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Summary

In June 2009 we announced that we would be carrying out an inquiry into the effect of the
downturn on the people of the region.

Our terms of reference are:

1. what problems exist and how their effects can be minimised in advance of an
economic upturn;

2. how effectively Government agencies and other regional bodies are addressing
these problems; and

3. what advice and assistance people need to help them live more sustainable lifestyles
in future.

Long term effects

We think that it is important to note that, even though the regional economy is improving,
and is expected technically to move out of recession, the downturn will continue to have an
impact on people’s lives for some time to so come. The issues that we raise here are
therefore still current, and important for a large number of people in the region.

Response to the downturn

Support to people affected by the downturn has primarily been delivered by local bodies,
both from the public and voluntary sector. It is right that regional bodies, including the
Taskforce, do not duplicate local efforts. However, the Committee supports the role that
the Taskforce has taken to share information and co-ordinate activities. In particular the
Taskforce should continue to disseminate information from Government to local bodies in
the region and feedback issues from the region to central Government. It is also important
to ensure that the impact and outcomes of public investment to assist those who have been
affected by the downturn are effectively monitored and measured.

Jobs and redundancy

Outflow from the Jobseekers Allowance register in the region is lower than expected. 51.
The evidence from the Jobseekers’ Allowance register demonstrates how severely the
downturn has impacted people in the West Midlands, and that support will need to be
provided to some individuals for longer than they might ordinarily need. We support the
initiatives that have been taken by Jobcentre Plus in the region to meet additional demand
for its services. We encourage Jobcentre Plus to extend its reach by opening new sites as
soon as possible and extending opening hours for as long as demand continues.

The current downturn has seen professionals and long-term employed people made
redundant in greater numbers than previous recessions. The support that they require
to re-enter employment may differ from that usually provided by Jobcentre Plus and its
partners. Lessons identified from talking to a cohort of 120 such people should be
disseminated to all regional jobcentres as soon as possible, so that the needs of these
individuals can be met.
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Housing

The Supporting Individuals and Communities workstream of the Taskforce should collect
evidence from regional bodies to evaluate which Government housing support initiative
has been most beneficial to households in the region. This information will allow the
Taskforce to make informed representations to Government if any changes are proposed
to the schemes that will adversely impact the region. The Taskforce should examine how it
can help to disseminate information efficiently on new Government initiatives to regional
delivery bodies, including the third sector.

Local Authorities and Housing Associations in the region have received further funding
allocations from DCLG to build or regenerate affordable homes, including £46 million to
Housing Associations to build 933 affordable homes, and £21 million to seven local
authorities to build 404 new homes.

We support the efforts of the region to obtain the maximum Government funding possible
to increase the supply of affordable housing in the West Midlands and support the
construction industry and welcomes the additional funding from Government which has
recently been announced. Our first Report, published in July 2009, highlighted the
importance of stimulating the housing and construction sectors to regional recovery. The
evidence presented to this Inquiry underlines this point.

We are concerned, however, that some of the areas that would most benefit from the
additional funding in the region may not have the capacity to bid for it. We encourage the
Homes and Communities Agency and other partners to work with these areas to ensure
that they benefit from the additional funding that is available.

Community finance

Advantage West Midlands has focused on ensuring that all parts of the region are covered
by Community Development Finance Initiatives (CDFIs), which provide loans and
support to businesses as well as individuals who have had trouble getting finance from
banks and building societies. We support the work that Advantage West Midlands has
undertaken to ensure regional coverage by CDFIs. However, this financing can be
expensive for small businesses and individuals due to EU state aid rules.

Regional bodies such as Advantage West Midlands and the Regional Taskforce should
examine what further work is needed to promote Credit Union coverage in the West
Midlands. We welcome the funding that has already been provided to increase the reach of
credit unions, and we urge Ministers to do all they can to promote their continued
expansion.

Learning and skills

A number of witnesses were concerned about the impact of reorganising learning and skills
provision during a recession. We believe that short-term activities responding to economic
shocks should complement the long-term strategy for regional economic development. We
support activities the region has introduced that meet both short and long-term skills
needs, such as the West Midlands Graduate Internship Programme. We encourage the
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region to design future initiatives to deliver both a short-and long-term benefit.

We share the concern of witnesses that the changes to the system for learning and skills
have been insufficiently developed. We believe there is a significant risk the changes will
adversely impact on skills delivery in the region when they are introduced in April 2010.
We recommend that regional bodies work closely together, through organisations such as
the Taskforce, to limit the impact of the change. Ideally, Machinery of Government
changes should be limited during the downturn, as such changes increase the risk that
services will not be delivered effectively when they are most needed.

What regional bodies can do

Three “Total Place’ pilot projects are taking place in the region funded by the Department
for Communities and Local Government. These projects—in Birmingham, Coventry and
Solihull, and—are said to be looking at total public spend in a particular area and how the
public sector can be more efficient in relation to the delivery of services and making them
more user-friendly. We encourage public sector agencies in the West Midlands,
particularly Local Authorities, to adopt the procurement documentation being developed
by the Economic Inclusion Panel allowing public sector contracts to deliver additional local
employment benefits. We also encourage the Economic Inclusion Panel in its efforts to roll
the documentation out to private sector businesses in the region. Lessons for more efficient
and innovative public service delivery should be identified from the three Total Place pilot
projects, and disseminated throughout the region, independently of formal reporting on
the project by HM Treasury.

We support collaboration on common goals across the regional public sector and with the
voluntary sector. We recognise that some of these bodies are required under statute;
however, we are concerned that the number of organisations is inhibiting effective joint
working. The complexity of co-ordination of activity at a regional level raises the question
of which body decides and drives the regional agenda, and whether there are proper lines
of accountability for their decisions.

We support the approach taken by the Regional Taskforce of commencing meetings with
“a summary of the situation in the West Midlands as that time”. This achieves a common
understanding of the situation based on agreed, up-to-date data. We encourage the region
to adopt this approach more extensively by agreeing a common set of measures that reflect
the state of the region across the board, which can be measured centrally—for example, by
the West Midlands Regional Observatory.

We remain concerned that some of those areas most in need of additional Government
assistance may not be aware of new funding that is available and do not have the capacity
to bid for it. Need must be a major determinant in the allocation of resources, and
authorities and organisations in deprived areas of the region must be given help as
necessary to ensure their effective participation in bidding processes.

Future role and shape of the Taskforce

We understand that the Taskforce should not be seen as the answer to every problem in the
region and recognise that it was set up to focus on the initial economic impact of the
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downturn. However, the Taskforce has reach within the region and uninhibited
connection to Whitehall.

We believe that other activities performed by the Taskforce, such as co-ordinating activity
and disseminating good practice throughout the region, would be beneficial to the region
in the longer term. Witnesses also identified that communication with Whitehall through
the Taskforce worked well. To do this effectively on more social issues the membership of
the Taskforce may need to change or mechanisms established to capture information from
public sector and voluntary bodies.

Third sector

We recognise that we have not engaged as fully with the region’s third sector in this inquiry
as we had hoped would be possible. Although, we received both written and oral evidence
from Citizens Advice Bureau and the National Housing Federation, we received less data
and evidence on how the recession is affecting the people of the region than we believe is
available. We recognise that there are considerably more voluntary organisations that
provide support to people in the region and would like to encourage these organisations to
provide evidence to the Committee’s future inquiries.

The third sector is often best placed to engage hard-to-reach communities, providing
advice, education and access to services. We recognise that lots of good partnership
working has taken place between voluntary organisations and the public sector to deliver
support effectively to individuals affected by the downturn. Where this collaborative
working has been beneficial, we are concerned that it should not be lost in the longer term.
The Taskforce should collect information on successful collaborative working across the
region and identify areas where continued partnership working will be of benefit to
effectively deliver services to communities.
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1 Introduction

Background

1. The House of Commons established Regional Select Committees in November 2008 to
scrutinise regional strategies and the work of regional bodies in the eight administrative
regions of England. The West Midlands Committee first met on 12 March 2009.

2. At that time the region was feeling considerable effects of the economic downturn. The
West Midlands remains heavily reliant on manufacturing, comprising 14% of all
employment, and a major centre for automotive, engineering, metals and ceramics. The
region has 19% of the UK’s employment in motor vehicle manufacturing, 24% of
employment in metal work sectors and 56% of ceramics.! The manufacturing sector,
integrated with international supply chains and markets, was hit particularly hard along
with other sectors, such as construction and retail. Consequently, the West Midlands had
the steepest fall in business output of any English region over the three months from
January to March 2009.?

3. Businesses that had experienced growth for several years were now faced with reduced
orders and cash-flow concerns. Access to finance became a major problem. The situation
led to reduced hours in some firms and, in the worst cases, job losses. Consequently, the
Committee’s first inquiry was into the impact of the downturn on businesses in the West
Midlands.’

4. While carrying out our first inquiry we understood the region would start to feel the
impact of the downturn in a broader sense. Employers during a recession may have to
make difficult decisions and that can mean redundancies. Unemployment can lead to
issues relating to debt and housing. Those looking to find work again may need assistance
retraining or negotiating the benefits system to tide them over. We wanted to find out how
the downturn had started to affect the people of the region, and how the various bodies and
agencies in the region had responded to their needs.

Our second inquiry

5. In June 2009 we announced that we would be carrying out a complementary second
inquiry into the effect of the downturn on the people of the region.

6. Our terms of reference are:

1. what problems exist and how their effects can be minimised in advance of an
economic upturn;

1 West Midlands Regional Committee, First Report of 2008-09, The impact of the current economic and financial
situation on businesses in the West Midlands Region, HC 409-|

2 WM economic monthly update, April 2009 www.wmro.org

3 West Midlands Regional Committee, First Report of 2008-09, The impact of the current economic and financial
situation on businesses in the West Midlands Region, HC 409-I
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how effectively Government agencies and other regional bodies are addressing
these problems; and

what advice and assistance people need to help them live more sustainable lifestyles
in future.

Issues that the Committee is particularly interested in receiving evidence on include:

the level of indebtedness in the population, and the assistance available to people to
cope with it;

the level of home repossessions and the adequacy of support available to those
facing difficulties with mortgage or rent payments;

the availability and appropriateness of training, both for new entrants to the labour
market and for those seeking retraining in new skills;

the adequacy of assistance to help people find new jobs; and

social cohesion.

The deadline for evidence was 21 July 2009. We received ten written submissions and took
oral evidence from West Midlands Business Council, Dudley Metropolitan Borough
Council, National Housing Federation, UNISON West Midlands, Citizens Advice Bureau,
and West Midlands’ Leaders Board in Sandwell; and from Jobcentre Plus, Advantage West
Midlands, and the Government Office for the West Midlands in Westminster. We would
like to thank all those who took the time to submit evidence.
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2 Effect of the Economic Downturn

Jobs and redundancy
Time delay

7. The effects of the recession are not always evident at first sight. When someone becomes
unemployed, or a family reaches a crisis, their world does not always immediately fall in.
Families may have put savings away for such an eventuality or there may be redundancy
packages, their rent or mortgage payments, telephone and utility bills might already have
been paid. They, or another family member, may find work again shortly or re-enter
education. The impact is not always immediately apparent. Paul Williams from the
National Housing Federation told us:

There has certainly been a time delay in feeling some of the effects [...] For example,
one of the indicators that we always use is rent arrears. As has been indicated by a
number of members, there has certainly been a delay in feeling their effect; but they
have been saying that, while they have been supporting their customers to seek
further advice at an earlier stage, they have seen an increase in rent arrears,
particularly in respect of those who have been affected by redundancy. A subset of
that concerns those who are working lesser hours and thus receiving partial housing
benefit payments.*

8. In addition, people have pride and they do not always wish to admit there might be a
problem. Many will show remarkable resilience and manage on their own or with the
support of friends, family and their community: some do manage in the short term and
only admit there is a problem if it becomes a crisis.

9. Dianne Channings, Assistant Director of Housing Management at Dudley Borough
Council, said they had experience of

a lot of people who are newly unemployed who think they can resolve their own
problems within a set time—I know that three months is sometimes mentioned. The
tendency is not to come for help until they feel that they are in a position where they
cannot resolve their own problems.®

For reasons such as these, there is often a delay between a business suffering,
unemployment rising, and people and communities feeling the full effect.
Double impact

10. There are sub-regions of the West Midlands that have not recovered from the effects of
the previous recession. Traditional industries such as car manufacturing, heavy
engineering, ceramics and mining have lost thousands of jobs in the region, new jobs have

5 Q36



10 The effect of the economic downturn on the people in the West Midlands

not always followed and in some places there remains a combination of long term
problems that appear to be endemic.

11. These problems have been compounded by the economic difficulties of the last 18
months. Neighbourhoods that were deprived before the downturn will feel the impact of
the recession as everywhere else will, probably worse, and may be less able to recover.
Roger McKenzie, Regional Secretary for Unison, told us:

Some parts of the community [...] They do not see too many positive signs around
for them. Part of that is because they are already in a bad situation. It seems a queue
is being created. People already doing badly have moved even further behind, yet a
number of other people have joined at the front of the queue. That worries people
because they think, “Hang on a minute. We have been going through really difficult
times for a long time.”®

12. Those areas that already suffered from long term unemployment and deprivation may
have developed some coping mechanisms. Dudley Borough Council told us that they had
seen rising unemployment in 23 out of 24 wards, but that the greatest levels are still in the
areas of deprivation, the areas they know have problems.”

Unemployment

13. The West Midlands has the highest unemployment rate of the UK regions. At 10% the
region’s unemployment rate is 2.2 percentage points above the UK average of 7.8%. The
sections of society that have seen the greatest increases in unemployment are those aged
16-24, those with no qualifications, and males. Unemployment in the 16-24 age group was
18.6% in July to September 2008, twelve months later it is 26%.* Whilst unemployment had
been higher among ethnic minorities before the downturn and still remained high
(unemployment among non-whites in July—September 2008 was 15.1% and twelve
months later it is 19%) the most dramatic increase had been among young, white males,
albeit from a lower base.” Roger McKenzie made the point that while it was sometimes
hard to persuade someone of 50 to retrain, it was important to find a way to involve the
younger generation as they were the ones that would be at the forefront of wherever the
region wanted the new economy of the West Midlands to be based upon.*

14. The West Midlands Regional Observatory carried out some work on which areas
would be at risk of losing jobs, based on the proportion of their workforce employed in
vulnerable sectors. The local authority places most at risk were Bridgnorth, Cannock
Chase, Newcastle-under-Lyme, North Warwickshire, Staffordshire Moorlands, Tamworth
and Wyre Forest. While urban areas (e.g. Birmingham, Stoke-on-Trent) had seen the
largest total increases in unemployment, rural areas (e.g. Wychavon) and some market
towns (e.g. Uttoxeter, Whitchurch) had experienced larger proportionate increases in

Q8
Q36
West Midlands Regional Observatory, West Midlands monthly economic update, November 2009
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unemployment. Some of the more rural wards were seen as vulnerable because of a
reliance on one employer, or because of a large proportion of residents commuted to other
areas and worked in vulnerable sectors.!!

Economic Inactivity

15. The unemployment rate had risen in the region for the three quarters before Jul-Sept
2009. This period coincided with an increase in economic inactivity or people leaving the
job market. Economic inactivity is not solely caused by unemployment. Other factors such
as looking after the family or home, entering education, sickness or disability account for
much higher numbers of people who are economically inactive. However, in the twelve
months from Jul-Sept 2008 to Jul-Sept 2009 the number of people who said they were not
looking for work because they believe there are no jobs rose by 167%.'*

Jobseekers Allowance

16. Those who become unemployed commonly move onto the benefits system and claim
Jobseekers Allowance. In July 2008 there were fewer than 100,000 Jobseekers Allowance
claimants in the region. By July 2009 it was 178,900, and by November it had reached
186,000." The region’s claimant count rate stands at 6.7%, compared to the national rate of
5.1%."

17. However, there are significant variations in claimant proportions across the region.
Birmingham has the highest number of claimants within the region, over 51,000 in the last
twelve months (a claimant rate of 8.1%). The highest claimant rate in the region is 8.2% in
Wolverhampton. There have also been very high increases in claimant levels in less
predictable areas. Cannock Chase had had an increase near 200% since April 2008."
Tamworth had a rise in claimant level of 170% and Wychavon had an increase of 162% in
the twelve months up to June 2009.'¢

18. There are further variations in the type of job that people newly claiming JSA have
vacated. For example, Margaret Tovey from Jobcentre Plus acknowledged that they were
receiving a larger number of people from professional and executive backgrounds."”
Dudley Housing also told us they were receiving more visitors to their advice services who

had not previously experienced unemployment and the consequent debt problems
before.'®

11 West Midlands Regional Observatory, Identifying locations vulnerable to the recession in the West Midlands Region,
May 2009

12 West Midlands Regional Observatory, Monitoring the Impact of the recession on the population of the West
Midlands, November 2009

13 West Midlands Regional Observatory, Monitoring the impact of the recession on the population of the West
Midlands, November 2009

14 West Midlands Regional Observatory, West Midlands monthly economic update, November 2009
15 Ev39
16 Ev76
17 Q82
18 Q36
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Housing

19. The housing market in the region is subdued. In June 2009, about 45,000 first-time
buyer mortgages were agreed, which is below half the June average for the past seven
years."” Property values have dropped and households are in danger of falling into negative
equity.”® Some areas had experienced rapid falls in house prices, often in places that had
experienced similar rapid increases before the downturn.*

Mortgages and Repossessions

20. The Council of Mortgage Lenders has revised its forecast for UK repossessions in 2009
from 75,000 to 48,000. It originally reduced its forecast to 65,000 in June 2009 but has since
reduced the forecast again due to sympathetic lenders, government measures and
continued low interest rates.”

21. While the national picture may not be as bad as originally feared, there appears to be a
distinct problem in the West Midlands. On 8 October, John Healey, the Housing Minister,
announced a debt advice drive targeted on twenty two areas of the country that were found
to have a higher risk of repossessions, due to the high levels of unemployment and
numbers of court orders for repossessions, and over a quarter of the areas identified as
being at risk are in the West Midlands.*

22. 12,080 mortgage possession claims were issued in the West Midlands in the year to
June 2009, with 2,835 issued in the second quarter of 2009.** While the number of
repossessions did go down in the second quarter of 2009 (10% lower than in the first
quarter), they were 14% higher than the same period in 2008. Nationally, the number of
mortgages in arrears by at least 1.5% of the outstanding loan value fell in the three months
to September 2009, but remain 16% higher than in September 2008.>°

Housing related debt

23. Citizens Advice told us the increase in repossessions has led to an increase in demand
for their services. Demand for mortgage and secure loan arrears advice has increased by
35% in the two years to March 2009, people seeking help for issues relating to council tax
debt was up 25% and fuel bill arrears by nearly 40% between December 2008 and March
2009 (compared to the preceding quarter).”® The National Housing Federation stated that

19 Q38
20 Q46

21  West Midlands Regional Observatory, Identifying locations vulnerable to the recession in the West Midlands Region,
May 2009

22 Council of Mortgage Lenders, CML cuts 2009 repossession forecast to 48,000, 12 November 2009

23 DCLG, John Healey launches debt advice drive to hit repossession hotspots, 8 October 2009. The full list of housing
hotspots is: Barking and Dagenham, Corby, Knowsley, Salford, Newham, Walsall, Redditch, Halton, Sandwell,
Wolverhampton, Nottingham, Birmingham, Manchester, Bolton, Liverpool, Sunderland, Reading, Wigan, Swindon,
Northampton, Kingston-upon-Hull, Cannock Chase.

24  Ministry of Justice Mortgage Possession Claims Issued in England and Wales 2009 Quarter 2 Statistics, See
www.justice.gov.uk/publications/docs/stats-la-breakdown.xls

25 Financial Services Authority Statistics on Mortgage Lending, December 2009 edition
26 Ev59
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their members who offered shared equity schemes had reported an increase in
repossessions and households requesting reductions in their equity stake,”” and an increase
in the number of people approaching them about rent arrears particularly in relation to
redundancy.”® Dudley Housing said they recognised the risk of tenants falling into rent
arrears.” Local authorities were experiencing increased numbers of applications for
housing benefit, up by about 30%, and the number of people going into housing advice
centres to explore options was up around 50%.*

Debt

24. UK consumers owe £1.4 trillion to banks and financial institutions.”® The majority of
consumer debt is in the form of housing mortgages but £230 billion is in the form of
personal loans, credit and store cards and other lending. There are trends for consumers to
reduce their exposure to debt in 2008, however, personal insolvencies grew by about 5%
during 2008 to just under 130,000, with the first quarter of 2009 showing a further quarter-
on-quarter rise of 5%, this is despite historically low interest rates.”

