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Citizens Advice Harlow
Free, Confidential, Independent

and Impartial Advice

We value diversity, promote equality and challenge 
discrimination

Our Aims
To provide the advice people need

for the problems they face

To improve the policies and practices

that affect people’s lives
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Chairman’s Statement 2018
Every year I start the process of writing this report wondering what 
I am going to say that is new because, for many of the residents of 
Harlow, Citizens’ Advice is sadly something of a constant in their 
lives. We are a known point of practical advice and refuge in a 
bewildering world of regulation and the inevitable disappointments 
of life.  My colleagues work very hard to keep our service at HCA 
at the forefront of our clients’ minds so that this constant remains a 
comfort and our aim is to stay operational for as many hours a week 
as is humanly possible.

The reason why we succeed at what we do is because of our staff 
and volunteers’ selfless commitment to our client needs, our quality 
of work, and our internal and external auditing processes. Even 
though there are many similar organisations that provide advice 
locally we are unique due to the the volume of numbers we help, 
the training we provide, the close monitoring of work and our links 
to a national voice that is heard at the heart of government. We fight 
the corner of the disadvantaged over the huge range of problems 
and setbacks that life throws at them. We are there not only for the 
JAMs (Just About Managing) in our society but also the NoRMs 
(Not Remotely Managing) and it is that latter section of society who 
present us with our greatest challenges -but fortunately also our 
greatest successes.

Whilst this year’s report apes in many respects those of previous 
years there have been some significant new issues that we have 
faced in the past twelve months. One of these, GDPR, has been a 
topic in all boardrooms across Europe and we have fine tuned many 
of our internal practices to ensure compliance. One side-effect of 
this is that we are now a paperless office. This has not been easy, 
not because the process is a difficult one as such but because we 
have thousands of years of paper management engrained in our 
sensibilities and sweeping this away in what amounts to a trice is 
culturally uncomfortable.

Of course Universal Credit remains a major issue for us and is one 
of this year’s major buzzwords for all the wrong reasons. We have 
made our own waves locally on this deeply unpopular streamlining 
of benefits but the big news is that National Citizens Advice have 
been chosen by the department of Work and Pensions and from 
April 2019 they will be funding all CA local advice centres to deliver 
end-to-end support to help people make and manage new Universal 
Credit claims. This is critically important because it demonstrates 
clearly that as already mentioned, Citizens’ Advice has a voice that 
cannot be ignored by central government.

Two other things have become apparent during these last twelve 
months.  Maybe it’s because our training demands that we delve 
more effectively into those presenting problems but complexity 
increasingly marks out new cases that come to us. It is hard as yet to 
why this might be but we shall be continuing to examine our statistics 
to determine if there are any common causes to this trend.  Second, 
there has been a noticeable increase in cases where a mental health 

crisis is a root cause of problems. This is most worrying.  Overall, as 
is now normal for us we have assisted around 7000 clients with over 
12,000 queries. These clients are often distraught or at their wits end 
as to where to turn.

During 2017 and 2018 we made particular efforts to find new 
volunteers and train them. Much of our success in this area is as 
a result of appointing a dedicated training and recruitment officer. 
There is inevitably a constant turnover of volunteers as peoples’ 
circumstances change but newcomers train hard and take up the 
vacant posts, significantly enhancing their own knowledge and skills 
in the process. It really is a fact that anyone can become a volunteer. 
You don’t need special skills other than an ability to listen and 
empathise although of course additional experience or expertise is 
always welcomed.

Lastly I am going to repeat the point I have made in previous year 
about Citizens’ Advice being an holistic solution centre. When clients 
approach us, they will be firmly focussed on an issue that they just 
cannot solve on their own. They believe that if this can be solved 
then life will be just manageable again. If only life were so simple. 
Our specially trained advisors set about finding a solution to this 
presenting problem but whilst doing so gently probe any other 
issues that may have a bearing on the case.  Other organisations 
with whom we appear to compete may offer a service to address a 
specialised part of an individual’s situation and then signpost them 
to us however only Citizens Advice has the capability and national 
resource network to work with a client on all their problems whilst 
auditing the quality of this advice. With modern problems being 
almost always time sensitive, having the knowledge, resources 
and single point of access available to address them all can be 
of considerable comfort to a despairing, confused and yes, even 
angry client.  Furthermore as already alluded to, it is through our 
reporting of contemporary issues centrally to the National Citizens’ 
Advice that county wide figures can be consolidated to demonstrate 
to governments that particular policies affect sections of society 
unfairly. 

