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Chair’s Report

During the year we engaged in a wide consultation process on the
impact of the Review of Public Administration, and the
reorganisation of local government on Citizens Advice in Northern
Ireland. The report and recommendations which emerged are both
comprehensive and daunting and will be taken seriously by
Citizens Advice.

I have to say that the sight of a whole organisation – paid staff and
volunteers – involved in discussing the future of Citizens Advice
was impressive. I was at every meeting because I saw it as my
duty to emphasise the role of the Trustee Board in promoting the
debate. On a personal level I saw it as my duty as chair to ask the
hard questions of the organisation and even at the risk of being misunderstood to put the
questions no one else would, or could.

I gave an assurance at the last AGM and, more recently, at the meeting between Bureaux Chairs
and the Trustee Board that no change will be imposed from the top. Nor will it. The Board backs
that view too. The only change that will take place is what the organisation decides will happen.

In some places during the big debate we discussed what might happen in conversational tones.
In others it was more passionate. In the welter of ideas that emerged some people wanted to
know what the debate was all about, because they felt that the need for change and the sort of
change required was self-evident. At the outset, I said that if we were to establish CAB now we
would certainly organise it differently. I suggested that we should determine now what sort of an
organisation we want, plan how to achieve it and set a timescale for delivering it.

The recommendations of the report are not a one size fits all set of solutions. Since the needs of
many bureaux are as different as the problems they face, the suggestions offered in the report
have to be selected with care because the answers sought may straddle a couple of the report’s
options.

However successful our current operation in the advice-giving arena is, the whole organisation
has to emerge from this exercise with more flexibility to meet the increasing and changing
demands and expectations of the public. To emerge with less would be failure.

John Devine, OBE, Chair
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Chief Executive’s Report

After 30 years, it is arguable that Citizens Advice in Northern
Ireland and the advice sector itself has come to a watershed. The
reasons behind this are positive – the advice sector has achieved
a significant engagement from Government after many years of
under funding.

• Northern Ireland is now the only part of the U.K. to have an
Advice and Information Strategy

• Since the draft strategy was launched in January 2006,
additional revenue grant of £3m has been made available to
frontline advice agencies via the Department for Social
Development and District Councils.

• More resources will be invested into advice “hubs” in return for the consolidation of the sector.
This will be linked to the reform of local government.

Since there is no such thing as a free lunch, this increase comes with a price - the embracing of
the range of policies and priorities set out in the DSD Modernisation Fund and the policy
document Positive Steps. These set out an agenda for the voluntary sector of restructuring to
address duplication and gaps in service delivery, and new ways of working e.g. collaboration,
shared services and strategic alliances. These policies come against a background in which all
the political parties are saying that the voluntary sector has a major contribution to make to the
delivery of public services, and in which Citizens Advice is already making the change from grant
aid to outcome related funding. Already we are delivering significant regional contracts from DETI
(NI) for the provision of money advice, and from the Social Security Agency for benefit take up.

In the last 15 years, Citizens Advice in Northern Ireland has shown itself very willing to change
and set new standards. Our innovations in IT remain a first in the UK advice sector, our external
accreditation of training is now standard practice, the development of financial literacy materials
for schools, ground breaking in 2003, is now being mainstreamed by the UK government in
England and Wales, and political developments now provide a positive backdrop to our
development of cross border advice.

Keeping pace with new developments will challenge us, but the scale of government
engagement is now so significant that we have no choice but to respond positively. We spent
many years being poor but honest, and using that rationale to defend deficiencies in service
delivery. Now we have the opportunity to access increased funding, and to redesign our service
in a changing context. If we are found wanting, others will fill the gap which we leave.

Derek Alcorn, Chief Executive
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WORKING TOGETHER – Partnerships

Citizens Advice and the Social Security Agency
Tackling Poverty

The benefit take up contracts awarded
by the Social Security Agency in 2006
were highly successful with a value for
money figure of £21 claimed for every £1
of expenditure by the Agency –
representing an annual benefit pay out of
£6.6m to people in social need.

Citizens Advice has again been
successful in bidding for contracts and in
2007 will be delivering benefit take up
work in terms of Pension Credit, Child
Poverty and Incapacity Benefit with a
total target of 15,000 people.

We have warmly welcomed this change
in the Agency’s service delivery which
combines intelligent use of the SSA’s
own databases with the skills, knowledge and infrastructure that Citizens Advice brings to the
table in dealing with socially vulnerable people. The combination makes a significant contribution
to the Northern Ireland Anti Poverty Strategy, with a business model which is easy to understand,
capable of verification by the Agency and clearly delivering help directly to people who need it.

Citizens Advice and the Department of Enterprise, Trade & Investment
Dealing with Debt

In 2006, Citizens Advice was awarded a
contract from DETI to provide face to face
money advice provision across Northern
Ireland. This has enabled us to support
fourteen money advisers across Northern
Ireland including posts in Omagh
Independent Advice Service and Housing
Rights Service. The project is working to
agreed objectives and outcomes and has
changed the way that money advice cases
are recorded, leading to a new reliability in
statistics. In February 2006 the Office of
First Minister and Deputy First Minister
published a report into over-indebtedness
in Northern Ireland. It estimated that 11%
of the population of people aged 16 or
over is potentially struggling with their debts, equating to almost 150,000 people.

Jaclyn Weir from Newtownabbey CAB with client David

Stephen Quinn, Permanent Secretary, DETI with Jenni Archer, Causeway CAB
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