25. Citizens Advice Bureau told us that their debt advice had increased by 27% between
December 2008 and March 2009. The increase meant 180,000 inquiries about debt in April
to June 2009 which represents a huge increase compared to the same period 12 months
ago.” Concerns about hire-purchase arrears saw the greatest increase in the quarter (up
49%) but queries about mortgage and secured loan arrears, unsecured loans and
bankruptcy advice had all increased by at least 35%. A survey of the bureaux in the region
showed the average levels of debt per client ranged from £15,000 to £30,000. Despite
increased Government and Local Authority funding to Citizens Advice Bureau, 81% of
those surveyed in the region reported that waiting times to see a debt advisor had increased
and nearly half reported an increased waiting time to see a general advisor.**

Customer profile

26. Since the recession has started, the CAB said they had not noticed a significant change
in who comes to them for advice. Their typical customer, in the region, remained most
likely to be a white female between the age of 35 to 49, tend to be from lower social classes,
and may have lower than average levels of literacy and numeracy. Up to 20% of customers
tend to identify themselves as having a disability. This can have implications for
understanding the terms of credit or negotiating the benefits system.” The one area in
which they did recognise a change in the profile of their visitors was that they have received

27 Ev55

28 Q2

29 Q36

30 Q36

31 Credit Action, Debt Facts and Figures, October 2009

32 Department for Business, Enterprise, and Regulatory Reform, A Better Deal for Consumers: Delivering Real Help
Now and a Change for the Future, CM 7669, July 2009

33 Q2
34 Eve62
35 Q25
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an increase in inquiries about employment issues. CAB said this was because the extended
opening hours had enabled those still in employment to access their services.*

Rogue lenders and access to credit

27. The options for access to good financial advice and loans are not always open or
available to everyone, particularly the unemployed and those on benefits. As the choices
are limited, the chances of relying on unscrupulous or illegal money lenders become
higher. The problem of such door step lending and loan sharks is prevalent in the region,
as indicated by Birmingham City Council setting up an Illegal Money lending Team.”

28. We were told one example of a single person on income support, responsible solely for
her grandchild, who had been “helped” by a loan of which would take her until she was 109
years old to pay off. ** Even so, CAB still maintained that when choices and cash becomes
limited, a loan shark is not the best choice but:

for some people, access to credit is really, really difficult. It [doorstep lending] is a
line of credit—a bad line of credit, but it is a line of credit. If that is all you have
available in your local—I am not, by any means, saying that they are a good thing
that should be encouraged—we need to think about what the alternative is.”

Credit Unions

29. Credit Unions were given as an alternative to doorstep lending if the client knows what
a credit union is, and that it is available locally and accessible. However, there is limited and
patchy coverage across the region, particularly in rural areas.” The National Housing
Federation said they had a good relationship with credit unions. It also said that they
provided a good alternative source of funding for clients who have either exhausted the
social fund or for whom the social fund is just not appropriate.*!

Combination effect

30. These problems do not commonly act in isolation, and it can be difficult to
disaggregate the issues or identify specific causes and effects. Redundancy or reduced
working hours reduces household income. In turn, this increases demands on the benefits
system, more people want to contact the Jobcentre, or get advice from the local authority
about their Council tax. Mark Barrow pointed out that applications for “free school meals,
school uniforms and those sorts of things” have increased.* It may also aggravate wider
health and social issues,* and this can add to the pressure on other public services.

36 Q3

37 Councils Target Loan Sharks, 28 May 2009, www.lga.gov.uk/

38 Q13

39 Q15

40 Qq 15-16

41 Q16

42 Q36

43  West Midlands Regional Development Centre, Staying Mentally Healthy Following Redundancy, September 2009
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31. Identifying that problems exist, and then attributing resources to address the problems
is a difficulty. Knowledge that a problem exists is not always transferred to the organisation
with the resources or ability to address the problem. As we have commented earlier, areas
of the region that showed a high degree of deprivation before the recession have commonly
deteriorated further, but there are also areas of the region that have shown themselves to be
newly vulnerable.** These places may not have the same historical or cultural mechanisms
for coping and understanding the full picture can be the biggest challenge.

Crime

32. We received evidence that there had been a small increase in ‘acquisitive and economic
crimes’, such as robbery being up near 10% and that there was patchy evidence for an
increase in some car crimes.*” The West Midlands Business Council* said there had been
an increase in bank online fraud of approximately 55%, that malicious damage was up
14%, arson up 23% and breaking and entering by around 13%. They also referred to a
GOWM assessment that had valued the cost of crime to business in the region at £14,000
per hour.”’

Social cohesion

33. Birmingham had hosted a conference on the reasons for underperformance of young
white boys in school, and the potential for this group to be recruited by right wing groups.*
At a similar time, there had been violence in Birmingham City Centre between groups of
predominantly white and Asian males.* We asked the Leaders’ Board if they thought the
local authorities were encountering problems with social cohesion as a result of the
recession. Mark Barrow said:

In terms of racial tensions, it was no coincidence that when Europe came out of the
great depression of the 30s every poor European country was managed by a dictator.
There is a strong evidential base that when communities feel disaffected it is an
opportunity to highlight difference rather than similarity across communities.
Tensions rose earlier in the year around the Lindsey oil plant. We all saw that but I
don’t think that is quite the story in many communities. There is certainly no
evidence in my part of the world, where we have a very strong BNP representation
but we do not see that community cohesion breakdown that the media want to tell us
a story about, if I am honest with you. [...] we are not seeing it in that way.”
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46 The West Midlands Business Council is an umbrella body for 26 business representative organisations
www.businessvoice.org.uk
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48 Birmingham Post, Birmingham hosts conference on the underachievement of white boys, 22 September 2009
49 The Guardian, Police arrest 90 after clashes at rightwing rally, 6 September 2009

50 Q67



16 The effect of the economic downturn on the people in the West Midlands

Long term effects

34. We also think that it is important to note that, even though the regional economy is
improving, and is expected technically to move out of recession, the downturn will
continue to have an impact on people’s lives for some time to so come. The issues that we
raise here are therefore still current, and important for a large number of people in the
region.

Gaps in our evidence

35. We are aware that we did not receive written evidence in some areas that we thought
we might and acknowledge there are several reasons why this might happen. It may be that
the full impact of the economic downturn has not hit home fully, it may be that the
evidence has not been collated yet, it may be that news of our inquiries do not yet reach
those organisations that are working in the areas that we want to hear from. We will try to
address this issue in future inquiries, and in particular will seek to improve our contact
with the voluntary and community sector.
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3 Response to the downturn

Regional response

36. The Regional Minister set up the WM taskforce to co-ordinate the region’s response to
the economic downturn in December 2008.>! While its main focus is providing support for
business it did establish a Supporting Individuals and Communities workstream in January
2009. This work is chaired by Mark Barrow, Chief Executive of Newcastle under Lyme
Borough Council, with administration provided by the Leaders’ Board secretariat,”* and
has focused on three areas:

e examining intelligence on the vulnerability of different places to the recession to
assist partners in their actions to tackle the recession,

e overseeing an in-depth pilot project with Cannock Chase District Council, which
has experienced a nearly 200% annual increase in Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants
since April 2008. The aim of the project is to identify the impacts being felt on local
communities and ways in which agencies can work closer together, and

e worked with partners to bid for and use Communities and Local Government
Empowerment and Participation funding with a view to supporting vulnerable
locations.”

37. Mark Barrow explained that the value of the Supporting Individuals and Communities
workstream came from sharing information and resources between local and regional

bodies:

I think we have done incredibly well in terms of sharing information and co-
ordinating immediate actions that are supportive where possible. That was not just
across local authorities—we have done a range of in-house sharing of good
practice—but with agencies such as the Learning and Skills Council, Jobcentre Plus,
Advantage West Midlands and the Home and Communities Agency. We ask,
“Where are our priorities? How can we align resources to deal with them?” I think
we have achieved a huge amount.*

38. The workstream’s data gathering has involved mapping 18 indicators at local authority
and ward level to identify areas that have been hardest hit, separately identifying localities
that have had long-term disadvantage against those that are newly vulnerable. This
demonstrated that the recession has impacted communities across the region: “If you look
at the local authority level, the usual areas of disadvantage come out in, if you like, a red
scale, and some in green, but when you go to the ward level there are red spots all over the
region”.”® Advantage West Midlands stated that some of the areas identified as hardest hit

51 The Taskforce is made up of regional government agencies, local authorities, business groups and trade unions

52 The Leaders’ Board is a replacement for West Midlands Local Government Association comprising all 33 local
authority Leaders in the region
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“are a surprise to us and have never featured on the radar ... We are collaborating with the
Taskforce and our partners to target those areas.”

39. As described in the earlier chapter, local authorities and the voluntary sector in the
region have reported increased demand for their services in areas such as housing and debt
advice, and grant applications.” Local bodies may be best placed to provide support to
people because “a central role of local government is to routinely support individuals and
communities across a range of needs and activities such as children and young people,
social care, housing, employment and the like.” Co-ordination between partner agencies
occurs at a local level, through Local Strategic Partnerships, Local Area Agreement targets
and other specific arrangements. The Leaders’ Board stated that the Supporting Individuals
and Communities workstream of the Taskforce “has an important role to play in sharing
information and co-ordinating activity regionally” to try and avoid duplication.”®

40. The most deprived local authorities in the region have received additional Government
support. Five local authorities have been awarded additional Working Neighbourhoods
funding of some £6 million between 2008 and 2011 to help long-term unemployed
families.” In addition, three neighbourhoods in Birmingham and two neighbourhoods in
Stoke-on-Trent were selected to receive Connecting Communities funding, with up to a
further 15 neighbourhoods in the West Midlands expected to be announced in the coming
months. Total Connecting Communities funding to be shared by 100 neighbourhoods
nationally is £12 million. Its purpose, as described by the Government Office is: “about
trying to empower those areas where the communities have perhaps lost their confidence
and are perhaps not as cohesive as they might be to get leadership. It is about giving people
a voice and an opportunity for increased support across those communities to get them
more engaged, both in the democratic process and in service provision in their areas.”®
Local strategic partnerships in the selected areas are developing plans of what they wish to
do which will determine how much money will be allocated to each neighbourhood.

41. We are aware that in some areas there have been criticisms of the pace and extent of the
distribution of funds, and the Government Office for the West Midlands has been asked to
report on how matters progress. We look forward to seeing the outcome of that
examination.!

42. Advantage West Midlands has a small role to play in supporting individuals and
communities as its funding is primarily for supporting businesses and the regional
economy. Its annual resources of approximately £300 million “are dwarfed by those that

56 Q110
57 See Ev59 andEv77
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59 Department for Communities and Local Government, £40 million to lift long-term jobless back into work, 13
November 2009. The five local authorities are: Birmingham, Sandwell, Stoke-on-Trent, Walsall and Wolverhampton
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61 Brum criticised over work funding, 9 November 2009, http://www.regen.net/bulletins/economic-development-
bulletin/news/964837-Brum;
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the Homes and Communities Agency, local government, the LSC, the DWP and Jobcentre
Plus have to spend on individuals and communities.”®*

43. Where the Supporting Individuals and Communities workstream of the Taskforce
has done targeted work in one area, such as in Cannock Chase, it should identify if
lessons learned are more widely applicable across the region and take responsibility for
disseminating information on what has worked well.

44. Support to people affected by the downturn has primarily been delivered by local
bodies, both from the public and voluntary sector. It is right that regional bodies,
including the Taskforce, do not duplicate local efforts. However, the Committee
supports the role that the Taskforce has taken to share information and co-ordinate
activities. In particular the Taskforce should continue to disseminate information from
Government to local bodies in the region and feedback issues from the region to central
Government. It is also important to ensure that the impact and outcomes of public
investment to assist those who have been affected by the downturn are effectively
monitored and measured.

Jobs and redundancy
Jobcentre Plus

45. Jobcentre Plus has taken a number of steps in the region to respond to increased
demand for its services, including:

o employing an additional 1,100 staff, against a target of 1,300, most of which are for
front-line services,

e considering 16 new sites in the region for temporary premises,

e increasing the space used for front-of-house operations in its existing 63 jobcentres
in the region, and

e extending opening hours—opening on weekends and in the evenings.

46. Some of these initiatives, such as extended opening hours, are being piloted nationally
but have had to be implemented in the region because of the severity of the downturn on
the region’s economy. Nationally, the Government has increased funding to Jobcentre Plus
by £1.3 billion over three financial years to March 2011.

47. A virtual contact centre network has been established across Jobcentre Plus offices. This
means that people making a claim for Jobseeker’s Allowance can be dealt with by an
operator anywhere in the country, with a follow-up appointment at their local jobcentre
within three days. Jobcentre Plus told us feedback from customers was positive: “they
[customers] are so pleased that they have got through on the phone and that they are able
to make their claim quickly ... all the time, we are trying to lessen the time that somebody
has to wait between seeing us and getting their benefit paid, if that is their priority—and it
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often is—and getting help with a job.”® In May 2009, Jobcentre Plus reported that 84% of
customers saw a personal adviser within three days of making a claim for Jobseeker’s
Allowance, and first payments for new claims were made in 10 days in the region, within
the national target of 11.5 days.**

Rapid Response Service

48. Employees at risk of redundancy, or who are made unemployed through redundancy,
receive support from the Rapid Response Service, a partnership between Jobcentre Plus
and the Learning and Skills Council. Support, such as CV writing, interview techniques
and access to job vacancies, is delivered on site where possible. Nationally, the service is
available when an employer informs the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills
that they intend to make at least 20 employees redundant. These rules have been relaxed in
the West Midlands, as Margaret Tovey, the Regional Director of Jobcentre Plus, explained:
“In the West Midlands, we have said that basically anybody can come along for it”.®
Jobcentre Plus has also developed links with regional insolvency practitioners and
administrators so that they receive advance warning allowing them to provide a support
service on site. This flexibility avoids the problem of Jobcentre Plus not being able to
provide support to an individual or company at risk of entering administration, rather than
waiting for the company to inform BIS.

49. Most people helped by the Rapid Response Service undertake training, which is funded
by Jobcentre Plus or Unity, the LSC’s regional pre-redundancy contractor. Jobcentre Plus
only track individual outcomes, such as how many people return to gainful employment,
when there are a large number of redundancies from one employer. The 800 people who
were made redundant as a result of LDV’s administration in June 2009 will be followed up
in this way. The effectiveness of Jobcentre Plus support is measured by the outflow from
the Jobseekers Allowance register. However, Jobcentre Plus does not measure the
effectiveness of specific interventions, such as the Rapid Response Service.*

50. Outflow from the Jobseekers Allowance register in the region is lower than expected.

If you look at the people on 13 weeks’ unemployment, ordinarily we would expect
56% of them to have come off the register. In the West Midlands, we are seeing
47.8% going off the register. So, the numbers are low, but they are still holding up
well. Equally, at 26 weeks, we would expect to see 78% coming off the register.
Currently, we are seeing 69.7%. At the 12-month stage, we would expect to see 92%,
but we are currently seeing 89%.”

51. The evidence from the Jobseekers’ Allowance register demonstrates how severely
the downturn has impacted people in the West Midlands, and that support will need to
be provided to some individuals for longer than they might ordinarily need.
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Customer Profile

52. Jobcentre Plus noted that the profile of its customers had changed in the downturn:
“we’ve definitely seen a larger number of people from professional and executive
backgrounds coming into the unemployed cohort.”® They recognised these individuals
needed different types of support and had worked with a cohort of over 120 such
unemployed professionals across the region to ask what support they wanted from the
organisation. AWM and Jobcentre Plus are considering how they can disseminate what
they have learnt across the region, which they hoped to have in place within six months.
This has further relevance because of the difficulty the region has in retaining graduates.®

53. Advantage West Midlands is providing £500,000 funding to support market towns
during the recession, many of which have experienced high increases in Jobseekers
Allowance claimants. AWM’s support targets larger private-sector employers and
independent retailers directly, and by promoting events to increase visitor numbers. As
part of the programme, Citizens Advice Bureau received £150,000 funding from
Advantage West Midlands to extend its services in the worst hit market towns.

54. We support the initiatives that have been taken by Jobcentre Plus in the region to
meet additional demand for its services. We encourage Jobcentre Plus to extend its
reach by opening new sites as soon as possible and extending opening hours for as long
as demand continues.

55. The current downturn has seen professionals and long-term employed people made
redundant in greater numbers than previous recessions. The support that they require
to re-enter employment may differ from that usually provided by Jobcentre Plus and its
partners. Lessons identified from talking to a cohort of 120 such people should be
disseminated to all regional jobcentres as soon as possible, so that the needs of these
individuals can be met.

Flexible New Deal

56. Flexible New Deal was officially launched in the West Midlands in October 2009 for
people who have received Jobseeker’s Allowance for 12 months. Contracted providers
provide tailored support, including work experience and training to help individuals find a
job. Jobcentre Plus has already made referrals to the region’s contracted providers and has
shared information about local employers. Witnesses reported that the reception of
employers and the third sector to Flexible New Deal and engagement with its providers is
mixed, although we did not receive evidence directly from representatives of business on
this issue.

57. The Committee is concerned about the level of engagement between Flexible New
Deal providers and local employers and the third sector. It is important that potential
employers are supportive of the scheme as they are key to returning people who have
been long-term unemployed to productive employment.
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Training flexibilities

58. From September 2008, the West Midlands piloted additional support to people
unemployed for six months or more allowing them to undertake full-time training for up
to eight weeks and still receive Jobseeker’s Allowance. This training flexibility was rolled
out nationally in March 2009 as part of the six month offer even though the impact of the
National Voluntary Training Pathfinder pilot in the region has not yet been evaluated.
Margaret Tovey, the Regional Director of Jobcentre Plus, told us: “It’s too early to say how
the eight-week arrangement is actually making an impact on sustainable jobs and futures
for people. But, it wasn’t there before and it seems to be working well.””

59. Roger McKenzie, the regional secretary for Unison, expressed concern that the pressure
to get people back into employment meant training and placements were not being
targeted properly:

I think that we are in a position sometimes where we say to people who are losing
their jobs that almost any job will do. Let us get them in a job. Let us get them into
some kind of training, whatever we can, but we have to get them off the books
somehow. I think that is understandable at one level, but on another level it is really
short-sighted.”

60. He advocated retraining people, particularly young people, for the jobs and sectors that
the region wants to establish in the future, such as manufacturing for the low-carbon
economy, while giving consideration to the different age and skill ranges of the people
being made redundant.

Graduates

61. The West Midlands Economic Strategy identifies a need to employ more graduates in
the region: “to close the gap with the English average we would need a total of 70,000 more
graduate-level jobs and to close the gap with one of the better-performing regions we
would need to employ 3,200 more new graduates each year.””> Estimates suggest a further
3,000 graduate level jobs or placements are needed as a result of the recession.”” A number
of schemes have been funded by AWM to encourage businesses to employ graduates:

e Grad Central online service to place graduate-level people in private sector jobs,
e Graduate Advantage which places graduates in work experience,

o First Move West Midlands, a directory of graduate jobs and SMEs willing to
receive graduate CVs, and

e Graduate Works, a pilot programme to develop graduates working in private
businesses in North Staffordshire and the Black Country.
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62. In response to the recession, AWM established a West Midlands Graduate Internship
Programme in July 2009. Through Jobcentre Plus, graduates on the programme can
receive two-weeks training and may be eligible to retain their benefits. The scheme
originally aimed to find places for 250 graduates but has increased this target to 1000
graduates by March 2010.7*

63. The Committee supports Unison’s assertion that activities to support people back
into work should be aligned to the long-term needs of the region wherever possible.
One area where this is most feasible is the graduate schemes established by Advantage
West Midlands.

Housing
Support for Housing Related Debt

64. The Government has introduced a number of measures, financial and otherwise, to
help households who are struggling with their mortgage or rental payments to remain in
their homes and avoid homelessness. The majority of support is targeted at homeowners:

e the Financial Services Authority issued guidance in November 2008 to judges on the
actions that mortgage lenders should have taken before initiating court proceedings;

o free legal advice is available to individuals on the day of their repossession or eviction
court hearing. There are 23 county court desks in the region providing advice;

e a £285 million Mortgage Rescue Scheme was launched in January 2009 under which
Housing Associations either provide an equity loan or purchase the property thereby
reducing an individual’s mortgage repayments or setting a rent they can afford;

e the terms of the Support for Mortgage Interest Scheme were changed from January
2009. Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants qualify for support with mortgage interest
payments after 13 weeks unemployment (a reduction from 39 weeks) on up to
£200,000 of their outstanding mortgage (an increase from £100,000); and

e ten bank and building society groups signed up to the Homeowner Mortgage Support
Scheme from April 2009 which allows eligible borrowers to defer some of their interest
payments for up to two years following independent financial advice. The Government
guarantees lenders 80% of the deferred interest.

65. Witnesses stated that the overall impact of the Government initiatives has been positive
but they were unable to identify which has been most effective. Sian Evans, the Head of
Housing Options at Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council stated:

Where there is such a range of different measures available to help homeowners in
difficulties, it is quite difficult to establish which ones are having the most positive
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effects ... but if we look overall at the effect of the initiatives, clearly they have made a
big difference for us.”

66. One beneficial outcome reported to the Committee is that the publicity generated by
the launch of Government support has raised public awareness and prompted people to
seek advice at an early stage. In some cases, this meant that the individuals did not need the
support that the new Government schemes provide. The Government Office told us:

We are told by local authorities in particular that the availability of those schemes is
ensuring that people get help and advice before they get into difficulties. They often
don’t then need formally to avail themselves of them because they are then routed
into all the other sources of support and advice.”

67. This view was repeated by the Citizens Advice Bureau in their evidence to the
Committee. They said that the Department for Communities and Local Government had
focused on homelessness prevention before the recession, and this improved how Local
Authorities, Housing Associations and the third sector work together to provide people
with advice.””

