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Chair’s Report 
 
2014 has been a year of change for SWRU. The first, and most obvious change, 
is that Mike Hughes has re red from the Chair a er 12 years. All of us are   
sorry to see him go and I am very grateful to him for his sound advice and    
unfailing support and kindness during the handover. Jenny Burne  has also 
re red during the year, whilst Dudley Beal and Anne Haigh have joined the 
Board of Trustees. 
 
Meanwhile, changes to the welfare benefits system con nue. In 2010 the  
government said that Welfare Reform would be completed by 2014, but now 
we are here, it feels as if Welfare Reform has only just started. The                  
introduc on of Universal Credit and Personal Independence Payments is     
happening very slowly indeed, but new announcements about further reforms 
con nue unabated. At SWRU we are in a unique posi on to see how people 
who live in Surrey are being affected by the changes. At the beginning of the 
year a Work and Pensions Select Commi ee conducted an enquiry into     
Housing Costs Reform. Our manager, Maria Zealey, was invited to give           
evidence to the Commi ee a er we submi ed evidence of the adverse effect 
of changes to Housing Benefit on people in our area. Amongst other things we 
were able to demonstrate that the only way that some of our residents can 
afford a home is to move right out of the county. Our evidence was sufficiently 
compelling to be included in the Commi ee’s final report. 
 
The developments to our services announced in Mike Hughes last report have 
all been implemented this year. I would like to thank our funders, whose    
generosity has made this happen. They are all listed on page 10, but I would   
especially like to thank Surrey County Council and Woking Borough Council,  
because their support gives us the founda ons we need to build the service 
for the county. We have been able to increase our capacity; providing expert 
advice through our advice line to welfare benefits advisers in Ci zens Advice 
Bureaux and the other organisa ons we serve; taking on casework and         
expanding both the amount and range of training that we do. 
 
And so, lastly, I wish to thank the people who make SWRU the successful,     
reliable organisa on that it is. My fellow trustees are generous with their 

me, exper se and experience. The staff offer a combina on of knowledge 
and skills that we have been fortunate to find. I look forward to working with 
you all in 2015. 
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Manager’s Report 
 
This year’s poli cal landscape was once again dominated by endless change in 
social security legisla on.  The SWRU advisers worked relessly throughout; 
ploughing through hundreds of statutory instruments and decision‐maker’s 
guidance to ensure that our consultancy line advice was full and accurate and 
that training courses were up‐to‐date.   And s ll there are significant changes 
not yet implemented such as Universal Credit and the Care Act.   
 
With addi onal funding from the Getwise project and commissioned courses 
we were able to deliver more of almost everything!  We delivered more    
training courses, our advice line hours were extended and we undertook more 
research and campaigning ac vity.   The results of the campaigning work were 
disappoin ng in that Government dismissed most of the evidence presented 
for consulta on.  For those clients affected by, for example, mandatory          
reconsidera on or cuts to mobility allowance, they will be disheartened by the 
lack of influence so many consulta ons had in bringing posi ve change.    
 
We did raise our campaigning profile by working more with MPs, councillors 
and Ci zens Advice na onally.  As a member of Ci zens Advice Surrey we   
contributed to the Local Assistance Scheme and Healthwatch projects and    
presented Surrey CABx data and case studies to the Work and Pensions Select 
Commi ee when I was invited to appear as a witness. 
 
Our job is made easier by many hard‐working and cheerful partners, not just 
volunteers and staff in the advice sector but staff in the venues we use, our 
neighbours at the Depot, printers, external trainers and our funders.    I would 
also like to thank the Unit’s trustees for their support throughout the year and 
in par cular to Mike Hughes who stepped down as Chair during this year a er 
many years service in that role.   
 
For 2014/15 we already can see that the level of enquiries and training has not 
relented.  Several changes to EEA migrants legisla on  have prompted us to 
write a new training course.  We are involved in the re‐branding of Ci zens  
Advice.  Our support for Healthwatch Surrey has con nued with us delivering 
further courses and we have forged new rela onships with the finance and 
benefits teams within the County Council.   It will be another busy year.  
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Social Policy 
 
We asked our partner organisa ons for evidence on the impact of the 

Housing and Council Tax Benefit reforms.  We dra ed a response to the 
Work and Pensions Select Commi ee.  The Commi ee then invited us to 
a end as a witness, where we had a further opportunity to discuss      
Surrey clients experiencing rising levels of rent arrears, council tax debt 
and shortages of affordable housing.  

