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Gingerbread NI’s response to the Department of Social Development’s consultation on A Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community

Who we are

Gingerbread is the lead agency working with and for one-parent families in Northern Ireland.  Gingerbread operates as, an independent, not for profit organisation, which belongs to one parent families; an organisation promoting self-help and mutual aid, acknowledging difference and promoting mutual respect; an organisation providing needs led services, which are appropriate and accessible, and advocates for all lone parents throughout Northern Ireland.

Gingerbread aims to improve the social and economic circumstances of one parent families by providing a range of services to help lone parents further develop their life and social skills, deal with a range of problems and issues and gain qualifications and work experience.  These services include: 

· a free, confidential, impartial and quality assured advice and information service offering advice on benefits, housing, relationships, debt, tax, legal issues, employment rights, going back to work or education.  The advice service operates a Freephone advice helpline covering all of Northern Ireland as well as a drop in service at our offices in Belfast, Derry and Ballymena.  This service deals with approximately 5,000 lone parents per annum.

· training courses with work placements offering IT and CIPD qualifications as well as advice and funding for a wide range of courses for lone parents.  This service deals with approximately 200 lone parents per annum.

· support and information to lone parent support groups across Northern Ireland organising activities for lone parents and their children at a local level.  This services deals with approximately 500 enquiries per annum.

· respite childcare in our crèche facilities in Belfast, Derry and Ballymena – this offers high quality short-term childcare for lone parents facing difficulties or dealing with stresses.  This service deals with approximately 150 families per annum.

These services are tailored specifically to the needs of one parent families and help lone parents confront poverty, discrimination, social and economic exclusion and the lack of provisions which acts as a barrier to equality of opportunity. Gingerbread promotes self help for lone parents and provides a range of services to help lone parents further develop their life and social skills; deal with a range of problems and issues and gain qualifications and work experience.

Gingerbread’s Advice Service 

Gingerbread’s Advice Service offers face to face advice to clients form our offices in the following centres:

- Ballymena

- Belfast

- Derry

We also provide advice and information to lone parents across Northern Ireland through our Freephone Advice Helpline:

 - 0808 808 8090

We employ a part time Advice Worker in each office as well as an Advice Manager who is responsible for supervision and training. We also operate a Volunteer Programme which trains lone parents to become Advice Workers to deliver Advice and Information through our service. The Advice Service is a valuable source of support and information for many lone parents and helps lone parents cope with a range of difficult situations. We offer advice on a wide range of issues which affect lone parents including:

 - Benefits



- Debt 

 - Housing



- Children’s Rights

 - Child Support


- Contact/Access

 - Going back to work/education
- Matrimonial and Family Law Issues

 - Employment Rights

- Tax

The Advice Service has been funded by a range of funders on an ongoing short term basis over the last few years – like other advice providers we have found it increasingly difficult to obtain funding for our service on the full time basis that the demand from lone parents would warrant. 

We have spent a considerable amount of time seeking further funding to maintain this valuable service for lone parents and believe that the lack of appropriate funding could jeopardise the future of services such as ours.

Consultation

Gingerbread NI welcomes the basic aim of the DSD in formulating this Strategy, as we believe that Advice and Information should be a right in society and can act as an effective tool in promoting equality of opportunity for all.

We welcome the opportunity to respond to the DSD’s consultation document and hope that the Department will pay careful attention to the views of Gingerbread and other organisations that have been providing advice to our communities over the last few decades.

Background

Gingerbread welcomes the move to address the long term funding needs of the Advice Sector. We believe that the current situation where advice agencies rely on short term funding packages is detrimental to the quality of Advice across the sector and is not in the best interests of those who need advice and information. 

Gingerbread agrees that there is a need for a long term, strategic approach to the development and delivery of Advice services. We welcome the prospect of a long term funding stream that acknowledges the role of Advice services in society and their role in developing social capital and tackling inequality.

 We have long advocated the development of long term service delivery agreements between advice providers and bodies such as local councils, Health boards and trusts and other relevant bodies. We hope that a final strategy from the Department will be used to facilitate and encourage the development of further links between advice providers and other parts of the statutory and local government sector.
Draft Equality Impact Assessment

We believe that this proposed strategy fails to fully comply with the duty to promote equality of opportunity for lone parents and their families as a designated Section 75 group.

We believe that the Strategy should acknowledge that the designated Section 75 groups may need an additional level of assistance and that this assistance may be delivered locally or by “specialist” agencies where this is the choice of the individual enquirer.   

We are concerned that the Draft Equality Impact Assessment at 5.9, page 13 refers to Gingerbread and states:

“It is expected that this organisation will continue to offer this service at a regional level and contribute to the work of the Specialist Advisory Panel to ensure that its client needs are properly met a local level” 

This conclusion was reached without any direct input from Gingerbread – we will not be able to provide any level of service without appropriate, recurrent funding and this will also be the case for the other providers listed as “specialist”. We note that the VCU may have a future responsibility to work with other government departments and funders to ensure that regional services are properly resourced but there is, as yet, no clear commitment by government to such funding.  We presume that the commitment to properly funded regional services will include Gingerbread - the only regional service for lone parents - as this will ensure that advice services are targeted to lone parents as a vulnerable group.