68. The West Midlands has the highest number of households who have received and
accepted an offer under the Mortgage Rescue Scheme of all the English regions. The
number, 30, is low relative to the number of households who have approached their Local
Authority with mortgage difficulties and the number of applications under the scheme.

Mortgage Rescue Scheme Applications from January to September 2009

Households who have | Mortgage Rescue Mortgage Rescue
approached their Scheme Applications’® | Scheme Accepted
Local Authority with Offers

mortgage difficulties

West Midlands
1,073 290 30

England Total
10,922 1,945 92

Source: Department for Communities and Local Government Mortgage Rescue Scheme monitoring statistics

69. The Homes and Communities Agency told us that they have used information on
regional mortgage hot spots to target activity promoting the Mortgage Rescue Scheme and
other support available from local authorities.”
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78 Applications to Local Authorities or referred by their lender to a central Fast Track scheme launched on 1 September
2009
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70. Witnesses reported some initial problems with the Government housing support
initiatives when they were launched which have now been resolved. First, local Authorities
found that some early applicants for the Mortgage Rescue Scheme were ineligible because
falling property values meant they were in negative equity, but the scheme has been
extended to include these households following their feedback.® Secondly, there was a time
delay before Housing Associations delivered the Mortgage Rescue Scheme because they
had not been initially consulted and were unsure of the impact of buying private homes on
their business, for example in respect of Decent Homes Standard requirements.’ And
thirdly, Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council reported that the court desk advice service
was not always available when there were repossession hearings, but that this problem had
been resolved with the court desk service provider.*

71. The organisations that will deliver new Government schemes need information on
the schemes to be disseminated quickly after they are announced or, ideally, provided
before the announcement.

72. Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council said:

One of the problems has been that there have been one or two new schemes, perhaps
that have turned up in ministerial announcements, that, for obvious reasons, we
weren’t aware of beforehand, and it is quite difficult, in the space of a day or two, to
have information to give members of the public who have read something in the
paper and want to know about it straight away.*

73. It is important for delivery bodies to have information on new schemes so that they
can capitalise on the initial interest generated by the scheme’s announcement and
develop public confidence in them.

74. The Supporting Individuals and Communities workstream of the Taskforce should
collect evidence from regional bodies to evaluate which Government housing support
initiative has been most beneficial to households in the region. This information will
allow the Taskforce to make informed representations to Government if any changes
are proposed to the schemes that will adversely impact the region. The Taskforce
should examine how it can help to disseminate information efficiently on new
Government initiatives to regional delivery bodies, including the third sector.

New Affordable Housing

75. The region is benefiting from the funding that Government has made available to build
more affordable housing under the Kickstart and Local Authority new build schemes. Paul
Spooner, the regional director for the Homes and Communities Agency stated: “we have
set out to capture as much of the new money that government have made available for
housing in the West Midlands. For example, we announced last week that we have
commissioned the 1,000™ home under the Kickstart programme, and that is more than any
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other region™ Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council recognised “there have also been
opportunities for local housing associations to buy up properties from developers, and they
brought forward funding to do that.”®

76. Business Voice WM, appreciated the benefit that additional funding has had in
securing jobs in the construction industry:

the recent actions of the Homes and Communities agency in this region have led to a
significant underpinning of the construction industry, which, if it had not existed,
would have led to a very serious downturn indeed. I think we would have lost a
number of very skilled professionals.®*

77. Local Authorities and Housing Associations in the region have received further
funding allocations to build or regenerate affordable homes from the Department of
Communities and Local Government:

e Birmingham and Stoke-on-Trent City Councils, and Shropshire County Council
are among 10 Local Authorities who will receive £1.7 billion under a private
finance housing initiative;

e Birmingham and Sandwell Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder has received an
allocation of £1.7 million;

o Housing Associations in the West Midlands will share a grant of £46 million to
deliver 933 affordable homes;

e Seven Councils in the West Midlands will share £21 million to build 404 new
homes as part of the Department for Communities and Local Government council
house building programme.

78. The Committee supports the efforts of the region to obtain the maximum
Government funding possible to increase the supply of affordable housing in the West
Midlands and support the construction industry and welcomes the additional funding
from Government which has recently been announced. Our first Report, published in
July 2009, highlighted the importance of stimulating the housing and construction
sectors to regional recovery. The evidence presented to this Inquiry underlines this
point.®®

79. We are concerned, however, that some of the areas that would most benefit from
the additional funding in the region may not have the capacity to bid for it. We
encourage the Homes and Communities Agency and other partners to work with these
areas to ensure that they benefit from the additional funding that is available.
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87 Department for Communities and Local Government, John Healey doubles council house-building cash, 11 January
2010

88 West Midlands Regional Committee, First Report of 2008-09, The impact of the current economic and financial
situation on businesses in the West Midlands Region, HC 409-1, particularly chapters 5, 6 and 7.
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Debt
Social Fund

80. In the 2009 Budget, the Government allocated an additional £125 million in 2009-10
and £145 million in 2010-11 to the Social Fund which is administered by Jobcentre Plus.
The fund provides interest-free loans including Crisis Loans to vulnerable people, allowing
them to spread payment of unexpected costs. There were 180,800 applications for Crisis
Loans in the West Midlands in the six months between April and September 2009, an
increase of 54% compared to April to September 2008. Nationally, applications for Crisis
Loans increased by 34% over the same period.*” Jobcentre Plus has responded to higher
regional demand for Social Fund loans by increasing the number of staff available to
receive telephone inquiries and process claims.

81. Research published in 2006 estimated 165,000 households in the UK used illegal money
lenders each year; approximately half in the most deprived areas. Birmingham was one of
two areas which piloted an Illegal Money Lending team in 2004 to investigate reported
offences. These teams, funded by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, are
now based in each region and also refer victims to affordable sources of lending. In the
West Midlands the actions of the team have resulted in 10 custodial sentences and an
estimated £16 million savings to victims.”

Credit Unions and Community Development Finance Initiatives

82. The Taskforce website (www.supportwm.co.uk) has a section for individuals which
signposts people who want to plan their personal finances to Credit Unions. These are
community-based, financial co-operatives that offer savings schemes and loans to their
members. Citizens Advice Bureau and the National Housing Federation were both positive
about Credit Unions, particularly for individuals who are ineligible for, or who have
exhausted, the Social Fund.”" Importantly, they were seen as a significant alternative to
doorstep lending, but only if they are available in an area and those at risk understand how
a credit union might provide more suitable help.”? There is, however, as we have previously
mentioned, limited and patchy coverage of credit unions throughout the region, and that
needs to be addressed.

83. Advantage West Midlands thought it might be possible to do more to assist people
considering setting up a Credit Union.”” The Government announced additional funding
of £18.75 million for the Financial Inclusion Growth Fund to allow 85,000 extra loans to be
made to the financially excluded by 2011, through Credit Unions and CDFIs.

84. Advantage West Midlands has focused on ensuring that all parts of the region are
covered by Community Development Finance Initiatives (CDFIs), which provide loans
and support to businesses as well as individuals who have had trouble getting finance from
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banks and building societies. In response to the economic downturn, AWM provided £2
million to CDFIs and, through the West Midlands Taskforce, has encouraged local
authorities to contribute to CDFIs which they are able to match with European funding.
CDFIs that receive public sector funding must comply with EU state aid rules which can
result in high interest rates if the risk of default on the loan is high.**

85. We support the work that Advantage West Midlands has undertaken to ensure
regional coverage by CDFIs. However, this financing can be expensive for small
businesses and individuals due to EU state aid rules.

86. Regional bodies such as Advantage West Midlands and the Regional Taskforce
should examine what further work is needed to promote Credit Union coverage in the
West Midlands. We welcome the funding that has already been provided to increase the
reach of credit unions, and we urge Ministers to do all they can to promote their
continued expansion.

94 West Midlands Regional Committee, First Special Report of Session 2009-10, The impact of the current economic
and financial situation on businesses in the West Midlands Region: Government response to the Committee's First
Report of Session 2008-09, HC 61
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4 \What lessons have been learned

Building long term resilience
Skills

87. We believe, on the evidence we have seen, that addressing the regional skills gap is key
to making the region more competitive, nationally and internationally. As Mick Laverty
told us, “The first thing to say is that we have a problem—a skills problem.”* We said in
chapter 3 that we support Unison’s assertion that short-term interventions to get people
back to work should complement the long-term strategy for the region’s economy. In
particular, short-term initiatives responding to the impact of the recession should also
focus on increasing or maintaining demand for higher-level skills in private businesses,
such as the West Midlands Graduate Internship Programme, and increasing the skill level
of people with low skills, through training. The region also needs to ensure that it has the
capacity to retrain people in the industries that it would like to develop, such as high-tech
and low-carbon industries. Retraining for a new industry will not be suitable for everyone:

Lots of people who are losing their jobs are 45, 50 and 50 plus and to say that they
should be retraining for high-tech industries is a really difficult argument to win with
people. As for those at the lower end of the age range who are finding it difficult to
get work, there is a whole new discussion to have with them.”

88. The Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009 introduced changes to the
way that further education skills will be funded in England from April 2010. The Learning
and Skills Council will be abolished, local authorities, supported by a Young People's
Learning Agency, will be responsible for the education and training of young people.
Regional Development Agencies will be responsible for producing a skills strategy,
articulating employer demand and the region’s priorities on skills; the Skills Funding
Agency will deliver the strategy by contracting with training providers.

89. A number of witnesses were concerned about the impact of reorganising learning and
skills provision during a recession. James Watkins, from Business Voice WM, was
particularly concerned that “a number of local authorities are not prepared ... because
there are structural problems.” He highlighted that the new system is supposed to be
demand-led, but the commissioning framework will only be issued in April 2010.” Local
authorities, however, are keen to adopt the new framework where training needs can be
matched to the local employment market.”® Five sub-regional commissioning groups have
been established which shadowed the Learning and Skills Council’s 2009-10
commissioning process and are working jointly on the 2010-11 commissioning plans.”

95 Q111
9% Q30
97 Q69
98 Q68
99 Ev89



30 The effect of the economic downturn on the people in the West Midlands

90. We believe that short-term activities responding to economic shocks should
complement the long-term strategy for regional economic development. We support
activities the region has introduced that meet both short and long-term skills needs,
such as the West Midlands Graduate Internship Programme. We encourage the region
to design future initiatives to deliver both a short-and long-term benefit.

91. We share the concern of witnesses that the changes to the system for learning and
skills have been insufficiently developed. We believe there is a significant risk the
changes will adversely impact on skills delivery in the region when they are introduced
in April 2010. We recommend that regional bodies work closely together, through
organisations such as the Taskforce, to limit the impact of the change. Ideally,
Machinery of Government changes should be limited during the downturn as such
changes increase the risk that services will not be delivered effectively when they are
most needed.

What regional bodies can do

92. Three ‘Total Place’ pilot projects are taking place in the region funded by the
Department for Communities and Local Government. These projects—in Birmingham,
Coventry and Solihull, and Worcestershire—“are looking at total public spend in a
particular area and how the public sector can be more efficient in relation to the delivery of
services and making them more user-friendly.”'® The pilots form part of HM Treasury
efficiency savings programmes and will report on findings in the 2010 Budget.

93. Public sector funding in the region can also be used to leverage additional benefit by
ensuring that local employers can compete for public sector contracts. The Committee
supports the work of the West Midlands Economic Inclusion Panel which has
“commissioned lawyers to draft robust packaging and clauses right the way through the
procurement process, so that when it is procuring anything, the public sector in the West
Midlands can legitimately include clauses to support jobs and skills for local people.”*!

94. We encourage public sector agencies in the West Midlands, particularly Local
Authorities, to adopt the procurement documentation being developed by the
Economic Inclusion Panel allowing public sector contracts to deliver additional local
employment benefits. We also encourage the Economic Inclusion Panel in its efforts to
roll the documentation out to private sector businesses in the region.

95. Lessons for more efficient and innovative public service delivery should be
identified from the three Total Place pilot projects, and disseminated throughout the
region, independently of formal reporting on the project by HM Treasury.
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Duplication versus co-ordination

96. There are a number of regional organisations and bodies established to co-ordinate
specific activities at a regional level and to assist with collaboration and partnership
working, for example:

e Advantage West Midlands, the region’s development agency, responsible for the
region’s economic development.

e The West Midlands Leaders’ Board, a replacement for West Midlands Local
Government Association comprising all 33 Local Authority Leaders in the region,
established as a result of the Sub-National Review.

e The Joint Strategic Investment Board, comprising of members from Advantage
West Midlands, the West Midlands Leaders’ Board and a representative from WM
Business Voice, it was established to oversee and move forward the agenda for
change created by the Sub-National Review.

e The Region’s Economic Taskforce, which brings together representatives from the
public, private and third sector in the region to identify shared priorities for
responding to the economic downturn, based on a collective understanding of the
evidence.

e The Economic Inclusion Panel, comprising representatives from the public and
third sector, considers new ways to tackle the £2 billion productivity gap ascribed
to worklessness in the region and champion existing good practice.

e The Regional Minister’s Top Eight, brings together the large statutory deliverers in
the region to discuss cross-cutting issues.

97. These bodies are in addition to regional representation from central Government
Departments in the Government Office and to local co-ordination mechanisms such as
Local Strategic Partnerships.

98. We support collaboration on common goals across the regional public sector and
with the voluntary sector. We recognise that some of these bodies are required under
statute; however, we are concerned that the number of organisations is inhibiting
effective joint working. The complexity of co-ordination of activity at a regional level
raises the question of which body decides and drives the regional agenda, and whether
there are proper lines of accountability for their decisions.

99. We support the approach taken by the Regional Taskforce of commencing meetings
with “a summary of the situation in the West Midlands as that time”.'* This achieves a
common understanding of the situation based on agreed, up-to-date data. We
encourage the region to adopt this approach more extensively by agreeing a common
set of measures that reflect the state of the region across the board, which can be
measured centrally—for example, by the West Midlands Regional Observatory.
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100. Mark Barrow from the Leaders’ Board highlighted that “there is a danger that funding
schemes or part of a bidding process relating to such matters can just be about beauty
parades. If you are good at bidding, you get money, and it does not necessarily follow
need.”’” He believed that the co-ordination afforded by bodies such as the Leaders’ Board
and Joint Strategic Investment Board protected against this by testing each other’s
identified priorities. However, we remain concerned that some of those areas most in
need of additional Government assistance may not be aware of new funding that is
available and do not have the capacity to bid for it.

101. Need must be a major determinant in the allocation of resources, and authorities
and organisations in deprived areas of the region must be given help as necessary to
ensure their effective participation in bidding processes.

Future role and shape of the Taskforce

102. Change is taking effect in the Taskforce’s composition. The Taskforce is merging with
the Council of Economic Advisors, which provides business representation to the Regional
Minister, starting in early 2010."* This should address criticism from the business
community that they were not represented on the Taskforce, where they had been included
in its predecessor established to respond to the closure of MG Rover.'”” Mark Barrow, the
chairman of the Taskforce’s Supporting Individuals and Communities Workstream, stated
that the region was “moving towards bringing together the Regional Economic Inclusion
Panel, the Regional Equality and Diversity Partnership and this workstream to create a
single stream of people from the regional and local authority organisations™'” The
amalgamated body will focus on the enduring social impacts from the recession. We think
this represents a positive step as it brings together the body that has been addressing the
long term social issues in the region resulting from economic deprivation, with the more
recent issues in the region as a result of the current recession.

103. As a result of its economic focus, the Taskforce lacks a number of public sector
agencies that deliver wider support to communities and people, such as the Strategic
Health Authority, the Police, education bodies and the voluntary sector. Representatives
from the Government Office for the West Midlands stated that some of these bodies form
part of the Regional Minister’s top eight which the Regional Minister brings “together
frequently to discuss cross-cutting issues across all the large statutory deliverers in the West
Midlands.™"” The Taskforce has focused on responding to current issues but members and
the Regional Minister would probably be responsive to additional members as, for
example, health and environment issues were identified.

104. The Taskforce reached its first anniversary in December 2009. The Government
Office stated that the Taskforce was examining what its future strategic priorities should be;
they were likely to be “unblocking infrastructure projects and making sure that in a time of
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scarce resources and of difficult challenges for the private sector, we focus on where we can
add value and unblock.”® Some work for which there is a longer-term need, such as
accelerating infrastructure projects, have passed to other regional bodies, in this case the
Joint Strategic Investment Board.'”

105. We understand that the Taskforce should not be seen as the answer to every
problem in the region and recognise that it was set up to focus on the initial economic
impact of the downturn. However, the Taskforce has reach within the region and a
direct connection to Whitehall.

106. We believe that other activities performed by the Taskforce, such as co-ordinating
activity and disseminating good practice throughout the region, would be beneficial to
the region in the longer term. Witnesses also identified that communication with
Whitehall through the Taskforce worked well. To do this effectively on more social
issues the membership of the Taskforce may need to change or mechanisms established
to capture information from public sector and voluntary bodies.

The role of the third sector

107. Twenty eight regional Citizens Advice Bureaux are sharing additional Government
funding of over £825,000 to March 2010 to meet additional demand for its advisory
services as more people get into financial difficulty due to the economic downturn. The
funding is expected to provide 6200 additional hours which the bureaux estimate will help
50,000 more people. Local authority funding increased by £400,000 in 2008-09 compared
to the previous financial year. There is value in supporting an independent advisory service
because “people trust different brands, and they will always want choice”.'"

108. Citizens Advice Bureau delivers basic financial education focusing on budgeting,
borrowing and saving skills, under a programme called Financial Capability. Citizens
Advice Bureau aims for all bureaux to deliver this education by 2011; in the West Midlands
56% of bureaux delivered nearly 1,000 group sessions in 2008. The Government is trialling
a telephone, online and face-to-face consumer financial advice service, called Money Made
Clear, in the North East and North West which it will roll-out to all regions if the pilots are
successful.

109. Accessing those that most need support can be difficult, for both the public and third
sector. Research for Citizens Advice Bureau identified in 2007 that “38% of people who
would like help and advice did not manage to get access to it, and that was pre-
recession.”'!! Witnesses from the third sector reported that a positive outcome from the
region’s response to the downturn is greater co-working and collocation between
themselves and statutory service deliverers, such as Local Authorities. This improves access
to support services for individuals where services are delivered by different organisations,
as it avoids the risk of people falling through the gaps. Mark Barrow, from the West
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Midlands Leaders’ Board also stated: “there is lots of collocation and co-working going on,
and that is maybe something that we need to reflect on as a longer-term thing, not just as
an immediate response to the situation that we are in at the moment.”'?

110. The Committee recognises that we have not engaged as fully with the region’s third
sector in this inquiry as we had hoped would be possible. Although, we received both
written and oral evidence from Citizens Advice Bureau and the National Housing
Federation, we received less data and evidence on how the recession is affecting the people
of the region than we believe is available. We recognise that there are considerably more
voluntary organisations that provide support to people in the region and would like to
encourage these organisations to provide evidence to the Committee’s future inquiries.

111. The third sector is often best placed to engage hard-to-reach communities,
providing advice, education and access to services. We recognise that lots of good
partnership working has taken place between voluntary organisations and the public
sector to deliver support effectively to individuals affected by the downturn. Where this
collaborative working has been beneficial, we are concerned that it should not be lost in
the longer term. The Taskforce should collect information on successful collaborative
working across the region and identify areas where continued partnership working will
be of benefit to effectively deliver services to communities.
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Conclusions and recommendations

Regional response to the downturn

1.

Where the Supporting Individuals and Communities workstream of the Taskforce
has done targeted work in one area, such as in Cannock Chase, it should identify if
lessons learned are more widely applicable across the region and take responsibility
for disseminating information on what has worked well. (Paragraph 43)

Support to people affected by the downturn has primarily been delivered by local
bodies, both from the public and voluntary sector. It is right that regional bodies,
including the Taskforce, do not duplicate local efforts. However, the Committee
supports the role that the Taskforce has taken to share information and co-ordinate
activities. In particular the Taskforce should continue to disseminate information
from Government to local bodies in the region and feedback issues from the region
to central Government. It is also important to ensure that the impact and outcomes
of public investment to assist those who have been affected by the downturn are
effectively monitored and measured. (Paragraph 44)

Jobs and redundancy

3.

The evidence from the Jobseekers’ Allowance register demonstrates how severely the
downturn has impacted people in the West Midlands, and that support will need to
be provided to some individuals for longer than they might ordinarily need.
(Paragraph 51)

We support the initiatives that have been taken by Jobcentre Plus in the region to
meet additional demand for its services. We encourage Jobcentre Plus to extend its
reach by opening new sites as soon as possible and extending opening hours for as
long as demand continues. (Paragraph 54)

The current downturn has seen professionals and long-term employed people made
redundant in greater numbers than previous recessions. The support that they
require to re-enter employment may differ from that usually provided by Jobcentre
Plus and its partners. Lessons identified from talking to a cohort of 120 such people
should be disseminated to all regional jobcentres as soon as possible, so that the
needs of these individuals can be met. (Paragraph 55)

The Committee is concerned about the level of engagement between Flexible New
Deal providers and local employers and the third sector. It is important that potential
employers are supportive of the scheme as they are key to returning people who have
been long-term unemployed to productive employment. (Paragraph 57)

The Committee supports Unison’s assertion that activities to support people back
into work should be aligned to the long-term needs of the region wherever possible.
One area where this is most feasible is the graduate schemes established by
Advantage West Midlands. (Paragraph 63)
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Housing

8.

