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[bookmark: _Toc472924880]Introduction
We are proud to present this five-year strategic plan in the 40th anniversary year of North Bristol Advice Centre’s founding. Established in 1984 as the Lockleaze Information Point, NBAC has grown and developed to meet local need, now working across north Bristol and South Gloucestershire.

NBAC is a registered charity (1066921) and a company limited by guarantee (3449469). It is governed by a board of trustees who all live or work in the communities we serve.
 
Over the years, NBAC has been an agile and responsive organisation, always changing in the service of our local communities. This current plan has been developed following a particular challenging few years starting with the COVID pandemic. We have survived over a decade of austerity policies and welfare reform to emerge resilient and sadly, needed more than ever.

Our focus going forward to 2029 is to ensure that we keep advice services in communities where people can access them, and where they are needed most. Recognising that our resources are limited, our priority is to sustain and safeguard advice provision; but we also want to be ambitious and continue to develop and innovate to embed advice in the communities we serve.

This five-year plan will carry us forward into what we hope is a new phase of our development. We will continue to build upon our experience and expertise, embrace learning and always be led by the needs of local people.


[bookmark: _Toc664021613]How the plan was created
The development of this strategic plan has been a whole team effort and recognises that people are our most important asset. Trustees were also involved throughout the process.   We used surveys and workshops to gather views and feedback from staff and volunteers, who provided invaluable insight into client need and service priorities. User voice is very important to us, so we engaged clients and grassroots community partners through one-to-one conversations, questionnaires and by attending networking meetings with stakeholders. We reviewed our data and recent evaluation reports to identify trends and enrich our understanding and analysis of needs and the local context. We also drew on the Social Welfare Legal Advice Needs of Bristol in 2024 report, developed by The Bristol Advice Partnership, of which NBAC is a member.
Throughout the five-year life of this strategy, we will continue to involve our team, clients and stakeholders in reviewing, planning and delivering its aims. 


[bookmark: _Toc270534588]Our Aim
North Bristol Advice Centre aims to promote social justice and combat poverty by providing free and independent advice and support that enables people to develop skills, improve wellbeing and make positive changes in their lives and communities.
[bookmark: _Toc1199390131]Our Mission
To provide free, professional, confidential advice, information and representation to the communities of North Bristol and South Gloucestershire, we will:
· challenge discrimination and injustice and promote access to services for all sections of the community
· provide services that support and strengthen the health and wellbeing of the communities we serve in a respectful, dignified and welcoming environment
· deliver advice wherever the need is greatest, including outreach services in some of the most deprived wards in North Bristol and South Gloucestershire.


[bookmark: _Toc1910716329]Our Values
Justice – We are committed to tackling injustice and promoting access to free advice.
Community – We will remain rooted in our local communities and be at the heart of developments and opportunities that strengthen our mission.
Expertise – We are committed to providing quality services of the highest professional standard. 
Respect and integrity – All clients will be treated with respect and staff will act with integrity at all times.
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion – Our services recognise and welcome a diverse community and ensure fair access for all.


[bookmark: _Toc750416159]Our clients 
[bookmark: DBG358]NBAC supports families and individuals in communities across North Bristol and South Gloucestershire. We work in areas of high deprivation, characterised by social exclusion through poverty, mental ill-health, long-term health conditions, low skills and/or literacy, disability and digital poverty. The majority of our clients (60+%) have physical and/or mental health problems and many don’t speak English as a first language. Almost half of our clients are over 50. 

[bookmark: DBG361][bookmark: DBG362][bookmark: DBG363][bookmark: DBG364][bookmark: DBG365]People seek our support due to an unexpected changes of circumstance, such as unemployment, long term illness, bereavement or disability, which can plunge them into sudden and severe financial difficulties. Others need access to justice after being denied benefits they are entitled to, or legal support to challenge decisions of the local authority, DWP and HMRC. We advocate on their behalf, achieving justice and securing their legal entitlements. 

For our digital inclusion work, the majority of clients are over 55, with a third disclosing a physical and/or mental disability. Over a quarter do not have internet access in their homes, while some 14% have never used the internet before.


[bookmark: _Toc1059337229]Current services
NBAC provides specialist welfare benefits and debt advice.  60% of our work is complex casework, including representation at appeal. 
Our services are designed to be fully accessible: we offer 40+ advice appointments each week by telephone, face-to-face at outreach locations and home visits for older people with health or mobility problems. Our online advice tool allows the digitally able to access basic information and book a callback 24/7.

