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Advice NI submission re Water Review
Background
Advice NI is a membership organisation that exists to provide leadership, representation and support for independent advice organisations to facilitate the delivery of high quality, sustainable advice services. Advice NI exists to provide its members with the capacity and tools to ensure effective advice services delivery. This includes: advice and information management systems, funding and planning, quality assurance support, NVQs in advice and guidance, social policy co-ordination and ICT development.

Membership of Advice NI is normally for organisations that provide significant advice and information services to the public. Advice NI has over 70 member organisations operating throughout Northern Ireland and providing information and advocacy services to over 150,000 people each year dealing with over 237,000 enquiries on an extensive range of matters including: social security, housing, debt, consumer and employment issues. For further information, please visit www.adviceni.net. 
Water Review

Advice NI welcomes the objectives of the Review, in particular to:
· Carry out an independent and comprehensive review of the costs and level of funding needed for water and sewerage services in Northern Ireland, to review how these costs should be met and how the service should be managed and governed within a public ownership model. 

· To help ensure that there is public trust and confidence in the future arrangements for financing and delivering water and sewerage service.

Advice NI would refer to our previous submission earlier this month based on our presentation to the Regional Development Committee (powerpoint and notes). We would take this opportunity to highlight some key issues:
· Poverty in NI

Current means tested social security benefit levels mean that any contribution required for a water charge will heap hardship and indebtedness on to the most vulnerable people in our society. 

· Affordability

Advice NI sees protection of the most vulnerable low income households as being our primary concern. With that in mind we would call for 100% relief for those on the lowest incomes, namely people on means tested benefits.

There should also be graduated relief for people in the so called ‘near benefits’ category (for example those on benefits just above the means tested levels) and for the so called ‘waged poor’ (for example those in receipt of Working Tax Credit).
Advice NI would advocate (1) automatic passporting for water relief from these benefits; (2) the issue of benefit take-up must receive attention and that specific proposals must be put forward to ensure that people are in receipt of all the benefits to which they are entitled.
The England and Wales approach (and indeed the Scottish approach) tells us that an inadequate relief system will not only contribute to the debt issue – but down the line even greater time and effort and expense will be required to tinker with a flawed relief system. The positive impacts of introducing an adequate relief scheme would include making the whole water charging issue less contentious; less to be spent on debt management and recovery; less clogging up of court system re non payment.
· Debt

Our view is that we should be aiming to minimise the number of people who can’t pay their water and sewerage charges. This will result in less ‘wasted’ resources being expended on debt pursuance and recovery.

Advice NI would wish to clearly make the point that the voluntary sector debt advice infrastructure needs to be strengthened if it is to be a point of referral for water debt queries. In our view it is under-resourced and that demand far exceeds supply. Also the competitive tendering approach adopted to the funding of debt advice services has not nurtured the capacity of the sector as a whole – because of course with any tendering approach there are winners and there are losers. Advice NI would advocate an approach to money advice which is about supporting the development of the voluntary money advice sector right across Northern Ireland. 
· Billing
Advice NI believes that the proposed separate billing mechanism for water charges amounts to unnecessary additional expense. A single itemised bill, covering both rates and water charges, centrally administered would appear to make the most sense from both an economic and a commonsense point of view.
· Deferment

Advice NI has previously commented on this issue as follows:

“Advice NI is also concerned about the deferment provisions contained within the proposals. Firstly we would be concerned about the impact of the deferment proposals on the fabric of local communities, as family homes may have to be sold to recover deferred rates charges. Secondly we would be concerned that deferment may be used to cover the cracks of an inadequate water relief scheme. The question has to be asked ‘why would there be a need for a deferment scheme if there was an effective relief scheme in place?’. Thirdly, we would be concerned that if this proposal was adopted, decision makers would be over-keen to go for the 'equity charge' option, rather than use it as an option of last resort. We would certainly wish to see safeguards built in that the home owner had been given every chance to pay without recourse to deferment.”Advice NI would be opposed to the introduction of deferment provisions without adequate safeguards being put in place.

· Capping
From the perspective of representing the most vulnerable, low income households Advice NI believes that the cap has been introduced not as a tool to protect those on low incomes but rather to protect those on higher incomes. The rationale for this statement is that low income households should be able to access protection through the rates relief schemes regardless of the value of their property; whereas the people that will benefit by virtue of the introduction of the cap will be those on higher incomes living in expensive houses. Advice NI believes that water charges should be sensitive to ‘income and ability to pay’, with those who can pay more being asked to pay more. Advice NI would be in favour of effective relief schemes which would protect low income households and therefore negate the need for capping.

· Equality Proofing

Advice NI would strongly advocate that any and all policies be subject to Equality Impact Assessments under Section 75 legislation. Advice NI would wish to be involved in the development of these policies at the formulation stage – for example debt management policies – rather than simply consulted on what may be perceived as being the finished article; so that they are as robust and effective as possible. 

· Sustainable Consumption
The issue of consumption / conservation has to a large extent disappeared off the radar. Advice NI and member organisations are well placed to identify and address issues of consumption to reduce water usage - ultimately leading to changes in behaviour as regards water usage. This work has already been effectively conducted by the independent advice sector in relation to energy efficiency & fuel poverty issues and similar arrangements should be facilitated in relation to sustainable water usage.
Finally Advice NI would make comment on ensuring public involvement in the process of debating water issues. It is important that people have every chance to feed in and express their views. Regarding the latter point, Advice NI believes that more could be done to actively engage with a wider range of stakeholders– most importantly the general public who are most affected by these issues. Advice NI would offer the eConsultation service as one of a range of potential tools for maximising participation and we would ask the Department to keep this offer under review.
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