REPORT ON KINGSTON ADVISERS FORUM 4TH EVENT – ‘WHAT NEXT’ – OCTOBER 2008.


Summary:

· The event was very well attended (32 people from 7 organisations). 

· The referrals process was explored and suggestions made for its improvement – to be pursued by the Steering Group

· The Kingston Advice Strategy was discussed and it was agreed to work in close cooperation with other groups such as Kingston Information Partnership to ensure no gaps and overlaps

· Key strategic issues were identified as: whether or not to include private practitioners in the Forum and whether or not to work cross borough/s.

· Agreed to hold stakeholders event in January to explore these issues further.

1. Overview

1.1 The event covered both issues in relation to referrals between agencies and also recent developments in the Advice Strategy for Kingston which the AF Steering Group is drafting.

1.2 The event was very well attended – (see attached list appendix one) and there was some very positive feedback about both the planning of the event and also the opportunities for networking.

1.3 Shane Brennan – Chief Executive of Age Concern and Chair of Kingston Voluntary Action chaired the event and Charlotte Fitzgerald –Head of Strategy and Performance at RBK and Phil Levick, Principal Officer, Information, Participation and Service Development, RBK also attended.

PART ONE

2. Referrals

2.1 We confirmed that the most important elements of a successful referral are (in order of priority for the group):

· Confidence that quality advice will be given

· Certainty that client will be seen

· Quick response from other agency

· Ease of referral – not cumbersome process

· Feedback from other agency to referrer

· Positive attitude of other agency

· Opportunity to give full information to other agency

· Opportunity to work together on a case.

Next we split into two groups and explored what the main barriers are to successful referrals and noted the following issues:

Group one

· Understanding what the other agency does – confidence that you are referring to the right agency

· Conflict of interest around intended outcome

· Confidentiality

· Possible delays/capacity/timely

· Meeting the criteria of the referring agency

· Familiarity of the common process on which to refer – consistency needed, knowledge of the process

· Sufficient information needs to be provided

Group two

· Length of form
· Knowing what agencies do

· Can’t phone /speak first

· Continuity for client

· Lack of confidence that referral being actioned

2.2 As it was clear that many of us were not familiar with the referral process set up by the Advisers’ Forum, we then split into 4 groups and, using the website, carried out some ‘dummy’ referrals – (based on cases studies attached – appendix two). This gave everyone an opportunity to assess the process and understand what it is involved.
2.3 One key point that came out of this exercise was the fact that it was important to phone the other agency before completing the referral form, just to check that they had capacity to deal with the client.

2.4 There were some proposals for amendments/improvements to the referral system:

· List subjects on home page with a link to which agency/ies deal with which subjects

· Change form so it stated ‘Reason for referral’ not ‘subject to be discussed’

· Change letter so there is space to put expected time for other agency to respond, so client knows when they might be contacted.

· Set up system to ensure letter copied to other agency – so they know what the client has been told

2.5 It is also noted that some agencies felt that the referral form was too long, and others found that it was quick to complete. Therefore it was suggested, that, if the agency found it too long to complete, they should check with the other agency what the bare minimum was that had to be filled in.

2.6 In summary, the three key barriers were expressed as:

2.6.1 Knowing what agencies do

Eg how to meet criteria for their clients – especially with LSC contracts, do they use/have access to interpreters, if not, what can be done to support clients who do not have English as a first language, how much information is ‘sufficient’ for the referral to be effective, and avoid the other agency ‘starting all over again’ with the client.

2.6.2 Delays/lack of confidence that referral actioned

Eg concern that, once referred, the client will come back to you as the other agency has not taken action. Need to ensure that client knows what will happen next and roughly when etc. Need better communication between agencies once referral made to update on progress/resolution. Need to think of better ways to work together to support mutual clients.

2.6.3 Understanding the referral process

Eg reassurance that can phone first to check capacity, find ways together to ensure continuity for client such as giving full information so that they don’t have to start again and reassurance on confidentiality issues for both client and for agencies.
PART TWO

3. Advice Strategy

3.1 Charlotte Fitzgerald and Phil Levick gave an update on the work being done by the Kingston Information Partnership and the Health and Well Being strategy consultations. It was agreed that these streams of work and the work of the Advisers’ Forum should be complementary as one of the main issues that had arisen in relation to health and well being was the need for information and advice. Therefore it was agreed that the AF would keep strong links with KIP and other related work on information and advice so that there are no gaps or overlaps and that there is a cohesive strategy to assist local people to easily find the information and help that they need.

3.2 Jill Darling from RBK Voluntary Sector Unit and Pippa Mackie from Kingston CAB then gave a shared presentation on the Kingston Advice Strategy – (see attached notes – appendix three). This covered the background to the establishment of the Advisers Forum – seeking to make advice better for clients, and better for staff with a focus on sharing information and support between front line staff. It also covered the need to set out a strategy for Kingston so that the local community are ‘driving’ future provision of legal advice, rather than key funders doing this from the ‘top down’. This is particularly important due to the Legal Services Commission intention to set up Community Legal Advice Services locally which will be jointly commissioned by LSC and local authorities. This move could result in all advice funding going to the CLAS and thus result in a dramatic change for our local voluntary sector – especially if such a contract were won by an outside organisation such as A4E as has happened elsewhere in the country. It was noted that there are some complex key issues to address such as whether or not the Advisers’ Forum should include private practitioners (who may be key players in a CLAS) and whether or not we should be working cross borough, as the LSC have indicated that they will wish to commission services across Richmond and Kingston. It is also noted that the Law Centre have been successful in a bid to the Lottery under the Advice Plus two fund and that this will involve working across 6 boroughs. This could lead to an even bigger funding region for future CLAS work.

