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Message from our Chair 

The main aim of Coventry Independent Advice Service (CIAS) is to make life better for the 
people of Coventry.   We do this by employing excellent staff and volunteers, who work 
really hard, and by making the most of the resources that are available to us – this includes 
the core funding provided by Coventry City Council and the other support we receive from 
our ‘host’ venues and other partnerships.    

The contribution of our Trustee team is outstanding.   We are lucky enough to have some 
long-established members who bring with them knowledge and insight into the advice 
sector.   This year, we are also really pleased to have added new trustees from other 
sectors, including finance and academia, who have brought with them a new perspective 
and new skills that are very much appreciated.  We were also very sad to lose Kath Taylor, 
who passed away during the year.  Kath worked tirelessly to support her community and 
was a passionate supporter of advice services.  She will be hugely missed. 

This has been an extremely successful year for CIAS.   We have successfully consolidated our 
advice provision across the city and are now delivering 17 drop-in advice sessions spread 
across 11 different areas of the city.   We are in libraries, children’s centres (soon to become 
family hubs) and other community venues.   We have recruited extra staff, have brought in 
over £3 million in financial gains for clients and have done more work, for more people, 
than we did last year. 

However, no one at CIAS is complacent.   The staff, trustees and funders know that our 
service is still under great demand and sometimes those demands cannot be met.   We are 
also aware that funding for services like ours should not be taken for granted and the 
trustees are working tirelessly on this issue and seeking ways to diversify our income. 

So, I would like to thank everyone who has helped make this happen.   Alan and all the 
amazing staff and volunteers at CIAS, all the other staff and volunteers at Oakwood House 
who support us (Coventry Cyrenians, the Law Centre and the Roma Project), our partners 
who house our drop ins, Coventry City Council and all the other groups and individuals we 
have worked with over the past year. 

It has been a great privilege to chair the service over the past year and I am looking forward 
to our continued success. 

Caron McKenna 
Chair of Trustee Board 
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Objectives and activities 

Coventry Independent Advice Service was established to offer free and confidential 
information, advice and support to Coventry residents.  We help to identify and claim 
benefits, to challenge decisions, to advise on strategies for dealing with problem debt, to 
negotiate with creditors and to provide information and support on a range of other social 
welfare issues. 

Our service is delivered from community outreach venues across the city where we offer a 
mix of ‘drop-in’ sessions and pre-booked appointments.   Our service model is focused on 
reaching people where they live, in their own neighbourhoods, and in areas of greatest 
need. 

Our vision is for a city of empowered citizens.   By offering high quality advice and 
information services within the city we will help people to make informed decisions and 
choices that affect their lives.   We do not seek to create a dependency on our service for 
assistance; instead we strive to empower people to recognise their rights and entitlements, 
to claim the benefits they need and to help find realistic solutions to financial problems.  
This will result in wider benefits for the community as increased income within communities 
tends to be spent locally, which has a ‘multiplier effect’ as that money circulates locally.1 

Our mission is to advance the welfare of Coventry residents, predominantly by providing 
information, advice and support, thereby reducing inequality and improving quality of life 
within the city.   We can also use evidence gained from our service delivery to feed into local 
and national policy initiatives to influence lasting change. 

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. 

                                                      

1 The local multiplier (known as LM3) is a methodology that can be used to measure how spending generates 
local economic impact and benefit to communities. This measure is used to show how income entering an 
economy then circulates within it. For more information, see New Economics Foundation (2002) at 
http://bit.ly/2mmlg3E  

= informed choices =  

http://bit.ly/2mmlg3E
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Our work in more detail 

Advice, information and support 

We can offer advice, information and support across a range of subject areas including: 

Topic Includes 

Welfare Benefits 
Identifying entitlement and making applications for all 
means-tested and non-means tested social security 
benefits, assisting with enquiries about sanctions, 
overpayments, fraud, reviews and appeals. 

Debt 
Assisting with all categories of work including 
unsecured and secured loans, credit cards, utilities, 
Council Tax, income maximisation, Debt Relief Orders, 
bankruptcy and county court procedures. 

Housing 
General advice and information including social 
landlord and private sector tenancies, repairs and 
homelessness. 

Consumer 
General advice and information including defective 
good and services, credit agreements, individual rights 
and personal insolvency. 

Detailed or complex casework is offered in welfare benefits and debt categories only.   In 
other categories of law, we can only offer general advice and information and the enquirer 
will be signposted or referred to a more appropriate agency for casework support. 

At present, due to funder requirements, all tribunal representation work in Welfare Benefits 
is referred to Coventry Law Centre. 

Policy work 

In addition to our direct advice function, we 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 result.    

