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Executive Summary
Dundee North Law Centre (DNLC), established in 1995, provides free, civil legal advice and representation to those living in designated areas of priority need in Dundee.    

This evaluation report was commissioned by the Law Centre’s Principal Solicitor in June 2008.  Its primary purpose is to examine the impact of legal service provision on clients’ lives and to contribute to stakeholders’ understanding of the main features and characteristics of the Law Centre’s work.

A range of qualitative and quantitative data sources were used, including in-depth interviews with clients and stakeholder organisations and a client opinion survey.  Aspects of the evaluation design dovetail with the Law Centre’s participation in the audit process leading to accreditation under the Scottish National Standards for Information and Advice Providers.  

Key findings
· Over 5000 people attend the Law Centre’s community-based legal surgeries each year.  
· 3248 new clients attended legal surgeries during 2008-09.  Clients presented most frequently with issues relating to benefits, housing and money/debt.

· During 2008-09, the Law Centre recovered over £731,000 in relation to clients’ benefit, employment and criminal injuries appeals. 
· There is strong evidence that the Law Centre is playing a vital role in supporting individuals and families to deal with issues for which, otherwise, they would be mostly devoid of legal advice, assistance and representation.  This applies particularly to issues around eviction and benefits.
· The Law Centre, whilst being one of a number of advice agencies in Dundee, is the principal provider of legal representation to social housing tenants threatened with eviction.  The Law Centre lodged 163 Minutes of Recall at Dundee Sheriff Court during 2008-09.  
· During 2008-09, the number of court appearances by the Law Centre in Mortgage Rights claims rose by 43% on the previous year, indicating an increase in the number of private home owners affected by mortgage default. 
· Between 2005-08, the Law Centre made 1150 appearances at benefit tribunals.  During 2008-09, the Centre recovered approximately £550,000 in relation to clients’ benefit appeals.

· The Law Centre is providing effective legal advice, assistance and representation to its clients.  This conclusion is supported by evaluation evidence from clients and from professional staff in stakeholder organisations.  Although it presents challenges for the Law Centre, there was no evaluative evidence that volume of work detracts from service delivery outcomes.

· Representatives of referral organisations consistently commended the Law Centre for its ability to resolve clients’ cases successfully, its legal expertise, the experience, commitment and approachability of Law Centre staff and their understanding of the needs of vulnerable individuals and groups.  Inter-agency working was found to effective.

· Clients’ self-reported experiences show the positive impact that legal services can have in helping individuals and families to overcome problems and help re-build lives.

· Feedback from in-depth interviews and the opinion survey indicates that clients find the Law Centre staff approachable and friendly, services are delivered in a competent and timely manner and information is explained sufficiently to them.         

· Over the last two years, reductions in core revenue grants have meant the Centre’s increased reliance on income from Legal Aid to meet annual running costs.  The potential, long-term implications of this funding situation may be that the Law Centre is required to move further towards a business model of operation with corresponding impact on its ability to provide services to the most vulnerable individuals and families.

· Given the current economic climate, it is anticipated that service demand at the Law Centre will continue to increase within Dundee.   

1. Introduction & background
Dundee North Law Centre (DNLC), established in 1995, is a charitable organisation providing free, civil legal advice and representation to those living in designated areas of priority need in Dundee.  From its inception as a legal advice service operating under the auspices of the, then, Dundee Legal Advice Association, DNLC has since achieved current status as an independent, charitable company with its own Board of Directors and staff team.  

Since 1995, DNLC’s operating costs have been met mostly through grant funding from government/local authority area regeneration programmes.  Most recently, DNLC was awarded a revenue funding award from the Dundee Partnership’s Fairer Scotland Fund for the period 2008-2010.  A service-level agreement outlining planned levels of service provision by DNLC underpins this grant award.  In addition to public grant funding, Legal Aid fees also provide income for the Law Centre.

This evaluation report was commissioned by the Principal Solicitor of the Law Centre in June 2008.  The evaluation is intended to build upon the Law Centre’s own record-keeping and monitoring by focusing on evaluative evidence relating to the impact of the Centre’s legal service provision, particularly from clients’ perspectives.  It is anticipated that the report findings will be valuable to the Law Centre both in terms of providing formative feedback about its work and also providing a source of evaluative evidence about the impact of its work.      

2. Evaluation design

2.1 Purpose & scope of the evaluation

The main purpose of the evaluation is to examine the work of the Law Centre, particularly in relation to achievement of outputs and intended outcomes.  In a broader sense, the ‘illuminative’ nature of the evaluation (Hart, 1998:46) reflects an intention also to contribute to stakeholders’ understanding and awareness of pertinent features and characteristics of the Law Centre emerging from evaluation data.  

For the purposes of this report, output achievements are examined over the three-year period 2005-2008 for which full quantitative data is available.  Wherever possible, this period is augmented with quantitative data available for the financial year 2008-2009.  
The examination of project impact and achievement of outcomes focuses primarily on the direct experiences of individuals who have engaged with the project.  The report does not, therefore, provide any comparative data for individuals who have been unable to access similar services, a design feature which reflects the relatively small-scale nature of the evaluation.  Qualitative data from project clients is supplemented with data from representatives of external organisations who have informed knowledge and experience of issues affecting the Law Centre’s client groups.  

Key evaluation questions relating to clients’ experiences and service impact include:

· What are the circumstances in which individuals approach the Law Centre for legal advice and assistance?

· How do these circumstances affect clients’ personal, family and work lives?

· What is the nature and scope of services provided to clients by the Law Centre?

· How does the Law Centre complement and/or augment other services?

· How effective are the services provided by the Law Centre at supporting and enabling clients to overcome ‘crisis points’ in their lives.

· To what extent do the services provided by the Law Centre contribute to clients’ capacity to maintain or re-establish stability in their personal and family lives.  

· To what extent do clients feel that they have a role in identifying their own solutions to their situations with the support of the Law Centre?

· From clients’ and stakeholder organisations’ perspectives, are there any ways in which the services provided by the Law Centre might be improved or developed?

Exploring clients’ experiences led to the emergence of data around the role that the Law Centre plays within wider systems and processes affecting individuals and families; for example, legal processes concerning housing debt recovery, eviction and benefit claims.  Data analysis revealed the significance and importance of this dimension of the Law Centre’s work and, therefore, the report gives due attention to this.
In light of the Law Centre’s current participation in the forthcoming audit process leading to accreditation under the Scottish National Standards for Information and Advice Providers (Scottish Executive, 2006), a full process evaluation was not carried out as part of the evaluation.  The evaluation report is limited to general descriptive data about management arrangements, service delivery, staff and funding resources.  To achieve accreditation under the National Standards, the Law Centre will be required to provide evidence that it ‘meets the quality level defined by the Standards and provides an efficient and effective service’ (www.scotland.gov.uk/topics/builtenvironment/housing/accessandsupport/national standards).  As part of the accreditation process the Law Centre will be undergoing an external audit in July 2009 organised by the Scottish Government’s Information and Advice Standards Unit (IASU).  Aspects of the evaluation design are intended to dovetail with the National Standards audit process.  For example:

· The production of this evaluation report contributes to compliance with Audit Standard 2.6 ‘All services must be subject to regular independent review and evaluation’

· Qualitative data collection associated with the evaluation contributes to compliance with Audit Standard 3.12 ‘All service providers must have procedures that actively encourage feedback from service users’.  Specific client feedback questions contained within Audit Standard 3.12(2) were incorporated into the in-depth client interview topic guide and the client opinion survey questionnaire. 

It is important to note that the scope of the evaluation does not extend to a value-for-money assessment nor comparison of the Law Centre’s work with any other law centre in Scotland.  Neither does the scope extend to a professional assessment of the legal advice and representation provided by the solicitors in the Law Centre because such assessments are carried out periodically by the Law Society of Scotland and the Scottish Legal Aid Board and will be examined under the National Standards audit process.  Qualitative data-collection for the evaluation does, however, capture a wide range of perspectives relating to the perceived quality and effectiveness of legal advice and representation provided by the Law Centre.  

2.2 Data collection and analysis

Multiple data sources were used in the evaluation in order to reflect its purpose and scope.  

Primary qualitative data sources

The range of primary data collection was fairly extensive, arising from the need for evaluative evidence to reflect the various dimensions of the Law Centre’s work; for example, direct work with clients, inter-agency working, court and tribunal representation.

	Data collection method
	Participants


	Number of interviews / observations

	Face-to-face, in-depth interviews 
	Law Centre clients
	5

	Client opinion survey 
	Law Centre clients (Survey conducted at legal sessions in Charleston, Whitfield and Fintry)
	32

	Interviews (face-to-face or telephone)
	Representatives of external organisations  (See Appendix 1) 
	27

	Face-to-face interviews/meetings
	Staff of DNLC
	10 (approx)

	Observation of legal advice sessions
	Law Centre clients and staff (Charleston, Fintry & Whitfield sessions)
	3 legal sessions

	Observation of Social Security Appeal Tribunal
	Law Centre client and member of staff
	1 tribunal


Face-to-face, in-depth interviews with clients were held at a convenient location for each of the participants, either at the Law Centre office or at a local neighbourhood centre.  Wherever possible, face-to-face and telephone interviews were digitally recorded for analysis purposes, with the consent of participants.  Clients who participated in in-depth interviews were purposely selected to reflect cases demonstrating a range of Law Centre work - for example, issues relating to housing, debt – and where clients had presented at different crisis points in their lives.  

The client opinion survey was conducted at three legal advice sessions.  Clients were invited to participate in the opinion survey immediately following their appointment with a solicitor from the Law Centre.       

Secondary qualitative & quantitative data sources

Secondary data sources included a range of documentation provided by the Law Centre, including Annual Reports, funding applications, financial information and monitoring data.  Internet sources (relevant web-sites) were used for obtaining a range of background information.

The evaluation also drew on quantitative data relating to levels of service provision (e.g. service use by clients, number of appearances at tribunals). 
Data analysis

Qualitative data was analysed using a ‘thematic framework’ technique (Ritchie, Spencer & O’Connor, 2003) which ensures that analysis is firmly linked to original interview data.
The evaluator has made every effort to ensure that the information in this report is accurate at the time of report completion.  

Data validity is addressed through use of multiple data sources and, again, it has been the evaluator’s intention to present the range of qualitative data – particularly the views of clients and external organisation representatives – objectively and with attention to the context within which the Law Centre is currently working.   
2.3 Ethical considerations

The evaluation was carried out in line with the Social Research Association’s ethical guidelines (2003) and the UK Evaluation Society’s good practice guidelines (2006).

Clear, information (either written or verbal) about the purpose and aims of the evaluation was provided to all participants and written consent was obtained from all clients who participated in in-depth interviews.  The privacy and well-being of participants was respected at all times and assurance about the maintenance of confidentiality and anonymity was given to clients who participated in interviews and in the client survey. 

Clients’ personal details are not included in this report in order to maintain their anonymity.

3. Law centres: Rationale and distinctive features

It is not possible within this report to provide a comprehensive history of the development of law centres in Great Britain; however, a very brief outline of the rationale and distinctive features of law centres offers a context within which to examine the work of the Dundee North Law Centre. 

The website of the Law Centres’ Federation (LCF) for England & Wales (www.lawcentres.org.uk) provides interesting background information about the development of law centres in Great Britain.  The first law centre opened in North Kensington, London, in July 1970.  Its establishment, and that of others across the country, emerged principally as a response to weaknesses identified in the implementation of the legal aid scheme in England and Wales set up under the Legal Aid and Advice Act, 1949.  The Act elected for legal aid to be accessible through private legal practices, but experience of the scheme’s implementation through this principal route identified that the scheme did not fully meet the legal needs of the disadvantaged.  Major issues were the lack of knowledge among private solicitors on areas of law affecting the disadvantaged, physical and practical barriers to accessing private practices and lack of legal aid for some areas of law, including tribunals.  It was recognised that a different approach to the provision of legal services was required for those who, for financial, social and personal reasons would not, otherwise, have access to the legal system.  ‘Neighbourhood law offices’ in America, developed during the 1960s, provided added evidence that an alternative approach for broadening access to legal services was possible.

The basic premise on which the first law centre was established, and it a premise which still exists for law centres in operation today, is that professional legal advice and representation ‘should be available to everyone, not just to those with financial resources or to those few that can get legal aid because of their income’ (www.lawcentres.org.uk).  While every law centre may differ in its organisational structure and service delivery methods, law centres have a number of common, distinguishing features that contribute to increasing the accessibility of civil legal services and meeting legal needs:

· Law centres focus mainly on areas of social welfare law that affect the disadvantaged in their day-to-day lives; for example, housing, welfare benefits, debt, employment, community care, nationality and asylum, mental health
· Law centres provide legal advice and representation, often covering areas for which there is no legal aid provision; for example employment tribunals
· Law centres do not charge for the provision of legal services 
· Law centres are usually located within or close to the communities they serve.  Service provision may be provided flexibly, with delivery extended outwith normal working hours or at clients’ homes
· Law centres are independent, non-profit-making organisations, usually with charitable status
· All law centres are subject to the same external rigours of monitoring and assessment as private legal practice, ensuring quality of legal services and performance.  In England and Wales, they fall under the jurisdiction of the Legal Services Commission and in Scotland the Law Society of Scotland
Law centres have traditionally relied on various public funding sources to meet operational costs.  Their principles and aims have enabled them to sit comfortably with and secure grant funding from area-based regeneration programmes supported by central government.  Reductions in regeneration funding and the difficulties of relying on short-term funding have necessitated the widening of funding sources, and law centres, like other voluntary and charitable organisations, are now likely to access a wide range of public funding sources.  In England and Wales, the Legal Services Commission provides approximately half of the total national funding for law centres through legal aid contracts (www.lawcentres.org.uk).  Law centres in Scotland also access legal aid income from the Scottish Legal Aid Board.    

Information from the Law Centres’ Federation (England & Wales) indicates that there are currently 52 Law Centres providing assistance from 57 permanent points across England and Wales.  Information from the Law Society of Scotland and the Scottish Association of Law Centres (SALC) indicates that there are currently 11 law centres in Scotland.  With the exception of the Legal Dispensary in Edinburgh which provides a weekly free legal advice session and the Scottish Child Law Centre based in Edinburgh, Dundee North Law Centre is the only other law centre on the east coast of Scotland.  
4. Dundee North Law Centre: Meeting legal need in Dundee

4.1 Strategic and local objectives

Over the last two decades, a range of national regeneration programmes have been designed and implemented to address issues of poverty, disadvantage and inequality in Scotland.  The deep-rootedness of such problems in Dundee is highlighted by data from the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (2006), showing that 30% (53) of Dundee’s 179 data zones are within the worst 15% in Scotland.  This reflects the degree to which individuals and families within the city are affected by inequalities arising from low income, unemployment, poor health, low educational achievement, poor housing and crime.  

