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1. Welcome 

This year’s annual report celebrates our first full year as a truly city-wide advice service for 

the people of Coventry.   The merger of existing advice services into Coventry Independent 

Advice Service was fully realised with our move to new office premises in April 2015 when 

all staff where brought together under one roof. 

 

This year has been one of both consolidation and development for our service, staff and 

trustees.   Coventry Independent Advice Service has incorporated many changes and also 

has to absorb the adjustments necessary to react to the national and local government 

policy which affects the majority of our clients.   

 

One year on, we are settled within our office base at Oakwood House and are delivering (at 

the time of writing) outreach advice sessions from 12 locations within 11 city 

neighbourhoods.   This is a huge increase on the five locations where advice was available 

before the services merged and we offer unreserved thanks to all of our partner agencies 

who provide premises and support to help ensure our delivery runs smoothly.   We also 

continue to work in partnership with a range of other organisations in the city, and to seek 

opportunities for new partnerships, to help ensure that we deliver the most beneficial 

outcomes possible for city residents. 

 

Once again, we want to thank everyone who has been involved in helping build our success 

over the past year.   Our paid staff and volunteers, including all of our Trustees, continue to 

demonstrate a huge commitment to the service and have gone the extra mile to help bring 

us to where we are today.   Our service would be nothing without the hard work and 

dedication of our staff, paid and unpaid.   They are committed to providing a quality 

outreach advice service to the residents of Coventry in the places where it is needed most. 

 

2. Our mission, vision and values 

During the past year, the Trustee Board and the staff team did some work on framing our 

mission, vision and values.   Although the service has its charitable objects, we had not really 

spent any time thinking about how we might articulate the things we want to achieve, to 

define our future vision and thinking about our core values. 

 

Following this piece of work, we have set out our mission, vision and values as follows. 

 

Our mission is to advance the welfare of all Coventry residents, predominantly by providing 

information, advice, support and public legal education (PLE), thereby reducing inequality 

and improving quality of life within the city. 

 

We have articulated our vision as: 

 

Quality advice = informed choices = empowered citizens 
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We seek to embed our values throughout the organisation and see them as of fundamental 

importance to everything we do.   Our core values are: 

 

 We are professional and accountable and we take pride in offering a high 

quality service; 

 We act with honesty and integrity in everything we do; 

 We are both proactive and reactive; 

 We are welcoming and accessible; and 

 We treat each other, and everyone who uses our services, equally with respect 

and dignity. 

 

3. Our paid staff and volunteers 

We are happy to report that the advice team who transferred over to the new service, 

under TUPE arrangements, have remained with us throughout the past year.   This has 

provided valuable service continuity and helped us to build a stable and dedicated team. 

 

Our two senior caseworkers, Diane and Caroline, now have line management and casework 

supervision responsibilities (for benefits and debt matters respectively) and this 

arrangement has helped to develop the skills and expertise within the service.   It will also 

help us to work towards achieving the Advice Quality Standard during the next financial 

year. 

 

Paid staff Volunteers 

Sharan Chhonker Norman Hendry 

Amanda Craig (to April 2015) Karolina Kwiatkowska (to May 2015) 

Andy Crampton (to July 2015) Gordon Payne (from July 2016) 

Uzoamaka Edokpolo  

Diane Goolding  

Pam Junday  

Rosie Keenan  

Magdalena Kolinska  

Alan Markey  

Gordon Payne (to April 2015)  

Alina Pedcenko  

Caroline Read (from November 2015)  

 

Over the course of the year we had two volunteers working with the service.   Norman, our 

volunteer adviser, came to us from Willenhall Advice Centre and continues to be a valuable 

asset to the service.   We have recently welcomed a new administrative volunteer, Gordon 

(who had previously worked at Willenhall Advice centre), and we hope to be able to offer 

new volunteering opportunities over the coming years as our service continues to develop.   
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Our previous volunteer administrator, Karolina, moved on in May 2015 after finding paid 

employment and we offer her all our best wishes.    

 

Our volunteers add a significant value to our service and we cannot thank them enough for 

the time and effort they put it. 

 

We did have some very sad news this year when Andy Crampton passed away in April 2016.   

