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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Introduction: 

 
Available in Shropshire since 2008, the Community Legal Advice Services Partnership – 
CLASP – has directly assisted over 3000, disadvantaged vulnerable people, in the 
county. Advice Services have been offered by Citizens Advice Shropshire (CAS) (the 
Accountable Body) A4U, Shropshire Housing Alliance and Shrewsbury Homes for All. 
These four delivery partners have drawn on a range of specialised support partners, 
notably Age UK, OSCA, Headway and the Independent Living Partnership which have 
referred beneficiaries to the programme.  
 
Overview of Delivery: 
 
In terms of advice given, graph 1 shows: 

 

 
 

and graph 2, the level of activity by partner: 
 

 
 
The primary aim of ensuring a responsive, timely, county wide, legal advice service 
would be available to those most in need of its services, has undoubtedly been met. 
Using, in total some £650,000 of BIG funding, has brought multiple benefits. The 
following shows that in the year 2011, the CLASP budget totalled £162,205 and had an 
impact with a total value of some £4.2million: 
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214 housing cases x typical cost of failed tenancy (£15k)  £2,201,000 
87 Employment cases resulting in financial gain for client   £   155,755 
107 welfare benefits cases resulting in financial gain for client £   200,000 
82 debt cases – total debt resolution (£20,104)   £1,648,528 
 
TOTAL        £4,205,283 

 
Therefore, whilst partners report alleviating debt issues and securing payments to which 
beneficiaries are rightfully entitled, effective use of CLASP’s training budget has meant 
partner staff and volunteers have all gained much needed skills. Thus, while 3000 
people have directly benefitted from partner advice, the figure is considerably higher 
when the “ripple” effect is factored in. It has been estimated that at CAS alone, training 
has been undertaken by 30% of the volunteer base (numbering more than 100 people), 
given that CAS deal with c10,000 clients per annum, volunteers will have directly 
assisted c3,000 of these beneficiaries annually. It is fair to assume, other partners will 
also be assisting greater numbers of people in a similar way.  
 
CLASP achievements  
 
All Lottery requirements have been met; with the Partnership currently working towards 
achievement of Outcome 4, the ongoing sustainability of CLASP services, it is important 
to say it is well positioned in the County. Additionally, feedback from beneficiaries 
stresses the importance of CLASP services:    
 

“The whole situation would have been beyond me. This could have caused 
emotional damage.” 
 
“I regard this as an essential service; I have no doubt that my own situation 
would have been a lot worse had I not had access to this advice and support.” 

 
 “Not sure who else I would have turned to: really helped me out.” 
 

“The service I received was excellent; clearly explained and helped me when I 
got the wrong decision.” 

  
“…….gave me assistance in filing out a form in relation to mobility allowance. I 
found her to be amazingly helpful, polite and understanding, she helped the 
whole process to be both easy and painless.” 
 
“We found……very helpful and informative, always helpful whenever we had any 
queries – without their help I do not feel we would have had such as good result 
with our form filing and appeal.” 

 
It is also worth noting the comments of Val Lewis, a highly experienced practitioner from 
the Voluntary & Community Sector in Shropshire. Val acted as the independent Chair of 
the Steering Group from CLASP’s inception through to May 2012. As such she is well 
placed to provide this overview of CLASP:  
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Managing the project and its future 
 
Project management has been effective, ensuring all three outcomes of the original bid 
have been achieved.  
 

• To develop a partnership of advice services that has a common referral 
system operating across Shropshire. Services between them will operate 
over 6 days a week and will reduce waiting times for legal advice to within 
5 working days, wherever you live in the County by May 2009.  

 

• To develop common quality standards across the partner organisation 
that will result in better quality legal advice to 2,000 disadvantaged people 
each year by the end of the project.  

 

• To develop sustainable services that are viable in the years after the 
Advice plus funding. The Partnership will have developed 5 new contracts 
with the local authority, social landlords and private companies to provide 
advice on their behalf by the end of the project  

 
Minutes of Steering Group meetings evidence good discussion of both practical and 
strategic issues. Thus, whilst a bid to the Advice Service Transition Fund, is currently 
pending, CLASP is well positioned within Shropshire as the following quotes confirm. 
 
Steph Jackson is the Group Manager Customer Care & Involvement at Shropshire 
Council. Steph said: 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

“The CLASP partnership has been invaluable for the residents of 
Shropshire and to the Financial Inclusion Board as a whole, 
ensuring individuals receive the necessary support they need.” 

"When I was invited to be involved in the development of the CLASP 
Partnership I was excited by the prospect of a number of voluntary 
organisations with similar functions agreeing to come together to 
work co-operatively for the greater benefit of their client group.  It’s 
never easy to give up any aspect of your independence as a voluntary 
sector organisation, and sharing information, ideas and funding was a 
big step for them all to take.  I am so proud that a partnership that 
began very nervously was able to evolve so quickly to one of mutual 
trust and co-operation and also become one that extended its 
activities to embrace a wider remit around advice and advocacy.  We 
live and work in a world where collaboration is essential to survive, 
and CLASP grasped the nettle early and has become something which 
can provide a more meaningful and holistic service for its client 
group.  I sincerely hope that it continues to flourish to provide the 
most vulnerable in Shropshire with a better service." 
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In terms of the future, Sonia Roberts Chair of Voluntary & Community Sector Assembly 
commented on the benefits of CLASP becoming a forum of interest.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In conclusion 
 
A continuing theme of our research has been the need to retain CLASP services going 
forward. Imminent changes to the benefit system, notably Universal Credit which 
combines several benefits, the replacement of Disability Living Allowance by Personal 
Independence Payments (PIPs) plus changes to Housing Benefit, may mean ever 
greater demand for CLASP services.   
 
