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Once again thanks to volunteers, staff and trustees 

for delivering an excellent service throughout the 

year. And, of course, thanks to our funders, 

particularly WBC and the Town and Parish councils, 

whose grants constitute the bulk of our income. 

Funding for the future is a major concern for all 

charities and at Citizens Advice Wokingham we are no 

exception. Local government is under severe financial 

pressure and, as a result, our main funder WBC has instigated a 

commissioning process for services to ensure they are delivered cost 

effectively in line with their broader strategy. I’m pleased to say that 

having submitted our detailed response to WBC’s comprehensive 

tender document; we have secured funding for the next two years. 

Many thanks to everyone involved in that exercise. The amount we 

received has not risen for the last seven years and so we continually 

need to supplement it through various fundraising events and other 

initiatives. 

In addition to the income side of the equation we continue to run our 

service as efficiently as possible. Over the past few years we have 

been leaders in the adoption of new practices to help more clients 

with fewer resources including phone assessment, emails, enhanced 

website, Facebook and Twitter accounts and this will continue whilst 

supporting face-to-face advice sessions. 

Finally, welcome to all new starters and many thanks to those who 

are leaving us. In the year we have seen many of our long-serving 

senior volunteers and staff retire, or move on, to pastures new, and 

new staff and volunteers join the team. In total there have been 24 

leavers and 15 new recruits - recruitment this year should bring that 

number up to 28. Thanks to everyone for making this transition work 

and I look forward to working with the new team to continue to 

deliver advice and policy reform as our service evolves.  

Paul Adams 
Chair, Trustee 

Board 

Chair’s Report 
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3,615 people came to us for help with 7,748 problems: 

 487 were aged over 70 

 299 had no home 

 253 had a permanent disability 

 940 had a significant health issue 

 63 had a mental health issue 

 297 were unemployed 

 903 contacted us by telephone 

 3,087 people looked at 7,634 pages on our website: 

www.citizensadvicewokingham.org.uk  

Clients 

Enquiry Areas 
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Chief Executive’s Report 
Welcome to our review of the year 2017/18. We had 

another successful and busy year. We helped over 

3,600 residents. 63% of them made their first visit to 

us in person. 25% contacted us by phone, 8.2% by 

email and 3.3% by letter. We even had a small 

number (0.5%) that contacted us via social media. 

We are fortunate to have been awarded a two year 

contract from Wokingham Borough Council to provide an 

Information Advice and Support service to people that live and work 

in Wokingham Borough. This contract starts on 1st October 2018 

and gives us stability for the next few years. We have also been 

running some small projects as well. We identified that we have a 

some clients with mental health issues that needed extra time in 

appointments and some continuity of adviser. So, we looked for 

funding to help with this. We also have clients that come to us with 

financial emergencies. We have always helped them to try and 

access funds from charitable organisations, and we continue to do 

so. A significant number had immediate emergencies, or did not fit 

criteria for help from other organisations. 

With funding from both Berkshire Community Foundation and 

Wokingham Borough Council we are currently running projects to 

give people with mental health issues more time with a dedicated 

caseworker. The other is to disburse emergency funds to people 

that need to buy food (when the foodbank is closed), to pay for 

travel to the jobcentre or an interview, to buy essential household 

items or to pay for gas or electricity to heat and cook with.  

As of the end of August 49 people with mental health issues have 

been helped and 39 people have been granted emergency funds.  

To achieve all we do we are highly dependent on a large team of 

volunteers. They make a huge contribution and are an asset within 

Wokingham Borough for which we can all be proud. This is together 

with a much smaller paid staff team that deserve the highest praise 

for both the quality and quantity of work that they produce. 

John Ferguson 

CEO 
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Finally I would like to thank all our funders (WBC, BCF, local charitable 

organisations and all the Town and Parish Councils) and partners 

(local solicitors, Transform, etc.). Their support is much appreciated 

by everyone who is involved in running Citizens Advice Wokingham. 

Research & Campaigns 

R&C has focussed on two main areas of concern during 

2018, Universal Credit and GP Charges. 

