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1 Executive Summary 

1.1 Executive Summary 

1.1.1 This strategic document seeks to set out Derry City and Strabane District 
Council’s plans for generalist voluntary advice provision in the Council area in the 
period from 2018 to 2021.  It is a period of considerable change in the advice 
sector and the strategy must take full cognisance of the uncertainties which face 
the sector and the wider economy.  The potential for Brexit to impact negatively 
on local people as a result of business difficulties leading to economic uncertainty, 
or in issues such as immigration, are considerable and while completely unknown 
need to be born in mind in any future plans.  In practice, this is probably a 
“watching brief” at time of writing and it is recognised that the strategy may have 
to be changed to allow for issues that arise.  It is also a time of considerable 
change in how local advice providers are supported at a regional level.  The 
advice sector has a reputation for flexibility and responsiveness which Council 
would want to support and encourage.  The strategy therefore plots Council’s 
broad direction of travel but recognises that opportunities and issues arise during 
the period of the strategy which will need to be responded to in a positive manner.   

1.1.2 The advice sector has faced considerable pressures as a result of Welfare 
Reform and at time of writing is looking at the introduction of Universal Credit and 
the requirement for claimants to submit information online.  For many advice 
clients this will be their first, or one of their few, uses of IT and it will inevitably 
create considerable uncertainty and fear, particularly for those who are most 
dependent on benefits.  This brings into play access to IT provision through Jobs 
and Benefits offices and raises a range of issues about how advice providers are 
able to support clients and the need for appropriate IT access and appropriate 
protocols.  These issues will gradually develop over the next few months however 
they also highlight the importance of the advice sector being at the forefront of 
the development of digital advice and improving access to advice provision 
through the use of technology.  While Council has been keen to support this for 
a number of years, difficulties around the regional support structures for advice 
and lack of cooperation on the development of shared IT systems, particularly 
around case recording, has delayed the introduction of systems which can 
maximise the impact of advice provision and facilitate the sector in addressing 
new and complex issues.  Council would wish to fully support the Department in 
its efforts to facilitate discussions leading to a single case recording system for 
Northern Ireland and ensuring that this can meet future monitoring mechanisms 
to maximise the impacts of advice provision.   
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1.1.3 While demand for advice provision remains high, Council’s efforts to improve 
quality, ultimately leading to three providers with “Gold” quality standard, has 
improved the management of advice enquiries.  It seems likely that this has led 
to better analysis of client needs at the start, coupled with access to higher quality 
information which ultimately ensures that clients get better advice and in general 
need fewer visits to an advice centre.  Waiting lists continue to be high however 
the majority of clients are dealt with within a one week to ten day period and 
Council would wish to encourage providers to work towards a maximum wait of 
one week and a maximum of a three day wait for more urgent enquiries.  Council 
sees the implementation of better case recording systems as an opportunity to 
carry out more thorough and comprehensive analysis to facilitate the 
development of good practice and the fairest funding arrangements.  Council 
continues to be committed to its area based funding mechanism which links 
advice funding to population, deprivation and rurality, although it recognises that 
there may be a need to update the weightings to reflect current advice demand.   

1.1.4 This document builds on an earlier advice strategy produced by Derry City 
Council and adopted by the merged Derry and Strabane Council as the broad 
direction for advice during the period from 2014 to 2017.  In practice, the intention 
for advice services and the values which it espouses continue to be relevant and 
have not been changed.  There have been some changes round the policy 
framework for advice particularly with the introduction of DfC’s “Advising, 
Supporting, Empowering Strategy” which is still being implemented by the 
Department and is reflected in some of the actions set out for Council.  However, 
the two most pressing issues facing the area and indeed advice across Northern 
Ireland are the impact of Welfare Reform and the opportunities presented by 
digital technologies.  In both these areas, Council cannot work alone to address 
these matters and wishes to work closely with the Department and the advice 
providers to maximise the opportunities presented.  The strategy document 
reviews advice provision to date in the Council area and then goes on to set out 
the strategy for 2018 to 2021 (Section 3).  A detailed Action Plan is presented in 
section 4.   
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2 Generalist Advice Provision 

2.1 Strategic Context 

2.1.1 Generalist voluntary advice is provided across Northern Ireland through a range 
of funded advice organisations within the voluntary sector.  Funding comes from 
a range of sources although the largest is local government funding, partly 
provided by the Department for Communities (DfC) through community support 
grants.  Advice is open to anyone irrespective of their means and is important 
because it is both independent and free at point of use.  Information and advice 
can be gained from a wide range of sources apart from generalist voluntary 
advice providers however none of these can provide such advice in a free and 
wholly independent manner.  For instance, many public sector organisations 
provide information and advice to members of the general public however they 
always have to work within the constraints of their role and departmental or 
organisational policy.   

Those who lack adequate information to make good decisions are often 
powerless and therefore good quality advice and information is seen as a means 
of empowering individuals and improving all aspects of someone’s life.  It tends 
to impact disproportionately on those who are deprived or who lack access to the 
social, educational and business networks that may allow them to otherwise 
access better quality information.  Furthermore, the generalist voluntary advice 
sector can act as an advocate on behalf of the individual, also in a wholly 
independent manner.  The importance of generalist voluntary advice provision 
means that it is a high priority for central and local government.   

2.1.2 “Advising, Supporting, Empowering – DSD’s Strategy for the Delivery of 
Generalist Advice Services in NI 2015 - 2020” 

The Department for Communities is responsible for setting the strategy for 
generalist voluntary advice and for core funding provided to both local providers 
(through councils) and central support mechanisms.  In October 2015 the 
Department published the Advising, Supporting, Empowering strategy which is 
the basis for the Department’s plans on work in this area up to 2020.  This 
followed a very extensive stakeholder and public consultation by the Department 
leading to the setting of a vision, strategic objectives and priorities.  The strategy 
replaced the earlier “Opening Doors” strategy which had been launched in 2007.  
The new strategy sets out a vision for generalist voluntary advice services which 
is “To have in place accessible, quality, generalist advice services for 
people in Northern Ireland”.  The values of impartiality, accessibility, quality, 
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confidentiality, independence, effectiveness, accountability and free to the 
recipient broadly follow the values that have underpinned generalist advice work 
for many years.  The strategy set out a series of objectives and priorities for 
advice which must underpin all work undertaken by Council in ensuring that local 
advice provision is appropriate and fit for purpose.  The objectives and priorities 
are as follows: 

• Objective 1 – to empower and enable people to help themselves.  

!  Provide services in a way that empowers and enables people to 
better manage their own affairs; and  

!  Increase self service provision and its use 

• Objective 2 – to have an aligned and complementary approach to the 
delivery of advice services. 

!  Organise service delivery to take account of changes arising from 
the reformed Local Government and the restructuring of government 
departments; and  

!  Delivery efficient services that are aligned and minimise duplication 
and overlap. 

• Objective 3 – to have a sustainable advice sector which maximises the 
impact of resources. 

!  Find new and innovative ways to provide better value for money and 
make the best use of resources;  

!  Enhance the sustainability of the advice sector; and  

!  Consider a new model for representation services. 

• Objective 4 – to maximise accessibility to quality generalist advice services. 

!  Ensure good quality advice services are available to those who need 
them. 

!  Implement a Northern Ireland Advice Quality Standard across the 
advice sector. 

!  Ensure services are readily available and easily accessed; and  

!  Increase and promote the use of high quality digital and telephony 
services. 

• Objective 5 – to encourage the role of the advice sector in contributing the 
policy development cycle. 
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!  Encourage the contribution of the advice sector to the policy 
development cycle particularly in terms of providing an independent 
evidence based input and analysis. 

• Objective 6 – to support to the delivery of the strategy. 

!  Ensure consistent training, reporting, IT systems and quality 
standards are in place across the advice network;  

!  Develop and integrated advice sector communication strategy to 
support the changing advice environment; and  

!  Develop volunteering within the advice sector. 

• Objective 7 – to deliver the strategy. 

!  Ensure strong, effective engagement structures are in place to 
support the delivery of the strategy; and  

!  Ensure the strategy and associated action plan are implemented, 
monitored and evaluated. 