The contribution that the provision of legal services can make towards addressing these inequalities in Dundee has been recognised consistently at local policy level, demonstrated by the financial commitment made to the Dundee North Law Centre’s work since 1995 through successive, national regeneration programmes, including the current Scottish Government’s Fairer Scotland Fund. 
In its work, the Law Centre has associated itself very closely with strategic and local objectives designed to tackle poverty and disadvantage through the provision of legal services, and its annual reports provide considerable data outlining the ways in which the Centre has worked to achieve outputs and outcomes linked with funding awards.  Beyond conditional requirements, the Law Centre’s core rationale and principles, as outlined in Section 3 of this report, indicate its commitment to tackling these issues and contributing to wider social, financial and legal inclusion.  

Mission & strategic aims

‘Dundee North Law Centre’s mission is to provide high quality, accessible, free legal advice and assistance in order to enable local people to improve the quality of their lives’ (Annual Report, 2007-2008).
	Strategic aims
	Method of achievement

	· To ensure local people have access to free, high quality legal advice and assistance in areas of social welfare law.


	· Providing free, accessible legal advice and assistance to local people in areas of social welfare law.

· Ensuring that service reach and benefit the most excluded and disadvantaged among the local community, so that everyone has access to justice.

· Networking, sharing skills and working with other advice providers (voluntary and statutory) to improve overall provision of advice in the area.

	· To improve the awareness and knowledge of legal rights and responsibilities among the local community.
	· Disseminating information about legal rights (in a variety of formats) to local people, both directly and through local voluntary and statutory groups.

· Providing training to local groups; e.g. community and voluntary groups and local employers on legal rights and responsibilities.

· Publicising the service of DNLC.

	· To influence national and local policy on social welfare issues.
	· Challenging unlawful decisions in order to affect local or national policy.

· Taking an active part in forums, networks and consultative events which affect social welfare law and statutory policies.

· Undertaking research and consultation on issues connected to social welfare law.


The Dundee North Law Centre has secured revenue funding from the Dundee Partnership’s Fairer Scotland Fund for financial years 2008-09 and 2009-2010.  This award brings the project into Dundee’s new community regeneration framework, linking it specifically with the Dundee Partnership’s Strategic Regeneration Outcome, ‘Reduce the number of low income households’.  The Law Centre contributes to the achievement of this Strategic Regeneration Outcome through the following eligible activities:

· Financial awareness and capability initiatives

· Provision of affordable credit and debt reduction 

The Law Centre provides quarterly and annual monitoring reports on its activities and achievements to the Fairer Scotland Fund Implementation Team.  Monitoring reports record the Centre’s progress towards achievement of targets linked with the agreed regeneration outcomes.  It is anticipated that this evaluation report will provide additional evaluative evidence around the impact of the Law Centre in relation to client outcomes and inter-agency working.  
4.2 Description of service delivery  
Legal advice surgeries & new client cases 

Eighteen legal advice surgeries are provided each week targeting eligible areas (as at July 2009). Surgeries are held in accessible community buildings in, or close to, the respective target area.  

The Law Centre’s current target areas for service delivery are set out within the terms of its Fairer Scotland Fund grant.

	Location
	Target areas served
	Surgery times

	Ardler Neighbourhood Centre
	Ardler
	Tuesday 2.00-4.00

	Brooksbank Centre
	Mid Craigie/Linlathen 
	Friday 10.00-1.00

	Charleston Neighbourhood Centre
	Charleston, Lochee, Beechwood, Menzieshill
	Wednesday 10.00-1.00

	Douglas Community Centre
	Douglas
	Monday 2.00-4.00
Thursday 4.00-6.00

	Dundee International Women’s Centre (DIWC)
	Stobswell
	Tuesday 2.00-3.00

	Finmill Centre
	Fintry & Mill O’Mains 
	Monday 2.00-3.30
Wednesday 2.00-4.00
Friday 2.15.00-4.00

	Hub Neighbourhood Centre & Library
	Mid Craigie/Linlathen
	Monday 10.00-12.00

Saturday 9.30-12.00 (appointment only) 

	Kirkton Community Centre
	Kirkton
	Tuesday 10.00-12.00
Thursday 10.30-1.00

	Lochee Library
	Lochee
	Wednesday 2.15-4.00

	Maxwelltown Information Centre
	Hilltown, Stobswell, City Centre
	Tuesday 10.00-1.00

	St Mary’s Community Flat
	St Mary’s
	Friday 10.00-12.00

	St Mary’s Community Facility
	St Mary’s
	Monday 1.30-3.30

	Whitfield Community Centre 
	Whitfield
	Friday 10.00-12.00


The Centre operates an appointment system for its surgeries; however, clients may also attend without an appointment if a matter is considered urgent.
It is estimated that over 5000 people per year (new and return clients) have attended for appointments at outreach surgeries each year between 2005-2009 (Annual reports, 2005-2009).

Clients attending the surgeries can seek legal advice and assistance on a wide range of civil law matters such as:

· Housing (including tenancies & eviction, mortgage repossession)

· Social security benefits (including appeals)

· Money & debt

· Employment law

· Criminal injuries compensation

· Consumer rights

· Education law

· Community care

Table 1 shows the number of new clients attending legal surgeries between 2005-2009.  Figures include those clients attending a legal surgery for the first time and return clients presenting with a new matter requiring legal advice and assistance.  

	
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09

	Number of new clients
	2228
	2183
	2384
	3248


(Table 1: Law Centre new clients, 2005-2009)

During the three year period between 2005-08, the number of new clients seen at outreach surgeries increased by 7%, from 2228 in 2005-06 to 2384 in 2007-08.  During 2008-09 the number of new clients rose by just over 37% on the previous year.  The rise in the number of new client reflects the additional clients attending new surgeries that were set up during the latter part of 2008-09, namely those at the Hub Centre, St Mary’s Community Facility and Lochee Library.  The rise also reflects the increased number of clients attending surgeries overall and the impact of the Centre’s new Welfare Rights Officer on the Law Centre’s capacity to deal with an increased number of cases relating to benefits, employment and debt/money advice.

Table 2 provides a summary of new cases seen by the Law Centre during 2007-08 and 2008-09.  This shows comparative client figures in each principal case type.

	Client case type


	New clients 2007-08
	New clients 2008-09
	+ (-) % change

	Benefits (including benefit appeals)
	829
	1457
	76% 

	Housing (including general housing issues, homelessness & eviction/repossession)
	893
	896
	0.3%

	Money/debt
	376
	516
	37%

	Employment
	107
	165
	                54%

	Criminal injuries
	45
	50
	11%

	Other cases
	134
	164
	22%

	Total new clients
	2384
	3248
	36%


(Table 2: Case type comparative figures, 2007-08 & 2008-09)

During 2008-09 the largest increase was in new cases relating to social security benefits (76% increase), followed by employment (54%).  Cases relating to money/debt rose by 37% while criminal injuries cases rose by 11%.  New housing cases remained at a similar level to that of 2007-08.  Other cases, including consumer law, small claims, education law, tax credits and community care rose by 22% overall.  

Home visits

In keeping with its commitment to providing legal advice to those who are most excluded, the Law Centre provides home visits whenever necessary.  The Centre considers that this is particularly important for those who are housebound through disability or mental health issues and those with caring responsibilities.  The Law Centre estimates that during 2008/09 over 600 home visits were made.  

Court/tribunal representation

Client representation at court and tribunals is a significant element and a regular feature of the Law Centre’s work.

Heritage Court appearances (dealing with eviction arising from rent arrears) at Dundee Sheriff Court represents the largest proportion of court appearances, but the Centre also represents clients in other types of cases. 

Tribunal representation comprises mainly Social Security Appeal Tribunals and Employment Tribunals.   A new post of Welfare Rights Officer was created in early 2008 to help the Centre deal with the volume of work relating to Social Security and Employment Tribunals, as well as increasing the Centre’s capacity to help clients with these issues.  The Welfare Rights Officer has principal responsibility for representing clients at these types of tribunals.  

The following table provides a summary of court and tribunal representation carried out by the Law Centre between 2005 and 2009. 
	Type of Court/Tribunal Representation
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09

	Heritage Court Appearances (including Proofs)
	1255
	1246
	997
	1565

	Social Security Benefit Appeals Tribunal
	238
	252
	314
	346

	Small Claims 
	-
	23
	41
	126

	Mortgage Rights (Sheriff Court)
	-
	47
	58
	83

	Employment Tribunal
	41
	33
	39
	52

	Criminal Injuries Appeal Tribunal
	-
	17
	9
	3

	Other court/tribunal  appearances
	-
	4
	-
	44


 (Table 3: Summary of court & tribunal representation, 2005-09)

Heritage Court and benefit appeal tribunals represent consistently the largest areas of court and tribunal representation work carried out by the Law Centre.  Given the scale of this type of representation, the evaluation report examines these areas of work in more detail in Section 5.  Representation concerning small claims and mortgage rights has increased each year.  The number of appearances at employment tribunals has also increased, with a 33% rise in appearances in 2008-09.  Appearances at criminal injuries appeal tribunals decreased over the two years 2007-09 reflecting an increase in the number of cases resolved or concluded prior to tribunal stage. 
Training for external organisations

The Law Centre solicitors provide training for external organisations on specific legal issues, as required.  For example, each year the Principal Solicitor conducts training sessions for Victim Support volunteers on the Criminal Injuries claims process.  During interview for the evaluation, Victim Support Tayside’s Area Co-ordinator emphasised the importance of this training for volunteers because it increases their knowledge and skill when supporting victims of crime.

The Senior Solicitor conducts a programme of visits to secondary schools each year, informing young people about legal issues on topics such as personal finance and debt, housing and legal rights.

4.3 Resources, management & funding 
Premises

Dundee North Law Centre’s main office base is located within a community building at 20 Grampian Gardens, Fintry.  The accommodation, leased from Abertay Housing Association in 2002, comprises two top floor flats, adapted and co-joined to provide one single office base, and one ground floor flat (rented from March 2007 to provide additional office space).  

Although the office accommodation presents issues in terms of accessibility, size and split location, discussion with the Principal Solicitor highlighted that the office accommodation works well and its location is felt to be suitable for staff as it is easily reached by car and solicitors can travel in reasonable time to their legal sessions across the city.  The affordability of the premises is also a key consideration.    

While the office base is located slightly away from the main public transport routes, the impact of this is reduced because there is only one local legal session held at Grampian Gardens, although other individual clients may be seen there by appointment as required.  The size of accommodation does limit further growth of the staff team at present because maximum capacity has been reached in the main office.  Storage space is also limited, but the Centre augments this by renting commercial storage space for the safe-keeping of records.

Evaluation evidence indicates that the Centre’s location in Fintry is well known and, if necessary, individual clients are willing to travel to the office.  The Centre’s location also helps it to have a profile among local people in Fintry and the surrounding communities.

The Centre uses community-based accommodation for the delivery of legal sessions across Dundee.  All accommodation has disabled access, waiting areas and private interview rooms (see Section 4.2). 
Staffing

The Law Centre’s legal and administrative staff team comprises:
	Post title & responsibilities

	· Principal Solicitor


	· Overall management and supervision of the Centre.

· Provision of legal advice, support & representation to clients.

· Provision of training to external organisations.  

· Participation in inter-agency groups.

· Providing lead in securing external funding and ensuring funding conditions are met. 

	· Senior Solicitor


	· Provision of legal advice, support & representation to clients.

· Participation in inter-agency groups.

	· Solicitor
	· Provision of legal advice, support & representation to clients.

	· Paralegal 
	· Provision of legal advice, support & representation to clients.

· Provision of support to Principal Solicitor at legal sessions.

	· Welfare Rights Officer
	· Provision of welfare rights/debt advice, support & representation to clients at Benefit Appeals and Employment Tribunals.  

	· Law Centre Secretary
	· Office management and supervision.

· Liaison with external agencies/staff.

	· Administrative Assistant


	· Maintenance of database & record-keeping.

· Preparation & maintenance of Legal Aid admin system.

· Financial monitoring & book-keeping.

· Liaison with funding bodies.

	· Clerical Assistant (4.5)
	· Clerical tasks associated with the delivery of service; typing, dictation, mail, dealing with telephone & other enquiries, compiling new records, file & records maintenance.


The Centre’s decision to participate in the Scottish Legal Aid system in 2002 enabled it to secure additional, unreserved income allowing it to increase its staff team to meet and cope with service demand. The post of Welfare Rights Officer was introduced in 2008 to help the Centre meet the need for benefit/money advice and tribunal representation, including employment tribunals. 

A new post of Paralegal was funded with support from Dundee City Council’s Financial Inclusion programme.  Since the end of this funding period the Law Centre has continued meeting the cost of the post through its unreserved funding.
Management arrangements

Dundee North Law Centre became a company limited by guarantee with charitable status in 2001.
Overall responsibility for the Law Centre rests with its Board of Directors which is elected at the Annual General Meeting.  The organisation tries to ensure that its Board includes individuals who are resident in its target areas.  The current Board comprises individuals from Mid Craigie, Linlathen, Hilltown, St Mary’s, Ardler, Mill O’Mains and a representative from Abertay University’s legal department.

At its monthly meetings the Board receives reports from the Principal Solicitor regarding the Centre’s work programme, including up-to-date information on service demand and take-up.  Financial reports are also presented and considered. 
Staff management and supervision is the responsibility of the Principal Solicitor.  Regular support and supervision meetings are held with each solicitor.

The Law Centre Secretary is responsible for the support and supervision of all other office staff.    

Financial resources

In keeping with its strategic aim of reducing inequalities in the provision of legal services, since its inception the Law Centre has been funded principally through national government regeneration programmes, ranging from the Urban Programme in the early 1990s to the current Scottish Government’s Fairer Scotland Fund (FSF).  The current award of FSF funding is linked with and restricted to the achievement of specific output and outcome targets agreed formally with the Dundee Partnership.  The Centre’s FSF grant award for 2009/10 is £136,500.

Annual accounts are prepared for the Management Board each year by accountants Henderson Logie and are presented for examination at the Annual General Meeting.  Quarterly income/expenditure statements relating to FSF grant funding are submitted to the FSF Implementation Team (Dundee Partnership).   

More recently, income from Legal Aid has enabled the Law Centre to augment its restricted grant funding.  Civil Legal Aid, which is means-tested, may be applied for in relation to certain eligible case types.  The Centre complies with Legal Aid regulations, as set out by the Scottish Legal Aid Board (see Section 4.4 for further details).   

Discussion with the Principal Solicitor for this evaluation identified that income from Legal Aid has enabled the Centre to meet growing service demands – for example, to meet the continued cost of employing a Paralegal following cessation of Financial Inclusion funding and the recruitment of the Welfare Rights Officer and additional clerical staff – and to provide a degree of short/medium term financial ‘cushioning’ in the event of any further reduction or future cessation of core revenue grant funding.  

