
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE 1096
 
Main Petitioner: William McCormack on behalf of Dumfries Welfare Rights 
 
Subject: Calls for the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to take 
action, either through the introduction of new legislation or enhancing the 
enforcement of existing legislation, to ensure that all advice agencies in 
receipt of lottery or public funding exceeding £25,000 pa are subject to annual 
compulsory monitoring by specialist independent audit / peer review bodies in 
order to assess the standard and quality of advice given to the public by the 
staff and volunteers in such agencies. 
 
Background 
Numerous agencies and organisations are involved in the provision of welfare 
and consumer advice.  For example, the Scottish Consumer Council lists 
some 60 examples of organisations that can help ‘consumers’ with problems.  
Included in this landscape of advice agencies are charities, local authorities, 
independent public authorities, and information sharing networks.  Some of 
these organisations provide general advice and assistance, whilst others 
specialise in particular areas.   Welfare rights and advice agencies provide 
advice and support on rights, benefits, debt and other issues. 
 
Scottish Government Action 
The Scottish Government states that it “recognises the invaluable role that 
front-line money advice services play in supporting people in finding a 
sustainable solution to their debt problems”.  Scottish Government funding for 
‘money advice’ is provided through the local government settlement. The total 
for 20007/08 is £5.3m (£2m on Money Advice and £3.3m on Enhanced Debt 
Advice Service – see columns DW and DX of the linked spreadsheet) 
 
On quality assurance the Scottish Government announced in November 2006 
the extension of the Scottish National Standards for Information and Advice 
Agencies to cover money advice and welfare rights. Agencies seeking 
accreditation to these Standards are audited, currently by an independent 
consultant, and then re-audited periodically thereafter to retain their 
accreditation. The Scottish Government expects all agencies in receipt of 
public funding to be working towards accreditation to the Standards and at 
some future point will require them actually to be accredited.  
 
Some advice agencies, including those provided by councils, were involved in 
piloting the Standards initially and so are going through an audit process. The 
Standards also cover housing advice but do not currently cover legal advice, 
except where that is part of housing or money advice. 
 
Citizens Advice bureaux, one of the major providers of “free, independent and 
impartial advice” in Scotland, are already audited by their umbrella 
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organisation, Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), and the Government states that 
there is a need to ensure that they are not burdened by a 'double audit'.  In its 
2006/07 annual report CAS describes its approach to quality assurance:  
 

“To be a Citizens Advice Bureau, all our members must comply with 
our quality assurance scheme with rigorous quality of advice and 
organisational standards. In the first round of bureau audits, 45% of 
bureaux complied without a requirement for corrective action. In the 
second round, this rose significantly to 75% despite an increase in the 
pass level.” 

 
The CAS 2006/07 annual report also describes the results of market research 
conducted by Ipsos MORI Scotland in 2005 and 2006, in which 500 recent 
CAB clients were surveyed. The report indicates that of these: 
 

• 98% said they felt able to trust the service. 
• 97% praised the advice it offered. 
• 94% would be ‘certain to’ or ‘very likely to’ recommend the CAB to a 

friend or relative 
 
Income for Citizens Advice Scotland for 2006/07 was £3.9m including a grant 
of £2.9m to fund core activities from Department for Business Enterprise and 
Regulatory Reform (BERR, formerly the DTI).  
 
The Scottish Government commissioned the Scottish Poverty Information Unit 
to evaluate 11 pilot projects set up to provide money advice to vulnerable 
groups.  Amongst the conclusions of the report (published 23 March 2007) 
were that: 
 

“Different standards of quality of advice existed across the projects, in 
part due to a lack of systems, policies and procedures and case 
recording. Without sound case recording the assessors could not 
evaluate the actual standard of advice given because the information 
had not been recorded. Where policies and procedures existed, and 
tools were in place to ensure good casework recording, the standard of 
the advice was high. Conversely where mangers gave no direction to 
staff, monitoring arrangements were not systematic and staff were left 
to "get on with it" the quality of the advice was considered poor.” 

 
(Source: Full report (paragraph 4.10), also see research findings) 

 
Scottish Parliament Action 
In response to a parliamentary question (S3W-3053; lodged 8 August 2007) 
from Hugh O’Donnell MSP about steps the government is taking is taking to 
ensure the “wider recognition of the professional role of citizens advice 
bureaux in the provision of money advice”, the Minister for Communities and 
Sport, Stewart Maxwell MSP, said that  
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“Citizens Advice already has an established reputation for providing 
independent, trusted and quality advice on a range of topics, including 
money advice. There is therefore no need for the Scottish government 
to take steps to ensure wider recognition of its role”. 

 
Parliamentary Debates on related topics includes a debate on Illegal 
moneylenders (1 March 2007) and a debate in March 2005 on Local Benefits 
Services  
 
Parliamentary consideration of the Debt Arrangement and Attachment 
(Scotland) bill (session 1) and the Bankruptcy and Diligence (Scotland) bill 
(session 2) both included discussion of the provisions on ‘money advice’.  
 
 
Simon Wakefield 
Principal Research Specialist 
27 November 2007 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
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