 
We wrote to our Surrey MPs and the Deputy Prime Minister with our 

concerns about Mandatory Reconsidera on, and in par cular, for ESA 
claimants.  We are also providing evidence for the Ci zens Advice          
na onal research on this issue.   Mandatory Reconsidera on introduced 
an addi onal stage when challenging a decision during which ESA      
claimants cannot con nue to receive their benefit.   We are concerned 
that un l significant improvements are made to the accuracy of the    
medicals and ESA decision‐making, this is an unjust reform which affects 
many very vulnerable ci zens.   

 
A joint response was sent from SWRU and Surrey Coali on of Disabled 

People to Government for their consulta on on the changes to the      
mobility component.  Despite over a thousand responses opposing the      
reduc on from 50m to 20m, the Government con nued with its plan to 
restrict the new Personal Independence Payment.   

 
At a local level we con nued to be ac ve partners on several policy 

groups and contributed to the shaping of many important services and 
support for Surrey ci zens including: 

 Surrey Welfare Reform Coordina on Group 
 Surrey Welfare Reform Scru ny Commi ee 
 SCC Local Assistance Scheme Commi ee 
 

During 2013/14 we also worked closely with Ci zens Advice on a number 
of campaigns.  We raised the issue of Carers who worked 15 hours per 
week losing en tlement to Carers Allowance because the earnings limit 
did not incrementally rise with na onal minimum wage increases.   This 
was dealt with by raising the earnings limit in May 2014.  We like to think 
our evidence contributed to this amendment. 
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Advice Line 
 
During this year we were able to extend the advice line hours to open       
10am ‐ 4pm Monday to Friday in order to meet increasing demand.              
Previously the line was closed between 12pm and 2pm.   
 

Over 65 local organisa ons and teams regularly use the Advice Line.  Some 
calls will be one‐off enquiries from advisers who need  background legal       
resources or tac cs on making a challenge.  Other advisers will be looking for 
support with their casework such as looking over an appeal statement or 
sourcing some suppor ng caselaw.  We also con nued to take on a limited 
amount of direct casework including a significant number of Upper Tribunal 
appeals. 
 
For 2013/14 as a direct result of our support on the Advice Line we raised: 
 

£425,585 
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Training 
 

Training is an essen al part of the service offered by the Unit, especially during 
a period of significant change in legisla on and prac ce.  Our programme     
includes courses across more than 20 subject areas, ranging from introduc on 
level up to specialist updates.  The courses are currently accredited by the    
Solicitors Regulatory Authority, and we collect anonymous evalua ons from 
every delegate.   
 

We also administer the training programme on behalf of Surrey CABx.  As well 
as benefits training for volunteer and paid advisers, we bring in trainers to run 
other courses on housing, debt, discrimina on, employment and other advice 
topics which are the norm for bureaux.  We also have the administra ve       
responsibility for CABx assessment days for poten al applicants.  The             
assessment days offer an insight into the Ci zens Advice service and the level 
of  commitment a bureau asks of a volunteer adviser.   
 

The Unit is regularly asked to run bespoke courses for organisa ons across the 
region.   We ran 34 commissioned courses.  These courses have provided a   
vital source of income that contributes towards the advice line costs, and is an 
important alterna ve to our main training programme to ensure advisers are 
up to date and maintain the skill levels required for this complex area of        
advice.   Overall, our training output significantly increased during this year: 
 
 SWRU open programme ‐ 25 courses 
 Surrey CABx programme ‐ 9 courses 
 Getwise Project ‐ 10 courses 
 Commissioned ‐ 34 courses 
 
Examples of organisa ons who commissioned courses: 
 

 East Sussex County Council 
 Whitmore Vale Housing Associa on 
 West Sussex CABx 
 Surrey Family Media on Service 
 Surrey Leaving Care Service 
 

1404 advisers trained 
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SWRU Year 

 

2013/14 was the first year of our Lloyds TSB Founda on funded Child 
Poverty campaign.  With this funding we have been able to recruit a  
Family Income Caseworker, Linda Bowman, who can support families who 
struggle to access mainstream advice services.   Linda spent the year    
ensuring that relevant organisa ons and teams were aware of the       
project, and how to refer families.   Although Linda is part‐ me she       
assisted 48 families, undertook many workshops and talks with             
professionals and parents, updated our families informa on resources 
and established links with Clinical Commissioning Groups, hospices, 
schools and the Childrens Trust.  The project con nues into 2014/15. 