10.

11.

12.

Debt
13.

14.

The organisations that will deliver new Government schemes need information on
the schemes to be disseminated quickly after they are announced or, ideally,
provided before the announcement. (Paragraph 71)

It is important for delivery bodies to have information on new schemes so that they
can capitalise on the initial interest generated by the scheme’s announcement and
develop public confidence in them. (Paragraph 73)

The Supporting Individuals and Communities workstream of the Taskforce should
collect evidence from regional bodies to evaluate which Government housing
support initiative has been most beneficial to households in the region. This
information will allow the Taskforce to make informed representations to
Government if any changes are proposed to the schemes that will adversely impact
the region. The Taskforce should examine how it can help to disseminate
information efficiently on new Government initiatives to regional delivery bodies,
including the third sector. (Paragraph 74)

The Committee supports the efforts of the region to obtain the maximum
Government funding possible to increase the supply of affordable housing in the
West Midlands and support the construction industry and welcomes the additional
funding from Government which has recently been announced. Our first Report,
published in July 2009, highlighted the importance of stimulating the housing
and construction sectors to regional recovery. The evidence presented to this
Inquiry underlines this point. (Paragraph 78)

We are concerned that some of the areas that would most benefit from the additional
funding in the region may not have the capacity to bid for it. We encourage the
Homes and Communities Agency and other partners to work with these areas to
ensure that they benefit from the additional funding that is available. (Paragraph 79)

We support the work that Advantage West Midlands has undertaken to ensure
regional coverage by CDFIs. However, this financing can be expensive for small
businesses and individuals due to EU state aid rules. (Paragraph 85)

Regional bodies such as Advantage West Midlands and the Regional Taskforce
should examine what further work is needed to promote Credit Union coverage in
the West Midlands. We welcome the funding that has already been provided to
increase the reach of credit unions, and we urge Ministers to do all they can to
promote their continued expansion. (Paragraph 86)

Building long-term resilience

15.

We believe that short-term activities responding to economic shocks should
complement the long-term strategy for regional economic development. We support
activities the region has introduced that meet both short and long-term skills needs,
such as the West Midlands Graduate Internship Programme. We encourage the
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region to design future initiatives to deliver both a short-and long-term benefit.
(Paragraph 90)

We share the concern of witnesses that the changes to the system for learning and
skills have been insufficiently developed. We believe there is a significant risk the
changes will adversely impact on skills delivery in the region when they are
introduced in April 2010. We recommend that regional bodies work closely together,
through organisations such as the Taskforce, to limit the impact of the change.
Ideally, Machinery of Government changes should be limited during the downturn
as such changes increase the risk that services will not be delivered effectively when
they are most needed. (Paragraph 91)

What regional bodies can do

17.

18.

We encourage public sector agencies in the West Midlands, particularly Local
Authorities, to adopt the procurement documentation being developed by the
Economic Inclusion Panel allowing public sector contracts to deliver additional local
employment benefits. We also encourage the Economic Inclusion Panel in its efforts
to roll the documentation out to private sector businesses in the region. (Paragraph
94)

Lessons for more efficient and innovative public service delivery should be identified
from the three Total Place pilot projects, and disseminated throughout the region,
independently of formal reporting on the project by HM Treasury. (Paragraph 95)

Duplication versus co-ordination

19.

20.

21.

22,

We support collaboration on common goals across the regional public sector and
with the voluntary sector. We recognise that some of these bodies are required under
statute; however, we are concerned that the number of organisations is inhibiting
effective joint working. The complexity of co-ordination of activity at a regional level
raises the question of which body decides and drives the regional agenda, and
whether there are proper lines of accountability for their decisions. (Paragraph 98)

We support the approach taken by the Regional Taskforce of commencing meetings
with “a summary of the situation in the West Midlands as that time”. This achieves a
common understanding of the situation based on agreed, up-to-date data. We
encourage the region to adopt this approach more extensively by agreeing a common
set of measures that reflect the state of the region across the board, which can be
measured centrally—for example, by the West Midlands Regional Observatory.
(Paragraph 99)

We remain concerned that some of those areas most in need of additional
Government assistance may not be aware of new funding that is available and do not
have the capacity to bid for it. (Paragraph 100)

Need must be a major determinant in the allocation of resources, and authorities and
organisations in deprived areas of the region must be given help as necessary to
ensure their effective participation in bidding processes. (Paragraph 101)
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Future role and shape of the Taskforce

23.

24,

We understand that the Taskforce should not be seen as the answer to every problem
in the region and recognise that it was set up to focus on the initial economic impact
of the downturn. However, the Taskforce has reach within the region and a direct
connection to Whitehall. (Paragraph 105)

We believe that other activities performed by the Taskforce, such as co-ordinating
activity and disseminating good practice throughout the region, would be beneficial
to the region in the longer term. Witnesses also identified that communication with
Whitehall through the Taskforce worked well. To do this effectively on more social
issues the membership of the Taskforce may need to change or mechanisms
established to capture information from public sector and voluntary bodies.
(Paragraph 106)

The role of the third sector

25.

The third sector is often best placed to engage hard-to-reach communities, providing
advice, education and access to services. We recognise that lots of good partnership
working has taken place between voluntary organisations and the public sector to
deliver support effectively to individuals affected by the downturn. Where this
collaborative working has been beneficial, we are concerned that it should not be lost
in the longer term. The Taskforce should collect information on successful
collaborative working across the region and identify areas where continued
partnership working will be of benefit to effectively deliver services to communities.
(Paragraph 111)
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Formal Minutes

Monday 11 January 2010

Members present:

Mr Richard Burden, in the Chair

Mr Adrian Bailey Mr James Plaskitt
Mrs Janet Dean

Draft Report (The Effect of the Economic Downturn on the People of the West Midlands), proposed by the
Chairman, brought up and read.

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.

Paragraphs 1 to 111 read and agreed to.

Summary agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the First Report of the Committee to the House.

Ordered, That the Chairman make the Report to the House.

Several Memoranda were ordered to be reported to the House for printing with the Report.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the provisions of
Standing Order No. 134.

[Adjourned to a date and time to be fixed by the Chairman.
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Oral evidence

West Midlands Regional Committee: Evidence Ev 1

Taken before the West Midlands Regional Committee

on Thursday 8 October 2009

Members present:

Richard Burden (Chairman)
Mr Adrian Bailey

Mr James Plaskitt

Witnesses: Roger McKenzie, Unison West Midlands, Andrew Seager, Citizens Advice, and Paul Williams,

National Housing Federation, gave evidence.

Q1 Chairman: I welcome Paul, Andrew and Roger.
This is the first meeting of the second inquiry of the
West Midlands Regional Committee. Our first
inquiry, which reported in July, looked specifically at
the impact of the economic downturn on businesses
in the region. It was really the first half of the same
inquiry, and we are now embarking on the second leg
and trying to make sense of what is happening to
people in the West Midlands and the impact of the
recession on them. Although there are some
encouraging signs of recovery, we are all aware of the
time lags and the fact that some impacts of the
recession will last a bit longer. For people, whether
in the home, jobs or in communities, there are still
major challenges to be faced. The written evidence
that your different organisations have provided has
been very useful. Its status will be exactly the same
as that of the verbal evidence that you will give
today, but we will certainly appreciate hearing
further amplification of the points you made in your
written evidence. There are a number of things that
we want to follow up with you. Before we go into the
questions, will you introduce yourselves for the
record and say which organisations you are from?
Paul Williams: 1 am Paul Williams from the
National Housing Federation.

Andrew Seager: 1 am Andrew Seager from Citizens
Advice.

Roger McKenzie: 1 am Roger McKenzie, Regional
Secretary of Unison West Midlands.

Q2 Chairman: Thank you. The first question is fairly
general. From your perspective, what has the overall
impact of the economic downturn been on people in
the region? I said in my opening remarks that there
are some encouraging signs of recovery. From where
you sit, is the regional situation improving or do you
have the impression that, as far as a lot of people in
the West Midlands are concerned, things will get
worse before they improve? Can we start from the
housing perspective, Paul?

Paul Williams: There has certainly been a time delay
in feeling some of the effects that you alluded to in
your introduction. For example, one of the
indicators that we always use is rent arrears. As has
been indicated by a number of members, there has
certainly been a delay in feeling their effect; but they
have been saying that, while they have been
supporting their customers to seek further advice at
an earlier stage, they have seen an increase in rent

arrears, particularly in respect of those who have
been affected by redundancy. A subset of that
concerns those who are working lesser hours and
thus receiving partial housing benefit payments.
There has been a time lag, and we are only now really
starting to feel some of its effects. Within the regional
context, the economic inclusion panel chaired by
Trudi Eliot has picked up the effect on those
communities at the bottom end of the spectrum of
economic wealth, which have been harder hit and
will take longer to recover once the effect is felt. We
are starting to see signs of that play out now.
Andrew Seager: From our perspective, we recorded
in our briefing the increase on what we called our
basket of recession stats, which were on mortgage
and secure loan arrears and redundancy advice, and
advice on jobseeker’s allowance. In the first quarter
of this year—April to June—the demand went down
from that in the previous quarter. However—there is
always a “however”—compared to the same period
12 months ago, there is still a massive increase. Just
to put some figures on that, we dealt with 159,000
inquiries about debt advice in the same period last
year and 180,000 this year, so the figures are still
30,000 up even though they are down. Over the past
year, we have seen a rapid increase and a slight dip,
but still a huge increase compared to the same period
12 months ago. Why do we think that has been
caused? Some of the positive effects are that it’s been
on everyone’s lips and people are actually coming in
and seeking advice. There have been a range of
innovations at a central level and local initiatives
that make people think, “I need to go to seek advice.
I have a problem here”. In terms of looking to the
future, access to credit will change—it has already. In
some respects that could be a good thing and a
positive thing, but for some who struggle to get
credit in the first place and get access to affordable
credit, it is going to be a real challenge. So there is a
bit of a mixed bag; I am not being very clear. There
are some real positives in terms of people waking up
and thinking, “Actually, I really need help”.

Q3 Chairman: In terms of who is coming to see you,
the numbers have obviously changed, but has the
demographic changed as well? Are the kinds of
people who are coming to see you, or who have been
coming to see you over the past year, different from
those who were seeking your services before?
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Andrew Seager: On the whole, they are roughly the
same people as they were. On the whole, our clients
in the West Midlands context tend to be slightly
more females than males, 20% tend to identify as
having a disability and 72% come from white
backgrounds. Our age range is primarily 35 to 49;
that is our largest percentage group. That has stayed
pretty steady, and is pretty universal across the
service. We have seen a difference in one area. We
received an additional £10 million nationally from
central Government to open during additional
hours, and the inquiries that have been coming in
because of that are slightly different from those that
we would see in normal standard opening hours, in
that the number of inquiries about employment
advice is higher. You would expect that, because this
has allowed us to open in the evenings and on
Saturdays—people tend to be in work and cannot
access advice. So, that has effected a change in terms
of our profile.

Q4 Chairman: And is employment advice the main
change?

Andrew Seager: Benefits and debts are pretty similar
statistically, but if you look at it statistically they are
not that different.

Q5 Chairman: You mentioned the extra
Government funding. I think there are 28 regional
Bureaux sharing £825,000 until March 2010. What
level of additional funding have you had from local
authorities as well as from central Government?
Andrew Seager: Quite a number of Bureaux have
had increases in funding. Overall, in the West
Midlands, in 08-09 local authority funding went up
by £400,000, from £6.8 million to £7.2 million,
compared to 07-08. There have been a number of
recession-linked examples—I quoted two examples
in the briefing—when local authorities have said,
“Bureaux are really key here. We really need to be
working with them and put some additional
investment in”. Alongside that, we are talking to
Advantage West Midlands about its looking at
putting in additional investment, recognising,
through its market towns initiative, that advice has
a real role to play in regeneration.

Q6 Chairman: And do there tend to be a lot of strings
in relation to that funding, or can you deploy it
where you feel it is most needed, according to local
circumstances?

Andrew Seager: Looking at the funding across the
West Midlands, a lot of it has been outcome-based,
which is really, really helpful because it means that
we can define what key outputs are needed for that
community—those that will make the most
difference. So, we really welcome that approach. It is
different for different communities, as you will know.
A bureau will know exactly what is needed in that
local area, so that is a really helpful approach.
Chairman: Thanks. We’ll come to Roger, but first
Adrian.

Q7 Mr Bailey: This may be a very difficult question
to answer. You hinted at something, although I may
have misinterpreted. With the raised level of
awareness of people potentially running into debt, I
am interested to know if you have any perception of
how many people come who are actually in financial
trouble compared to those who may come to consult
you to pre-empt financial trouble. I appreciate it is
very difficult to have a statistical template that
distinguishes between the two, but I would welcome
any comments you may have.

Andrew Seager: My observations would be from my
experience of being an adviser, which was a bit in the
dim and distant past but not too long ago. People
will leave it to crisis point to come and say. There is
still a stigma attached to being in debt. To say to
someone, “I have got problems” or “I am not coping
very well” is a really difficult thing to do. However,
we are doing lots of work around financial capability
and preventing problems. I couldn’t quote exact
numbers—though I could go away and find them—
but those sessions are proving immensely popular.
People come into a Bureaux, sit in a group base and
talk about money skills and budgeting in a non-
threatening and comfortable way. That kind of
money guidance—money education—is proving to
be a popular way forward. I know that housing
associations are looking at it and getting heavily
involved. It makes sense to make the clients of the
future confident consumers, so that they are not
going to say yes to the credit card cheque with an
exorbitant amount of interest that pops through
their door or yes to the doorstep lender, because they
know they will be paying it off for another 10 years.
I can look at the figures but they are proving to be
popular—no Bureaux is struggling to fill the places
on financial capability courses.

Q8 Chairman: I think we will be asking more
questions on the issue of debt and the CAB’s role in
that. Now Roger, from the perspective of your trade
union Unison, how do you see things?

Roger McKenzie: There are a few points I want to
make. The first one regards admin—there is no a in
my name. But I have been called a lot worse than
MacKenzie. It generally doesn’t bother me. In terms
of the question we were asked, the first thing to say
is that it has been bad for some parts of our
community for a considerable time and it is worth
keeping hold of that fact. Particularly in the West
Midlands, many parts of our communities have had
very high levels of unemployment. The current
situation is adding to an already bad situation for
many people. Some parts of the community—for
example, the black communities within the region—
whose people and organisations I talk to both
through the work that I do for Unison and some of
the community organisations I am involved with, are
fearful about where things are going. They do not see
too many positive signs around for them. Part of
that is because they are already in a bad situation. It
seems a queue is being created. People already doing
badly have moved even further behind, yet a number
of other people have joined at the front of the queue.
That worries people because they think, “Hang on a
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minute. We have been going through really difficult
times for a long time. We didn’t have taskforces set
up for us.” By the way, I should say that I welcome
the setting up of the taskforce. Without that, we
would have been in an even more difficult position in
this region than we already are. On the way over,
with the new technology available to us, I used
Twitter to ask friends how they saw things and what
I should say here this afternoon. One of the leaders
of the University of Birmingham Guild of Students,
a senior elected official, replied and said I needed to
remind you that it is really difficult for graduates to
get jobs at the moment and getting harder. One of
the discussions that has taken place across the region
for some considerable time has been about the
difficulty of keeping graduates within the region.
They come to the excellent universities in the region,
but how we manage to keep them after they have
graduated has been a problem for some time. Well,
here we have a load of people who want to stay in the
region, who want to contribute to the future growth
of the region and are finding it difficult to get work. I
also had a communication from one of our low-paid
members of our national executive committee in
Unison who contacted me and said, “Don’t forget to
remind them about the low-paid”. It is always bad
for the low-paid anyway. It is difficult out there and
they do not see that the times are going to get any
easier for them. So I have been asked to put those
things across. I was reflecting on the point that was
made about advice and where people go to get
advice. In the past, people have been able to come to
trade unions to get advice. In the past 10 or 15 years
or longer, the level of trade unionism in the private
sector, in particular, has declined rapidly. Whereas in
the past people could have gone to their trade union
in the private sector to get the sort of advice that we
were talking about—what Andrew was talking
about in terms of “where do I get welfare benefits?”
and “what am I entitled to?”—that is not there for
people, particularly in the private sector. In the
public sector, where we still do have fairly high levels
of trade unionism, people are coming to us.
Essentially, the levels of cuts have not totally hit the
public sector yet. We know about the kind of things
that have been said about what is going to happen in
terms of cuts in the public sector in the future.
However, what we are hearing from those members
is not so much people coming to us and asking for
advice. Instead, they are coming to us with their
fears about job security. So I think concern about job
security, which has not really been on the radar for
10 or 15 years, really is on the radar now; it is really
back on the agenda for everybody.

Q9 Mr Plaskitt: May I come back to the question of
advising people on issues of debt and financial
advice? I think, Andrew, that these questions are
largely for you. To what extent do you feel that you
are operating, as a Bureau, on your own as opposed
to increasingly joining up with a lot of the other
sources of advice and guidance that are out there?
Are you beginning to liaise more and collaborate
with others?

Andrew Seager: 1 think the advice community works
very well together. I think what CABs are excellent
at—and I am not going to apologise for saying it—
is providing generous advice and they are very
excellent at providing debt advice. However, there
are lots of community groups out there whose clients
are not our clients. Actually, there are some really
good links in the community where other
community groups are referring to Bureaux, or we
will be able to work with them to be able to go out
into the community.

Q10 Mr Plaskitt: I am thinking about points of
access for people. For example, are you doing more
to have your services available in family centres,
children’s centres and communities?

Andrew Seager: Yes.

Q11 Mr Plaskitt: So they do not have to find your
office? They are coming across you where they are
anyway, because they are doing something else there.
Andrew Seager: Yes. There are some really good
partnerships, especially with housing associations
and local authorities. The caveat to that is the
resourcing and staffing of those, and sometimes
funding is a challenge for the local authority or the
housing association. However, access is very key for
us and it is one of our challenges that we continually
strive towards, because the legal services research
centre showed in 2007 that 38% of people who would
like help and advice did not manage to get access to
it, and that was pre-recession. So, access is very dear
to us. We have got to do a lot more. The more we can
take it out, the better.

Q12 Mr Plaskitt: Have you any constructive
suggestions as to what further steps could be taken
to widen access so that we reach the people who at
this stage are not sure where to start getting advice
and support?

Andrew Seager: 1 think we can try to integrate
services where we can. By that, I do not mean that it
has to be a one-stop shop that is just branded in a
new way. People trust different brands, and they will
always want choice. For me, it is about co-location
where possible, so the client does not have to travel
from pillar to post and run a risk. I know, as a
consumer myself, that if I try to contact an agency
and I am told to walk down the road to another
agency, I might think, “Well, I am not going to
bother to do that.” If someone says to me, “Go to
that office there. I will take you there. It is in the same
building, and someone will see you straight away”,
you are much less likely to fall through the gaps, and
will keep getting the advice that you need.

Q13 Mr Plaskitt: Can I move on and ask you to
assess the extent of the problem with rogue advisors
out there? Do you find people falling victim to them,
and, as a result, getting into a worse situation?

Andrew Seager: On a personal level, I get concerned
if I put “Citizens Advice Bureau” in Google and get
sponsored links down the side. I would encourage
anyone to do that, to see what you end up coming up
with. You get a massive range of fee-paying agencies

using “advice”, “answers” and “bureau” in all sorts
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of combinations. I was talking to some of the money
advisers in the region, and briefly I just want to touch
on a case study that the debt supervisor at
Wolverhampton CAB came up with. They
interviewed a client who was a single person
responsible solely for her grandchild, and she is in
receipt of income support. She had been “helped” by
a fee charger, who assessed her with a disposable
income of £100 a month, which she was struggling to
pay by not feeding herself and her grandchild
properly, and the fee charger was charging £20 a
month to service that debt. She would have been 109
years old when the debt was paid off. That is not a
level of service at all. She saw the adverts and she did
not know what else to do. I am not saying we can
shut them all down; I would probably like to do that,
but that is a personal view. But people are going to
them and seeking advice. You switch on the
television at certain times of the day and the adverts
are full of them.

Mr Plaskitt: They are all over the screens.

Andrew Seager: That is a real concern for us; people
are getting very, very poor advice.

Q14 Mr Plaskitt: Can you think of any practical
steps that can be taken to alert people to the
dangers?

Andrew Seager: 1 do not have one to come off the top
of my head. Our policy team has looked very closely
at them and talked to the regulators about what
would be some possible good solutions.

Q15 Chairman: What about doorstep lending? There
is anecdotal evidence in particular communities of a
big increase in doorstep peddlers, effectively, of
“financial assistance” going around. Is there any
reason why doorstep lending could not simply be
prohibited?

Andrew Seager: This is going to sound really strange.
For some people, access to credit is really, really
difficult. It is a line of credit—a bad line of credit, but
it is a line of credit. If that is all you have available
in your local area—I am not, by any means, saying
that they are a good thing that should be
encouraged—we need to think about what the
alternative is. Credit unions can provide a fantastic
alternative if the client understands what a credit
union is, it is available in the area, accessible, and
clients can go to all sorts of collection points to pay
in money. Credit unions are a real counteract to that
kind of doorstep lending. Again, my personal view is
that T have seen clients who have really struggled
with certain doorstep lenders—these are the legal
ones, let alone the illegal ones. Affordable credit
through credit unions and not with an extortionate
interest rate would be something I completely and
utterly advocate as a way forward.