In the past year, we have been involved in several awareness-raising and ‘take-up’ focused 
campaigns to try and limit the impact of benefit reforms.   These have included ‘pop-up’ 
shops in community venues to highlight changes to Council Tax Support and advice sessions 
aimed at family’s subject to the Benefit Cap.   As part of Coventry Partnerships’ ‘Welfare 
Reform Working Together Group’, we also distributed leaflets to highlight changes and 
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where people could access advice and support in the city.  Our Director of Service chairs this 
group, which also provides an important link between our work and other initiatives within 
the city. 

We take an active role in the Advice Services Coventry (ASC) social policy group that helps 
collate data and case studies from across the city.   We report quarterly on outputs and 
outcomes to Coventry City Council and actively take part in local forums to share our 
learning more widely and exercise a responsible influence on local policy development.  We 
link with national organisations, including the Institute of Money Advisers and the National 
Association of Welfare Rights Advisers, to share good practise and learning. 

Other activities 

Our services address and respond to changing community needs but focus on developing 
awareness of rights and responsibilities, which helps to address and tackle social exclusion 
and economic problems within our community.   We also seek to support volunteers and 
deliver other appropriate project-based initiatives that fit within our mission. 

 

Case Study:  Identifying benefit entitlement 

Ms P had recently had a stroke and was signposted to us by the Stroke Association.   She 
lives alone and rents from a private landlord.   The stroke had caused some mobility 
problems and impaired her vision.   She has a small occupational pension but was not 
claiming any benefits and was struggling to make ends meet.   She was able to contact us by 
telephone and email. 

We carried out a full benefit check and identified entitlement to Pension Credit, Housing 
Benefit and Council Tax Support.   We also discussed the criteria for Personal Independence 
Payment and advised her to make a claim for this too. 

We supported her through the various claim processes.   This included helping her negotiate 
in a dispute relating to the amount that could be paid on her Housing Benefit claim.   We 
also helped her to successfully challenge the decision to refuse her application for Personal 
Independence Payment. 

As a result, she was awarded Pension Credit (backdated automatically for three months) 
along with Housing Benefit, Council Tax Support and Personal Independence Payment.   
These benefits were worth approximately £13,000 a year to her, making a real difference to 
her quality of life and enabling greater independence. 
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Case Study:  Mental health 

Ms S is a single person with significant mental health problems who finds it very difficult to 
leave her home.   She had her Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) stopped because 
she failed to attend a medical.   Consequently, her Housing Benefit (HB) and Council Tax 
Support (CTS) were also suspended. 

Ms S already had to find 14% of her rent herself due to the ‘bedroom tax’.   This additional 
liability, combined with her low income, had led to her building up rent arrears, council tax 
arrears and water debt.   When she approached us, she had no income at all and was reliant 
on foodbanks. 

We assisted with an appeal against the ESA decision and submitted a complaint to the DWP, 
asserting that they had failed to follow their own safeguarding guidance.   Ms S was clearly 
vulnerable and she should have been considered for home visits to carry out assessments.   
We asked for her ESA to be immediately reinstated on that basis.   As Ms S had a significant 
disability that affected her ability to go out outdoors and to interact with others, we also 
helped her with an application for Personal Independence Payment (PIP). 

We asked Coventry City Council to reinstate her HB and CTS, as she had no income, and to 
hold action on her rent and Council Tax accounts while we helped to sort out her benefit 
payments.   We helped her to apply for a Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) to cover the 
‘bedroom tax’ shortfall and discussed the option of ‘downsizing’ her property.   We made an 
application to the Big Difference Scheme for help with her water bills.   We issued her with 
food vouchers to help her through the next few days and helped her to apply for a 
Community Support Grant. 

Following our interventions, her ESA was reinstated without the need for her to be 
medically assessed.   Her benefit was also backdated for the whole period where it has been 
stopped.   The DWP agreed to carry out future assessments at her home.   Her HB and CTS 
were also reinstated and her rent arrears were completely cleared by the award of a 
Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP).   The DHP would also continue for a further six 
months, covering the ‘bedroom tax’ shortfall.   Her Big Difference Scheme application was 
successful, giving her a 90% discount on her water bill and allowing her to pay £1 per month 
to cover the arrears. 
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Weekly advice menu 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please note: This infographic represents our current delivery - correct at 16 October 2017.  
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Our beneficiaries 

Our service is available to all Coventry residents and our outreach venues are in areas of 
greatest need, as determined by a range of social and economic indicators. 

Coventry is a diverse city which brings with it many challenges as well as cause for 
celebration.   It is a top 50 global student city and has been short-listed for City of Culture 
2021.   At the same time, around one-quarter of children are living in low-income 
households and almost 1 in 5 residents live in the 10% most deprived wards in the UK. 