The primary implications for Council in planning for advice provision over the next 
three years includes: 

• Encouraging providers to offer advice through a range of media and 
mechanisms which increase access to information, make use of advice 
more efficient and allow face to face provision to be easily available to those 
who need it. 

• Assist providers to become increasingly efficient in terms of how they deliver 
advice. 

• Assist providers to maximise the opportunities presented by new 
technologies, in particular access to advice by different media and better 
means of recording and analysing information. 

• Ensure that services are located in the most appropriate place to benefit 
those who are least likely to otherwise benefit from them, while ensuring 
general access to advice services. 

• Focus on quality of advice ensuring that providers meet at least the 
minimum Northern Ireland Advice Quality Standard or a higher standard if 
available.   

• Encourage relationships between providers, both within the Council area 
and in other areas, and with larger regional voluntary organisations to 
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maximise the quality of information available to advice and to ensure 
efficiency and effectiveness in provision and referral mechanisms. 

• Require providers to record trends and information which should impact on 
public policy and to have a mechanism for sharing this on a Northern Ireland 
wide basis.   

• Encourage and support volunteering within the advice sector. 

• Work with the Department to assist in the delivery of the strategy and to 
influence future plans. 

2.1.3 DSD’s Area Advice Centre Location Policy Statement (DSD – October 2010)  

In 2008 DSD commissioned work to consider the location of voluntary advice 
services.  This resulted in the policy statement “Area Advice Centre Location 
Policy Statement” (DSD – October 2010).  While this has been superseded by 
the 2015 strategy, it is a useful reference for planning locations and scale for 
provision.  This set out thirty-four locations which were suitable for Area Advice 
Centres largely focused on locations with good transport access and a relatively 
densely populated area in close proximity.  It reinforced the principle set out in 
“Opening Doors” of focusing on population size, deprivation and accessibility as 
key criteria for locating and developing advice.  The policy statement also hinted 
at basic standards of provision and the range of advice that should be on offer.  
In an Area Advice Centre this was expected to include: 

• Advisers able to offer advice on each core area of generalist advice 
provision and provide basic advice on particular specialist needs. 

• Dedicated debt counselling and the ability to carry out tribunal and high level 
advocacy work. 

• One adviser with a good level of knowledge in relation to disability. 

• Sited on main public transport routes ideally close to where most people 
live. 

• Meet the highest standards of disabled access. 

• Within the network of Area Advice Centres, access to advisers responsible 
for one or more specialist areas including disability, housing, the needs of 
ethnic minorities, older people, lone parents and children.  (It notes that 
advisers would not be experts but should have sufficient understanding to 
recognise the particular needs of the group and to understand how and 
when to refer them to regional voluntary bodies.)   
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• Good links with larger community organisations in the area to facilitate 
referral of clients, enabling community based telephone and online access 
points and provide outreach. 

• Well established relationships with relevant regional voluntary and support 
structures at a Northern Ireland level. 

The range of advice which was expected to be available in such a centre would 
include: 

• Benefits advice including all forms of benefit, tax credits and pension credits 

• Appeal and tribunal support and representation 

• Debt advice 

• Consumer issues 

• Basic immigration (with more complex cases referred to specialist agencies) 

• Administration of justice 

• Human Rights 

• Employment 

• Housing 

• Education 

• Health and disability 

2.1.4 For many years the Department for Communities, and prior to it the Department 
for Social Development, which has now been subsumed within the DfC, worked 
closely with the three regional advice organisations which seek to support local 
advice providers.  The relationship between these organisations and local 
providers differs however.  Until recently, these included Citizens Advice NI which 
was a membership organisation which supported Citizens Advice Bureau at a 
local level and worked on behalf of Citizens Advice England in providing 
membership standards and systems.  CANI closed in June 2018.  Advice NI is 
the membership organisation for independent advice providers, while the Law 
Centre provides training and advice to local providers on more complex legal 
issues.  Advice NI is expected to bring most, if not all, of the previous CABx into 
membership.  The Department has sought to encourage the three organisations 
to work together on a wide range of issues, ultimately requiring them to operate 
as the Northern Ireland Advice Services Consortium to deliver a shared contract.  
By 2016 it became apparent to the Department that the current support model 
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was not working well and that the three headquarter organisations were not 
coordinating their delivery or working effectively together.  Ultimately this led to a 
split in the consortium and separate requests to the Department for core funding.  
Resulting from this the Department commissioned a review of centralised support 
services for local generalist voluntary advice provision which made a range of 
recommendations on future models for central support.  It is understood that 
these have been accepted by the Department and are being implemented, 
although some will take a longer period to implement than others.  The outcomes 
of the report have led the Department to change how it funds the central 
organisations with a view to directing a higher proportion of funding directly to 
local frontline providers and seeking to minimise duplication and maximise key 
areas of support.  The Department has introduced a single Northern Ireland 
quality standard which is rolling out across independent providers.  CABx have 
to date continued with their own membership scheme.  The Department had also 
intended to work towards a single case recording system to ensure consistency 
of provision and statistical recording.  In practice, with the failure of CANI and the 
loss of the Citizens Advice CARMA case recording system, in June 2018 the 
Department chose to introduce Advice Pro as the single system for the generalist 
voluntary advice sector across NI.   At time of writing, the Department continues 
to work with the regional organisations to progress a more efficient and effective 
support mechanism for local voluntary advice provision.  It is of note that providers 
have gradually moved towards directly purchasing support such as training for 
advisers from whatever source provides the most cost effective and high quality 
training provision and are increasingly less likely to rely solely on their 
“headquarter organisation”.   

2.1.5 There are a number of other pieces of legislation that must be taken into 
consideration in considering financial support for any advice provision.  Perhaps 
the most significant of these is equality legislation and in particular Section 75 of 
the Northern Ireland Act 1998.  This requires public bodies to determine whether 
any provision has a differential impact on any of nine groups of people (which in 
practice cover everyone).  An equality impact assessment on the “Opening Doors 
Strategy” noted that it is neither cost effective nor practical to offer specialist 
advice at a local level however these principles must apply to generalist voluntary 
advice.  However, it is important that there are appropriate referral mechanisms 
between generalist voluntary advice providers and specialist providers to enable 
flow of high quality information and appropriate referrals.  Consideration must 
also be given to the particular difficulties faced by those living in rural areas in 
accessing advice and increasingly to those who may not speak English.   
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2.1.6 Some concern has been raised across the advice sector in relation to providing 
an appropriate tribunal and appeal support service.  Many providers offer this, 
generally through one or two specialist providers within their organisation.  In 
practice, the demand for appeals and tribunals has increased as a result of the 
introduction of a range of Welfare Reforms and while this may eventually return 
to earlier levels, it is placing considerable pressure on providers.  There are 
various views about the efficacy of centralising tribunal provision either within a 
local area or within Northern Ireland and Belfast City Council did fund a single 
tribunal service for a period of time.  It is not clear however that centralised 
provision works better than the current structure.  Council will review tribunal 
support to determine how best to deliver provision in future.  Ultimately, the most 
appropriate approach would be to try to minimise the need for tribunal provision 
through good feedback to the Department and better decision making.   

2.1.7 Council currently, and in its previous guise as Derry City Council and Strabane 
District Council has long supported advice provision and has prioritised it within 
budgeting processes.  Perhaps due to the significant levels of deprivation across 
the Council area, it is reasonable to expect that advice which can minimise the 
impact of deprivation should be given high priority however this is not always the 
case in other areas.  As far back as 2001, Derry City Council commissioned a 
major strategic on advice provision in the city.  At that point Council had been 
funding the advice sector on a relatively ad hoc basis, recognising the value of 
this work and its relatively low cost however without a clear rationale as to why it 
would be funded or indeed what was being funded.  The strategic review 
concluded that Council was funding too many advice providers, thereby diluting 
the impact of such funding.  It was also noted that some of these providers were 
considered to be “specialist” rather than generalist advice provision and this fell 
outside Council’s core remit, being the responsibility of central government.  From 
this point onwards, work was undertaken within Derry City Council to improve the 
quality and accessibility of advice services provided in the city.   

