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Comprehensive Spending Review –

An opportunity to join up advice services for young people

(Under ‘Inclusion’, ‘Access to Justice’, ‘Young People’, ‘Creating citizen-centred services’?)
by James Kenrick, Advice Services Development Manager, Youth Access
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to information, advice and counselling




The Treasury’s policy review of children and young people has correctly identified many of the problems that characterise social exclusion amongst young people – mental health problems, substance misuse, homelessness, unemployment, poverty and crime. Yet it appears to be struggling for evidence-based solutions to the deep-seated social welfare problems that the most vulnerable young people experience. 
The Spending Review could do worse than investing in a long-term solution to young people’s continuing marginalisation from the civil justice system, through which, Youth Access believes, some of the most entrenched barriers to engagement in education and employment can be broken down and young people connected to their rights and responsibilities. This will require a joined-up approach to the planning and funding of young people’s advice services, in which the Targeted Youth Support and Information Advice & Guidance services developed through Children’s Trusts are linked for the first time with the social welfare advice services delivered through the Community Legal Service.

Recent research for Youth Access has confirmed the systemic failure of the legal aid and youth sectors to cater for young people’s social welfare advice needs:

· Young disabled people, young parents and NEETs (young people not in education, employment or training) are particularly susceptible to experiencing social welfare problems, such as homelessness, debt and discrimination.
· The majority of young people (58%) end up facing complex problems without getting advice. Alarmingly, only 20% of 18-24 year olds with welfare benefit problems, 27% with debt problems and 44% with homelessness problems manage to get advice, although many try - young people are 70% more likely to try and fail to get advice than people aged 25 and over.
· Young people rarely go to Citizens Advice Bureaux or solicitors, yet the youth services they are more likely to access do not possess the legal knowledge and skills required to advise them effectively.
· The cost to individuals, public services and wider society of young people’s unresolved social welfare problems is substantial. Half of the most vulnerable young people experience stress-related illness as a result of their problems (many seeking NHS treatment), a quarter suffer physical ill-health and many experience loss of home, employment or income. Evidence of a link to crime is growing.

The case for redressing these systemic failures is now unarguable. When young people do manage to get advice, it can lead to spectacular improvements in their health and well-being, engagement in education, relationships, offending behaviour, involvement in their communities and understanding of rights and responsibilities. Our initial costings from a longitudinal study we are conducting suggest that the long-term savings to the public purse from a single case can run into the millions. More fundamentally, young people deserve the same access as adults to services that can make their legal rights and entitlements a reality.
Youth Access has excellent evidence on how to develop successful joined-up service models, e.g. by placing specialist young people’s legal advisers in holistic youth advice drop-in centres so that legal advice can be provided as part of a young person-centred package alongside counselling, sexual health and drug & alcohol services. 

Yet young people are not a current priority of the Legal Services Commission, which administers legal aid, even though the spend-to-save case for early intervention is overwhelming. Meanwhile, legal advice is not on the radar of Children’s Trusts, who are charged with implementing Youth Matters, even though the evidence is growing that good legal advice can make a significantly greater contribution across the five Every Child Matters outcomes than the careers guidance which dominates young people’s IAG services and attracts hundreds of millions of pounds a year in public funds. 
The respective departments – DfES and Legal Services Commission/Ministry of Justice – having failed to join up over this issue in the past, need to be coerced by the Treasury into action via PSA targets and given guidance by the Department of Communities and Local Government on pooling their relevant budgets in Local Area Agreements. Joint funding for just a single specialist legal adviser for young people in each local authority area would cost the Legal Services Commission a mere 1% of its total Community Legal Service budget and an even smaller proportion of the budgets of Children’s Trusts. 
Can we afford not to address this issue? The Spending Review represents an excellent opportunity to kick-start reform.
