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Welcome

Changing 
course

Sometimes that takes the form of a swift  
change in advice to take account of 
new circumstances, such as the current 
disruption in the energy market. 

It also means evolving our operational 
side to give our clients the best service. 
The harnessing of artificial intelligence, to 
channel people quickly to local advice, is an 
example of that.

And increasingly, global heating will 
have to shape both the advice we provide 
and the way we run our physical estate, as 
Scottish minister Patrick Harvie spells out in 
our interview.

Enjoy this edition and best wishes  
for the holiday season.

In the course of its 80-year 
existence, the Scottish network 
has proved itself adaptable enough 
to cope with anything – from war 
to pandemic. This edition again 
demonstrates our ability to be 
nimble in the service of our clients. 

Environment

Keep in touch at  
voice@cas.org.uk  

to respond to articles, suggest new ideas, 
or share how your bureau or service is 

innovating to respond to clients’ needs. 

As world leaders, negotiators and activists 
descended on Glasgow for November’s UN climate 
change conference, an army of local volunteers 
swung into action to help keep the event moving.

More than 10,000 locals had applied to take 
part. Only a tenth of them got through the 
selection process. Among them were three staff 
from Glasgow North West bureau: Suzy Andrews, 
Shalom Daramola and Alphaeus Ngonga. 

“Ordinarily people from the same team wouldn’t 
be able to take two weeks’ holiday at the same 
time,” says Alana Forsyth, bureau CEO. “But because 
this was a unique, once-in-a-lifetime experience, we 
rearranged the workload to support them.

“We were keen that the international delegates 
had a good experience and an excellent impression 
of the city – and we knew our staff would give them 
the warmest welcome.”

While Shalom spent time with delegates from 
South Africa and Nigeria, Suzy entertained a  

Insiders 
at the 
climate 
summit
All eyes turned to Glasgow for COP26 
– and a small band of CAB staff got a 
close-up view of the negotiations.
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UAE delegation. Meanwhile Alphaeus, who runs 
the bureau’s tribunal service, rubbed shoulders 
with Malawi’s president, Lazarus Chakwera. 

As a Malawian by birth, and a member of  
the Scotland Malawi partnership, Alphaeus 
was invited to a high-level reception held at 
Edinburgh City Chambers.

“I didn’t get to speak to the president directly, 
but I had a very good conversation with Malawi’s 
minister for natural resources,” he says. “I studied 
environmental law at Strathclyde and mining in 
Malawi was my key area of interest, so it was useful 
to discuss environmental protection in that context.”

Shalom, who is part of the bureau’s NHS team, 
also has a long-standing interest in environmental 
issues, and has attended climate change events in 
Glasgow and around the UK. 

His South African charges were largely concerned 
with strategies for ending the use of coal, an 
ambition that was to be watered down in the final 
conference pledge. His Nigerian contact, who works 
for an energy charity, was more concerned about 
the financing of developing countries’ renewables 
by wealthier countries – another area where firm 
commitments failed to materialise.

Shalom left COP26 with mixed feelings. “It was 

worth attending, but I felt there was no concrete 
action plan at the end of it,” he says. “Every 
country has a different perspective on energy, so 
maybe if they move to regional conferences next, 
they might make more progress.”

Alphaeus agreed with the verdict of Barbados 
prime minister, Mia Mottley, who starkly warned 
delegates they must “try harder” if the world is to 
avert the most serious impact of global heating.

“COP26 was very much a top-down approach, 
whereas we need to involve local communities in 
a bottom-up approach if we’re to get things done 
on the ground,” says Alphaeus.

He sees the thousands of protesters who 
swarmed through Glasgow city centre during the 
event as justified: “With sea levels rising, drought 
and floods in Africa, and the Amazon being 
depleted, the protesters did a great job of making 
sure they were heard.”