Gingerbread also delivers advice through its local offices and at other centres on an outreach basis – these services are in place because of demand from lone parents.  Gingerbread is is the only lone parent led organisation delivering needs led services to lone parents throughout Northern Ireland and has therefore responded to this demand. These services are often delivered alongside other services such as Employment Linked Training Courses, Careers Guidance and Respite Childcare – the range of services that Gingerbread offers means that we reach a wide range of lone parents and reach lone parents that are not reached by any other organisation.  The effectiveness of our comprehensive approach to the needs of lone parents has been demonstrated by independent evaluation and by feedback from lone parents themselves. 

We believe that if the current strategy was implemented then many lone parents would be at a disadvantage in terms of their advice and information needs and that many would suffer as the proposed arrangements would be creating a barrier for them – this would perpetuate the inequality currently experienced by lone parents.  In our experience, we believe that many lone parents will not follow through when referred on to another agency as this may have to compete with a range of other demands such as childcare, caring responsibilities.  First instance access for lone parents to specialist regional advice services should remain an option as opposed to access to such expert specialist services being on a purely referrals basis from local level advice providers.
Comment

We believe that the strategy outlined in the consultation document will have an adverse impact on lone parents and their families as it fails to take account of their distinct needs and circumstances.  We believe that it fails to address the inequalities that lone parents experience as well as the barriers which prevent lone parents from accessing opportunities available which would allow them to participate more fully in society.

We would argue that the draft strategy does not fully reflect the current level of provision across the advice sector as a whole.  We note that there was an attempt to map current advice service provision but we do not believe that the current provision has been fully reflected in the proposed structures and that could cause serious difficulties for many people seeking advice as well as for organisations that strive to delivering advice and other services to people in need.

We believe that the definitions of “specialist” and generalist” advice in the strategy are too simplistic and that unless this point is addressed in more detail then clients, including those in Section 75 groups could lose out on services they  need and this could cause further hardship for these clients.

The strategy states that ... 'all initial advice should be sought from a local provider and it is vital therefore that appropriate referral, training and quality mechanisms are put in place to ensure that specialist providers can have confidence that their client group have access to support level'. (2.4.4.)

This model may be appropriate for organisations such as the Law Centre (NI) which aims to deal with cases at a strategic level after initial advice has been provided by another agency but it is not appropriate for a range of agencies such as Gingerbread, Age Concern, Help the Aged, Rethink and others.  The strategy assumes all advice providers that it describes as “specialist” work in the strategic way that Law Centre (NI) does – this is not the case as Gingerbread’s Advice Service, for example, provides a complete range of generalist advice to lone parents in addition to more detailed advice on issues of more concern to lone parents. 

We believe that the failure to understand the varied nature of what the strategy document calls the “specialist” sector undermines the strategy as a whole and means that the future advice strategy if based on the proposed model could be detrimental to lone parents as well as a range of other vulnerable groups in society as it seems to exclude many current advice providers and disregards their experience of providing high quality targeted advice.

It is central to the success of the strategy that the expertise which currently exists across the advice sector is acknowledged and developed to ensure accessible quality advice provision for all, including lone parents.  This will require a commitment to funding from the strategy.  It is important that Gingerbread’s expertise and knowledge is maintained in the future so that we can continue to meet the demand from lone parents directly as well as support the work of other advice providers dealing with lone parents.

Conclusion

Gingerbread welcomes the DSD’s consultation on A Strategy for Supporting Delivery of Voluntary Advice Services to the Community as a means of addressing historic problems of under funding and short term funding in the Advice sector.  We hope that the issues we have raised in this response are helpful and will contribute to the further development of this Strategy. 

We urge the Department to revisit the definitions used in the Strategy for “Generalist” and “Specialist” advice as the definition used is too simplistic and takes no account of the provision of a specialist service to a particular group which will often include the provision of generalist advice.   We believe that different models may be required to respond to these different kinds of “specialist” advice needs and that a failure to include this will be detrimental to groups such as lone parents and their children.

We are concerned that the funding mechanisms and sources referred to in the consultation only refer to the provision of “generalist” advice and that there is no clear information on how the regional or “specialist” organisations will be funded to fit within the new model.  The draft document does not address sustainability of specialist support advice giving organisations that may also be expected to take on a training and information role in the future.

We believe that community and voluntary involvement is fundamental both in determining and ensuring the best use of available resources and also in monitoring the delivery of the strategy, not least by virtue of proximity of placement to the provision of advice services on the ground.

The strategy for support and delivery of voluntary advice services to the community will have a significant impact on the lives of lone parents and their children and will affect their ability to realise their rights through the availability of accessible advice and information.  
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