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REPORT TO CABINET



14 July 2009


TITLE OF REPORT:
Financial Inclusion Strategy  
REPORT OF:
Derek Quinn, Group Director, Development and Enterprise.


Purpose of the Report 

1. This report sets out the proposed Financial Inclusion Strategy and the priority areas for action.  Cabinet is asked to approve the Strategy at Appendix 2 and priorities identified for action.  

Background

2. The production of the Financial Inclusion Strategy followed a best value review of health conducted by the Healthier Communities Overview and Scrutiny Committee in December 2007.   The committee identified eight headline priorities that will have the biggest impact on inequalities, particularly on life expectancy, including those that will impact on the health of the population as a whole.

3. The purpose of the strategy is to establish a framework and set initial targets for improving the financial wellbeing of Gateshead.  It aims to increase awareness and understanding of financial issues and improve access to financial services, which contribute to the overall health of the borough.  The strategy also aims to align and co-ordinate existing activity and target areas of need.
4. The strategy has been developed around four themes, which include Debt and Credit, Benefits Advice and Financial Access, Housing, and Worklessness and Skills.  

5. Financial Inclusion, as defined by the Treasury, is about “ensuring that everyone has access to appropriate financial services, enabling them to: improve their day to day financial management, plan more effectively for the future and cope with financial pressure, should unexpected events lead to serious financial difficulty.”  The Treasury identifies that people who achieve these goals will enjoy significantly improved life outcomes.

6. The Healthier Communities OSC identified those actions which are likely to make the biggest impact on inequalities, particularly on life expectancy, these include, health inequality impact assessments, a health equity audit, focused community engagement in healthy lifestyles, an anti-poverty strategy and making smoking history.  It identified low income as a determinant of health.

7. The Financial Inclusion Strategy framework is comprised of an external stakeholders group, which has set the strategic direction, and an internal group of officers that has worked to develop the strategy and indicative action plan (Appendix 2) that will be developed into a more detailed delivery plan in the coming months.  The Financial Inclusion Strategy has been developed within a multi-agency framework with key contributions from the public and community and voluntary sector. It should be noted that this strategy will be overseen via the Gateshead Strategic Partnership.  
Proposal

8. This strategy aims to develop a co-ordinated, partnership based approach to financial inclusion in Gateshead and supports the aims of the Council’s ten point-plan for economic resilience.  It aims to increase access to affordable credit, provide information and advice on debt issues, whilst providing practical advice to those out of work and seeking benefits. The Strategy was submitted to the Gateshead Strategic Partnership Steering Group on 19th May 2009 and it is proposed that Cabinet approve the Strategy.

9. An indicative action plan has been produced and a detailed delivery plan will be developed in consultation with elected members, theme partners and area forums to ensure that a co-ordinated approach is taken and this is appropriate to the varying needs in Gateshead.


Recommendations

10.
It is recommended that   Cabinet approve the Financial Inclusion Strategy for the following reasons:

· To support the delivery of the Council’s corporate priorities in relation to Building Stronger Communities, Ensuring Healthier Communities and Economic Prosperity.

· To support the delivery of the Council’s ten-point economic resilience plan.

CONTACT:
Anne Britton
extension:
2353
REF: 3317


APPENDIX 1


Policy Context

1. The Financial Inclusion Strategy will support Gateshead’s future vision as set out in Vision 2030. It will support achievement of the Big Idea for Active and Healthy Gateshead, and City of Gateshead.  It will support the Council’s Corporate Priority Building Healthier Communities, Ensuring Healthier Communities and Economic Prosperity as set out in the Corporate Plan.   The Gateshead Agreement outlines the key activities for improving the health of Gateshead’s residents, and the Financial Inclusion Strategy will ensure that the delivery   of the aspirations and targets set out in those strategies fully support the improvement of the health of communities within Gateshead.  

2. The 2007 Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) demonstrates that many parts of Gateshead fall within the most deprived areas in England. An estimated 66,300 people live in areas of Gateshead within the most deprived 20% in England. This equates to 35% of the Gateshead population. For the IMD Income domain, the figure is 64,400 (34% of the population) and for the IMD health domain it rises to 103,200, which equates to 54% of the Gateshead population.   
3. Gateshead is the 10th highest Local authority area where 40% or more of its wards have high levels of debt without access to affordable credit. This financial exclusion creates a cycle of poverty and is linked to many other problems in society. Financial inequality is linked to many other aspects of inequality – of opportunity, health, status, education, and life chances.  The global economic crisis and current recession have placed greater pressures on financial inclusion and a greater emphasis on the Financial Inclusion Strategy to achieve its aim and deliver maximum impact.
4. Raising family incomes has been identified as a key priority in Vision 2030, supported by the National Indicators related to Child Poverty NI 116.  Tackling child poverty is a key objective within the Children and Young People’s Plan and is being delivered through initiatives such as the Family Intervention Project. The Financial Inclusion Strategy’s partnership approach will look to support and align its action plan with existing targets.

