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Local Government Committee

7th Meeting, 2002 (Session 1)

Tuesday 5 March 2002

The Committee will meet at 2.00 pm in Committee Room 2.

1. Scottish Public Sector Ombudsman Bill: The Committee will consider the Bill
at Stage 2.

2. Petition: The Committee will consider the following petition—

PE 396: Petition by Mr Nick Fletcher calling for the Scottish Parliament to
take the necessary steps to ensure that the citizens of Scotland continue to
have access to free and independent advice services.

Eugene Windsor
Clerk to the Committee

Room 2.05, Committee Chambers
85217

e mail: eugene.windsor@scottish.parliament.uk

**********************
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT COMMITTEE

BRIEFING PAPER

Petition PE 396

1. Introduction

As members will be aware, Petitions received by the Parliament may be transferred
by the Public Petitions Committee to appropriate subject committees for
consideration under rule 15.6.2 (a) of the Standing Orders. The above Petition has
been transferred to the Local Government Committee. This paper provides
information to assist the Committee in deciding how to dispose of this Petition.

A copy of the Petition is enclosed along with the following documents—

• Response to the Public Petitions Committee from the Scottish Executive

• Response to the Public Petitions Committee from the City of Edinburgh Council

• Response to the Public Petitions Committee from Citizens Advice Scotland

• Response to the Public Petitions Committee from COSLA

• Submission to the Local Government Committee from Citizens Advice Scotland.

2. Details

The Petition, from Nick Fletcher, calls for the Scottish Parliament to take the
necessary steps to ensure that the citizens of Scotland have access to free and
independent advice services.

The Petitioner is primarily concerned about core funding for the Edinburgh Citizens
Advice Bureaux. In addition the Petitioner calls on the Scottish Parliament to ensure
that free and independent advice services are available to the people of Scotland.

3. Background

The Public Petitions Committee (PPC) considered the petition at its meetings on
Tuesday 2 October 2001 and Tuesday 18 December 2001. At its meeting on
Tuesday 18 December 2001 the PPC considered responses from the Scottish
Executive, City of Edinburgh Council, COSLA and Citizens Advice Scotland in
relation to the Petition (the responses are enclosed).

In response to the PPC, the Scottish Executive stated that the funding of Citizens
Advice Bureaux is a matter for local authorities.

In its response to the PPC, the City of Edinburgh Council stated that it faces difficult
decisions in managing its budgets. Cuts sustained by Citizens Advice Bureaux were
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matched by cuts sustained by the funding department. The Council prepared a joint
letter with Citizens Advice Scotland to the former Minister for Finance and Local
Government requesting that the Scottish Executive consider ring-fencing additional
funds for advice services in Scotland, including CABx.

COSLA, in its response to the PPC, stated that whilst it appreciates the importance
of CABx services to communities, it had no direct comment to make on the petition.
However, it has indicated that it would be prepared to consult its member councils on
this matter if this would be helpful to the Parliament.

In its response to the PPC, Citizens Advice Scotland stated that whilst the funding
difficulties referred to in the petition are the most severe in Scotland, they reflect a
situation that exists across Scotland. CAS further stated that funding from local
authorities is not adequate and does not take account of increased costs or the
increased workload.

The Committee therefore agreed to refer the petition to the Local Government
Committee for consideration.

In referring the Petition to the Local Government Committee the PPC took the view
that difficulties have arisen as a result of funding being passed from central
government to local authorities since the 1980s. The PPC have recommended that
this issue be looked at by the Local Government Committee. Members should note
however that Citizens Advice Scotland, in its submission to the Local Government
Committee, contests this point.