Lazarus Chakwera, President of Malawi
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Environment

Patrick Harvie is the Scottish Greens’ co-leader and MSP for Glasgow.  
In September he was appointed Minister for Zero Carbon Buildings, 

Active Travel and Tenants’ Rights. This followed the signing of a 
cooperation deal between the Greens and the SNP, a move he described 

as a historic moment and a new approach to politics. Patrick spoke to 
Voice about the issues in his new in-tray, and his feelings about the 

outcome of the COP26 climate summit in Glasgow.

‘Climate action is often 
talked about as a 

burden or a sacrifice’ 

>



You’ve been heavily involved in the COP26 
activities – what was your lasting impression 
as you left the event about how effective or 
otherwise it has been?
I have very mixed feelings about the outcome of 
COP. Some progress was made, although even on 
areas like deforestation and methane the progress 
that was achieved isn’t sufficient. 

But the work that I and my colleagues in 
the Scottish Greens, and more widely in the 
environmental movement, have to do is the  
same. We have to continue to push for 
governments to go further and faster. 

I was extremely pleased to see major shifts in 
the Scottish Government’s position on oil and gas, 
to recognise that we cannot continue to give  
the go-ahead for new oil fields and that the 
proposed Cambo development shouldn’t go 
ahead. That is a significant change in position. 
Now our responsibility is to deliver the just 
transition that creates quality, unionised jobs in 
the renewable industries of the future.

Are you finding that working within government 
is very different from leading an opposition 
party? What are your goals for the areas that 
fall within your ministerial remit?
Absolutely, being in government is a totally 

different experience to being in opposition.  
I’m now tasked with delivering a wide range  
of important policies in my portfolio, and 
overseeing the wider cooperation agreement. 

I’ve already announced £1.8 billion of investment 
in decarbonising buildings. We’re hugely increasing 
the budget for safe walking, wheeling, and cycling 
routes; investing in bus services, including free bus 
travel for young people; and I’ll be introducing a 
national system of rent controls. 

I’ll be engaging in consultation with a range 
of stakeholders on these important initiatives, 
including CAS.

What have been your dealings with your  
local Citizens Advice Bureau or the network  
in general?
In my experience the CAB network provides vital 
support to local people who are struggling with a 
whole host of issues. Local CAB offices in Glasgow 
have been first class at supporting my constituency 
office with many cases over the years. 

I know my staff truly value the range of 
knowledge available both from local CAB offices 
and from CAS, and that many constituents have 
been in touch to discuss the value of the service 
they’ve received.  

 
 
Support to save
With fuel costs rising, many bureaux are  
looking to save energy or adopt a net zero 
carbon strategy.

Zero Waste Scotland’s energy efficiency 
programme can help. The agency provides free 
support to identify priority projects, analysing 
the likely costs, savings and payback period.  
It can also help find the best suppliers and  
point to potential sources of financial support.  
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‘ I was extremely pleased 
to see major shifts in the 
Scottish Government’s 
position on oil and gas, to 
recognise that we cannot 
continue to give the go-
ahead for new oil fields...’

> Energy Efficiency Programme

https://energy.zerowastescotland.org.uk/content/support-scottish-businesses


Patrick Harvie had "very mixed feelings" about 
the results of the COP26 summit

In what ways do you think the network can best 
guide and support its users to combat emissions 
in their own lives?
The CAB network has long worked on issues like 
fuel poverty, and that will be hugely important as 
we undertake perhaps the biggest change in our 
homes for generations – achieving zero carbon 
buildings throughout the country. 

Working with people to help them access the 
right support will be essential in helping people  
cut their household emissions while also ending 
fuel poverty. 

That’s just one example though, alongside 
ensuring that strengthened tenants’ rights are 
understood and respected, maximising benefit 
take-up, and promoting newly expanded services 
like free bus travel for young people.

What can be done to present climate issues 
to people in ways that aren’t off-puttingly 
technical or fear-inducing?
Climate action is often talked about as a burden  
or a sacrifice, and that’s neither helpful nor true.  
If it is done properly it will improve people’s lives. 