Citizens Advice is calling for evidence from local offices 

to support their findings that “UC claims falter due to 

the complicated application process and lack of support 

for claimants”. 

A stumbling block for many  is that claims have to be 

made online, requiring them to have an e-mail address and access to 

an online computer or smart phone. This is difficult for people with 

literacy issues, learning difficulties or mental health issues.  

Awards are recalculated using Real Time Information which can vary 

considerably for claimants with irregular hours, occasional overtime, 

or two wage packets in one month; consequently, arrears can arise. 

35 minute waits on helpline, which is not a free number, is not 

unusual. Several clients were advised by Job Centre Plus to transfer 

from legacy benefits to UC; our investigations show that this was not 

often the better option. 

In one case an application by a woman expecting a third child was 

rejected after several weeks waiting because UC is not for families 

with more than two children; there was no question about 

pregnancy on the form. She had to reapply separately for several 

legacy benefits. 

After many attempts to discover charging policy and its application 

by local GP surgeries, we found the following information on the 

British Medical Association’s website: 

“GPs have a statutory obligation to provide statements of incapacity 

to patients on their list and certain information to healthcare 

Hermione Lewis 
Research &  
Campaigns  

Co-ordinator 
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professionals on behalf of DWP, when requested. However, under 

their NHS contract, there is no requirement to provide reports or 

opinion on incapacity for work to anyone else, including the patient, 

unless requested by DWP”. 

We advise Clients who want further medical evidence in support of 

claims/appeals to contact the Job Centre Plus or the Appeals Service; 

if those agencies consider it necessary, they will seek the evidence. 

Advice Services & Advice Quality 

This year is the year of change. One of the most 

recent changes was the changeover of Advice 

Service Manager from Jean Rathbone to me. So far it 

has been successful and I look to continue to build 

on the success of an excellent Advice Service.  

We also lost some of our Advice Session Supervisors 

who had invaluable skills and knowledge and who 

will be greatly missed – Gill Cobau, Rebecca Reed and Tina Marinos. 

 We put training for new assessors and advisers on hold whilst we, 

successfully, recruited a new Training Manager. New training for 

assessors and advisers will resume in September 2018. 

Our assessors and advisers have continued to excel in the standard 

of advice that they have provided. This has been proven not only by 

the Quality of Advice Assurance marks we have received but also by 

the positive outcomes that have achieved for our clients’. We 

achieved these outcomes by acting on behalf of our clients and by 

empowering and supplying them with the accurate information and 

knowledge, which enabled them to achieve the outcomes they 

wanted.  

All of our assessors and advisers continually prove themselves and 

they are not just a credit to themselves and to us but they are a credit 

to our local community and without them we couldn't do the 

invaluable work to help those in need. 

Alicia Harries 
Advice Services 

Manager  



7 

 

Hayley Rowland 
Office Manager 

Comments from Clients 

“You are my life saver! Have used you many times, staff 

very helpful, splendid service!”  

“I think you're brilliant! I'd recommend you to any-

one”  

“As soon as I walked in I felt looked after. Very profes-

sional service” 

“I was very stressed, suffering with palpitations and not sleeping. As a 

result of help given it has totally changed my life. Cannot praise staff 

highly enough, everyone was really friendly, even receptionist. Su-

perb, wanted to make donation” 

“Help and advice has lifted a weight from my shoulders. Advice has given 

me clarity, thank 

Client satisfaction 2017/18 

87% were very positive about our service 

76% said their problem had been resolved 

84% would recommend us to others 

OUTCOMES 

Improvements 

 that clients 

 reported after 

receiving 

 advice 
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Citizens Advice introduced a new case recording 

system “Casebook” which we started using in 

October 2017. We have had a new telephone system 

implemented which our assessors have taken to and 

learnt how to use quickly. We have also started to 

change procedures within our organisation by using 

various tools on our new case recording system – 

Casebook. 

Peter Huitson 
Development 

Manager 

Money Advice 

The past year has been very busy for Money Advice. 

We have been in great demand. For example, in April 

2018 we saw a total of 42 new clients at Wokingham 

who needed help, with a total indebtedness that 

month of just over £530,000. 

