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Apologies
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Welcome

Gillian Manning welcomed all NAWRA members to the meeting in Gloucester County Council’s Shire Hall.

1. Minutes of last meeting

No changes need to be made.

2. Information Exchange

Comment

Judy Stenger from East Midlands Mind stated asked if anyone knew about Christians Against Poverty as she wants more information on them.

Reply

Phil McCarney from Blackburn stated that he has had dealing with them. They had demanded that a Muslim woman pray with them. 

Comment

Phil went on to say that in relation to child tax credits they were having a tough time as people are not coming forward to claim. 

3. Steering Group Report

Phil Hanns, the Vice Chair of the Steering Group announced the matters arising.

It was stated that Oliver has resigned from the North Wales position on the Steering Group and so a replacement is needed from this area. Phil asked if anyone knew of anyone who would take this position up and if so please could they make themselves known to him.

Phil added that Durham County Council would not be able to host the NAWRA meetings every year as someone had previously stated (see minutes of Huddersfield meeting). September 2005 would be the next time Durham would host, but it is not possible to do this every year.

4.  Opening address by David Drew, Labour MP for Stroud

David began by saying that his talk is drawn from experiences he has had as an MP. He was made Councillor and elected as MP in 1997. David stated that people’s rights affect us all. His main experience has been with working directly with the local Citizens’ Advice Bureau (CAB). They deal with rights and David deals with policy work.  David informed the group that he does, however work very closely with the CAB and they have much more experience than his office.

David went on to mention that Gloucestershire has it’s own law centre which is mainly concentrated around Gloucester. The Church deals with lots of welfare issues and other groups deal with mental health etc.

A ‘Neighbourhood Network’ - a pioneering idea - has been set up in deprived areas. This looks to accumulate funding for poorer areas in Gloucester.  David stated that the problems in Gloucester are similar to problems occurring all over the UK.

David went on to say that his office receives up to 500 enquiries every week via letters, emails and telephone ‘surgeries’. He stated that there is a variation in the nature of the queries and that one-quarter of the queries relate to casework. The undermining of rights issues are usually dealt with immediately but resources are very low and so cases are difficult to deal with on this basis.

David informed the members that his own interests lie in the anti-poverty arena and that he has his own party group on poverty. People come in to see him to make representations to MPs.

Other issues dealt with are: mental health, disability and immigration. They are few but complex when dealing with them.

David stated that the system in relation to education, housing and debt is unfair and there is much ignorance of the systems put in place.

In relation to tax Credits, David stated that the approach has much merit but he is worried about the complexity of the procedures.

David stated that he has worked closely with the South West Legal Services and is aware that it is heavily under-resourced. They need to broaden their range but may struggle due to the lack of resources. There are franchises for debt relief but too much responsibility is laid upon the department and this is now dubious in relation to the CLS frame. The Government needs to set up a strategy and see how this progresses.

David went on to tell the group that he is a back-bencher and that all too often he has heard people state that the rural dimension is still seen to be too marginal. David expressed the view that even though Gloucester is not a major city it should not be neglected. People need to know about the avenues for complaint that they are able to take and that they should be more wide-ranging, extending to more rural areas. David stated that his department have had to stop the ‘surgeries’ as people from rural areas were not attending them due to a stigma that appears to be attached to the surgeries. Again, there is the issue of under-resourcing. 

Lastly David went on to explain the dangers in the systems currently put in place. He stated that the legal system is a more common avenue for grievance procedures but one must be careful what is said to solicitors. This system is also extremely tedious and long-winded. People should be advised to seek advise from his department before seeing a solicitor. 

4. Mark Stone of the Department for Work and Pensions on the Third Age Service

No notes available

5. Morning workshops

No notes available

6. Emma Knights of the LGA on Social Security and Quids for Kids

Emma thanked the group for inviting her to speak and showed the group the Quids for Kids booklet (Good Practice Guide). She stated that NAWRA is one of the 16 ‘partners’ endorsing the guide. She went on to mention that the LGA and NAWRA were working together more closely. 

Emma stated that the LGA perceptions department asks what people think of the LGA.  There is a need to rely on more evidence-based cases.  Emma informed the group that over the next year her department will be making the effort to engage Local Authorities and other partners such as CPAG and One Parent Families to ensure that what the LGA is saying is the case in reality.

Emma went on to say that the LGA deal with solutions to local problems and that they represent Local Authorities and help some charities. They represent across a huge range of issues and the LGA could lobby on most of these. 

Emma informed the group that the LGA keeps members up to date on initiatives and its sister organisation has taken a lead in the improvement agenda.  

Emma explained that at present the LGA is currently working on: pension credit; take up for older people; young peoples’ issues such as financial support for 16-19 year olds; commissioning research into the social fund; direct payments (of which Age Concern is involved in); and financial exclusion.

Emma went on to say that advisers provide technical information and interpret what is happening on the whole.  It is good news to know that advisers are dealing with such issues.  

They have recently signed an accord with the Pension Centre and Job Centre Plus. 

On the matter of Quids for Kids, Emma pointed out that many NAWRA members have been quoted in ‘The Guide’.  The Guide itself aims to spread the news of good take-up and further, it aims to persuade Local Authorities that take up is part of their remit. 

7. Steering Group

Tony asked if anyone is willing to fill the position for North Wales. 

There was no response to this.

However, someone from South Wales volunteered to fill this position until someone from North Wales volunteered. This person was Nell from Swansea WRT.

8. Next meeting

TBC