Andy had transferred to the new service from Willenhall Advice Centre, where he had been 

an adviser for over 14 years, and was looking forward to developing his role as Senior Debt 

Caseworker.   Andy was well known in advice circles and, over the years we knew him, he 

always demonstrated a genuine commitment to his clients and to fighting for justice on 

their behalf.   Andy loved a challenge and would work tirelessly, often giving up his evenings 

and weekends, to prepare cases or research legislation and case law.   His dry sense of 

humour and honesty also gave colleagues, and his managers, plenty to think about!  As a 

strong trade unionist, and also a great family man, he will be greatly missed. 

 

4. Our Trustee Board/Directors 

As we produce this annual report we have learned the sad news that our very good friend, 

Kath Taylor, has died.   Kath made such a huge contribution throughout her life to the whole 

community of Coventry, and especially to the Willenhall area.   She also played a significant 

role in the establishment of our new city-wide advice service and her sad death leaves a 

huge gap on our trustee board.   It was a pleasure to have known and have worked with 

Kath.   She will be greatly missed. 

 

We also want to pay tribute to Dave Chater who has retired from the board after many 

years’ service, initially to Willenhall Advice Centre and then to our own board.   We hope 

Dave enjoys his retirement and doesn’t miss us all too much! 

 

We have also had some very welcome new additions to the board and who are already 

making a positive contribution.   It is important for an organisation like ours to be able to 

attract and recruit trustees with skills and experience that will benefit both the organisation 

and the people we serve. 

 

We have taken some more steps to improving our governance.   These have included the 

introduction of a skills and knowledge audit for board members, to help us ensure that we 

have the right people to take the organisation forward, and an improved board recruitment 

process.   Over the summer we held a staff and Trustee away-day, facilitated by Coventry 

University, which presented us with a great opportunity to review our aims and objectives 

and make plans for the future.   Since then, the work has been further developed with the 

continuing support of our staff and trustees. 
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At our 2016 AGM, two motions were passed which clarified rules around the constitution of 

our board and also the period for which board members can serve before needing to stand 

for re-election.    

 

Our board is now constituted to comprise not less than four and not more than twelve 

persons and it is not possible for representatives of a single funding or commissioning 

bodies to make up more than one-third of the total board number.   The purpose of this 

change was to introduce an additional safeguard to protect the organisation from any group 

holding the balance of power on the board. 

 

At each AGM, one-third of our board now needs to retire from office and can stand for re-

election if they so wish.   Previously, the rules stated that the whole board needed to be re-

elected each year.   The purpose of this change is to ensure some continuity and is in line 

with good governance practice guidelines. 

 

Details of our management committee during 2015/2016 can be found in our financial 

statement for the year ended 31 March 2016 which appears at the back of this report. 

 

We hope that more people with an interest in working with us will seek election to our 

board and work to increase our effectiveness.   If you are interested in joining us, please give 

us a call on 024 7652 1100 or email info@covadvice.org.uk. 

 

5. Our partners 

We would like to offer enormous thanks to all of our partner agencies who are providing 

premises and other resources to help us to deliver our essential advice services.   These 

include: 

 

Bell Green Library Canley Children’s Centre 

Coventry City Council Coventry Cyrenians 

Coventry Sports Trust Foleshill Children’s Centre 

Hagard Community Centre, Willenhall Holbrooks Community Care Association 

Life Centre, Stoke Aldermoor Moat House Children’s Centre, Wood End 

Moat House Trust, Wood End Richard Lee Children’s Centre, Wyken 

Spon Gate Children’s Centre St Peter’s Centre, Hillfields 

Tile Hill Children’s Centre  

 

  

mailto:info@covadvice.org.uk
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6. Notes on our finances  

Our full financial report for 2015/16 appears at the end of this report.  This is our first full 

year as a city-wide service and the level of incoming resources reflects the increased grant 

from Coventry City Council (combining resources that previously went to other 

neighbourhood advice centres in the city) and the transfer of fund balances from the 

services that merged to become Coventry Independent Advice Service. 

 

Our service was not subject to any changes in grant aid from Coventry City Council in the 

past year and we have not been informed of any planned reduction in the current financial 

year or the next.  Of course we recognise that local authority funding is under pressure, 

nationally, and so are seeking, where possible, to diversify our sources of income.  Our 

Director of Advice Services has worked on a number of funding bids over the past year but, 

unfortunately, has had no real success.  Further bids to fund innovative projects and service 

developments are in the pipeline and we hope that at least some of these will be realised 

during the coming year. 