The role of chairman is at HCA very much enhanced and made 
enjoyable by our extremely dedicated staff and volunteers and on 
behalf of the broadly skilled and experienced board of trustees 
whose advice, direction and support is invaluable I offer to them my 
heartfelt thanks.

In conclusion I must again thank our major funders without whom 
of course our work would be impossible – Harlow District Council, 
Essex County Council, OFGEN through national Citizens Advice 
and the Essex Community Foundation. We are most grateful for 
your continued support.

John Barber

Chairman



Annual Report 2017-18         www.harlowcitizensadvice.org.uk
Page 2

CEO Report
Tiziana Groom

Citizens Advice has been providing advice and 
Information in Harlow for over 62 years and we 
continue to adapt our service to current needs and 
worries of our community. 

We have signifi cantly developed in 2017, through our volunteer recruitment 
which has seen an increase of over 50% in our volunteer numbers and 
through our Quality of Advice, developing into new areas of advice such as 
the Introduction of Universal Credit and the challenges that it has brought 
to people aff ected.

Law Clinic appointments continue to increase year upon year and we 
retain good working relationships with all of our pro bono solicitors and 
external legal teams. 

Our One Service strategy 2015–2020 has 5 key goals: 

1. Make it easier to get advice 

2. Be more infl uential

3. Work together as one service 

4. Be even more eff ective and sustainable 

5. Be a stronger equality champion

The rich data from across our network helps us to get a clear picture of the problems people are facing and the underlying 
causes. We use this evidence to identify solutions and advocate for changes in public services and consumer markets. For 
instance within Universal Credit, we’ve collected evidence about the impact Universal Credit was having on clients and we’ve 
used this to make a strong case for changes to the system and better support which meets the needs of our client, this then 
lead to the Universal Credit helpline was made free and the government has reduced how long people are waiting for their fi rst 
payment. 

Citizens Advice Harlow has a long and proud history of helping people facing uncertainty. We’re committed to being there for 
everyone who needs us. A big thank you to our staff  and volunteers whose hard work and commitment means that we can 
continue to change lives for the better.
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Law Clinic Report 
My name is Clair and I am the new Law Clinic Coordinator.

I took over the role at the end of February 2018 from Sarah who so 
successfully established the Law Clinic in August 2015. I am also a 
qualified solicitor who has worked in the Financial Services sector 
previously.

The Law Clinic has seen a gradual increment in client numbers 
since its inception.  Last year on the Law Clinic’s two year 
anniversary (August 2017) 800 clients had used our services. Over 
the last 12 months (October 2017 to end September 2018) we 
have offered legal advice to 475 clients. 

We continue to offer free half hour appointments with solicitors with 
expertise in the following areas: 

family, employment, consumer, contract, immigration, medical 
negligence and personal injury, wills and probate, housing, criminal, 
civil litigation and dispute resolution, small business advice. 

Family still occupies the top position for legal advice sought on 
matters of relationship breakdown, child access and custody, 
domestic abuse and rights and access to conjugal/marital assets. 
Accordingly, we have four clinics a calendar month to accommodate 
this demand.  Advice concerning employment matters is also in 
high demand and we have up to four clinics a month to deliver 
legal support for clients in difficulty with work related issues. The 
Law Clinic continues to run monthly Lasting Powers of Attorney 
Workshops.

As we have seen an increase in contentious and litigious matters being presented by clients, a new Civil Litigation and Dispute Resolution clinic 
has been established which is run by a solicitor specialising in this broad practice area.  It is very exciting to be able to offer clients legal support 
on these, often quite tricky, problems. 

The Law Clinic is made possible by the support of our volunteer solicitors. The solicitors represent 8 firms and we are incredibly grateful for the time 
and effort and professional service they provide the Law Clinic clients. Our volunteer solicitors show great support to our clients. Where clients are 
in need of urgent advice or are unable to attend prescribed clinic times volunteer solicitors, where possible, will provide advice out with the clinic 
times or at their own offices. They often go the extra mile for our clients.

The majority of our clients are referred to the Law Clinic via our shop floor Gateway client registration. Although, we are seeing increasing numbers 
referred from the local MP’s office, as well as from other agencies such as Macmillan, Frontline and from other Citizens Advice Bureaus that have 
no law Clinic provision. 

The client feedback provided on our post-appointment questionnaires consistently show that the clients have confidence in the advice they have 
been given and 95% of our client feedback rates the overall service as good (the highest mark available on our form). Although, a recent client did 
question why there was no “excellent” box to tick for rating the overall service on the questionnaire!

