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Consultation on changes to the Office of the Immigration Services Commissioner's fee structure
Citizens Advice Scotland response 
May 2024  



The following is a record of Citizens Advice Scotland’s response in collaboration with the Office of the Immigration Services Commissioner (OISC) as part of a review into the structure of the fees charged by the OISC to its registered organisations.

Information on the proposals are here and the consultation response page, which is open until 5 June 2024, is here. 

For transparency the entire consultation response has been copied below. It is based on a word document CAS was provided with although question numbers do not match up precisely with the online survey. 

CAS’ response is specifically about Proposal 2. 
--------

1. What is your name? (Not required if you wish to remain anonymous)
Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS)

2. Are you responding to this consultation on behalf of others? For example, you could be representing an organisation such as an immigration advisory service, a charity, or another group of people.
The Citizens Advice network in Scotland 

3. Do you or your organisation provide immigration advice?
Yes

4. Do you charge fees for the immigration advice you provide?
No

5. What type of group or organisation do you represent?  
The Citizens Advice network in Scotland.

6. Please give a short description of the people or organisation you represent.
The 59 member Citizens Advice Bureaux in Scotland, which has been providing free, generalist advice to communities across Scotland since 1939. Last year we helped over 187,000 people in Scotland, and gave 12,743 pieces of immigration-related advice.

7. Please give a brief description of your role within the group or organisation.
N/A 

8. In what capacity are you responding to this consultation? For example, you may be an independent immigration advisor, a user of immigration advisor services or a visa holder in the UK.
As the membership body for the 59 Citizens Advice Bureaux in Scotland

9. Does your organisation receive external funding? This funding could be in the form of donations, grants or income earned from services other than immigration advice.
Yes

10. Where does your organisation get funding from? Please select all that apply.
Department of Business and Trade, Scottish Government, plus individual service agreements with specific funders.

11. How many immigration advisors does your organisation represent? Please provide an estimate. If your organisation’s immigration advisors operate at different levels, please give estimates for each level, if possible. 
Every trained advisor within the CAB network is a level 1 immigration advisor. Our last internal audit puts this figure at 914 advisors.

12. At what OISC level does your organisation currently operate? Please refer to the guidance here. Select all that apply.
Level 1

Confidentiality
13. Do you want the information you provide to be treated as confidential, subject to the information outlined above?
No

14. Please use this space to explain why you want the information you provide to be treated as confidential. This is for the purpose of informing our response to any requests for disclosure of information. 

Proposal 1
15. Do you understand the new fee structure (Proposal 1) and the impact it may have on you or your organisation? 
Given Citizens Advice’s current block exemption as part of the non-fee charging sector, we will focus our answers on Proposal 2
16. Please explain what you do not understand about the new fee structure (Proposal 1) and the impact it may have on you or your organisation. If possible, please detail how the explanation provided in Proposal 1 could be improved to resolve this.

17. Would Proposal 1 impact you or your organisation? This impact could be positive or negative. It could be operational, financial, or may impact you or your organisation’s ability to provide immigration advice.
18. How would Proposal 1 impact you or your organisation? Please consider either positive or negative impact. It could be operational, financial, or may impact you or your organisation’s ability to provide immigration advice or other services.
19. Is there anything else you think should be considered with regard to Proposal 1, such as any unintended consequences it may cause?

Proposal 2 
20. Do you understand the introduction of charges to the non-fee charging sector (Proposal 2) and the impact it may have on you or your organisation?
CAS’ understanding of these proposals is that by year three a significant financial burden will be placed upon the Citizens Advice network in Scotland and across the UK, at a time when demand on the free advice sector is incredibly high. 
We estimate a cost in fees to the network in Scotland in Year 3 of £223,792.
This is based on organisation registration fees of 59 multiplied by £519 amounting to £30,621.
Re-registration fees of the 914 advisors by the £103 fee would amount to £94,142.
Our most recent figures identified 301 trained advisors who this scheme would demand registration fees for at a cost of £329. That would work out to £99,029.
This is working on the assumption, unclear from the proposals, that the scheme would not charge CABs to register existing advisors in the first place, in that scenario 914 advisors would be forced to register at a cost of £329 per head or £300,706 total. 
These are estimates based on our most recent audit of advisor numbers. Given the exceptional levels of demand for our holistic advice services, we are looking to train more advisors to help more people. These proposals would punish such an ambition and introduce a financial obligation on our network in excess of over £500,000 over the three-year period. 
21. Please explain what you do not understand about the introduction of charges to the non-fee charging sector (Proposal 2) and the impact it may have on you or your organisation. If possible, please detail how the explanation provided in Proposal 2 could be improved to resolve this.