 

During the 2015/16 financial year, a surplus of funds of £100,461 was achieved (£4,457 in 

2014/15) taking the cumulative funds carried forward to £111,837 (£11,376 in 2014/15).   

Salaries (including National Insurance and Pensions) accounted for 81% of our total 

expenditure.  At the beginning of 2017, Coventry Independent Advice Service will launch its 

workplace pension giving all our employees access to a scheme. 

 

Coventry City Council continues to be the primary source of our funding and quarterly 

payments have continued to be paid erratically (although always paid within the relevant 

quarter).  It is encouraging that our unrestricted reserves have represented at least three 

months of budgeted expenditure, in line with our stated reserves policy, so the charity was 

able to cope with late payments. 

 

We hope you find this report helpful and informative.   If you would like to find out more 

about our work, you can visit our website at www.covadvice.org.uk.   You can also follow us 

on Twitter (@covadvice) and find us on Facebook.    

 

    

 

 

Caron Mckenna    Alan Markey 

Chair of Trustee Board   Director of Advice Services 

 

 

 

 

Gavin Kibble 

Treasurer 

http://www.covadvice.org.uk/
https://twitter.com/covadvice
https://www.facebook.com/covadvice/
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Photo of our administrative office at Oakwood House 

 

 

 
Oakwood House office signage 
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7. Outputs and impact 

As previously highlighted, this report focuses on our work over the last financial year – our 

first as a truly city-wide advice service for Coventry residents.   Last year’s report painted a 

picture of the work we were doing largely in the Wood End/Henley Green area of the city.   

Hopefully you will be able to see how things have moved on in twelve short months! 

 

Outputs 

Financial year  

2014/15 
Wood End based 
operations only 

2015/16 
New city-wide 

outreach service 
Change +/- 

People given advice 1375 2152 + 56.5 % 

Number of cases opened 1610 3359 +108.6 % 

Average cases per client 1.17 1.56 +33.3 % 

General contact/signposting 918 15291 +66.5% 

Benefits cases 58% 67.7% +9.7 % 

Debt cases 22% 15% -7 % 

Housing cases N/A 4.2% N/A 

Employment cases N/A 1.6% N/A 

Other cases 20% 11.5% -8.5 % 

Reported financial gains £493,366.65 £2,139,422.70 +333.6 % 
 

We will examine some of the key outputs from the past year over the next few pages.   

These include some demographic data (age, gender, ethnicity and postcode area, for 

example) along with information about the amount of additional money we have helped 

bring into the city and some of our other key performance indicators. 

 

However, the real impact of the work we do, in terms of empowering individuals and 

helping families to tackle poverty, cannot be demonstrated by abstract statistics and data.   

That is why we also include some real stories (made anonymous, of course) to better 

illustrate the real value of the work we do in Coventry. 

 

Cases and enquiries 

Between 1 April 2015 and 31 March 2016, we gave face-to-face advice and support to 2152 

people and opened a total of 3359 cases for those clients (an average of 1.56 cases per 

person). 

 

In addition, between 1st November 2015 and 31st March 2016, we dealt with a further 1529 

enquiries in person, on the telephone or by email.   Some of these enquiries were referred 

to our drop-in services for further advice, some were offered appointments, some given 

basic information and some signposted to other agencies.    

                                                      
1 This data was only consistently collected from November 2015 so only represents 5 months of general 

enquiries to the service.  This includes enquiries in person, by telephone and by email. 
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Within this number, there were 106 people who we were unable to help in any way (either 

by giving information or signposting elsewhere).   This includes enquiries where no specialist 

provider exists (either locally or via telephone/email) or where the person may have needed 

to pay for legal help.   It also includes people who we were unable to see, within a 

reasonable timescale, due to levels of demand on our service. 

 

Of the significant number of people we were able to help, the vast majority of the 

presenting problems were about social security benefits (68%).   Debt enquiries as a 

proportion of our total work has been lower than expected (15%) but the clients were saw 

in this category had a combined debt of close to £1 million.   In many cases, of course, 

financial difficulties are part of an overall enquiry and there is a strong correlation between 

living on a low income and struggling financially. 

 

Financial gains 

A key measure of our success is the amount of additional income received by clients as a 

direct result of our intervention.   Not all clients report the outcome of their case to us, of 

course, but our case files show that at least £2,139,422.70 was gained during 2015/16.   As 

most of our clients tend to spend most of their money locally, we estimate (conservatively) 

that this is worth around £4.7 million to the local economy.2  We hope that our funders will 

agree that this is a very significant return on investment! 

