What Youth Access asks of a Green Paper for Young People!

Young People Now Conference 18 March 2005

The following speech was delivered by Barbara Rayment, Director of Youth Access to the recent Young People Now Conference on the Green Paper. In the absence of the Green Paper, the focus of the panel debate on advice and guidance services during which this brief input was offered, concentrated largely on the future of the Connexions Service. This input was an attempt to raise some of the issues that require a stronger strategic drive,  if we are to meet areas of young people’s needs, which remain inadequately addressed by current policy.

The speech reads as follows:
If we are to more effectively meet young people’s needs, then we need a Green Paper that will support the development of national strategies that pay as much attention to young people’s advice and support needs in relation to their mental and emotional health and their need for legal rights-based advice, as they have traditionally had in terms of their access to good careers and education advice and support.

With increased levels of mental health problems and the consequences of homelessness and debt a continuing tide of concern for young people, we need to be resourcing and developing a national network of services properly equipped to address these issues in ways that young people see as relevant and accessible.

This does not require new solutions and models, we have had the basic ingredients for the past 30 years, but it will require an investment in the kinds of agencies that Youth Access represents. These are informal, confidential self-referral information, advice and counselling services. Often located in the voluntary sector, they provide a range of services and interventions ‘under one roof’ to young people generally in the age range of 13-25 years old. They have a good track record in reaching out to those most in need and at risk. 
Theses services start from where young people are; working flexibly and at a pace set by young people; offering a package of help on-site that might include advice with benefits and housing, a pregnancy test and/or counselling for those who may be depressed, self-harming or trying to sort out the consequences of complex family relationships. 
 While Youth Access’ own research supports the strength of this model, it is also backed by the research of the Social Exclusion Unit and recent research on the impact of Connexions. The latter making a distinction between the kinds of approach and support available within Connexions’ own ‘one stop shops’ and that of the information, advice and counselling provider that makes up Youth Access’ membership. 

The Green Paper has the potential to ensure that this provision is available as an entitlement for all young people. However, if it is to do so, then it will need to tackle the following gaps and issues, some of which are historical, while others are only just potentially emerging:

· Ensure that the policies and practices initiated under the banner of the Every Child Matters are youth-proofed. We need to ensure that developments that are already starting as part of Children Trusts such as information-sharing and assessment take care to cater for young people needs – paying particular attention to their growing autonomy.

· Take a developmental approach to young people’s journey through young adulthood to full adulthood by tackling the gaps in policy and funding that creates difficulties for young people in accessing age-appropriate provision. If the focus is only on what might be termed the upper end of the age range of the Every Child Matters agenda, then we will fail to respond to the changing pattern of young people’s transition to adulthood. The paper must address the what next at 19 plus!
· Ensure that local authorities through the new mechanisms of Children’s Trusts secure Transforming Youth Work’s Pledge to provide young people with confidential, self-referral information, advice and counselling services. The pooling of budgets at local level have the capacity to tackle the historical gaps in funding for many information, advice and counselling providers 

· Secure an investment in the specialist skills training of those working with young people. Generic support is important, but young people also need help from people who combine the skills of working with young people with those of a trained counsellor and the legal rights training of the CAB worker. There are no secure national programmes for training youth counsellors or youth advice workers i.e. legal rights-based advice
· Make the link with wider policies on for example:

· Mental health: Where the age boundaries of adolescent and adult  mental health services continue to create gaps

· The Community Legal Service: where young people’s needs have been inadequately addressed

· The voluntary sector: Where for example, the implementation of the “Change Up” agenda in shaping the infrastructure of the sector is key to supporting improved delivery. I would make a specific plea that the national role of national youth bodies and their relationship to local providers is recognised and supported by ensuring that for example where national standards of practice exist, local agencies are helped to achieve recognition of these through commissioning arrangements at local level. 

If the Green Paper enables the delivery of this agenda, I believe that we will make a considerable impact in ending the postcode lottery to a national network of quality services capable of providing the timely and reliable responses to young people’s mental, emotional and rights-based advice and support needs. They are the services that young people deserve.