Therefore, perhaps CLASP’s greatest achievement has been to establish a collaborative 
partnership which has weathered significant changes in the external environment and 
continued to offer high quality advice. The need for this Partnership is unlikely to 
diminish, hence the emphasis placed on positioning CLASP as a Forum of Interest 
within the VCSA, creating the platform for ongoing dialogue. However, the need for 
funding to continue much needed services will be a constant quest in the months ahead.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“VCSA will be able to support and promote CLASP to our partner 
organisations which the VCSA is held in great esteem they include, CCG, 
HA,  LA, Local Elected Members, ALC, Police and Crime Commissioners, 
 Local Regional and National Trusts and Charities and the Private sector.  
CLASP members will have free invites to market day events where they are 
able to promote their services to partner organisations, they will be invited 
to consultation events and have the opportunity to shape service delivery 
and design and they will be invited to AGM and other membership meeting 
to share good practice and discuss wider issues.  
The VCSA conducts surveys on the local VCS economy and how it is 
impacting organisations and researches regional and national activities, 
which informs the strategy for supporting and developing the sector. We 
have recently benefited from a 100k investment from Shropshire Council to 
support the modernisation of the sector in preparation for meeting localism 
challenges.   
CLASP will be recognised by all our stakeholders and partners as the 
specialist body for information advice and guidance, opening opportunities 
for wider partnership work  
Through the VCSA, CLASP members will have free membership to 
Shropshire Providers Consortium where they will be informed of a wide 
range of tender opportunities and where SPC will coordinate and facilitate 
bids and applications on behalf of CLASP as a group or its individual 
members.” 
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1. INTRODUCTION      
 

RHCS was appointed by CLASP (Community Legal Advice Service Partnership) 
in February 2013 to undertake this review of funding received by the Partnership 
since 2008. This Report gives details of the research completed by RHCS. 

 
This Section:  
 

• comments on the purpose of reviewing activities from the viewpoint of the 
Big Lottery 

 

• summarises the objectives of the Review   
 

• details the research methodology used by RHCS 
 
1.1  The Purpose of the Review 

 
Reviewing activities is viewed as essential by Lottery programmes as a means to 
aid learning and promote better understanding of what works at a local level in 
terms of assisting local communities. Noting progress towards agreed outcomes 
is also imperative.  
 

1.2  The Objectives of the Review            
 

Having met CLASP representatives, it was clear that the Partnership wanted a 
concise report which captured the benefits of CLASP and highlighted learning 
points going forward. 
 

1.3  Study Methodology  
 
i. Individual Meetings were held with both delivery and support partners. These 

were supplemented by e mail questionnaires where interviews were not 
possible. 

 
ii. Structured questionnaires were used throughout our research to gain 

consistent views. However, interviews were flexible to allow discussions to 
progress as necessary. 

 
iii. Discussions were also held to more fully understand the administration of 

CLASP with Citizens Advice Shropshire in its role as Accountable Body.   
 
vi. Desk research included considering confidential information provided by 

CAS, including beneficiary feedback on the difference CLASP had made to 
individuals in need. 

 
v. We also briefly considered the external environment given imminent changes 

to benefit rules. 
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2. BACKGROUND/CONTEXT       
 

This section comments upon: 
 

• The original application  
 

• Other areas of interest to the evaluation 
 

2.1  The original application  
 

The original application was submitted in March 2008 by Citizens Advice 
Shropshire on behalf of a partnership consisting of: 
 
Delivery partners: Citizens Advice Shropshire 
   A4U 
   Housing Young People in Shrewsbury * 
   Homeless in Oswestry Action Partnership * 
   Shrewsbury Homes for All 
    
*Subsequently merged to become Shropshire Housing Alliance  
 
Support partners: Age Concern 
   OSCA (Oswestry & Shropshire Citizens Advocacy) 
   Headway 
   SHARP 
   Independent Living Partnership  
   PCAS (Peer Counselling & Advocacy Scheme) 
   Chums befriending scheme 
 
*N.B. we have been informed that both PCAS & SHARP are no longer offering 
services in Shropshire 
 
The bid was submitted against a background of the (at that time) current credit 
crisis, and changing rules relating to revised definitions of disability. A key aim of 
the application was to enable the Partnership to provide a “timely response” to 
beneficiary requests for help. The view was, being able to respond quickly would 
ensure appropriate action was taken to reduce issues of homelessness and 
increasing debt problems. The application also noted the intention to develop 
common quality standards and introduce a training programme to benefit 
volunteers and staff within partner agencies. The Partnership was made up of 
established agencies but CLASP was about further developing expertise and 
improving the client experience in Shropshire. It was also about ensuring 
specialist advice was available throughout Shropshire by sharing Partner 
premises as necessary.  
 
The application requested some £477,500 which was to enable delivery partners 
to increase capacity by extending paid hours for existing staff (payment to be 
made on a case by case basis) and offer resource to support partners. Numbers 
of target beneficiaries were some 2000 “most socially excluded people in 
Shropshire”. A Steering Group, drawn from the partners, would oversee the 
strategic development of CLASP. 
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The outcomes stated were: 
 

• To develop a partnership of advice services that has a common referral 
system operating across Shropshire. Services between them will operate 
over 6 days a week and will reduce waiting times for legal advice to within 
5 working days, wherever you live in the County by May 2009.  

 

• To develop common quality standards across the partner organisation 
that will result in better quality legal advice to 2,000 disadvantaged people 
each year by the end of the project.  

