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Reading Advice Forum Report
17th January 2017.

Setting the Scene

Voluntary organisations who offer information and advice giving services, have an obligation to the
community in which they work to see the patterns of recurring issues that emerge from the
problems that their customers bring through their doors on a daily basis.

These patterns form into defined issues that are now popularly known as ‘social policy issues’.

‘Social Policy Issues’ can be of significance both nationally and locally, like the nationwide growth
of successful appeals against the new Employment Support Allowance, which tells government
that there is a problem with the application of the fitness to work assessment. Or the local problem
of the low take-up of the Care Act Advocacy service by social workers who, two years after it was
commissioned by RBC, still don’t seem to understand why it exists or how it works.

Putting national issues aside, Reading has its own particular set of social policy issues as distinct
from its semi rural neighbours. This is because of its particular profile of a large busy town of
166,000 people, a growing business sector and a population which is 25% BME combined with
comparatively wealthy areas next to areas of high deprivation.

It is this background, together with the six years of cuts to Local Government Grants, which has
caused a continuous churn of local authority staff and a struggling Children’s Service, and is
producing the issues that are now arising from the work of RAN’s members.

The first Reading Advice Network Forum, which took place in the RBC Council Chamber on 17th
January 2017, was designed to identify and raise awareness of the local social policy issues for its
members, their service users and the local authority.

To continue this work, two more RAN Forum meetings have been planned for 2017, on May 30th
and October 10th.

The Forum Structure:

To stimulate discussion and thought we asked three representative local organisations to present
the issues that they see are prominent difficulties affecting their service users. These were:

Age UK Berkshire (also speaking for their I&A partners, Reading Age UK, Communicare and
Reading Mencap)

Launchpad

Citizen’s Advice Reading

The presentation slides for the three speakers raised the following issues:
Age UK Berkshire — Partnership
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Confusion about eligibility criteria amongst the elderly, fear of outcomes and lack of
understanding of social care assessments

Insufficient availability of independent support to meet need before, during and after social
care assessments

High turnover of social care staff leading to delayed and inconsistent service and poor
guality assessments

Too many VCS referrals to ASC for care assessments refused and cases closed
Too few referrals for Care Act Advocacy for assessments of those with capacity issues

Transport issues are the largest single issue for the elderly, early medical appointments,
bus pass timings, poor transport services in certain areas like north of the river, Coley and
Tilehurst

Insufficient support for people with learning disability to report and follow up on hate-crime
Carer’s needs not sufficiently considered when assessing those who are cared for.
Right4U not understood and poorly communicated to the VCS

Poor joint working between health and social care — VCS act as communicators for people

Lack of reasonable adjustments for BME families including no affordable translation
services

Monitoring for local authority funding not proportionate

Partnership Boards and Steering Groups - ineffective means of conveying service issues
for service improvements, insufficient buy-in from all services

Launchpad

Unfit privately rented housing aggravated by lack of enforcement against landlords
Constantly increasing rents while wages stay static
Shortage of advice and legal representation for people for evictions

Lack of two bed housing to move on the log jam (like NHS bed blocking)

Increasing complexity of presenting cases although demand remains constant
The largest single proportion of their work is on benefits and tax credits

Low income residents in deprived areas face huge barriers of shortage of suitable housing
in a wealthy town of high costs and full employment

Misconceptions amongst private landlords about families on benefits as being out of work

Discussion of issues - Workshop feedback:

Delegates were arranged into 5 groups of 5-6 to discuss the issues arising from presentations as

follows:

1.

Housing
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quality information and advice

2.
3.
4.
5.

Older people
Vulnerable people (Disabled, Sensory Impairment, Mental lliness)
People whose first language is not English

Getting the message to ‘funders’ including the Local Authority

The following points emerged from discussions.

Housing

Landlords need to keep property habitable — disrepair - rogue landlords & letting agents

Enforcement needs more focus on unfit housing, high fees, short-term tenancies, few
consequences

Landlords lack of understanding — they think all people on Housing Benefits are
unemployed and can’t pay — need to change perceptions of those on low income/benefits
that this doesn’t mean they are out of work.

The Housing register — issues getting on and bidding for vulnerable people, transparency of
how it all works — need independent support to help them understand.

Older people
[l Transport - cannot get to early hospital/GP appointments/services — number one issue for

the elderly. Bus passes don’t work before 10.00 any more

"1 People who need a service find eligibility criteria confusing and are nervous about

assessments for social care. Leaflets are often not enough for them - they frequently need
extra guidance and/or handholding.

Many are not IT literate and everything requires you to ‘go on line’- they need someone to
help with on-line applications! This problem is being exacerbated as many local authorities
attempt to automate systems into primarily online self-service only.

Vulnerable people

O

Vulnerable people’s problems are complex and multiple, advisers need time to ‘dig out’ the
real issues, new social workers who don’t know clients cannot assess people properly

High turnover of social workers results in delays and poor assessments and care plans

Vulnerable people, living independently who ‘have capacity’ still need independent support
for an assessment of need and care planning.

