Case study – Specialist Advice Services – written for National Youth Homelessness Scheme website (www.communities.gov.uk/youthhomelessness) 

Stockton Youth Advice Service
Stockton & District Advice & Information Service (SDAIS) is a large Citizens Advice Bureau based in the North East of England. It provides the normal range of CAB social welfare services, including offering advice on debt, housing, welfare benefits, employment and community care under legal aid contracts. SDAIS runs a number of specialist projects, including a Youth Advice Service, a probation advice service, a representation and advocacy service, a self advocacy project, a carers’ advice service, a prison advice service and a community legal education project. 

The Youth Advice Service was set up 5 years ago and employs specialist young persons’ advisers, including youth work trained advisers. The Youth Advice Service provides advice on benefits, debt, housing, consumer rights and employment, and has operated mainly through outreach venues throughout Stockton district and has worked closely with the local Connexions Service, Extended Schools and the Youth Offending Team to build up referral relationships. 

Experience from the first 5 years of the Youth Advice Service confirms that the provision of good quality advice regarding homelessness is central to meeting the needs of the most disadvantaged young people in Stockton. The young people’s advisers are able to call on the expertise of the main bureau’s Housing Team for the most complex cases.

A recent needs assessment consultation with young people has highlighted that the service will be enhanced by moving to separate premises away from the main CAB office, which is relatively inaccessible for young people. 

Keys to success of the service include: 

· Integration of the service within existing accessible services for young people

· It’s ability to conduct specialist as well as generalist-level advice work

· The youth work skills of its advisers – to engage with vulnerable young people

· The expertise of staff within the rest of the CAB, enabling complex cases in housing, immigration and other areas to be seamlessly referred by the Youth Advice Service to specialist workers

· Its partnerships with local voluntary & statutory services, including Connexions, Extended Schools and YOT

· Its diverse funding base

· Its independence from the local authority

The Single Regeneration Budget and Tudor Trust provided seed-corn funding for the service. More recently, Connexions and the Legal Services Commission, the latter via a legal aid contract to help 16–25 year olds with housing, debt, and welfare benefits problems, have funded the service, enabling specialist advice to be given as well as more generalist advice. Stockton Children & Young People’s Trust has agreed to replace the funding from Connexions, which is ending following the reorganisation of Connexions and children’s services. Significant new funding has been secured this year from the Big Lottery Fund’s Advice Plus programme, which will allow a significant expansion of the service and more targeted work with hard to reach groups such as BME young people. Funding has also been obtained to extend the project’s community education work in Extended Schools and Citizens Advice’s national office has decided to support the service as a beacon for other CABx to follow in improving their services for young people.

