a young person-centred service model operating in multi-disciplinary youth drop-in premises. If the LSC is serious about better meeting the needs of young people, and indeed of other client groups, then it should be looking to invest now in replicating models that clearly work.
Quality:
We believe there is an urgent need for the LSC to clarify the future of the Quality Mark at General Help level and to publish a clear quality strategy for the CLS. 

Q4 Do you agree that these are the main challenges that the CLS faces? Are there others? (see paragraphs 3.1 – 3.13)
Understanding the need:
We fully support the strategy’s proposal to focus on understanding clients’ needs better, but have serious concerns that the LSC appears to have decided upon the solution to meeting clients’ needs before this work is done. It is vital that the paper promised in ‘Appendix One: Next Steps – CLS policy papers’ on ‘Extending the evidence base for the CLS’ is not delayed. 

Making legal and advice services more client-focused; accessible; co-ordinated:

We fully support the concept of making legal and advice services more client-focused, accessible and co-ordinated, although we have serious concerns about the proposed methods for achieving this that are suggested elsewhere in the strategy.

As we have argued elsewhere in this response, the evidence already exists that in order for advice services to be accessible and co-ordinated for young people, there must be specialist young person-centred services staffed by specialist young person’s advisers/lawyers in multi-disciplinary young person-centred premises.

Q5. Do you support the proposal to establish a national stakeholders group? Do you have any comments on the initial remit and proposed membership as outlined in paras 5.3.& 5.4?

We believe it is vital that young people’s interests should be represented on any stakeholders group, in line with DCA commitments in its Action Plan for children and young people. 
Q6 Do you agree that the planning function of CLSPs should be undertaken by a different body? Do you agree the appropriate body should be agreed between the LSC and local authorities?
No comment
Q7 Paragraph 6.3 outlines steps to ensure that appropriate resourcing is available for the CLS. Are there other steps the Commission should take?

No comment
Q8 Do you agree with the three priority work areas for the CLS as outlined in paragraph 7.1? If not what should the priority work areas be?

No comment
Q9 Do you agree with our proposal to expand our telephone service? Is it right to make a basic level of service (such as information on legal rights and self-help packs) available to everyone regardless of means?

In our experience, the trust necessary to effectively advise a vulnerable young person cannot usually be built through telephone advice alone. The potential client may well want to test out the service, e.g. for trust-worthiness of staff and levels of confidentiality offered, through an initial telephone enquiry, but is unlikely to disclose personal details until a trusting face-to-face relationship has been built. We have doubts that many vulnerable young people will be likely to feel that a service called ‘Community Legal Service Direct’ will cater for their specific needs. 

Q10 Do you agree that over time we should develop the greatest concentration of face to face services in the most deprived communities?

No comment
Q11 Do you agree with the proposals to pilot Community Legal & Advice Centres and Community Legal & Advice Networks, as outlined in paras 7.22-7.32? Do you agree with their proposed remits and broad descriptions of the services they will provide?
CLACs:
We are concerned that CLACs will be tempted to take a one-size-fits-all approach to meeting the needs of a range of different client groups, rather than developing distinct services for each group. Young people’s needs have never been met through large mainstream services before, leading to us having doubts about the ability of CLACs to meet their needs in the most effective or cost-effective way. Nevertheless, we would be happy to work with the LSC to explore how CLACs might best be able to attempt to meet young people’s needs. It would be helpful if the LSC could accept as a starting point the (robust) evidence
 that any legal advice service for young people must be 

a) specifically focused on young people;
b) delivered by specialist young persons’ advisers / lawyers;

c) based in multi-disciplinary youth settings, alongside youth workers, counsellors, Connexions Personal Advisers and other professionals who can help the adviser deal cost-effectively with the range of inter-related non-legal issues that young people tend to need help with alongside their legal problems.

Given the London Youth Advice Forum’s commitment to developing services of this type, we very much hope we can work with you over the next couple of years to ensure their compatibility with CLACs, though we feel this may require greater flexibility in the CLAC model than is apparent in the consultation paper.
We also believe it is vital that the LSC minimises the apparently high risk of CLACs having a severe and negative impact on long-standing, popular and effective community-based advice services. There would appear to be a likelihood of major rationalisation of services, which would ill serve the most vulnerable clients.
CLANs:
The CLAN model appears to us to be less problematic and controversial than the CLAC model, as it appears it could be more flexible and inclusive of existing services. We would expect that a Youth Access Law Centre service, for example, could provide any youth advice element of a CLAN’s service specification without the potential difficulties involved in meeting young people’s needs through a CLAC. 
Q12 Do you agree that there should be an increasing presumption in favour of services that work across several areas of social welfare law?

No comment
Q13 Do you agree that the CLS should put more resources into taking strategic action? What other approaches could be taken beyond those outlined in paragraphs 7.37-7.47

Yes, we agree that more resources should be put into strategic action. However, we believe it is vital that this work be led by providers rather than the LSC.

 Q14 What other ways can the LSC promote information about legal rights and responsibilities?

No comment
Q15 Have we identified the key issues in developing the appropriate links between the social welfare areas of the CLS, Children and Family Services and the Criminal Defence Service? What other steps could be taken to facilitate these links?

No comment.
� See Youth Access’ response to Making Legal Rights A Reality for further details


� See, for example, Rights to Access: meeting young people’s needs for advice, Youth Access, 2002, and Impact Report: A young people’s Law Centre in action, Streetwise Community Law Centre, 2003.





