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The Advice Leeds project is working in two main areas

· Increasing capacity and quality of advice by providing training volunteer advice workers, training for support workers and supporting agencies to maintain and achieve the Quality Mark for advice services.
· Encouraging and supporting advice services to work together and take a city-wide strategic approach for the development of advice.

We started up the adviser NVQ training programme in January 2010. Since the start of the project 135 volunteers have finished the group training programme and moved on to begin advising, while continuing their training and developing their portfolio for assessment. 92 of those are continuing to actively volunteer, 33 have so far successfully completed the NVQ training programme.  
We have also developed training for support workers to improve their knowledge about advice services in Leeds and their skills in some of the common issues faced by clients. Since the beginning of the project 240 support workers have attended training on areas such as Debt 1st Aid, Homelessness 1st Aid, Maximising Income for clients and benefits for young people.
The Advice Leeds Partnership has continued to develop. Last October we launched the Leeds Advice Strategy which clearly sets out the agreed targets for taking advice service in Leeds forward.
The strategy has provided a foundation for advice agencies to work together during this uncertain year. Earlier in the year, as for many other organisations, funding was at risk; and we continue to work in a difficult economic environment where we are looking at further reductions in funding and the impact this will have on services; while the same economic impacts affect our clients and increase the need for advice services.  As people face the risk of unemployment, reduced hours, fixed or reduced income and higher costs demand for advice increases. 
In addition the Governments wide ranging welfare reform programme has begun and will continue to see many more changes over the next couple of years which again will increase the need for advice.
In February & March the partners lobbied the government as part of the national campaign to secure continued funding for face to face debt advice following the end of the Financial Inclusion Fund. This resulted in new funding for 2011/12 through the new Face to Face Debt Advice Programme. However, funding for after March 2012 is still not confirmed and arrangements for longer term funding for debt advice through the Money Advice Service have yet to be decided.
Partners also worked with Leeds City Council to maintain local funding for advice services although at reduced amounts, including for the Children’s Centres Project, which provides advice in 30 Children’s Centres in Leeds.  We also worked with the Council on their review of advice services.  The review led by Steve Carey, Chief officer for Revenues and Benefits took place over the summer. Again the work of the Partnership and the Leeds Advice strategy was able to provide the foundation for the review.

The review report recognised the need to ensure adequate provision of advice given the issues around welfare reform and loss of other funding and understood the need to put funding on a more long term basis. The 5 key recommendations from the review were: 

· move funding to longer term basis;

· single telephone access across Leeds;

· merger of Welfare Benefits and Welfare Rights teams;

· explore co-location with One Stop Centres;

· agree priority areas for advice – these will include demand around debt/money advice and benefits support, particularly disability benefits
These recommendations have been accepted by the Council’s Corporate Leadership Team and the next step is to look at implementation of recommendations.

We have already made progress on development of telephone advice services. We are grateful to the Council who have provided additional funding to support the development a telephone gateway service for advice. The service, which initially will be run by Leeds Citizens Advice Bureau, will begin in January and will provide access to advice services from Advice Leeds partner agencies.
The situation for advice services over the next year will be difficult due to changes in funding and increasing demand, however we are continuing to work together to take our strategy forward and continue to provide quality services to meet the need for advice in Leeds.
