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to information, advice and counselling





Housing Reform Green Paper:

Challenges seen from those providing legal advice on housing and homelessness to young people

Youth Access is the national membership organisation for young people's information, advice, counselling and support services (YIACS). Our membership comprises individual practitioners, local and national voluntary organisations, as well as some local authority managed provision. YIACS offer a holistic, multi-skilled and flexible approach to the wide range of young people’s needs. 

Youth Access promotes young people’s access to a national network of YIACS providing flexible help in informal settings and that:

· respect  the dignity and self-worth of each young person

· respect and value individual differences

· recognise and are sensitive to the growing autonomy of each young person

· respect every young person’s right to be a voluntary participant in any helping process

· Recognise the potential of each young person.

We welcome the opportunity to contribute to the debate and add to the agenda of the green paper on housing reform to be published this autumn.

The issues set out in this paper are a combination of Youth Access’ own work on homelessness issues and the response of some members of the London Youth Advice Forum (LYAF) to a request from Youth Access prior to the round table discussion facilitated by the Chartered institute of Housing on 17 July 2008. The LYAF is a network of organisations and practitioners who provide legal advice to young people in the capital. It is facilitated by Youth Access and the Law Centres Federation.
We are concerned that the issues of holistic advice and support and specialist legal advice for young people on housing and homelessness be central to the debate on housing reform. These are threads which run right through all the other themes which will be the focus of the green paper, be it around choice, personalisation, issues of security of tenure or others. None of these themes can work to the advantage of young people without their rights under the law being understood and enforced.
No one seriously argues that the focus on the prevention of homelessness in young people is wrong.  Indeed, prevention is at the heart of the person centred holistic service offered by YIACS. 

These services look at the individual and the range of problems that they face, rather than "single issues". This is important for young people at risk of homelessness as they will often be dealing with complex, multiple and inter related problems. This approach allows a range of interventions including advice, counselling, life skills training and targeted support. Agencies such as YIACS that are able to provide a wide range of services to meet the holistic needs of young people tend to be the most successful in attracting young people with complex problems.
Services usually have at their core drop-in services offering comprehensive information and more in-depth advice on a range of issues. Where necessary referrals to specialist services will be made or specialist services are provided at YIACS on an outreach basis.

The fact is, however, that the practical effects of the focus on prevention have often been to deny rights to homeless young people. The LYAF has heard too many accounts of ‘gate keeping’ at local authority homeless persons units, where homeless young people are turned away without having been allowed to make an application, for it to be dismissed as not being widespread. Practitioners know that this happens regularly. LYAF members report mediation being used as a tactic to delay having to accept a homelessness application, rather than as part of a preventative strategy. Without proper advice in these circumstances, homeless young people often find it almost impossible to obtain their rights to housing. 

While it is understandable that there may be differing views on what is in the best interests of individual young people, the experience of many LYAF members is that young people are frequently inappropriately pushed back toward families by local housing policies. The fact that this may not be what the national policy aspiration is simply shows the gulf there frequently is between aspiration and reality. Without good quality legal advice, young people are more likely to have to face the consequences of returning to a family in inappropriate and sometimes abusive circumstances.

We know that young people are 7 times more likely to experience homelessness and housing related problems than the general population and that these problems disproportionately affect ‘socially isolated’ young people, those leaving care and looked after by local authorities.
 We also know that housing problems and mental health problems often go hand in hand.
 All the more worrying therefore that recent Civil Justice Surveys have shown that young people are considerably less likely to obtain professional advice than other age groups and indeed are much more likely to do nothing about obtaining advice
. 
It is also very clear that current arrangements for providing legal advice very often fail young people. The Legal Services Commission lets legal aid contracts for housing advice to solicitors, Law Centres and a small number of other providers, such as Shelter. Despite the evidence that housing and homelessness problems disproportionately affect young people and that young people have very specific needs,
 none of these housing contracts, as far as we are aware, requires the provider to work with young people.

Most housing contracts are held by private practice solicitors firms, yet only  0.4% of advisers and solicitors practising social welfare law in the private sector report that young people are one of the client groups they target (according to NOS4Advice Workforce Survey).
 It is unlikely, therefore, that they have the specific skills required to work effectively with one of their most significant client groups. The evidence also shows that the number of housing and homelessness cases involving young people dealt under Not for Profit (NfP) contracts is not proportionate to the need. Practitioners on the ground also are beginning to feel that the introduction of fixed fees for Community Legal Service work has had the effect of reducing the supply further, and are reporting that they are seeing more young people who have been unable to find a lawyer to take on their case. 

There is also clear evidence that outcomes achieved for young people under NfP contracts are not as good as those obtained by specialist young person’s provision such as Streetwise Law Centre in South East London.

Despite the evidence that access to and outcomes of young people’s advice are considerably better in the youth sector, there remains a chronic shortage of specialist provision. Connexions services are strongly focussed on Information, Advice and Guidance frameworks (IAG’s) which do not encompass rights based housing advice, and where targeted Personal Advisers (PA’s), who may have had some expertise, exist they have been taken in house by local authorities and had their independence compromised. Evidence from Youth Access members shows that Targeted Youth Support, a mainstay of DCLG policy on support for the most disadvantaged young people, does not yet exist in practice.
Those practitioners who are targeting their services at young people are reporting a huge unmet need for housing advice. Islington Law Centre for example has already exceeded the annual target for young people from Islington whom they are funded to advise by London Councils, despite the project only just having got under way and no publicity materials having yet been produced. There are examples of good practice like the services provided by Streetwise Law Centre and Street Legal and of specialist advice being provided on an outreach basis with YIACS such as in Islington, Tower Hamlets and Southwark, but these are few and far between and all report that they struggle to meet the need which exists for their services.
It is essential therefore that the green paper embraces the need for specialist and independent advice for young people, delivered in settings where they are most likely to access it and benefit from the excellent outcomes, both hard and soft in terms for example of the Every Child Matters outcomes, which it provides. The green paper should contain a clear commitment to invest in this area.
There needs also to be a commitment to the sort of holistic person centred advice services provided by YIACS which are often where housing issues are first presented and whose work does so much to help young people at risk of homelessness.
On a broader basis, the green paper must address the issue of the gap which exists between policy aspiration and practice by containing proposals to ensure that there are real and effective links between housing policies and Children and Young Persons’ strategies. There needs to be better training for those administering the system and Government targets need to be more sophisticated so as not to create an incentive for local authorities to deny young people their rights.
The green paper should contain proposals for closer working between CLG and DCSF to ensure that IAG and Targeted Youth Support encompass legal advice around housing and homelessness.
There needs to be investment in delivery of public legal education and training in life skills to help young people understand their rights and responsibilities. This should include education on maintaining tenancies and financial capability. YIACS could be an integral part of the delivery of these services.

We look forward to being able to contribute further in the consultation processes which will come after publication of the green paper.
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