 

• To develop sustainable services that are viable in the years after the 
Advice plus funding. The Partnership will have developed 5 new contracts 
with the local authority, social landlords and private companies to provide 
advice on their behalf by the end of the project  

 

A series of “timed” milestones underpinned each of the outcomes.  
 

2.2 Supporting Change & Impact Application 
 

Submitted in spring 2012, the application sought further funding of some 
c£173,600 to enable CLASP partners to continue to offer advice services in the 
County. It made clear the extent to which cuts in public spending were adversely 
affecting partners. This, allied to increased forecast demand based on proposed 
benefit changes, was a cause of concern. It outlined the opportunities being 
pursued by partners in terms of securing access to ongoing advice services in 
the County, including working with Resident Social Landlords and becoming a 
Forum of Interest within the Shropshire Voluntary & Community Sector 
Assembly.  
 
As part of its evidence base in terms of what CLASP had achieved, the 
application used figures drawn from partner records. These showed that during 
the year 2011, the CLASP budget totalled £162,205 and this had an impact with 
a total value of some £4.2million, as follows: 
 
214 housing cases x typical cost of failed tenancy (£15k)  £2,201,000 
87 Employment cases resulting in financial gain for client   £   155,755 
107 welfare benefits cases resulting in financial gain for client £   200,000 
82 debt cases – total debt resolution (£20,104)   £1,648,528 
 
TOTAL        £4,205,283 
  
As can be seen, this gives a very positive return on investment of c 26:1. 
 

After protracted negotiation with the Lottery, and given all outcomes were 
considered “achieved” on completion of initial Lottery funding, a further outcome 
for the Partnership was agreed, known as Outcome 4:  
 
The benefits of the project will be sustained longer term, after funding from BIG 
ends. 
 
CLASP’s delivery record is commented on further in section 3 below. 
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2.3 External operating environment: Overview of Welfare reform 
 
2.3.1 Contributors to this report have commented on the major changes to benefit 

payments that will be launched from April 2013 onwards. We give below an 
overview of the changes that will most likely impact on benefit recipients in 
Shropshire. 

 
2.3.2 Universal Credit is a single, monthly payment, paid to those who are seeking 

work or on a low income, it will replace: 
 

• income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance 

• income-related Employment and Support Allowance 

• Income Support 

• Child Tax Credits 

• Working Tax Credits 

• Housing Benefit.  
 

It is claimed that it will simplify the benefit system, making it easier to budget for 
people, thus preparing them for the world of work. Systems will be piloted in 
some areas of Greater Manchester and Cheshire from April 2013 and be 
progressively rolled out nationally from October 2013. 

 
2.3.3 Disability Living Allowance will be replaced by Personal Independence Payments 

(PIPs) for all people aged 16-64. From April 2013 PIPs will be introduced, for 
new claims, in selected areas in the North West & North East of England. From 
June 2013, new claimants across England will be subject to PIPs eligibility. It is 
important to add that all existing claimants of DLA will be affected by the 
introduction of PIPs, even those with indefinite or lifetime awards. The 
Department of Work & Pensions will write to those affected by the forthcoming 
changes in February/March: letters will advise recipients of benefit levels.  

 
2.3.4 Changes to Housing Benefit (the so called bedroom tax) will bring tenants in the 

social rented sector in line with the private sector. From April 2013, all working 
age tenants renting from a “social landlord” (including the Local Authority) will 
receive housing support based on the need of their household. 

 
The size criteria allow one bedroom for each person or couple living as part of 
the household with the following exceptions: 

• children under 16 of the same gender are expected to share  

• children under 10 are expected to share regardless of gender  

• a disabled tenant or partner who needs a non-resident overnight carer will 
be allowed an extra room.  

 
It therefore follows that those tenants with “too much” accommodation, based on 
the size criteria will lose benefits: 

• those with one spare bedroom will lose 14 percent of their Housing 
Benefit 

• those with two or more spare bedrooms will lose 25 percent. 
 



  April 2013  

________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
CLASP Review 5 

 

Given housing benefit will be paid directly to tenants as part of Universal Credit, 
the view is that rent arrears may well accrue where benefit levels are cut.   

 
2.3.5 It is worth adding to the above that Shropshire is a direct payment demonstration 

project area (relating to Housing benefit) running from June 2012 to June 2013. 
The aims of the project are to consider: 

• how effectively recipients manage monthly payments 

• the appropriate level of safeguards needed to help protect a landlords’ 
income if tenants fall behind on their rent 

• the support tenants also need 
 
 
 
 

.            
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3.  REVIEWING DELIVERY OF CLASP          
 
 This section comments on: 
 

• Overview of Delivery 
 

• Views of partners 
 

• Feedback from beneficiaries  
 

• Views of external partners  
 
3.1 Overview of Delivery 
 
3.1.1 The database maintained by CLASP has captured much useful information about the 

delivery of the project, by recording each intervention statistically. A total of 3,014 
“direct” cases have been recorded by the project since its inception. These cases 
can be broken down to show what type of advice has been offered, as follows: 

 

 
 

Whilst there are 3014 “cases”, in total the number of different activities provided 
totals 3,496 – hence some beneficiaries have received more than one type of advice 
from the project. 

 
3.1.2 If one considers the 3014 cases allocated between partners, the following emerges: 
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As can be seen,the highest proportion of cases has been dealt with by CAS (1,179 – 
some 39% of the total), with SHA (858 -  28.5%) and A4U (709 – 23.5%) second and 
third most involved. It is important to note that some of the partners, e.g. Age UK 
have more of a referral role into the project – the information to measure this is not 
available from the database. Interestingly, 2036 of the beneficiaries have been self 
referrals – where a Delivery Partner identifies its’ own expertise as being best placed 
to assist a beneficiary, equivalent to some 67.5%.  