It is outwith the remit of this report to provide an in-depth financial assessment of the Law Centre or a value-for-money study.  Nonetheless, it is perhaps worth highlighting an observation relating to the Centre’s funding situation that has emerged for consideration during the evaluation.  

Like other projects funded through government grant funding, the Law Centre has experienced reductions in its annual grant funding over the past two years.  Following the introduction of the Fairer Scotland Fund in 2008, the Centre’s annual grant funding reduced from £242,444 in 2007-08 (Community Regeneration Fund) to £136,500 in 2008-09 and stays at this level for the current year 2009-10.  Annual running costs during the same period increased from £355,545 in 2007-08 to £430,623 in 2008-09 and are projected to remain at a similar level for 2009-10.  

The differential between annual grant income and total running costs can be met at present from Legal Aid income and, in discussion for the evaluation, the Principal Solicitor emphasised the Centre’s appreciation that it has the financial capacity to do this; however, he also expressed concern about relying on Legal Aid income to meet increasing proportions of annual running costs because in the long term this may have implications for the on-going nature of the project.  At present, the Centre is able to undertake legal work that is ineligible for Legal Aid (for example, some court and tribunal appearances, including benefit appeal and employment tribunals) on a pro bono basis.  This extends also to cases where the administration resources required for Legal Aid applications are excessive for the Centre (for example, the volume of cases associated with eviction hearings) because it has the resources and flexibility to do so.  
Should the Centre need to rely more on Legal Aid work, some types of work may become unjustifiable because they attract limited or no Legal Aid income or require considerable administration and would not, therefore, be financially viable for the Centre.  The Principal Solicitor’s view is that this could increasingly restrict the way in which the Centre can respond to legal needs within communities, affecting the most vulnerable and excluded groups, and would have the effect of changing the open and responsive nature of the Law Centre - with an emphasis on assisting the most disadvantaged - to that of a service operating on a business model.  Such a change in emphasis would be at variance with the Centre’s principles of supporting social, financial and legal inclusion.  These financial and service-delivery issues are ones which the Law Centre is bringing to the fore in discussions with the Fairer Scotland Fund Implementation Team and the Dundee Partnership as a matter of some importance and urgency.           

4.4 Meeting legal service standards
Like any other legal practice, Dundee North Law Centre’s solicitors are governed by the rules of the Law Society of Scotland, the governing body for Scottish solicitors.  Each solicitor must be a member of the Law Society and must hold a current Practice Certificate issued by the Society.  Practice Certificates are renewed annually.

Law Centre solicitors must comply with Law Society standards for conduct and service.  These are set out in the Solicitors (Scotland) (Standards of Conduct) Practice Rules 2008 and Standards of Service 2008 (available at www.lawscot.org.uk).

The Law Centre is also registered with the Scottish Legal Aid Board (SLAB) because it provides civil legal assistance.  Prior to receiving SLAB registration, the Law Centre had to provide evidence of compliance with ten Administrative Requirements established by the Law Society covering specific areas such as office procedures, client file maintenance, complaints procedure and procedures for submitting accounts to the Legal Aid Board.  
The Law Centre is also subject to a Civil Quality Assurance Scheme developed by the Law Society and the Legal Aid Board, as set out in the Solicitors (Scotland) (Civil Legal Aid and Advice and Assistance) Rules 2003, as amended.  Within the Quality Assurance Scheme, the Law Centre undergoes periodic administrative reviews and quality assurance ‘peer reviews’ by the Law Society on a three year cycle.  Under the system of peer review, a sample of client files from the Law Centre is reviewed by trained, experienced legal aid practitioners.  Reviewers examine and assess client files against a range of criteria. (Peer review criteria available at www.lawscot.org.uk/uploads/legal_aid/PeerReviewGuidance.pdf).  The Law centre passed its routine reviews in 2006 and 2008.  
The Law Centre is a member of the Scottish Association of Law Centres.

5.  Key areas of work: Exploring the Law Centre’s impact

Section 4.2 of this report provided an overview of the areas of civil law covered by the Law Centre.  It is useful in a report of this type to focus on key areas of work so that a more evaluative picture of process and impact emerges rather than just dealing with issues in the abstract.  Any area of the Law Centre’s work could have been examined in this way; however, for the purpose of the report, the evaluation report now focuses on three specific areas of work – eviction cases, benefit cases and cases involving vulnerable groups - because these emerged as dominant issues, both in terms of the number of cases each year and in the profile given to these areas of work in interviews with clients and professional staff from external organisations.  The purpose of this section is to explore the scope and scale of the Law Centre’s work in relation to these areas and to provide evidence of how this work complements the work of other organisations and agencies and impacts on clients’ lives.    
5.1 Legal assistance & representation in eviction cases

As previously mentioned, a great deal of the Law Centre’s work is providing legal advice and representation to clients on various housing-related issues.  Between 2005-2009, housing issues represented just under 30% of total new Law Centre cases (DNLC Annual Reports, 2005-2009).  

Housing casework covers a wide range of matters; for example, legal issues relating to homelessness, housing placements and all aspects associated with private tenancy agreements.  Frequently, clients with tenancies within the social rented sector – housing provided by the local authority and registered social landlords - present with issues relating to rent arrears and eviction.  Focusing on this type of case provides a very useful evaluative framework for examining in some detail the role and impact of the Law Centre. 

Rent recovery and eviction procedures, as implemented by social landlords, involve a range of individuals from different departments within housing organisations, advice services and, of course, they involve the court system.  Evaluation evidence was obtained, therefore, from a range of organisational representatives with an informed knowledge of rent recovery and eviction procedures as well as an informed knowledge of the work of the Law Centre.  Face-to-face or telephone interviews were held with representatives of the following organisations:

· Dundee City Council - Rent Recovery Centre 
· Dundee City Council - Welfare Rights Service

· Dundee City Council - Legal Section

· Dundee City Council - Revenues Section

· Abertay Housing Association

· Home Scotland

· Dundee Sheriff Court

· Dundee Citizens’ Advice Bureau 

There is a continuing debate around eviction policy within the social rented sector, highlighted by the publication of a research report by Shelter examining the extent of evictions in Scotland (Shelter, 2008).  Notwithstanding some disagreements about the accuracy of figures contained in the Shelter report, (Scottish Federation of Housing Association, news release, 15 December 2008; BBC Scotland, news article, 17 December 2008), housing data indicates that during 2007-08 over 3,000 evictions took place in Scotland within the social rented sector, with around 97% of these arising from rent arrears (Shelter, 2008).  The remaining evictions arose from anti-social behaviour.

The Scottish Government’s Housing Statistics for Scotland provides annual data on eviction proceeding for all local authorities in Scotland.  The following table provides the most up-to-date data for Dundee City Council.
	Dundee City Council – Eviction actions against council tenants 2005-2008

	
	Cases proceeding to court
	Cases resulting in an eviction order (Decree)
	Cases resulting in an abandoned dwelling*
	Cases resulting in eviction

	2005-06
	1,400
	613
	117
	51 

	2006-07
	644
	310
	77
	32 

	2007-08
	397
	317
	68
	17


(Source: Housing  Statistics for Scotland, 2008.   * These are homes abandoned during legal proceedings.)

It is not within the remit of this report to explore issues around eviction policy; however, some observations from the above table help to provide a context or back-drop to the work of the Law Centre which will be examined later in this section of the report. Firstly, the table shows that over the period 2005-2008 the number of eviction cases proceeding to court and, ultimately, the number of cases resulting in abandoned dwellings and evictions have decreased year on year. A key factor in this is the introduction of intervention procedures by the Council designed to prevent legal action and eviction.

Looking at 2007-08 specifically, Scottish Government data shows that none of the cases resulting in abandoned dwellings or evictions were for anti-social behavior; all cases resulted from rent arrears. Of the 397 cases proceeding to court, 80 (20%) did not result in an eviction order.  Although 317 eviction orders were issued by the court, only 85 (27%) of these actually resulted in eviction or abandoned dwellings.  This indicates the implementation of action ultimately preventing the eviction of tenants, and it is at this stage that the work of the Law Centre and other agencies providing legal representation comes to the fore.  

5.1.1 Legal stages leading to eviction

A brief look at the principal legal stages leading up to an eviction in Scotland is useful in understanding where and how the services provided by the Law Centre may be used in support of tenants.
	· Notice of proceedings

This is the legal document from a landlord informing the tenant(s) that legal proceedings are being taken against them and the grounds for this action.

	· Court summons

Court summons letters are issued by warrant of the sheriff court to the tenant.  This informs the tenant that the landlord has requested a court order for the tenant to be evicted.  Before a court order can be granted the case must be heard by the sheriff court and the summons gives a date for the tenant to appear or to be represented in court.

	· First calling

At the first calling, the sheriff hears aspects of the case for the first time.  The case is not normally decided at this time.  The sheriff may continue the case to allow time for parties to deal with matters relating to housing benefit or for a payment plan to be arranged between the tenant and landlord.  If matters are resolved satisfactorily between the parties, a Proof hearing may not be held.  The process of resolving issues may take considerable time depending on the complexity of issues.

	· Proof (eviction) hearing at the sheriff court

At a Proof (eviction) hearing a sheriff hears the evidence presented in relation to the eviction case.  On the basis of this evidence, the sheriff can decide to:

Continue the case – this decision may be made if more time is needed for a tenant to make a payment, for a housing benefit application to be processed or for the tenant to provide more information about their case. A date for a future hearing is usually set at which the sheriff will make a decision on the case.

Dismiss the case – based on the evidence the sheriff concludes that there is no case to hear. For example, this may happen if, prior to the hearing, a tenant has cleared rent arrears owed to the landlord.

Sist  the case - This decision means that a case is suspended for the time being but could be called back to court at a future date.  This decision allows for the tenant to pay rent arrears or reduce anti-social behaviour.

Grant a Decree – This decision means that the court grants the order for eviction as requested by the landlord.  The Decree may also order the tenant to repay outstanding rent arrears and landlord’s legal costs.  A landlord can evict a tenant minimally 14 days after the granting of a Decree.

(Source: www.shelter.org.uk & DNLC)


The period between the issue of Notice of Proceedings and Proof hearing may be up to six months or more.
During interviews for the evaluation, interviewees from the Council’s Housing Department, Home Scotland and Abertay Housing Association emphasised that legal action against tenants is normally a ‘last resort’, when other efforts to deal with rent arrears or anti-social behavior have been unsuccessful.  Each organisation has early intervention procedures and preventative measures designed to facilitate discussion and negotiation with tenants in order to avoid legal action being taken.  For example, Dundee City Council Housing Department has established a ‘rent recovery centre’ designed to reduce rent arrears and reduce the number of evictions (The Courier, 06.02.09).  Council tenants with rent arrears may also be referred to the Council’s Welfare Rights Service for debt/money advice.  Home Scotland has a regular in-house adviser to assist tenants with budgeting and money matters. Ultimately, however, preventative measures are not always successful and legal action is taken in these instances. Even then, there continues to be scope for negotiation with a tenant and resolution of issues, during which process tenants may access legal advice and assistance.  It is at the stage of legal proceedings that the work of the Law Centre is also very important because it provides tenants with the legal assistance and representation that they may not otherwise have access to.

Tenants may contact the Law Centre at any stage in the legal process leading up to eviction or even before legal proceedings have begun.    Where rent arrears is an issue, tenants may request assistance from the Law Centre to deal with housing benefit applications/queries and appeals, especially if benefit has been cut or stopped, or to assist them in negotiations with their landlord.  Wherever possible, the Law Centre will work with the tenant and landlord to resolve issues and try to prevent the instigation or further development of formal legal proceedings.  The Law Centre has regular contact with staff of Dundee City Council’s Revenue Section who assist its solicitors to deal with housing benefit queries and to alleviate and resolve problems which are often complex.  A Revenues Officer from the Council who was interviewed for the evaluation reported that her staff had a very effective working relationship with the Law Centre.  The Law Centre’s Principal Solicitor stated that Law Centre staff place great value on this positive working relationship which, in his view, is based on mutual respect and trust and helps to resolve issues constructively.  

Not all tenants, though, seek legal advice early in the process, and some may present at a Law Centre surgery only once Notice of Proceedings have been received or a Decree has already been granted.  In some cases clients have contacted the centre only immediately before an eviction is due to take place.  This can be as close as one hour before the eviction.  (It is worth noting that the Centre’s answering machine message gives details of specific contact numbers for clients faced with imminent eviction.)  In some cases a tenant might not have been present at a court hearing for various reasons or may not have known that they could have legal representation.  In these circumstances, the Law Centre can lodge a Minute of Recall, requesting that the case be heard again.  This action halts the imminent eviction and, again, allows time for the Law Centre to assess the tenant’s situation, deal with any issues relating to housing benefit applications, liaise between the tenant and the landlord over repayment schedules or prepare further evidence for the case.  In the year 2008-2009, the Law Centre lodged 163 Minutes of Recall at Dundee Sheriff Court.  Although a Minute of Recall immediately halts imminent eviction, some clients do not subsequently maintain contact with the Law Centre in order to resolve matters and secure their tenancy.  Of the 163 Minutes of Recall lodged, the Law Centre’s records indicate that approximately 90% (147) tenancies were saved as a result of legal intervention.   
Of course, tenants may seek advice and representation from other service providers.  Dundee Citizens’ Advice Bureau (CAB) can assist tenants as much as possible with issues relating to rent arrears or other housing-related debt but it does not provide legal representation.  CAB’s In-Court Advice Project deals mainly with small claims and consumer issues and does not provide legal representation.  In circumstances where someone requires legal advice, assistance or representation on housing matters, CAB may refer the client to Shelter’s Scottish Homelessness Advisory Service or to the Law Centre.  Similarly, Shelter does provide legal representation.  Shelter’s Dundee Housing Aid Centre based in Courthouse Square in Dundee provides ‘information, advice, advocacy and representation’ (www.shelter.org.uk) for those with housing problems.  This service covers Dundee, Fife, Angus, Clackmannan, Stirling, Falkirk, Perth & Kinross. Other advice agencies in Dundee - for example, the Council’s Welfare Rights Service and Brooksbank Money Advice Section – are able to provide debt/money advice to tenants but they do not provide legal representation in court.  As officers of the local authority and to avoid conflict of interest, the Welfare Rights Service for example, must advise tenants to seek independent legal advice.  Private solicitors are also an option but, anecdotally, evaluation interviewees indicated strongly that private solicitors do not tend have sufficient expertise or interest in this area of law, possibly because it attracts limited Legal Aid fees and, therefore, very few eviction cases are represented by solicitors from private practice.  
Specific figures for the type of legal representation at eviction hearings in Dundee were not able to be obtained for the evaluation, but the informed knowledge of interviewees indicates that tenants from the social rented sector are most likely to be represented in court by the Law Centre than any other legal service.  The Law Centre’s own monitoring data provides details of the number of appearances at eviction hearings, also known as Heritage Court appearances.

