Youth Access Law Centres: Proposal and Outline Ideas 

This paper sets out in basic terms a set of ideas that are currently being developed jointly by Youth Access and Law Centres Federation for improving young people’s access to justice through the establishment of a network of “Youth Access Law Centres”. 

1. Identified Problems/Challenges 

(See Rights to Access: meeting young people’s needs for advice, Youth Access, 2002, for detailed evidence supporting the following assertions)
· The incidence of need for legal advice is relatively high amongst young people; yet young people are far less likely than other age groups to obtain appropriate advice.

· Young people’s awareness of their rights tends to be low.

· Advice services are likely to be expected to play an enhanced role in citizenship education in the future.

· Young people tend not to access mainstream advice services (i.e. adult-oriented specialist & generalist advice services, including CABx, Law Centres®, solicitors etc.), particularly at Specialist Help level.

· Where they do, advisers & solicitors lack skills in dealing with young people – cases typically fail to be resolved satisfactorily; poor outcomes. 

· Overall, the provision of advice services targeted specifically at young people is patchy in terms of geographical spread, quality and level of legal advice offered.

· Existing youth information & advice services have developed, typically, within a youth work (rather than advice work) framework. Generally, their strengths are in working effectively with young people rather than in developing the competence/legal expertise required to pursue complex cases at the General Help with Casework or Specialist Help levels.

· Referral relationships between agencies working with young people and mainstream advice services are often poor. When referrals are made from youth advice agencies to mainstream advice services, clients’ attendance rates at appointments are low.

· There is currently a severe lack of second tier specialist support for advisers working with young people and no national training programme for youth advice work.

· The ICT revolution is presenting new challenges to advice services to develop innovative methods of service delivery (e.g. provision of online legal information, and advice by email and video conferencing). Young people may be more likely than other client groups to prefer such methods.

· Advice services wanting to participate in initiatives such as the Community Legal Service or Connexions will be expected to develop the concept of user involvement into a reality.

· The advice sector as a whole is facing a skills and recruitment crisis.

· Young people experience relatively high levels of unemployment. 

· Fewer young people are pursuing careers in the public and voluntary sectors.

· Young people from underprivileged backgrounds, from ethnic minority communities or who are disabled face substantial barriers to pursuing careers as lawyers.

2. Action/Development Required to Remedy Perceived Problems

· There is an urgent need to improve access for young people to appropriate advice services capable of dealing with all levels of legal enquiries and cases.

· Advice services should be looking to play a key role in the citizenship education agenda and to develop expertise in emerging categories of law (e.g. education, community care, human rights and client-based specialisms).

· Mainstream advice agencies need to change certain aspects of their services (e.g. style; physical & psychological environment; opening hours; skills in working with young people etc.) to become sufficiently credible to attract young people.

· The pattern of provision of advice services for young people needs to be developed to meet need.

· A youth advice-training programme needs to be developed at national level & delivered at local/regional level. Such a programme would ideally incorporate 3 main elements

a) Principles of advice work (principally for people working with young people);

b) Skills in working with young people (principally for mainstream advisers);

c) The law relating to young people (for both).

· Mainstream advice agencies and agencies working with young people need to forge much stronger links, so as to create seamless referral channels, improve mutual understanding and share complementary but diverse skills.

· Advice services will need to adapt to the ICT revolution in order to attract young people and may need to utilise young people’s skills in this area.

· Mainstream advice services could learn from the experiences of youth advice agencies in developing and putting into practice user involvement policies, which can include not just user consultation and feedback, but also user participation in design, delivery and management of services. 

· Second tier specialist support (e.g. casework consultancy & training) for agencies providing advice to young people needs to be developed at both national and regional level.

· The advice sector needs to encourage young people, particularly from groups at greatest risk of social exclusion, to pursue careers as advice workers and lawyers in order to help relieve both youth unemployment and the advice sector’s recruitment crisis - advice services may need to develop their role as training grounds.
3. Proposed Solution: To develop “Youth Access Law Centres” (YALCs)

YALCs would be a joint initiative of Youth Access and the Law Centres Federation. YALCs could be:

a) Part of an existing Law Centre;

b) Part of an existing youth advice agency;

c) A satellite centre of an existing Law Centre or youth advice agency;  

d) A new agency established specifically for the purpose.

YALCs would be developed by existing Law Centres, youth advice agencies and local communities, including local young people, working together and/or by LCF and Youth Access working together to improve young people’s access to casework and specialist help services in a given geographical area. They would combine the principles and most effective elements and skills of both youth advice agencies and Law Centres. Other partners might include the local authority, Connexions, Children’s Trust and children’s rights & advocacy services.

YALCs would be established in areas where young people’s unmet legal need has been identified (e.g. by CLSPs, Connexions Partnerships, local authority Best Value reviews of advice or youth services, Children’s Trusts or local feasibility studies) and would involve young people in the design, management and delivery of the service.

YALCs would provide, as a minimum, front-line services to the public, but could also, drawing on their expertise in advice work with young people, provide 2nd tier services to other front-line agencies locally/regionally.

Front-line services might include:

i) Access to information and advice on non-legal issues affecting young people, including sexual health, drugs & alcohol, relationships, careers etc. 

ii) Information and advice on legal issues, including housing and homelessness, welfare benefits, debt, employment, education, discrimination, human rights, consumer, problems in care, accessing social services support etc. 

iii) Specialist advice, assistance, casework and representation on a more limited range of legal issues, depending on local need and available expertise

Services would ideally be available to all young people aged 11-25, but could target specific groups, such as young people with housing needs, unaccompanied asylum seekers, care leavers, young offenders or specific age groups (e.g. 16-25). Delivery methods could include outreach, innovative use of ICT and street work, as well as more traditional face-to-face and telephone work.

2nd tier regional services provided by YALCs, aimed at increasing other agencies’ capacity, might include:

· Training both for advisers in youth advice agencies (e.g. on principles of advice work and specific aspects of law) and for advisers in mainstream advice agencies (e.g. on skills in working with young people and specific aspects of law).

· Casework consultancy, case referral and training for advisers in other agencies – could target professionals working with young people, e.g. Connexions PAs, youth workers, social workers, YOT workers.

· Advice and consultancy to local mainstream advice services on how to improve their accessibility to young people.

Other services provided by YALCs might include:

· Community legal education – this could include, for example, the provision of citizenship education sessions in schools and youth clubs to raise awareness of young people’s rights and of when, where & how to seek advice and to improve young people’s capacity to self-help. 

· Training opportunities for young people to become advice workers or lawyers. (NB: Training programmes would need to be developed by or in conjunction with Youth Access & LCF; YALCs would be accredited training outlets.)

· Development and facilitation of local/regional youth advice forums to share best practice, co-ordinate social policy work and funding strategies, and develop referral relationships. 
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