The Law Clinic has also offered an exciting opportunity for sixth formers and college students considering studying Law at university. The students 
have been able to observe the law clinics. Our volunteer solicitors have been very accommodating in permitting these students to observe them 
in action. The students have found their experiences invaluable and one such student donated her sponsorship from the London Legal Walk to 
our Law Clinic.
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Research and Campaigns
We’re not just here for times of crisis – we also use clients’ stories 
anonymously to campaign for policy changes that benefit the 
population as a whole.

The sheer number of clients we see each year means that if there is 
a recurring injustice out there, it is inevitably being played out in our 
interview rooms and recorded on our database of client evidence.  
This database is analysed by the national policy team, who are then 
able to bring problems areas to the attention of those who are – often 
inadvertently – causing them.

This year we have captured evidence relating to the impact of 
Universal credit roll out including the lack of support available for 
clients who had little Digital capability.  Our clients’ evidence helped 
us play a key role in persuading the Government to make changes 
that ensure UC works for the people who need it most.

Citizens Advice Universal Credit
Campaign Success
Locally and nationally Citizens Advice have been campaigning since 
July 2017 for the government to pause and fix Universal Credit (UC).   
This is because our evidence shows that UC can leave people 
unable to pay essential bills and can risk pushing them into debt 
and hardship whilst they wait for their first payment.  More than 7 
million households will receive UC by 2022, and Citizens Advice has 
already helped people with over 1000,000 UC issues since it was 
introduced.

Over recent months the Government have announced a number of 
changes, including £1.5 billion package of support for UC.  These 
changes should make a significant difference to the millions of 
people who will claiming UC by the time it’s fully implemented.

Previous Campaign Success
Income security
in a fast changing labour market, we wanted to make sure people 
had the ability to enforce their rights. We helped campaign for the 
ban on employment tribunal fees, and influenced the Taylor review of 
modern employment to include many of our suggestions

Fair play for prepay
Prepay energy customers were paying more and receiving a second 
class service. Suppliers have committed to better customer service 
and support, and improved the choice of tariffs and ease of switching.

Our successes
In November’s budget, the Government announced a £1.5 billion 
package to improve UC.  The Government committed to a number of 
changes we had been calling for, including;

• Removing the 7 waiting days.

• Introducing an additional non-repayable financial payment for  
 those moving from Housing Benefit to UC to help people pay  
 their rent.

• Changes to Advance Payments so claimants can receive   
 100% of their payment as an advance, and pay it back over 12  
 months.

• All claimants being told they can get an Advance Payment.

• Making the UC helpline free.

• A slowdown in the roll out of full service UC.

• Closure of new claims to the ‘live service’.

• The Government will also be looking at Universal Support to  
 ensure those who need it are helped to get onto UC and to  
 adapt to the changes involved, and wider changes to UC and  
 the taper rate are under review.

RESEARCH AND CAMPAIGNS
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Local Campaigns
Big Energy Saving Week
Big Energy saving week is a national campaign to help people cut 
their fuel bills and get all the financial support they are entitled to.  
The week focuses on raising public awareness of how to switch 
energy supplier or tariff to get the best deal, access discounts and 
make homes energy efficient.

Citizens Advice Harlow held an event during Big Energy Saving 
Week 2018 to help people save money on their energy ills.  We were 
able to meet with various people in our community and arrange one 
to one appointment to help them get the best deal and make their 
homes more energy efficient.

Current Campaigns
Household bill debt
Household bill debts now make up a majority of the debt issues our 
clients face.  We will be focusing our policy work in 2018 and 2019 on 
investigating the causes and consequences of people falling behind 
on their bills and getting into debt to government.

Bailiff Regulation
We’re looking further into problems in the bailiff industry, in particular 
where bailiffs are regularly disregarding the reforms which were 
introduced in 2014.  We want to understand the consequences of a 
poorly functioning bailiff industry for people on low incomes and for 
Government.  The research will contribute to our campaign on the 
need for a bailiff regulator.

Unsolicited Credit Limit Increases
We are currently looking at how credit card providers increase people’s 
credit limits.  This often happens without the customer asking for an 
increase.  In their Credit Card Market Study, the FCA recognised 
this as an issue, and the study led to a voluntary agreement with 
UK Finance members on how increases should occur.  We don’t 
believe that the voluntary agreement goes far enough and will leave 
consumers at risk.  Our aim is to convince the FCA to ban unsolicited 
increases completely.
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Recruitment Report

Recruitment is an evolving process, it is imperative that we are constantly 
recruiting new volunteers as our volunteers are the heart of our professional 
service..