Here are some statistics about the city2: 

• Coventry’s population is approximately 345,400 
• The average age of all residents is 33 (compared to a regional and national average 

of 40) 
• 66.1 % of residents are working age and 14.3% are over 65 
• 66.6 % identify as White British (79.2% regionally and 79.8% nationally) 
• 17.7% have a long-term health problem or disability 
• Life expectancy is 78.4 for men and 78.7 for women 
• The number of people who are homeless and in priority need is nearly 85% higher 

than the national average 
• 25.1% of children live in low income families (23.2% regionally and 19.9% nationally) 
• 13% of families are in fuel poverty (12.1% regionally and 10.6% nationally) 
• 18.5% of residents live in neighbourhoods among the 10% most deprived in England 

(16.1% regionally and 10% nationally) 
• Average income per head is £13,397 per year (£15,611 regionally and £18,315 

nationally) 
• Nearly a third of households don’t have access to a vehicle 
•  23% live in households where no one is in employment (17% regionally and 15% 

nationally) 
• The number of children looked after by the local authority is nearly 28% higher than 

the national average 
• 4.7% of 16-18 year olds are not in education, employment or training (NEET) 

In addition, there are areas of the city characterised by particularly poor health, low 
educational attainment, high unemployment and low income.3 

• 36 of 195 Lower-layer Super Output Areas (LSOAs) in Coventry are within the 10% 
most deprived in England. 

                                                      

2 Coventry City Council (2017) Headline Statistics http://bit.ly/2qnIiYz  
3 Ibid. 

http://bit.ly/2qnIiYz
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• Part of Henley Green/Wood End, to the north east of the city, is ranked as the 8th 
most deprived LSOA in England. 

• Five wards have 35% of residents with no formal qualifications. 

 

Case Study:  Tax Credits  

Mr Y came to one of our drop-in sessions for advice about his application for Tax Credits.   
He is married and has three young children at school.   He came to the UK from Libya, 
claiming asylum in early 2015 which was granted in the middle of 2016.   The family live in a 
privately rented property and Mr Y works part-time at the minimum wage. 

At the interview with our adviser, it was noted that Mr Y’s claim for Tax Credits had only 
been awarded from the date his asylum claim was granted, rather than from the date he 
actually applied for asylum.   According to the legislation, an award of Tax Credits (if all the 
other conditions are met) should be applied from the date of the claim for asylum, not the 
date that the claim was granted, as long as the Tax Credit claim is made within one month of 
receiving the notification. 

We helped Mr Y to draft a letter to send to HMRC (who administer Tax Credits) requesting 
that he should be paid Tax Credits for the period from which he claimed asylum to the date 
this was accepted (a period of approximately 16 months). 

Mr Y called us in November 2016 to say that he had received a letter from HMRC.   They 
agreed that his claim had been processed incorrectly and awarded him approximately 
£10,000 for the period that he should have been receiving Tax Credits. 
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Demonstrating our impact 
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Some feedback from our clients 

“(The DWP) gave me a long form to fill out and I really could not understand a lot of the 
questions without your advisers help.” 

“It made me feel positive to have someone to look at my issue and understand.” 

“It really makes a lot of difference to me and family life.   Don’t have to worry that much, so 
less stress.   Thank you for everything.” 

“Yes, it has made a difference, yes has made my situation better.” 

“I was struggling and they helped us fill out forms and make phone calls.” 

“It has solved my problems.” 

“Helped me answer benefits form question in the right way.” 

“The adviser helped me several times and every time was very professional.” 

“Have never been in the situation to need benefits before.  Didn’t know where to start.  The 
lady explained every single aspect and made notes for me and not once made me feel 
inadequate for having to claim benefits which I am very embarrassed about.” 

“I won tribunal on sanctions.” 

“The advisor was very helpful and enabled me to think through the issue in hand.” 

“She was such a nice and understanding young lady and made me feel comfortable from the 
start.   At a time when I was feeling quite down she made me feel like there was hope.” 

“Diane was really clear and patient.” 

“Thank you very much for all the support you are giving to so many people.” 

“Thank you so much.  You are always there when we need help.” 

“Keep it up 👍👍👍👍very nice service.” 

“The service I received was fantastic such lovely people made me feel very relaxed.” 

“The lady whom I saw was extremely considerate and listened carefully and respectfully to me.   
She communicated understanding in a caring way.” 

“Diane was very helpful and I very much appreciate the help.” 

“My contact person was very helpful and sincere.” 

“I would like to congratulate your professional team who help me every time in difficult life 
situations.   Thank you to Sharon & Diana & Magda    who are professional and human.  

You do good job .” 

“A polite and helpful bunch of people.” 