	
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09

	DNLC appearances at Heritage Court (eviction hearings) 
	1255
	1246
	997
	1565


(Table 4: DNLC appearances at Heritage Court, 2005-09. Source: DNLC annual reports 2005-2008. *Note: Appearances include repeat appearances for individual clients.)

On average, the Law Centre represents between 20-40 clients at court hearings for eviction every week.  Although it is difficult to obtain accurate figures, the Principal Solicitor estimates that the Law Centre represents clients at approximately 90% of eviction cases at the Sheriff Court each year. 

5.1.2 Meeting legal need in eviction cases: DNLC’s role & impact

Current, national homelessness prevention policy emphasises that local authorities and registered social landlords are required to provide interventions to support tenants who are at risk of losing their home through eviction (Pawson, Davidson & Netto, 2007).  All Council tenants issued with Notice of Proceedings are notified to its Welfare Rights Service.  An element of this preventative work also involves informing tenants of their right to seek legal and other advice if they are threatened with eviction.  

‘I think sometimes if they [tenants] go to somewhere like Dundee North Law Centre it feels more independent for them.  They can maybe take up issues that they maybe would not if they came to ourselves.’ (Housing Services Manager, Home Scotland)  

Interviewees from Dundee City Council’s Housing Department, Home Scotland and Abertay Housing Association stated that their organisations most often recommend Dundee North Law Centre to tenants who require legal advice. 

· Contact details for Dundee North Law Centre are included in information leaflets available to tenants who at risk of eviction, alongside other advice and information services.  

· All officers in the Council’s Rent Recovery Centre keep details of the Law Centre’s surgeries for reference if needed.

Interviewees identified factors contributing to their organisations’ positive view of Dundee North Law Centre.  These included:

· Recognition of the Law Centre’s solicitors’ expertise in the area of housing and eviction legislation and the housing benefit system.

· Solicitors’ understanding of local housing organisations’ processes and procedures in relation to eviction and their willingness, as much as possible, to work with housing organisations to resolve issues on behalf of tenants.  

· The quality and effectiveness of the Law Centre’s early intervention work with tenants. 

· The Law Centre’s respect for individual clients, their understanding of the issues affecting tenants under threat of eviction and the solicitors’ willingness to ‘go the extra mile’ to resolve cases.

· Law centre solicitors’ willingness to establish and maintain pro-active communication and good working relationships.

· The Centre’s responsiveness to situations and its flexibility in dealing with cases, particularly urgent cases. 

· The local nature of the Law Centre and its accessibility for clients.

‘Well, for me, their knowledge of the housing benefit system is just amazing.’ 

(Housing Services Manager, Home Scotland)

‘They do a fantastic job.’ (Contact Centre Supervisor, Rent Recovery Centre, Dundee City Council)

‘We sometimes have very frank discussions [with DNLC solicitors] and still have good relations.  They’re there for a purpose.’ (Senior Housing Officer, Abertay Housing Association)
‘They were absolutely fantastic [in response to referral of client facing imminent eviction].  I was really thankful to them.’ (Financial Inclusion Officer/Employability Officer, Dundee CAB)
The effectiveness of the Law Centre in representing tenants was echoed by interviewees with direct experience of dealing regularly with Law Centre solicitors at court, with the Centre’s role at Proof stages described as ‘invaluable’ by a member of Dundee City Council’s Legal Section.  These interviewees highlighted the importance of tenants having legal representation at court due to the often complex issues involved.  In the Council’s experience, tenants are sometimes unaware that they can be represented in court and it is here that the Law Centre is seen to address unmet legal need.  Without legal representation, defending an eviction order can be very difficult.  

‘Parties are often put on the spot, there and then in court, and it’s quite traumatic in the first instance anyway without being questioned about different things.’ (Sheriff Clerk Depute, Dundee Sheriff Court)

Legal representation also ensures that the landlord establishes the ‘reasonableness’ of the case and that all aspects of the tenant’s situation are considered by the court.

‘Quite often there are housing benefit issues and quite often it’s the Law Centre which is able to put that point of view forward for tenants in a way the tenant can’t themselves.’ (Senior Solicitor, Legal Section, Dundee City Council)
Again, interviewees from Dundee City Council’s Legal Section emphasised the good working relationships between the Law Centre solicitors and Council solicitors  The ‘holistic’ approach of the Centre was acknowledged; i.e. solicitors’ willingness and ability to take account of the whole situation facing a tenant and to work to address issues, hopefully, leading to resolution of a case.  An indicator of the effective relationship between the Council’s Legal Section and the Law Centre is that each week, prior to the Heritage Court, Dundee City Council’s Legal Section e-mails to the Law Centre the list of cases it intends to present to the court the following week.  This enables the Law Centre to identify its clients and prepare necessary casework. The Law Centre may also contact clients to ensure that clients are aware that their case is being called at court and that their attendance at court is required.  Further, the advance notice of cases allows some time for the Law Centre to work with clients to identify options for resolving cases that it can then present to the Sheriff on their behalf at court.    

Overall, those with experience of dealing with the Law Centre at court level were consistent in their views about its role and effectiveness.

‘They [DNLC] know the law on eviction and certainly use it to their clients’ advantage.  They know what they’re doing and I think they do it effectively as well as anybody.’ (Senior Solicitor, Dundee City Council Legal Section)

‘I think they do a really good service.’ (Sheriff Clerk Depute, Dundee Sheriff Court)

There was the expression of some ‘frustration’ at the, sometimes, late intervention of the Law Centre in eviction cases; however, balancing this view was recognition of the circumstances in which the Law Centre works, often receiving instructions from clients at the last minute, acknowledgement of the Centre’s workload and professional respect for its commitment to providing legal representation wherever possible.  

Communication

Interviewees mentioned repeatedly their effective working relationships with Law Centre staff but also drew attention to perceived issues in relation to day-to-day communication with the project.  Issues included difficulties experienced sometimes in contacting solicitors directly, and some concern was also expressed about the Centre’s use of a telephone answering machine for clients’ calls which, it was felt, might discourage clients from contacting the Centre of leaving messages.  There was recognition that communication had significantly improved over the past year with the increased availability of solicitors’ direct telephone numbers and e-mail addresses; however, availability of direct contact details appears to be inconsistent.  Again, interviewees stated that they made allowances for the challenge that the Law Centre has in responding to all communication and its limited resources for doing so but, at a professional level, emphasised the need for effective and responsive communication links. 

Discussion with the Principal Solicitor and the Law Centre Secretary highlighted the Centre’s awareness of issues around communication and the challenges of dealing with a high volume of telephone calls and emails.  During office hours the Centre now answers all telephone calls and uses an answering machine only outwith these hours.  It is not possible within this report to examine communication issues in depth but, given its repeated mention by interviewees, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that the issue might require some further examination by the Centre.

Implications of not having Law Centre representation in eviction cases

There was consensus among interviewees about the far-reaching implications if the legal services of the Law Centre were unavailable in eviction cases.  Most importantly, there was a consistent view that without the Law Centre many tenants threatened with the loss of their home would find it very difficult to get legal representation due to lack of other provision within the public and private sector, as outlined earlier in this section.  
‘We couldn’t do without them I don’t think.  It’s such an ideal [thing] to be able to refer people on to them.  We would miss it terribly. ’ (Housing Services Manager, Home Scotland)

‘It doesn’t bear thinking about.  Tenants would be less likely to get help.  [Having the Centre] on the doorstep is a big boost.’ (Senior Housing Officer, Abertay Housing Association)

Interviewees from housing organisations placed value on the role of the Law Centre in working with them and tenants to try, pro-actively, to resolve rent arrears issues.  Without the Law Centre, specialist legal knowledge on housing and eviction legislation and the housing benefit system would be lost and difficult to replace.   

Fundamentally, views were expressed that without the availability of legal representation by the Law Centre there was the likelihood of increased rent arrears and increased evictions in the city.  The Council’s Officer from the Rent Recovery Centre described such implications as ‘massive’. 

It is important to note that the Law Centre also provides representation to private home owners in its target areas who are threatened with home repossession due to mortgage default.  In 2007-08, the Centre made 58 appearances in court in Mortgage Rights claims, increasing by 43% to 83 appearances in 2008-09.  The Law Centre anticipates that cases of mortgage default will continue to increase due to the worsening financial and employment situation (The Herald, 19 & 30 October 2008).  Similarly, rent arrears cases are anticipated to increase.  It is likely, therefore, that the Centre’s role in providing legal representation to tenants and home owners will remain a cornerstone of its work.

5.1.3 Overview of section

Evaluation evidence indicates that the Dundee North Law Centre is impacting positively in eviction cases in Dundee.  It plays the largest role in providing legal representation at court for tenants in the social rented sector in the city with 1565 appearances at heritage Court during 2008-09.  The Centre lodged 163 Minutes of Recall at Dundee Sheriff Court during 2008-08, of which 90% led to subsequent resolution of issues and saving of tenancies.  Based on eviction data and interview data, it can be concluded that the Centre has considerable impact by preventing a significant number of evictions each year.  This undoubtedly has an impact on reducing costs arising from eviction, both in a financial sense and at an individual and family level.  (Note: Section 6.1 of this report explores the personal impact of the Law Centre’s work from the perspective of a client affected by rent arrears and eviction proceedings.)
The Centre’s expertise in dealing with and resolving problematic housing benefit claims, working effectively with Council Revenue staff, not only helps to prevent evictions but also contributes to increased household income.

Interview data from staff in external organisations indicates that, personally and professionally, the Law Centre solicitors are held in high regard and are recognised for their knowledge and expertise in the field of housing and eviction legislation.  There was consensus about the negative impact on eviction levels if the Law Centre was not working in this field.  The availability of such local expertise contributes to the ‘added value’ of the Centre, something that has built up over a number of years and would be very difficult to establish again quickly. 

The Law Centre anticipates that its role in representing private home owners in Mortgage Rights claims will rise in the current economic climate.  During 2008-09, the Centre made 83 appearances in court in Mortgage Rights claims, representing a rise of 43% on the previous year.  
5.2 Legal assistance & representation in benefit cases 

As well as discussing issues relating to benefits with Law Centre staff, evaluation evidence relating to this area of work was again provided by representatives of external organisations.   Face-to-face or telephone interviews were held with representatives from the following organisations:

· Welfare Rights Service, Dundee City Council

· Brooksbank Money Advice Section (formerly Money Advice Support Team)

· Dundee Citizens’ Advice Bureau

· Tribunal Service

· Disability Employment Section, Job Centre Plus

The evaluator also observed a Social Security Appeal Tribunal in Dundee.

5.2.1 Scope of benefit issues
Although it is not possible to give exact figures, the Law Centre’s experience is that most of its clients tend to be in receipt of benefits or on low income, reflecting the geographic targeting of services towards areas of deprivation in the city.  Dealing with benefit-related issues represents, therefore, a substantial aspect of the Centre’s work.  
	
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09

	New benefit cases

(% of total new cases)
	932 (42%)
	1034 (47%)
	829 (35%)
	945(29%)


(Table 5: New benefit cases, 2005-2009. Source: annual reports 2005-2009) 

Table 5 shows that the average annual number of new benefit cases between 2005 and 2008 was 935, representing an average of 38% of total new cases each year over the period.  New benefit cases rose by 5% between 2005/06 and 2006/07, but reduced by 12% 2007/08 and a further 6% in 2008-09.  Despite these slight reductions, benefit cases still represented just under a third of total new cases in 2008-09. These figures record the number of clients presenting initially with benefit issues; however, benefit problems may also be experienced by clients presenting with other primary issues.
In early 2008, the Law Centre created a new post of Welfare Rights Officer to assist in benefits, debt and employment-related cases. 

The complexity of social security law means that the Centre must continually be up-to-date on changes in benefit regulations and procedures.  

Clients may present with issues relating to a wide range of benefits, including the following:

· Housing Benefit (supplemented by the new Housing Allowance, April 2008)

· Income Support

· Social Fund

· Incapacity Benefit (replaced by Employment Support Allowance for new claims, Oct/Nov 2008)

· Disability Living Allowance

· Tax Credits

· Child Benefit

· Attendance Allowance

· Carers Allowance

· Job Seekers Allowance

Most frequently, clients come to see a solicitor at the Law Centre either because a benefit application has been rejected or payments have been stopped.  A client may not be clear about why such decisions have been reached or may wish to challenge the decision.  In these cases, the Law Centre can assist by investigating the background to decisions, dealing with queries in relation to benefit payments or lodging appeals procedures on behalf of clients.  Issues relating to benefits may also emerge as the Law Centre assists a client with other immediate issues.  For example, rent arrears and threatened eviction proceedings may be the result of issues around housing benefit payments (see section 5.1 of this report for more details of this topic).  

The scope of the Law Centre’s work extends to client representation at Social Security Appeals Tribunals.  With the exception of Dundee City Council’s Welfare Rights Service and Dundee CAB, the Law Centre is the only other main public agency in Dundee representing clients at such tribunals.   Further details of tribunal representation are given in Section 5.2.3 below.
In addition to assisting clients who present with benefit issues, the Law Centre also takes a pro-active approach in this area.  Where appropriate, Law Centre solicitors conduct routine benefit checks for new clients which sometimes reveal clients’ lack of awareness about benefit entitlement.  Solicitors may also assist clients to complete benefit applications.  Any examination of the Law Centre’s work raises the question of why its solicitors incorporate benefit checks and assistance with benefit applications routinely in their work. At first glance these activities may not appear to sit squarely with the Centre’s legal services role.  Discussion with the Principal Solicitor for this evaluation highlighted that, from its inception, the Law Centre has placed emphasis on contributing to the alleviation of poverty, especially in relation to benefit and debt issues.  Previous Community Regeneration Fund outcomes, Financial Inclusion outcomes and current Fairer Scotland Fund regeneration outcomes for the Centre clearly indicate a commitment to this aim.   Fundamental to the Centre’s approach, therefore, is its policy of promoting income maximisation by ensuring that all clients are aware of benefit eligibility and by ensuring that, where necessary, clients have access to legal advice, assistance and representation regarding benefit entitlement.  Clients’ financial inclusion is also furthered through the Centre’s promotion of the local Credit Union. 

Conducting a benefit check may also reveal underlying issues affecting a client’s current situation; for example, a client’s debt problems may be caused by or affected by reduced income arising from incorrect benefit calculations or unlawful termination of benefits.  Dealing effectively with benefit issues may, therefore, prevent other problems developing; for example, if housing benefit payments are maintained accurately, this may prevent or halt rent arrears and subsequent eviction proceedings.  The Law Centre’s experience is that, for those receiving benefits and those on low income, issues requiring potential legal intervention are often inextricably linked with benefit or income-related issues. The Law Centre’s holistic approach, through which it purposely takes account of all relevant dimensions of a client’s situation, enables it to take appropriate action in relation to benefits which might assist in remedying the matter more easily and more quickly for the client.  For some clients, particularly the most vulnerable, this might mean simply assisting with the completion of a benefit application or querying a benefit matter on behalf of a client.