Rather than putting the burden of responsibility 
on individuals, we need to see governments put the 

right support in place so that low-carbon choices 
are available, affordable and easy. Homes that are 
healthier, with lower energy bills; public transport 
that’s convenient and affordable; good quality jobs 
in industries that will last for the long term; these 
aren’t sacrifices, they’re positive aspirations. 

Our commitment to renewable energy, including 
doubling Scotland’s onshore wind capacity, will 
create thousands of jobs and give people the 
comfort of knowing that ever more of our energy 
usage is being met by clean, green sources.

And what should bureaux be doing to achieve  
net zero in their own buildings and operations, 
given that resources are squeezed?
Every bureau’s situation will be different, and 
like organisations of other types there are big 
challenges ahead. 

As we implement the Heat in Buildings strategy, 
the Scottish Government will be expanding the 
support that’s available, but one of the critical 
things a CAB or other community organisation  
can do is to raise awareness locally. 

Where communities work together and pool their 
efforts on the climate agenda, including issues like 
energy efficiency, they can achieve a lot more.

Voice | A magazine for the Citizens Advice Network in Scotland6
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In the wake of Glasgow’s COP26, 
we asked: what’s your biggest 
personal net-zero contribution? 

Your green 
routines

“I try my best to be a conscious consumer. 
That could be looking at food miles, trying 
to reduce my consumption, or buying 
clothes second-hand. Some steps are easier 
than others: locally-produced food can be 
more expensive, and it takes time to look 
through charity shops for clothes, but there 
are ways of weaving in small steps into 
your everyday life.”
Rebecca King, energy policy officer, CAS

“I do use public transport or walk if possible. 
DIY and mending have been recent attempts 
to reduce consumerism. Would turning my 
flat into a jungle count? (I’m mad about 
plants.) You could also add creative cooking 
to reduce food waste!”
Sigita Danil, trainer,  
Increasing Volunteering programme

“A step I have taken recently is to upgrade 
both my heating controls and some 
insulation in my home. Being an evidence-
seeking policy person, I’ve since tracked the 
difference in my gas consumption against 
external temperatures, using graphs! Not for 
everyone, I know, but I’m really pleased that 
there is a significant difference, which also 
translates into lower costs for me. Being a bit 
of a geek, another thing I do is try to use my 
appliances at times when I know electricity 
is likely to be greenest, even though there’s 
no financial benefit to me in doing so yet. I 
use the Electricity System Operator’s app for 
insight on the carbon intensity of the grid (I 
would, wouldn’t I?), but there are other apps 
or websites you can use for this as well. I think 
making changes that you can monitor and see 
the real benefit of is definitely a step in the 
right direction.”
Alastair Wilcox,  
senior energy policy officer, CAS

“My two kids and I are very keen on recycling. 
They have been learning a lot at school about 
it, so it’s their job to put items in the correct 
bin at home. At the office we all ensure we 
recycle, but sadly we all live too far away to 
be able to cycle in.”
Jill McCoy, fire alarm project coordinator, 
Roxburgh & Berwickshire  

Environment
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Energy

Lesley Sweetman and 
Linda Hutton turned  
code-crackers this 
autumn. Specifically, 
they set out to master 
postcodes, as a way of 
reaching people in need.

As part of its Big Energy 
Saving Winter campaign, 
the Argyll and Bute Bureau wanted to drop key 
messages through the letterboxes of households 
across the large, predominantly rural area, who 
might be in need of help due to rising fuel prices.

“About half the area has no gas mains,” explains 
Lesley, the bureau’s social policy coordinator. 
“So there’s a high reliance on more expensive 
electricity or other types of heating, such as oil.

“And one in four households in Argyll and Bute 
uses a prepayment meter, which is often linked 
with excessive prices. But fuel poverty isn’t always 
easy to identify.”

Precision marketing
Lesley teamed up with Linda, a senior research 
officer at CAS, do some precision marketing.  

Their key tool was the 
Scottish Index of  
Multiple Deprivation.

