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Introduction 

The purpose of this report is to appraise the committee of the work undertaken by the Debt 
Counselling Service over the previous financial year and to advise on future developments in 
view of the uncertain economic outlook. 

Background 

The Protective Services Division operates a free, confidential and independent debt counselling 
service for the community and employees of North Lanarkshire Council 

The Trading Standards Service has a compliment of 16 Debt Counsellors within the Service’s 
Consumer and Money Advice centres located in, Coatbridge, Cumbernauld and Bellshill 
covering the geographical area of North Lanarkshire. The service is also provided through 
outreach work at various locations and through home visits. 

The staff provide comprehensive guidance and information to clients in order that debt 
situations can be addressed and the associated stress relieved as much as possible. 

The current climate of rising food and fuel bills and a credit crunch resulting in a tighter loan and 
mortgage market are causing household budgeting concerns for many residents of North 
Lanarkshire. Many residents have taken on levels of personal debt that previous generations 
would have been uncomfortable with, which is manageable - until a crunch comes. 

Sometimes that crunch is an individual crisis triggered by a change in personal circumstances - 
a lost job, illness, or relationship breakdown, but today the crunch is on a bigger scale with most 
families feeling the effects of rocketing household bills, falling house prices and the rising cost of 
home loans and other credit. 

North Lanarkshire Council’s Debt Counsellors are reporting that the time taken for personal 
finances to reach crisis point is reducing as a result of the current credit crunch. This can 
dramatically reduce options for dealing with debts. 

In response to this the service proposes to launch a - ‘Dealing with Debt - You Are Not Alone’ 
publicity campaign aimed at increasing awareness of the free, confidential and independent 
debt counselling service offered by the Council and allowing the client to consider a full range of 
debt solutions. 



2.8 It is widely recognised that debt situations not only present financial hardship and strain on the 
individual] but also affect adversely an individual's health whilst putting pressure on personal 
relationships. The debt counselling service takes all this into consideration when dealing with its 
clients. 

2.9 The staff will maximise income, negotiate with creditors, with a view to arranging a repayment 
schedule agreed by both parties. They will also assist with the completion of legal forms and 
represent clients at related court appearances. 

Client -base Statistics 

2.10 During the last financial year the service dealt with over 11,000 debt-related enquiries. The 
service also took on 1,688 new multi-debt clients, which represents an increase of 6.5% on the 
previous year. The majority of enquiries relate to single-debt situations, which the debt advisors 
provided advice on, thus allowing the client to resolve the associated problem themselves. The 
advice provided normally resulted in amicable and acceptable agreement between debtor and 
creditor. The significant sum of debt has not been recorded but may run into millions of pounds. 

2.11 In the last financial year, the total debt presented to the debt counsellors in multi-debt cases 
rose from f23.6 million to f26 million (exclusive of mortgage balances). The average debt per 
client totalled f 15,460. Individual debts ranged from a few hundred pounds to in excess of 
f 340,000. 

2.12 When the service started recording statistics in 1999, 568 multi - debt clients were using the 
service on an annual basis and our most typical client was a single parent on benefits. Whilst 
single parents remain a core client group the most typical client in the last financial year was a 
family with dependants in employment. 

3 Future Developments in Money Advice Service Provision 

3.1 With the growth of personal debt and consumer credit, increasing indebtedness is a central 
concern. Whilst there are links between service user groups and the type of advice needed, 
there is no "one size fits all" approach to advice and support particularly for disadvantaged 
groups. The service has developed a range of tailored solutions to a range of debt problems. 

3.2 'Drowning in a sea of debt' aims to publicise the service, promote early intervention utilising The 
Debt Self Help Pack and so improving the range of debt solutions available. 

3.3 The Debt Self Help Pack was designed as a tool to empower those capable of resolving their 
own debt problems, as an education tool on how to make informed choices regarding financial 
products and as an information source for those seeking re-assurance their problems are 
common and a solution is available via self help or advice agencies. The booklet was circulated 
to all financial advice agencies in North Lanarkshire, first stop shops and libraries. The booklet 
will soon be available online. 

3.4 The Employability Framework operated by the Council, in conjunction with other partners, is a 
transitions to work project aimed at improving recognition of the barriers that debt and financial 
difficulties can cause in the transition to work and provide a formal referral mechanism to 
guarantee an early interview with a debt counsellor. 

3.5 Community Financial Education Programme - this project , managed by the Trading Standards 
Service provides financial education programmes to targeted groups ; routes to work clients, 
students, excluded school pupils and mental health service users in a community based setting. 
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The education programmes aim to help break the cycle of debvbenefit dependency by raising 
awareness of financial services and allowing clients to make informed choices regarding 
financial products. Value is added to the programme by facilitating referrals to debt advice and 
welfare rights services, credit unions and the creation of college-based credit unions. 

3.6 Smoking Cessation - Debt counselling process involves Income Maximisation for clients. 
Ceasing smoking can free up a significant amount of income leading to a healthier lifestyle. The 
service works in partnership with NHS Lanarkshire Smoking Cessation Services and makes 
regular referrals to this service. 

3.7 The Trading Standards Service plays a pivotal role in money advice as the only agency able to 
enforce legislation, deal directly with The Office of Fair Trading and other enforcement agencies 
and provide debt advice. This puts the service in a unique position to understand and react to 
problems with ‘new’ financial products such as rent back and equity release schemes. 

3.8 The Trading Standards service also monitors the general operation and specific money advice 
activities of the local Citizens Advice bureaux through service level agreements. To facilitate this 
common statistical standards and monitoring standards are being introduced which will allow the 
service to identify future service needs. The service is working to improve advice standards via 
the Scottish National Standards accreditation and improving referrals amongst specialist 
services. 

4 Corporate considerations 

4.1 The recommendations are consistent with policy and there are no personnel, legal or property 
implications. Costs for the publicity campaign will be met from existing budgets. 

5 Recommendations 

5.1 That committee notes the report in relation to statistical returns and endorses future 
development work, including the proposed publicity campaign advertising the availability of the 
service. 

Crawford Morgan 
Head of Protective Services 

Local Government Access to Information Act: for further information about this report please contact 
Eamonn McCarron, Trading Standards Advisory Services Manager - North on 01 698 274244 
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