“You made me feel at ease with a bad situation.” 
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Achievements and performance 

We recognise that the causes of poverty and deprivation are often structural.   The long-
term decline in manufacturing, an increase in low-paid and ‘zero hours’ employment, lack of 
investment in skills, availability of affordable childcare, welfare reform, poor housing and a 
range of other external factors all impact on our clients and on our service.    

Our experience teaches us, however, that we can effect real change within households and 
communities by helping them to secure financial benefits and manage limited resources 
more effectively, thereby empowering them to gain more control of their lives.   Increased 
income tends to be spent locally, thereby also boosting the local economy.   

The statistics that we reported for 2015/2016 established a benchmark for the service.   
That was our first full year as a truly city-wide advice service.   Our performance for 
2016/2017 has seen us surpass the achievements of the previous year.   These reflect both 
increasing awareness of our service, and our becoming more embedded within 
communities, along with increasing levels of demand as government cuts to social security 
benefits continue to bite. 

A range of external factors are likely to influence the demand for advice services in the city.   
The governments ‘welfare reform’ programme has already seen significant changes to social 
security benefits and there are many more changes to come.   Measures such as the benefit 
cap, the freeze on benefit uprating and the ‘bedroom tax’ have reduced the incomes of 
many poorer families.   In Coventry, it is estimated that the impact of welfare reforms (to 
March 2016) took £88 million out of the local economy and had the effect of reducing the 
income of every working age adult by £400 per year.4 

While work is often seen as the key route out of poverty, the increasing use of ‘zero-hours’ 
contracts, below inflation wage increases and lack of affordable childcare is making some 
forms of employment less secure and further impacting on household incomes.  A recent 
Joseph Rowntree report5 found the number of people living below an adequate standard of 
living had increased by four million to 19 million over the past six years.   This includes six 
million children.   Of the total number, over 11 million are at real risk of poverty. 

In Coventry, it is estimated that over £2 million of external funding, including legal aid, was 
lost from the not-for-profit advice sector with more reductions in available grants 
anticipated as funding streams become more sought after.    While demand for advice is 

                                                      

4 Beatty, C (2016) ‘The Uneven Impact of Welfare Reform’. Dataset available at http://bit.ly/2n2HtHk  
5 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2017) ‘Households below a Minimum Income Standard: 2008/09 to 2014/15’. 
http://bit.ly/2n2L347  

http://bit.ly/2n2HtHk
http://bit.ly/2n2L347
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increasing, the resources to provide high quality and effective services are severely 
depleted. 

As well as a general demand for advice, we also receive regular requests to provide advice 
services for other organisations and community groups.   These groups will refer their 
service users to us but would ideally like a regular presence within their own premises.   This 
is a gap that we could fill, but only if additional resources became available. 

Key indicators 

 Financial year 

Outputs 2016/17 2015/16 

People seen ‘face to face’ 6 4213 2362 

Number of new case files opened 7 3721 3359 

General information/signposting 8 5231 1529  

Benefits cases 71.8 % 67.7 % 

Debt cases 14.3 % 15 % 

Housing cases 3.8 % 4.2 % 

Employment cases 1.6 % 1.6 % 

Other cases 8.5 % 11.5 % 

Items of work completed 9 9672 5322 

Reported financial gains £3,168,316 £2,139,422 
 

During 2016/17 we had over 11,500 individual contacts.  This includes the people who 
received ‘face to face advice’, enquiries on the telephone and via email, and people visiting 
our website.  We opened 3721 new case files this year.  Over the telephone, we gave ‘basic’ 
advice or information, signposted or made appointments for over 4300 people.   We also 
received over 350 enquiries to our general email address (info@covadvice.org.uk)  and over 
2500 individual visitors to our website. 

                                                      

6 This figure includes people seen at ‘drop-in’ advice sessions and by appointment.   
7 This figure represents the number of new case files we opened.  It does not include any further contact with 
the client as this is included in the ‘items of work completed’ figure (note 9 below). 
8 This includes general enquiries in person, by telephone and by email.  Note that 2015/16 data only 
represents 5 months of general enquiries to the service as data was not collected systematically until part way 
through the year. 
9 This includes all work undertaken including interviews, phone calls, letters and emails, research, referrals and 
general casework.  It includes the face to face interviews (note 6 above) but excludes general enquiries (note 8 
above).  The number is an indicator of the amount of overall client work being undertaken by the service. 

mailto:info@covadvice.org.uk
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What do people ask us about? 

We opened 3721 new cases during 2016/17, an increase of nearly 11% on the previous year.   
The chart above shows that the largest enquiry area concerned welfare benefits (nearly 72% 
of all enquiries) with debt the second most common enquiry area (just over 14%).   Of 
course, people often present with multiple issues and an enquiry about benefits will 
regularly have a debt or money management issue attached.   Benefits for unemployed 
people in the UK are among the lowest in Europe10.   High housing and utility costs mean it 
is not surprising that claimants find it hard to make ends meet.  