“We wanted to target 
areas where we felt there 
would potentially be the 
greatest need, looking at 
higher levels of income-
deprived people and 
higher use of prescribed medications linked to 
depression and anxiety,” says Lesley. 

It’s a complex task. Data zones in rural Scotland 
often cover large areas, reflecting a mixed picture 
of people experiencing different levels of need. 

“Some of the postcodes cover huge areas of 
over 30 square miles, so we’ve been trying to 
narrow that down,” says Lesley. “I could bore  
you to death about postal suffixes!”

Calendar mailing
With key neighbourhoods identified, the bureau 
arranged for close to 9,000 households to receive 
a targeted greetings card.

One side of the card has a festive greeting and 
promotes current campaigns around support 

Lesley Sweetman

Poised to help 
in energy crisis

With bigger fuel bills inevitable, this year’s energy campaign is adopting 
new messages – and innovative ways to reach people in need.

Linda Hutton
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with rising energy costs and also private rental 
research. The other side is designed as a 2022 
calendar with the bureau’s contact details, in the 
hope that householders will hold on to them and 
give the promotion some longevity.

Alongside this, the bureau will be issuing 
messages throughout the winter and into the 
spring. It will use online channels, local radio 
stations and a series of articles in the Oban Times 
newspaper group. The bureau is also reaching out 
with print materials in supermarkets, NHS settings 
and the county’s food banks.    

Argyll and Bute was among the bureaux 
helping to co-design this year’s national Big  

Energy Saving Winter campaign, working with 
local people through focus groups and a series  
of individual interviews.

“One core thing kept coming across: people 
were telling us that they were rationing energy,” 
says Lesley. “For the campaign materials, people 
were keen that we strengthen the message that 
Citizens Advice is here to help.”

Braced for demand
Like other bureaux, Argyll expects to be handling 
more enquiries as a result of rising bills and the 
campaign itself.

“We’re preparing for a spike in demand. We’ve 
refreshed our triaging processes and trained new 
advisers,” says Lesley. “We’ve also partnered with 
Home Energy Scotland for reciprocal referrals, and 
joint newspaper and radio promotion.

“Holistic advice is what the bureau prides itself 
on, and sometimes energy can be the catalyst for 
people to get in touch.” 

Low carbon heating
East and Central 
Sutherland CAB has also 
been involved in the 
campaign co-design this 
year. It led on developing 
a new energy consumer 
profile, focused on low carbon heating.

“With the terms like ‘net zero’ and ‘low carbon’ 
being used increasingly in the media, we found that 
many of our clients were confused about    

Rachel MacDowell

‘Some of the postcodes cover huge 
areas of over 30 square miles...  
I could bore you to death about  
postal suffixes!’  
Lesley Sweetman
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Energy

A complex picture
 13% of households 

150,000 people 

in rural areas of Scotland experience  
low-income poverty

…but just 1 in 4 people living in  
a deprived area is income deprived

…and 9 out of 10 people who are 
income deprived don’t live in a deprived area

Power to the people 
The abrupt surge in energy costs triggered a new 
focus for the network’s Big Energy Saving Winter 
campaign this year. 

The new reality is reflected in the tagline, 
‘Feeling powerless? We’ll help you manage rising 
energy costs’.

“With energy price caps rising and many 
suppliers leaving the market, it’s not a good time 
to tell people they can save or switch suppliers,” 
says campaigns officer Barbara Adams.

“Instead, we’re focusing more on acknowledging 
it’s a really difficult time just now, and reinforcing 
the message that bureaux are here to help. 
There is support our network can offer, whether 
it’s helping work out if people are eligible for any 
grants or benefits, communicating with suppliers 
or help with managing bills.”

Big Energy Saving Winter runs until Monday  
31 January. More details at cas.org.uk/BESW.

what these actually mean and how Scotland’s 
move to net zero will impact them,” manager 
Rachel MacDonnell explains.

“In this year’s campaign, we wanted to highlight 
that you can ask your local CAB questions about 
low carbon heating – what it actually is, if it could 
save you money on your energy bills, and when 
landlords and home owners may need to start 
thinking about it as an option. 

