London Advice Forum proposal for London Mayoral Campaign – why City Hall needs a pan-London advice strategy

London Advice Forum is asking Mayor of London candidates to support the implementation of a pan-London advice strategy via City Hall. We feel this is important because there are major challenges for London in terms of welfare reform, housing provision, unemployment and poverty, that requires a coordinated response to ensure vulnerable Londoners are able to obtain appropriate and accessible information and advice to resolve their problems

Why are advice and information services important?

Local Housing Allowance (LHA) – rent caps will have a disproportionate impact across all London boroughs, leading to an anticipated migration of tenants, strain on housing stock and other local authority services, with an associated risk of a rise in homelessness, (London Councils research)

Universal Credit – benefit caps are predicted to have even bigger impact than LHA changes from 2013, while already high level of unemployment (~10%) (LC research) and child poverty in London look set to rise.
Council Tax Benefit – localisation will place additional strains on London boroughs (LC research) 
Personal Debt – high levels in London, so we need to build on the work of Capitalise and London Debt Strategy Group (Treading Water report)

Migrants – More migrants than anywhere in the UK, yet recent research demonstrates a lack of appropriate provision, compounded by legal aid cuts.
What would a pan-London strategy aim to do?

1. Map existing advice provision against need in London, in the context of changing funding environment (e.g. London Councils and legal aid funding), welfare, health and social care cuts and reforms. Cross borough and pan London advice provision should be addressed as part of this mapping to ensure adequate access to advice and information for all Londoners in need,
2. Provide a strategic overview of advice service funding in London to put in place the basis for a more coordinated and strategic approach

3. Identify opportunities for, and obstacles to, better collaboration between advice service providers and between advice services and other services to deliver effective services that focus on the diverse needs of people seeking advice and information.
4. Provide evidence of ways in which advice services can contribute to other mayoral strategies, such as Health Inequalities and Housing.

5. Examine practical ways in which advice can address preventable systemic failings in welfare, financial services, health and social care. This includes the development of partnership approaches with key agencies whose systems are failing and changing, such as DWP.
The state of advice provision in London

· Funding cuts: interim results of an AdviceUK survey of 300 London members indicate that 80 per cent of respondents have had cuts of 10 per cent in funding, with 20 per cent having funding reduce by a fifth. Similar cuts are expected next year. The majority of cuts are to local authority and legal aid services. The average cut experienced this year is £20,000 and next year £11,000. Government announced in December that face to face discrimination advice will no longer be funded by EHRC, which sees £3.2 million funding lost in March 2012. The Financial Inclusion Fund for debt advice faces an uncertain future. These cuts will all seriously undermine the GLA’s Economic Development, Housing, Health Inequalities, and Financial Inclusion Strategies.

· Legal aid reform: The London Advice Watch report, produced by Legal Action Group, suggests that approximately 77,000 Londoners will lose debt, housing, welfare benefits, immigration and employment advice from April 2013; that there will be £9.33 million less legal aid funding coming to London, with around 6,500 face to face advice cases funded in London. This makes it likely to be unviable to provide accessible legal aid advice in most boroughs. Poor boroughs like Hackney will be hit hard – losing nearly £0.5 million in legal aid funding. 

· Changes in funding and demand: There has been a shift from grant funding to competitively procured contracts. Top-down service specifications have added new levels of bureaucracy to services, a focus on hitting transactional targets and a move away from services focussing on the needs of advice service users. Yet, the need and demand for advice is increasing and becoming more complex as unemployment rises, indebtedness increases and welfare benefit and  housing/homelessness problems emerge. AdviceUK suggest that 30-40 per cent of demand for advice is the result of preventable failure in public services, yet preventative activity and earlier intervention is not funded or encouraged by current funding contract conditions. We need a change in thinking about the role of advice services in order to realise their potential for improving public services and saving public money. 

London Advice Forum is made up of Advice UK, Advice Services Alliance, Age UK London, Asylum Aid, Blackfriars Advice Centre, Citizens Advice, Homeless Link, Lasa, Law Centres Federation, LVSC, Mary Ward Legal Centre, Migrants Resource Centre, Shelter, Toynbee Hall and Youth Access. 

Its aim is to promote the role, value, and diversity of advice work across London; to disseminate and share information between the advice networks working in London; 
to develop links and foster better understanding of the roles of the advice networks working in London; to assist and influence central and local government bodies, funders and policy makers in carrying out their functions, where they relate to the work of the London advice sector; to provide a “voice” for the advice sector in London.