 
3.1.3 When considering the beneficiaries, the following information can be gleaned: 

The gender of beneficiaries has been moreorless equally split between male and 
female: 

 

 
 

However, in terms of age, there is a wide range represented, although as can be 
seen, there is a greater proportion of those aged 26-44 than any other: 

 

 
 
3.1.4 It is useful to consider the location of beneficiaries – this information is available by 

postcode. Within Shropshire postcodes, the following picture emerges: 
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The most popular postcodes represent: Battlefeld, Shrewsbury (SY1); Bayston Hill, 
Bicton, Bicton Heath, Great Lyth, Shelton and Meole Brace (SY3); and, Oswestry 
and surrounds (SY11). Other slightly less frequent areas include Whitchurch and 
Market Drayton. 
 
There are also some beneficiaries from other postcodes – these represent 24.5% of 
the total beneficiaries and the profile is as follows: 

 

 
 

It should be noted that TF9, TF11, TF12 and TF13 also cover part of Shropshire as 
well as Telford – it is not possible to break these down any further for clarity from the 
information provided. Hence, a significant proportion may still be within the 
Shropshire area. 
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3.1.5 A final aspect about the beneficiaries that is available from the database relates to 
personal profiles. The following graph shows the breakdown – again individual 
beneficiaries may fit more than one category: 

 

 
 

As can be seen, low income and unemployment are two significant factors, as one 
might expect, illness and disability also factor relatively highly. 

 
3.1.6 The numbering system within the database includes a category for referrals. Whilst it 

is hard to extrapolate this information, it has been possible to identify the numbers of 
referrals from support partners, as follows: 

   
   Age UK 17 
   OSCA  23 
   SHARP   4 
   PCAS    5 
   ILP  19 
   Other     4 
 

A total of 2,306 referrals were classified as self referrals as explained at 3.1.2 above. 
  
3.2 Views of Delivery Partners  
 
3.2.1 A4U, through its Chief Officer, was part of the original group of organisations 

which conceived the idea of CLASP. It believes CLASP encompassed all 
necessary partners at the inception stage of the bid. A4U deals with people who 
have disabilities plus those who have long term conditions – such as diabetes, 
arthritis - people who don’t consider themselves to be disabled as a result of such 
conditions. It also helps people with mental health issues. 
 
A4U undertake benefit checks or new claims for Disability Living Allowance – it gives 
help to people to ensure they are receiving the benefits to which they are entitled. It 
has kept a running total of the amount of income it has secured on behalf of clients 
by using CLASP funding; the figure is c£441,500. 
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Volunteers deal with simple situations such as completion of forms; staff become 
involved when there is a need for legal advice. The emphasis on improving quality 
across the partnership has meant that all delivery partners have placed greater 
importance on this aspect.  
 
They have seen disabled people recently who have previously been awarded DLA 
“for life”. In reality, they may well lose access to benefits given planned changes. 
Additionally, given Legal Aid will cease (currently pays a fixed fee of £150) from 1st 
April 2013, people will not be able to meet the cost of submitting appeals. The need 
for a project like CLASP will be even greater. 
 
It has made great use of CLASP funding; it estimates that it has increased its case 
work by some 35% as a result. Their original estimates were that it would help c45 
cases per year – it has turned out to be closer to c115 cases. 
 

3.2.2 Citizens Advice Shropshire has led the partnership: it has been the 
accountable body for CLASP. It has used CLASP funding to offer specialist 
rather than generalist advice and has funded two specific posts to cope with 
demand for employment and welfare benefit advice (Employment Law Advisor & 
Welfare Benefits Advisor). It has allowed other partners to use CAS outlets 
across the County to offer advice as necessary. The availability of employment 
advice has been particularly useful to people in need. The worker has helped 
clients to obtain what is rightfully theirs: CAS estimates c£500k over the project 
life. This will undoubtedly be a gap should no funding be forthcoming to plug the 
gap left by CLASP. 
 
It has found CLASP has brought multiple benefits, including improving 
partnership working and quality standards. In terms of future demand, it foresees 
it increasing considerably due to changes in working tax credit and access to 
childcare. Given benefits will begin to be paid as a monthly “salary cheque”, there 
is an expectation that people will struggle to become used to budgeting – again 
debt issues could well arise.  

 
3.2.4 Shropshire Housing Alliance (SHA) was an original CLASP partner. It 

specialises in housing advice; it differentiates the client case on the basis of the 
need for specific legal advice. Thus if a client wants straight forward housing 
advice to move residence, that is outside the eligibility for CLASP. However, if a 
SHA client wants assistance in understanding a solicitor’s letter, it becomes a 
CLASP issue. SHA makes self referrals as necessary and commences the 
CLASP process. CLASP has enabled SHA to offer additional opening hours 
(Saturday morning) to accommodate people who work. Whilst it offers county 
wide advice, the busiest office is Shrewsbury. In its view CLASP has definitely 
speeded up the referral process which is useful for a client who needs help to 
determine how to deal with mounting debts: the wrong decision could easily lead 
to even greater problems.  

