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Foreword  
from the Chair
Welcome to our review of the 2016–17 year.  
It has been a highly significant period in the  
life of the Welfare Benefits Unit.

Role of the Welfare 
Benefits Unit
The Welfare Benefits Unit offers 
specialist welfare benefits advice 
to those who work with members 
of the public. Our experienced 
advisers provide independent 
support through our advice line, 
publications, training, consultancy 
and projects.

We provide:

   Accurate advice, training  
and publications about  
an increasingly complex  
benefit system.

    A professional and quality 
assured service to ensure  
that specialist advice can be 
accessed through local support 
agencies and cascaded to a 
wide number of individuals. 

   Information to promote the 
take-up of benefits and 
awareness of entitlement.

    A focal point for welfare  
rights work across North 
Yorkshire and York offering 
networking opportunities, 
updating and information. 

The Welfare Benefits Unit aims to 
maximise benefit take-up, helping 
to reduce the incidence and 
impact of poverty and in doing  
so improve health, well-being, 
financial and social inclusion.

We started by celebrating our move to 
Charitable Incorporated Organisation 
(CIO) status. This change reflects our 
determination to uphold good 
governance, update our organisational 
policy and practice, and raise our 
profile so that everyone who could 
benefit from our services is aware of 
what we can offer. It also gave us the 
opportunity to strengthen our Board of 
Trustees with a number of significant 
new faces (listed below). 

Behind the scenes we have been 
improving our infrastructure and our 
communications, most visible in a 
revamped website and the provision of 
an email advice service which is proving 
popular. We have also introduced the 
Quickbooks accounting system which 
enables us to handle invoices more 
effectively.

All of these changes put us in a  
strong position when we were  
required to undertake a competitive 
bidding process at the end of the  
period covered by this report in order  
to continue to provide services in North 
Yorkshire. We were delighted to win a 
five year contract, something we never 
took for granted. Although the new 
contract will present certain challenges 
(requiring, as it does, enhancements to 
some of our core services) we are 
confident we can rise to them.  

The vote of confidence that it 
represents encouraged Trustees to  
use some of the charity’s reserves in 
order to further invest in developing  
the organisation so it is fit for purpose  
for the years ahead.

We are only too conscious that our 
services have never been needed  
more. All of the changes outlined  
above are dwarfed in significance by 
the start of Universal Credit full service 
roll-out in parts of North Yorkshire, to 
be followed in subsequent months by 
York and the remainder of the County. 
These immensely complex changes  
are generating enormous anxiety for 
benefit recipients and their advisers.  
At the Welfare Benefits Unit we remain 
committed to providing an expert and 
confident support service to enable  
our clients to navigate these new 
waters, based on the principles of 
compassion and social justice that 
underpin our foundation.

The remainder of this report briefly 
reviews 2016-17 in more detail.

 
Paul Murphy 
Chair of the Board of Trustees
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Giving up work  
to provide care
Advice was offered to a hospice 
social worker working with a client 
with end-stage renal failure.  
Her husband was giving up work  
to provide care and look after the 
family. WBU were able to identify 
the most effective way to 
maximise benefit entitlement to 
help with mortgage and living 
costs; the support under Personal 
Independence Payment could also 
be increased. Advice was offered 
about benefit entitlement for their 
daughter who was leaving college 
as she couldn’t cope with the 
pressure of studying at that time.

Carer starting work
We were contacted by a social 
services prevention officer who 
was working with a disabled client 
and his wife, who provided care. 
The carer wished to take up a job 
offer for part-time work and other 
family members could provide 
care whilst she was out. We were 
able to determine the impact of 
her wages on their benefits and 
suggest that they swap claims to 
maximise Housing Benefit 
entitlement. The carer felt that 
working would provide respite 
from her care responsibilities and 
more community contact.

Universal Credit  
and ill health
Having newly moved to a  
Universal Credit full service area  
a claimant was required by the 
Jobcentre to actively seek work 
and take part in work-related 
activities. He had severe health 
problems and was struggling to 
cope with the pressure, and to 
attend the work-based sessions. 
We were able to advise the 
Citizens Advice adviser that these 
requirements should not have 
been applied because the client 
had previously been assessed  
as having limited capability for 
work and unable to manage 
work-related activities due to his 
health problems. Also, our adviser 
identified an additional amount 
which could be added to his 
Universal Credit. The WBU fed-
back this recurring error to local 
partnership managers at the DWP.

Making a Difference
The Welfare Benefits Unit  
offers support to a wide 
range of organisations, 
some who have little 
involvement with benefit 
issues and others in which 
advice provision is central. 
We provide advice to those who  
work with claimants, ensuring that 
individuals have access to specialist 
benefits advice whoever they contact. 
We firmly believe that income stability 
and benefit maximisation helps to 
reduce the incidence and impact of 
poverty, thereby improving health, 
well-being, financial and social 
inclusion. Regrettably, the converse is 
also true. This is why the provision of 
benefits advice is so vitally important, 
particularly for those many claimants 
who find themselves in unexpected 
circumstances: claiming benefits to 
maintain a minimum standard of living.

Consultancy and projects
We also provide a consultancy service for 
organisations. In 2016-17, this included 
updating a local publication for young 
people, offering specialist support, case 
study calculations and bespoke advice. 

The Benefits Advice and Tribunal  
Support (BATS) project came to an end  
in December 2016. This provided training 
and in-depth casework to advisers in 
York, including representation at Tribunal 
when appropriate. The project was 
well-received and provided an extension 
of the core service. Support with appeals 
is now offered on a reduced basis; 
funding opportunities continue to be 
explored to re-offer this service which 
was identified as an “invaluable 
resource” in the project evaluation.