“As with all energy issues, we want to let people 
know your local CAB is here to help.”
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“People don’t relate to the term ‘fuel poverty’,” 
says Ashley Sutherland, who heads the energy 
team at Inverness, Badenoch and Strathspey.

“Poverty is quite a negative word. Many people 
feel that if they’re managing to pay their bills, 
they’re not poor. 

“Even some people in well-paid jobs might 
now be finding it a struggle, with energy costs 
taking up more than 10% of their household 
income – which is the definition of fuel poverty.

“But clients have told us they don’t relate 
to this label. One said it reminded them of 
‘poorhouses’. We need to reflect that by making 
our campaigns and language relatable for the 
people we’re aiming to help.”

The bureau first picked up this issue in 
focus groups for previous Big Energy Saving 
campaigns. In November, using a CAS small 
grant under the local impact scheme, the 
energy team repeated the exercise, delving 
deeper into the mental health impact as well as 
the language sensitivities.

This year’s group was lent additional urgency 
by the surge in energy prices. The virtual 
focus group involved several new clients who 
had sought help with their bills. Two further 
participants, who are digitally excluded, took 
part by phone.

In a separate exercise, the team explored 
the specific experiences faced by people whose 
homes are powered by electricity only. 

“While electricity is a more eco-friendly 

Struggling–but not ‘poor’
The current crisis is inevitably pushing more people into fuel poverty. 
But they wouldn’t necessarily see themselves in that description – 
and that has implications for the network’s campaigning.

option, people in the focus group told us it was 
harder to heat their homes and took longer,” 
says Ashley. “Those who have had gas before 
told us they would go back to it if they could.

“A lot of people don’t have the right insulation 
in place to make electricity-only efficient. Most 
have old storage heaters that need upgrading, 
which isn’t straightforward for those who rent 
their homes.”

As in other parts of the network, the bureau 
is experiencing a steep rise in energy enquiries. 
“Although we can’t advocate switching suppliers 
at the moment, it’s important to ensure people 
know of the support available, and ensure 
they’re on the best tariff their supplier can offer,” 
says Ashley.
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Training

Keeping the pipeline of volunteers 
flowing has just got a little easier.

Guiding a potential volunteer from total rookie 
to confident adviser is an intense process. Now 
bureaux with stretched resources have some extra 
help to bring new recruits up to speed.

From the islands to the Borders, trainees are 
coming together to learn via a national training 
project, led by the West Lothian and Motherwell  
& Wishaw bureaux.

Since the summer, the project has been working 
with 40 trainees over two tranches, and a third 
intake is due to kick off in December.

The ‘Increasing Volunteering’ training project 
is free to bureaux, though volunteer places are 
limited. It’s been funded until summer 2023 by 
the CAS development committee.

The initiative takes full advantage of tech to 
deliver training remotely. In fact, the delivery team 
– co-ordinator Rachael McCallum, and trainers 
Joanna Ramsay and Sigita Danil – have never met 
in the same room.

Flexibility
The remote approach is useful for many 

trainees, including Pamela Kelso, who 
was part of the first intake. As the 
mother of two young children, who 
also cares for her husband, Pamela 
believes she would have found it 
hard to complete the traditional 

bureau training.

Oven-
ready  
advisers
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“The remote training is just so convenient and 
there’s a lot of flexibility,” she says. “We’ve even 
been able to do our mentor shadowing on a virtual 
basis. I’m now about to start interviewing clients, 
with my mentor in a different virtual room.”

One big difference from local training is that 
Pamela has so far had little connection with her 
sponsoring bureau, Motherwell and Wishaw. 
However, that will change soon as the trainees are 
handed back to the supervision of their bureaux.

“I’ve had an email inviting me to have a tour 
of the bureau, and get a chance to shadow an 
adviser in person – I’m really looking forward to 
that,” says Pamela. 