 
CLASP has enabled SHA to develop staff expertise, particularly in terms of debt 
advice; it also enabled SHA to improve quality standards. Such improvements 
have led in part to SHA moving into financial inclusion work and extending its 
service delivery, thus securing further contracts with RSLs. 
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3.2.5 Shrewsbury Homes for All (SHFA) has been an active delivery partner within 
CLASP. It offers housing advice to people in Shrewsbury & Atcham. It believes it 
has gained from working within a wider partnership. It has learnt from best 
practice elsewhere. It has referred to other partners (notably for debt advice) as 
necessary. That said, most of SHFA’s work within CLASP has been through self 
referral. The client fee has been a useful income stream. 

 
3.3 Views of Support partners 
 
3.3.1 Age UK is not a delivery partner within CLASP, rather it refers people who are in 

need of debt advice to CLASP. There is little feedback on individual clients and 
given the confidential nature of referrals no individual information is shared at 
partner meetings. The links to the Voluntary Sector Assembly is thought to be 
useful as a way to ensure the partnership continues to meet. 

 
3.3.2 Headway Shropshire provides specialised support for people with acquired 

brain injury, their carers, family and friends. It was an original partner of the 
CLASP project. It has found CLASP to be an effective way to ensure their clients 
receive help when needed. Equally it has found other partners will refer to them 
when they believe Headway’s expertise is required.  

 
3.3.3 Independent Living Partnership (ILP) believes CLASP has provided an 

excellent signposting service to “our customers”. CLASP identifies the most 
appropriate agency to assist ILP clients; in turn ILP has found CLASP has 
provided a “safe environment”. ILP referrals have included people who have 
problems with care packages, funding issues and with benefit access being 
denied. In its opinion CLASP has been well managed; ILP has been aware there 
have been times when demand has outstripped supply, in these instances ILP 
have deferred referral dates as necessary. It concurs with others when it says the 
need for CLASP has never been greater with impending changes to both benefits 
and legal aid.  

 
3.3.4 OSCA advocate on behalf of people with learning disabilities, who they refer to 

as “partners”. It was an original partner of the CLASP project. OSCA offer 
advocacy across a range of issues, including helping people to build their social 
circle; it is largely offered by volunteers. It is about empowering people rather 
than doing things for them. The difference with CLASP is that they recognise the 
need for specific help for people in terms of legal assistance. The demand for 
CLASP assistance has been great, particularly in issues such as rent arrears. 
Assistance has always been given in a quick efficient way and feedback from 
partners and resultant outcomes has always been positive. OSCA has 
confidence in the professional expertise of delivery partners within CLASP. 

3.3.6 The vision of Shropshire Independent Advocacy Scheme (SIAS) is to 
empower adults experiencing mental health difficulties, ensuring that their needs 
are identified and met. It is a relative newcomer to the partnership. It has 
accompanied people to CAS to obtain debt advice or specific housing advice 
from SHA.  For SIAS, one of the most important aspects of CLASP is that their 
clients are seen within an agreed timeframe. This is important for people who 
suffer mental health issues; the greater the delay the more likely the person 
becomes increasingly anxious. It is unclear how forecast changes to benefit rules 
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will affect individuals. That said, there is genuine concern that depression and 
mental health issues will doubtless increase. 

3.4 Partner Views on: Key features of CLASP 
 
Working in a collaborative way for the benefit of vulnerable clients, greater 
partnership working is evident across the County. It is important to add that 
collaboration could have been difficult in challenging economic times. Success 
has been due in part to personal relationships and the expert knowledge within 
the partnership.  
 
Partners have commented on access to additional training which has been 
available via CLASP. Thus all partners have been offered the opportunity to learn 
from experts of the changes to housing and benefit rules. 
 
Delivery partners have found that access to enhanced training has led to an 
increase in volunteers 
 
Clients have undoubtedly found the holistic, speedy, county wide service offered 
by CLASP partners to be of great benefit 
 
The achievement of Lottery targets is a source of pride for all those associated 
with the CLASP project. 
 

3.5 Partner Views on: Learning points 
 
The administration associated with CLASP has been commented on by some 
contributors. The need to “close” the case in order to release funding had been a 
burden to some and has led to cashflow issues. Capturing client outcomes could 
have been more streamlined. 
 
The terminology used in some of the paperwork has been a slight barrier to 
support partners. However, it is acknowledged the extensive information 
sometimes required in advance, helps to speed up the resultant case work.  
 
Introducing peer mentoring or greater networking amongst case workers would 
be useful to create ongoing opportunities to discuss issues. 
 
Making greater use of IT to speed up processes but factor in the need to ensure 
CLASP beneficiaries have the skills to use IT. Also the access to broadband in 
more rural parts of Shropshire is variable, and in many places poor. 
 

3.6 Partner Views on: Looking to the future 
 
Given changes to all manner of benefits, all partners are expecting increasing 
demand for services. Should funding to continue CLASP activities not be 
forthcoming, the resultant gap will be difficult to fill by the voluntary sector. There 
may be a temptation for some to seek loans to pay for more expensive advice 
from the private sector. The nightmare scenario of spiralling debt, housing issues 
and courts being jammed with tribunals/appeal hearings is a very real possibility. 
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“More important than ever in the current financial climate” was how one partner 
summed up the ongoing need. 
 
The flexibility within CLASP may be useful in terms of responding to possible 
commissioning opportunities which may arise from Shropshire Council’s decision 
to become a strategic commissioning authority. 