Q16 Mr Bailey: You have basically dealt with the
issue of loan sharks. Following on the credit union
angle, I suppose there are two aspects to this. First,
the availability of access to credit unions is patchy,
geographically. It is quite possible that you have
some areas and communities that would find it
difficult to access a credit union. Following on from

that, do you have any working relationships with the
credit union movement to assist both them and
yourself in terms of linking debt advice with
appropriate financial services?

Andrew Seager: We do. We have a very strong
partnership with ABCUL, the Association of British
Credit Unions, and lots of Bureaux have strong
partnerships with credit unions at both a local and a
strategic level to talk about advocating credit unions
as a line of affordable credit for individuals, and also
alternatives to things like the social fund. Where
credit unions are really robust, they act as a very
good alternative for clients who have either
exhausted the social fund or who the social fund is
just not appropriate for. So we have some really
strong partnerships with them. I accept that their
coverage in some areas is not difficult. However, in
the real urban areas where doorstep lenders kick in,
often credit unions are there now. It is more of a
challenge in a rural area, but often doorstep lenders
are less prevalent. That is no reason not to expand
credit unions into rural areas, but often you see
doorstep lenders in the more urban, densely
populated areas because it is an easier market for
them.

Q17 Chairman: Paul, in your evidence you
mentioned credit unions. Is there potential for the
National Housing Federation to link with the
development of credit unions? Perhaps to all of you,
there has been some suggestion that, looking at the
future of post offices, linking post offices with a
development of credit unions might be a way to go
that would perhaps benefit both.

Paul Williams: There are already linkages with credit
unions. The point that was made about the coverage
is an issue, and there would be great benefit in trying
to ensure a full geographic coverage for credit
unions. Certainly housing associations have
championed and spent time encouraging residents
and engaging with residents in their communities to
save through that route. Over time there has been a
greater appreciation of the value of credit unions to
the community, engendering that better practice of
saving, moving away from the doorstep lending
practices and providing people with a viable
alternative to doorstep lending as well. There is more
that can be done. There was a proposal at a meeting
about the way in which the credit union operates and
having a plastic card type of approach to make it a
more modern and secure system. I am not familiar
with all the details but certainly the way that they
operate can probably be modernised and brought up
to date to make it more like a bank account kind of
approach. That would certainly be helpful. The
associations are well placed within their
communities to endorse those kinds of things.
Members have been tackling the doorstep lending
issue repeatedly through their community
engagement, trying to tackle head-on the doorstep
lending issue, championing the basic bank accounts
that we think are very important, and, through
linkages with the citizens advice bureaux, making
lots of referrals in that fashion. The line that we draw
is that we are not there to provide financial advice.
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There are people who are better equipped to do that.
To make sure people get the right advice, we try to
passport them on.

Q18 Chairman: It might be possible, without giving
them financial advice, to make credit unions more
accessible using cards and so on and linking that up
with rental payment systems and so on. Are those
routes that registered social landlords would go
down?

Paul Williams: 1 think they would be—

Chairman: Or would that begin to blur the
boundaries a bit too much?

Paul Williams:—if the security and the added value
to the resident would make a significant difference.
Associations are there and operate within
communities to support those communities and the
customers that they serve. They do not just limit
their activities to their individual customers on an
estate, they do look at the bigger picture. If there is
a prevalent doorstep lender and an issue of credit
availability—whatever the financial circumstance
affecting a community—that will have a knock-on
effect to other customers, so associations would
want to engage with and support initiatives that
started to tackle those things. Clearly, those details
need to be understood, and associations would need
to be part of those discussions, to iron those out and
know how they operate. But, in principle, that is
what associations want to do, to support their
communities—however that is done, they would
generally be supportive.

Roger McKenzie: 1 am really in favour, for lots of
reasons, of trying to find ways of expanding the role
of local post offices. They are a really important
resource for people. If credit unions are one of the
ways, that is something that is extremely worthy of
further detailed investigation. It occurred to me as
well, as other colleagues were talking, that there are
other schemes out there as well, which people have
been using for a long while when they have not been
able to get access to credit. When my parents came
over to the UK in 1961, one of things that was very
common in the black community at that time was
not being able to get credit, so they set up their own
credit-type schemes. One of the schemes that I
remember my parents being involved in was called
the pardner scheme, which was an informal scheme
that people were using and that generated its own
lending within the local community. Maybe some of
that experience needs to be gathered, put together
and learned from. This is not a new situation. It is
tragic, but it is not a new situation, people not being
able to get access to credit within the white
community. I know that different schemes have been
in operation for a long time as well. I am not sure
where some of that has been put together. I think
that credit unions are exceptional—they are a great
idea that works really well in lots of places. But we
should not forget that there are those other
experiences, just out there, that we should draw
from.

Q19 Chairman: Thank you. Let us talk a bit about
the local authority situation and council tax, moving
away from the community-based credit facilities and
back to the big fish. There has been a 30-day grace
period agreed by major credit card companies,
banks and debt collectors. Do you have any sense of
how that is working, if it is working?

Andrew Seager: Yes, it makes a real difference. It
makes some real difference for mainstream lenders—
your biggies like Barclaycard, Santander and GE
Money, the big lenders. All the action that central
Government have taken, both with mortgage
lenders and credit lenders, has raised awareness and
put banks in the spotlight, making them behave in a
lot more responsible manner. That is a really good
thing, which has helped. On the pre-action protocol
for mortgage possession claims, I know that was not
the question, but there was a really stark—
Chairman: We are going to come on to that. Hold
that thought.

Andrew Seager: 1 will.

Q20 Mr Bailey: This is an interesting one from my
perspective, because as a former finance chair of a
local authority I was heavily engaged in ensuring
that debt levels for council tax were reduced
significantly locally. Getting on to the specific
current issue, I understand that the CAB has said
that council tax debt has increased by something like
25% over a year. What steps are you taking to work
with the local authorities to ensure that there is a
process introduced that not only gets from people
what they can reasonably afford without them being
driven into debt and having to use loan sharks, but
adequately meets the need of local authorities to
have the appropriate funding stream?

Andrew Seager: We have had a dedicated policy
officer who has worked with the Local Government
Association on a campaign that we call “putting
bailiffs on the spot”, which has run for a long time,
on the use of bailiffs. There are wider issues about the
regulation of bailiffs and the need for that. We have
developed, and published in July this year, a council
tax arrears good practice protocol that we are
encouraging any local authority to sign up to. We
launched it at the Local Government Association
conference in July. It is jointly produced by the CAB
and the Local Government Association and has lots
of points. We cannot tell local authorities what to do
but it is about good practice on what will work and
make a difference. Every Bureau is really receptive to
being able to sit down with the local authority. It is
in the client’s interest to get the arrears paid off and
in the bureau’s interest to help that client get the
arrears paid off; working together to make that
difference is a natural partnership. I would
encourage—we touched on take-up and that kind of
work—every local authority in the region to sign up
to that protocol.

Q21 Mr Bailey: How is your working relationship
with the local authorities?

Andrew Seager: As we said in our submission, there
are some really great examples of local authorities
working together and recognising the value that
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advice brings. Bureaux can be quite challenging.
Independence is dear to our heart. Advice giving and
policy work are our twin aims, so we sometimes say
to a local authority, “We don’t think you’re doing
things in the right way.” Sometimes we might say
that in a very strong way because sometimes it needs
to be said in a strong way, but sometimes that is not
the right approach. We have really good
relationships with a lot of the local authorities.
Bureaux are working at all sorts of levels—officer
level up to chief executive and member level—in
terms of helping members to do their work and
understand what the needs are in their local
communities. I think that we struggle in some areas
more than others. With things like local area
agreements, some bureaux have struggled to get
advice on the agenda because it is such a mainstream
issue that it is quite difficult to pin it to one indicator
or activity, but there are some really good
relationships out there across the region between
local authorities and Bureaux.

Q22 Mr Bailey: I won’t ask you to name and shame,
but are your relationships good with the Black
Country authorities?

Andrew Seager: You didn’t ask me to name and
shame. Different local authorities have different
priorities and see things from different angles. Sorry,
that was really diplomatic of me. There is lots of
history in all sorts of relationships. I am going to
leave it there and move swiftly on. I am going to use
a distraction technique. You talked about preventive
work; we delivered 1,108 one-to-one financial
capability sessions to West Midlands clients last year
and 999 client group sessions, so that kind of
preventive work is going on across the region. I hope
that that moves you swiftly on.

Q23 Mr Bailey: You partly pre-empted my next
question, but in relation to the previous one, perhaps
I may say that you could always approach us
confidentially and personally if you are having
problems.

Andrew Seager: Okay, thank you very much for that.
Chairman: We would be just like a CAB for the CAB.

Q24 Mr Plaskitt: I have been given a figure; in terms
of the financial education delivered by yourselves, is
it demand-led, or are you proactive in developing an
education process?

Andrew Seager: 1t is proactive, and very much so. It
is really exciting, because it is giving people skills and
confidence and is teaching them things that I was
never taught at school. I was never taught about
basic money management and never understood
anything of that. As a service, we want every Bureau
by 2011 to be delivering financial capability work.
We think it is so important to arm our clients with
the skills and knowledge that they need to get
through their everyday lives. In this region, 56% of
bureaux delivered sessions last year, so we are over
halfway to our 2011 target. That was from a position
of zero a couple of years ago. As you will be aware,
there are money guidance pathways in the North
East and North West, and Bureaux are heavily

involved in the North East pilots. We are watching
very closely to see what difference that makes and
how that helps. Again, they raise the awareness of
clients and make people think, “Actually, I've got a
problem” or “Actually, I can recognise that I'm
going to have a problem in the future, so I need to do
something about it now.” They are really invaluable.

Q25 Mr Bailey: Obviously, financial education is a
big issue in schools, so we will not cover that. But in
terms of your clientele, where do you think
education needs to be best targeted? Do any
particular groups stand out?

Andrew Seager: 1 think it depends on people’s
background and their educational experience makes
a real difference to their future aspirations,
attainment and needs. Our clients tend to be of lower
social classes and struggle more with literacy and
numeracy. That is not making huge assumptions,
but if you struggle with those issues, understanding
your benefit claim form or your benefit award letter,
if you get that far, or what APR means—actually, I
cannot understand what APR means—and
understanding the real costs of credit or how benefits
relate together becomes virtually impossible. It is
tough enough for me to understand what some of
these things mean, let alone a person who has poor
levels of numeracy and literacy. It can be a real
challenge and it can make a real difference.

Q26 Chairman: Thank you. To come on to
repossessions again—Andrew and the rest of you, do
feel free to chip in on this—the CAB reported that in
this region, the demand for mortgage and secure
loan arrears advice had more than doubled in the
two years to March 2009. A number of initiatives
have been brought in by the Government to try to
address this: mortgage rescue schemes, home owner
mortgage support schemes and support for
mortgage interest schemes. This year’s Budget
brought in additional funding of £20 million for
local authorities. Today we read that the Housing
Minister has launched another targeted initiative in
22 hotspots for mortgage repossessions, of which six
are in this region. In the CAB’s written
memorandum to the Committee, you said that it was
too early to assess the mortgage rescue scheme, let
alone the mortgage support scheme. I can
understand that, but I should like to tempt you to
give some views on how these things are working.
Are there aspects of them that need to be looked at,
are there are things that are working particularly
well, is there any best practice that needs to be spread
and how can we best add value to this?

Paul Williams: Just to give Andrew a break, I will
talk about the mortgage rescue product and the
scheme that was brought together. It has highlighted
to people the value of having that discussion and
coming to seek advice at an earlier stage. That has
certainly been our experience. Discussions have
gone on from that to what is the best solution for
that individual and their circumstances. A statistic
given to me this morning is that one in 10 of the
approaches has led to someone going down that
route and looking at the possibility of the mortgage
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rescue product being deployed. That is possibly not
just purely down to that initiative; the issue has been
raised and the profile that the number of schemes
have actually given this subject area have meant that
people have thought about it and maybe had that
discussion earlier than they would have done in the
past. My personal experience from my previous role
was that people used to come in once they had the
notice from the court, which was not particularly
helpful if you were running a housing advice service.
So I think that that has been really useful. I also
think that the term “mortgage rescue” might not
necessarily be the right one; it kind of implies that
anything other than having a mortgage is a bad
thing. I think some of the stigma about social and
affordable housing is not necessarily helped by some
of the terminology. It is one of those things, but it is
certainly worth flagging up. The other thing revolves
around engaging with the partners who are going to
deliver the products. There was a lot of discussion
during the early stages of developing the mortgage
rescue product with the local authorities and some of
the zone agents, and that led to an impression that
they were the only people who would actually deliver
that product. The reality was that a number of
housing associations were actually going to be best
placed to assist people who have property in their
area of operation. Certainly, the Orbit Housing
Group, which operates within the region, was
looking to seek assistance from a wider range of
housing associations. It came into the process late
on, which led to a time delay in implementing that
particular product because the understanding was
not there and Orbit had not been engaged at the
forefront of the development process.

Q27 Chairman: Is that understanding there now?

Paul Williams: 1 think it is far better, yes. Our
champion has largely been the role that Orbit
Housing Group has played in that by developing a
model that provided associations with the comfort
that this was not going to be detrimental to their
business plan in terms of taking the products on.
There were a number of issues about the cost of
bringing them up to a decent home standard, and if
you ran it through a development programme, it did
not work for many associations. There was therefore
some hesitancy in taking those properties on, but I
think that Orbit Housing Group has done
particularly well in championing, and the West
Midlands is one of the highest deliverers of the
mortgage rescue product across the country. I think
we have got there, but it could have been made a lot
easier if there had been better engagement up front.

Q28 Chairman: Do you get the impression that
households at risk of repossession get adequate
advice before court proceedings occur and that they
understand their options once decisions are made?

Paul Williams: 1 think the role of the local
authorities has improved in that regard and the
general press discussion around the processes that
have been gone through has helped people. But I am
not sure; maybe Andrew is better placed to answer.

Andrew Seager: 1 think definitely the press focus on
what we are going to do to help find a way through
the recession has really helped people to be more
aware. | think in some people it is human nature to
leave things until the last minute, but when they turn
up at court the Legal Services Commission has now
expanded the housing court desks. We have coverage
nationally now—we did not have it before—so
people can turn up at court on a possession day and
get access to advice to take that kind of emergency
action. Some people will always do that, but this
takes us back to what I said earlier, which is that,
even if a client is not eligible for the schemes, it has
raised people’s awareness that they need to seek
advice. I know that one of the unfortunate and
difficult times for advisers and bureaux when these
schemes were being trialled and talked about was
that the minute they were talked about by a Minister,
people piled into the bureau wanting help there and
then. That was really difficult for some bureaux
because people were saying, “Will it help me?” We
said, “We do not have any details of the scheme yet.
So bear with us.” But at least they were coming
through the door, and we could say, “Here are your
options instead.” So that was really useful.

Q29 Chairman: I suppose it is to bang out Paul’s
point about people being at risk of homelessness—
beyond the issue of repossessions. I know from my
own case loads that there have been problems in the
past—pre-recession, in fact—where bits of the
system did not work well together. For example,
somebody gets into difficulties with their rent, or
maybe the landlord, for whatever reason, wants
them out. The place they turn up at, just because it
is there, is the local authority housing department, to
ask to go on the housing register. Actually, what they
need is good quality advice. But they are told that,
according to various criteria, they are technically not
yet at risk of homelessness because they do not have
the necessary form, and that until they have a
bailiff’s order, they should not come and see them.
So the early intervention that could have solved or
prevented the homelessness does not happen
because local authorities retreat into their own
procedures. Is that getting better? Did I just have
some bad experiences?

Paul Williams: Obviously, some associations
provide advice services under contract to local
authorities. I think there has been a lot of emphasis
from the CLG particularly about homelessness
prevention and the way in which local authorities
provide assistance to people who may be faced with
homelessness in due course. I think there has been a
change of emphasis, and that has been welcomed in
terms of getting people better advice at an earlier
stage. But the challenge is always going to be at
which point they engage with the services. As you
say, a lot of them will go to court and then come to
the local authority. But I think that the partnerships
and arrangements that associations have had in
terms of referring on to the CAB and in terms of
working relationships with the local authorities
collectively and the focus of the CLG have
encouraged people to engage earlier on, generally.
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Andrew Seager: 1 share your experience, Chairman.
As an adviser, the worst phrase I used to hear was,
“We have discharged our statutory duty.” Echoing
completely Paul’s point, advice was central to these
schemes. It was an integral part, and if there were no
partnerships between local authorities and housing
associations before, that has brought them together
Chelmsley Wood came back to me, and it has a grant
from Solihull Council, and it is working closely with
a homeless prevention team to ensure local people
who turn up at the office believing that loss of home
is their only option can take money advice. It is
doing all the options, supporting them, and it has
recruited 15 new volunteers since last November to
do that work. Even if those kinds of partnerships
existed in a new form—to be formalised—it is a
really good thing, because that means clients get the
rounded advice, not just the statutory duty advice.
Roger McKenzie: Can I add something to what has
been said? The last round of comments has
convinced me—if I needed any more convincing—
about the added pressure that will be placed on
public services. It is already heavily placed on the
public services, but it is going to increase as we go
further through the recession. I think it is important
to make the point, which we made in our
submission, that the proposed cuts to the public
services are not going to help that particular
situation. We need more assistance for local people.
We think that the public services have an important
role to play, particularly at a front-line advice and
assistance level. I think it is what a lot of
communities expect, and it is what they need. I do
not think we can ever forget—I am sure nobody
around this table will, and I would never accuse
anybody of forgetting this—that the West Midlands
has been the region hit hardest by the recession. I
think part of our calculation of how we can move
out of the recession, making sure that everybody
shares as equally as possible in that in a more
positive way so that the region can hopefully become
more prosperous, is the important role of public
services. I just wanted to place on record the fact that
I think that public services must play an important
role in helping this region to come out of the
recession.

Chairman: Thank you. James, it is time to come on
to your next round of questions.

Q30 Mr Plaskitt: Roger, you might want to start
with this one. Many more people are coming
through Jobcentre Plus at the moment,
unfortunately, for precisely the reason you have just
stated. Many of those are directed towards some
retraining activity as part of the process of
eventually getting back to work. In your experience,
are the resources there to deliver the retraining that
is required?

Roger McKenzie: 1 do not know whether you knew
this, but I am also on the learning and skills council
within the region. Going through a whole
reorganisation of the LSC while we are in the
situation that we are in is frankly bizarre. We needed
to keep our eye on the ball. Frankly it is a miracle
that we have managed to get where we are at the

moment in the region in terms of our whole work
around skills. That is because of the incredible
professionalism and expertise of the people we have
within the LSC in the West Midlands. Do I think the
training has been targeted properly? I think it is
really difficult to answer that. Let me be blunt. That
is the easiest way of doing it. It is always, I find, the
best way of doing it. I think that we are in a position
sometimes where we say to people who are losing
their jobs that almost any job will do. Let us get them
in a job. Let us get them into some kind of training,
whatever we can, but we have to get them off the
books somehow. I think that is understandable at
one level, but on another level it is really short-
sighted. We have been having lots of discussions in
the region. You have all been involved in these
discussions about where we want the economy of
this region to go. We know what happened to
manufacturing, which has always been the heart-
blood of this region, particularly the automotive
sector. We know what happened to that and the
difficulties there. You know, Richard, perhaps more
than anybody, about the difficulties that that brings
to particular communities. What it also means is
that we have to start thinking about what jobs there
will be for the future. That has to be part of the
calculation when we are thinking about retraining
people. We cannot just say it has to be anything. We
should ask what we are training people for. What if
we want to go into the high-tech industries?
Personally, I think there are some difficulties in just
saying that because I do not think there are too many
jobs in those industries. I am a trade unionist, so I
have to say that I think we should be creating work
where there are lots of jobs for people. On one level
I can understand why we are going for that because
that is the future. Lots of people who are losing their
jobs are 45, 50 and 50 plus and to say that they
should be retraining for high-tech industries is a
really difficult argument to win with people. As for
those at the lower end of the age range who are
finding it difficult to get work, there is a whole new
discussion to have with them. It is about where we
want the region to go. Once upon a time, it led the
world in innovation. The industrial revolution
began here. We must start engaging people again in
the matter of ambition and where we are going.
Low-carbon industries will engage the younger part
of the potential work force in that, and we have the
expertise to help. Part of the reconfiguration
concerns how we can get the Learning and Skills
Council or whatever replaces it to provide
opportunities for people to train in those areas. If we
wanted to train somebody to build solar panels,
where would they go? That was a question I asked
not so long ago. No one could give me an answer.
But there is loads of potential in such things. The
short end of what I should have said is that we
should think creatively about where we are going to
go and what region we want to be. Let us not put
people into the first available possible job.

Q31 Mr Plaskitt: Paul, we know that some housing
associations in the region provide training
programmes. Can you give us a quick sketch of how
they are going? Are they coping? What do they
achieve?