 

 

                                                      
2 We estimate that around 80% of money received by our clients is spent locally with businesses who, in turn, 

spend around 40% of that income locally.  This means that every £1 is worth £2.20 to the local economy.  For 

further information, see New Economics Foundation (2002) ‘The Money Trail’ at http://bit.ly/1CwQJG7  

Benefits, £1,638,549.01
Debt managed and 

written off, 
£458,153.90

Charitable payments, 
£11,980.26

Consumer refunds and 
rebates, £4,269.15

Other financial 
gains, £26,470.38

Financial gains for clients

http://bit.ly/1CwQJG7
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Outreach work 

 
 

The outreach venue chart gives an indication of the demand at each of our outreach venues.   

On the face of it, this seems to demonstrate that demand remains highest in the areas 

where a neighbourhood advice service used to be based (i.e.  Willenhall, Wood End and 

Holbrooks).   It is important to bear in mind, however, that we offer more regular services in 

those areas than in others and so this can paint an inaccurate picture. 

 

More useful information about demand for our services across the city can be seen from an 

analysis of where our clients actually live.   This analysis of client numbers by council ward 

(page 14) shows that people are travelling from different parts of the city to seek advice.   

While 25% of our clients are initially seen in Willenhall, for example, people from the Binley 

and Willenhall area actually only represent 11.1% of our total clients.   Similar patterns are 

seen in Holbrooks and Henley Green. 

 

Bell Green library
10%

Canley CC
2%

Foleshill CC
9%

Hagard Community 
Centre, Willenhall

25%

Holbrooks Community 
Care Association

16%

Moat House Leisure & 
Neighbourhood 

Centre
19%

Oakwood House
3%

Spon Gate CC
5%

St Peters Centre
3%

Tile Hill CC
7%

Wyken
1%

New clients by outreach venue



 

14 | P a g e  

 

 
 

Age profile 

The age profile of our clients is well distributed but we could perhaps do more to attract 

people under the age of 25 to our service.   Coventry has quite a young age profile and we 

will consider ways that we might enhance our service to better reflect this in future. 
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Gender 

 
Woman continue to make-up the majority of our clients in 2015/16.   This has been a 

consistent pattern across many years of advice service delivery in the city. 
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Clients by gender

Case study – benefit overpayment 

Mrs A had been trying to resolve a problem with an alleged benefit overpayment since 

2014.  She had incurred a civil penalty fine and the Department for Work and Pensions 

(DWP) were now looking to recover a large overpayment of Job Seekers Allowance by 

an attachment of earnings order.   

 

The DWP said Mrs A had failed to report that her earnings had increased over a period 

of time.  She had told them that the increased earnings had been paid in error by her 

employer and had been recovered by them at the time.  She had sent in evidence 

showing this but the DWP had not taken her evidence into account. 

 

We wrote to DWP on Mrs A’s behalf to challenge the decision.  We argued that the 

benefit overpayment had been incorrectly calculated as Mrs A had repaid the overpaid 

wages to her employer within a two-week period.  We stated that any overpayment 

was therefore due to a DWP error as Mrs A had taken all reasonable steps to notify 

DWP of her circumstances. 

 
DWP responded to apologies for their error, to cancel the overpayment and to refund 

the penalty charge.  All recovery action was dropped. 

 

Mrs A was very grateful for our help as she had been trying to resolve the issue herself 

since 2014. 
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Ethnicity, nationality and language 

 
 

Our analysis of client’s ethnic background reflects the diversity within the city of Coventry.   

We are extremely proud of the fact that our service is seen as accessible by a range of 

communities.   Coventry is a multicultural city and our service is open to everyone, 

regardless of their race, religion or background. 

 

The diversity of the city is also reflected in our statistics relating to clients declared 

nationality.   We have seen clients of 76 different nationalities during the financial year, with 

the ‘top ten’ being British, Polish, Indian, Italian, Irish, Pakistani, Dutch, Congolese, Latvian 

and Somali.   While the majority of clients were able to communicate in English, almost 10% 

needed assistance to communicate.   We are fortunate to have staff who can speak a 

number of languages and clients also brought friends or relatives to help them 

communicate.   The most common languages where assistance was needed were Polish, 

Punjabi, Urdu and Somali. 
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Marital status 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Not known/refused, 
4.18%

Couple, 5.11%Divorced, 6.04%

Married/Cohabiting/Civil 
Partnership, 30.58%

Separated, 6.41%

Single, 42.89%

Widowed, 4.79%

Clients by marital status

Case study – repossession and debt 

Ms H’s partner had left her with over £2000 in rent arrears.  At the time of the 

separation, Ms H had not been working and no income of her own.  Ms H had since 

found work and was trying to make some payments towards the rent but court 

proceedings had been issued and costs added. 