Connections
John Coutts, the 
programme’s 
sole trainee from 
Renfrewshire bureau, 
has had more contact 
with his future co-
workers: he’s been to 
the Paisley office twice 
during his training 
programme. 

While the nationwide programme inevitably 
allows for less bonding than an in-person group 
based in the same locality, John has been able to 
make connections: “There’s been a forum set  
up from the start, and I’ve been chatting a lot to 
one other trainee in particular about the training 
and what else we’re up to,” he says.

As a recent university graduate with young 
children, he too appreciates the flexibility of  
the programme. 

“For my circumstances, it was perfect,” he  
says. “I did find doing our roleplay client sessions 
slightly strange – I got a lot more from the fly-on-
the-wall sessions, where we listened in on real 
client interviews. 

“But it’s all flowed seamlessly and I feel pretty 
confident about starting work for the bureau.”

John Coutts

‘We’ve even been able to do our 
mentor shadowing on a virtual basis. 
I’m now about to start interviewing 
clients, with my mentor in a different 
virtual room’ 
Pamela Kelso, volunteer, Motherwell and Wishaw

‘If they can handle 
this, they’ll get 
through anything’
Trainer Sigita Danil is 
the latest recruit to the 
project. She has worked at the Edinburgh 
bureau for the past nine years in different 
capacities, always with a strong focus on 
mentoring and tutoring. 

“This model of training is very condensed. The 
taught section involves 14 sessions over four 
weeks, with some requirements to do home 
work and CASLearn modules before joining the 
session. It can sometimes feel overwhelming. 
But if trainees  persevere, the rest of the training 
will become easier! 

“Saying that, the structure of the training is 
under constant review and we are now looking 
at a more stretched-out model. The best part, 
however, is bureau practice and I hope trainees 
will have an opportunity to start theirs as soon 
as possible. 

“Volunteer training always attracts a variety 
of trainees with a good mixture of personalities, 
backgrounds and life experiences, so I hope 
that is going to be the case for remote training 
as well. It’s a unique opportunity to have 
trainees from different parts of Scotland in one 
‘room’ for four weeks!”

Sigita Danil
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“The premise of the project is to bring people 
from trainee to volunteer. After the taught 
sessions, we provide shadowing using 
conference calls, and then supported interviews 
as roleplay with the trainer. 

“But it’s flexible and it will change over time 
to align with the network’s needs. For instance, 
as more bureaux open up, they will have more 
resources to do mentoring. So half of our 
trainees on the second intake joined us just for 
the taught sessions, and will do the mentoring 
phase with their own bureaux.

“The feedback from trainees so far is that they 
really like the interactive, practical sessions. For 
the new intake, we’re introducing more observed 
enquiries from early on, so trainees can really 
get into the mindset of an adviser.

“We provide weekly reports to keep bureaux in 
touch with their volunteers’ progress. And we’re 
also providing tutor support for new trainers, so 
they can see how training is delivered virtually. 

“We even offer marketing and recruitment 
support, where a bureau can’t find the time to 
seek new volunteers.”

‘Trainees really like the practical sessions’
The West Lothian bureau’s virtual training programme, created by 
Rachael McCallum at the height of the pandemic, was the inspiration 
for the Increasing Volunteering initiative. Rachael is now coordinating 
the national project.

‘It’s been challenging and eye-opening’
Project trainer Joanna Ramsay has been a volunteer, staff adviser and 
tutor at Motherwell & Wishaw bureau for five years. She led training of 
the first national intake. Joanna Ramsay

Rachael McCallum

“Leading trainees from bureaux all over  
Scotland has been challenging and eye-opening. 
Many aspects of bureaux’ operations might  
be different – for example, whether generalists 
would carry out benefit checks, or when debt 
clients would be referred for specialist advice.

“We do ask the sponsoring bureaux to let 
us know their procedures for a few different 
enquiries – such as a Money Advice referral  
or court representation – so we can reflect  
these in the training.