In 2017 we noticed that a big recruitment drive was required due to the increasing 
demand for our service and the complexity of the issues presented by clients. We 
now also use social media as a platform to reach new audiences. 

“Citizens Advice reminds me that 
there are people and organisations out 

there dedicated to helping people not for 
profi t but because it’s the right thing to do 

and I appreciate being a part of that.” 

Tombae
 Trainee Level 1 Adviser

“Being retired enables me to 
contribute and help our clients that require 

our support and assistance.  I enjoy 
volunteering and have learnt so much.  I am 

in a position where I do not need to work 
and this has given me another side to my 
life. I feel valued and needed and this is 

thanks to Citizens Advice Harlow.”

  Jan
Information Assistant

If we was to place a monetary value on our values it would have cost in the region 
of £200,000 for them to deliver our service.

By investing in our volunteers to provide the quality of service we strive for at 
Citizens Advice Harlow it also gives them confi dence and enhances their skillset 
which for some volunteers improves  their future job prospects.  

In 2017-2018 52% of our volunteers left Citizens Advice Harlow as they had been 
off ered paid employment.

Without our volunteers we would 
not be able to provide the level 

of  service that we do and we are 
always so thankful to our team of 

dedicated volunteers
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Our recent report on the impact of Universal credit on our clients 
evidenced 90% of clients claiming Universal Credit state they are in 
rent arrears. A recent report by Citizens Advice evidenced in 2017 
found that Universal Credit claimants are 37% more likely to need debt 
advice than clients on legacy benefits. Working client’s report difficulty 
in managing a budget due to the income taper applied exclusively to 
Universal Credit. 

Clients can be turned down for Universal Credit or have their claim 
sanctioned for a number of reasons, this often leads to periods with 
nil income. We have successfully challenged a number of these 
decisions at Mandatory Reconsideration; thus enabling Homelessness 
Prevention. 

Issues with Universal Credit claims continue to be the top reason why 
clients need a food bank voucher. We have also seen a rise in the 
number of referrals we make to organisations offering support and 
specifically Mental Health support. 

Although I spend a significant amount of time advising clients directly, 
I also capture evidence of the impact of universal Credit locally. This 
feeds into the Research and Campaigns work by national Citizens 
Advice who have been extremely successful in campaigning for 
changes to Universal Credit. 

We will continue to monitor and evidence the impact on Harlow 
residents, as we want to ensure that the process of moving people 
from legacy benefits to Universal Credit through managed migration 
works for our clients, including the most vulnerable. Delivering this 
service will give us even greater insight into how Universal Credit is 
working and increase our opportunities to raise our evidence with the 
government.

Over recent months the Government have announced a number 
of changes, including a £1.5 billion package of support for UC. We 
welcome this additional funding to ensure people have access to a 
minimum standard of support to help them access and adapt to 
Universal Credit.

Universal Credit Support Adviser
My name is Nicki and I am the Universal Services Support Lead 
for Citizen’s Advice Harlow. 

I have been in my role since September 2017; when Universal 
Credit Full Service went live in Harlow. 

Universal Credit replaces six mean tested benefits and has 
completely re-written the benefit system. Client’s claiming 
Universal Credit  often present with a number of issues such 
as debt, housing, relationship/family and employment issues. 
By 2022, over 7 million families will be in receipt of this benefit - 
nearly 3 in 10 (28%) of all working-age households. 

Citizens Advice is often the first port of call for people needing 
help with benefits and in the last year we dealt with over 3000 
benefit issues. We support the aims of UC to simplify the 
benefits system, make transitions into work easier and make 
every hour of work pay. However to achieve these aims it is 
vital that it works well for all claimants. Our research shows that 
some aspects of UC risk causing or exacerbating personal debt 
problems.
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Money Advice

Client is a 52 year old single woman who lives in a Harlow 
Council property.  She used to work but is currently unable to 
work and on Universal Credit. 

As she lives in a 3 bedroom property she is under occupying 
and is subject to the bedroom tax.  She had not been able 
to downsize to a smaller property as her tenancy is still in 
joint names with her ex-partner.  As a result she had built up 
over £2,000 of rent arrears and received a Notice Seeking 
Possession. She required assistance from both the Universal 
Credit adviser and Money adviser who worked together to help 
the client. 