Forum meetings and 
collaborative working
Our twice-yearly Forum meetings  
are well attended and provide an 
opportunity for advisers to network  
and share good practice. Speakers in  
the year provided information on a  
wide range of subjects:

   Universal Credit Update - Kimberly 
Wiles, External Relations and 
Universal Credit Lead (DWP)

  Using human rights law to win social 
security appeals - Tom Royston, 
Barrister, specialist in public law

   EU nationals in the UK: challenging 
present and future barriers to 
entitlement - Charlotte O’Brien, Senior 
Lecturer in Law at University of York. 

Liaison with the DWP and local 
authorities continues to be an  
important part of our work. As does 
participation at partnership events  
such as the Armed Forces Covenant  
and voluntary sector forums.

CASE  
STUDY

CASE  
STUDY

CASE  
STUDY
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Figures
Advice Line (phone/email)
In 2016/17 the advice line received  
963 calls generating 1727 queries. Over 
two-thirds of the calls involve complex 
queries requiring advanced reference 
material or extended responses. 

Voluntary organisations, across North 
Yorkshire and York, who used the advice 
line included: AgeUK; Alzheimer’s 
Society; Citizens Advice; charitable 
benevolent societies; homelessness 
prevention, family support and 
domestic abuse services; advocacy  
and carers groups. We also receive  
calls from statutory services including 
hospital social workers, family support 
workers, youth advisers, education 
welfare officers, social services’  
benefits and care charges assessors.

Queries received cover the whole 
benefit system with the main  
queries focusing on Employment  
and Support Allowance, Universal 
Credit, Personal Independence 
Payment and Housing Benefit.

YorkNorth Yorkshire

Training
The Welfare Benefit Unit’s training is 
provided contractually to City of York 
Council and North Yorkshire County 
Council staff, as well as to Citizens 
Advice Bureau in the area.  A total  
of 22 courses were provided, both 
contracted and bespoke, to 396 
delegates. The most popular being our 
3-day Introduction to Benefits and 
Credits course, Universal Credit and 
Personal Independence Payment. 

Our training evaluations show that the 
main descriptors for the courses were 
“useful”, “interesting”, “valuable”, 
“challenging” and “practical”. 96% of 
attendees thought that the course 
“good” or “very good” in relation to 
meeting their needs for work.

In total the WBU delivered courses  
from the WBU training programme  
to 238 trainees, 222 from North 
Yorkshire and York. 

An additional one-day Benefits  
Toolkit training was provided under  
the BATS project to 16 York advisers.

Bespoke training provides an important 
revenue stream whilst offering quality 
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Number of calls by area and type of organisation

Social 
Services

Other Members of 
the Public

Housing Health Education Citizens 
Advice

Carers

YorkNorth Yorkshire
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provision; supporting those in the 
statutory, voluntary and housing  
sectors to work effectively with 
claimants. This year we provided training 
to 158 trainees at North Yorkshire County 
Council, Broadacres (housing), the MS 
Society, Explore (library and customer 
support), Blueberry (support into learning 
and employment), Carer’s Resource and 
University of York (social work students).
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Training

Number of Delegates
Quarterly Training Bespoke Training

City of York
City of York employees 44 0
Citizens Advice Bureau 6 0
Others (e.g. voluntary 
organisations) 31 69

North Yorkshire
NYCC employees 75 50
Citizens Advice Bureaux 33 0
Others (e.g. voluntary 
organisations) 33 39

Outside Area 16 0
Totals 238 158

Publications
Our concise Advisers Guide continues to be very well received. Provision 
is provided free, under our contracts, to City of York and North Yorkshire 
County Council staff, and Citizens Advice in North Yorkshire; more than 
1000 were distributed. National sales of the Advisers Guide supports 
the work of the WBU and approximately 2000 copies were sold. 

The WBU also produce leaflets for members of the public (Benefits for 
older people and Benefits if you are disabled); nearly 3000 copies were 
distributed regionally. This resource provides clear information and 
supports advisers in their work.

Finances
The Welfare Benefits Unit is supported 
by North Yorkshire County Council and 
City of York Council. 

The continued recognition of the value 
of specialist benefits advice for the 
residents of these areas is appreciated 
and provides a firm foundation for the 
revenue-raising carried out by the 
Welfare Benefits Unit.

Additional revenue raised through 
training and publication sales is 
essential to ensure service provision.

Continuation funding towards our 
Benefits Advice and Tribunal Support 
project was received from City of York 
Council’s Financial Inclusion Steering 
Group to December 2016.

Full copies of our accounts are available 
on request or from the Charity 
Commission website.

Welfare Benefits Unit 
17 Priory Street, York YO1 6ET

T: 01904 646058 
E:  admin@welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk

Advice Line 
For advisers in North Yorkshire  
and York

T: 01904 642512 
E:  advice@welfare-benefits-unit.org.uk

Registered Charity: 1164225

Trustee Board & Staff 
Trustee Board: 2016 – 2017
Paul Murphy | Chair

Robert Jenkinson | Treasurer

Nicola Welch | from Jul 2016

Dr Charlotte O’Brien | from Aug 2016

Prof Peter Ball | from Sep 2016

Helen Edwards | from Sep 2016

Dr Christine Skinner

Staff: 2016 – 2017
Liz Wilson 
Chief Executive

Kathryn Ayres 
Office Coordinator | from Aug 2016

Jane Helm 
Office Administrator | left Nov 2016

Carron Whorley 
Administrative Assistant | left Jul 2016

Amy Blythe 
Welfare Rights Adviser

Andrew Davies 
Welfare Rights Adviser

Kate Fincham 
Welfare Rights Adviser

Richard Porter 
Welfare Rights Adviser | left Dec 2016


