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Annual Report 2020-21

Chair’s Report
By
Michael Zuke.

The last year has of course been dominated by the covid 19 pandemic. In my previous
report I described how Bexley Citizens Advice had rapidly adapted to the challenges
posed by the onset of the disease.
In common with Citizens Advice offices throughout the country the experience of
giving advice remotely during the periods of lockdown caused us to reflect on how to
deliver our service most efficiently.
Improvements in digital technology and the increase in ownership of mobile phones,
tablets and laptops mean that many people can request and receive advice without
the need for a face-to-face meeting with an advisor. Where this is appropriate the
advantages to the client are that they can receive advice quickly without having to
travel to an advice session and wait to be seen.
However, this way of delivering advice is not always appropriate. The client may not
have access to, or facility with the technology. The problem may be too complex to
resolve remotely and may require consideration of a number of documents. In such
cases a face-to-face appointment will be necessary.
As restrictions eased, we were able to re-open the office to clients by appointment
while maintaining covid 19 precautions. We will continue to evaluate the best balance
between the different ways of delivering our service.
The novel measures taken to deal with the pandemic, such as furlough and working
from home saw an increase in enquiries from young people and those in work.
We participated in the Citizens Advice national campaign to maintain the increase in
Universal Credit.
I am very pleased that we have been able to welcome four new trustees to our board Steve Armstrong, Oliver Main, Carole Pellici and Neil Walford. They bring a range of
skills and experience.

I am also very pleased that Councilor David Leaf has become an observer at our board
meetings. This has opened another useful channel of communication with Bexley
Council.
I would like to thank my fellow trustees, Roland and his team, and our volunteer
advisors for adapting and maintaining advice services during a very challenging year.
Chief Executives
Report

Roland Haigh
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This is my 25th annual report, please forgive me for being boring, in some ways it gets
harder to write every year, our volunteers still do the same amazing job which really
makes a difference in people’s lives. It has been a unique year. For the nearly 25 years
I have been at Bexley and the 30 years I have been in the service, people have always
been waiting at our door for advice. People wait in the cold and rain two hours before
we open, so they are first in the queue. This year there has been no queue.
This does not mean that people are not coming to the office. We have signs, we have
a notice on our website. Still people come and try to wait to see us. It is the way things
have always been. But the pandemic has changed everything. I do not think there is a
single element in our lives that has not been changed by the pandemic.
We have operated in a new way, we are helping more people than in the pre pandemic
era but we do this now in a different way. We can only be contacted by e-mail or
telephone in the first instance. We now access people to see how we can best help
them. We are able to give people appointments to come and see us, if that is the best
way forward for them.
We are very conscious of digital deprivation. The pandemic has been an excuse for
many organisations to go digital, this means that a number of users get excluded,
especially it would appear the most vulnerable. We spoke to an older client who was in
total despair as he wanted an old mattress collected. The only way to do this is to
book on-line which is easy and convenient only if you have access to a computer.
There are many other examples of services that are now only available on-line.
At the moment we are funded by the Department of Works and Pensions to provide
their Help to Claim service. This is a service to help people claim Universal Credit for
the first time. Universal Credit can only be claimed on-line. We provide a service in our
Job Centres and at the office to help people claim. The DWP have re-commissioned
the service from 31 March 2022. The new service will be telephone and on-line help
only which is of very little use to a large group of claimants.

Our Board of Trustees are very conscious of these issues As we look at developing a
post COViD service we will remain very aware that not everyone has the ability or
equipment to be digital.
In October we launched a new service. It has been a long term objective of the
organisation to be able to provide specialist immigration advice in the Borough.
Immigrants are often vulnerable and exploited by people giving poor quality and
expensive immigration advice. A lot of those giving advice are not qualified or licensed
to do so. We made a bid for funding to Trust for London for a specialist immigration
advisor. Our application persuaded TFL of the need and they gave us more funding
than we had requested. We received an offer of funding for £96 000 over three years.
We are working in partnership with Lewisham Migrants hub. They provide the member
of staff who is qualified to provide immigration advice. In year one we did 38 complex
cases and 187 pieces of ‘one off’ advice.
I should briefly talk about money advice. Most money advice is funded by the Money
and Pensions Service. This is a quango, They have decided to put the contracts to
provide money advice out for tender. They divided England and Wales into three and
they further put a restriction on bidders that they could only bid for two regions. Our
national organisation decided that they would not bid for the South and London. This
means that Citizen’s Advice will receive no government funding to help people in
London and the South of England.
This year we also underwent our leadership self-assessment. This is a process where
Citizen’s Advice ensure that we comply with their national standards. It does not
include evaluating the quality of advice which is a separate exercise. The leadership
self assessment is a very time-consuming process and a huge amount of work for our
volunteer trustees. The auditor agreed that we gave good advice and were financially
sound. However,in addition to these core matters we were required to meet numerous
management criteria. After much work we passed the assessment. I thank Michael
and the trustees for their hard work.
Finally I wish to thank all those who have delivered the service. We thank the London
Borough of Bexley for their continuing and valuable support. I thank Trust for London
for their funding. I would like to thank the trustees for their hard work and the support
they gave me. I thank the staff and volunteers for their work that really makes the
difference to people who are our clients. They have done a fabulous job during a time
of much change, uncertainty and distress.