 

                                                      

10 OECD (2016). Data available at http://www.oecd.org/els/benefits-and-wages-statistics.htm. 
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Where cases have been opened under the category of debt, this means that we have 
undertaken some casework with the client.   This could range from budgeting advice and 
drawing up a financial statement, to negotiation with creditors, setting up payment 
arrangements, negotiating debt ‘write-offs’, through to assisting with Debt Relief Orders and 
bankruptcy. 

Financial outcomes for our clients 

 

The graph above shows financial outcomes for clients of nearly £3.17 million during 
2016/17.   This represents a staggering 48% increase on the previous year and a direct 
return on investment for our funders of over 9:1.   Of course, not all clients report the 
outcome of their cases to us and so these figures are almost certainly lower than the total 
financial outcomes we have assisted people to secure. 

As last year, we apply the local multiplier to these financial outcomes11.   We assume that 
80% of money received by our clients is spent locally with businesses who, in turn, spend 
40% of that money locally.   This means that each £1 gained is worth £2.20 locally.   Applying 
this multiplier gives us an estimate that this £3.17 million is worth around £6.97 million to 
the local economy.   This increases our return on funders investment from an impressive 9:1 
to a remarkable 19:1. 

                                                      

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

£0.00

£500,000.00

£1,000,000.00

£1,500,000.00

£2,000,000.00

£2,500,000.00

£3,000,000.00

£3,500,000.00

Q1  Q2  Q3  Q4  Year

Financial outcomes
Total gains Benefits only

http://bit.ly/1CwQJG7


 

18 | P a g e  

 

How do people contact us? 

Over the past year, we answered an average of 360 phone calls made each month to our 
office.   The graph above shows an increasing trend over the year with a peak of 513 calls in 
March 2017.   Because of the demand, we recruited a volunteer, Gordon Payne, to help 
answer calls and undertake some other administrative tasks.   His help has been invaluable 
over the past year and has taken some pressure off our advisers who are now more able to 
focus on their core work. 

 

We made further improvements to our website during 2016/17 and had over 7700 views 
during the year.  We averaged 635 website views each month, with peaks of over 1000 in 
November and February.   
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On top of this, we showed up in Google searches nearly 10,000 times during the year, with 
over 2500 people searching for us using Google Maps (which we started recording in 
September 2016).  This has helped increase our reach and demonstrates the potential for 
using the web and other social media to increase access to our service 

 

 

Case Study:  Benefit Cap 

Ms J came to see us because she had received a letter warning her about the Benefit Cap 
and advising her to seek advice about the possible impact on her Housing Benefit.   She has 
six children at home, two of them under 3 years old, and we calculated that she would lose 
£115 per week from her Housing Benefit because of the cap.   With no other source of 
income, she was really going to find it difficult to make ends meet and would inevitably have 
fallen into rent arrears. 

One of her children, who was just three months old, was born with a disability.   We advised 
her to make a claim for Disability Living Allowance for the child and we also helped her apply 
for a Discretionary Housing Payment to give temporary help with the rent shortfall. 

The application for DLA was successful which meant that the household was now exempt 
from the Benefit Cap (due to a qualifying disability benefit being in payment).   This gave an 
additional income of £55.10 per week to help meet the extra costs of the child’s disability 
and meant that Ms J was eligible for the £115 Housing Benefit each week that she would 
have otherwise lost. 
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Where our clients live 

 

The bar chart above gives a much better picture of where our clients live.   It groups 
together client postcodes into local authority wards.   The numbers in the chart represent 
unique postcodes. 

The chart indicates that most of our clients live within the most disadvantaged areas of the 
city.   It also shows some clients are travelling to outreach venues for drop-in sessions and 
appointments.   The tables below give more detail about the geographic spread of our 
clients across the city. 

Ward % of total Rank 
Bablake 2.40% 16 
Binley and Willenhall 8.98% 3 
Cheylesmore 4.26% 12 
Earlsdon 1.46% 18 
Exhall 0.33% 19 = 
Foleshill 9.45% 2 
Henley 10.11% 1 
Holbrook 6.45% 7 
Longford 8.72% 4 
Lower Stoke 5.92% 9 

Ward % of total Rank 
Not known/Out of Area 0.33% 19 = 
Radford 6.05% 8 
Sherbourne 3.19% 14 
St Michael's 6.85% 5 
Upper Stoke 6.59% 6 
Wainbody 1.86% 17 
Westwood 5.32% 10 
Whoberley 2.59% 15 
Woodlands 4.92% 11 
Wyken 4.19% 13 

The ‘top five’ local authority wards where our clients live are Henley, Foleshill, Binley and 
Willenhall, Longford and St Michaels.   These five wards account for over 44% of all our 
clients.   Perhaps unsurprisingly, people living in the more affluent areas of the city appear 
less frequently but the numbers are still statistically significant. 
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The chart below gives a breakdown of housing status.  This shows that the vast majority of 
our clients are renting, mostly from social landlords, but there are significant numbers who 
are paying mortgages or who own outright. 