“In face-to-face training, it’s nice to put a bag 

of sweets in the middle of the table  
to prompt interaction. Ice-breaking in remote 
training is different. I will sometimes give  
people a question in advance, such as film 
preferences or what type of dinosaur they would 
like to be – just to get conversation flowing.

“The trainees have committed a lot to  
get to this point. Now they need to be  
integrated into their local bureaux and  
further development experience there.  
The sooner that can happen after the 
training, the smoother the process.”

Training
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When two separate Scottish bureaux took 
enquiries from clients who’d found themselves 
unable to fund the funerals of loved ones, it was 
the first sign of what would emerge as a national 
issue of ‘funeral poverty’.

Bureaux in Fife experienced another canary in 
the coalmine. A sudden spate of clients in financial 
difficulty was the harbinger of widespread concern 
over the Water Direct system, which allows water 
services payments to be deducted from benefits.

Flagging up such issues swiftly to the  
whole network is one of the aims of a new  
group that brings together social policy 
coordinators across Scotland. 

The group will meet twice a year, but share 
new developments constantly through a Teams 
channel, feeding in to the priorities of the CAS 
Impact Team. 

The Impact Team uses advice codes to track 
the big issues coming up in the network. But the 
new group, alongside its recently formed reference 
groups, allows for more in-depth exploration of 
why these issues exist, their impact on clients, and 
what can be done to improve things. 

The coordinators’ group will also offer online 
skills development workshops on social policy, 
research and campaigning topics.

“As social policy coordinators, we considered 
setting up this kind of platform a while back, and 

I’m delighted it’s finally happened,” says  
Andrew Scobie of Perth CAB.

“Because bureaux are autonomous,  
social policy coordinators often work in  
relative isolation. I’m hoping this will bring  
better communication and idea sharing  
across the country.”

For more details contact the Impact Team 
coordinator, dorota.chojnacka@cas.org.uk. 

Social
network
Social policy people across the network 
have a new way to link up.

“Because bureaux are autonomous, 
social policy coordinators often work 
in relative isolation. I’m hoping this 
will bring better communication and 
idea sharing across the country” 
Andrew Scobie

Social policy group



Turning down  
the heat
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Fire safety

Bureaux are working to extinguish the panic around 
fire safety compliance for Scots.

‘We don’t want to alarm you, BUT…’ 
Those were the eye-catching first words on a 

flyer sent to homes in the autumn of 2020. And 
whatever the intention, it did have a chilling effect 
on many householders.

The leaflet warned of an imminent deadline 
for all Scottish householders to install interlinked 
smoke and heat alarms, by law.

Households that failed to act would be liable 
for big penalties, and would find their household 
insurance void in the event of a fire. 

The leaflet carried the Scottish Government 
logo, but had been issued by a manufacturer of 
smoke detection equipment. And it carried a web 
address for a local installer, whose charges were 
up to £900 per installation.

Roxburgh and Berwickshire CAB was one of 
many bureaux that fielded a rush of enquiries 
from residents after the leaflet was distributed. 

“We had a massive influx of calls from elderly 
and vulnerable people, concerned about where 

they were going to find the money for this 
system,” says the bureau’s Jill McCoy.

In the event, householders got a year’s reprieve. 
Age Scotland successfully lobbied to extend 
the deadline for the new Scottish fire alarm 
regulations, pointing out that public awareness of 
the new requirements was very low.

But now the new deadline – February 1 2022 
– is looming. In the interim, many bureaux have 
been advising clients on how to meet the new 
regulations in an affordable way.

Roxburgh & Berwickshire has joined forces with 
neighbouring bureaux to make sure people have 
all the facts they need this time round.

“It became apparent that this was something 
we needed to be able to advise people about,” 
says Jill. “In particular, people need to know that 
while there are expensive systems out there, 
they don’t have to be paying £900 to ensure their 
homes are safe.”