Processed: 20-01-2010 00:50:01

Page Layout: COENEW [O]

PPSysB Job: 439960 Unit: PAG1

West Midlands Regional Committee: Evidence Ev 9

8 October 2009 Roger McKenzie, Andrew Seager and Paul Williams

Paul Williams: A number of things are happening,
such as the two prototypes for the Adult
Advancement and Careers Service that we are
operating in the region. The associations that are
engaged in the prototypes have found working with
the LSC and other partners enlightening. Because of
their position in the community, they have been able
to tackle and engage with people who have possibly
been furthest from the workplace historically. There
is a differentiation to be made between the long-term
unemployed and the recently unemployed. It has
been found that, with support, the investment of
time and encouragement, people are keen to work
and are willing to put in time and effort on training
courses and activities. We have already had some
successful outcomes, and I can provide the figures in
respect of both prototypes. Our key concern is to
take those who are furthest from the workplace and
enable them to get into sustainable jobs with a living
wage. That must be the absolute minimum that we
can do. If we take a person on a journey and get them
a job for six weeks and that person becomes
unemployed again, it will not do them any favours.
Such matters are certainly a big focus for us.

Q32 Mr Plaskitt: I am aware of the time pressure. I
wish to put one question to each of you. The flexible
new deal started officially in the West Midlands last
week, which means that we now have a suite of
private, voluntary and third sector providers
working with the Department for Work and
Pensions on the delivery of support for people who
have experienced long-term unemployment. There is
quite a novel and radical change in the way in which
the programme is carried out. I am interested to
know whether any of your organisations have yet
been approached by those who are now providing
the new services with a view to joining you,
collaborating with you or becoming involved with
you. You can just give me quick answers, either yes
or no.

Paul Williams: Yes, because we courted the potential
providers of those services last year and provided a
speed-dating arrangement for associations to engage
with them.

Mr Plaskitt: Good.

Andrew Seager: Yes, we courted some. I met one this
morning, but not for the West Midlands. However,
conditionality is a massive challenge for the flexible
new deal and our clients. It should be about
supporting the individual and not penalising them.
Some of their models just did not sit with us. It
should be about one-to-one bespoke support that
makes a difference to the individual, not just any job.
So, we walked away from some. Some just wanted to
impress very difficult contractual terms and
conditions on to a voluntary sector that cannot work
like that. Output-led funding is quite difficult, so
there are some challenges.

Roger McKenzie: No. They should talk to the trade
union movement. We are keen to work with what we
think is a programme with real potential.

Q33 Mr Plaskitt: They have not approached you?
Roger McKenzie: Not in the slightest, no.
Mr Plaskitt: Thank you.

Q34 Chairman: Thank you very much. You have
been patient answering our questions. I have one
concluding question. I suppose that it is an
invitation for you to put things to us. Overall, the
impact of the recession, which, as all of you have
said, has built on some of the problems already in
parts of the region anyway. Roger, you mentioned
the need for the region to keep forward looking and
focused on its economic profile for the future. You
also emphasised the importance of public services.
Certainly, the first of those was something we took
up in our first report. Who knows, we may in this one
as well. T ask each of you for three things
that government—not just the Government but
local government, regional task forces, central
Government in the region—could be doing in the
short term to enable our region to get through the
recession better and look to the future. What would
you say those three are? If you can’t think of three,
that’s fine. It’s not compulsory but it’s your chance
to put things to us.

Roger McKenzie: 1 have got three things. Stability
for me is really important, as there have been lots of
changes taking place continually over a period. That
would be one thing that we would welcome.
Secondly, involve communities in talking about their
future. Far too often we spend time talking about
communities not with communities. That would be
one thing. The final thing—surprise—is to involve
trade unions in those discussions as well. I was quite
disturbed the other day to hear some officials in the
region saying, for example, that trade unions have
little role in talking about apprenticeships. It is quite
bizarre, but that is what I heard from one of them.
As you can imagine, I took that up with that
individual. On a wider basis, there is a lot of history
in the region, but one of the things that we are keen
to do is play our role as trade unions in helping this
region move forward.

Andrew Seager: 1 am going to make no apologies for
saying: invest in advice. There are some really good
practices out there and some really good
partnerships have been formed or cemented as a
result of recession. We need to build on those and
learn from them. As Roger said, I am concerned that
if we move to public sector cuts, the voluntary sector
can be seen as low-hanging fruit. Some of that is
around us not being able to articulate our outcomes
clearly or very effectively. There is a risk there. There
are things that are achievable: we can sign up to
council tax protocols across the region, do region-
wide, take-up campaigns to put more money in
people’s pockets, get some of the unclaimed benefits
and help people manage in the future. The final,
overarching thing is to start to think about future-
proofing—which is a really rubbish term and sounds
a bit Star Trekky. We will recover; recessions come
and go. I wouldn’t want some of the really good
work that’s gone on in the face of such adversity to
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get lost. We need to think about the longer term and
which initiatives are too short-term and need to be
extended further.

Paul Williams: My couple of points would be about
understanding how and making sure that public
money is spent most effectively to support the
communities in which we operate. Separately, we
have heard about the scale of public sector
investment in the region. Are we deriving the best
benefit of that expenditure to support the region’s
economy, particularly around training
opportunities, apprenticeships and that sort of

thing? Then, we should ensure that the benefit
system is working effectively and is monitored in
terms of its outcomes, that it is supporting
individuals and making sure that the process is
effective. Lastly, we should ensure that housing
associations are engaged as key partners. We are
exceptionally well placed within communities—
often the hardest to reach communities. There is a
willingness to help with delivery of Government-
funded programmes; we are happy to assist with that
in many cases.

Chairman: Thank you. That is very useful.

Witnesses: Mark Barrow, Newcastle-under-Lyme Borough Council and West Midlands Leaders’ Board,
Diane Channings and Sian Evans, Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council, and James Watkins, Business

Voice WM, gave evidence.

Q35 Chairman: Welcome. Apologies that we are
starting a few minutes late. We are very much
looking forward to hearing your evidence today.
Perhaps I could start by asking you to introduce
yourselves and where you are from.

James Watkins: 1 am James Watkins. I am from
Business Voice WM, formerly known as West
Midlands Business Council. We represent
approximately 26  business  representative
organisations.

Mark Barrow: My name is Mark Barrow. I am the
Chief Executive of Newcastle-under-Lyme Borough
Council. I am also chairman of the individual and
communities support work stream within the
regional economic taskforce.

Sian Evans: 1 am Sian Evans. I am head of service for
housing options at Dudley MBC—a very specific,
worm’s eye view of housing and homelessness issues.
Diane Channings: Hello, I am Diane Channings. I
am assistant director of housing management at
Dudley MBC.

Q36 Chairman: Thank you very much for coming
along. I think that all of you were here for the last
session, so perhaps you have a sense of some of the
things that we are trying to get at in this inquiry. We
are very interested not only in getting—as you put it,
Sian—a worm’s eye view of what is going on in terms
of the impact of the downturn on people in this
region, but in identifying where things are going well
and how we can spread best practice, and where they
are maybe not going quite so well and what can
practically be done by government, at whatever
level, in the region to improve that. Perhaps by way
of a start I could ask all of you to give your view of
the problems that you have found people
experiencing as a result of the recession, from your
own organisations’ perspective. Where have you
seen increased demand for services perhaps, in the
way that some of the other organisations were
talking about? The question particularly around
local authorities is that all the indications are that,
while there has been an impact of the downturn
across the region, it is fairly uneven, with some areas
hit worse than others in many ways, and the areas hit
worse than others were often those that were already

experiencing quite high levels of unemployment and
deprivation already. As a result of that, those areas
may have had some targeted assistance before—
there may be an infrastructure of support, which
may not exist in some other areas. Paradoxically, do
those areas that are hit hardest have the
infrastructure in place to deal with the problems,
greater than areas that have not been hit before? Are
there some challenges as a result of that? Those are
a few ideas that you might like to address.

James Watkins: Speaking from a business
perspective, the services that are provided to the
business community, particularly locally owned
businesses, are patchy. This is linked to various
issues, one to do with the Business Link service,
which aims to provide free advice to businesses; there
are issues to do with the level of that activity. The
second issue is to do with how local businesses may
engage, or not as the case may be, with local
authorities; as we heard in the last session, it is
patchy. I suppose the third issue is more generic and
I know that the Committee considered it in its last
inquiry—links with the banks, in terms of the
liquidity flows, and the fact that the difficulties in
some of those liquidity issues have got worse while
other issues have got better. It is a mix-match of
issues, I would say.

Mark Barrow: We have experienced lots of different
services, with increased demands for instance in
housing benefit applications—typically up about
30%, but not always translating into a benefit award
of course. This is people who are perhaps newly
redundant and exploring options, or it may be those
who because of dual income or some other reason of
equity do not always qualify, but nevertheless the
volume of inquiries is up by at least that amount.
Housing inquiries, in terms of people going to
housing advice centres to explore options, are up
also by about 50%. That is people who come to us
directly; of course, we do work heavily in
partnership with bodies such as CAB and Age
Concern, and some of that work is by co-located
individuals. So you can add some of those figures
together; I haven’t got those kinds of figures, but
that gives you an indication. Applications for all
things that are grant-related—free school meals,



Processed: 20-01-2010 00:50:01

Page Layout: COENEW [O]

PPSysB Job: 439960 Unit: PAG1

West Midlands Regional Committee: Evidence Ev 11

8 October 2009 Mark Barrow, Diane Channings, Sian Evans and James Watkins

school uniforms and those sorts of things—have also
significantly increased. There are increased numbers
of people feeling a considerable amount of financial
stress. In terms of problems found, yes there has
been a translation of some of that need into such
things as acquisitive or economic crimes, such as
robbery, which is up something like 10%, and some
car crimes—patchy, but the figures have increased a
little in some areas. In terms of the wider social
effects, there are a range of housing-related pressures
that are quite specific—perhaps we will come on to
those later. In terms of the unevenness that you
describe, one of the things that we have done within
the work stream is to profile a basket of about 18
different indicators across all the kinds of topics that
you have covered here, at local authority and ward
level. If you look at the local authority level, the
usual areas of disadvantage come out in, if you like,
a red scale, and some in green, but when you go to
the ward level there are red spots all over the
region—echoing your point. One of the things that
we have done is to plot out localities on a grid of
long-term disadvantage versus newly vulnerable.
Some areas, as you said in your introduction, have
just got a bit deeper in terms of their vulnerability
and their disadvantage, and we could name those.
But interestingly, we are also trying to identify where
those places are. For instance, access to housing in
South Shropshire is not recognised regionally as a
priority but the piece of work that we have done has
shown that it is a real problem, as is commuting for
people from areas such as Hereford and
Worcestershire into the West Midlands. Lots of
people who were commuters have suddenly found
themselves very vulnerable to redundancy. What
that basket of indicators and mapping work is doing
is informing. First, it has obviously gone down to
individual authorities and agencies to say, “Look, do
you recognise these issues?” but it is also now
informing the development of the regional strategy.
In terms of the way we are approaching that strategy,
we are very much working on the basis that resources
and priorities need to follow needs. But can we be
really clear about where our needs are as a region? I
would like to say that once the strategy is developed,
we will be able to say that there is a very strong
evidence base for action in areas across the region.

Sian Evans: If we are going to talk in more detail
about housing later, I will be brief. In terms of our
waiting lists for social housing, we have bucked the
trend that a lot of other authorities have seen. Our
waiting lists in Dudley are not increasing. Having
said that, we do offer a housing options service to
people who want to just come and talk about what
the housing options in the borough might be. What
we have noticed with that, since we started it last
October, is that there is an increasing number of
people who are not in trouble now but are owner-
occupiers and have gone on our list as an insurance
policy. They are coming to ask, “What would you do
for me if I were in trouble in the future?” They
represent about 12% of all the people who come to
us having requested a housing options interview.
That has been quite significant. In terms of
homelessness, yes we have seen increased

homelessness presentations over the past couple of
years, but given that the prevention agenda was so
well established anyway, that has not resulted in
more homeless acceptances because we have all the
tools in place to help people before they actually
become homeless. We are containing and reducing
the numbers of homeless acceptances, and the
number of people we are having to rehouse because
they have become homeless is going down. A lot of
that is about the partnership working that we have
done with CAB. Perhaps briefly picking up
specifically on our mortgage arrears advice service
with CAB, one of the things that we have noticed
with that—I think this was something that Andrew
Seager was talking about earlier—is the profile of
people who are coming for advice services. This is
anecdotal, but what we have noticed in the second
six months of our project is that we are starting to see
people who are not traditional customers of advice
services—coming to CAB in particular—and people
who have never experienced unemployment and
debt problems before.

Diane Channings: 1 suppose one of the comments is
that out of the 24 wards in Dudley, we have seen
rising unemployment in 23. However, the greatest
levels are still in the areas of deprivation. Those are
usually the areas that we have got more support in,
but care has to be taken so that we do not forget the
rest of those wards and concentrate on the known
areas. It is becoming a problem across the borough,
but at different levels. One of the points made earlier
was perhaps about the delay. We have seen it
particularly in housing, where a lot of people who
are newly unemployed have thought that they can
resolve their own problems within a set time—I
know that three months is sometimes mentioned.
The tendency is not to come for help until they feel
that they are in a position where they cannot resolve
their own problems. Certainly, in housing we have
had to become very proactive with rent arrears and
start the process very early to see if we can capture
those people, rather than letting them get into debt.
Again, the early intervention is very important.
Chairman: Thank you. I will almost certainly want
to come back to the point that you, Sian and Mark
made about the uneven nature of things and how
you identify where the problem is. Perhaps you can
come back to that in a little while. I think we will
start off with Adrian; you were going to ask some
further questions on housing.

Q37 Mr Bailey: Yes. First, a general question. While
it is posed to all, do not feel the need to speak on it
unless you specifically want to add to what has been
said. First of all on the overall impact of the
downturn, and I was going to say on the provision
of affordable and social housing, but it is also the
demand, as well. Now, from what was said from
Dudley it would appear that whatever that impact is,
it is being managed locally in Dudley. Overall, has
there been a significant reduction in the capacity of,
in your case, Dudley local authority to provide
social housing? Have you noticed new demand
trends arising from it?
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Sian Evans: The recession has brought with it some
opportunities as well as challenges, hasn’t it? For
instance, yes, there may be more people who
potentially would have been seeking housing and
who are finding it harder to get on the property
ladder, but there have also been opportunities for
local housing associations to buy up properties from
developers, and they brought forward funding to do
that. In fact, last year we exceeded our target for new
affordable homes and it was the first year for many
years that we have actually had a net increase in
social housing within the borough. Perhaps that has
helped us to deal with our waiting list issue.

Diane Channings: Maybe if I can put that into some
sort of context, in 2007-08 Dudley had 542
additional homes. In 2008-09, which was against a
target of 110, it was 200. So we are not talking about
great numbers, but it obviously is above target. It is
also worth noting that Dudley is also going to put in
for the second round of the council build to actually
try and utilise some of its smaller garage sites, and
also to try and incorporate in that bid, and connect
it to, other strategies to help people with learning
difficulties settle into the community. So there will be
some specialised housing within that bid.

Mr Bailey: Yes, I will be interested in finding out the
equivalent figures for Sandwell.

Diane Channings: 1 don’t have those.

Q38 Mr Bailey: In terms of impact on people, do you
think that there is an increased number risking, or
who feel that they are at risk of, being made
homeless or having to tolerate substandard housing
as a result of it?

Sian Evans: There are more people seeking housing
advice. I suppose in terms of the services that we
have available, as I said earlier, we are fairly well-
equipped to deal with those.

Mark Barrow: Shall I add to that? It is heartening,
isn’t it, that the Council of Mortgage Lenders has
reduced  dramatically its predictions for
repossessions this year. I think that reflects a range
of support streams that primarily try to help keep
people in their homes currently. I would like to think
that that is really paying off. It is always difficult to
understand cause and effect of these very broad
issues. On homelessness, there has been a lot of
progress in terms of authorities” approach to dealing
with temporary accommodation. For instance, in
my own authority in 2008 we had 63. Last year we
had 39 and this year we have had only 11 to date. We
have halved the time you are in temporary
accommodation in that period. Things like rent
advance schemes, deposit guarantee schemes, loans
for various deposits and supporting people in
affordable housing schemes are all working, in their
own way, to try to stabilise a situation. Part of that
is the question whether people are as mobile; I do not
think that they are. There are a lot of issues relating
to the availability of mortgage products. The latest
figures I have state that regionally, from June this
year, about 45,000 first-time buyer mortgages were
agreed, which was up 23% from the previous month
but it is still well below half the average for June for
the past seven years. So you are getting an idea of

what may be building up in some ways. In my own
authority, there are circa 3,000, and I think there are
something like 125,000 people regionally on the
social housing waiting lists and, typically, you are
going to be on that list for about five years. So there
are pent-up pressures that were on the back of the
growth of house prices that the recession has
accentuated in a number of ways. If you were to ask
me about the response, there are more interesting
local examples. The Homes and Communities
Agency has been very supportive, for instance, in
buying properties from developers that were private
sector, but have now gone into affordable or social
housing. That is making a big impact and it is also
indirectly helping builders and employment in the
construction industry. So I think we can tell a
positive story about those sorts of things.

James Watkins: If 1 may add to that, I think that
Mark is right to pick up on the latter point that the
recent actions of the Homes and Communities
Agency in this region have led to a significant
underpinning of the construction industry which, if
it had not existed, would have led to a very serious
downturn indeed. I think we would have lost a
number of very skilled professionals, from surveyors
to construction managers, so that has been a positive
step forward. I would add that a recent decision by
the Department for Communities and Local
Government, which was reported to the West
Midlands regional assembly’s housing executive,
showed that there is now a move by DCLG away
from refurbishment of substandard housing, which
Mr Bailey was talking about, to new build. That, in
our view, is a detrimental decision, because it will
only mean that there will be a longer time frame
for people who have been affected by repossessions
to move into adequate accommodation.
Refurbishments take a shorter period of time than
new build developments. Our second issue is that,
although Mark is right in a number of respects,
improvements can be made in the services provided.
There is a programme called the Kick Start
Partnership, which intends to help people who have
problems getting equity finance from the banks to
get their first leg on the housing ladder, but there are
issues as to how the programme has been
administered. Recent figures released to the West
Midlands regional assembly’s housing executive
show that the administration costs, as opposed to
the loans provided, seem at first glance to be quite
excessive. If those kinds of procedural issues could
be addressed, we think things could be advanced at
a faster pace.

Q39 Mr Bailey: I was going specifically to ask you,
James, a question following on from the evidence
that you submitted to the Committee. It was
suggested that various funding mechanisms could be
developed to assist, including accelerating
development zones, bond financing and prudential
borrowing for organisations like the RDAs. How
realistic is that in the current financial market? Even
if the legal and regulatory structure was there for



Processed: 20-01-2010 00:50:01

Page Layout: COENEW [O]

PPSysB Job: 439960 Unit: PAG1

West Midlands Regional Committee: Evidence Ev 13

8 October 2009 Mark Barrow, Diane Channings, Sian Evans and James Watkins

such bodies to be able to do it, would they be able to
do it or gain access to the funds necessary to use that
particular source?

James Watkins: 1If I may, I will take the Accelerated
Development Zones (ADZ) proposal first. I think it
is very realistic because it is a long time frame and it
is based on what the business inward investors
would like to be in place before an inward
investment action can take place. As the PWC report
into the matter for the core cities network has
shown, the premise of ADZs would be that you work
with the business community, developers, local
authorities and others to get partnerships together.
Once you have those partnerships together, and it
would be over a five, 10 or 15 year time horizon so it
gets over the immediate issue of the recession that we
face now, they could be planned in a positive way,
which was why developers and the business
community were disappointed that in this year’s
budget the west midlands was not successful in its
ADZ bid while another region was. In terms of bond
financing, because of the reliability of the public
sector overall in meeting its requirements, we feel
that it is a positive step forward and we are genuinely
disappointed that local authorities in the region have
not positively considered bond financing. We have
offered to discuss with local authorities how they
could go down that route. Because of their good
credit rating, their stable structure and their, not
insulation from market vagaries, but more
insulation than the private sector, we think that that
would be a positive step forward. On the last one—
prudential borrowing—as our local authority
colleagues would say, there is already very good
work in the here and now with prudential
borrowing. Therefore, it seems odd to us that if local
authorities are trying to regenerate their local areas,
they can undertake prudential borrowing, but public
bodies that are trying to regenerate a region cannot
undertake prudential borrowing. That is not a
logical situation. All three, but particularly ADZs,
are practical ways forward.

Q40 Mr Bailey: We could have a very long discussion
on this, but unfortunately we have to move on and
may well consult with you individually on this. May
I move on to repossessions and how they work?
There is a slight divergence in the evidence given to
us by Dudley and Citizens Advice. I shall paraphrase
and I am sorry if I have not got this quite right:
Dudley said that prepossession actions are being
taken earlier as a result of the protocols drawn up,
so, effectively, cases are just coming to court in
approximately the same time scale. I would infer
from that that you are saying that they are not really
doing an awful lot. Citizens Advice said that it
increased most lenders willingness to negotiate with
households in arrears, so it would seem to be
effective. It may be that the inference that I have
taken from that is not quite accurate; I would
welcome your elaboration on it.