2.1.8 In recent years, Council has worked to improve the quality of advice services and 
has been the first to introduce its own quality standard which is believed to exceed 
the requirements of the new Northern Ireland Single Quality Standard which is 
the planned overarching standard for advice across Northern Ireland.  The 
outcome has been substantial improvement in the quality of provision and 
ultimately the loss of a number of providers who could not meet this standard.  
While this is regrettable, it has resulted in three high quality advice providers, one 
Citizens Advice and two independent advice providers who have in 2018 all 
managed to achieve the highest “Gold” quality standard.  To some extent this has 
been achieved through punitive funding arrangements which reduce the 
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proportion of funding available to providers with lower quality standards however 
this should not fail to recognise the considerable efforts by all three providers to 
ensure that they offer the very best to local residents.   

2.1.9 Council has also worked to ensure that funding is provided in a fair and equitable 
manner.  Initially this was done on the basis of weighting different types of advice 
and having “level 1” and “level 2” provision aimed at better rewarding more 
comprehensive or complex work.  In practice this mechanism was not particularly 
popular with providers and has now been abandoned so that all are funded on a 
simple single level funding mechanism.   

2.2 Advice Provision in Derry City and Strabane District Council Area 

2.2.1 Prior to the merger of Derry City Council and Strabane District Council in 2016, 
the two councils managed advice services in a rather different manner.  To some 
extent, advice provision in the Strabane area was relatively straightforward with 
one single provider, Citizens Advice, who were funded directly by Council on an 
annually assessed basis.  Provision in the Derry City Council area was rather 
more complicated, with as many as 17 advice providers in the late 1990s.  In 
2001, the then Derry City Council commissioned a major strategic review of 
advice provision aimed at rationalising and improving value for money.  Prior to 
that point advice had generally been funded on an ad hoc basis, recognising 
value of advice work and its relatively low cost however without clear rational for 
the level of funding or detailed monitoring of outcomes and outputs.  The Advice 
Strategy included that Council was funding too many advice organisations 
including some which were considered to be of a “specialist” nature and therefore 
the responsibility of central government at a regional level.  Others were funded 
in a way which did not reflect their outputs and it was agreed that Council would 
in future only provide funding to local generalist advice provision.  The strategy 
started the process of improving the quality of accessibility of advice services 
provided in the city and ultimately led to reduction in the number of advice 
providers as Council increasingly imposed more rigorous measurement of 
outcomes and quality of advice.   

2.2.2 With the merging of Derry City and Strabane District Councils, the extensive work 
undertaken prior to that by Derry City Council on improving the mechanisms for 
funding advice where ultimately adopted across the new Council area.  
Fundamentally this does not change advice provision in the Strabane area as this 
period also involved the merger of Strabane and Derry Citizens Advice Bureaux 
to form Citizens Advice North West.  Experience in trialling various methods of 
monitoring had shown that statistics were being kept in different manners across 
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different providers and Council ultimately decided that the only way to ensure 
consistent recording was to have a single shared case management system.  
This led to the introduction of the Citizens Advice CARMA system which although 
now not the most advanced system on offer has served Council well.  This 
enabled Council to monitor the level of advice and in turn to introduce a quality 
system in 2014 which ensured consistent quality across providers.  As a result of 
this mechanism all providers are now on Council’s highest “Gold” quality 
standard.   

2.2.3 Experience of monitoring advice provision showed that variable means of 
recording information and different terminology in terms of what was being 
measured caused some inconsistencies which, although partly addressed from 
the introduction of a single case recording system, required further work on 
recording methods and definitions.  It is also clear that the nature of advice work 
differs from client to client and from situation to situation with no two enquiries 
being the same.  With such a range of potential circumstances, client needs, 
dependents, varying benefits, legislation, needs and wishes this highly complex 
mix makes it very difficult to quantify advice.  Ultimately Council concluded that 
the most appropriate means of measuring activity levels was to look at client 
contacts however initial attempts to weight these according to their complexity 
has proved contentious.  While this was done to ensure fairness in allocation of 
funding, Council has since reverted to a single level of advice provision away from 
the Level 1 and Level 2 previously utilised.   

2.2.4 While Council adopted the CARMA case recording system in 2005/06, it is now 
recognised that this system is past its sell by date and better alternatives exist.  
As a result of the closure of Citizens Advice NI CARMA ceased to be available.  
The Department for Communities decided to step in to introduce Advice Pro as 
the single case recording system across Northern Ireland and Council fully 
supports the standardisation of such measures to avoid any discrepancies in 
measurement between providers in different areas.  Council would be keen to 
ensure that the new system facilitates better analysis of advice provision and 
maximises the use of limited financial resources to improve provision for this who 
most need it.   

2.2.5 In 2006 the funding of advice services progressed further in the city with the 
adoption of the principle that advice funding should follow the client.  While it was 
recognised that funding could not be given directly to clients, Council concluded 
that, by reviewing where clients come from and where they seek advice, funding 
could be allocated to reflect this, effectively giving client choice.  In attempting to 
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assess how advice funding should be allocated, a new geographical funding 
mechanism was introduced.  This included the following elements: 

• Advice clients were categorised by four defined geographical areas, 
Cityside North, Cityside South, Waterside and Rural.   

• Each area was analysed in terms of its population, deprivation and rurality.   

• Each Council ward (these have been updated and now use Super Output 
Areas) was given a weighted population based on an assessment of 
deprivation and rurality.  Effectively therefore: 

!  the 10% most deprived wards were given a weighting of 5 
(subsequently reduced to 4),  

!  the next 20% most deprived given a weighting of 4 (subsequently 
reduced to 3) and  

!  The least deprived given a weighting of 1.   

!  Rural wards were given an additional 5% or 10% depending upon 
how rural they were (to reflect the higher cost of providing advice in 
rural areas).   

• On the basis of combined deprivation weightings for the wards within each 
of the four city areas, funding was allocated on a sophisticated basis to 
those living within these wards.   

Initially Council combined the analysis for wards or Super Output areas into four 
advice areas in the Derry City Council area.  When the two councils were 
combined, these areas were realigned to reflect the new District Electoral Areas 
arising from the Boundary Commission’s review of local government District 
Electoral Areas in May 2013.  A lack of deprivation information available from 
NISRA (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency) in the same 
geographical format, required Council to approximate the boundaries of old wards 
and SOAs with the new areas and in turn to anticipate the level of provision 
allowed in each area (using LGD 2014 boundaries and deprivation information 
based on the olds SOAs).  In July 2018 deprivation information was made 
available at electoral ward level and Council will introduce the new geographical 
breakdown of advice funding by District Electoral Area for the 2019/20 year. 

 

2.2.6 To facilitate the geographic funding mechanism, Council needs to understand 
where clients are living.  To this end all providers are required to record the 
postcode details of all clients entering the service.  Postcode data is aligned with 
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the District Electoral Areas and, through a complex analysis, Council is able to 
determine the level of work undertaken by each provider.  Effectively this involves 
the following steps: 

• Each provider’s contacts for the previous year were analysed to identify 
client postcodes and to align to each of the four city areas. 

• By this mechanism it was possible to determine what percentage of each 
provider’s clients came from each of the DEAs. 

• Funding was allocated to each area as previously indicated 

• Providers were allocated funding for each area on the basis of the 
proportion of clients from each area utilising their service.  

• In turn the service level agreement with providers was designed to ensure 
compliance with this level of provision, (subject to a small tolerance) for the 
next year.    

• A more granular analysis also allows Council to consider the adequacy of 
provision in specific areas or the determine level of provision to people living 
in Neighbour Renewal Areas. 

2.2.7 While a number of sources of funding are available to advice providers in the 
Council area, these have declined in the last ten years and non-project funding 
tends to be limited to Council, DfC funding through Council and funding from DfC 
NWDO.  Providers have access to other funding on an ad hoc project type basis, 
sometimes through regional advice organisations and sometimes directly to 
them.  These come from a range of sources including Health and Social Care 
Trusts, Money Advice Trust, and a number of charitable trusts.  In practice this 
funding would not be viable without the ongoing support provided by Council and 
DfC and simply enables providers to undertake additional project work or focus 
on a particular area of concern.   