5.2.2 Inter-agency working

Dealing with benefit issues requires that, on behalf of clients, the Law Centre communicates and works with staff of other organisations as required.  There are two dimensions to this; firstly, inter-agency working with statutory organisations which administer central and local government benefits and, secondly, other organisations that provide advice and assistance to the public around benefits, money and debt.  

Evaluation interviews with a Disability Employment Adviser at Job Centre Plus and a Revenues Officer from Dundee City Council’s Finance Department provided evidence around the Centre’s inter-agency working with statutory agencies.  Both representatives, and others in their organisations, have on-going communication with Law Centre staff to discuss clients’ benefit queries in relation to disability allowances and housing benefit respectively, and they and other staff their team/unit regularly refer clients to the Law Centre.  The Disability Employment Adviser estimated that he refers approximately 100 people per year to the Law Centre.

Both interviewees reported effective working relationships with the Law Centre and placed value on the Centre’s role in assisting clients and their own organisations to deal with and resolve benefit issues.  From an organisational perspective, both emphasised the value of having an independent body to which clients could be referred for legal advice if clients were not satisfied with the information or decision of their respective organisations in relation to a benefit application.  The Disability Employment Adviser placed importance on the continuity that the Law Centre could provide to its clients because it is able to deal with issues from initial application stage right through to appeal stage.  Further, this officer expressed the view that if he referred a client to the Law Centre he had full confidence in solicitors’ knowledge of the benefit system, their legal expertise and their commitment to act fully in the best interests of the client.

‘When I suggest to someone that they contact the Law Centre, I know I’m sending them to the best place [for advice]’ (Disability Employment Adviser, Job Centre Plus) 

Residents of Dundee have recourse to other organisations within the city which can assist with issues relating to benefits and money/debt issues, both in the statutory and voluntary sectors.  It is not possible in this report to explore in detail the functions and services provided by other organisations, but evaluation interviews with the Senior Money Advice Worker at Brooksbank Money Advice Section (BMAS), the Section Leader of the City Council’s Welfare Rights Service and the Director of Dundee CAB, three other providers of benefit/money/debt advice in Dundee, provide an insight into inter-agency working.

BMAS, too, provides advice and assistance on benefit and debt/money issues, but does not provide representation at Appeal Tribunals or at court.  Clients requiring such representation are most likely to be referred by BMAS to the Law Centre or the Welfare Rights Service.  BMAS also has a more limited geographic target area than DNLC.  The Welfare Rights Service does provide Appeal Tribunal representation; however, any client requiring legal advice or court representation (for example, in eviction cases) is, again, likely to be referred by the Welfare Rights Service to the Law Centre.  A substantial amount of work at Dundee CAB relates to issues around benefits; however, it currently only has one Adviser (until recently based at CAB’s Charleston project but now relocated to CAB’s Wellgate office) who can provide Appeal Tribunal representation.  

A key point emerging is that while DNLC and other advice agencies may offer similar services in terms of provision of benefit/money/debt advice and assistance, other agencies, particularly BMAS and the Welfare Rights Service, rely on DNLC to provide the specialised legal advice and legal representation that clients may need in relation to these cases.  Without the Law Centre, interviewees from BMAS and Welfare Rights Service reflected that their organisations would have very restricted, if any, options to present to clients who needed specialised legal advice, assistance or representation on benefit matters which they, themselves, could not provide.    

From another perspective, the Law Centre might refer a more complicated or long-standing debt case requiring debt rescheduling to BMAS or the Welfare Rights Service.  
Where necessary, inter-agency referrals may be made either directly or through the CATS system, an on-line, multi-agency referral system.   In some cases, clients may indicate that they are receiving services from more than one agency, therefore inter-agency communication is important to avoid duplication of service.   

The Section Leader, Welfare Rights Service, made the point that although more than one agency in Dundee is providing advice and assistance on benefit/money/debt issues, raising possible questions of service duplication, this, he believed, is more than offset by the different specialities of each agency and the number of people seeking help on these matters in the city.  

Interviewees from BMAS, the Welfare Rights Service and Dundee CAB reported satisfactory inter-agency working with the Law Centre and professional relationships appear to be well-established and effective.  Levels of day-to-day contact with the Law Centre vary, of course, depending on client needs.  The Section Leader, Welfare Rights Service expressed confidence in the Law Centre’s work and perceived it as ‘exceptionally good’ in dealing with client issues.    
Although recognising the demands on Law Centre staff in terms of work levels, the Section Leader, Welfare Rights Service suggested that there may be value in the Law Centre improving its ‘visibility’ at an inter-agency level through, for example, increased participation at inter-agency liaison meetings, especially at a time when numerous changes are taking place in the benefit system.  Discussion with the Principal Solicitor about this point highlighted the challenges that the Law Centre has in delivering priority services – i.e. legal surgeries in local communities – and balancing this with organisational participation in inter-agency meetings and other activities.  The Principal Solicitor emphasised that because the Law Centre’s priority is always to maintain service delivery and each solicitor has a direct service delivery role, this often precludes solicitors from participation in other events that coincide with surgeries and court attendance.  Increased flexibility in meeting times – for example, holding inter-agency meetings early in the day - was one way which the Principle Solicitor felt might increase the Law Centre’s capacity to participate at inter-agency level.  This may be something that the Principal Solicitor might wish to discuss further with other organisations. 

5.2.3 Representation at social security appeal tribunals

Individuals who have had applications for benefits rejected or whose circumstances have resulted in benefits being reduced or stopped may submit an appeal to an appropriate tribunal.  There are currently over 200 different appeal tribunals in the UK.  The structures and procedures of appeal tribunals in the UK reformed from November 2008 as a result of the Tribunals, Courts & Enforcement (TCE) Act (2007).  
Appeals represented by solicitors from the Law Centre will now fall most frequently within the jurisdiction of the new Social Entitlement Chamber (SEC) because most appeal cases it will deal with relate to welfare benefits or criminal injuries, as detailed below.  

SEC’s Social Security & Child Support remit, appeals are heard in relation to:

Income support, jobseeker’s allowance, incapacity benefit, disability living allowance, attendance allowance, retirement pensions, child support maintenance, tax credits, statutory sick/maternity pay, compensation recovery scheme/road traffic (NHS) charges, vaccine damage, housing benefit & council tax benefit.  

SEC’s Criminal Injuries remit, appeals are heard in relation to:

Decisions made by the Criminal Injuries Compensation Authority (CICA).  (Note: Further information about DNLC’s work around Criminal Injuries claims is provided in Section 5.3.1 of this report.)

Responsibility for the administration of tribunals and appeals rests with the Tribunals Appeals Service which is an executive agency of the Ministry of Justice.   The Tribunals Service’s Scottish operational office is in Glasgow.  The Service’s Dundee tribunal venue is at Caledonian House, Greenmarket.  This is where appeal tribunals, including employment tribunals, are held in the city.

All tribunal panels are chaired by a tribunal Judge, but may comprise different numbers of officials or lay members according to the type of tribunal being heard.  

The importance of tribunal representation  

The Tribunal Appeals Service website advises ‘appellants’ or clients to attend tribunal hearings if they can, stating that ‘the advantage of you attending your hearing is that you have an opportunity to discuss your case in person and the tribunal have the opportunity to learn more about your case that could be gathered from the papers alone’ (www.appeals-service.gov.uk). 

Discussion with the Law Centre’s Welfare Rights Officer elicited further the importance of representation for clients appealing against benefit decisions.  His view is that an oral hearing with representation improves a client’s chance of success at an appeal more than if the client attended alone or if a ‘paper’ only hearing was heard.  The complexity of benefit law means that representation provides the client, representative and tribunal with opportunities to explore issues in more detail and, in his experience, factors or issues affecting the client’s situation may emerge during discussion at the tribunal.  Often, Law Centre clients appealing benefit decisions have mental or physical health issues affecting their confidence and ability to express their situations in appeal forms.  

‘Part of the reason of representation is not only to ensure that they [clients] get a fair hearing but also to be given the opportunity to explore issues that may not have come through in the paper because people are not confident in completing application forms.’ (Welfare Rights Officer, DNLC)

For many, preparation for and appearance at a tribunal is the first opportunity clients may have had to have their situation considered in any depth.  While success at a tribunal may have positive impacts on clients’ income, the Welfare Rights Officer’s experience is that it can also have positive impact on a client’s self-worth because, having perhaps previously being disengaged from contact with official agencies, they feel they have been listened to, perhaps for the first time. 
One of the key features of DNLC is that it can provide continuity for clients with benefit issues.  Clients presenting with benefit issues may be in contact with a DNLC solicitor from the benefit application stage right through to appeal stage.  This enables the Centre to have a full understanding of issues relating to a case and enables clients to develop a trusting relationship with their Law Centre representative(s).
DNLC’s role in providing benefit tribunal representation was discussed with a tribunal Judge.  The tribunal Judge considered it ‘very important’ for clients to be represented at benefit appeal tribunals.  In her experience, representation not only makes the job of the tribunal easier because the representative has previously clarified and focused on key issues with the client but also, from the client’s perspective, the complexity of benefit rules make it difficult for clients appearing unrepresented.  The Judge highlighted that new rules, for example, around the new Employment Support Allowance, make dealing with issues more challenging, and this is where representation helps. 
Number of benefit tribunal appearances & estimated sums awarded

Over the period 2005-2009, Dundee North Law Centre made 1150 appearances at benefit appeal tribunals (under the general heading of social security appeal tribunals), as follows: 

	
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09

	Total tribunals
	238
	252
	314
	346


(Table 6: DNLC Appearances at benefit appeal tribunals, 2005-09)
These include tribunals dealing with appeals for disability benefits, social security benefits, social fund and housing benefit.  These figures include repeat appearances for individual clients.
Estimated sums awarded 2008-09 - £550,000
The demands of tribunal representation – social security and employment tribunals - in terms of workload for solicitors at the Law Centre was one of the reasons for the recruitment of a new Welfare Rights Officer in the early part of 2008.  This officer now has principal responsibility for representing clients at social security and employment tribunals.  Clients may make direct contact initially with the Welfare Rights Officer or a client maybe referred to him by a Law Centre solicitor.  
Observation of an appeal tribunal

The evaluator was given permission by a tribunal Judge to observe a social security appeal tribunal in Dundee concerning a Law Centre client.  The appeal was conducted by the Law Centre’s Welfare Rights Officer.  This provided the opportunity to observe tribunal procedure first-hand and to gain insight into client experience.  Although the evaluator is not qualified to assess the Welfare Rights 

Officer’s representation role, a number of observations were made in relation to the client’s participation.

· Before the tribunal, the client was met by and made to feel at ease by the Welfare Rights Officer at the Tribunal Service offices.

· The Welfare Rights Officer prepared the client by describing tribunal procedure, re-capping on key points of information/argument that would be presented to the tribunal Judge on his behalf and outlining all possible outcomes of the tribunal.

· The client was given the opportunity to ask any questions or seek clarification on any issues before the tribunal.

· The Welfare Rights Officer presented all relevant information to the tribunal Judge on behalf of the client, responding to questions and providing clarification as required.

· Tribunal representation was successful, and the client’s appeal was upheld.

· Following the tribunal, the Welfare Rights Officer discussed the tribunal outcome briefly with the client and informed him of the action required to complete the appeals process.

The evaluator observed that the client was fully informed about tribunal procedure and likely outcomes.  Making sure that the client felt at ease was important given the formality of the tribunal setting and its legal dimensions.  During a subsequent in-depth interview, the client stated that he was happy with preparation for the tribunal and his representation by the Law Centre.  He was extremely pleased at the outcome.  
Representation at other tribunals

Although this section has focused on representation at social security appeal tribunals, it is important to note that the Law Centre also represents clients at other types of tribunals, as detailed in Section 4.2. of this report. Fuller details of the Centre’s work in tribunal representation, particularly employment tribunals and criminal injuries appeal tribunals can be found in its annual reports.  
5.2.4 Overview of section

Evaluation evidence indicates that Dundee North Law Centre is impacting positively in relation to clients’ benefit issues.  As well as providing advice, assistance and representation in whole range of benefit issues, the Centre’s pro-active approach encompasses income-maximisation and financial inclusion.  Routine benefit checks for clients, where appropriate, help to ensure that clients are accessing all benefit entitlement.  These can reveal underlying issues affecting client circumstances or prevent or alleviate legal problems.

The annual average number of new benefit cases between 2005-2008 was 932, representing an average of 41% of new cases each year.  Cases may involve advising on benefit applications, assisting with benefit queries or providing representation at appeal tribunals.  

Between 2005-2009 the Centre made 1150 appearances at benefit appeal tribunals.  Successful appeals and completion of other benefit cases during 2008-09 resulted in an estimated £550,000 additional income for clients. 

Evaluation evidence indicates that the Law Centre works effectively with other agencies involved in benefit work, and the Law Centre, too, places value on the effective inter-agency relationships that it has with external organisations.  
Alongside Dundee CAB, the Law Centre is the only voluntary organisation providing appeal tribunal representation in Dundee.  Law Centre staff and a tribunal Judge interviewed for the evaluation emphasised the importance that representation has for a successful tribunal outcome.  

5.3 Legal assistance and representation for vulnerable groups
This part of the report brings together evaluative data and evidence obtained during interviews with professional staff from a range of external, referral organisations in the statutory and voluntary sectors.  These professional staff had an informed knowledge and understanding of the needs of vulnerable groups, particularly the homeless and those affected by mental health issues, addictions and crime.  Interviewees were in a position to draw upon the direct experiences of individuals and families with whom they worked.  Additionally, professional staff were identified as those who would also have informed knowledge about the work of the Law Centre through their role as referrers to the Law Centre.  Interviews were conducted with:

Working with those with severe and enduring mental health problems 

· Community Mental Health Nurse, Community Mental Health Team

Working with families affected by problematic substance misuse

· Lead Families Worker, Dundee Outreach, Aberlour
Working with those affected by homelessness:

· Senior Support Worker, Transform Community Development (formerly Cyrenians)
· Operations Service Manager, Dundee Survival Group (DSG)

· Housing Support Worker, Positive Steps

· Homeless Services Manager, Lily Walker Service

Working with victims of crime 

· Area Co-ordinator for Tayside, Victim Support Tayside
It is not possible within the scope of this report to examine in detail the issues and needs of each client group mentioned above.   The purpose of this section of the report is, however, to provide an outline of key issues affecting those who are, perhaps, among the most vulnerable in society and, through evaluative evidence, to assess the contribution that the Law Centre makes towards ensuring that individuals have equal access to legal advice, assistance and representation.