Sian Evans: 1 think that both are actually true and
are not quite as incompatible as they may sound. We
have found, and this is local obviously, that lenders
have been reluctant not to take proceedings but

have, nevertheless, been willing to work with us.
They have, perhaps, secured their position by having
obtained a possession order but are still willing to
work with us to try to avoid having to execute that
order. That was the position during the first 12
months of our project. The latest figures report that
the number of possession actions now starting in our
local county court is reducing. I think that there is
certainly a willingness among lenders to work with
us and it is not in anybody’s interest to render
somebody homeless and have a property sold at
auction for less than its market value and to not clear
the debts etc. When there is such a range of different
measures available to help homeowners in
difficulties, it is quite difficult to establish which ones
are having the most positive effects. It is very difficult
to say that the pre-action protocols have made a big
difference, but if we look overall at the effect of the
initiatives, clearly they have made a big difference
for us.

Q41 Mr Bailey: Has it effectively cut costs in court
proceedings, do you think?
Sian Evans: 1 don’t know. Obviously, if there are
fewer actions then fewer costs will be incurred, and
there are fewer actions now.

Q42 Mr Bailey: Overall, would you say that you are
content with the level of engagement by the lenders
in terms of local authority and lender co-operation?
Sian Evans: Yes, the majority of lenders have
mortgage rescue champions to whom we can speak
if we are not getting a very good response from their
individual collection departments, so that is
obviously helpful. As I say, it is clearly in their
interests, anyway, to work with us, because at the
end of the day they have a much better chance of
getting their money back if they work with us than if
they don’t. I suppose what has surprised us a bit is
to find the number of different lenders out there and
the numbers with which we have had to establish
working relationships, and that can be difficult.
Some are more responsive than others. Generally
speaking, the input from CLG has been very helpful
in engaging lenders in the process.

Q43 Mr Bailey: The Government homeowner
mortgage support scheme in April—I believe that it
is only the Government-owned banks that have
signed up to it, and the excuse given by the other
financial services providers was that they had
schemes that were at least comparable in terms of
quality. Has that been your experience in working
with them?

Sian Evans: We haven’t noticed that particular
initiative having a great amount of benefit for the
particular client group that we are dealing with
compared to something like support for mortgage
interest payments, which is beneficial for very large
numbers of our client group. The homeowners
mortgage support package is aimed at a particular
part of the market where people may be having a
temporary payment shock but will expect to be back
on their feet within two years, and they are usually
people who are used to dealing with their own affairs
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and do not tend to approach advice services, so it is
perhaps less relevant to our client group than some
of the other initiatives.

Mark Barrow: May I come in there and say that one
of the things we have discovered is that often people
will approach a CAB with a complex suite of debts—
not just mortgage-related—and the first thing that
they really need is help in prioritising them. One of
the things that we have worked on is getting in very
early so that if there are things that practically we
can do, we can be there to prevent things going to
court. On average it takes about eight months to
work through that complex suite of CAB-related
inquiries. We are keen that co-operative working is
brought back to the fore and I think the gentleman
who was here earlier said that there is lots of co-
location and co-working going on, and that is maybe
something that we need to reflect on as a longer-term
thing, not just as an immediate response to the
situation that we are in at the moment.

Mr Bailey: Thank you.

Q44 Chairman: In relation to the repossession issues,
there has been this initiative today from the Housing
Minister targeting hot spots. Of the 22 around the
country, six are in this region, with higher than
average claims leading to possession orders.
Birmingham is there. So are Nottingham,
Manchester and Liverpool, but also you have
Cannock Chase, with 83%. Why is it that this region
has got apparently such a poor record, or such a big
problem, depending on which way round you view
it?

Mark Barrow: It is complex to answer that. We have
done some work at Cannock Chase looking at
particularly why Cannock Chase has been so hard
hit. It is interesting to understand that over 50% of
people that live in Cannock Chase are employed in
Birmingham and the Black Country. In South
Staffordshire, which neighbours the Black Country,
75% of residents work in the Black Country. So the
relationship between work and all those other issues
is quite complex. Some of those affordability issues
are in there as well. There is a mix. For instance, if
you go to Malvern Hills, housing costs are
something like 10 times annual income, whereas in
my part of the world it is 4.9. You get these perverse
situations around the place. I guess my appeal back
would be—and I don’t know the details of the
announcement—that there is a fine grain to dealing
with a lot of these regional issues, and the more
flexibility we can build into the system to allow that
local discretion to respond to it, the better.

Q45 Chairman: The initiative today is principally
around targeted advice and so on, so it sounds as
though it is quite a good thing. The thing that I am
kind of interested in is that it is not that these areas
have got a high number of possession claims,
although some have; it is the relationship between
the claims and leading to repossessions. If you look
at them it is not necessarily the areas where there is
massive gearing in terms of indebtedness that are the
worst affected. Is this something that the Leaders’
Board will be looking into?

Mark Barrow: 1t’s the Task Force which has been
leading on this, and part of that mapping work/
evidence-based work that we are looking at is really
trying to understand these causes and consequences
and trying therefore to make sure that resources get
diverted to the right areas to deal with them. I agree
entirely. Cannock Chase, for example, it just so
happens, has a disproportionate amount of
construction-based employers, who have been very
heavily hit in terms of the recession, so there is a
range of things like that. Interestingly, to put this in
a broader context, we are also looking at those in
employment. It is not just the unemployment levels.
Often there is a range of factors; you might want to
come on to some of that later. Interestingly, in the
whole of Europe, only Holland, Sweden and
Denmark have proportionally more people in
employment than the West Midlands, so we look
around the country and we see ourselves telling a
bad story when actually, the country’s economic
context needs to be looked at in a different way. So
to some extent we just need to be careful that we are
looking at the right information, because you can
over-analyse it, if you are not careful. I am not saying
that we don’t respond to those needs; I am just
saying that we need to take the higher view on a lot
of this stuff.

Q46 Chairman: I should like to ask Sian a few
questions. First, in relation to Dudley, in your
written evidence, in terms of the products that are
available to help with repossessions and so on, you
say that “there has been a myriad of products
developed to meet emerging needs. There has been
difficulty in keeping up to date with the ranges of
new assistance appearing and the subsequent
changes that have been made to the products.” Were
you consulted on any of the initiatives before they
were taken, and, in terms of moving things forward
from here, how could things improve in the future so
that you are not overwhelmed by new initiatives?

Sian Evans: We have actually had the opportunity to
give that feedback already to CLG, through a
stakeholders group talking specifically about the real
help now initiatives and how they are being
promoted throughout the country and how the
information is getting out to us, so that dialogue is
going on at the moment between local authorities
and CLG, and that is really helpful. So we’ve had the
opportunity to feed into policy changes. For
example, when the mortgage rescue scheme first
came out and we first started seeing people with a
view to offering that as a service, we were finding that
we couldn’t help the majority of people, because
they were in negative equity—not necessarily very
large amounts of negative equity, but because
property values had dropped so rapidly and so hard
within Dudley, there were a lot in negative equity. We
were able to feed that back and the scheme has now
been extended to include people in negative equity,
so I think that’s a very real example of how feedback
from local authorities has helped to shape the
services that are available. And yes, as I say, we are
in dialogue in terms of getting information out to us.
One of the problems has been that there have been
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one or two new schemes, perhaps, that have turned
up in ministerial announcements, that, for obvious
reasons, we weren’t aware of beforehand, and it is
quite difficult, in the space of a day or two, to have
information to give members of the public who have
read something in the paper and want to know about
it straight away—when we didn’t know about it in
advance, because it has perhaps been given a bit of a
fanfare. We understand that, but we have fed that
back.

Mr Plaskitt: I think the banks have the same
problem.

Q47 Chairman: The last question in this section is
just about the court desk service. There was some
suggestion in Dudley that that was good in some
cases but was having limited impact elsewhere and
was not always available when, perhaps, it was
needed. Could you say a little bit more about that
and what could be done to improve things?

Sian Evans: 1 could do. I don’t want to be unfair to
the various parties involved, because it’s something
we’re actually negotiating at the moment, but we
have moved on since we wrote that report, so we now
have, for example, an agreement with the court desk
service provider that if we’ve seen somebody and the
lender is not co-operating then we can contact the
court desk service provider to make sure they’re
going to have a presence on that day and that they’re
briefed in advance on that particular case. So that is
positive. Also, if they see somebody at court who has
not received any advice previously, they can refer
them on to us after the court hearing. That could be
for general money advice and for sorting out other
debts; alternatively, even if they have been
unsuccessful in defending the claim and a possession
order has been given, there is still time for us to try
and do a mortgage rescue. They are able to feed
those cases through to us. As I say, I don’t want to
be too critical, because it is something that we are
talking to them about at the moment, but the
difficulties have been the way that the courts work,
and the pressure on them.

Q48 Chairman: Obviously, the Government have
put substantial amounts of money into making free
legal advice available. We heard from CAB earlier
that a number of local authorities have also been
increasing their assistance to make those sorts of
things available when they are needed. Is that an
area where Dudley has increased its assistance?
Sian Evans: Yes. We have put £90,000 directly into
CAB to help with repossession work this year.
Chairman: That has increased over previous years.
Sian Evans: Yes.

Q49 Mr Plaskitt: May I just pursue a couple of
organisational questions? These will mostly be for
you, Mark. What are the objectives of the Leaders’
Board?

Mark Barrow: The Leaders’ Board in many ways, in
terms of the family of 33 local authorities, acts as a
kind of overarching co-ordinating group for
those authorities, and is a successor to the West
Midlands Local Government Association. The

Local Government Association, effectively,
regionally does not exist, and the leaders’ board is
now engaging with regional agencies on behalf of all
authorities, particularly at the moment, to focus on
the development of the single regional integrated
strategy. That is how it started; that was its main
objective. We are also going through the process of
developing a range of panels underneath the board.
We are currently going through the process of
saying, “Well, okay—where we have different
groups, but actually they are all working in the same
way, let’s pull them into co-ordinated streams of
activity regionally.” The Leaders’ Board sit directly
with representatives from Advantage West
Midlands, and is increasingly bringing in people
from the Homes and Communities Agency, and
others as appropriate.

Q50 Mr Plaskitt: You don’t presumably have all 33
together?

Mark Barrow: No; there are six of them as
representatives of the 33 across all sectors and across
the geography of the region.

Q51 Mr Plaskitt: Do you plan to bring all 33
together from time to time in a plenary form?
Mark Barrow: We do. I am sorry; the joint strategy
and investment board is the six, the West Midlands
Leaders’ Board is the 33, and there is a two-way
process between the two.

Q52 Mr Plaskitt: What sort of particular objectives
are you trying to achieve on any sort of timetable?
Mark Barrow: There is a range of action plans, but
they particularly relate to the development of the
single integrated regional strategy and the various
actions around moving the Regional Spatial
Strategy—from where we are, to where we want to
be—and the various action streams around those
activities. There is one in that sense. There isn’t a set
of overall stated objectives in, let’s call it a manifesto
kind of sense, other than that, if I can just elevate the
discussion, we are very mindful that in the spirit of
delegation devolution, we want to be able to show
that there is a strong and united approach to
collaborative working regionally, and that that
forum will connect through the 14 local area
agreement areas regionally, into the local strategic
partnerships. We will go from regional strategy
policy and regional funding advice, through to
delivery on the ground. That is the structure that we
are working towards now, to make the region as
resilient as we can in a structural sense.

Q53 Mr Plaskitt: Are all 33 fully signed up to this
work?

Mark Barrow: Well, as you can imagine, 33 leaders
in a room always come up with a variety of
different views—

Mr Plaskitt: They come up with 66 different views.
Mark Barrow: But on the whole there is
overwhelming support for it. Everyone is around the
table; everyone supports it. The kind of work that I
have talked to you about, this very broad evidential-
based work, and using the regional observatory in an
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open and transparent way to say, “How do we
understand and shape priorities?”—that’s an
agenda that everyone supports.

Q54 Mr Plaskitt: This is not just a recession
response; you see this as having a longer term?
Mark Barrow: Long term.

Q55 Mr Plaskitt: Can I move on to another
structural question, that of the Minister’s regional
task force? You are doing a bit of work for this
specifically, aren’t you, on supporting individuals
and communities? Can you briefly say how you are
getting on with that?

Mark Barrow: Yes. 1 would like to say that we are
getting on extremely well. The task force came into
being this time last year—I think it first got together
in November 2008. The communities work stream
was established in January. Initially, what we all
focused on was that immediate dash to the front line
to support people, particularly in the vulnerable
areas. Obviously, there was a business focus at that
time around all the things that were mentioned
earlier, such as car scrappage and vulnerable
manufacturers and employers. I think we have done
incredibly well in terms of sharing information and
co-ordinating immediate actions that are supportive
where possible. That was not just across local
authorities—we have done a range of in-house
sharing of good practice—but with agencies such as
the Learning and Skills Council, Jobcentre Plus,
Advantage West Midlands and the Home and
Communities Agency. We ask, “Where are our
priorities? How can we align resources to deal with
them?” I think we have achieved a huge amount.

Q56 Mr Plaskitt: Can you point to some specific
outcomes that have resulted only because that task
force was set up, which probably would not have
resulted otherwise?

Mark Barrow: Okay. Going back four or five
months, Cannock was emerging as a new vulnerable
area in terms of job-shedding. One of the things we
were able to do was to pick up a range of activities.
We had a focused case study there, which has led to
a different approach on behalf of people such as
Jobcentre Plus. It has led to programmes of work
from the Learning and Skills Council that would not
be there otherwise. There is a range of practical
interventions such as an apprenticeships and jobs
compact in North Staffordshire, which the Regional
Minister supported because we had some particular
issues. So we have a range of things there.
Interestingly, I cannot overvalue the process of just
sharing information. For instance, a few of us
quickly developed and packaged “coping with the
crunch” websites. In fact, they were copied around
the region pretty quickly. There was a range of local
initiatives by organisations such as the court advice
service, along with Dudley and Walsall, which were
amongst the first local authorities. We have
produced publications and circulated them to
everybody. Everyone has said, “Can I learn from
that?” We have adopted a swipe-with-pride
approach to immediately provide the support where

we can. There are a lot of things that we have
captured there, which have come from the work of
the task force.

Q57 Mr Plaskitt: Is there a formal relationship
between your Leaders’ Board and this task force?
Are they on parallel but not convergent tracks?
Mark Barrow: The chair of the Leaders” Board is
also on the Taskforce. There was a group prior to
establishment of the Leaders’ Board, and he was also
involved in that development. There has been a
complete crossover all the way through. I support
the Leaders’ Board as well, in this respect.

Q58 Mr Plaskitt: Are you content that this is really
bringing forward practical and beneficial outcomes,
and not spending too much time just talking?

Mark Barrow: Interestingly, I think I am on record
in the task force as saying that I think we are moving
to a different phase. A lot of the social impacts of the
recession are here for the long term. We need to make
sure that our approach to dealing with those is
embedded in structures and in priorities. That is why
we are now moving towards bringing together the
regional Economic Inclusion Panel, the Regional
Equality and Diversity Partnership and this work
stream to create a single stream of people from the
regional and local authority organisations to focus
on this work in the long term. So it has helped as a
catalyst for that kind of conversation as well.

Q59 Mr Plaskitt: So having said that, I take it that
you are probably supportive of our Committee’s
suggestion that the ministerial task force should
have permanent foundation, and not just be a
recessionary feature?

Mark Barrow: Well, you are putting me in a difficult
spot there, aren’t you?

Mr Plaskitt: Would you like it or not? Would you
like having it permanently established?

Mark Barrow: 1 think that we see entirely the benefit
of continued collaborative working, yes. In that
respect, yes.

Q60 Mr Plaskitt: We always want to see
collaborative working, but do you think that the
ministerial task force specifically will have a function
once we are back into economic growth?

Mark Barrow: It will. We have talked to the
Regional Minister. For instance, as we went into the
task force being established we were immediately
looking at, and tracking, lots of figures. We were
watching the employment figures just decline
constantly. We are now into a different phase—I
think that Roger McKenzie touched on this—which
is much more about what we want the future shape
of the regional economy to be like. What are the
long-term housing issues? What will the ageing
population and changing demographics mean for us
all? T think that it is that kind of bigger, broader,
strategic and longer view that we are moving
towards, so I fully support that approach.

Q61 Mr Plaskitt: James, is there sufficient business
input into all of this work?
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James Watkins: Business is not represented on the
task force. Business is represented on a body called
the Council of Economic Advisers, which is separate
from the task force.

Q62 Mr Plaskitt: Is that all right, or should it be
otherwise?

James Watkins: Well, my members and I are
bemused by the fact that, with the MG Rover
situation, business, the trade unions and public
agencies and local authorities were on that task
force, but when it comes to a recession task force that
is not the case. However, there has been one recent
development that we do welcome. The West
Midlands Leaders’ Board and Advantage West
Midlands have invited the business community to be
on the joint strategy and investment board and we
have accepted that invitation. So we are at least on
that senior structure and that is to be welcomed. We
hope that the logic of their invitation would mean
that, one day, we will be invited on to the task force.
Mark Barrow: Can 1 just come in, because it is
directly relevant? At the last task force meeting, the
decision was taken to work towards merging the
Council of Economic Advisers with the task force,
hopefully from January.

Mr Plaskitt: Good. Okay.

Q63 Chairman: We were going to ask some questions
about the way that you share information, but I
think that you have covered quite a lot of that
already. There is a question that I principally to put
to you, Mark, about the Leaders’ Board issue; I
think that James mentioned this in relation to
Advanced Development Zones as well. You have
been fairly consistent in advocating greater
devolution in decision making and budgetary
control through LAAs (Local Area Agreements),
the area-based grant, getting flexibility on things like
ADZs and so on. If those things had been done, how
do you think that they would have helped to deal
with the effects of recession better? In terms of
moving forward, how would they help? You also say
that the evidence of delivery so far is limited
regarding the ability of local authorities and other
agencies to pool their mainstream resources.
Perhaps you could also say something about that—
what you mean by that and how you think that
greater devolution would help things in this region.
Mark Barrow: First, it is important to recognise that
local authorities understand that our administrative
footprints are not the same as our functional
economic areas. To some extent, it is not just about
devolution and delegation to individual authorities.
Sometimes, it is the sub-regional partnerships or
other groupings, like the Birmingham, Coventry and
Black Country consortium that was behind the city
region bid, in which people will work collaboratively
but from a position of understanding their
community in a finer-grain sense, because inherently
the closer you are to that need, the greater your
understanding will be of what needs to be done.
Everyone supports that, but we recognise that we
must demonstrate and give confidence to Whitehall
and the Government that we are fit for purpose and

able to do it. For example, there is a danger that
funding schemes or part of a bidding process relating
to such matters can just be about beauty parades. If
you are good at bidding, you get money, and it does
not necessarily follow need. So as a family, we are
cognisant of the fact that actually we understand the
priorities. Through regional funding advice, we put
every project regionally through a star chamber. We
tested each other on project management, business
cases and benefits realisation so that we could then
talk to Advantage West Midlands with a strong
hand and a guarantee that we could deliver. That
maturing of relationships is overdue in many ways,
but it is really good that it is there. We also need to
move away from the 35 targets within the Local Area
Agreements to say that it is the mechanism of all
partners in the public sector working together that is
important. One of the biggest consequences of a
recession in that respect will be health-related
impacts. What part do the primary care trusts play?
In community leadership at a local level,
responsibility is really being felt by local authorities
at the moment. We are stepping up to the mark. But
there is more to do and it is good to see that national
parties of all colours are saying they recognise that.
It is just about bringing it forward. We are trying to
highlight all the good examples across the region,
such as Dudley, and what is resulting from the
system. As for the how, we have moved from the
LSC model and now we are moving into a Schools
Funding Agency. An example was given earlier
concerning local employment. The LSC model of
funding post-16 education was demand-led.
Whatever training and development those young
people wanted would be provided. It did not matter
if it connected with the local business community
and its needs and wants. One of the things on which
we are working collaboratively with colleges and the
13 universities is on where we see in a functional
sense the skills needs of the future, and how we use
the shift that is happening in post-16 funding to local
authorities to support very much a bottom-up
approach to the demands of local employers. That is
an excellent example of how closer working
relationships can deal long term with some key
issues, whether it is Total Place or is just about letting
go and devolution.

Q64 Chairman: Thank you. I have just one other
question where there might be potential banana
skins. In the same way that targets handed down
from national level can be a bit inflexible and not
lend themselves to do what you are saying, is there a
danger that that could happen at regional and sub-
regional level as well? Could a number of local
authorities and others get together and, in a sense,
divide up priorities and initiatives according to what
they think, without necessarily relating to lower than
that, and perhaps come out with indicators with
political—with a small “p”—compromise that again
miss the real needs? When you were talking about
local authority areas, you said that pockets of
deprivation were not necessarily identified properly
so a move is made to wards as a way of doing that.
A ward in Birmingham has between 17,000 to 20,000
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people. I do not know what the numbers would be in
a ward in Newcastle, but probably considerably less.
If you said that there would be such an initiative in
x number of wards, each area might get its share, but
it would not necessarily be addressing the needs. Are
there those dangers, or are they being managed and
picked up?