 

We assisted Ms H to prepare a financial statement, detailing her income and outgoings, 

and also helped her prepare a statement that could be given to the judge.  This detailed 

her circumstances and the fact that she was trying to make regular payments towards 

the arrears. 

 

The judge accepted that the client was making an effort to pay and was now getting 

debt advice from us.  A suspended repossession order was made, meaning that Ms H 

could stay in her home as long as regular payments were maintained. 
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Economic status 

 
 

The economic status chart indicates that our largest client group are people who are 

currently unfit for work.   This may be as a consequence of a short or long-term illness or 

disability.   This is reflected in the statistics for our benefit enquiry categories, where 

sickness or disability benefits represent around 45% of the total. 

 

It should also be noted that around 25% of our clients are working.   In November 2015, the 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation reported that more than half of people in poverty live in a 

family where someone is in work3.   While unemployment has fallen over the last five years, 

there are more people on temporary contracts, more people in self-employment (where 

income levels are falling) and more people working part-time but wanting full-time work.   

Pay rates are also lower now, once inflation has been taken into account. 

 

 

 

                                                      
3 JRF (2015) ‘In-work poverty levels’ at http://www.jrf.org.uk/data/work-poverty-levels  
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http://www.jrf.org.uk/data/work-poverty-levels
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Household status 

 
 

Housing status 

The housing status graph (below) shows that our largest client groups are those in social 

housing and the private-rented sector, which reflects the make-up of the areas where we 

currently deliver outreach services.   Across the city, around 60% of properties are owner-

occupied (either with a mortgage or owned outright) and so we are clearly not seeing 

matching levels of demand from those residents.   How to reach potential clients in this 

sector is another area we wish to consider in our future service planning. 
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8. Policy work 

In addition to our direct advice-giving function, we also recognise the immense value of 

working to influence policy direction locally and to feed into discussions about national 

policy.  Highlighting the impact on our clients of changes in the law, or on administrative 

procedures, is an important role of any advice service and can help to lessen the harm or 

distress that might otherwise be caused. 

 

Our advice team regularly attend local meetings of Advice Service Coventry which have an 

evidence-gathering function and facilitates an informed response to policy changes in the 

city.  Over the past year, we have been involved in a range of activity including highlighting 

the impact of benefit sanctions, changes to the local Council Tax support scheme and the 

upcoming extension of the benefit cap (see page 23).  The policy group holds regular 

meetings and these also provide an excellent opportunity to share experience and learning.  

Our Senior Benefits Caseworker, Diane Goolding, regularly attends the meetings and has 

been involved in many of the local campaigns and initiatives. 

 

Case study – housing benefit and council tax support 

Mr J’s Housing Benefit and Council Tax Support were stopped, as he was deemed to 

have no ‘right to reside’ in the UK.  He is a Ghanian national.  Because of this, he had 

built up a large amount of rent arrears which were now subject to court action and 

possible eviction.  He also had Council tax arrears. 

 

On looking at Mr J’s circumstances, it was clear that he should have been entitled to 

Income Support and it seemed that he had been misadvised by the Department of 

Work and Pensions (DWP) about this. 

 

We helped Mr J to challenge the decision on his Housing Benefit and Council Tax 

Support claims.  We also contacted his landlord to explain the situation and ask for the 

court action to be put on hold.  In addition, we disputed the decision on his ‘right to 

reside’ with the DWP. 

 

We managed to get his Housing Benefit reinstated and over £2000 in arrears paid, 

leaving his rent account in credit.  The arrears of Council Tax were also wiped out.  

Court action, that could have resulted in him losing his home, were avoided. 

 

Mr J has also received 6 months of backdated Income Support as the DWP revised their 

earlier decision on his ‘right to reside’ in the UK. 