5.3.1 Identified legal needs

In relation to the client groups mentioned above, interviewees identified housing and welfare benefit issues most frequently as those requiring legal intervention but, of course, the nature of these issues may change according to the specific experiences of individuals and families.  Those affected by homelessness may require legal assistance to address, for example, rent arrears, benefit issues or housing allocation decisions.  Similarly, families affected by substance abuse may also have rent arrears and benefit problems leading to possible eviction.  The effects of crime may result in a need for re-housing which may be difficult if rent arrears exist.   Effects of crime on a person’s physical and mental health may lead to an inability to work, which can have significant financial implications if there is difficulty accessing benefits.  Interviewees highlighted that legal intervention by the Law Centre can assist in all these different types of situations.  

There was consensus among interviewees that Law Centre solicitors’ expertise in housing and benefit law and their representation role gave client groups the chance to access support and challenge decisions, action that might otherwise be very difficult for them.  For example, the role of the Law Centre in representing homeless clients and those in supported accommodation at benefit appeals was mentioned. The Operations Services Manager, Dundee Survival Group, highlighted that community care grant applications submitted by clients were often rejected initially, but the basis for such decisions was often found to be unclear and not specific to individual clients.  In such cases, appeals conducted by Dundee North Law Centre were usually successful.

‘I am very confident about the outcome [of appeals] if referred to Dundee North Law Centre.’ (Operations Services Manager, DSG)

The Housing Support Worker from Positive Steps highlighted that, in her experience, the Law Centre’s work helped to ensure that clients were accessing all benefits entitlements and, again, were more likely to be successful at appeal stage if represented by a solicitor.

The Homeless Services Manager at the Lily Walker Centre, Dundee City Council’s homeless unit, reported that clients there were often referred to the Law Centre if they required legal advice about issues relating to their homelessness; for example, if they had debt and benefit issues, problems with private sector tenancies or wished to challenge housing-related decisions by the Housing Department.  Similarly, families affected by parental substance misuse may find difficulty accessing benefits through lack of awareness or reduced capacity to make applications.  The Lead Families Worker at Aberlour’s Dundee Outreach highlighted the value of the Law Centre’s up-to-date knowledge of the benefit system, enabling families to access appropriate financial support.  In addition to this, she commended the Law Centre’s responsiveness to ‘emergency’ situations sometimes faced by families; for example, utilities cut-off or non-payment of crisis loans.  Fast legal response is considered particularly important in these situations because of their potential impact on children within households.   

‘I am confident to phone the Law Centre and twenty four hours later the problem will be sorted.’ (Lead Families Worker, Dundee Outreach, Aberlour)

The Community Mental Health Nurse emphasised that most people with severe or enduring mental health issues are in receipt of benefits and often cannot access services alone, therefore access to free legal advice is extremely valuable to them.  

As previously mentioned, those affected by crime often require legal advice to deal with housing and benefit issues, but the Law Centre also plays a key role in relation to criminal injuries claims.  Discussion with the Area Co-ordinator for Victim Support Tayside highlighted that although Victim Support can guide people through the criminal justice system, liaise with police and court officials and assist clients to complete criminal injuries claims applications, it cannot give legal advice or provide legal representation.   In her view, the role of the Law Centre was vital to assist people residing in eligible areas to make their claims because most did not have the confidence to represent themselves effectively and could not afford to access private legal practices, especially if they did not qualify for Legal Aid.  Current levels of compensation also made it less financially reasonable to use private practice because once legal fees were deducted there would be little compensation left for the claimant.  During the period 2005-2009 the Law Centre made 29 appearances at criminal injuries tribunals.     

The above examples provide just a snap-shot of issues affecting vulnerable groups.  Clearly, the nature of the client groups means that issues may often be very serious, complex and long-running.  

5.3.2 Meeting referral organisations’ expectations

The evaluator was interested in interviewees’ expectations of a service provider like the Law Centre, dealing, as it does, with vulnerable clients.  Interviewees mentioned a range of factors that were important to their organisations and how, in their, experience, the Law Centre fulfilled these expectations.

Accessibility and reliability

Interviewees valued the accessibility of the Law Centre across Dundee.  The provision of home visits was considered valuable for clients who could not attend community-based surgeries.  Interviewees noted that methods of contacting the Law Centre had improved recently.  Interviewees mentioned occasional difficulties accessing appointments for clients at surgeries but expressed appreciation of the demand on Law Centre services and stressed that, in their experience, clients were usually happy to wait for an appointment.  Interviewees repeatedly commended the Law Centre for its responsiveness to emergency situations facing clients; examples given included eviction, families affected by sudden benefit cuts and discontinuation of utilities.  

For clients with mental health problems, reliability of service provision is often extremely important because clients may place confidence in appointment dates and times. In relation to such clients, the Community Mental Health Nurse reported that the Law Centre was found to respond to client needs.

‘They’ve never let us down.  Any appointments have been kept.  I think they’re very good.  Certainly the case I had was a very difficult case.  [Solicitor] kept us well informed.’ (Community Mental Health Nurse, Community Mental Health Team)  

A significant development in terms of increasing accessibility to legal services for the homeless is the forthcoming provision of evening legal surgeries by the Principal Solicitor and the Welfare Rights Officer at Dundee Survival Group, Lily Walker Centre and Transform Community Development (formerly Cyrenians).  

Provision of a free service

The provision of a free service was considered essential by interviewees as most clients were on low incomes, with the cost of legal services normally outwith reach.  

‘Keeping it free keeps it on a totally level playing field for any difficulties that anyone might come up against.  There’s no stigma then.’ (Lead Families Worker, Dundee Outreach, Aberlour)

The Operations Service Manager at DSG reported that clients requiring legal advice in relations to homelessness issues usually shy away from this initially due to concerns over cost, however the cost barrier is removed when clients realise that DNLC’s services are free. 

Provision of balanced and realistic assessments of legal outcomes

Interviewees highlighted the need for clients to be given legal advice that was balanced because, sometimes, due to clients’ multiple social and personal issues, it is not possible to achieve positive outcomes.  Experience indicated that Law Centre solicitors communicated clearly with clients, provided balanced views and presented realistic assessments of likely outcomes.  

‘[The Law Centre has] understanding of the realities involved in terms of balancing people’s expectations.’ (Homeless Services Manager, Lily Walker Centre)

Understanding of and responsiveness to client needs

Interviewees commended the Law Centre team repeatedly for its caring, understanding and responsiveness towards clients.  

‘I’ve also found that with the clients we have, they’ve got a short fuse and things like that, and I’ve always felt that whoever they’ve dealt with has been very understanding and have even come here to see people.’ (Housing Support Worker, Positive Steps)

Legal expertise

The Law Centre’s wide-ranging, legal expertise was noted by interviewees.

‘They’re so expert at just focusing and they know the ins and outs and where you can access the proper benefits for folk. (Lead Families Worker, Aberlour) 

Reputation

The Area Co-ordinator for Victim Support Tayside highlighted that the reputation of organisations to which clients were referred was considered important because her organisation required to be assured of a quality service.  Confidence in the good reputation of the Law Centre came directly from client feedback.    
5.3.3 Other views about service provision

Inter-agency working

Each interviewee reported very effective inter-agency relationships with DNLC.  Inter-agency relationships were described as ‘marvellous’, ‘excellent’, ‘really good’, ‘very good’, and ‘good’.  Factors affecting the development of positive inter-agency relationships were identified as:

· The approachability and responsiveness of all staff at the Law Centre

· The commitment of solicitors to the needs of vulnerable client groups

· The building of professional relationships and knowledge of services over time

Some interviewees emphasised that their organisation’s relationship with the Law Centre went beyond day-to-day working and more towards ‘partnership’, implying a sense of shared objectives and commitment to client needs that has built up over the years.

‘I really do feel it’s a real partnership; people working together to provide services to vulnerable people.’ (Area Co-ordinator for Tayside, Victim Support Tayside)

Although all staff at the Law Centre were commended consistently during interviews, it is impossible not to mention specifically the high regard expressed for the Principal Solicitor, in terms of his legal expertise, his caring, pragmatic and down-to-earth approach and his commitment to providing legal advice, assistance and representation for vulnerable groups in Dundee.  There was appreciation expressed about his commitment to working with and for vulnerable groups, especially the homeless.
Wider impact of the service

The provision of legal services impacts on individual clients in different ways depending on their specific situation and needs; however, interviewees also highlighted that the availability of legal services also enables support organisations themselves to work more effectively with clients.  If issues requiring legal intervention are dealt with by the Law Centre, this often alleviates stress for the client and enables the support organisation to focus on other issues requiring intervention.  For example, the Lead Families Worker at Aberlour’s Dundee Outreach stated that when crisis or on-going issues requiring legal advice are addressed by the Law Centre, this enables Aberlour to focus on the emotional and other needs of families.  Similarly, the Housing Support Worker at Positive Steps stated that the provision of legal advice enables her organisation to focus on the other needs of clients in relation to establishing and maintaining a tenancy.

Implications of not having Law Centre’s services

If, in the future, Law Centre services were not available, interviewees perceived mostly negative effects for their client groups.  In a general sense, interviewees stated that their organisations and clients would not have access to the same levels of community-based legal advice.  Interviewees were aware of other advice services, but perceived that these did not have the same specialised expertise especially around housing and eviction.  The question arose of whether other agencies could respond to increased demand if the Law Centre was not available.  
Dundee Victim Support provided an assessment of impact for clients unable to access legal advice form DNLC.  The organisation was able to draw on its experience of working in areas outwith Dundee where there was no access to services of this type.  The Area Co-ordinator for Tayside considered that the absence of Law Centre services would result in higher levels of eviction, reduction in the number of compensation claims settled and amounts awarded, increased number of clients having to go to court to settle claims and loss of training input for Victim Support volunteers.

The Community Mental Health Nurse drew attention to the Law Centre’s experience in dealing with cases involving those with more complex personal needs, cases that private solicitors may be unwilling or unable to take on.

‘Dundee North Law Centre has a real niche for more difficult things.  We would miss them.’ (Community Mental Health Nurse, Community Mental Health Team)

This view was echoed by another interviewee.

‘To me they really are a huge support for the less well off in society, whether that’s the less well off financially or just the less well off in terms of the lifestyle, the deprivation they’re living in.’ (Lead Families Worker, Dundee Outreach, Aberlour)
5.3.4 Overview of section

Representatives of staff working in voluntary and statutory organisations that refer clients frequently to the Law Centre provided their professional assessments of the Law Centre’s work in responding to vulnerable groups. They provided an overview of the Centre’s work in responding to the legal needs of vulnerable groups, particularly the homeless, those affected by mental health issues, addictions and victims of crime.  Issues affecting the most vulnerable were wide-ranging and often complex.

Interviewees stated that the Law Centre met service expectations in terms of:

· Accessibility and reliability

· Provision of a free service

· Provision of balanced and realistic assessments of legal outcomes

· Understanding and responsiveness of client needs

· Legal expertise

· Professional reputation

Perceptions of inter-agency relationships and working were very positive.  All staff at the Law Centre were commended frequently for their professionalism, approachability and responsiveness.   

Access to legal advice and assistance was considered as an important factor in enabling support organisations to work effectively with the most vulnerable.  Interviewees anticipated mostly negative effects on the most vulnerable groups if Law Centre services were unavailable. 

 6. Evidence of impact: Clients’ views & experiences 

Two data collection methods were used to elicit clients’ views about the Law Centre; firstly, through qualitative, in-depth interviews and, secondly, through a client survey.  Primary data gathered through these methods provides an insight into clients’ experiences of engaging with the Law Centre, their views about service provision and the ways in which services impacted on their lives.  

6.1 Client interviews

6.1.1 Client profile

In-depth interviews were held with five clients.  Table 7 provides a brief profile of interviewees, identifies each client’s presenting issues and the outlines the range of legal services received.
	
	Gender/age
	Presenting issues
	Legal service received

	Client 1
	Male, 40
	Rejection of social fund application 
	Legal advice & assistance

Representation at benefit appeal tribunal

	Client 2
	Male, 53
	Rent arrears; threat of eviction

Benefit issues
	Legal advice & assistance

Representation at sheriff court 

	Client 3
	Male, 44
	Rent arrears; threat of eviction

Debt issues
	Legal advice & assistance

Representation at sheriff court

Legal assistance through bankruptcy process 

	Client 4
	Female, 41
	Loan default; threat of eviction
	Legal advice & assistance

Negotiation with creditors; debt rescheduling

Representation at sheriff court

	Client 5
	Female, 34
	Reduced  criminal injuries award

Benefit issues
	Legal advice & assistance

Representation at criminal injuries tribunal

Representation at benefit appeal tribunal


(Table 7: Interviewees’ profiles)

Clients were at different stages in their cases.  Clients 2 and 5 had concluded recent cases; clients 1 and 3 were approaching the end of current cases; client 4’s case was still subject to review.

Clients’ cases related in various ways to financial issues.  Three clients (clients 2, 3 & 4) presented with the threat of imminent eviction arising from benefit/debt issues.  The remaining clients (clients 1 & 5) presented with issues arising from rejection of social fund and criminal injuries claims respectively.   

6.1.2 Initial contact with the Law Centre

Referral routes varied among the sample group.  Those clients threatened with imminent eviction (clients 2,3 & 4) had been informed about the Law Centre by other people; two by officers within Dundee City Council’s Housing Department and the other by a private solicitor.  Client 1 self-referred but was aware of the Centre indirectly through previous contact by his partner.  Client 5 was directly referred by a voluntary organisation in Dundee.  

Within the sample of interviewees, all solicitors within the Law Centre were represented.

Clients spoke in detail about the first time they had contacted the Law Centre and their feelings at that time.  Although the issues affecting each client were unique to them, common feelings were those of anxiety and uncertainty about their situation.  Stronger feelings of despair were also described.

‘I was at the very end of everything.’ (Client 2) 

‘I was hopeless beyond belief.’ (Client 5)
Clients also described contradictions in their feelings before coming to see at solicitor at the Law Centre.  On the one hand, the serious or urgent nature of clients’ situations had motivated them to access the Law Centre; on the other hand, feelings of doubt and pessimism about whether their situation could be addressed were also at the forefront.  A recurring point made by clients was that by the time each had contacted the Law Centre they perceived that they had exhausted all other options.  For example, Client 1 reflected that, at the time, he perceived his situation as a ‘lost cause’, and Client 2 thought ‘nothing could help’ and that he would be ‘out on the street’.  Client 4, while preparing to go to the Law Centre, was pre-occupied mostly with thoughts about where her family would go to live when her eviction took place.  

Clients recalled and recounted their experiences of meeting a solicitor for the first time.  Clients highlighted key features of these first meetings:

· Clients’ perceptions that solicitors listened understood their problems

· Clients’ sense of ease when speaking to solicitors

· The reassurance given to clients by solicitors

· Assurance given by solicitors that clients’ situations could be addressed through legal processes, balanced by solicitors’ realistic assessment of possible outcomes

· Solicitors’ detailed explanations of action that would or could be taken in relation to each case

· The urgency with which solicitors acted (particularly in eviction cases)

Clients described their feelings and emotions following the first meeting with a solicitor. Among these were relief, renewed confidence and optimism.  These arose from the fact that, although problems and issues had not immediately gone away, clients perceived that they had support and there was the possibility that problems might be resolved.