Mark Barrow: 1 think you’re right: there could be.
One of the central conversations at the moment is
our using collectively the regional observatory as an
evidential base so that we can make sure that we are
not looking at apples and pears across the region so
that the sorts of distortions that you described
clearly cannot be there. We use the lower super
output area level data in a range of ways anyway. It
is much more even across communities rather than
just being around administrative boundaries. It is
about having a clear understanding of the public
sector family. Let us look at a single set that we all
agree is the basis for future planning. There are some
sub-regional observatories as well as some health
observatories. What matters is connecting all of that
so we are all using the same information because
identifying outcomes for communities is the key. As
you rightly said, you can look at a range of figures in
a distorted way. Roger was referring to ethnic
minorities. Yes, unemployment has a much higher
base, but it has actually decreased in those groups.
Unemployment has increased dramatically in
respect of indigenous young, white males, but from
a much lower base. The trouble with looking at one
thing on its own is that matters become distorted. We
recognise that we need to look at as much of the
information as possible, agree regionally with what
it is in terms of its quality and our understanding of
it, and use it collectively to inform what we want as
our future priorities. We have that level of
understanding. The Leaders’ Board has received
presentations on such stuff already. We have actually
shown on that grid areas that, compared with others,
are not long-term disadvantaged or particularly
newly vulnerable. We have said, “You are unlikely to
get any significant resource in your area”—that is a
difficult message for those leaders to take back. But
they understand what is behind it and how it has
been built, which is a huge step forward.

Q65 Chairman: Just one further question on that,
then we have two other blocks that we want to try
and finish by quarter past. Is the leaders’ board
giving any consideration to its own accountability,
other than, individually, of those leaders to their
councils and therefore to their individual
electorates? There were issues around Advantage
West Midlands, for instance, needing a collective
accountability mechanism within the region. That
was the original genesis of things like the West
Midlands Regional Assembly and so on. Is there a
danger that the Leaders’ Board becomes something?
The people on it may have got, in their individual
ward, accountability, but the leaders’ board does not
have accountability to the region it is serving. Is that
a problem? Is that something that is being
considered; how that one can be worked through?

Mark Barrow: There are a range of panels and
committees that are in the process of being
populated at the moment. The role of scrutiny is a
discussion in there. I can be very open and say that
there is no avoidance of scrutiny here. Leaders are
just as mindful of that as, obviously, you are. The six
leaders on the Joint Strategy and Investment Board,
who are at the core of the decision-making process,
are accountable to the 33. One of the things that we
are promoting is that all the content, outcomes and
things agreed within the Leaders’” Board are
transmitted around the region, to other areas. In
terms of regional scrutiny arrangements, that is yet
to be fully finalised. I take on board your point, but
where do you stop, you might argue? They come
from a position where every one of them is
democratically accountable for what they do. People
from regional agencies are not quite so
democratically accountable—actually, that is where
some discussion is taking place at the moment, in
terms of that relationship as well.

Q66 Mr Bailey: I think Business Voice is probably
best qualified, but any other contributors too. First,
the impact of the recession on crime: business crime
certainly is on the increase. Any evidence that that is
attributable to rising numbers of unemployed young
people? I suppose a secondary question is whether, if
the Home Office could be persuaded, business crime
could be made a KPI. Do you think that that would
be helpful?

James Watkins: Thank you. I think that there are
strong statistical indications that levels of business
crime have gone up in a number of areas. Mark
mentioned a number of local statistics earlier. To get
further evidence of this we have commissioned a
company, Forensic Pathways Ltd, to undertake a
mapping exercise of business crime hotspots in every
part of the West Midlands region. That work will be
very localised. It is not going to say Nuneaton or
Wolverhampton, for instance; it will actually name
the roads and industrial estates where those business
crime hotspots are. We hope that that will help with
intelligence for the police as well. None the less,
recent figures indicate that there has been a direct
correlation between the recession and high rates of
business crime. Yesterday there was an
announcement that bank online fraud has gone up
by approximately 55%. In addition AXA, the
insurance group, has already produced quite
detailed evidence, which is referred to in our
submission. We have also received anecdotal reports
from police officers around the country, as well as in
the West Midlands region, that there is a correlation.
For instance, when there were problems with the
Cowley plant, there were reports of vandalism rates
and shoplifting increasing around that Cowley plant
situation. One can look at the statistical correlations.
In terms of the KPI, we believe that a KPI would be
helpful, because it helps to direct attention and
police resources on the things that matter. One of our
members is the National Federation of Retail
Newsagents. They are not like some of my other
members. They are small community shops and
businesses which are very vulnerable to business
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crime and are at the heart of local communities.
They feel there are problems with police response
times in what are termed non-emergency call outs. A
KPI would focus the attention of the police and
others, including local authorities, which also have a
part to play in directing resources and attention. It
would also be helpful, particularly in the context of
this inquiry, that business crime is seen not only as
an economic issue—which it is—but also as a social
issue. Your local newsagent and local convenience
store are at the heart of the local community. If they
were gone from a particular estate, for instance, it
would affect the whole community. We believe that a
KPI would not just help the economy of the region,
it would help the social cohesion.

Mark Barrow: Will you allow me to come in?

Q67 Mr Bailey: I was going to ask a question that
you were probably best qualified to answer, so if I
could ask that and then you can put the two together.
Do you think the rise in extremist activity is related
to the economic downturn, particularly with
alienated, unemployed young white working class?

Mark Barrow: 1 will deal with them in sequence. We
have a strong feeling in local authorities that we need
fewer targets set centrally now. Let me illustrate
around this point what I mean by that. The
Probation Service tells me that if you give an
offender a stable job and a stable home, the
reoffending rate drops—there is strong evidence that
it drops by 75%. If you give them just a stable home,
reoffending rates will drop 50%. We can either put
resources into policing or we can put resources into
dealing with the causes of crime and diverting people
from it. That is a point I would like to get over. In
terms of racial tensions, it was no coincidence that
when Europe came out of the great depression of the
’30s every poor European country was managed by
adictator. There is a strong evidential base that when
communities feel disaffected it is an opportunity to
highlight difference rather than similarity across
communities. Tensions rose earlier in the year
around the Lindsey oil plant. We all saw that but I
don’t think that is quite the story in many
communities. There is certainly no evidence in my
part of the world, where we have a very strong BNP
representation but we do not see that community
cohesion breakdown that the media want to tell us a
story about, if I am honest with you. I don’t know if
colleagues in Dudley have a different experience but
we are not seeing it in that way.

Q68 Mr Plaskitt: Some of you have touched on this
already but I want to come back to it to sweep it up—
the move away from the current LSC structure into
what is going to replace it. Mark, you have already
referred to this as throwing up some opportunities, I
have heard you say. Whereas James, your
organisation has said, “Let’s postpone this. It is not
the right time.” Can we tease out these two
positions? You said there are opportunities in it.
Have you any reservations about the timing of the
process that it is anticipated is about to happen?

Mark Barrow: No, 1 don’t think we have. As a
family of authorities, we are just keen to get on with
it and move into a framework where we have clearly
identified needs and we can match those to the local
employment market. I’ll give you an illustration. My
local Chamber of Commerce is doing a piece of work
for me across its employer base to tell me what its
employers want. We are going to feed that into what
it is that informs colleges around what we would like
them to provide. Skill attainment levels are rising
and that’s great. We also need to reach down that bit
further to help people make those life choices about
what are the local industries with local
opportunities. James will correct me, but I think
something like 80% of new jobs will come from local
employers. So, yes, we are all looking for inward
investment and growth and so on but we want to
support the local employer base as much as we can.
Probably the outcome that we are aiming for is the
same. The key is, let’s avoid process as much as we
can because it is process and debate around structure
that distract you.

Q69 Mr Plaskitt: But you’re sounding confident that
the skills agenda isn’t going to suffer any setback as
a result of this institutional reorganisation.

Mark Barrow: No, I don’t think so; I think it will
move on to be really honest. I think it will move on
because there is a discussion taking place in many
parts of our communities that it may be more about
their competencies than their skills. Many people—
maybe the over-50s—find skills and training
development very difficult, but they have a huge
amount of competence that could be used in a
different way. We want to look at all those sorts of
opportunities as well.

James Watkins: 1 wish 1 could share Mark’s
confidence and optimism, but I fear that the
situation from our perspective is not really that rosy.
Just three months ago, the regional skills partnership
board of Advantage West Midlands reported one of
Mark’s colleagues saying in a minuted meeting that
the changeover was still—this is a direct quote—"“in
its early days”. There is less than a year to go before
this is supposed to happen. The fact of the matter is
that it seems that a number of local authorities are
not prepared, but, to be fair to them, that is because
there have been structural problems. If I may quote
briefly a sentence from a letter from the Further
Education Minister, Kevin Brennan, to us on 27
July, he states: “In April 2010 the YPLA (subject to
legislation) plans to publish a National
Commissioning Framework (NCF). This will
describe how commissioning, currently delivered by
the LSC, will operate through local authorities.”
This will happen in April 2010. This is after the
arrangements are in place and it is after when we are
supposed to have a demand-led system. In addition,
if one looks at the structures, I agree with Mark that
we want to move beyond process, but process is
dominating the agenda. We have sub-regional
groups, a regional planning group, a national
apprenticeships service, the Young People’s
Learning Agency and the Skills Funding Agency—
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and those are just to sort out learning at a local level.
Roger McKenzie: spoke earlier about possible skills
opportunities in solar panels, and I can give an
example in nuclear power. We held an event recently
with a number of West Midlands manufacturers who
were interested in getting involved in the burgeoning
nuclear power sector. The fact of the matter is that,
under these new arrangements, as with the solar
power example, this demand-led approach is not
being catered for. We believe that, in an ideal world,
we should have a longer transition period. The
Learning and Skills Council may not have been
perfect, but it was moving along the right tracks. We
atleast need either a longer transition period or more
help for local authorities to move towards help in the

new structure. For the Further Education Minister
to say that the actual guidance and the
commissioning framework will come out after the
structures are in place in April 2010 is, in our view,
not practical.

Chairman: Thank you very much. It is always good
to end on a note of consensus. But seriously, this is
obviously an important issue and if either of your
organisations wants to provide any supplementary
information or evidence, we would be very pleased
to receive it. This was the first session of our new
inquiry and the information given, along with that
from the first panel, has been very helpful. No doubt
we will meet again. Thank you very much for
coming along.
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Members present:
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Mr Adrian Bailey

Mr James Plaskitt
Joan Walley

Witnesses: Mick Laverty, Chief Executive, Advantage West Midlands, and Margaret Tovey, Customer
Services Director, Jobcentre Plus West Midlands, gave evidence.

Q70 Chairman: Welcome to this evidence session.
The first inquiry that we undertook, as you know,
looked at the impact of the economic downturn,
particularly on business in the region. We are keen to
follow that up by trying to get a sense of what is
happening as far as people in the region are
concerned, and what mechanisms are in place to
support people through the downturn, as well as
whether any lessons can be learned for the future in
terms of preparing for the upturn. We very much
welcome the evidence that you are able to give us on
that. For the record, can I ask you both to introduce
yourselves, please?

Mick Laverty: 1 am Mick Laverty, Chief Executive
of Advantage West Midlands.

Margaret Tovey: 1 am Margaret Tovey, Customer
Services Director of Jobcentre Plus in the West
Midlands.

Q71 Chairman: Thank you very much. We have a lot
of questions for you, and the Government Office is
going to be following rapidly on afterwards. Our aim
is to have finished both panels by about 6 o’clock, so
if we appear to be trying to rush things on, we are not
being rude. We will just be trying to get through a
whole range of different questions. Perhaps we could
start with some questions that are mainly about
Jobcentre Plus, Margaret. The economic downturn
and the recession have obviously created a lot of
extra demands on the services that you’re able to
provide. In your evidence, you cited a figure of 1,300
additional staff being taken on. Just so that we can
get our heads around that properly, is that a target
figure for staff who will be taken on, or the number
that have been taken on so far in response?
Margaret Tovey: Yes, that was the target, but we’ve
actually taken on 1,100 staff in the region since the
recession started to bite, and that was the figure up
until last week. Most of these staff are for front-line
services—some back-of-house sort of operations,
but mostly for Jobcentre operations.

Q72 Chairman: And these additional staff are all
temporary are they?

Margaret Tovey: Yes, most of them are flexible,
fixed-term contracts of 18 months’ duration,
because we know that we need to have a flexible
approach to that and not take on too many
permanent people.

Q73 Chairman: In terms of absorbing the new staff,
have there been any further premises opened up?

Margaret Tovey: Yes, we are in the middle of a
service delivery change across the region where we
are looking to acquire additional new premises on a

temporary arrangement with short-term landlord
arrangements of up to two years. We are looking at
around 16 sites in the region for that—right across
the region, in different places—and that seems to be
going well. We are also looking at using space within
existing Jobcentres in a different way, so that we can
use more of the front-of-house operation for the
increase in people we are going to see.

Q74 Chairman: Where does the need arise for, as well
as opening up new places, things like additional
opening hours and extended opening hours?
Margaret Tovey: We have done that; wherever we
have needed to, we have extended our opening
hours. There are national pilots going on at the
moment, looking at extending opening hours across
Jobcentre Plus operations, but we in the West
Midlands have had to do that anyway and have
opened up on Saturdays and Sundays, and in the
evenings as well, to cope with the increased volumes.
We have also taken on people with new contracts to
do just that, so that they’ve got those hours in their
contracts.

Q75 Chairman: Okay. I'm going to bring in Joan in
a minute, but, first, when you’re identifying where
you’re going to need additional resources, how do
you do that? How do you make those kinds of
judgments?

Margaret Tovey: Yes, well, that is all to do with how
many people we see coming into the system at each
location. We have been making judgments about the
volumes that we were already experiencing, our
knowledge of the labour market and the regime that
we want to put into place to help those people get
into work, so it’'s a mixture of things—it’s
complicated.

Q76 Joan Walley: On that point, Jobcentre Plus
closed the Burslem office without consultation at the
very last moment, and I've constantly been
campaigning for it to be opened, given the number
of people out of work in that area. Given this
flexibility that you now have to bring forward new,
flexible offices, is Burslem on your list? There’s a long
distance between Kidsgrove and Hanley, and many
people find it almost impossible to access the
services there.

Margaret Tovey: The whole of the region is on our
list, and Burslem is included in that—of course it is.
In North Staffordshire, we’ve got a spanking new
office in Hanley, which is handling a lot of the
business at the moment, as you know, and we are
looking for additional short-term premises in the
North Staffordshire area.
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Q77 Joan Walley: So, that could be in Burslem?
Margaret Tovey: It can be, yes.

Q78 Chairman: As for where you need additional
resources, are you looking at whether there needs to
be any reassessment of the way services are provided,
or the balance between the two? For example,
anecdotally—but I'm getting it from an awful lot of
quarters—there is a particular pressure that ends up
finding its way on to Jobcentre Plus staff around
crisis loans. If that demand and pressure is there,
how are you dealing with that and does that lead you
to any kind of rethink of how those things are
administered and how people are welcomed or
greeted, or receive service as they come through the
door? Has any thought gone into things like whether
the split between benefits processing—doing the
figures by phone—and doing the face-to-face work
in relation to employment advice actually works in
the new climate or whether that needs to be
rethought?

Margaret Tovey: Of course, through the recession
we have had an increase in crisis loans in the region
and we are training our staff to understand the needs
of particular individuals who face crisis. We’ve got a
good system already operating in Jobcentre Plus to
put people into touch with how to get a crisis loan if
they need it.

Q79 Chairman: Can you quantify what the increase
in crisis loans has been? If you haven’t got the figures
now, perhaps you could—

Margaret Tovey: 1 haven’t got the figures with me to
say how many more crisis loans we’ve got in the
region at the moment.!

Q80 Chairman: But you don’t feel that that is having
any impact in terms of pressure points on Jobcentre
Plus offices?

Margaret Tovey: Not especially, no. We’ve got
pressure points all across the operation and the
social fund is just one of the things that we deliver
where we’ve got pressure points. So we’ve had to put
new staff into social fund operations, both in the
telephony side and the processing side of the social
fund.

Q81 Chairman: But also on the issue of the split
between telephony and face-to-face work, you think
that the way you’re doing that is pretty robust still
and that that doesn’t need any reassessment?
Margaret Tovey: 1 do.

Chairman: Okay. Thanks.

Q82 Mr Plaskitt: You have obviously had a big
increase in the numbers coming through Jobcentre
Plus to resolve the impact of the downturn. But what
are you noticing about the type of people who are
coming through? Are you getting a different kind of
customer to the ones you had before? If so, what’s
changing? And when you’ve answered that, how are
you adjusting the advice you give to cope with
those changes?

! Ev 88-9

Margaret Tovey: Well, we’ve definitely seen a larger
number of people from professional and executive
backgrounds coming into the unemployed cohort,
and we’ve done quite a bit of work in our region
that’s over and above what Jobcentre Plus has
introduced nationally. We brought a cohort of this
particular group together across the region—I think
it was over 120 people; I met a group of them only a
couple of weeks ago—and we talked to them about
what they wanted from us as an organisation. We
found that 32 of that cohort were interested in
becoming self-employed and we organised a seminar
or business link to respond to that need. We also had
feedback from that group about training needs. A
lot of them felt that qualifications, or not having
them, was a barrier to their employability. We used
the Rapid Response Fund to buy over 25 of them
some specific training. That varied from person to
person. We have also worked with Birmingham
Forward to get it to help with mentoring this
particular client group, and that has been hugely
successful. It has been very supportive at no cost,
working with us. We have also brought in some
particular training to help people. A lot of these
people had not had the experience of getting a job,
so they didn’t know how to put a CV together in the
most productive way and were a bit nervous about
interviewing. A lot of them found all the training
that we gave them on that a great help. We got that
training from somebody we knew who had worked
at MG Rover.

Q83 Mr Plaskitt: It is interesting. You’re describing
people who have been to my surgery to say that
they’ve been to Jobcentre Plus and it didn’t help. So
how can you disperse what you’re learning from the
work you are doing and get it into every Jobcentre so
that people who have never been into Jobcentre Plus
before, and perhaps have not experienced
unemployment for 20 or 25 years, can come out of it
saying, “That was good. I got a lot of help from
there”? I do not think that we are at that spot with
this particular cohort. What more can you do to
ensure that that will be the response?

Margaret Tovey: That is exactly what we are
considering at the moment with colleagues from
AWM: how might we fashion this into a much more
permanent and robust arrangement? This was an
idea that grew and developed and became what it is
now, so we would like to look at how we can take it
forward in the region with the help of other partners.
That would be really good.

Q84 Mr Plaskitt: What sort of time frame are we
talking about?

Margaret Tovey: 1 would think that within the next
three to six months we will have something durable
that can be rolled out more extensively.

Q85 Mr Plaskitt: In your evidence, you tell us about
the virtual contact centre network. Could you tell us
what that is?

Margaret Tovey: Yes. If somebody phones up from,
say, your constituency and they want to make a new
claim for Jobseeker’s Allowance, that phone call
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could go anywhere in the country. That is what it
means, basically. We are not relying on any
geographic support to underpin the arrangement. It
can go anywhere and does.

Q86 Mr Plaskitt: But it is something a bit more than
just a national call centre, is it not?

Margaret Tovey: That is basically what it is, but it
also provides advice and guidance to people who are
making their claims for benefit.

Q87 Mr Plaskitt: How many people are using it?
Margaret Tovey: Well, everybody who would make
a claim for benefit would go through the contact
centre system to make their claim.

Q88 Mr Plaskitt: What benefits are you getting from
having that system?

Margaret Tovey: Tremendous benefits. We are
getting some really good feedback from customers
who are saying they are so pleased that they have got
through on the phone and that they are able to make
their claim quickly. An appointment at the Jobcentre
will be booked for them straight away and we make
sure that we see them within three days of the phone
call. All the time, we are trying to lessen the time that
somebody has to wait between seeing us and getting
their benefit paid, if that is their priority—and it
often is—and getting help with a job.

Q89 Mr Plaskitt: I suspect—and I think you would
probably agree with me—that there are a lot of
people in the region who have lost their job, but have
not even considered coming to Jobcentre Plus, or to
the office at any rate, for advice. They might have a
preconception about what Jobcentre Plus is all
about. And yet, there are people who clearly could
benefit from coming in. How can you reach people
like that and persuade them that visiting the local
Jobcentre Plus is what they should do?

Margaret Tovey: We have a marketing campaign
operating at the moment across all internet systems,
which encourages people to come into the Jobcentre
and use the internet services we have. People can go
on to the Jobcentre Plus site and search for work if
they want to. A lot more people are now internet and
computer savvy so they are more inclined to use that
route to get to us. That is what we are finding. From
our insight work nationally, we are finding that that
is what people want. If they are not sure about
coming into a Jobcentre, I hope we can all persuade
them that they should try us out.

Q90 Joan Walley: You talked in the paper you
submitted about additional initiatives that have
been put in place in the West Midlands to augment
the national measures. I would like to know a little
more detail about what those are, please.

Margaret Tovey: Is that to me?

Joan Walley: I think it was from Jobcentre Plus. It
was in paragraph 4.1. It basically said that there were
extra measures. I imagine one of them might be the
Unity Resource Centre in Stoke-on-Trent. I am not
sure what else there might be.

Margaret Tovey: We have a lot of national offers
that are very comprehensive in focusing on the needs
of young people and those of all ages. We have never
had so much to offer people who are unemployed,
from day one of unemployment, through to six and
12 months. Only last week, we introduced the
Flexible New Deal. Sorry, I am just picking up on
your specific question. There are a lot of things going
on locally that are adding to the picture. We are
obviously trying our best to respond to the
particular feedback that we get from local
authorities, through the local area 