 

Ethnicity 

As last year, we can report that our client group reflects the range of diverse communities 
within the city.   Our service is open to everyone, regardless of their race, religion or 
background, and we are extremely proud that our service is accessible to different 
communities.   We will continue to monitor access and consider initiatives that raise 
awareness of our services among those communities where usage seems comparatively low 
(for example, the Irish community) compared to its size within the city. 
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Issues and trends in key enquiry areas 

Welfare benefits 

We have continued to help and advise clients throughout the city to deal with their welfare 
benefit issues.   There is much scope for official error and, as advisers, we play a vital role in 
checking whether clients are being paid correctly and making them, and other local 
agencies, aware of benefit changes and where they can get help. 

The service is under increasing pressure to help sick and disabled clients challenge refusals 
of Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) and Personal Independence Payment (PIP).   
People claiming ESA for the first time after 3rd April 2017 are no longer eligible for extra 
money in respect of their incapacity to work.   Now, if they are placed in the work-related 
activity group, they will not receive the extra £29.05 weekly allowance and will just get the 
same as someone who is deemed ‘fit for work’ and claiming Jobseekers Allowance (JSA). 

We see people every day who have been found ‘fit for work’ despite obvious health 
problems.  The first stage of challenging these decisions, a Mandatory Reconsideration, is 
unlikely to succeed unless further supporting evidence is provided.  The DWP have a (now 
well publicised) target of upholding 80% of their original decisions12, so for most clients the 
Mandatory Reconsideration stage becomes a paper exercise and just delays the 
independent appeal process (where they are more likely to succeed). 

Clients who feel unable to sign on for Jobseeker’s Allowance while waiting for the outcome 
of the Mandatory Reconsideration request are often left with no money.   This means they 
often have to rely on friends, relatives, food banks or limited local welfare provision to feed 
themselves and to pay essential bills. 

People on indefinite awards of Disability Living Allowance (DLA) are now being invited to 
claim Personal Independence Payment and we are seeing increasing numbers of clients who 
are struggling with the assessment process.  They are confused and angry when their 
awards are terminated, despite them having long term disabilities which have frequently 
worsened since their initial DLA awards were made. 

Among many benefit changes from April 2017, the Government’s controversial ‘Two-child 
policy’ and the loss of the family element in Child Tax Credit and Universal Credit is hitting 
many families who are already struggling to make ends meet.   These rules limit payment of 
Child Tax Credit elements and the Universal Credit child element to the 3rd or subsequent 
child in a family if the child is born after 6th April 2017.   Some exceptions apply, such as 

                                                      

12 See, for example, The Independent 17 May 2017, at http://ind.pn/2ytBbGe  

http://ind.pn/2ytBbGe
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multiple births or children conceived because of rape, or who are looked after by a non-
parent.   

Under this ‘two-child policy’, a family can lose up to £2780 in Child Tax Credit for each child.  
Housing Benefit awards will only include amounts for children where Child Tax Credit is in 
payment so further losses can occur. 

The biggest challenge over the coming year will be preparing for Universal Credit ‘full 
service’, which is due to go live in Coventry from April 2018.   Problems with Universal Credit 
have been widely reported.  These include people waiting up to 12 weeks for a first 
payment (a claim that is processed timeously still results in a wait of 5-6 weeks for a first 
payment), increased rent arrears, increased use of food banks and homelessness. 

Universal Credit is designed to be managed online via the client’s electronic journal.  Explicit 
consent is required for a third party, such as an advice service, to deal with the Department 
of Work and Pensions on behalf of a client and this change could make our jobs increasingly 
difficult.   An essential part of our role is dealing with the benefit authorities and increased 
bureaucracy is likely to make the advice process more time consuming and problematic. 

We will continue to learn from other digital service areas and communicate with partner 
agencies, to ensure that we are fully prepared to help and advise clients with their Universal 
Credit problems.   Sadly, if experiences elsewhere are typical, there are likely to be many 
such problems. 

Diane Goolding 
Senior Benefits Caseworker 
 

Debt/Money Advice 

I joined Coventry Independent Advice Service in July 2017 as the Senior Debt Caseworker.  I 
work closely with Diane, our Senior Benefit Caseworker, in supporting, supervising and 
developing the team.  I am currently working to formalise the debt advice process, making it 
more efficient and compliant with money advice guidelines and FCA regulations. 