4. Options

The Committee may wish to consider the following options for disposing of the
Petition—

Inquiry

The Committee could agree to hold an inquiry into the funding issues raised in the
Petition. However an inquiry of this nature could be problematic as the provision of
advice services is not within the remit of the Local Government Committee.
Although Citizens Advice Bureaux and other agencies providing similar services are
funded and supported through local government, advice services appear to fall within
the remit of the Social Justice Committee. The Committee could investigate funding
of advice services by local government, although in doing so it would require to have
regard to local authorities’ right to determine their own budgets. The Committee
might also wish to have regard to its projected workload over the next few months.
Should it be agreed to pursue the option of an inquiry, it is unlikely that work could
start until at least late 2002 or early 2003.

Remit the petition to Social Justice Committee

Another option would be to refer the Petition to the Social Justice Committee. The
remit of the Social Justice Committee is To consider and report on matters relating to
housing and the voluntary sector and such other related matters as fall within the
responsibility of the Minister for Social Justice. The Social Justice Committee remit
covers both the provision of advice services and the voluntary sector, and it would
therefore appear to be in a more appropriate position to consider undertaking an
inquiry.
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No further action

The Committee could choose to note the Petition and take no further action.

5. Recommendation

Given the issues surrounding the Committee’s workload and the question of the
relevance of this Petition to the Local Government Committee’s remit, the Committee
may wish to take the view that no further action is appropriate at this time. However,
the Committee may also consider that the issues raised in the Petition could merit
further investigation, and could ask the Social Justice Committee to examine the
petition and decide whether to take such further action.

The Committee is therefore invited to consider remitting the Petition to the Social
Justice Committee.

Eugene Windsor
Clerk to the Committee
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Citizens Advice Scotland Briefing Paper

Petition PE 396: Advice Services

PURPOSE
1. The purpose of the paper is to elaborate to members of the Local

Government Committee on some of the points raised about Citizens Advice
Scotland and the CAB Service during the consideration of Petition PE 396:
Advice Services in the Public Petitions Committee.

PUBLIC PETITIONS COMMITTEE MEETING, 2 OCTOBER 2001

2. In column 1293, it is stated that:
“Several bureaux have legal advisers who undertake evening surgeries.
There are also advisers who represent our clients at tribunals and in other
situations, depending on the specific training of the individual volunteers.”

FURTHER RELEVANT INFORMATION:
• Citizens Advice Bureaux deal with enquiries on all aspects of welfare

law, in particular benefits, debt, housing and employment, and deal
with complex areas of the law within these headings, including
representation at tribunal for which legal aid is not normally available.

• Citizens Advice Bureaux will refer clients on to solicitors where
appropriate and some will run legal clinics in the evenings, where
solicitors are available.

3. In column 1293, there is the following exchange:

Phil Gallie: The petition calls for free and independent access to advice
services for citizens throughout Scotland, as many areas are not fortunate
enough to have citizens advice bureaux. I presume that the decision-
making train would involve local government and national Government.
The only way in which your objective could be guaranteed would be for
legislation to be put in place along those lines. Given that the National
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Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux is a voluntary organisation, would
you favour a legislative approach and statutory bodies?
Professor Stewart: Yes, if it were necessary to adopt such an approach
to ensure equal opportunities. I do not know whether I have enough
experience to weigh up all the pros and cons. However, if such a process
ensured equality and standards throughout, I favour such an approach.

FURTHER RELEVANT INFORMATION:
• The only way to ensure that CAB Services are available to every citizens

in Scotland is to place a statutory obligation on local authorities to fund
independent advice services.

4. In column 1295, it is stated that:

“Local authorities are required to give a service because previously the
money to fund citizens advice bureaux came from central Government.
Such a service was then given to local authorities to provide.”

FURTHER RELEVANT INFORMATION:
• This is not the case. Funding for Citizens Advice Bureaux did not

previously come from central government.

5. In column 1296, it is stated that:
“Citizens Advice Scotland will receive funding from the banks, insurance
companies and bodies that the Edinburgh CABx may approach through
our steering group.”

FURTHER RELEVANT INFORMATION:
• This is not the case. Citizens Advice Scotland does not receive funding
from banks or insurance companies. Funding comes from the Department of
Trade and Industry.