 

21 | P a g e  

 

Our Director of Service, Alan Markey, is currently chair of the Partnership for Coventry’s 

‘Welfare Reform Working Together Group’.  This brings agencies across the city together to 

address some of the negative impacts of the governments Welfare Reform programme.  As 

well as ourselves, the group includes representatives from Coventry City Council, 

Whitefriars Housing, Coventry Cyrenians, University of Warwick, Coventry Law Centre, 

Citizens Advice Coventry and the Department for Work and Pensions. 

 

Over the past year, this group has produced a detailed action plan and recent work has 

focused on the implementation of universal Credit, the impact of the changes to Council Tax 

Support (which mean all Coventry residents now have to pay at least 15% of their Council 

tax bills, regardless of their income) and the planned changes to the Benefit Cap.  This has 

included setting up ‘pop-up shops’ in local communities to raise awareness of changes, the 

production of leaflets and press releases. 

 

Alan also chairs the National Association of Welfare Rights Advisers (NAWRA) which works 

on behalf of advisers across the UK.  Alan’s role gives us a valuable national link, access to 

informative workshops and useful learning from good practice. 

 

Our Senior Debt Caseworker, Caroline Read, is involved in a number of national and regional 

groups with a money advice focus.  These included the Midlands Money Advice Liaison 

Group and the Institute of Money Advisers.  These groups give us an input into discussions 

with the credit industry, a way of sharing local knowledge and accessing training 

opportunities.  Caroline also attends meetings in the city to raise issues that affect our 

clients and to influence change. 

 

9. Welfare Benefits – issues and trends 

We have had another busy year, helping Coventry residents to identify which benefits they 

are eligible to claim, assisting with claim forms and challenging DWP, Local Authority and 

HMRC decisions.  

 

Far from simplifying the benefits system, Welfare Reform only seems to have created 

further layers of complexity and confusion for clients.   Access to skilled, free and 

independent advice continues to be essential in helping clients navigate the system. 

 

Since 7th December 2015, single Coventry residents aged 18 to 64, making a new claim, may 

now have to claim Universal Credit (UC).  UC has replaced income-based Jobseeker’s 

Allowance, Income-related Employment and Support Allowance, Income Support, Working 

Tax Credit, Child Tax Credit and Housing Benefit for new claimants.  Unlike the benefits it 

has replaced, clients are now paid monthly and payments include amounts for housing costs 

(rent and mortgage interest). 

 

Universal Credit clients are having to learn budgeting skills and often have to wait five weeks 

or more for their first payment.  The length of time taken to get help towards rent in UC has 
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been a major issue, with clients contacting us when their landlord or housing association is 

threatening action due to arrears.  We have helped clients resolve these problems with 

Universal Credit and have also raised the issue more widely as a social policy matter. 

  

From April 2016, Coventry City Council changed their Council Tax Support scheme for 

working age people so that many clients had to budget to pay 15% of their council tax for 

the first time.  However, working age clients have seen no corresponding increase in their 

benefits, as these were frozen at last year’s rates.  In real terms, a family in a Band A 

property who had previously received full help with their council tax will now have to find 

an additional £159.69 a year for their council tax. 

 

We worked in conjunction with the Council and other advice providers to produce a leaflet 

encouraging clients affected by this change to seek advice.  Since April, we have successfully 

claimed Council Tax exemptions and discounts for clients, particularly those with serious 

mental health problems.  We have also identified additional help for clients on low incomes, 

such as help towards water bills via Severn Trent’s ‘Big Difference Scheme’. 

 

We have continued to see an increase in clients being refused Employment and Support 

Allowance (ESA) and Personal Independence Payment (PIP); in particular clients with mental 

health issues.  Losing these benefits can have a disastrous effect on a client’s health and 

financial situation.   We have successfully challenged these decisions, often resulting in 

benefits being reinstated within four weeks.  Where a decision is not changed, we have 

submitted appeals and referred clients to Coventry Law Centre for representation.   

 

During the process, we support clients in identifying what they can claim at each stage of 

the dispute period and advising them what action they need to take.  In addition, we help to 

minimise any disruption to Housing Benefit and Council Tax support, ensuring that any rent 

or council tax arrears are minimised or prevented. 

 

Looking forward to April 2017, further changes propose to remove Work Related elements 

for new Employment Support Allowance and Universal Credit claimants and to limit the 

amount of Universal Credit and Tax Credits paid to families to two children. 

 

We will continue to inform and support clients to claim their full entitlements and challenge 

poor decision making, amid the ever changing backdrop of Welfare Reform. 