2.2.8 Council’s funding has in recent years focused on addressing the needs of the 
most deprived in the community; first of all, with a funding mechanism which is 
heavily biased towards deprivation, providing four times as much funding to the 
most deprived wards as to those that are not deprived.  By implication this means 
that a high proportion of funding goes into Neighbourhood Renewal Areas and in 
fact all of the Neighbourhood Renewal Areas have either permanent main advice 
centres or substantial outreach provision.  Typically, clients from Neighbourhood 
Renewal areas account for around 55% to 60% of clients across the Council area 
and these clients undoubtedly gain greatest benefit from the provision, as they 
also tend to suffer the greatest need and face the most immediate difficulties, 
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often benefit related.  While Council funding continues to be among the highest 
per capita figure across councils in Northern Ireland, without the funding provided 
by North West Development Office and the central funding provided by DfC, there 
would be insufficient advice provision to meet the needs of people in the Council 
area.   

2.2.9 Prior to North West Development Office funding being delivered through Council, 
NWDO directly provided funding to a number of advice providers in the city.  While 
all of these apart from one were advice providers already supported by Council, 
one, Currynierin Community Association was not funded by Council.  A decision 
was taken to not continue to fund this provision as it was small scale, relatively 
costly on a per client basis and not able to provide any advice that could not be 
covered by the primary providers.  Therefore, for the period of the last strategic 
document, Council has funded five primary advice providers, ultimately reducing 
these to three providers during the 2017 year to improve quality and efficiency.  
Council has a “trial provider” mechanism which allows perspective providers, 
which meet certain requirements, to receive a modest amount of funding for a 
three to six month period to allow them to determine whether they have the 
capacity to meet Council’s quality and quantity requirements.  In practice, while a 
number of trial periods have been offered and delivered, none has resulted in 
additional providers coming on board.  During the last three years, two of the five 
primary providers, North West Advice Service (Galliagh Community Development 
Group) and Rosemount Resource Centre have ceased to be contracted to deliver 
advice services as they have been unable to meet Council’s quality requirements.  
The remaining three providers, the Resource Centre Derry (Carnhill), Citizens 
Advice North West, and Dove House have all achieved the top “Gold” quality 
standard by early 2018 and all will be funded as Gold providers during the 
2018/19 year.  It is Council’s wish that these providers continue to operate at this 
level and deliver advice across the Council area for the foreseeable future.   

2.2.10 Derry City and Strabane District Council continues to be at the forefront of 
commissioning and funding advice services.  Council no longer funds advice 
services in the sense of a grant but, in line with current public policy, has moved 
to a commissioning arrangement where providers are paid to deliver a certain 
level of service.  Clear quality standards are expected and providers must inform 
Council if there is any significant change across a range of indicators during the 
year.  These include variations in client numbers; staff changes or significant 
governance or financial changes.  Council continues to develop increasingly 
sophisticated mechanisms to ensure that its advice standards and provision are 
the best in Northern Ireland.  An Advice Panel made up of councillors, nominated 
by their parties, and council officers typically meets four times per year to review 
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advice provision, consider audits and quality assessments and to determine 
appropriate funding arrangements.  The panel is also responsible for making 
policy recommendations to Council.   

2.2.11 Care must be taken in comparing annual advice level statistics.  Council has 
gradually fine-tuned its means of assessing the amount of work undertaken by 
providers however it is noted that in previous years different practices may have 
at times led to inflated statistics.  It is also important to note that an advice 
‘contact’ may involve more than one enquiry or may require a complex analysis.  
After considerable research, Council has concluded that the most reliable 
indicator of workload has come from ‘contact’ numbers rather than ‘client’ 
numbers as this takes account of multiple visits.  Consideration was initially given 
to ‘enquiry’ numbers but this was found to be open to abuse and is no longer used 
as a means of assessing work done.  The recent assessment of quality under 
Council’s new ‘Quality of Advice Assessment’ (QAA) quality accreditation scheme 
showed that the level and quality of case recording and case management varied 
from provider to provider; with the best providers carrying out an in depth analysis 
of clients’ needs prior to giving any advice.  Great strides in quality of advice have 
been made during 2017/18 and variations between providers are now much 
smaller.  Good advice therefore clearly requires substantially more work than a 
superficial analysis and as a result there has been a reduction in the number of 
contacts, although it is believed this has been offset by higher quality of advice 
which requires fewer visits to a provider and ultimately produces better client 
outcomes.  Council’s funding mechanism will automatically allow for a small 
reduction in contact numbers and increased time spent with clients as long as 
these changes happen consistently across all advice providers. 

These factors must be borne in mind in considering the following charts which set 
out a comparison of advice provision across the Council area in recent years.  As 
the boundaries were changed after the merger of the two legacy Councils, 
comparison with earlier periods is not particularly meaningful.  In all cases the 
figures provided are for full calendar years and the areas set out are those used 
by Council for allocating funding on a geographical basis.   

The first chart shows the number of client contacts by DEA in 2016 and 2017.  It 
can be seen that these differed little by year, with the exception of The Moor 
where there were around 20% fewer client contacts in 2017.  All areas show a 
modest reduction which is largely due to better initial analysis, triage and more 
in-depth interviews led by quality improvements which reduced the need for 
repeat visits.  However, the poor performance of one provider in 2017 
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undoubtedly contributed to this and has been addressed in substantial 
improvements in the early results for 2018. 

 

 

 

 

2.2.12 The following chart considers the relationship between anticipated need/demand 
for advice and the actual uptake by the people in each District Electoral Area.  
This compares the expected number of contacts based on the deprivation and 
rurality weighted population calculations which Council uses to allocate advice 
funding.  The chart suggests that this approach to determining need provides a 
fair reflection of actual need, with the only substantial deviation being in Faughan 
(where demand substantially exceeded expected levels) and Ballyarnett (where 
there was less demand than expected).  These figures perhaps suggest that the 
current formula is slightly too heavily weighted towards deprivation and might be 
slightly adjusted down to allow for the changes in advice demand caused by 
issues such as Welfare Reform and housing related debt.  This will be reviewed 
along with the new deprivation information and geographical allocation of funding 
for the 2019/20 year onwards. 
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3 Council’s Advice Strategy 2018 - 2021 

3.1 Purpose of Advice Provision 

3.1.1 It has long been recognised that the provision of generalist voluntary advice 
plays a key part in seeking to address many of the negative impacts of 
worklessness, deprivation and other social factors, including poor health and 
powerlessness.  Good quality advice from an experienced and independent 
source assists clients to make better decisions, ultimately increasing quality of 
life for most of those who access such provision.  While generalist advice is 
available in most council areas to anyone living within the area, it is likely to 
be of greatest benefit to those who are dependent on the welfare system.  At 
many times in recent years the generalist voluntary advice sector has proved 
to be of particular importance.  This was so during the major economic 
recession in 2008 and thereafter and currently as a result of substantial 
changes in the welfare system.  Sometimes with additional funding from 
central government, the sector has proved equal to these tasks, increasing its 
capacity in debt provision or gaining particular learning around Welfare 
Reform changes.   

3.1.2 Access to information and the ability to use this are closely connected to 
power.  Those who are deprived consequently often lack power and may lack 
access to basic human rights.  Traditionally, the most affluent in society have 
the ability to access social networks which allow them to ensure that their 
rights are not infringed, that they are not taken advantage off financially, legally 
or in other ways and that their quality of life is as high as possible.  Those who 
have money can buy advice, advocacy and support should they need this.  At 
the other end of the spectrum, those who are substantially deprived will usually 
not have the resources to seek sources of help that might be available to those 
who are more affluent.  In turn, they are also less likely to have access to 
social networks and informal sources of power and therefore are more likely 
to suffer injustice and not obtain what is their right.   

3.1.3 Basic human rights legislation dictates that everyone should have access to 
the sources of information they need to ensure that their rights are respected 
and everyone should be equipped to access what they are entitled to.  Benefit 
uptake campaigns by the Department for Communities have shown that in 
many cases people (often those who are older) are reluctant to access 
benefits which they may have contributed to over many years of work, while 
others are simply unaware of what they are entitled to.  People who do not 
have access to advice sources frequently suffer at the hands of unscrupulous 
businesses or may access sources of finance which are outrageously 
expensive and ultimately leave them in serious debt.  Others face dire 
personal circumstances through family troubles, serious health issues, 
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accidents or loss of work and face situations which they had never 
contemplated being in where they have no understanding of how to deal with 
a benefit system or health or legal processes.   