We provide a holistic service, supporting clients throughout their advice journey. All advice clients receive a comprehensive triage interview to establish need, capability, key dates and what they would like to happen as a result of our advice and support. If they require basic information and can self-help, brief advice is provided at this stage. Clients with complex cases, or who need additional support, are booked in with the adviser best placed to support them.  We signpost or provide warm referrals to partner advice agencies for specialist advice that we don’t provide (housing, employment) and to external support services (mental health, domestic violence). As a member of the Bristol Advice Partnership, we have referral protocols that ensure a smooth transfer to and from the other advice agencies in our area.

Welfare benefits: We provide benefit checks, support to navigate the benefits system, help with form filling, income maximisation and charity grant applications. We specialise in complex casework, including challenging overpayments, appeals and representation at tribunal. 

Debt advice: Our advisers help clients to understand and manage their debts through long term solutions. They negotiate with creditors and energy companies, identify client-specific debt solutions, help with budgeting and financial statements to prevent future arrears, complex casework and Debt Relief Orders (DROs) to help manage debts. 

Home Visits for over 50s: We help older people to maximise income through benefits checks and help with completing benefits forms such as Attendance Allowance, Carers Allowance and Personal Independence Payments (PIP). Home visits mean we regularly pick up on other issues such as cold homes and food poverty that people will not self-report. We also signpost to other support eg home adaptations or bereavement counselling.

Digital Support: Our weekly digital drop-ins provide one-to-one support to help people to develop their digital skills and confidence to get online and do what is important to them. Volunteers support clients to use phones, tablet or laptops to access services and tools online, e.g. filling in online forms; using email; downloading and using parking, bus and health apps; search engines, shopping online and accessing online learning. 


[bookmark: _Toc1519519227]Our strengths
a. quality-assured advice services
b. committed staff team
c. good governance
d. excellent reputation
e. a healthy level of reserves
f. relationships and partnerships with other agencies (advice and non-advice)
g. strong impact reports and positive independent evaluations of our work.
[bookmark: _Toc1078349894]The challenges facing us
1. Inequality, poverty and deprivation in our communities.
2. The complexity of people’s needs.
3. Ever-increasing levels of demand.
4. Cuts to local government and voluntary sector services.
5. Lack of secure long-term funding; the amount of time needed for fundraising.
6. Difficulties in recruiting trained and experienced staff.
7. Ensuring the wellbeing of our staff and volunteer team.
[bookmark: _Toc946429839]Our strategic aims for the next five years:
1. Continue to develop accessible advice services that meet people’s needs:
· Strengthen triage to improve early intervention and self-help support. 
· Increase outreach sessions to improve access to face-to-face advice and support. 
· Provide form-filling support so people can get the help they need at the start of their claim, preventing problems developing or escalating.
· Provide specialist and complex casework, including representation at appeals, to help clients resolve legal issues and ensure access to justice.

2. Increase access to additional advice and support to improve holistic support for clients:
· Improved collaboration with key partners to increase the advice offer and help clients access timely support. 
· Develop partnerships with key services to better link clients to the help they need.
· Respond to opportunities to draw down additional funding for support services that benefit advice clients.
· Build on digital inclusion work across north Bristol. 

3.  Strengthen the sustainability and effectiveness of our organisation:
· Develop diverse and sustainable funding based on multi-year core funding and trusted relationships with funders. 
· Embed efficient systems and ways of working that are reviewed regularly.
· Work with advice partners to contribute insight, highlight system failures and influence and effect policy change. 
· Engage with Integrated Care System to develop Health Justice Partnerships and integrate funded advice provision within health services.

4. Be a learning organisation, using data and insight to develop services and inform decision-making:
· Embed monitoring and data systems that promote a culture of learning and improvement across the organisation.
· Include staff, volunteers and clients in development, planning and service design.
· Share data, insights and learning internally and externally in a transparent and accessible manner.

5. Maintain a culture of excellence and inclusivity. Support and invest in our people so they thrive and excel:
· Invest in training, learning and development opportunities for staff, volunteers and trustees.
· Develop benchmarking measures and regular pay reviews to ensure proper remuneration for staff.  
· Prioritise and support the wellbeing of all our team and promote a positive working culture and environment.
· Ensure our volunteers feel valued, and a part of our team.
· Actively promote and uphold equality, diversity and inclusion in all areas.
· Ensure we meet all governance obligations and maintain the AQS Quality Mark.



Resources 
We recognise that our resources are limited and we must develop our services in a sustainable way. In order to realise our strategy, we’ve identified the necessary resources, the extent to which we already have them and any plans to increase/develop them:
	Resource
	Status as of July 2024

	Experienced staff able to provide specialist advice
	Full team of 10 trained and experienced specialist advice workers in place. 