 

Diane Goolding, Senior Benefits Caseworker 
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10. Debt and money advice – issues and trends 

We have continued to provide advice and support to clients throughout Coventry who are 

experiencing financial difficulties and struggling with their debts.   In November 2015, I 

joined the advice team as Senior Debt Caseworker.   As well as delivering advice along with 

the other caseworkers, I have been working closely with Diane (Senior Benefit Caseworker) 

in supporting, supervising and developing the team. 

 

As with all other advice agencies who provide debt advice, we are now regulated by the 

Financial Conduct Authority (FCA).   In order to ensure we are complying with FCA Rules & 

Regulations, I have delivered workshops for the team and have worked closely with Alan to 

ensure that our policies and procedures are all FCA compliant.   

Benefit Cap 

The benefit cap sets a limit on the total amount in benefits that most working-age 

people can claim.  From November 2016, the benefit cap will be further reduced to 

£20,000 per year for families and £13,400 for single people without children.  This 

amounts to a reduction of between £92 and £115 per week compared to the current 

limits. 

 

The number of households affected by the benefit cap will significantly increase 

compared to those affected under the current policy.  Official figures from the 

Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) show that around 107,000 adults and 

244,000 children will be affected and the average loss per household will be £60 per 

week.  61% of those affected are likely to be female lone parents. 

 

Some people are not affected by the cap.  These are people receiving: 

 

  disability living allowance or personal independence payment 

  attendance allowance 

  the support component of employment and support allowance 

  industrial injuries benefits 

  guardian's allowance 

  carer's allowance (or having an underlying entitlement to carer’s allowance) 

 

The government believes that the benefit cap creates “a clear incentive to move into 

employment” yet there seems to be little evidence to back up this claim.  What is 

certain is that the benefit cap will affect people with higher housing costs (often 

unavoidable in the private rented sector) and is likely to further increase hardship 

among families who are already struggling to make ends meet. 
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Since January 2016 we have been able to undertake Debt Relief Orders (DRO) for clients as 

the team now has two advisers who are qualified DRO Approved Intermediaries and a third 

who is currently undergoing this training.  All advisers who deliver debt casework are 

members of the Institute of Money Advice and five hold an IMA Certificate in Money Advice 

Practice which is renewed annually through continued training and personal development.   

 

Along with other advice agencies we are seeing more clients who are getting behind with 

household bills like council tax and rent and more of our clients owe money to local and 

central government for benefit overpayments.   We anticipate seeing more and more clients 

with both council tax and rent arrears as a result of recent changes to the local Council Tax 

Support Scheme and more Coventry residents being affected by changes to the Benefit Cap.    

Debt problems for many of our clients arise due to problems with benefits but we are also 

seeing clients who are working but have got into debt because their monthly income 

exceeds their household expenditure.   

 

Our advisers provide holistic advice and some of our clients are identified as suitable for 

Debt Management Plans where they have disposable income to pay their creditors.   We 

continue to signpost clients to free Debt Management Plan providers as before but, as 

another option and with our clients’ agreement, we are now able to make a referral to 

PayPlan though our database which means people do not have to start from scratch proving 

details of their income, expenditure and debts. 

 

The team continue to have a variety of successful outcomes.  Advisers have been able to 

negotiate debt write-off for clients in severe financial difficulty and/or ill health.  Write-offs 

include Magistrates Court fines, Tax Credit overpayments, utility arrears, mobile phone and 

credit card debts.  Other clients have benefited from us identifying unclaimed benefits and 

negotiating reduced payments so clients have enough money for their essential household 

expenditure.  Advisers also regularly apply to, and receive grants from, Charitable Trust 

Funds for clients with utility and water debts and this helps to give client’s a fresh start. 

 

Caroline Read, Senior Debt Caseworker  
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11. Some feedback from our service users 

 

“If all your Advisors are like the lady who saw me, you have no problems and 

shouldn't change a thing.” 

 

“A great service received, I was very happy and would use again.” 

 

“The lady I dealt with for my case was so nice and polite. She understood my 

problem very well.” 

 

“Wonderful service and great staff. Thank you.” 

 

“I just want to say thank you to all the team for the amazing work you are 

doing. God bless you all.” 

 

“Very good service. Very useful for people in general.” 

 

“Was really, really good.” 