 
3.7 Reflecting on Steering Group meetings 
 

CLASP has held regular Partner meetings, on occasions there has been a pre 
meet to which Support Partners were not invited. Minutes of meetings were 
provided from March 2011 onwards; levels of attendance by key delivery 
partners have been fairly consistent over the period. These show a good level of 
discussion with decisions made about both practical (the best time to extend 
opening hours was an early debate, redesigning the feedback form another) and 
strategic issues. Minutes also confirm options for future working – either via 
securing funding to directly deliver services and/or via lobbying and sharing best 
practice - were discussed; contributions illustrating those attending were aware of 
and intent on responding to changes in the external environment. Good 
discussions on training, sharing expertise within the Partnership and wider as 
necessary, quality and risks of which the Partnership need to be aware, are all in 
evidence. Debates about how to utilise projected underspend are also noted: 
early action has undoubtedly led to good use of Lottery funding in assisting more 
vulnerable people in need.  

 
3.8 Feedback from beneficiaries 

 
Reviewing feedback from beneficiaries reveals common comments. Given the 
confidential nature of advice provided, we have anonymised such comments: 

 
“Your service provides and administers invaluable advice to the community. Long 
may your service continue to support the community.” 
 
“From my perspective the service was exemplary and could not be improved.”  
 
“The whole situation would have been beyond me. This could have caused 
emotional damage.” 
 
“I regard this as an essential service; I have no doubt that my own situation 
would have been a lot worse had I not had access to this advice and support.” 
 
“Advice was well informed, sympathetic, friendly and professional.” 
  

 “Not sure who else I would have turned to: really helped me out.” 
 

“The service I received was excellent; clearly explained and helped me when I 
got the wrong decision.” 
 
“Brilliant service. Friendly & informative.” 
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“What a fantastic service. Very friendly, helpful and supportive, would definitely 
use again.” 

  
“…….gave me assistance in filing out a form in relation to mobility allowance. I 
found her to be amazingly helpful, polite and understanding, she helped the 
whole process to be both easy and painless.” 
 
“We found……very helpful and informative, always helpful whenever we had any 
queries – without their help I do not feel we would have had such as good result 
with our form filing and appeal.” 

 
3.9 Views of external agencies 
 

We also sought views from those who had seen CLASP in action; 
representatives external to CLASP who were happy to be quoted in this Report. 
 

3.9.1 Val Lewis, a highly experienced practitioner from the Voluntary & Community 
Sector in Shropshire, acted as the independent Chair of the Steering Group from 
CLASP’s inception through to May 2012. As such she is well placed to provide 
this overview of CLASP:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3.9.2 It is also important to reference the thoughts of the Financial Inclusion Board in 
Shropshire. Steph Jackson, Group Manager Customer Care & Involvement at 
Shropshire Council said: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.9.3 The opportunities available to CLASP as a result of it becoming a Forum of 
Interest within the Voluntary & Community Sector Assembly (VCSA) have been 
referenced elsewhere in this report. Sonia Roberts, Chair of the VCSA had this to 
say about how CLASP will benefit: 

"When I was invited to be involved in the development of the CLASP 
Partnership I was excited by the prospect of a number of voluntary 
organisations with similar functions agreeing to come together to 
work co-operatively for the greater benefit of their client group.  It’s 
never easy to give up any aspect of your independence as a voluntary 
sector organisation, and sharing information, ideas and funding was a 
big step for them all to take.  I am so proud that a partnership that 
began very nervously was able to evolve so quickly to one of mutual 
trust and co-operation and also become one that extended its 
activities to embrace a wider remit around advice and advocacy.  We 
live and work in a world where collaboration is essential to survive, 
and CLASP grasped the nettle early and has become something which 
can provide a more meaningful and holistic service for its client 
group.  I sincerely hope that it continues to flourish to provide the 
most vulnerable in Shropshire with a better service." 

 

“The CLASP partnership has been invaluable for the residents of 
Shropshire and to the Financial Inclusion Board as a whole, 
ensuring individuals receive the necessary support they need.” 
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3.10 Funding and Budget 
 
3.10.1 The original grant application to the Lottery requested £447,568 funding, as 

shown in the following table: 
 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 TOTAL 
Revenue 18,600 143,045 146,213 156,360 464,218 
Overheads  1,500 1,700 1,900 5,100 
Capital 8,250    8,250 
TOTAL 26,850 144,545 147,913 158,260 477,568 

 
3.10.2 In terms of actual expenditure, the following table shows the actual outturn: 
 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 TOTAL 
Revenue – Project Costs 21,000 9,400 9,500 39,900 
Revenue – Service Delivery 75,500 100,000 125,500 301,000 
Overheads 47,500 34,000 39,500 121,000 
TOTAL 144,000 143,400 174,500 461,900 
Underspend c/f 7,500 26,302 15,668  

 
As can be seen, it would appear that there has been a total net underspend of 
some £15,668 over the life of the initial bid. 

 
Subsequent to this bid, a further application was made in 2011/12 which resulted 
in an offer of £163,628 in respect of “Supporting Change and Impact”. 

“VCSA will be able to support and promote CLASP to our partner 
organisations which the VCSA is held in great esteem they include, CCG, 
HA,  LA, Local Elected Members, ALC, Police and Crime Commissioners, 
 Local Regional and National Trusts and Charities and the Private sector.  
CLASP members will have free invites to market day events where they are 
able to promote their services to partner organisations, they will be invited 
to consultation events and have the opportunity to shape service delivery 
and design and they will be invited to AGM and other membership meeting 
to share good practice and discuss wider issues.  
The VCSA conducts surveys on the local VCS economy and how it is 
impacting organisations and researches regional and national activities, 
which informs the strategy for supporting and developing the sector. We 
have recently benefited from a 100k investment from Shropshire Council to 
support the modernisation of the sector in preparation for meeting localism 
challenges.   
CLASP will be recognised by all our stakeholders and partners as the 
specialist body for information advice and guidance, opening opportunities 
for wider partnership work  
Through the VCSA, CLASP members will have free membership to 
Shropshire Providers Consortium where they will be informed of a wide 
range of tender opportunities and where SPC will coordinate and facilitate 
bids and applications on behalf of CLASP as a group or its individual 
members.” 
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4. DELIVERY OF PROJECT OUTCOMES 
  