‘By the time I’d left my initial interview I was in tears because all the problems vanished in half an hour because I had somebody fighting for me.  I was so relieved.’ (Client 2)

‘[I thought] ok, I can now not let my problems bother me ‘cos I knew over a period of time they wouldn’t be there.’ (Client 3)

‘It was still all hanging over me, it wasn’t resolved, but at least having someone else dealing with it, someone more experienced, [who] knows what they’re doing.’ (Client 4)

6.1.3 Experience of legal service provision

Table 7 outlined briefly the range of legal services provided for each of the clients in the interview group.  In order to maintain client confidentiality, this section does not provide details of each individual case but, rather, focuses on key areas of performance by the Law Centre from clients’ perspectives.

Clients concurred that access to Law Centre services was easy.  No problems were encountered accessing appointments.  

Community-based provision was welcomed for its convenience and flexibility.  

‘It wasn’t a fight to get an appointment.  There was always somewhere I could see him [solicitor]’ (Client 5)

Clients also appreciated solicitors’ use of various communication methods, including phone, text and letters.  This was commended because communication and access to a solicitor could be made quickly if required and in a way most appropriate to the client and their situation.  Perhaps the strongest point made by clients during interview was their sense that there was no barrier to accessing their solicitor either directly or through the office.  Solicitors were perceived as always contactable and flexible in their communication with clients.    

Leading on from the above points, clients concurred that the Law Centre was approachable and friendly.  The Law Centre’s office staff  were commended for their politeness over the telephone, their efficiency and effectiveness at acting as a link between clients and solicitors (for example, passing on client’s messages to solicitors) and their responsiveness to clients’ situations, particularly in cases where clients requested an urgent appointment.    

All clients stated that, in their experiences, services were delivered in a competent and timely manner.  This feature of the service was important for clients who required legal services within a tight deadline, particularly those facing possible eviction.
‘I found everything was just totally professional.  First class.’ (Client 1)  

‘There was a tight deadline.  They acted as quickly as they could.’ (Client 4)

There was consensus among clients that information was always explained sufficiently to them.  In relation to this point, clients highlighted that:

· Legal jargon was explained 

· Different legal options were presented 

· Each step in legal processes was explained

· Court and tribunal procedures were explained fully

· Clients received realistic assessments of situations, outlining all possible outcomes whether negative or positive

A client who had to attend a tribunal hearing explained that her solicitor’s explanation of the tribunal procedure and her awareness of his support gave her confidence going into the tribunal.

‘[Solicitor] explained everything.  He was one hundred per cent support.  I went into that [tribunal hearing], I wasn’t frightened at all.’ (Client 5)

Clients reported that once they had contacted the Law Centre, any necessary legal action was expedited efficiently and smoothly, with minimal burden and maximum ease for them.  Clients associated their sense of ease with their solicitor’s pro-activeness in keeping them up to date with proceedings.  

Methods of communication, as mentioned previously, included telephone calls, texts, letters and appointments at legal surgeries.  One client reported that her solicitor always telephoned her after court proceedings in relation to her case.  Another client expressed his feeling that he had the ‘easy part’ in the process of resolving his issues because the Law Centre worked successfully on his behalf.    

A recurring and very prominent theme emerging from interview data was clients’ views about their solicitor and the importance of the solicitor/client relationship in achieving a positive experience in accessing legal services within the Law Centre.  Solicitors were commended for their understanding, empathy and responsiveness.  Clients valued the reassurance that solicitors gave them and the new-found confidence this engendered even to the extent that, in some cases, solicitors’ positive and caring attitude gave clients the confidence they needed to proceed with difficult challenges. 

Individual members of the Law Centre’s professional team were described as ‘very easy to talk to’, ‘a really great help’, ‘approachable’, ‘caring’, ‘sympathetic’, and ‘dedicated’ and ‘on your level’.  The team’s professionalism was also emphasised, particularly in relation to service delivery features mentioned earlier in this section.  All clients stated that they had had full confidence in the services.

‘If I tried to do it myself I would have no hope, and knowing that I had somebody to talk to and somebody that can explain things to me the way that others couldn’t or wouldn’t.  Coming here, it was all explained.’ (Client 1) 

Clients drew some comparisons between the Law Centre and private legal practice.  One client perceived that the Law Centre’s lack of focus on securing fees, contributed to her immediate ease and confidence.

‘That [financial] pressure’s taken off you.  You don’t feel that they’ve got you there to get money from you and that’s a huge relief.’ (Client 5)  

For another client, he perceived that the Law Centre was more approachable than, perhaps, the larger private practices in the city. 

‘Here’s more approachable than in town. They’re so big. They [large private practices] forget there’s people out there in situations like mine.’ (Client 4)

Clients commented further on the fact that they had received a free service from the Law Centre.  All clients interviewed explained that they were in serious financial situations where they were unable to pay for or pay further for private solicitors.  They valued the free service provided by the Law Centre and this feature of the service was seen as reducing a barrier to legal services.  Notwithstanding this, some clients expressed that they would have been willing to make a donation to the Law Centre, even in instalments, if this had been required.

When asked for their views about any required improvements to service provision, clients most frequently responded by suggesting only that the Law Centre increase its local publicity to ensure that all residents are aware of the services it provides.  

6.1.4 The impact of services on clients’ lives

Clients reflected on the impact of the Law Centre’s service provision on their lives.  Each client had a unique, personal experience to recount during their interview; however, repeatedly across the client group there was self-reported evidence of the perceived relationship between Law Centre services and positive client outcomes.

It is worth stating here that clients in the interview group each reported positive outcomes in relation to their presenting issues, as follows:

Client 1 – Successful outcome at benefit appeal tribunal.  

Client 2 – Application for housing benefit successful.  Eviction prevented.

Client 3 – Bankruptcy application approved.  Eviction prevented. Debt issues alleviated.

Client 4 – Re-negotiation of loan debt.  Eviction prevented subject to continuation of loan payments.

Client 5 – Successful outcomes at criminal injuries appeal tribunal & benefit appeal tribunal.    

With successful legal outcomes achieved, clients were asked what difference the advice, assistance and representation from the Law Centre had made to them.  Clients reported emotional and cognitive changes including: 
· Feeling hopeful

· Feeling more settled

· Feeling less stressed

· Feeling more optimistic

· Feeling the sense of a ‘fresh start’ 

· Feeling more confident about continued positive outcomes   

‘It’s like the stress has gone.  All the weight’s come off my shoulders.’ (Client 3) 

A client reported that the support she had received from her solicitor and a successful criminal injuries claim resulted in significant, personal development in her life.  She stated:

‘Unknowingly, he [solicitor] made a huge impact on my process of healing and I came on leaps and bounds after that.  It gave me closure. It gave me a sense of “there you go, there’s what you deserve”.’ (Client 5)

For another client, a successful benefit appeal tribunal was helping him to deal with his partners’ death.

‘It totally changed the ball for me and now I’m getting to do one last good thing for [partner].’ (Client 1)

Clients drew attention to the fact that they had contacted the Law Centre at particular crisis points in their lives and reflected on possible outcomes if they had not been able to access the Law Centre. The most frequent reflection was that outcomes would probably have been vastly different to those actually achieved.  Each client affected by threatened eviction reflected that their home would likely have been lost, with corresponding implications for their families.  

Another client reflected that he would have been still at the initial stage he was at when he first contacted the Law Centre.  

For some clients, looking back at the sense of hopelessness they were experiencing made them feel now that, without assistance, they would have simply let their situations take their course, even if this meant being evicted from their home or not contesting official decisions.  

‘As honestly as I could think, I don’t think I would be here, that’s how bad I was, that’s how bad things were for me.  I don’t think I would have survived last year because I really just had enough and gone completely off the rails.  I could not have coped, so where my kids would have been now I don’t know.’ (Client 2)

‘To be honest, the way I was feeling I couldn’t have cared less.  I would have just lost my house.  If Dundee North Law Centre hadn’t helped me I would have let them take my house.’ (Client 3)

‘I wasn’t coping.  I would have just given in.  I wouldn’t have gone any further to appeal.’ (Client 5)

At a very serious level, there were indications among the client group that lack of support to deal with crises may have resulted in loss of clients’ lives through self-harm.

During interviews, as clients talked about their experiences of using the Law Centre, a contrast emerged between previous and current attitudes towards problem solving.  Earlier in this section, interview data analysis highlighted instances where clients had contacted the Law Centre when they perceived that all other avenues of support had been exhausted or they were left with no other options.  In contrast, clients stated that having now received legal assistance from the Law Centre they would now contact the Centre far more quickly if problems occurred.  There was greater awareness too that the Law Centre dealt with a wide range of legal issues.  All clients stated that they would recommend other people to the Law Centre too. 

‘I wouldn’t hesitate to come back again because I think the service here is just a good as any that would get anywhere else.’ (Client 4)

Finally, one client described his new awareness of the Law Centre as being a ‘lifeline’, suggesting that, 

‘It’s like having an emergency service in your community’ (Client 2). 
6.2 Client opinion survey 
A client opinion survey was carried out at three legal surgeries: Charleston (Charleston neighbourhood Centre & Library), Fintry (Finmill Centre) and Whitfield (Whitfield Community Centre).  Each surgery was conducted by one of the three Law Centre solicitors.  

Clients were interviewed immediately after their appointment with the solicitor.  The survey was designed to be as brief as possible to ensure that clients were not kept too long after their appointments.   
Within the survey, a number of questions were incorporated to assist compliance with Audit Standard 3.12(2) of the Scottish National Standards for Information and Advice Providers.

Thirty two clients participated in the survey.   

For reference, the survey questionnaire is provided in Appendix 2. 

6.2.1 Respondents’ profile
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	Respondents were from various areas of Dundee, reflecting the location of the legal surgeries.  The largest group was those from Lochee, all of whom attended the Charleston surgery, followed by those from Whitfield and Charleston.  ‘Other’ communities included Ardler, Beechwood, Dryburgh and Mill O’Mains. 

It is interesting to note that those attending the surgeries, although generally from areas near or adjacent to the location of each surgery, sometimes came from areas further afield, indicating a willingness to travel to a surgery if this was required.




  (Table A: Respondents ‘ areas of residence)
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	Males and females were evenly balanced within the respondent group.  Each group represented 50% of total respondents.  

The largest group of respondents was the 35-49 yrs age group, with females representing 66% of this group.  Males were evenly spread across most age groups; however, females tended to be in the younger age groups. 




(Table B: Respondents’ age/gender)

6.2.2 Awareness of the Law Centre

Respondents’ awareness of the Law Centre stemmed from a range of information sources.  Predominantly, their knowledge came from information or recommendations they had received from family, friends or colleagues.
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	Respondents had also first heard about the Law Centre from organisations they were in contact with, both in the statutory and voluntary sectors.  Organisations that were mentioned included the Job Centre, Barnardos, Victim Support, Brooksbank Money Advice Services, Salvation Army and Dundee City Council’s Housing Department.  Only one person said that they had found out about the Law Centre through publicity leaflets.  One person had been informed about the Centre by their local MP.   




(Table C: Source of information about DNLC) 

These survey findings indicate the importance of word-of-mouth as an important method of communicating information and knowledge about the Law Centre.  This is, perhaps, not surprising given the number of people in Dundee who have accessed the service over the past decade or so.  So, too, is the knowledge that external organisations have about the Centre, a factor particularly important given the emphasis placed on inter-agency referrals.  The findings raise the question of the extent to which the Law Centre is making itself known to new clients through local publicity and information dissemination.  This issue perhaps dovetails with the findings from client interviews (see Section 6.1) which indicated that, among interviewees, some did not know about the Centre until informed about it by third parties at crisis points.

It is not within the scope of this report to review the Law Centre’s publicity strategy; however, this is an issue perhaps worth considering for future investigation and consideration by the Centre.
6.2.3 Purpose of visit

	Respondents were asked to state the main reason for coming to see a solicitor from the Law Centre that day.  Respondents could give more than one reason.

Housing and benefit issues were most frequently stated as presenting issues, followed by money/debt.  Unfortunately, the nature of the survey did not allow for further probing about issues; however, there is the possibility that ‘housing’ issues may also relate to housing benefit or rent arrears issues.   
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                                                                                                         (Table D: Purpose of visit)
When analysed across age groups, it is interesting to note the degree to which presenting issues are distributed.
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(Table E: Purpose of visit/ age group)

Housing, benefits and money/debt were mentioned by respondents in all age groups except those under 18. 

Housing issues were stated most frequently by the 35-49 age group, followed by 50-64yrs and 18-34yrs.  Benefit issues affected those between 35-49yrs and 50-64yrs equally, followed by those aged 65+yrs and 18-34yrs.  Those aged 18-34yrs mentioned money/debt more frequently than other age groups.  Three respondents, two aged 35-49yrs and one under 18yrs saw their solicitor about criminal injuries.  Employment and pensions issues were issues for one person in each of the age groups 18-34yrs and 65+yrs respectively. 

6.2.4 Views about service provision

Clients were asked about the ease with which they were able to access Law Centre services in terms of, for example, location, hours of service and getting an appointment.  Responses are given in the following table.

	
	Very easy

(% responses)
	Fairly easy

(% responses)
	Quite difficult

(% responses)
	Very difficult

(% responses)
	No response

(% responses)

	Ease of access to services
	81%
	16%
	-
	-
	3%


(Table F: Access to Law Centre services) 
Clients mostly found that accessing services was very easy.  Two clients highlighted the convenience of local surgeries.

‘I like it because it’s near at hand.  You don’t have to go into the town.’ (Respondent, Finmill)

‘Easier to get to Dundee North Law Centre and to get an appointment.’ (Respondent, Charleston)

One client expressed slight dissatisfaction with the appointment system at the local surgery he attended.  Although he had previously made a specific appointment time, the surgery he attended operated a ‘first come, first served’ system.  Although fairly satisfied with the services received, he queried why an appointment system was in place if this was not actually operated on the day of the surgery.      

Clients were asked four short questions to elicit their views about service provision.  These questions relate specifically to Audit Standard 3.12(2) of the Scottish National Standards for Information and Advice Providers.
Clients’ responses are presented in Table G below.

	
	Yes

(% responses)
	No

(% responses)
	No response

(% responses)

	Was the service approachable & friendly?
	100%
	-
	-

	Was the service delivered in a competent & timely manner?
	100%
	-
	-

	Was information explained sufficiently to you?
	100%
	-
	-

	Have you been kept informed about the progress of your case?
	97%
	-
	3%


(Table G: Views about service provision)
It is evident from the above table that clients held very positive views about the Law Centre and the services they had received.  Responses indicate a service that is demonstrating adherence to a number of key features for information services, in compliance with Scottish National Standards.  