CIAS continues to help and advise clients with money and debt advice issues.  We are seeing 
an increase in the number of complex money and debt advice cases.  So far, in 2017/18, we 
are already up 31% up on 2016/17 (the year covered in this annual report). 

Our Institute of Money Advisers (IMA) qualified money advisers deliver quality advice and, 
from the client’s perspective, the advice is sound in practice.  The debt and money advice 
process needs “tightening up” in lieu of the FCA regulations and the AQS requirements.   We 
plan to introduce a clearer debt policy and new procedures to ensure that each money 
adviser always delivers a high-quality service. 
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The service has large successful outcomes including negotiation with creditors, debt write-
offs, grants to clients and formal insolvency solutions.  All industry forecasts project that 
there will be increase in demand in the next years for money and debt advice due to factors 
including wage stagnation, benefits changes and caps, falling standards of living and 
increased need for borrowing.  Increasing demand for money and debt advice requires a 
high level of work and resource compared to other enquiry areas.  Presently, the service is 
working close to capacity.  

The recent changes and reductions to benefits is pushing more people into debt.  The 
impact of Universal Credit (detailed by Diane above) is pushing people into debt by its 
design.  The fact that, at best, it will pay the benefit after a six-week wait means that 
recipients are immediately in debt.  The ‘solution’ of applying for an advance payment loan 
doesn’t alleviate that problem as the money still needs to be repaid. 

The industry reports that: 

• The average debt per adult in the UK has continued to rise and now stands at 
£30,012, 114 per cent of average earnings. 

• Total credit card debt was £68.8 billion; an average of £2,539 per household. 
• Household debt is predicted to reach £2.3 trillion by 2022, an average of £86,001 per 

household. 

StepChange Debt Charity, in response to consultation on the Money Advice Service (MAS) 
2017/18 Business Plan, said “We strongly agree that there is ‘a significant and widening 
funding gap’ for free debt advice.  MAS are correct that funding is set to decrease (e.g. from 
local authorities) but the plan must also recognise that overall funding has been falling 
further behind need in recent years as free debt advice agencies provide more services to 
more people”.  

In this context MAS’s proposal for an extra £3 million funding to secure 43,000 additional 
debt advice sessions, to make sure “at least part of the shortfall is met”, does not seem 
ambitious enough.  Unmet debt advice demand will grow in the short term and provision 
will not be on a trajectory to meet the Government’s aim (in the Public Financial Guidance 
consultation) that MAS’s successor “must continue to fund debt advice to ensure supply 
meets demand”.  We think MAS should, at a minimum, aim to fund sufficient additional 
debt advice sessions to grow overall capacity year on year. 

Our work to achieve the Advice Quality Standard, by implementing efficiencies and making 
further improvements to service delivery, should enable us to apply for MAS-type contracts 
in future and to have a greater chance of being successful in securing them. 

Lawrence Blanc 
Senior Debt Caseworker 
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Our plans 

We published our strategic plan in March 2017, setting out our plans for the three years to 
2020.   At the heart of our strategy is a commitment to reducing inequality and improving 
quality of life within Coventry.   The coming years present a considerable challenge for us as 
we seek to meet increasing demand for advice while also maintaining a focus on quality and 
service development.   The commitment of our staff, Trustees and volunteers is crucial to us 
meeting these challenges and realising our vision of empowered citizens. 
 
We have identified five priority areas that we will focus on over the next three years.   Each 
priority area has several objectives which are outlined in the table below.   Our 
performance, measured against these objectives, will inform our work and help refine our 
service requirements.    
 

Priority area Overall objective Specific objectives 
Developing 
accessible and 
appropriate 
services 

To ensure that we are 
meeting the needs of our 
communities, particularly 
those who are most 
disadvantaged. 

• Provide advice across 10 priority 
neighbourhoods within 
Coventry. 

• Seek opportunities to develop 
new services to meet specific 
need. 

• Increased take-up of service 
across key demographics. 

• Development of new delivery 
channels (for example, email 
and web-chat). 

• Achievement of Advice Quality 
Standard (AGS). 

• Achieve minimum of 80% user 
satisfaction rating (satisfied or 
very satisfied). 

 
Funding and 
sustainability 

To develop a sustainable 
financial model that 
addresses value for money, 
supports the evaluation of 
project outcomes, and 
ensures we are appropriately 
resourcing development to 
maintain project and 
programmed activities. 

• Develop a fundraising strategy 
that seeks to diversify our 
funding base and enable greater 
service flexibility. 

• Raise at least £20,000 per 
annum from Trusts, Foundations 
and other grant-giving bodies by 
2020. 
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Better governance To extend the skills and 
expertise of our Trustees to 
support our future 
development plans, whilst 
maintaining our local 
integrity and accountabilities. 