3.1.4 The generalist voluntary advice sector has greatly reduced the likelihood of 
people failing to access things which are their right.  It has played a huge part 
in improving the quality of life for many of the most deprived people in the 
community.  Government’s Anti-Poverty and Social Inclusion Strategy – 
Lifetime Opportunities seeks to ensure that no one in Northern Ireland is 
denied the opportunities they are owed.  This recognises that deprivation can 
be compounded by powerlessness and lack of access to good advice or 
information.  Advice must by implication be independent and free at point of 
use if it is to be of maximum benefit to those who need it most.  Advice can be 
provided by a range of statutory and private sector bodies and individuals, or 
elected representatives, however this may have a cost and, in most cases, 
cannot be wholly objective or independent.  Moreover, the ability to advocate 
on behalf of or represent a client can clearly not be undertaken by a public 
sector organisation working against another part of government.  Ultimately, 
the generalist voluntary advice sector at its best challenges policy where this 
is seen to be failing and clearly no public body can effectively challenge its 
own policy.  For these reasons, the generalist voluntary advice sector exists 
to maximise the opportunities available to the most deprived in society to 
achieve a good standard of life.  However, advice is for everyone irrespective 
of their circumstances.  In the current economic climate many who would 
previously not have needed free generalist voluntary advice have had to 
access this because of debts or other difficulties arising from redundancies, a 
dramatic decline in income or other major factor.   

 

3.2 Principles and Values 

3.2.1 It is generally accepted that generalist voluntary advice provision funded at 
local level by councils should meet recognised principles for advice.  These 
are accepted across the sector and have been endorsed by the Department 
for Communities in relevant government policy.  These principles also 
underpin any advice provision funded by Derry City and Strabane District 
Council.  The principles are: 

• Independence - Be independent of political parties, statutory 
organisations and free from other conflicts of interest. 

• Impartiality - Provide an impartial service open to everyone regardless 
of race, religion, politics, age, sex, sexual orientation or disability. 
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• Accessibility - Provide a free and accessible service to all members of 
the community which it serves. 

• Confidentiality - Provide a confidential service to all its clients and meet 
all data protection legislative requirements. 

• Effectiveness - Provide an effective service to all of its clients and the 
community which it serves. The advice centre should be able to show its 
effectiveness through demonstrable and measurable outcomes. 

• Accountability - Provide a service which is accountable to users and 
others who work with the advice centre. 

3.2.2 In addition to the above principles, Council expects its advice provision and 
the individual advice providers to meet other requirements.  These include: 

• Cost effectiveness – advice should be provided in the most appropriate 
location, using the best medium and in the most appropriate manner to 
meet a client’s needs at minimum cost.  This must not compromise 
quality but must ensure that resources are not used inappropriately.  For 
instance, if an enquiry can be dealt with adequately by telephone, there 
is no reason for the client’s and adviser’s time to be spent on a lengthy 
meeting and travel time and costs.  Increasingly, new technological 
opportunities are presenting alternative approaches.  Cost effectiveness 
can also come through better planning of services and meetings with 
clients. 

• Accountability for funding – Council takes its responsibilities in terms 
of use of public funds very seriously.  It expects any organisation funded 
to deliver a service to maintain appropriate records to facilitate auditing 
and quality assessment, to ensure good governance standards and to 
deliver the contract as agreed.   

• High quality – Council wishes to ensure that any citizen who accesses 
advice services in the city area will be given the most appropriate and 
most accurate advice possible, in the most efficient and effective 
manner.  This means that providers must adequately analyse the needs 
and implications of the client’s situation, utilise the best available 
information to provide advice and recommend courses of action which 
are in the client’s best interests at all times.  Council’s own quality system 
has led to a substantial improvement in quality across providers and all 
are now operating at the highest ‘Gold’ quality standard. 

• Sustainability – providers are expected to operate in a way which 
ensures their long-term sustainability including having appropriately 
trained staff, premises that meet appropriate standards and plans to deal 
with any risks or eventualities that may arise.   
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• Good governance – Council expects any organisation that provides 
advice services funded by Council to meet appropriate standards of 
governance.  This includes proper strategic planning, probity and 
accountability, measures to ensure a high standard of management and 
governance, openness and an ability to demonstrate good practice. 

• Capacity building – advice providers should give advice in a way which 
increases the capacity of the client to resolve their needs in future without 
creating dependence.   

 

3.3 Vision and Objectives 

3.3.1 Council recognises that advice provision must exploit appropriate 
technological opportunities and should ultimately reflect priority needs in the 
community.  Advice provision and how it is funded must also continually 
improve to reflect changing needs and opportunities.   

Derry City and Strabane District Council’s vision for advice services is: 

• A cost effective high quality service which is easily accessible, in 
the most appropriate form, to all residents who need it. 

3.3.2 Council’s objectives for advice provision over the next three years reflect the 
opportunities available and the desire for continuing improvement.  These are 
all to be delivered by March 2021: 

• Objective 1 - To have the highest quality voluntary generalist advice 
provision in any council area in Northern Ireland; demonstrated through 
in depth quality assessments and a recognised quality accreditation 
mechanism.!

• Objective 2 - To maintain the cost per enquiry at 2017 levels, through 
effective utilisation of technology and improved use of resources.!

• Objective 3 - Have an advice service which can meet all priority needs 
within a three day period.!

• Objective 4 - Have an advice service which can meet all advice needs 
within one week.!

• Objective 5 - Have a cutting-edge advice service which makes 
increasing use of technology to improve availability, quality and cost of 
provision and effectiveness of advice.!
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• Objective 6 – Introduction of a new case recording system aligned with 
DfC plans for NI wide advice, leading to better advice statistics and 
analysis!

• Objective 7 - The best referral mechanisms to ensure that clients are 
given advice by the person best qualified to do so.!

 

3.4 Risks 

3.4.1 There are a number of risks associated with funding advice provision which 
need to be borne in mind in future plans.  These include: 

• Need/demand – it is virtually impossible to quantify the need for advice 
provision without having a clear policy on who should have access to 
this and what types of advice should be considered a right.  In practice it 
is highly unlikely that these will be defined in the short term and therefore 
Council will continue to have difficulty being clear about need for advice 
services.  There is some anecdotal evidence to suggest that easy access 
to advice increases demand.  However, it is unclear whether this is 
simply the result of enabling access to advice which is a priority for those 
most in need or facilitating an easy response where individuals are able 
to utilise other mechanisms themselves.  In the current economic climate 
there is little doubt that the need for advice has increased, broadening 
out across a wider cross section of the community than in previous years.  
The nature of advice has also changed in that issues such as debt, which 
have increased exponentially as a part of generalist advice, have 
become increasingly complicated and require greater levels of expertise 
and advisor input.  In spite of this, there is a small risk that Council will 
fail to understand the true level of need and will over or under provide 
advice services.  This is admittedly a small risk but one which must be 
managed.  This risk can mitigated by Council continuing to explore 
means of measuring need and in ongoing discussion with 
providers to look at response to need and waiting times.  Council 
might also support the DfC to seek to develop a policy on priority 
needs and definition of rights to advice.  Council should seek to 
work with DfC on getting appropriate information from the single NI 
wide case recording system which should support better analysis 
of work loads. 

• Cost effectiveness – there is a risk that advice providers will not be as 
cost effective as possible.  This is closely linked to the difficulty of 
defining advice need and of measuring what is often a very variable and 
changing product.  We do know that cost effectiveness can be improved 
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by good scheduling and use of resources, for instance through triage 
and appointment systems, but also through alternative contact means.  
This risk can be minimised by Council proactively encouraging 
providers to use the most appropriate technology and contact 
methods to reflect specific client needs.  It is recognised that face 
to face and outreach work will be necessary with more vulnerable 
or less able clients however telephone, email, web-based services 
and other such provision should be utilised where this is more 
efficient and where the client is able to benefit.   