 This section considers: 
 

• Data systems within CLASP    
  

• A Review of outcomes achieved 
 
4.1   Data systems developed  
 
4.1.1 Overview 

 
Referrals are made into CLASP by completion of a referral form. These can be 
made by partners, or through self referral. The CLASP database is a 
comprehensive list of all referrals and is updated for each referral made. An 
Admin and Referral Guide has been produced for partners, to show the process 
that takes place between partners for referral purposes, it also details the 
administrative procedures for each type of case taken on. Referrals can be to a 
support partner or a delivery partner and will depend upon the type of enquiry: 
hence; 

• community care issues will be referred to A4U, as will welfare benefits 
issues related to disability;  

• welfare benefits relating to housing will be referred to SHA unless they 
are over 25 living in Shrewsbury, in which case they will be referred to 
SHFA  

• general welfare benefits issues are referred to CAS, as are employment 
issues, general debt and housing debt issues 

• Housing issues, excluding debt, are again referred to SHA unless over 25 
and in Shrewsbury, in which case SHFA is the referral route.  
 

Outcomes and other details are entered on the database, once beneficiaries 
have been seen. 

 
4.1.2 The database used is a comprehensive excel system, which records every 

beneficiary, their demographic details and the intervention(s) they have 
experienced. As can be seen from the analysis in section 3, useful information 
can be gleaned from the system. 

 
4.2 Review of outcomes achieved  
 

Outcomes being pursued: 
 

4.2.1  Outcome 1 

• To develop a partnership of advice services that has a common referral 
system operating across Shropshire. Services between them will operate 
over 6 days a week and will reduce waiting times for legal advice to within 
5 working days, wherever you live in the County by May 2009.  
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Achievements in year 1: 

• Common referral system 

• Steering Group established; Partnership Agreement in place  

• Marketing & Communication Plan in place; Partnership launch held  

• Greater range of community outlets from which to offer advice  

• Increasing importance of employment advice  
 

Achievements in year 2: 

• CLASP referral system has dealt with 700 clients 

• Welfare Benefits Advisor appointed November 2010 

• Commitment to continuous, ongoing Saturday opening 
 

Achievements in year 3: 

• Comments on the 33% increase in referrals (with no substantial increase 
in resources) 

• Waiting time to advice continues to be within the target of 5 working days. 
 

Findings of the Review: Outcome achieved  
 
4.2.2 Outcome 2 

• To develop common quality standards across the partner organisation 
that will result in better quality legal advice to 2,000 disadvantaged people 
each year by the end of the project. 

 

Achievements in year 1: 

• Training plan in place (for staff and volunteers) 

• Benchmarking and training needs assessment has taken place 

• Nominated Quality Controllers leading development in each partner  

• Partner networking, via meetings and lunches  
 

Achievements in year 2: 

• Limited amount of peer mentoring  

• Roll out of “Introduction to Housing Advice” 

• Workshop on Employment Support Allowance/Incapacity Benefit by 
ATOS 

 

Achievements in year 3: 

• Annual review of Quality Systems via Quality Controllers Working Group 

• 46 Advice Volunteers have been recruited across A4U, CAS and SHA 

• Housing Training by Shelter, Community Care & the Law etc  

• Training programme has been helpful to wider voluntary/community 
sector  

 
Findings of the Review: 
The figure of 2000 disadvantaged people benefitting annually, has been 
interpreted, in agreement with the Lottery, as including all those who have 
benefitted directly (individuals receiving advice from partners) and indirectly (all 
those benefitting from wider partner advice services as a result of trained 
staff/volunteers resulting from CLASP Investment). Section 6 comments further.  

 
Therefore, using this measure, outcome has been achieved. 
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4.2.3  Outcome 3 

• To develop sustainable services that are viable in the years after the 
Advice plus funding. The partnership will have developed 5 new contracts 
with the local authority, social landlords and private companies to provide 
advice on their behalf by the end of the project  

 
Achievements in year 1: 

• Notes the exploration of funding sources to contribute to the Partnership 

• Various marketing/publicity events noted 

• Database development to enable greater efficiency within the Partnership   
 
Achievements in year 2: 

• Dealing with the impact of local changes such as Unitary working (the 
move from 5 District Council to one County wide, Unitary Authority) 

• Evidence that the Partnership is aware of and responding likely 
opportunities 

 
Achievements in year 3: 

• CLASP model helpful in securing contracts from statutory agencies, 
including debt advice 

• The success of the bid for Supporting Change/Impact funding noted 

• Recognition that CLASP in its entirety may not be sustainable  

• Established the Forum of Interest within VCSA  
 

Findings of the Review: 
 Given the change to unitary working meant the Partnership could not achieve the 

target of 5 SLAs with the Local Authority. Hence the move to securing contracts 
with other external agencies such as RSLs. Using this measure the outcome has 
been achieved.    

 
4.2.4 CAS, in its role as Accountable Body, provided the Evaluation Team with a 

synopsis of reports submitted  to the Lottery; it provided a timeline in terms of 
actions taken and milestones achieved.  

 
 In year 1, it is apparent the Partnership established a central referral system and 

had taken steps to introduce common quality standards across the Partnership.  
 
 In year 2, the worsening state of the local (and national) economy was 

referenced and further work on enhancing quality standards noted.     
 