• Complete a board ‘health check’ 
exercise and use the results to 
develop a governance action 
plan. 

• Hold an annual board ‘away day’ 
to focus on governance and 
strategy. 

• Seek opportunities for greater 
user-involvement. 

Valuing our staff 
and volunteers 

To help everyone within our 
service to achieve excellence. 

• Implement a robust 
performance management 
process ensuring that all staff 
have an annual 
appraisal/performance and 
development review and a 1:1 
meeting with their line manager 
at least every 6 weeks. 

• Ring-fence a budget for staff 
training and develop a training 
plan, based on the annual 
appraisal outcomes. 

• Achieve minimum of 85% staff 
satisfaction rating (happy or 
very happy at work). 

Working in 
partnership 

To extend our work with our 
existing partners and develop 
more collaborative working 
relationships to support our 
strategy and help us and get 
closer to our communities. 

• Active engagement with local 
partners (particularly those 
hosting our outreach services) 
and community forums. 

• Seek opportunities to work 
more closely with local schools 
and universities. 

• Enhance our role in Advice 
Services Coventry to ensure a 
joined-up approach to advice 
provision in the city. 

• Achieve minimum of 80% 
partner satisfaction rating 
(satisfied or very satisfied). 
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Financial review 

Our total income of just over £334,000 was a £60,000 reduction on the preceding year 
(£394,000).   Last year, we received additional income of £54,000 because of a transfer of 
funds from Willenhall Advice Centre.   The remaining £6,000 difference in our income this 
year was the result of a small decrease in our total grant from Coventry City Council, our 
core funder (£333,000 this year compared to £339,000 last year).   We received less than 
£1000 from public donations and a small amount of interest on our bank accounts. 

Expenditure 

Expenditure increased slightly to £296,500 (£294,000 last year), which broadly reflects 
inflationary increases.   Staff costs represent around 84% of our total expenditure.   Our 
administration costs remained low, largely thanks to the continuation of our serviced office 
arrangements with Coventry Cyrenians and the negotiation of a new photocopier lease deal 
which is significantly reducing our costs over the longer term.   

Funds and investments 

The transfer of funds from Willenhall Advice Centre at the end of 2015/16 meant that we 
could open an investment account for our reserves.   We now hold £40,000 on a 100-day 
notice account, which means we can achieve a preferable rate of interest while having 
access to the funds at relatively short notice. 

Balance sheet 

Our fixed assets are solely comprised of computer and office equipment.   The charity does 
not own any buildings or other assets.   We established a workplace pension scheme in 
January 2017, using the National Employment Savings Trust (NEST) scheme set up by 
government.   This scheme has been awarded a 
5* rating by Defaqto.   It is free of charge for us 
to use and does not attract any ongoing liability 
beyond the commitment to make regular 
payments while eligible staff are employed. 

Financial planning 

One of the most significant challenges facing 
the trustees in the future is to diversify away 
from its single source of funding.  In support of this we have secured the services of a part 
time Bid Writer/Fundraiser.  With the imminent roll-out of Universal Credit we have also 
recruited an additional generalist caseworker.  Lastly, we are investing in the AdvicePro case 
management system and the Advice Quality Standard.   Around £30,000 of our reserves will 
be used for these purposes which will not compromise our reserves policy (see below). 
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Reserves 

The trustees have set a reserves policy that requires reserves to be maintained at a level 
which ensures that our core activity could continue during a period of unforeseen difficulty 
and that a proportion of reserves be maintained in a readily realisable form.   The trustees 
assess the required level of reserves on an annual basis, alongside the operating budget.  
The assessment takes account of the income and expenditure risk within the budget and the 
need to keep sufficient bank balances to be able to manage the day-to-day fluctuations of 
receipts and payments. 

The reserves policy was reviewed in October 2016 and, based on the risk analysis, reserves 
equivalent to three months operating costs were agreed to be necessary (approximately 
£85,000 for 2016/17).   The current level of reserves is comfortably above this level and the 
trustees have approved expenditure from reserves which will help close this gap (see 
‘financial planning’ above). 

Gavin Kibble 
Treasurer 
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Independent examination of accounts 
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Coventry Independent Advice Service offers a welfare benefits and 

debt/money advice service to people living in Coventry.   Advice is delivered 

from accessible venues, based in the community and across the city, and is 

available both with and without an appointment.   Our aim is to combat 

poverty within some of the most disadvantaged communities in England. 

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

guarantee registered in England and Wales (no.  2761115).  Authorised and 

regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (FRN: 628958). 

www.covadvice.org.uk 

info@covadvice.org.uk 

twitter and facebook: @covadvice 

024 7652 1100 

Oakwood House, Cheylesmore, Coventry CV1 2HL 
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