4. Next steps

4.1 It is therefore suggested that there should be a key stakeholders event in January, to discuss the issues of scope of our strategy with particular reference to the issues of private practitioners and cross borough working.

In addition to setting up this event, the Steering Group will also carry out some further work on refining the referral process as detailed above.

Pippa Mackie

Chief Executive – KCABS

Appendix one 
List of attendees

Age Concern

Shane Brennan

Mary MAcan

Jo Hulton

Lorraine Keyne

Law Centre

Shadia Rmaimah

Nicky Powell

Refugee Action Kingston

Rebecca Mear
Dominique Revell

Kingston Churches Action on Homelessness

Matt Hatton

Daniella Lewis

RBK Housing Advice

Sarah Lawton

RBK

Charlotte Fitzgerald – Head of Strategy and Performance, Community Services
Phil Levick, Principal Officer, Participation and Service Development, Community Services
Jill Darling – Voluntary Sector Unit

CAB

Pippa Mackie

Bill Sadler

Caroline Swallow

John Gluckstein

Debbie Chapman

Annie Williams

Jean Wagstaff

Rachel Verney

Sue Mc Loughlin

Gail Broome

Michelle Seaward

Helen Johnson

Sue Irving

Margaret Haydon

Kathryn Basson

K-LINk

Susie Masters

Sue Conder

Appendix two
CASE STUDIES FOR AF4

Client needs to be referred to the Law Centre

Single parent, on Income Support, about to be evicted from private rented accommodation – daughter aged 6 – has applied to RBK for housing, but has been assessed as intentionally homeless – wants help to challenge this decision.

Client needs to be referred to Age Concern

Client has been recently widowed, is 76 and has arthritis which means her mobility is restricted. She needs advice on benefit entitlements , day centres etc. she is on state pension and a small occupational pension from late husband and is an owner occupier

Client needs to be referred to CAB

Couple with 3 children. Neither in work – he is on sick leave with bad back and she is looking after the children.  They are in council rented accommodation and on benefits and want assistance with their debts – total of £40K and mix of priority and non priority.

Appendix three
Notes on Advice Strategy

Confirming how the AF came into being and what we do– 

· making advice better for clients and… better for staff – as a referral mechanism for clients and a support group for front line staff 

· PLUS ensuring that smaller groups are ‘kept in the loop’ on changes in the operating environment and are not lost to the community 

· Ensuring that the voice of front line staff is heard by those making decisions about strategy – so that we capture the ‘real’ experience of advice giving – not just getting lost in strategic rhetoric 

Now is the time to consider some strategic issues – 

starting doing this a couple of events ago – building on this work

Key concepts – commissioning and LSC drivers to establish Community Legal Advice Services – which will be joint commissioned by local authorities and LSC. Most, if not all, of LA budgets for advice will be put into the CLASs ‘pot’ so any agencies which are not involved in CLASs will lose funding ( probably)

Scope of CLASs – eligible clients on financial and sufficient benefit  basis in relevant categories of law – and some non eligible clients, but will probably leave some clients without services at all

Experience elsewhere is that agencies such as A4E win bids and this can lead to disintegration of local community based groups, if the agency then leaves the area, it will be nigh impossible to reconstruct the community groups. This is a real threat and is happening elsewhere

So, the AF have been working on an advice strategy which will lead us to have effectively, a CLASs in place informally before the LSC come to the area and enter into negotiations with the local authority.  So far we have been working on the aim of the strategy, why it’s important and the context in which it is being developed.
We are in discussions with other groups locally working on similar topics – advice and information, so that we avoid gaps and overlaps and are as strong as we can be, to safeguard the future of our sector.

Why develop a strategy?

· Bring everything together: position advice in Kingston 

· Better advice for all users

· Highlight importance of advice

· Identify need/priorities/gaps

· Identify funding sources

· Work in partnership – link to Local Area Agreement

Trends/changes/drivers: context

· Prevention/early intervention (adults and children)

· Shift towards commissioning

· More partnership working across statutory/third sector – Local Area Agreement

· LSC move to CLACs/CLANs/CLASs

Changes since 2001 (when KCLSP developed its first strategy)

· Increasing financial pressures

· Changing demographics

· Changes in legislation

· Personalisation – services designed around the user
· Focus on inter-related issues: clients usually come with a range of issues

· Growth in individual rights

AF approach

· Holistic, high quality services

· Early access and accessible

· Effective/user friendly

· Inclusive

· Choice

· Linked to local strategies

· Use ICT effectively

What’s still needed in the strategy?

· Needs analysis

· Current provision

· Gaps, priorities and issues (including barriers to accessing services)
· Delivery: action plan

· How to include smaller agencies

· Provision of generalist/specialist advice: what model/s might work?
· Explore cross-borough working

Some implications

· Importance of maintaining quality of advice (Advice UK developing quality mark)

· Quality of systems and processes

· Continuing professional development for staff and volunteers

· Partnership working – complexities involved

· Importance of referral system

· Generalist/specialist services – finding ways of working together

· Addressing accessibility issue – LSC/local target groups

· Cross-borough working - complexities

However, there are some difficult questions involved in this such as:

· Who should be involved in the Advisers forum – it currently includes nfps and statutory providers – should it include private practitioners? – what will happen if it does? What will happen if it doesn’t? 

· The LSC want a CLAS to be cross borough with Richmond – what will this involve? What are the advantages to our clients? How will the politicians view it? What will happen if we agree to this? How could we challenge it? What would happen if we do not agree? What might the situation be in both the short term and the longer term? 

As these issues are of such importance to all of us, we feel that there should be a wide consultation on this, so are going to put on a special event in January to discuss these points – inviting all interested parties to come along and hear the arguments. This will help the AF steering group to make a good decision on the scope of the strategy.
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