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The Equality Act 2010 requires the Council to have due regard to the need to 

· eliminate unlawful discrimination, harassment and victimisation;

· advance equality of opportunity between different groups; and

· foster good relations between different groups

Section 1: What is being assessed?
1.1
Name of proposal to be assessed.
Welfare Advice & Customer Service
Fundamental change to the way the Council and its partners deliver customer facing Services, focussed on customers getting the ‘right support at the right time’.
The delay of the implementation of the remaining £350k approved saving to the year 2023-24 as these services are considered critical to the on-going response to COVID-19 and work to review the approach to delivery is yet to be fully implemented. 
1.2
Describe the proposal under assessment and what change it would result in if implemented.
The Council proposed savings in the budget for welfare advice services in 2019-20’s budget consultation of £1.2 million, these savings were put together with a saving of £844k in customer services and a WACC Board was formed to oversee the delivery of the saving. Following consultation, the welfare advice saving was reduced to £500k and the four lead providers, their partners and/or subcontractors were able to realise these savings by reducing staffing and the level of sessional work offered. The savings were made prior to COVID-19 restrictions when the majority of welfare advice services were delivered face to face in local community settings such as; community centres, children centres, doctor’s surgeries, hospital wards and centrally located offices. Services are now predominantly delivered through internet and telephone options although each service has developed plans to reintroduce face to face when the level of COVID-19 restrictions permit.
The customer services budget reduction was applied, although a £500k one off investment was made to enable the service to continue to deliver during the pandemic, where seven day contact and support were deemed key to supporting vulnerable people. Customer Services will have achieved a saving equivalent to that investment by the end of this financial year through efficiencies, and by not replacing staff who have left the service
A Welfare Advice and Customer Contact Board was established to oversee the budget reduction with the intention of reducing high cost contact to alternative channels thus maintaining support where possible. The board was postponed during the height of COVID-19 and the Councils Transformation Steering Group (TSG) has now absorbed the work of the WACC board. TSG now oversee 2 transformation projects replacing WACC. The TSG is holding a special launch meeting on 13th December 2021.

The essence of the proposal is that the budget reductions are not realised in 2022-23 but in 2023-24 instead, giving both transformation projects the opportunity to deliver. This also lines up with the timeline for the recommissioning of welfare advice services, and  recognises that the WACC/Transformation programme has been in abeyance and needs time to reform so that any new proposals are inclusive and workable.
A the £844k has already been taken from the budget an investment of £350k is required for 2022/23
Section 2: What the impact of the proposal is likely to be

2.1 Will this proposal advance equality of opportunity for people who share a protected characteristic and/or foster good relations between people who share a protected characteristic and those that do not? If yes, please explain further.

This proposal aims to maintain stability and continuity at the time which it is most needed. Customer Services deliver a range of welfare and housing related advice to members of the public, they support the public with claiming costs related to housing and Council Tax Reduction, Universal Credit, Free School Meals, Blue Badges and concessionary travel. They deal with housing and homelessness, children’s services. They deliver services to advance and support a range of protected characteristic groups and also support households on low incomes. This allows families and individuals to maximise income, tackle personal debt, and other issues all of which impact adversely on finance and more importantly individuals’ mental health  
2.2 Will this proposal have a positive impact and help to eliminate discrimination and harassment against, or the victimisation of people who share a protected characteristic? If yes, please explain further.
Having greater financial security and being free from the adverse mental health impacts

that debt can incur allows individuals and families to feel part of the wider community. 
2.3 Will this proposal potentially have a negative or disproportionate impact on people who share a protected characteristic?  If yes, please explain further. 
Yes

Reducing investment in support (if channel shift cannot be effectively accessed by all customers) will lead to a disproportionate impact on some protected characteristic groups.
2.4
Please indicate the level of negative impact on each of the protected characteristics?

(Please indicate high (H), medium (M), low (L), no effect (N) for each) 

	Protected Characteristics:
	Impact

(H, M, L, N)

	Age
	N

	Disability
	N

	Gender reassignment
	N

	Race
	N

	Religion/Belief
	N

	Pregnancy and maternity
	N

	Sexual Orientation
	N

	Sex
	N

	Marriage and civil partnership
	N

	Additional Consideration:
	

	Low income/low wage
	N


2.5 
How could the disproportionate negative impacts be mitigated or eliminated? 
(Note: Legislation and best practice require mitigations to be considered, but need only be put in place if it is possible.) 
Maintaining some face to face delivery at accessible points across the district will help 
ensure that people with difficulty accessing technology may be provided support.
Section 3: Dependencies from other proposals 

3.1
Please consider which other services would need to know about your proposal and the impacts you have identified.  Identify below which services you have consulted, and any consequent additional equality impacts that have been identified. 
Welfare advice services are partnered in a programme focused on the Transformation of Welfare Advice and Customer services, which seeks to create a more streamlined and responsive service between the Local Authority’s Customer Service and the voluntary and community sector (VCS) contracted specialist welfare advice services. The WACC programme has been operating since 2018 and has looked at the relationship between these key teams and how that can be enhanced and improved. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted this however it has also demonstrated that the services can work effectively together as the enhanced use of Customer Services has led to the teams working more closely and playing to their specialisms. 

It is planned to continue to build on this as the year progresses 
Section 4: What evidence you have used?
4.1
What evidence do you hold to back up this assessment? 
Usage figures from both services 
4.2
Do you need further evidence?

Yes. It is key now to examine how these services work across the teams and provider agencies to understand how they can be moved closer whilst maintaining throughout and meeting need. 
Section 5: Consultation Feedback

5.1
Results from any previous consultations prior to the proposal development.
FutureGov were engaged to assist with designing a solution for the delivery of advice across the district, to encompass Customer and Welfare Advice services and other areas where Customer Services were delivered in departments (Council Tax, Adults Social Care, and Housing Options). They designed a model for delivery which the WACC programme were still discussing when COVID-19 stopped all progress.
The work of the WACC programme has been absorbed by TSG which has a board and clear governance structures including participation and involvement from provider agencies; VCS and others. The results of the previous work and planning were paused d and more work will be needed including specific needs mapping during 2022-23 to identify the way forward. 
5.2
The departmental feedback you provided on the previous consultation (as at 
5.1).
5.3
Feedback from current consultation following the proposal development (e.g. following approval by Executive for budget consultation).
5.4
Your departmental response to the feedback on the current consultation (as at 5.3) – include any changes made to the proposal as a result of the feedback.
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