	Well trained and supported volunteers
	Ideally, we will maintain 8 to 10 advice support volunteers each year. Natural turnover means we recruit and train new vols every year. Currently volunteer management overseen by HOS and Team Leads, due to lack of Volunteer Co-ordinator.

	Robust management structures
	Existing SMT and team leader structure is robust (developed following independent review in 2023).

	A committed and diverse trustee board
	[bookmark: _Int_BU4VZCQS]Board of 9 trustees is active, committed and experienced. Seeking to increase diversity by recruiting people with lived experience and/or more local residents in 2024-25.

	Up-to-date IT and digital systems
	MS365 upgrade over summer 2024. Planned schedule of hardware replacements, including move to docking stations where suitable.

	Capacity to engage in high level strategic work
	Secure funding required for Director to have capacity to engage (instead of fundraising). Currently Chair of ACFA and influential through BAP, SGAS and Bristol NW Locality Board.

	Long-term core funding for advice work
	[bookmark: _Int_DilB2CXW]A bid to the Lottery for 3 year funding is being submitted in Aug 2024. Bids to other funders lined up for 2025-26 as set out in fundraising plan. Keep aware of opportunities with newly emerging local or national pots as they arise.

	Trusted relationships with local and national funders
	[bookmark: _Int_up7qhjTR]We maintain excellent relationships with our long term funders, both local and national. As a long-term subcontractor on the advice contract with Bristol City Council and South Glos Council, we enjoy good relations with the Council ourselves and as part of funded partnerships.


 
Marketing & Communication
We use the following assets to communicate our services to clients, local residents, agencies, frontline workers, and stakeholders.

· Leaflets + flyers
· Annual Impact Report
· Website (information pages & prominent messages)
· Social media updates (Facebook groups)
· Case studies
· Infographics

We maintain a mailing list of local organisations and frontline workers and stakeholders, with whom we share email updates and promote services, reaching all sections of the community.

Our website was co-designed with clients to be fully accessible and easy to use and navigate. We developed our online advice tool to improve access for the digitally enabled, and provide a smooth referral portal for professionals.
[bookmark: _Toc2024030960]
Monitoring, evaluation, data and learning
Our evaluation framework is based on our Theory of Change (see below). Comprehensive records of all advice casework outputs are kept on our Advice Pro database. For qualitative outcomes, we use baseline and case closed questionnaires on a range of measures (stress levels, financial wellbeing, knowledge of legal rights). A follow up questionnaire three months after a case closed is carried out with a smaller cohort to measure longer term impact. 

For our digital inclusion work, we keep records that track clients’ learning and what they achieve with their new skills – these are recorded on the Lamplight database. Baseline measures are taken around digital access, experience and connectivity. For our outreach sessions, ‘distance travelled’ tools are used to chart the longer term impact of digital support on social exclusion.

Trustees and managers review our evaluation data regularly to help us develop and improve services and ensure we continue to meet local need. This includes equalities monitoring data to ensure we are meeting the needs of all our communities. We always include the use of data in our decision-making.

In 2023, we commissioned an independent review of our triage service which involved consultation with clients, staff and volunteers. This led to some changes to the way we work, which have proved to have been beneficial to our team, our managers and our clients.

In 2024, a small-scale external evaluation was carried out of our Community Advice pilot project. This showed that, by embedding advice in a local community centre, we reached people who didn’t know a solution existed to their problems and/or would never have felt able to go to an advice agency’s premises to seek advice. Subject to future funding, we will continue to blend our advice with the community centre team’s support for the most vulnerable local people in that neighbourhood.

Our finances 
 
NBAC has healthy reserves, built up over the last few years, providing some financial stability and safeguards to mitigate against the uncertain fluctuations of grant income.

[bookmark: _Int_gL5MkR85]Our income is from single- and multi-year grants and contracts, donations/legacies and trading. We will not seek a large increase in funding over the next five years. Instead we intend to further develop trusted relationships with funders, increase the proportion of multi-year grants and stabilise our funding base in order to sustain services over the long term.

[bookmark: _Int_3vwGNQfz]Our Board of Trustees keeps a close eye on our expenditure to ensure it is always in line with our budgets. In recent years, they showed that they were not afraid to make hard decisions about necessary cut-backs, which enabled us to keep our overall financial picture healthy. Our reserves policy will help us to keep experienced staff in post and resource additional fundraising expertise if needed to maintain income levels.

We have a separate fundraising strategy which complements this strategic plan.

[bookmark: _Toc2017168104]Organisational Structure
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Theory of Change
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This plan will be regularly reviewed and updated to reflect the changing needs of our communities. Team and individual action plans are drawn up annually and their implementation is carefully monitored as part of our supervision framework.
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