Background

5. The production of the Financial Inclusion Strategy followed a best value review of health conducted by the Healthier Communities Overview and Scrutiny Committee in December 2007.   The committee identified eight headline priorities that would have the biggest impact on inequalities, particularly on life expectancy, and those that would impact on the health of the population as a whole.  They are:
· Health impact assessment

· Community-based approach to tackling health inequalities

· Smoke free Gateshead

· Lifestyle

· Minimise harm from alcohol

· Mental health and wellbeing

· Health equity audit, and:

· Financial Inclusion

6. The global economic crisis has placed greater pressures on financial inclusion issues, and a greater emphasis on the Financial Inclusion Strategy to achieve its aims and objectives.  The strategy aims to cover all aspects of financial management and support with benefit advice, and support to those facing financial hardship.
7. The Financial Inclusion Strategy should also be seen within the wider context of supporting the aims of Gateshead Council’s ten-point Economic Resilience Plan, in providing support to residents. 
8. The Financial Inclusion Strategy has identified the following thematic priorities to focus on, and has formed the basis of the indicative action plan, which will be underpinned by a more detailed delivery plan that will be developed in the coming months.  The Council has a key role in coordinating a range of activity and acting as the catalyst to trigger a range of activities across the Strategy’s themes:


Debt and Credit

· Support the development of the credit unions by increasing their membership

· Work with the credit unions to promote their services as the credit agency of choice

· Work with the credit unions to develop the range of services that they offer 

· Promote volunteering in credit unions

· Explore opportunities for working with those residents with high levels of debt and developing sustainable solutions to their financial problems

· Promote financial literacy amongst key groups - young people, vulnerable people, older people and BME communities

· Increase the focus on saving safely

Benefits Advice and Financial Access

· Provide clear signposting and information to allow access to benefits

· Work with partners to produce clear and understandable information

· Target specific groups and neighbourhoods with a range of engagement methods and information dissemination

· Work with banks to provide greater access to bank accounts

· Work with the community and voluntary sector to disseminate information and provide support
Housing

· Target properties with rent arrears with information and support

· Target individuals aged 18-24 in properties managed by the Gateshead Housing Company  (71% of which are in arrears)

· Target BME tenants with information and advice

· Target specific geographical areas within Gateshead with information and support

Worklessness and Skills

· Work with partners to promote increased take up of learning and to improve skills levels in the borough.

· Mitigate the deterioration in skills that takes place during extended periods of worklessness.

· Develop and deliver financial literacy programmes for residents.

· Reduce the mismatch in skills between available job opportunities and the workless people who might fill them.

· Work with employers to secure more job opportunities for disadvantaged individuals.

· Develop and deliver bespoke support packages to remove individuals’ barriers to work

Consultation

7. A stakeholder group comprising representatives from a range of sectors has driven development of the strategy forward.  It has been informed by consultation with a range of partners and organisations.  The Cabinet Members for Economic Development, Housing and Transport have been consulted.  The Strategy was been submitted to the Gateshead Strategic Partnership Steering Group on 19th May 2009 and consultation with the Area Forums and the GSP theme partnerships is underway.  

8. An indicative action plan has been produced and a detailed delivery plan will be developed in consultation with elected members, theme partners and area forums to ensure that a co-ordinated approach is taken and this is appropriate to the varying needs in Gateshead.                                                          

9. The Strategy has also been informed by recommendations made by the Healthier Communities OSC that identified those actions, which are likely to make the biggest impact on inequalities, particularly on life expectancy.  These include, health inequality impact assessments, a health equity audit, focused community engagement in healthy lifestyles, an anti-poverty strategy and making smoking history.  It identified low income as a determinant of health.


Alternative Options

10. The alternative option of not proceeding with this strategy would impact on the ability of the Council to deliver the commitment to Building Stronger Communities Ensuring Healthier Communities and Improving Economic Prosperity.  

Implications of Recommended Option 

11. Financial Implications - The Strategic Director, Finance and ICT confirms that the management and coordination of the Financial Inclusion Strategy will be accommodated from existing resources. 
12. The partnership will also be seeking additional funding from external sources to introduce new areas of work, which may be identified in the development of the delivery plan.     

13. Risk Management Implication – Failure to address the financial health of Gateshead’s residents and some of its most vulnerable groups can have a significant impact on a range of services across the borough. 

14. Human Resources Implications   – There will be a need for an additional member of staff to co-ordinate and deliver the Strategy. These costs are highlighted within the financial implications section above and have been agreed by the Group Director of Finance and ICT. 

15. Equality and Diversity Implications - An Equality Impact and Needs Assessments (EINA) has been undertaken for this new policy and no negative impacts have been identified.  The strategy is designed to achieve some degree of financial parity, and ensuring that certain groups in society are not at risk of financial and social exclusion.

16. Crime and Disorder Implications - There are no crime and disorder implications arising from this report

17. Sustainability Implications - There are no sustainability implications arising from this report

18. Human Rights Implications - There are no human rights implications arising from this report.

19. Area and Ward Implications - This strategy and priorities cover all wards in the borough.

20. Health Implications – The report addresses a key recommendation of the OCS review of health inequalities, in that low income is a key determinant of health.  The strategy therefore aims to provide assistance and support to some of the most vulnerable individual and groups, and will make a direct and positive contribution to the objectives of ‘Active and Healthy Gateshead’.
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