In year 3, it was noted rising demand had been partly met by investing in funding 
increasing partner referrals – that said it was recognised that demand was still 
outstripping supply. The additional capacity provided by extended hours on 
Saturday morning and Tuesday had led to a further 100 clients being seen.  The 
ongoing availability of training and focus on quality to underpin the Partnership 
was noted. Whilst contracts had been secured to protect the financial 
inclusion/debt advice work, bids to fund the much needed Employment Advice 
had been more difficult.  
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4.2.5 Outcome 4 
 

The benefits of the project will be sustained longer term, after funding from BIG 
ends. 

 
This outcome, agreed as part of the application to the Supporting Change & 
Impact Programme, has focused Steering Group discussions in the year since 
March 2012. It is true to say that progress has been seen in terms of individual 
partner sustainability. Additionally, CLASP is opportunistic in seeking new 
sources of funding, notably using partner links to wider programmes such as 
Supporting People in Shropshire.  
 
At the time of writing, CLASP is awaiting the outcome of its bid to the Advice 
Service Transition Fund, which may offer some much needed resource. 
However, it is important to add that CLASP is well positioned, particularly in 
terms of the VCSA, noted at 3.9.3. 
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5. IMPACT AND SUSTAINABILITY            
  
5.1 Impact of CLASP 
 
5.1.1 Clearly, as can be seen above, CLASP has supported a total of 3,014 clients with 

a total of 3,784 interventions. Of the total clients supported, some 432 received 
employment or welfare advice, 9 received advocacy support; a further 279 cases 
were still open at the time of writing and 38 were withdrawn during the course of 
the intervention. 

 
 Of the remaining 2,256, a total of 1,747 were “successful” i.e. payment was made 

by CLASP for the intervention and 209 were “unsuccessful” i.e. no payment 
received as the intervention was not effective/completed. This is over 89% 
positive impact. 

 
5.1.2 Longer term, it is difficult to comment on the impact on individual beneficiaries as 

the interventions have made a difference to a particular issue(s) at a point in 
time. However, it would be hoped that advice given would help prevent a 
recurrence of similar issues in the future for individuals. 

 
5.1.3 In the broader sense, CLASP has created an effective partnership that has 

maximised the work of its constituent partners to the benefit of vulnerable people 
of Shropshire. It has promoted joint working and helped establish and strengthen 
voluntary sector partnerships for the future, 
 

5.2 Means to achieve Future Sustainability 
  

5.2.1 A bid has been submitted by CAS, on behalf of the Partnership, to the Advice 
Service Transition Fund (ASTF). The bid aims to broaden the CLASP partnership 
to include advice workers from the statutory sector, Resident Social Landlords 
and, interestingly, from front line community based groups. Some such groups 
have sprung up in response to local needs. The primary aim is to further extend 
the expertise available across Shropshire. Only 25% of the available funding 
(should it be successful) can be spent on direct service delivery. Whilst this 
represents a net decrease in the specialist service currently provided by CLASP, 
it is hoped that using ASTF to increase the network size, will utilise scarce 
resources more effectively, benefitting Shropshire county wide. It is also planned 
that the commitment of CLASP partners to continue to meet will enable further 
discussion on the development of sustainable business models.  

 
5.2.2 Delivery partners such as CAS and SHA have used CLASP funding to develop 

staff expertise. Contracts have subsequently been secured with Resident Social 
Landlords within Shropshire. Services to tenants of the same will continue.  
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6. CELEBRATING THE SUCCESSES OF CLASP  
 
Perhaps CLASP’s greatest achievement has been to establish a collaborative 
partnership which has weathered significant changes in the external environment 
and continued to offer high quality advice. It has an excellent opportunity to 
continue to function within Shropshire as a Forum of Interest within the VCSA. 
 
Developing the skills of both staff and volunteers via the training programme 
funded by CLASP, will undoubtedly be a long lasting legacy. It has been 
estimated that at CAS alone, training the been undertaken by 30% of the 
volunteer base (numbering more than 100 people). Given that CAS deal with 
c10,000 clients per annum, volunteers will have directly assisted c.3,000 of these 
beneficiaries annually.  
 
The Employment Advice via CAS, funded by CLASP, has achieved notable 
success. In the period 2009 to 2011, 50% of cases related to “unfair dismissal”. A 
“celebrated” case was reported in the Shropshire Star in February 2012. CLASP 
secured some £100k on behalf of 18 former employees of a Shropshire bakery 
chain. This following the findings of an employment tribunal held in Birmingham.  
 
Hosting and sponsoring the Big Debate in Shrewsbury in January 2013, where 
around 100 attendees and over 30 agencies heard more on how Welfare Reform 
would affect Shropshire people, was an illustration of the profile CLASP has 
achieved in the County.  
 
Effective use of the CLASP training budget has substantially improved the skills 
base of both volunteers and staff within partner agencies. In turn this has directly 
contributed to improving stability in terms of securing future contracts, notably at 
SHA.  
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Appendix I     Contributors to the Evaluation      

  
Name  Organisation 

Cerys Baskerfield SIAS 
Jill Edwards OSCA 
Jen Hall Independent Living Partnership  
Steph Jackson Shropshire Council 
Jackie Jeffreys CAS 
Alan Jenkins CLASP 
Val Lewis Ex Chair of CLASP 
Paula Phillips SHA 
Julian Price SHA 
Margaret Pryce SHFA 
Sonia Roberts Chair of VSA 
Jean Robinson Headway 
Rob Smith Age UK 
Claire Walker CLASP 
Lyndsey Williams A4U 

 


