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To: Social Inclusion Committee 

NORTH LANARKSHIRE COUNCIL 

REPORT 
AGENDA ITEM No, K? 

Subject: North Lanarkshire Advice Forum - 
Progress Report and Budget 
Requirement 

From: Chief Executive 

Date: 20 July 2000 I Ref CE/OOl/JLR167 I 
1.0 Purpose 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to provide members of the Social Inclusion Committee with an update 
on progress to date by the North Lanarkshire Advice Forum in implementing those recommendations 
made through the review of information and advice services and to request Committee to consider 
ring-fencing a budget of i500 within the Community Planning and Partnership Section’s budget to 
support the Forum’s activities. 0 

2.0 Background 

2.1 Members will recall that a comprehensive review of information and advice provision was 
conducted in North Lanarkshire during the summer and autumn of last year by consultants, Michael 
Bell Associates. The review concentrated upon the provision of information and advice in relation 
to welfare rights, income maximisation and debt counselling. The range of services examined 
during the review process included: 

rn 
Mainline welfare rights officers employed within Social Work Area Teams; 
Mainline debt counsellors employed within the Consumer and Money Advice Section of the 

Independent, voluntary information and advice projects. 

Planning and Environment Department; 
rn Citizens Advice Bureaux; and, 
0 

2.2 The review findings highlighted a number of issues where improvements required to be made in 
order to ensure the provision of quality and accessible services across the Council’s area. The issues 
identified may be summarised under the following headings: 0 
Principles 

Co-ordination 

Quality 

Accessibility 

Funding 

Monitoring 

information and advice services are delivered in the absence of a clear policy 
framework and anti poverty agenda determined by the Council; 

services are fragmented with little co-ordination and consultation between mainline 
and voluntary providers; 

evidence of poor quality in terms of customer care and accuracy of advice; 

including both the physical accessibility to particular offices, opening times and the 
geographical location of services; 

disparity in the levels and sources of Council funding to voluntary sector providers; 
and, 

levels and nature of enquiries together with quality and relevance indicators require 
to be monitored on a regular and consistent basis. 
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2.3 In order to address these issues, a three-year corporate action plan was developed by the Chief 
Executive’s Office in partnership with the Social Work and Planning and Environment Departments. 
The Action Plan was approved by the Social Inclusion Committee at its meeting on 25 November 
1999. 

3.0 Progress To Date 

3.1 One of the key recommendations contained within the Action Plan was the establishment of a joint 
forum (North Lanarkshire Advice Forum) comprising officers from the relevant Council 
departments together with representatives drawn from the voluntary sector. The Advice Forum 
would be responsible for developing service delivery mechanisms and operating standards common 
to all agencies and where a joint approach between the Council and voluntary sector was 
preferential. 

3.2 North Lanarkshire Advice Forum was convened in March of this year and considerable progress has 
been made in relation to the undernoted issues: 

i) Standardised Data Collection 

The Forum has developed a standardised Statistical Monitoring Report which will be completed by 
all information and advice providers on a quarterly basis to record the undernoted statistics and 
report these to the Council: 

0 

0 

0 

Number and nature of clients enquiries; 
Levels of additional income secured for clients through advice provision or representation at 

Number of enquiries received at an individual ward level. 
Social Security Appeal or Industrial Tribunal; 

0 

The collation of these statistics in a standardised format will greatly assist in informing the Council’s 
Social Inclusion Strategy and enable the Council to highlight issues or trends in relation to welfare 
benefit entitlement, health and housing related matters and identify areas where poverty is prevalent. 

The Statistical Monitoring Reports have been finalised after consultation with relevant Council 
departments and voluntary agencies and the first Reports are to be submitted in respect of the quarter 
ending 30 September 2000. 

ii) Social Policy Returns 

In addition to the Statistical Monitoring Report, the Advice Forum has also produced a Social Policy 
Monitoring Return which will be completed by information and advice services on a quarterly basis 
or more frequently should circumstances dictate this. The Social Policy Return will be used to bring 
issues or trends to the attention of the Council and its partners. Examples of the nature of issue to be 
reported may include: low take up of a particular benefit; debt; or homelessness. It is recognised that 
a number of those issues reported will be outwith the statutory responsibilities of North Lanarkshire 
Council, however, the Council has a pivotal role in co-ordinating these matters within a North 
Lanarkshire wide context and bringing them to the attention of the relevant body. 

iii) Customer Care 

Customer care survey forms have been produced and these will be circulated to a random number of 
clients using advice services during September and February. 
The customer care survey form provides clients with an opportunity to comment on all aspects of the 
office or project’s service and includes questions in relation to: ease of contacting the service; 
waiting time; accuracy and relevance of advice provided; customer care; and general standards and 
efficiency within the service. The responses to the customer care survey -will be returned to and 
analysed by the Advice Forum with the results used to demonstrate incidences of good practice and 
highlight services where further attention may be required. 
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iv) Training 

Training survey forms have been completed by all voluntary information and advice projects plus 
the Council’s Housing and Property Services, Social Work and Planning and Development 
Departments. The training surveys document the internal procedures within each service to ensure 
that staff receive regular and appropriate training and also highlight gaps in training provision. The 
Advice Fonun is currently developing a range of training opportunities to address these gaps and it is 
anticipated that a training programme will be delivered to mainline and voluntary organisations’ staff 
during the forthcoming months. Where possible, joint training seminars involving both mainline 
and voluntary staff will be arranged in order to address those co-ordination and communication 
issues identified during the review. 

v) Publicity 

Information and advice services have been publicised through an article in the North Lanarkshire 
News detailing contact addresses and telephone numbers, opening times and a summary of the 
nature of advice provision. 

4.0 Budget Requirement 

4.1 In order to develop fully the monitoring and service development proposals described above, the 
Advice Forum will require an administration budget to meet associated costs. These may include for 
example: 

0 Postage costs associated with the distribution and collation of customer care survey forms; 
Contributory funding towards training seminars; 
Funding to support the collation of statistics in a standardised format and at ward level. 

4.2 It is therefore recommended that a budget of f500 is allocated from the Chief Executive’s Payments 
to Agencies and Other Bodies budget 2000/01 to support the activities of the Advice Fonun. 

5.0 Recommendation 

5.1 The Social Inclusion Committee is requested to: 

note the progress made to date by North Lanarkshire Advice Forum in implementing the 
recommendations arising from the Council’s review of information and advice services; 

agree that a budget of f500 be ring-fenced within the Chief Executive’s Payments to 
Agencies and Other Bodies Budget 2000/01 to support the administrative, service 
development and training costs associated with the work of the Advice Forum; and 

0 
i) 

ii) 

iii) otherwise note the contents of ths  report. 

JLfLkk 
k h i e f  Executive 