• Loss of skills – there is a risk that increasing pressure on budgets and 
on advice organisations to be more efficient will result in a loss of staff 
skills as training becomes subservient to output.  This risk can be 
mitigated by Council including within its quality system and its 
audit process a requirement for a certain level of expenditure on 
staff training and a requirement for certain standards to be met 
before providers are funded. 

• Loss of quality – while new quality mechanisms are being put in place 
and should result in much improved case management, which in turn will 
require providers to check that work is being done in the most effective 
manner, it is not unknown for quality systems to have an opposite effect 
where providers focus on specific indicators which are measured to the 
detriment of other aspects.  There are also some risks to loss of quality 
associated with the end of CANI membership for Citizens Advice and the 
transition to a new case recording system.  This may eventually mean a 
greater reliance on Council’s own quality measures and the NI Single 
Advice Quality Standard.  This risk can be minimised by defining 
quality systems which cover all aspects of advice, particularly 
focusing on those which are most important in helping clients 
achieve the most appropriate outcome relative to their needs.  
Good communication between providers and Council will also 
ensure an understanding of these issues and that any changes to 
Council’s requirements are fully understood by both parties and 
are recognised as a means of improving quality and effectiveness. 
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3.5 Anticipated Outcomes and Benefits 

3.5.1 Council recognises that a number of factors impact on the need for advice 
services at any point in time.  These factors are not the only ones that affect 
need but are perhaps the most important.  These need to monitored on an 
ongoing basis and will play a part in how Council plans and funds advice 
services.  They include: 

• Deprivation – this is probably the single greatest determinant of need 
for advice services.  It is not by itself the reason for needing advice but 
the factors that lead to deprivation such as unemployment, poorer 
health, low income, lack of access to social networks, powerlessness 
and other factors all increase the need for, and importance of, advice.   

• Changes in the Benefit System - Welfare Reform or less sweeping 
changes to the benefit system can have a disproportionate impact on 
those who are most deprived or, in some cases, specific groups in the 
community.  In general, central Government has tended to act to address 
global issues such as benefit uptake or growing levels of debt.  Council 
will seek to respond to such changes by adjusting the contractual 
requirements for advice to reflect changing needs. 

• The economic climate – where unemployment is high or where a 
recession substantially affects disposable, or indeed gross, income 
people often struggle with making ends meet and may face financial 
situations which were not an issue at other times.  High levels of debt 
and negative equity following the recession in 2008 produced a much 
greater need for advice by people who are homeowners, in employment 
and in some cases caused genuine hardship for comparatively high 
earners who were over stretched.  This has continued to 2018.  The 
experience of food banks has shown that people who would not have 
considered such an alternative in the past are now routinely seeking 
support from sources that might have had considerable stigma in 
previous years. 

• Poor health – those faced with particularly poor health or disabilities are 
often less able to earn an adequate wage and their health condition often 
impacts on other aspects of their life leading to an increased need for 
advice.  This is particularly so in the case of those who are diagnosed 
with some more serious forms of cancer or other chronic condition.  
While there are specialist advice sources for those with specific 
conditions, local advice needs to have suitable referral mechanisms to 
link into these. 

• Social networks – those who have no regular social contact with 
professionals or people who are “well connected” are also much less 
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likely to have access to good advice or information and are more likely 
to seek this from voluntary sources.   

• Low educational standards, poor literacy and numeracy or learning 
disabilities – people in any of these situations often find it more difficult 
to utilise readily available information or to access sources that others 
may consider straightforward.  In such circumstances advocacy 
becomes much more important.  This is likely to be increasingly 
important as benefit recipients are required to use on-line services for 
the first time. 

• Rurality – people living in rural areas are not necessarily any more likely 
to need advice however a range of issues such as transport, proximity 
to services and different social networks may increase the need for 
access to voluntary advice provision.  Regrettably, there is some 
evidence to suggest that rural people are often less likely to seek such 
advice as independence and self-reliance may be valued highly.  It 
follows that any barriers to access to advice may prove more of a 
deterrent where such social norms are different.  To address these 
factors consideration has to be given to how rural provision can reach 
those most in need.  There may also be an argument for better promotion 
of advice to rural dwellers in an effort to break down any stigma that may 
exist. 

In designing its funding mechanism for advice and ensuring that such 
provision meets these priorities, Council has adjusted its funding formula and 
Commissioning Agreement to ensure that providers focus specifically on 
priority needs.   

3.5.2 Anecdotal evidence suggests that the nature of advice provided through the 
generalist voluntary advice sector has changed somewhat in the last few 
years.  In general, enquiries are becoming more complex and more time 
consuming and thorough analysis of client’s needs is even more important.  
Council’s requirements for improved quality has also driven these changes.  
Council would not therefore expect the level of advice provision, as defined by 
‘contact’ numbers, to increase substantially during the next two to three years 
rather it is likely to be sustained at current levels but to improve in terms of 
analysis and quality.  Effectively therefore advice provision can become more 
cost effective and efficient through a range of mechanisms, while not 
appearing to increase the number of clients actually benefitting.  Project 
outcomes and benefits are likely to fall into two types.  There are those that 
can be measured and are routinely collected by Council, while there are other 
longer term outcomes or benefits which are known to be associated with good 
quality advice but are very difficult to measure in the short term.  Both are 
equally important and are therefore listed below.  Based on retaining NWDO 
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and central DfC funding administered by Council as at present, primary 
outcomes are likely to include: 

• 27,000 advice contacts provided during the 2018/19 year. 

• Approximately 17,000 clients benefitting from advice. 

• 35,000 client issues dealt with during the year. 

• Approximately 19,300 of the advice contacts will be for neighbourhood 
renewal clients. 

• Approximately 23 full time equivalent employees will be employed within 
the sector as a result of this funding. 

• Around 8 volunteers will be maintained and trained or recruited during 
the period. 

• All advice staff will benefit from a range of advice training amounting to 
at least 60 people days during the year. 

• Two people will be trained in advice services and gain work as a result 
of this. 

Based on an analysis of advice provision across Northern Ireland and in other 
parts of the UK we would expect the provision to have the following impact: 

• Approximately £12m of debt will be managed through the advice sector 
of which more realistic payment schedules will be addressed for around 
£5m and approximately £7m will be written off. 

• Approximately £15m of additional funds will come into the local economy 
due to benefit uptake campaigns and benefit recovery. 

3.5.3 A range of other indirect benefits are likely to arise as a result of advice 
provision.  These are difficult to quantify but have been demonstrated in a 
range of evaluation work on generalist voluntary advice provision.  These 
include: 

• Clients will have a substantial reduction in stress as a result of the advice 
given. 

• There will be a reduction in the incidents and severity of mental illness 
of clients. 

• Clients will gain a better understanding of how and when to borrow 
money and how to manage this, leading to reduced indebtedness. 

• Some clients will be able to gain employment because of the skills, and 
confidence gained or barriers addressed. 
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3.6 Value for Money, Displacement and Additionality 

3.6.1 Value for money or ‘best value’ is a priority for Council and has been sought 
since both the legacy Councils started to fund advice in a strategic manner.  
This cannot be assessed simply in terms of cost per client or contact session 
but must take into consideration wider quality factors and the nature of the 
enquiry.  It is clearly much better for a client to get a proper analysis and the 
correct advice than have a number of short sessions which fail to address the 
issue and may ultimately not provide the best advice.  To this end Council’s 
focus is on achieving an acceptable quality standard across all providers, after 
which efficiencies can be considered.  Opportunities exist with use of different 
contact methods and particular use of technology to deal with clients in the 
most efficient and appropriate manner.  Traditionally advice has been given 
on a face to face basis with some providers operating drop-in clinics.  These 
are not an efficient way to utilise advisors’ time and advisors are now being 
encouraged to work on an appointment system, with drop-in only used in 
emergency situations.  All providers have improved their use of client 
scheduling in the last three years, however Council would wish advice 
providers to continue to broadly follow the following process: 

• Triage Reception - Initial contact with a trained advice receptionist who 
could determine the level of priority given to the client or the urgency of 
the issue under consideration and the most appropriate means of 
dealing with this.  In certain cases, it may be most efficient for a modest 
level of generic advice to be given at this stage. 