Clients were further asked about their level of satisfaction with service provision.  

	[image: image7.png]Satisfaction with services

Satisfied

3%

Fairly
satisfied
6%






	Taking account of service features outlined in Table G, clients expressed a high level of satisfaction with service provision.




(Table H: Level of satisfaction with services)
Clients’ were also asked how they would describe the quality of Law Centre services. Categories of responses included:

	General description of services:
	‘Brilliant’, ‘excellent’, ‘very good’, ‘really good’, ‘quite reasonable’, ‘good quality’, ‘pretty good’, ‘useful’, ‘it’s up to date’, ‘quite satisfied’, ‘good reputation’.

	Comparative descriptions:
	 ‘The best you can get.’

‘Better than some solicitors.’

	Approach of staff:
	‘Really helpful.’

 ‘She’s [solicitor] helped me a great deal.’

‘They [solicitors] speak to you so you understand.’

‘Everything he’s [solicitor] done so far, 100% brilliant.’

‘He [solicitor] knows what he’s doing and he knows what I need done.’

‘When something goes wrong, [solicitor] always fixes it.’

‘It’s up to date. He [solicitor] explains everything to me. I’m not running about in the dark.’

‘I came in worried; I’m still worried but I’m more at ease because he [solicitor] says he can do something to help me.’

‘Very friendly, very open, very competent. 


When describing the quality of service, clients expressed very positive views.  There was considerable focus on the personal and professional approach of Law Centre solicitors.  Client’s comments highlighted their confidence in solicitors’ legal assistance, solicitors’ ability to listen and explain, and the impact that this can have in easing clients’ worries and concerns about their situations.    

Reflecting on where they might have gone for legal information and advice if the Law Centre was not available to them, clients identified other avenues that they might have taken.  

	[image: image8.png]20
15
10

Alternative service provision

Other Private Don't
agency solictor know

Other






	Just under half of respondents (47%) identified CAB as the organisation they would have contacted for assistance.  Other organisations identified (6%) were Brooksbank Money Advice Section and the Housing Department.  Private solicitors were mentioned as an alternative option by 19% of respondents.  ‘Other’ responses (9%) included a family member and MP.

Approximately a fifth of respondents (19%) stated that they did not know where they would have gone for help and, of these, a third stated that they probably would not have taken any action at all.


(Table J: Alternative service provision)

Although just over three quarter of respondents identified possible alternative sources of assistance, clients did not have certainty about whether these would be able to provide the kind of legal advice required.  Of those who identified other agencies, 41% indicated that they had previously attended other agencies or private solicitors for assistance but had opted to come to the Law Centre either because they were unhappy with previous service from other providers or because they had been attracted to the Law Centre by features such as ease of getting an appointment and its reputation.
6.3 Overview of section

Sections 6.1 and 6.2 provide analysis of primary, qualitative data focusing on clients’ views about service provision by the Law Centre.  In-depth interviews provided an opportunity to explore in some detail the impact of service delivery for five clients, while the client survey provided a snap-shot of clients’ views as they attended legal surgeries.
While different in method, data sources revealed consistencies of views among clients about key aspects of service delivery.  There is evidence that:

· Clients find Law Centre services easy to access, in terms of community location and making appointments.

· Clients find the service approachable and friendly.

· Clients find the service is delivered in a competent and timely manner.

· Information and advice is explained sufficiently to clients.

· Clients are kept up to date with their case.  Clients welcome the various methods of communication used by solicitors.

There is evidence that clients hold the Law Centre staff team, particularly solicitors, in high regard.  This appears to be both on a personal and professional level. 

In-depth interviews provided a valuable insight into the impact of Law Centre service provision on individuals’ lives.  On the one hand, situational impacts included such things as the prevention of eviction or successful representation at appeals tribunals.  While clients described these impacts as instrumental in helping to avoid or prevent the escalation of crises, there was also evidence of impacts at a personal level.  Clients described emotional and cognitive outcomes, such as improved confidence, overcoming and moving on from crises or serious life events, getting the chance of a ‘fresh start’ in life.  The outcome of these changes appeared to be that clients had a more positive sense of the future, more settled lives and increased awareness of the importance of seeking assistance to deal with any future problems.  

Client interview data indicates the importance of word-of-mouth as a means of informing people about the Law Centre.  Broadening information about the Law Centre through advertising and publicity may be required to ensure continuing awareness levels within the communities as a whole.  This, of course, has to be balanced by the implications of increasing demand when there are limited service resources.

Although limited in sample size and scope, the survey and qualitative interviews provide an indication of clients’ positive views about the Law Centre.  Future, regular client surveys will assist the Law Centre take account of client views in service design and delivery and also help to ensure compliance with the Scottish National Standards for Information and Advice Providers. 

7. Discussion & conclusions
This evaluation has explored the work of the Dundee North Law Centre, with particular focus on the impact of legal service provision on clients’ lives.  Qualitative and quantitative evidence gathered from a wide range of sources has provided a comprehensive account of the Centre’s work on a day-to-day basis and its role in addressing unmet legal needs within areas of deprivation in Dundee.  
Examining a service of this kind is, by its nature, a complex process because the Law Centre has many dimensions to its work and a wide network of inter-agency contacts.  The scope of this evaluation was limited primarily to client impact and, emerging from this, the Law Centre’s role in relation to other local service provision.  Other aspects of the Centre’s work – for example, the calibre of its legal advice, assistance and representation and its internal operating/administrative systems – are subject to examination under other evaluative frameworks such as the Law Society Quality Assurance Scheme and the forthcoming audit associated with the Scottish Government’s National Standards for Information and Advice Providers.      
It is possible to come to an early conclusion that the Law Centre is, undoubtedly, providing effective legal advice, assistance and representation to its clients.  This conclusion is supported by evaluation evidence from clients themselves and from external, professional staff with knowledge of the Centre’s work.  
There is strong evidence that the Law Centre is playing a vital role in supporting individuals and families to deal with issues for which, otherwise, they would be mostly devoid of legal advice, assistance and representation.  The experience of social housing organisations in Dundee, including the local authority, is that the Law Centre, whilst being one of a number of advice agencies in the city, is the principal provider of legal representation to tenants threatened with eviction and, as such, fulfils an important, on-going role in working with tenants, housing providers and the court to prevent individuals and families being evicted from their homes.  Interviewees from housing and other agencies were strong in their views about the negative implications for eviction levels if Law Centre services were unavailable to tenants. Representation in social security benefit, employment, and criminal injuries tribunals are other areas where there is evidence that the Law Centre is fulfilling an important legal need. 
What factors contribute most strongly to Dundee North Law Centre’s effectiveness in supporting individuals to address legal issues?  Representatives of referral organisations who were interviewed, often those working with the most vulnerable, consistently commended the Centre for its ability to resolve clients’ cases successfully and expressed confidence in recommending the Centre’s services to clients.  Interviewees perceived a breadth of legal expertise within the Law Centre, especially around housing and benefit issues, and acknowledged the Centre’s accessibility and reliability of service.  They highlighted that their confidence in service delivery also stemmed from experience of the commitment, approachability and integrity of Law Centre solicitors and staff and their understanding of the needs of the most vulnerable groups.  These factors all appear to contribute to effective inter-agency working, both with referral organisations and with other external agencies.   

Evaluation evidence around clients’ experiences of accessing Law Centre services enabled key evaluation research questions to be explored.  The scope of Law Centre services means that clients may present with issues across a wide range of civil law areas, including housing, benefits, money/debt, employment and criminal injuries.  For many clients, contact with the Law Centre may be required for help with on-going matters – for example, benefit issues – while, for others, contact is made in response to a crisis situation, for example, threat of eviction or loan default.  Interview data highlights the Law Centre’s effectiveness in responding to both scenarios, but it is its ability to respond to crisis situations that emerges as a particular strong point for the Centre.  The lodging of 163 Minutes of Recall at Dundee Sheriff Court during 2008-09, preventing imminent evictions from taking place, indicates this aspect of the Centre’s work.  Clients’ interviews highlighted some of the feelings of desperation experienced in such situations and solicitors’ effectiveness in responding to client needs at these times.  Clients’ self-reported experiences also show the positive impact that the provision of legal services can have in helping individuals and families to overcome problems that, at one point, might seem insurmountable and, subsequently, helping to re-build lives.  From an income maximisation perspective, the provision of legal assistance around money, debt and benefits helps clients often to improve their financial situation which, in turn, assists them towards more stable personal and family situations.  In 2008-09 alone, the Law Centre supported clients to realise additional income of just over £730,000 through representation in benefit appeal, employment and criminal injuries tribunals (Annual report 2008-09).  

Clients clearly have an important role to play themselves in addressing issues; however, each client interviewed for the evaluation perceived that the legal advice, assistance and representation received from the Law Centre contributed strongly to their ability to overcome problems and to look more positively to the future.  
In terms of standards of service, feedback from in-depth interviews and the opinion survey indicates that clients find the Law Centre staff approachable and friendly, services are delivered in a competent and timely manner and information is explained sufficiently to them.         

Monitoring data indicates a continuing increase in the number of clients accessing Law Centre services across Dundee.  Over 5000 individuals accessed services provided at community-based legal surgeries during 2008-09, including just over 3000 new cases.  The team of three solicitors was augmented by a Welfare Rights Officer in 2008 to help deal with demand for debt-related advice and benefit appeal and employment tribunal representation.  Despite limited staff resources, the Principal Solicitor  is continually responsive to changing demand and community developments, evidenced, for example, by the recent introduction of evening legal surgeries at homeless units and new surgeries at Dundee International Women’s Centre and the Saturday morning Hub Centre surgery.  The personal contribution to service delivery given by the Principal Solicitor was frequently noted by those interviewed during the evaluation.  
Volume of work clearly has on-going implications for the Centre, not least in coping with limited office space.  No evidence emerged from the Centre, external agencies or clients that volume of work has negative implications for service delivery outcomes, although there is recognition that the priority given by the Centre to direct service delivery means that it may not have the resources enabling it to participate fully in wider information and advice networks/meetings, a trade-off that the Law Centre makes in order to maintain the level of client contact at community level.  It is clear that the Principal Solicitor must constantly strike a fine balance and prioritise between client service delivery and the Centre’s participation in other service-related activities.    
Like many other voluntary sector organisations, the Law Centre is subject to external funding limitations.  Over the last two years, quite significant reductions in annual grants from the Dundee Partnership’s Fairer Scotland Fund have meant the Centre’s increased reliance on income from Legal Aid to meet annual running costs.  The evaluation draws attention to the potential, long-term implications of this funding situation, not least that increased reliance on Legal Aid income may affect the Centre’s capacity to provide legal advice, assistance and representation pro bono, moving it towards a business model of operation rather than as a provider of legal services that meets the needs of the most disadvantaged.  These are issues and challenges that the Centre and its funders will be required to address with some urgency given that the Centre’s current Fairer Scotland Fund allocation ceases in March 2010.

Dundee North Law Centre has been providing legal advice, assistance and representation to those living in disadvantaged areas since 1995.  This evaluation has found that, fourteen years on, the service continues to play a very important role in the provision of support to individuals and families and to those in the most vulnerable groups.  Given the current economic climate, the Law Centre anticipates that service demand will continue to increase.   
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List of interviewees

	Title
	Organisation

	Adviser
	Dundee Citizens Advice Bureau

	Area Co-ordinator for Tayside
	Victim Support Tayside

	Community Mental Health Nurse 
	Community Mental Health Team

	Contact Centre Supervisor
	Rent Recovery Centre, West District Office, Dundee City Council.

	Director
	Dundee Citizens Advice Bureau

	Disability Employment Adviser
	Job Centre Plus, Dundee

	Fairer Scotland Fund Manager
	Dundee City Council

	Fairer Scotland Fund Outcomes Officer
	Dundee City Council

	Financial Inclusion Officer
	Dundee City Council

	Financial Inclusion Officer / Employability Officer
	Dundee Citizens Advice Bureau

	Homeless Services Manager
	Lily Walker Centre, Dundee City Council

	Housing Services Manager
	Home Scotland, Dundee

	Housing Support Worker
	Positive Steps

	Lead Families Worker
	Dundee Outreach, Aberlour



	Operations Service Manager
	Dundee Survival Group (DSG)

	Revenues Officer
	Revenues Dept, Dundee City Council

	Section Leader
	Welfare Rights Service, Dundee City Council

	Senior Housing Officer
	Abertay Housing Association

	Senior Money Advice Worker
	Brooksbank Money Advice Section, Brooksbank Centre & Services

	Senior Solicitor
	Legal Section, Dundee City Council 

	Senior Support Worker
	Transform Community Development (formerly Dundee Cyrenians)

	Sheriff Clerk Depute
	Dundee Sheriff Court

	Team Leader
	Legal Section, Dundee City Council

	Tribunal Clerks (2)
	Tribunals Appeals Service, Caledonian House, Greenmarket, Dundee

	Tribunal Judge (Employment Appeals) 
	Appeals Service

	Tribunal Judge (Social Security Appeals)
	Appeals Service


Appendix 2

DUNDEE NORTH LAW CENTRE

CLIENT SURVEY – DECEMBER 2008

This survey is being conducted as part of an evaluation of the Law Centre which is being carried out by an independent researcher.

Thank you for taking the time to answer a few questions about the legal services that you have received from the Law Centre.

	1.
	What area of Dundee do you live in?


	1a. Male □            Age: Under 18 □  18-34 □   35-49 □

     Female □                 50-64 □      Over 65 □

	2.
	Is this the first time you have visited DNLC?

Repeat visit?
	Yes □      No □

Yes □

	3.
	How did you find out about the DNLC?
	

	4.
	What kind of legal issue have you come to see a DNLC solicitor about today?


	Tick as appropriate

Housing □

Benefits □

Money/Debt □

Employment □

Consumer □

Criminal injuries □

Child support □
	Community care □

Damages □

Family □

Education □

Mental health □

General legal practice □

Miscellaneous □



	5.
	How easy was the DNLC to access in terms of location, hours of service and getting an appointment?
	Very easy □                      Quite difficult □

Fairly easy □                     Very difficult □

Probe for additional information if required.

	6.
	Was the service approachable & friendly?
	Yes □    No □

	7.
	Was the service delivered in a competent & timely manner?
	Yes □    No □

	8.
	Was information & advice explained sufficiently to you?
	Yes □    No □

	9.
	Have you been kept informed about the progress of your case? (Ask if appropriate)
	Yes □    No □

	10.
	How satisfied are you with the legal services that you have received from DNLC?
	Very satisfied □             Satisfied □

Fairly satisfied □            Not satisfied □

Probe for more details if required

	11.
	How would you describe the quality of the legal services that you have received from DNLC?
	

	12.
	If the services of DNLC were not available, where would you have gone for legal information & advice?
	

	13.
	Would you like to add any other comments about the services you have received from DNLC?
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