 

2013/14 was the first year of our support to the Getwise project.  As well 
as providing specialist support via the advice line, we have undertaken 
casework, provided training and distributed informa on resources to the 
six Getwise partners.  Again, this support con nues for 2014/15. 

 

We con nued to work closely with Carers and Carer Support                   
organisa ons as part of our SCC grant funding.    Specific Carer and      
benefits courses were delivered, we undertook Carer casework, including     
tribunal representa on, and the popular Carers booklet was updated to 
its 17th edi on. 

 

In August 2013 we were able to extend the opening hours of the advice 
line to 10am ‐ 4pm, Monday to Friday.   This had an immediate effect on 
the number of calls which indicates that there previously had been       
substan al unmet need.  

 

2013/14 was the first year of Healthwatch Surrey delivered by partners 
that included Ci zens Advice Surrey.  We were asked to support the      
organisa on by delivering training to Healthwatch Champions, organising 
conferences and providing administra ve support for recruitment.   Much 
of our benefits work has some aspect of health or social care so this was  
appropriate ac vity for the Unit to undertake.   

 

In June 2013 the Unit moved onto the Ci zens Advice case‐management 
system, PETRA.  At first there were challenges with the stability of the IT 
and staff ge ng used to the new so ware. As a specialist support         
organisa on, PETRA has been par cularly useful for suppor ng the       
Surrey CABx and we can now share case records and client details, with 
their consent of course.   
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Informa on 
 
The Unit produces a range of benefit informa on sources which are  distribut‐
ed across the County, not just to organisa ons but directly to residents also.   
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Working with Partners and the Media 
 

An important part of our service delivery is working with partners.  We are 
o en asked to par cipate in events, conferences and workshops as well as   
contribu ng to local and na onal media.  These are some of the ac vi es    
undertaken during this year. 

  
Surrey Home School Linkworkers Annual Conference 
HMCTS Su on Tribunal Users Group 
Surrey Young Carers parent group 
Tandridge CVS 
Ac on for Carers Surrey Annual Conference 
Redhill Youth Forum 
Homestart Elmbridge 
Spelthorne Older Person’s Forum 
BBC Surrey ‐ report on Housing Benefit under‐occupancy charge 
Po er’s Gate Children’s Centre 
Elmbridge Parent Carer Support Group 
Surrey Coali on of Disabled People AGM 
Royal Surrey County Hospital Adult Social Care Team 
Sun Ash Childrens Centre 
Sam Beare Hospice 
FirstPoint CiC 
Carers Trust ‐ two‐week Q & A discussion event 
Surrey County Council Informa on Summit 
Daily Express ‐ reader’s query on capital and depriva on  
Your Sanctuary 
Wrecclesham Childrens Centre 
Mole Valley Housing Associa on 
Carer Support Spelthorne 
Richmond Fellowship 
Surrey Community Ac on 
Healthwatch Surrey 
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And finally…. 
 
The Unit Trustees and Staff would like to thank the following people and      
organisa ons who have made our work easier this year: 
 

Woking Borough Council 

Surrey County Council 

Tandridge District Council 

Elmbridge Borough Council 

Lloyds TSB Founda on  

Kings Mill Partnership 
 
 

Company Informa on 
 
Company Number:  3335128 
Charity Number:      1062826 
Registered Office:    Unit 14a, Monument Way Depot, Monument Way East, 

Woking.  GU21 5LY 
Bank:                         CAF Bank Ltd., Kings Hill, West Malling, Kent 
Examiners:                The Kings Mill Partnership, 75 Park Lane, Croydon 
 

Staff 
 
Maggie Ashall   Training Administrator 
Linda Bowman   Family Income Adviser 
Sarah Fell    Welfare Rights Adviser 
Helen Haws   Welfare Rights Adviser 
Carol Gibbs   Welfare Rights Adviser 
Liz Graham   Finance Administrator 
Maureen Prendergast Welfare Rights Adviser 
Ray Savage   Informa on Systems Volunteer 
Maria Zealey   Unit Manager 
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Surrey Welfare Rights Unit is a member of Ci zens Advice. 
 
We aim to provide the advice people need for the problems 
they face and improve the policies and prac ces that affect 
people's lives. 
 
We provide free, independent, confiden al and impar al 
advice to everyone on their rights and responsibili es. We 
value diversity, promote equality and challenge                 
discrimina on. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