• Advisor contact - Client referred to the relevant advisor for appointment 
(or in exceptional circumstances an immediate meeting).  Depending on 
the client’s needs this advice may be given by: 

!  Email. 

!  Telephone. 

!  Skype/Face Time 

!  Web Chat 

!  Face to face. 

!  Combination of these. 

The most efficient suitable method should be utilised, taking into 
consideration the client’s capacity and circumstances. 

• Self Service and Assisted Self Help - Web based provision for clients 
who can self serve or access advice using “chat room” approach.  This 
has been used successfully in a number of advice projects and is 
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available to a varying degree through the regional advice organisations.   
This approach has shown that access to online advice addressed many 
of the issues that clients had with no need for direct contact.  The 
combination of chat room access and the range of other provision above 
facilitate the most efficient means of providing advice in each case.  This 
also allows the continuing use of face to face advice, with adequate time 
and analysis, for those who are least able to meet their own needs and 
who have the most difficult issues to address.   

It is recognised that some of these methods of providing advice are connected 
to the availability of suitable advice information systems, smart telephony and 
case recording mechanisms.  Council would wish to encourage the 
Department to work with regional organisations and local advice providers to 
identify and support the most suitable province wide approach. 

3.6.2 Displacement 

It is inappropriate to use public funding in any situation where it displaces other 
provision unless there is a strong rationale for this or additional social benefits 
of some other kind.  Displacement is unlikely in the Council area as the 
demand for advice remains high.  There are no other generalist voluntary 
advice providers of significant scale apart from those funded through Council.  
While other community based organisations may choose to provide advice, it 
is unlikely that these very small scale or ad hoc provisions can meet the 
required quality standard and Council should encourage residents to use 
Council funded provision.  None of these could be considered to demonstrate 
significant displacement.  As the funding mechanisms seek to only fund that 
which is delivered, Council has a mechanism for reducing funding if providers 
do not meet the required targets or quality standards.  While providers do offer 
some advice to people outside the Council area, these represent a small 
proportion of the total and are probably offset by people from the Council area 
getting advice in other neighbouring council areas.  While some potential for 
displacement in relation to debt advice has been apparent in the past, this will 
become much less likely as responsibilities for funding debt work now sits 
within the Department for Communities and is likely to result in better 
coordination and monitoring.   

3.6.3 Additionality 

Clearly any funding from a public source must demonstrate clear additionality.  
Without this funding none of these providers would exist, although it is possible 
that some might continue to offer very modest amounts of advice on a 
voluntary basis.  This would undoubtedly substantially affect the quantity of 
advice and to some extent the quality of advice available as Council would 
have no means of ensuring compliance with any standard.  The amount of 
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advice is directly linked to the amount of funding provided and therefore 
additionality is likely to be close to 100%.   

 

3.7 Options for Delivery 

3.7.1 In the previous advice strategy for the smaller Council area, a range of options 
were being considered depending on funding for future provision and taking 
into consideration the status and sustainability of a number of smaller 
providers.  Much has changed during this three year period, not least of which 
has been the loss of three small providers, one of which was inherited through 
funding from North West Development Office and two which had been 
providers for the Derry City Council area for many years.  The loss of these 
providers, largely for quality reasons, has resulted in a situation where the 
Council now works with three providers, Citizens Advice and two independent 
providers, Dove House and The Resource Centre Derry.  All of these providers 
are working at a high quality level and have put considerable effort into 
achieving the standards which now allow them to rate as “Gold” standard 
based on the Council quality scheme.  There is no reason to think that Council 
will not wish to continue to work with these three providers, subject to them 
continuing to deliver in both quantitative and qualitative terms.   

3.7.2 It is recognised that there are no guarantees in relation to long term funding 
arrangements however advice will continue to be a priority for both the 
Department for Communities and for Council.  As the three current providers 
are likely to continue to offer advice in the Council area during the next three 
year period, there is every reason to think that the only options under 
consideration will be ones that result from changing funding climates.  While 
Welfare Reform continues to be a key issue and has had a significant impact 
on the need for advice, Council has assumed that there will be little funding 
change during the 2018/19 year but recognises that this may not be the case 
in subsequent years.  While it is virtually impossible to plan for this, Council 
will continue to work closely with the three providers to ensure that provision 
is offered in a way which maximises access for those who most need it and it 
ensures that advice is available to everyone in the Council area.  This will 
include continuing to look at ways in which the most efficient access methods 
for advice can be maximised using technology to ensure the most appropriate 
nature of advice for all of those who need it.  In many cases, where people are 
socially adept, have a high degree of literacy and are comfortable with 
computers, this may involve a degree of  “self-service” coupled with access to 
advisers by telephone, chat line or other mechanism where this is required.  It 
is recognised however that face to face advice will continue to be important 
for those who are less able to use these alternative methods and who perhaps 
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require a higher level of reassurance or face to face support.  In future the mix 
of these means of delivery might change and in fact there is already some 
evidence to suggest that this is already happening.   

3.7.3 Funding for advice in the Derry City and Strabane District Council area has 
remained relatively static over the last five years.  What has changed however 
are the organisations providing advice and it can be seen in the following chart 
that the four smallest organisations are no longer funded by Council.  Of the 
three remaining organisations, these have continued to provide advice at a 
similar level to that in previous years although Citizens Advice in particular has 
increased its volume of work to offset the loss of some of the smaller providers 
and through outreach provision.  This is shown in more detail in the 
subsequent chart which shows the level of funding provided to each of these 
organisations over the last five years.  All are now working satisfactorily and 
producing high quality advice.  Council would have no plans to change this 
provision as long as this quality and quantity of advice continues.   
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3.7.4 In the following table we look at the provision by each of the three current 
advice providers across the seven District Electoral Areas within the Council 
area.  As this shows, Citizens Advice works across all areas but is the only 
provider represented in Derg and Sperrin, possibly because of its previous 
identity as two separate Citizens Advice Bureau in Strabane and Derry.  Within 
the Derry City areas, Dove House plays a significant role with the Resource 
Centre Derry playing a smaller role, predominantly focused on its primary 
location in the Ballyarnett DEA.   

 

3.7.5 The following chart shows the advice trends across the 2017 year.  This is 
typical of other years and broadly reflects the pattern across other parts of 
Northern Ireland.  As can be seen, advice tends to peak in January, March 
and May.  The January peak is largely due to money worries following the 
Christmas period while the May peak broadly follows a dip over the Easter 
period where clients try to catch up with advice after the Easter holidays.  
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Other parts of the year remain remarkably consistent and demand for advice 
is not particularly seasonal with the exception of holiday periods.  It can be 
seen that the uptake of advice also tails off in December as a result of the 
Christmas holidays.   

 

3.7.6 The means of providing advice is gradually changing over time however many 
advisers prefer to deal with clients face to face.  In practice, experience across 
advice provision in other parts of the UK shows that many clients now prefer 
to seek advice by telephone or indeed through chat rooms or email, possibly 
for reasons of anonymity but also because it is more convenient and fits in 
better with working hours.  It is recognised that the most vulnerable clients will 
continue to need face to face provision.  As the following chart shows, Citizens 
Advice in particular has been proactive in moving towards telephone advice, 
although the other two providers have also seen a gradual increase.  As 
improvements in the accessibility and availability of online advice mechanisms 
progresses, it is likely that more clients will be dealt with by telephone as a 
result of referrals from website contact.  It is reasonable to expect that less 
than 30% of advice will be on a face to face basis in future years however this 
will depend on the availability of consistent and shared high quality IT digital 
access.   
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3.8 Management and Monitoring of Advice Provision 

3.8.1 Council, and previously its legacy councils, has worked for many years to 
establish the most appropriate means of commissioning funding and 
managing advice provision within the Council area.  Council recognises that 
this can continue to be improved and regularly reviews its advice funding 
mechanisms through its Advice Panel, which involve a cross party group of 
elected members supported by officers.  The current system is working well 
and has resulted in all providers now reaching Council’s “Gold” quality 
standard.  Demand for advice continues to be high and Council recognises 
that it would be difficult to attract additional funding to extend this should 
demand continue to rise.  To this end, Council will continue to look at ways of 
delivering advice to maximise its impact on the greatest number of people and 
in particular those who are most deprived.   

