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Local Assistance Network 
 
The Welfare Reform Bill 2012 abolished the discretionary social fund (known as 
‘crisis loans’) of the Department of Work and Pensions  A reduced amount of 
funding was transferred to the Department for Communities and Local 
Government (DCLG) for upper tier authorities to undertake the duty to provide 
short-term crisis support for people in urgent need. 
 
In West Sussex, the County Council moved away from cash hand-outs, and set 
up a network of voluntary and community groups who are able to meet urgent 
need.  So, if it is a bed that is needed, a bed is found a bed rather than money 
being given to buy a bed.  Many other areas have taken a similar approach.  The 
West Sussex Local Assistance Network also links with the district and borough 
councils and the Children and Family Centres – which helps the Think Family 
initiative.  Through this work we do not only provide assistance in kind, but also 
support the individual or couple or family to help them with their problems and 
help them make lifestyle changes.  The West Sussex approach is regarded as an 
example of best practice by the Furniture Reuse Network. 
 
Many of the beneficiaries are not in the labour market because they have long-
term health-related conditions.  Others are in work but are on a low income, are 
waiting for their first pay cheque or are waiting for a job to begin.  By February 
2014, the West Sussex initiative had helped 5,582 individuals/couples or 
families.  Very few requests for assistance are declined. 56% of requests came 
from single people and 37% from families.  63% of the requests have been for 
food vouchers.  
 
There are varied reasons why people have required help: 17% have their 
benefits suspended, 26% have their benefits delayed, 21% had spent their 
money and 16% had unexpected crises.  A further 19% were for a variety of 
other reasons.  
 
Shortly after Christmas 2013 the Government issued advice as part of the Local 
Government Finance Settlement in which it outlined that it was withdrawing 
funding of £180m nationally from these local networks by 2015/16.  A promised 
review of the grant before coming to a decision had not materialised. The County 
Council, as others, will be forced to make a decision around whether to fund its 
Local Assistance Network.  This represents an unfunded new burden of around 
£1.24m per annum.  Yet it will be local authorities who are seen to be ‘axing’ 
this lifeline, although it was only transferred to us a year ago.  The County 
Council’s Communications have liaised with the Local Government Association 
(LGA).  They are lobbying the Department for Work and Pensions and the DCLG 
and will be conducting their own review of the changes.   
 
The emerging position within the LGA is that local authorities are not happy with 
the decision to remove a specifically identified grant without consultation or 
alternative arrangements.  It hopes to have a letter to send to the DCLG shortly. 



There will also be a press statement. The overwhelming feeling is that local 
authorities are offering best value compared to the previous Department for 
Work and Pensions/DCLG set up. 
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