Care Act Advocacy not being offered to clients with capacity issues or their carers

RBC not sharing enough information about Right4U — concerns that the programme will
deprive people who need a proper care assessment

Insufficient support for people with Learning Disability to get and keep jobs — current contract
is underfunded

Reading Advice Network: Advice Forum Report: January 2017

Registered office: c/o 21 Alexandra Rd, Reading RG1 5PE

Email: bdm@readingadvicenetwork.org.uk Telephone: 07775 957973

www.readingadvicenetwork.org.uk Charity Number 1165798 Page 3 of 7



mailto:bdm@readingadvicenetwork.org.uk
http://www.readingadvicenetwork.org.uk/

supporting charities to give

ReadingAduvice Netum
.
J

quality information and advice

(1 Carers don’t understand how to get an assessment of need rather than a one off payment

Communicating with people whose first language isn’t English

[]
[]

No appropriate marketing and communication to inform people what is on offer

Knowledge of services passes mainly from mouth to mouth not through leaflets or
websites

Voluntary and charitable sector have to pay for translation services - these are unfunded
Many people are scared of authority so won’t go to Council services

Trust is essential - people go back to who they trust most - but may not be getting the best
information

Need a less random first point of contact and pathway to establish contact and services

Stigma, embarrassment and shame within some communities (BME) means vulnerable
people are hard to find, especially adults.

Messages to funders

Funders do not always understand the complexity of issues presented to advice and
information services or the amount of work required to get a good outcome

Commissioners need to understand the voluntary sector organisations they commission,
how they work, what they do and what constraints they work under.

Monitoring should be proportionate to the funding provided - charities never get any
funding for overheads

Charities develop their services for their communities of interest to benefit their service
users and improve their life chances. ‘Payment by results’ can run counter to these aims
and objectives.

Feedback from delegates
Ten completed feedback forms were collected at the end of the Forum and the following table
shows the information gathered from the forms

Excellent | Good | Fair Poor Yes No
Quality of presentations 6 4 0 0
Was the content interesting/useful? 10 0
Was the session content what you 10 0
hoped for?
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Excellent | Good | Fair Poor Yes No
Was sufficient time provided for the 9
Forum?
Do you plan to attend future 10
Forums?

Comments included:
A variety of comments were noted on the feedback forms, including:

*  Very useful to meet other charities to share experiences
° Great opportunity to network
e | hope to have time to attend more - time is an issue!

Suggested future Forum topics included:
We asked whether delegates had any ideas about future Forum topics and some of their
responses were as follows:

° Health and Social Care - having your voice heard
®*  Working closer together
®*  Linking services more effectively

Additional General Issues

There was a range of additional issues voiced by many partners delivering advice and guidance in
the voluntary sector, which included:

0 This Forum felt it had just scratched the service on common issues of concern. It would be
useful to get three other organisations to present at the next one & unpick issues again to
establish a theme.

[1 There is a need for a more coordinated approach and ‘voice’ across the voluntary sector to
work with RBC to improve services.

[0 Ping Pong effect - people are bring passed from one service to another because of funding
cuts, particularly between health and social care or are being referred to the voluntary sector
instead of being given a service.

(1 Mental Health is an underlying problem for a lot of service users but chronic underfunding of
preventative services can make it a primary problem.

O We need a replacement service for ‘Mother Tongue’.

] The voluntary sector exists to run services for its people not for funders

Summary
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By reviewing the issues raised, discussed and recorded by the Forum attendees and those raised
in the presentations, Reading Advice Network aims to identify the common, frequently occurring
issues arising from members information and advice giving services. This will provide a platform
from which VCS representatives can raise issues with the local authority to support service
improvements. RAN members wish to find new ‘pathways’ to improve communication with
Reading Borough Council.

It was generally felt that key organisations could work better together to voice the concerns of the
sector which are identified in this and subsequent Forums.

Running alongside the clearly perceived issue of the need for improved communication with the
local authority it was plain that members believed that there are also issues for the VCS itself to
improve their own working together.

Appendix: 1. Attendees:
Twenty seven delegates attended the Forum; with four apologies recorded. The list of attending
delegates, is shown here:

Facilitators and speakers:

Polly Falconer - Graft (Facilitator)

Mike Allen - Age UK Berkshire (Speaker)

lan Caren - Launchpad (Speaker)

Sue Richards - Citizens Advice Reading (Speaker)

RAN representatives:

Richard Harrison - Citizens Advice Reading (RAN Chair)

Hazel Wright - Graft (Trustee)

Leslie Macdonald - Reading Mencap (Trustee)

Trish Thomas - Reading Community Welfare Rights Unit (Trustee)
Francesca Yates - Communicare (Trustee)

Jayne Mills - RAN Business Development Manager

Other delegates:

Nick Harborne - Reading Refugee Support Group
David Harper - Citizens Advice Reading

Jenny Neagle - Citizens Advice Reading
Sallyann Hunt - Citizens Advice Reading
Mandeep Kaur Sira - Healthwatch

Jane Stanford Beale - Autism Berkshire

Brigid Dos Santos - East Midlands Carers Trust
Sarah Del Tufo - Reading Community Learning Centre
Robert Muzeen - Reading Frontline

Myra Fowler - Christian Community Action

Jill Seagrove - Reading Borough Council

Kathy Porat - Reading Association for the Blind
Kate Stonehouse - Reading Mencap

Mandy Smith - Reading Mencap

Kay Bews - Age UK Reading

Rachel Spencer - Reading Voluntary Action

Alice Carter - Reading Family Forum
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