3.8.2 Currently Council utilises the following mechanisms to manage and monitor 
advice provision: 

• Allocation of Funding by Need - On a regular basis the allocation of 
funding by geographical area is undertaken to reflect deprivation and 
rurality and is reviewed and updated to take into consideration changing 
deprivation statistics or population changes.   

• Case Recording – To date Council has required all of its providers to 
use the CARMA case recording system.  The introduction by the 
Department of the Advice Pro system is to be welcomed.  Council will 
work with Advice NI and the Advice Pro providers to ensure that all the 
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necessary information for monitoring and funding decisions is made 
available.   

• Quarterly Statistical Returns - On a quarterly basis Council obtains 
user statistics from all advice providers.  In addition to information fed 
back to DfC, information is provided in a means which allows Council to 
monitor progress against the Commissioning Agreements under which 
providers are funded and ensures that they are within compliance 
tolerances.   

• Council Monitoring Visits - On an annual basis, or more frequently if 
there are specific concerns, Council Officers visit each provider to check 
that premises, governance requirements, health and safety and other 
such management issues are being adequately addressed and meet 
Council’s current standards.   

• Advice Panel – on a six monthly or more frequent basis Council’s Advice 
Panel meets to review advice provision and to deal with any issues that 
have arisen from audits, monitoring visits or statistical returns.  On an 
annual basis the Advice Panel reviews Council’s provision, allocates 
funding based on the appropriate mechanisms and deals with quality 
assurance reports and other such information.  The panel is responsible 
for advising Council on advice policy.  It includes Council Officers and 
four Councillors nominated by each party.   

• Annual Audit - on an annual basis, or as needed, Council commissions 
an audit of providers’ statistics to ensure that they have been accurately 
kept and reflect clients’ understanding of what actually happened.  
Rigorous action is taken to address any failures. 

• Annual Quality Review - On an annual basis a quality review is 
undertaken to score providers against the DCSDC advice quality 
standards.  Providers’ funding is reduced if they do not meet the ‘gold’ 
standard and if they fail to meet the ‘bronze’ standard their funding is 
withdrawn.   

• Compliance with CAs - On an ongoing basis Council Officers assess 
providers’ compliance against the Commissioning Agreements.  Where 
work levels reduce, or providers fail to meet one of the required 
standards, funding is reviewed and may be reduced or withdrawn.   

• Register of Authorised Advisors – All providers must seek written 
approval from Council before allowing any additional member of staff to 
provide advice.  This simple process ensures that all advice givers are 
appropriately trained. 
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4 Detailed 3 Year Plan 
All of the following long term objectives are to be delivered by December 2021.  It should be noted that some 
objectives are dependent on outside agencies which may affect the completion date. 
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W5X8TH2>84( - To have the 
highest quality voluntary 
generalist advice provision in 
any council area in Northern 
Ireland; demonstrated through 
in depth quality assessments 
and a recognised quality 
accreditation mechanism 

All advice providers to retain 
‘Gold’ standard in 2018/21 

Light touch check of quality standards - all providers by December 
2018 

 

Ongoing review of NI Advice Quality Standards and Council decision 
on whether to adopt by March 2020 

 

Funding provided on reduced basis if any providers show drop in 
standards 

 

Review of all providers’ quality 
during 2020/211 

Quality standard review of all providers in Autumn 2020  
Corrective action put in place if any providers do not achieve ‘Gold”  
Trial providers mechanism remains in place and open to maximum of 
2 new providers during 2018/21 if required2 

 

If implemented, trial providers’ quality reviewed and offered access 
to full Commissioning Agreement process if meeting ‘bronze’ 
standard 

 

Council ongoing monitoring Council Advice Panel to continue to meet at least every 6 months to 
review progress on quality 

 

                                              
1 Providers who hold ‘Gold’ standard for 3 years will only be reviewed every second year. 
2 Advice providers can only apply for ‘Trial” status and funding if they have not applied in the previous 3 years.  Trial periods will be available 
in the year prior to a new 3 year Commissioning Agreement 
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Introduction of on line information 
system to all providers 

Council to investigate, with DfC, the introduction of a shared on line 
information system for all providers by June 2019 

 

    
Objective 2 - To maintain the 
cost per enquiry at 2017 
levels, through effective 
utilisation of technology and 
improved use of resources. 

All providers delivering a 
minimum of 30% of advice by 
telephone by December 2018 

All providers to be advised on target and review in March 2019  

A minimum of 10% of advice in 
DCSDC area given by email or 
web chat by December 2020 

Work with DfC to ensure availability of an NI wide hub for initial web 
based advice contact by December 2019 

 

Triage process in place in all 
providers 

Triage process reviewed and any recommendations for 
improvements accepted and implemented by December 2018 

 

All providers using the new case 
recording and information system 
by September 2018 

  
Ensure Council’s reporting and monitoring requirements are 
compatible with the Advice Pro system by December 2018 

 

Review and update the 
geographical funding formula to 
ensure it reflect current level and 
nature of demand/need 

Review the funding formula to better reflects changing advice 
need/demand and amend accordingly by December 2018 

 

    
W5X8TH2>84- - Have an advice 
service which can meet all 
priority needs within a three 
day period. 
 

Review of waiting lists by 
providers and plan to meet target 
by December 2018 

Establish a single definition of ‘priority’ enquiries and ensure all 
providers are using this in client triage, by March 2019 

 

Monitoring returns to Council to 
include priority needs from April 
2019 onwards 

Providers to monitor time to address ‘priority’ needs.    

    
W5X8TH2>84% - Have an advice 
service which can meet all 
advice needs within one week 

Ongoing quarterly review of 
waiting times 

Action to be taken where average waiting times exceed 1 week  
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W5X8TH2>84, - Have a cutting 
edge advice service which 
makes increasing use of 
technology to improve 
availability, quality and cost of 
provision and effectiveness of 
advice 

All providers to be linked to a NI 
wide advice website/s by 
December 2019 

Council to work with DfC to support progress towards an NI Advice 
Gateway, perhaps through NI Direct or regional advice provider 

 

 Advice clients able to access 
advice through centralised web 
provision linked to local providers 
by June 2020 

Council to work with providers to encourage participation in web-
based advice through chat rooms and possible Skype, Facetime or 
similar  

 

Web-chat advice available 
through a minimum of one advice 
provider in area by March 2020 
 
 
 

Review of web-chat capacity with local providers by December 2019  
Agree plan to implement web-chat facility for Council area clients by 
February 2020 

 

Agree promotional plan to promote new access means for advice 
provision in Council area by March 2020 

 

Monitor web-chat usage and promotion by December 2020  
    
W5X8TH2>84& – Introduction of a 
new case recording system 
aligned with DfC plans for NI 
wide advice, leading to better 
advice statistics and analysis 
 

Linked case recording and online 
information system available to all 
providers by June 2019 (see 
earlier note, Objective 1) 

Council working with DfC and encouraging local providers to input to 
the Department’s case recording project 

 

Include capacity to analyse workload issues by type of enquiry on 
new case recording system 

 
 

Utilise updated case recording 
mechanisms to review advice 
provider volume of work and 
nature of enquiries from January 
2020 onwards 

Council to ensure that new case recording fully meets its 
requirements 

 

Appropriate referral protocol 
agreed with all providers to 
ensure clients are referred to 
most appropriate provider 

Referral mechanism to be linked to new case recording system and 
to key referral agencies and voluntary sector organisations 

 

Include referral monitoring in future quality assessments from 
January 2020 onwards 
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W5X8TH2>84+ - The best referral 
mechanisms to ensure that 
clients are given advice by the 
person best qualified to do so 

Appropriate referral protocol 
agreed with all providers to 
ensure clients are referred to 
most appropriate provider 

Referral mechanism to be linked to new case recording system and 
to key referral agencies and voluntary sector organisations 

 

Include referral monitoring in future quality assessments from 
January 2020 onwards 

 

Review of Tribunal and Appeals 
provision 

Review with advice providers current appeals and tribunals provision 
in the Council area and develop a plan for future provision that best 
meets clients’ needs by April 2019 
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