Client had various medical problems which are a result of her 
having a childhood illness. Client had a Motability car but we 
advised she could also claim PIP for her care need, there was 
an element of risk with her current claim but the client decided 
to proceed.

Client was awarded PIP care £57.30 a week but her mobility 
element was downgraded for enhanced (£59.75) to standard 
mobility £22.65. As a result of this she would have had to give 
up her motability car which she has had for 27 years. 

We successfully appealed the PIP decision and the client was 
awarded the higher rate for both, (£85.60 and £59.75 per week) 
also assisted the client to apply for a Discretionary Housing 
Benefit for her rent shortfall and client was awarded £30 a week.  
As a result the council decided not to pursue court action. 

We also assisted the client with a Debt Relief Order which wrote 
off her debts.  She owed £11,500 including Council Tax and 
water. The Motability car was not counted as an asset as it was 
leased.  Client had a Tax Credit overpayment which was being 
deducted from her on going Universal Credit. This deduction 
was also stopped. 

The client recently had her Universal Credit Work Capability 
assessment which resulted in her being found fit to work. This 
decision was also successfully challenged. 

      

The following case study is an actual 
example of a case involving our 
Money Adviser and Universal Support 
Adviser, this highlights the complex 
and numerous issues facing universal 
credit claimants especially clients who 
have long term health problems and 
disabilities. 

*Photo is for illustrative purposes only

CASE STUDIES
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Universal Credit Advice

When our client was fi rst referred by the council she 
presented to us in a very distressed state. She had diffi  culty 
with managing her aff airs so presented with very little 
information.   

It was very diffi  cult to get her to engage or reveal any 
information. Client stated she was stuffi  ng letters down the side 
of the microwave and under the sofa; anywhere she did not 
have to look at them.  We identifi ed she needed support with 
a number of issues such as her debts, benefi ts and housing.   
Over a period of 12 weeks  I supported her  through six face 
to face appointments and additional telephone support to 
prepare her debt pack , enabling the client to be successfully 
referred to our Money Advice Specialist for a Debt Relief Order 
(DRO). 

The Client  also had many benefi t issues and needed to be 
guided through the new Universal Credit System; which she 
found over whelming and lacked any Digital Capability.  We 
also had the added barriers of negative DWP decisions, which 
we successfully challenged.  During 
this time the client would present 
emotionally distressed at decisions 
made by DWP.   She  stated she felt 
like she was drowning. 

By supporting the client we were able to 
assist her to a stable and manageable 
point. Her complex case plan involved 
Income maximisation, priority and 
non-priority debt management and 
the prevention of homelessness. Only 
when the immediate issues were 
addressed could we provide personal 
budgeting support for the longer term. 

We are delighted our client is now in a 
stable position and is able to manage 
her own aff airs with continuing support 
and advocacy from our Universal 
Support service. 

Client feedback

I cannot even begin to describe the diffi  culties I had with 
Universal Credit, I did not know where to turn. I had debts up 
to my neck, rent arrears, a suspended possession order. I was 
scared to open letters. I was in a desperate situation. 

Harlow council referred me to the Citizens Advice. I didn’t 
even know it was a place you can go for this kind of help. My 
appointment was the beginning of things getting better but it 
was a long journey.

The help Nikki and Caroline gave me with the Universal Credit 
and my debts has changed my life completely. My debts are 
stable, I have an agreement with my housing manager, my 
house is secure. It’s a fantastic place and I speak very highly 
of it. 
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Trustees

John Barber - Chair

Andrew Whybrow - Treasurer

Madeline Seibert

Dr Ernest Onyema

Karen Smith

Diana Murray

Richard Lane

Robin Lee

Stephen Crane

Thank you

Our work would not be possible without our hard working volunteers.  Our volunteers have 
taken many roles in Citizens Advice Harlow including Advisers, Research and Campaigns 

team, information assistants,supervisors,  IT Co-ordinator,  Media and Public relations 
officers, fund raisers.  We would like to say a big thank you to our volunteers for their time 

and dedication to Citizens Advice Harlow.
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Citizens Advice Harlow
Registered Charity Number 1135235

13 - 15 East Gate, Harlow, Essex, CM20 1HP
Adviceline:  03444 770808

Please donate @ https://mydonate.bt.com/charities/citizensadviceharlow

or text donate HCAB33 £2, £3 or £5 to 70070.

Facebook: Citizens Advice Harlow

Twitter: HarlowCA/@cabharlow

www.harlowcitizensadvice.org.uk
www.adviceguide.org.uk
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