 

“My contact person was very helpful and sincere.”  
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Photos from our staff and trustee ‘away day’ 2016 
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12. Website and communications 

Over the past year, we have spent considerable time developing our public website and also 

increasing our presence on social media channels such as Twitter and Facebook. 

 

Our website (www.covadvice.org.uk) now contains a range of service information, including: 

 Get advice – this page details all of our drop-in services and also carries links to ‘self-

help’ websites for those people who are looking for information.   The page also 

includes details of all our advice sessions via a ‘live calendar’ function that allows 

visitors to easily check where advice is available on any particular day of the week. 

 News – this is where we post service updates and other useful information. 

 About us – on this page, you can find a range of information about the charity 

including details of our trustees and partner organisations. 

 Feedback – this offers a way of telling us about the service you have received, 

making suggestions and complaints. 

 

Statistics for views and visitors to our website are only available from August 2015 and so 

the table below represents 8 months of the financial year.   These statistics are encouraging 

with an average of 370 views of our site each month by 124 unique visitors.   Over the 8 

months for which data exists, this means we had just under 3000 views of our website. 

  
Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Total Average 

Views 394 617 445 267 239 353 315 327 2957 370 

Visitors N/A N/A 156 103 86 151 115 135 746 124 

Views per visit N/A N/A 2.85 2.59 2.78 2.34 2.74 2.42 - 2.97 

 

We have recently launched a new Facebook page which replaces the ‘members only’ 

version that was available previously.   We felt that a more open approach would maximise 

our reach within the city and a fresher look to the page would make it more visually 

appealing.  You can find the new Facebook page at https://www.facebook.com/covadvice.   

 

We also now have an active presence on Twitter (@covadvice).  We use Twitter to 

announce service changes and to also let you know about important news in the world of 

benefits and debt.  We will also occasionally tell you about other things we are involved in. 

 

We would be really happy if you could ‘like’ our Facebook page and ‘follow us’ on Twitter!  

You can then receive regular updates about our work and also let us know your thoughts on 

our service. 

  

http://www.covadvice.org.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/covadvice
https://twitter.com/CovAdvice
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13. Supporting our charity 

We are a registered charity and, as such, we rely on external funding, donations and other 

forms of support.   In these times of increasing austerity, secure funding is even harder to 

find and so we also need your help so that we can continue to support our community.   

This help can be financial but you can also offer to do some voluntary work with us or join 

our board. 

 

If you are able to make a donation to the 

service, however small, this will be used to help 

develop our services further and to help us to 

combat poverty in the city.   To do this (without 

giving us your name) you can text CIAS15, 

followed by the amount of your donation, to 

70070.  For example:  

 

 To donate £2, text CIAS15 £2 

 To donate £5, text CIAS15 £5 

 To donate £10, text CIAS15 £10 

 

There are many other ways that you may be able to help us that do not involve giving any 

money!  These include volunteering as a member of the team or on our Trustee Board, or 

perhaps helping us with fundraising activity. 

 

As a member of the Board, you would assist us in setting strategy, building our service and 

raising our profile.  In return we can offer you rewarding and valuable experience.  We are 

keen to hear from people in all walks of life – no previous experience is required at board 

level. 

 

If you would like to find out more about opportunities to support us, please get in touch by 

emailing info@covadvice.org.uk or telephone 024 7652 1100. 

 

  

mailto:info@covadvice.org.uk
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14. Our accounts for the financial year 2015/2016 
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One of our new pop-up banners stands 
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Coventry Independent Advice Service offers welfare benefits and debt/money advice to all 

people living in Coventry.   Our service is delivered from accessible outreach venues across 

the city and is available both with and without appointment.   Our aim is to combat poverty 

within some of the most disadvantaged communities in England. 

 

We are members of AdviceUK, our debt advice is regulated by the Financial Conduct 

Authority and our advisers are accredited by the Institute of Money Advisers.    

 

We are a registered charity (no.  1015216) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (no.  2761115) 

 

: www.covadvice.org.uk 

: info@covadvice.org.uk 

: 024 7652 1100 

: Oakwood House, Cheylesmore, Coventry CV1 2HL 

http://www.adviceuk.org.uk/
https://register.fca.org.uk/ShPo_FirmDetailsPage?id=001b000000a7DVXAA2
https://register.fca.org.uk/ShPo_FirmDetailsPage?id=001b000000a7DVXAA2
http://www.i-m-a.org.uk/accreditation/
http://www.covadvice.org.uk/
mailto:info@covadvice.org.uk