Proposal 2 could be improved by being removed and not charging registration fees to this sector. It will have a chilling effect on advisor recruitment and retention, and place further financial burden on a sector already desperately struggling to cope with demand following a pandemic and once in a generation cost of living crisis. This would not just affect specialist immigration advice but the wraparound service CABs offer.
22. Would Proposal 2 impact you or your organisation? Please consider either positive or negative impact. The impact could be operational, financial, or may impact you or your organisation’s ability to provide immigration advice or other services.

The proposal would have a devastating impact on our network and organisation, financially, operationally, and culturally. 

23. How would Proposal 2 impact you or your organisation? Please consider either positive or negative impact. The impact could be operational, financial, or may impact you and your organisation’s ability to provide immigration advice.

This proposal would introduce significant additional financial costs at a time when the CAB network is already struggling to deal with reductions in funding and increased demand.
[bookmark: _Hlk165376584]It would also have a chilling effect on recruitment and retention of advisors. Volunteers Scotland say that the percentage of adults in Scotland volunteering for an organisation or community group has dropped from 26% in 2019 to 22% in 2022, and CABs have faced challenges with volunteer recruitment and retention since the pandemic.  We would not wish to pass these fees on to staff and volunteers, however it would clearly add a significant cost pressure to the training of new advice volunteers.
It would therefore impact the provision of generalist advice in communities across Scotland if CABs have reduced capacity or ability to recruit or retain such advisors.
This would potentially turn immigration advice into a specialist service delivered by only some and not all CABs, which would undermine our mission as a charity and restrict our ability to protect and grow our network by seeking new revenue streams through immigration advice related service agreements.
[bookmark: _Hlk165293009]Finally, it would restrict access to our service for some of the most vulnerable communities. Last year 12,743 pieces of immigration-related advice were given to 4,406 people by CABs in Scotland. Of these clients,41% needed additional advice in other areas, such as energy, debt, housing and employment. 

24. Is there anything else you think should be considered about Proposal 2, such as any unintended consequences it may cause? 

The proposal does not take cognisance of the generalist advice service which CABs deliver. Four in ten cases the CAB network deals with are complex and need multiple types of advice. As previously outlined, 41 per cent of immigration advice clients required other types of advice, such as employment, housing and debt. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165296355]Restricting access to advice complicates the client journey. The inadvertent impact of these fees wouldn’t be restricting people’s access to immigration advice in a CAB, it would be about restricting access to CAB advice entirely. 
Our network has faced record demand since the pandemic and during the cost-of-living crisis, we have done so during a period of acute funding challenges and structural issues with advisor recruitment and retention. This proposal would exacerbate these challenges to a disastrous degree and would be harmful to communities across Scotland not just those seeking immigration advice. 
Proposal 3 
25. Do you understand the proposed primary legislation change allowing fees to be charged at different points or for specific services (Proposal 3) and the impact it may have on you or your organisation?
26. Please explain what you do not understand about Proposal 3 and the impact it would have on you or your organisation. If possible, please detail how the explanation provided in Proposal 3 could be improved to resolve this.
27. Paragraph 48 suggests moving away from the single “application fee” to separate application and registration costs. Would this impact you or your organisation? This impact could be positive or negative and it could be operational, financial, or may impact you or your organisation’s ability to provide immigration advice.
28. How would moving away from the single “application fee” to separate application and registration costs impact you or your organisation? 
29. Paragraph 49 outlines the introduction of charges for additional services such as audits, compliance work, pre-application checks and continuous professional development courses. Will this impact you or your organisation? This impact could be positive or negative and it could be operational, financial, or may impact you or your organisation’s ability to provide immigration advice.
30. How would the introduction of charges for the additional services outlined in Paragraph 49 impact you or your organisation? 
31. Is there anything else you think should be considered with regard to Proposal 3, such as any unintended consequences it may cause? 
Further Questions
32. Is there anything else you’d like to tell us about any of the information provided in the Consultation Document? 
33. Would you like us to acknowledge receipt of your response to this consultation? Would you be prepared to give further detail on your responses? Do you wish to be updated when the response to this consultation is published? If you answer ‘yes’ to any of these, you may provide your email address.

Yes. Please provide responses to Derek.Mitchell@cas.org.uk and 
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