The bureau got together with its counterparts 
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What the new law says
• Under the regulations, all home owners and landlords must ensure they have ceiling-mounted 

smoke alarms in their living room, hallways and landings. All kitchens must have a heat alarm. 
• The system must be interlinked, either through fixed wiring or a wireless system, so if any alarm 

goes off it will trigger the others. 
• In homes with a fuel burning appliance or a flue, a carbon monoxide alarm must also be fitted.
• After the changes, which take effect from February 2022, Scotland will become the first UK nation 

to require interlinked fire alarms in every home. The law was triggered partly by the 2017 Grenfell 
Tower tragedy in London, in which 72 people died. 

“people need to know that while 
there are expensive systems out 
there, they don’t have to be paying 
£900 to ensure their homes are safe”
 
Jill McCoy, Bureau Adviser

in Peebles, Dalkeith, Penicuik, Musselburgh, 
Haddington and Central Borders.

A successful bid for a CAS small grant under 
the local impact pilot scheme enabled Jill to be 
appointed project manager. A former consultant 
for Slimming World, she’s now turning her attention 
to helping people in a different aspect of their lives.

Jill has distributed posters, leaflets and a social 

media toolkit for the consortium to use in their 
advice work, and to distribute to public spaces 
and organisations in their areas. She is also 
coordinating local radio and newspaper publicity.

The thrust of the campaign is to encourage 
people to seek advice from their bureaux before 
installing alarms. Bureaux will also support 
referrals to the local fire service, which installs 
alarms free for households classed as vulnerable. 
Clear, unbiased advice about the installation 
market is key.

Jill expects the need for advice to continue  
well after the February deadline. “There are  
always going to be people who are late to find  
out about this requirement, or have simply 
forgotten,” she says.

“There might be particular issues for private 
tenants, who might be aware of the change but 
be wary of raising it with their landlords. 

“Local authorities have statutory powers to 
require home owners to install alarms. While 
they clearly aren’t going to be knocking on doors 
and imposing penalties any time soon, we don’t 
want people putting their heads in the sand about 
something as important as this.”

Editable versions of the consortium’s campaign 
materials are available on request and information 
on how to apply for a Local Impact Grant can be 
found on the CAS website.

> Local Impact Grants

https://www.cas.org.uk/bureau-zone/impact-team/research-advocacy-and-campaigning-local-impact-grant
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Anniversaries

Getting 
festive at 50
Champagne and cupcakes were 
served up as two bureaux each 
celebrated their half-century.

In East Renfrewshire, volunteers, staff,  
family and friends joined partner organisations 
and local dignitaries to mark 50 years at the 
Fereneze Golf Club in Barrhead. 

Local MP Kirsten Oswald presented bureau 
manager Teresa O’Hara with an early day 
motion from the House of Commons. This 
recognised the bureau’s hard work, and 
particularly its success in providing an effective 
service throughout the pandemic.

The guests were serenaded by a local  
singer, Sophie Channing, while local businesses 
Chloe Bakes Cakes and Toaty Treats provided 
sweet delicacies. The event was organised by  
Sarah McBride, adviser for the bureau’s HERO 
project (Help East Renfrewshire Online).

Meanwhile, Airdrie CAB marked its significant 
birthday in its offices on November 15 – 50 
years to the day since the bureau first opened 
its doors.

Airdrie had its own (home-baked) cupcakes, 
and its own parliamentary tribute, this one 
presented by local MSP Neil Gray.

Among those celebrating was Elaine Tocock, 
who has been with the bureau for more than 
half its existence. In those 26 years she’s 
acted as a volunteer, charity trustee, tutor, 
member of various CAS committees, and 
currently deputy manager/CEO.

Ainsley Rooney and Megan O'Hara, both Money Advice 
admin, and Cara McCarthy, EU citizens adviser 

Kirsten Oswald MP and Teresa O’Hara (bureau manager) 

EAST RENFREWSHIRE

EAST RENFREWSHIRE

Home-made cupcakes with a sweet message

Neil Gray MSP, Evelyn Anderson, business development 
manager, Elaine Tocock, deputy CEO, and  Ronnie Miles, chair 

AIRDRIE

AIRDRIE


