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Introduction to the Guidelines

The purpose of these guidelines
These guidelines will ensure that all central government information held and distributed to the public by Citizens Advice Bureaux (CABs) is up to date. This will be achieved by each central government agency taking responsibility for communicating with the CAB national office, in a proactive and timely manner, about new or updated information published by the agency. 
Government agencies need to be confident that the information they produce is reaching the community accurately and on time. CABs are among the key distributors of this information. By ensuring that CAB information resources are up to date, these guidelines will improve the access of citizens and communities to central government information.

These guidelines have been developed by the Office for the Community and Voluntary Sector (OCVS), in consultation with the New Zealand Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux (NZACAB). The OCVS is promoting the guidelines as part of its commitment to encouraging good practice by government agencies in their relationships with community and voluntary organisations. 

About the CAB network
What it does and how it’s organised
Citizens Advice Bureaux are non-governmental organisations that play a critical role in distributing central government information to the public. From July 2003 to June 2004, the CAB network dealt with almost 600,000 enquiries from the public, two thirds of which were about areas of central government responsibility.
The 87 local CABs are staffed by volunteers. The CAB network has a national organisation, the New Zealand Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux Inc (NZACAB), which has eight paid staff in its national office. The NZACAB’s functions include distributing to the local CABs new and updated information obtained from central government. 

Partnership with Consumer Affairs

The CAB network has a special partnership with the Ministry of Consumer Affairs. CAB workers receive training from the Ministry and provide consumer information and advice to the public. 

How CABs currently access government information

At present, the CAB network accesses central government information almost entirely through hard-copy publications held by each local CAB. 

The NZACAB national office obtains copies of new or updated publications from the relevant government agency, categorises them, and distributes one copy to each CAB as part of a monthly mail-out. Each CAB is then responsible for ordering multiple copies directly from the relevant government agency. The CAB network is committed to moving forward in its use of the Internet and electronic information generally, and to reducing its dependence on hard-copy material. In the meantime, however, CABs don’t have adequate computer hardware, Internet connection speeds, or technical training and support to be able to access electronic information quickly and effectively. 

The central problems with the status quo
Because CABs depend on their own holdings of hard-copy information, rather than on information accessed over the Internet, there must be a specific administrative process for ensuring that their holdings are up to date. At present, the NZACAB bears the burden of initiating this process in each case, rather than the central government agencies themselves. This results in several key failings.

1. Gaps in updating the information
The existing processes are not consistently effective, and therefore CABs cannot be confident that all their resources are being updated when necessary. CABs receive new or updated material only if NZACAB staff are specifically aware of the relevant law change or other development, or if the NZACAB has already established an ongoing relationship with the relevant agency. Sometimes an ongoing relationship will have come to an end without the NZACAB being aware of it, because the relevant staff member at the agency has left.

2. Heavy cost to NZACAB in time and energy
To the extent that the CAB network has succeeded in keeping its resources up to date, this is at a significant cost to it in time, money and energy, which detracts from its core role of providing information and advice to the public. Whenever the NZACAB becomes aware that one of its resources is, or will soon be, out of date, it must contact the relevant agency and then start on the often laborious task of finding the appropriate person to deal with within the agency. Further, when it has invested the time and effort necessary to establish an ongoing relationship with a particular agency, the NZACAB has often had to repeat the process with the same agency when staff at the agency change. 

3. Unnecessary administrative costs and wasted resources
The lack of adequate communication means that agencies sometimes send large quantities of hard-copy information to the NZACAB that it has not requested and has little or no use for. 
How the guidelines address those problems

Under the new system advocated by these guidelines, each central government agency would take responsibility for initiating contact with the NZACAB when the agency intends to publish new or updated material. Because the process will be initiated by the information producers themselves – the government agencies – and standardised across central government, the new system will eliminate the possibility of gaps in the updating process. 

A standard system of government-initiated communication with a single point of contact in the NZACAB office will also eliminate the current administrative uncertainty and repetition. It will significantly reduce the time and energy CABs currently expend in accessing the information they need, allowing them to focus more fully on their central role of providing information and advice to the public. 
The greater certainty and efficiency will also benefit the agencies themselves. For example, improved communication will prevent material being sent out to the NZACAB that is unsolicited and not useful; this will eliminate unnecessary administrative costs both for the agencies and for the NZACAB. 

The Guidelines

Contact details for the New Zealand Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux (NZACAB) are included at the end of these guidelines.
1.
Assigning responsibility within the agency

1.1
Each central government agency should assign responsibility within its organisation for communicating with the NZACAB about new and updated information that the agency publishes. 
Usually this responsibility will be assigned to a single staff member or a single position, but in large agencies this responsibility may be assigned to more than one person or position. 
1.2
The agency should ensure that this responsibility transfers to new staff members as necessary when existing staff leave, so that communication with the NZACAB is maintained despite any turnover in the agency’s staff. 

2.
Communicating with the NZACAB

2.1
The designated staff member within the agency should contact the NZACAB’s Information Manager whenever the agency intends to –
· publish new or updated information that the agency expects the NZACAB may wish to receive, or 

· delete publications held by CABs.

Contact should be made by telephone (04 382 8759) or email (information@cab.org.nz). 

2.2
The designated staff member should ask the NZACAB whether it wishes to receive copies of the information, how many, and by what date. This ensures that the NZACAB is not sent material it will not use and that resources are not wasted. 

2.3
Contact should be made well in advance of when the information is published. This is to ensure that, if the NZACAB does wish to have the information, it receives it early enough to be able to distribute it to local CABs with the monthly NZACAB mail-out before the relevant changes take effect.

If the agency has produced a resource that needs to be distributed to CABs immediately and the agency considers the monthly mail-out will be too late, the designated staff member should contact the NZACAB’s Information Manager to discuss this.

2.4
The designated staff member should inform the NZACAB of the process that local CABs should follow if they would like to order further copies of the information directly from the agency.

At this point, the NZACAB will also give the agency an indication of the total number of further copies likely to be required by all the local CABs. 
2.5
The NZACAB will annually provide each agency with a list showing which of the agency’s publications are currently held by CABs. This list will also give the agency an indication of the types of publications the NZACAB may wish to receive. 
3.
Distributing the information
3.1
When the new or updated information becomes available, the agency should send to the NZACAB the number of hard copies that the NZACAB has requested. 
The agency should send the material by courier directly to the NZACAB’s national office street address (Level 7, 75 Ghuznee Street, Wellington). The material should not be sent through NZ Post, as NZ Post will not deliver it to the NZACAB’s street address.

3.2
At this point, the agency should not send copies of the information directly to local CABs, unless otherwise agreed with the NZACAB Information Manager. Instead the NZACAB will distribute the material to local CABs with its regular monthly mail-out; this will minimise any possible administrative confusion for local CABs. 
3.3
The agency should not send any material to the NZACAB that the NZACAB has not specifically confirmed that it would like to receive. 

3.4
Local CABs may later contact the agency and request further copies of the resource. The agency should send the number of copies requested to those local CABs directly. 

4.
Contributing to the NZACAB’s distribution costs

4.1
The agency may make a contribution to the financial costs that the NZACAB incurs in distributing the new or updated information to the local CABs.  

4.2
An appropriate level of contribution can be determined through discussion with the NZACAB. 
Contact details for NZACAB

The Information Manager
New Zealand Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux Inc
Level 7, 75 Ghuznee Street
PO Box 9777
Wellington 
Phone:
(04) 382 8759
Fax: 
(04) 382 8647
Email:
information@cab.org.nz
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