The Accounts
INCOME:
L.B. Bexley Grant
L.B. Debt Advice
London & Quadrant
Positive Steps
Thames Water
Universal Credit
Other Income
Donations & Bank Interest
TOTAL
EXPENDITURE:
Staff Costs
Running & Volunteer Costs
TOTAL EXPENDITURE:
Net movement of funds
Reserves B/fwd
Closing Balance @ 31.03.20

Treasure’s Report
£197,574.80
£ 34,000.00
£ 18,841.25
£ 10,014.60
£ 26,606.00
£113,207.66
£ 10,239.23
£
1287.29

Nigel Springhall

£411,770.83
£310,626.37
£ 53,476.84
£366,893.15
£ 44,877.68
£149,566.22
£194,443.90

As to be expected, the year financial year 2020/21 was a little different to previous
years.
Bexley CA is fortunate that much of our funding is fixed , and in addition we also
received a small COVID support grant from the National Lottery, so as a result our
income increased slightly to £419,523 from £411,770, while our costs decreased to
£344,079 from £366,893 as we had paid less in rent as the libraries were closed, and
some other costs also decreased as we moved to remote working.
A full list of donors and expenditure can be found in the attached accounts.
We transferred £75,444 to reserves, taking our total reserves to £269, 888. This is
substantially higher than the minimum of £92,500 that we are required to keep. This
sum includes £20,000 which we will need to refund to the DWP in the current year on
the ‘Help to claim’ Project, where demand has been lower than expected. Help to
claim funding is provided quarterly in advance with a reconciliation on an annual basis
based upon take up of the service, hence the repayment in the current year.

Our income from Bexley council is secure for 5 years, but it is set at a fixed level, so as
inflation starts to rise we expect to start eating into to our reserves over time in order
to maintain the Bureau’s services. The impact of Covid 19 may also to lead to a
change in the way we deliver our services and this may require some limited
investment in different technologies.
The remainder of our income comes from Projects such as ‘Help to claim’ and ‘Trust
For London’. It is our policy to view these as ‘stand-alone projects’ and we align our
costs and staff contracts with the duration of the project to ensure that the loss of a
project or change of requirements does not impact the core service of the bureau.
We are expecting significant changes to the operation of the HTC project in the next
financial year ( 22/23) , but do expect any impact this year’s operations.
The Bureau did have any one on furlough so made no furlough claims during the
pandemic period.
No trustee or Director made any expense claims or received any income from the
Bureau during the year.
All of our expenditure was for the purposes of the Charity.
The view of the Ass

By Amanda Scott
I remember my first Covid related Universal Credit claim. A few days before we
stopped seeing people at the Job Centre in March a man came in that had been
working in construction. He had finished a job and couldn’t find a new one.
Construction companies were anticipating lockdowns and weren’t starting new
projects. As a result, he had to go on benefits for the first time in his life. I remember
talking with him while he filled out the form and we both said that it was likely he was
the first of many that I would see.
About a week later, the first lockdown was announced. In our office the Help to Claim
advisers were handed new work phones that were attached to the KCOM telephone
system and told to take our laptops home and do telephones or webchat until we
could open back up. Everyone was added to the group WhatsApp so we could
communicate while at home as well. Since I was lucky enough to have good WiFi at
home and an extra room to work out of for confidentiality purposes, I was on Help to
Claim phones for the duration.

While I had been on the Help to Claim project since the beginning, I hadn’t spent much
time on the phones. I usually did face to face appointments with people at either the
Job Centre or in the office. If I advised three or four people in a day I thought it was
busy. At home the phone would start ringing again as soon as the allotted time to write
up the calls finished. The amount of people claiming Universal Credit skyrocketed and
a large amount of them hadn’t ever claimed benefits before. As a rule, Clients were
grateful to have someone explain the system to them and help them figure out if they
were eligible for anything, even if they didn’t always like the answer.
Thankfully all the time I spent doing face to face appointments really paid off when I
was speaking to Clients on the phone. While I couldn’t see the form I did remember
what it looked like and what it was asking. If I could get them to describe what they
were seeing and read things out exactly as they were on the screen, I could often
answer their questions. We also got a lot of telephone claims, people who maybe
could have managed an online claim with help but now they were isolated at home.
They didn’t have internet access, they had no one to show them how to use the
computer and couldn’t do it on their own. Thankfully the DWP was a lot more lenient
than they had been in the past about who they would accept a telephone claim from
and it was relatively straightforward setting them up.
Almost immediately, The National Expert Advice team moved very quickly to make
sure that we would have access to good information about the constantly changing
rules. A live Covid document was distributed through Workplace that would be
updated every day with changes and new information. It felt like there were new
schemes and new rules being announced all the time and our Clients depended on us
to help them understand what was going on. Our multiple monthly newsletters also got
condensed into a daily newsletter that covered housing, benefits, employment, family,
immigrations, and debt news. These have now gone down to a weekly newsletter but
they are still very valuable.
I wouldn’t have been able to do any of it without my husband. We have two children
who were 7 and 3 when the first lockdown started. The school wasn’t prepared with
schoolwork during the first lockdown so we had to do the best we could to keep them
entertained and to explain what was going on without scaring them. We worked out a
system of shifts so we could both do our work from home, but since I was on the
phones and had to keep confidentiality, he would get the bulk of the questions and
requests from the children. I know he spent more time at night catching up with work
than I did because of that. We got a bit of a break when schools went back in
September only to have the second lockdown show up after the winter break. Luckily
the volume of claims on the phones had died down a lot by then and the school had
work for the children to do so it was easier in a way.

Just the year before, Citizens Advice had it’s 80th anniversary and there were a lot of
stories circulating about working at the service through difficult and dangerous times
over the years. I don’t think while we were listening to them anyone thought we’d
become one of those stories the next year. I imagine they’ll be talking about us at the
100th anniversary!

Report on training period 01/04/2020 to 31/03/2021

By Nicoleta Petre
As Covid-19 has changed the normal ways of doing things, every institution has had to
adapt to the ‘new normal’. Citizens Advice Bureau is a great example of an institution
that has managed to keep the standards of their training to a high degree of quality.
The adjustment to this period of great distress for everyone has proven to be a
challenge that was easily conquered by Citizens Advice Bexley. The Bureau has
managed to maintain their performance throughout this period and ensure that the
training they provide to staff members and volunteers is continuous and relevant to the
changes in the world.
Regarding my experience during this period, the training has been mostly online due to
the Covid restrictions. However, this has not constituted a setback. On the contrary,
the training online has been as efficient as training in person. I have been able to
access the Docebo platform easily in order to access the training necessary to
improve my skills and knowledge. Additionally, the training also has included and
continues to include a variety of courses on a regular basis. The courses cover all
different areas of knowledge, such as Universal Credit, Personal Independence
Payment and even EU Migrants courses. The courses are all very informative and easy
to follow. They offer a good introduction to the generalist pathway and are of good
quality and content.
The training on Docebo platform also covers all areas of training, such as:
● Debt
● Employment
● Family law
● Immigration

● Housing
● Work
● Benefits
I can also say that the training provided outside the Docebo platform has been very
good in terms of quality and content. The training has been relevant, with a
combination of emails and mock telephone consultations. Throughout this whole
period of undertaking online training, you receive all the necessary support to make
the experience as easy and productive as possible. The training manager is always
available to give you the feedback and guidance that you need to progress in any role
you may have, either a volunteer or staff member, generalist or specialist. It seems to
good to be true, but you also have the support of the affiliate institutions that provide
the training.
The involvement and support from all the colleagues here at Citizens Advice has
managed to make this whole experience easy to transition to and I am thankful that I
had the opportunity to be part of it.
All in all, I can say that there have been no shortcomings when it comes to the training
provided by Citizens Advice Bureau during this period of uncertainty.
A case study by Seral Kocatepe and Ursula Ayliffe
The Client, a single and vulnerable man of pension age had become street homeless
after being evicted by his landlord. He was in accommodation and getting Housing
Benefit but the benefit stopped while he was in hospital and when he returned to his flat
it had been let to someone else and his property disposed of. The client was then taken
in by Bexley Winter Shelter who approached Citizens advice for help.
Due to his age, an application with the support and advice from Citizens Advice was
made for housing to the local Almshouses managed by Victoria Homes. This approach
was initially turned down as the client was not resident in the appropriate part of Bexley.
The Client was then placed into accommodation by the council, however the flat was
not appropriate for his needs and the house in multiple occupation arrangement was
becoming detrimental to his health and wellbeing.
Citizens Advice then received a letter from Victoria Homes to say that their policy had
been changed and there was a vacancy if the client would like to apply. Following an
interview and a visit by the client to view the property, he was given an application form
which Citizens Advice supported him to complete. His application was successful in
early 2020 but the COVID pandemic began and the client’s move was delayed. However
he is now happily settled in a home suitable for his needs.
As part of the moving process, the client needed to open a new bank account which
should have been a very straight forward step. The new account was necessary to

enable the client to be able to be able to receive pension and benefits payments which
would then help him manage his bills at his new home.
Unfortunately, the bank that the client approached first chose to run credit checks
through Equifax, who made continuous errors with the client’s report for several
months. This resulted in the bank being unable to open the much-needed account,
and the client being unable to arrange a change in payment for his benefits. The
combination of issues ultimately delayed his move further.
Citizens Advice were able to support the Client to raise a formal complaint to Equifax
about the unnecessary delay and general complacency of their service, with the
complaint eventually being upheld and the client being offered financial compensation.
The Client was eventually able to open an account with a different bank and the move
went ahead almost a year after initially planned. Once the Client had moved address,
we then supported the client further to ensure that all of his pension and benefit
payments were made into the correct accounts and for the correct amount, therefore
enabling him to settle into his new home and manage his finances effectively.