In that same month we helped 9 clients at Reading 

County Court, with follow up work being undertaken 

in the office. The Berkshire Community Foundation provided funding 

for casework to advise clients who have debt and mental health 

issues. In the first six months of this project we helped 24 clients with 

complex debt, benefit and housing issues. A number of clients were 

supported with housing possession claims and focused partnership 

working prevented homelessness in 2 cases. Over half of the clients 

completed the feedback form and reported an improvement in their 

health and ability to manage their day to day and financial affairs. 

Since the renewal of the BCF funding in April 2018, we have seen 12 

clients; prevented possession in three cases, successfully achieved 

several debt write-off’s using the MALG debt and mental health 

evidence form. We supported a client to come off sickness benefits, 

maintain self-employment for over a year and have assisted this 

client to write off over £52,000 in Bankruptcy. We continue to work 

closely with WBC, Transform, local housing associations and the 

Tania Partner 
Money Adviser 

Development 
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CMHT Crisis Team to support clients. 

We would like to thank our team of volunteer advisers who have 

worked very hard to deliver comprehensive money advice to our 

clients, helping clients to gain better control over their financial 

situation and advising on possible debt solutions.  

Some debt statistics:  

BCF Help for clients with mental Health Issues Funding from 

inception to end August 2018 – assisted 49 clients. 

Between April 2017 and March 2018 we represented 57 clients at 

County Court hearings for possession. 

We saw 414 casework clients with a total debt of almost £5 million. 

The average debt was £11,713. 

Sue Cornish 
Money Adviser 

  
Total Debt 

Number of clients with 
serious debt problems 

2017/18 £4,849,844 414 

2016/17 £5,466,381 393 

 

The average debt in 2017/18 was 

£11,713 

In 2016/17 it was 

£16,909 

In 2017/18 we saw  1,524 new debt issues (19.7% of all new issues) 

In 2016/17 it was 1,472 new issues (17.7%) 
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Debt case study 

The client had mental health issues, was receiving ESA, HB 

and CTR and had significant debts (including HMRC). She 

had started self-employed work and as a result her income 

based benefits stopped. A benefit check resulted in making new HB 

& CTR claims. We considered her income and expenditure and 

prepared a realistic financial statement in order to assess all her 

options. Two were identified; try to get her debts written off on the 

grounds of long term health issues and bankruptcy. Unfortunately, 

there was not enough evidence for a write off so the client opted for 

bankruptcy. Whilst the bankruptcy was finalised we negotiated a 

hold on bailiff action. The bankruptcy completed and she 

successfully had over £50,000 of debt written off. The client told us 

that this had a positive effect on her mental health and ability to 

manage her day to day affairs. She is now able to maintain her self-

employment and sustain a regular income. 

The client and his wife, both retired, had been receiving 

Housing Benefit (HB) and Council Tax Reduction (CTR) for a 

number of years. Their middle-aged son lived with them. 

Following a review the council discovered that the son, who 

had previously been unemployed, had taken a job some 

years previously. 

This led to a benefit overpayment of many thousands of pounds. The 

client told us that they had little formal education and that they both 

struggled with reading. Both had great difficulty in understanding the 

benefit award letters and whenever they received a revised award 

they would telephone the council to check how much rent they had 

to pay. Their knowledge of how benefits were calculated was also 

limited. They did not realise that the change in their son’s 

employment status, which they had reported, had not been taken 

into account by the council. We helped the client appeal against the 

overpayment and a tribunal decided that the client was not liable. 

Benefits case study 
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Housing case study 

The client was a single mother with two 

children, one a young baby.  She was out of 

work and receiving maternity allowance and 

was on a low income. She was losing the 

house she was renting and had submitted a 

homelessness application to her local 

council and they had accepted a duty to 

rehouse her and both of her children. Unfortunately, the house she 

was offered was over five miles away from the eldest child’s school, 

and there were no spaces in nearer schools. The client could only 

use public transport which meant it would take more than 1 hour 

each way to get to and from the school. The client was told by her 

housing officer that if she did not accept the offer then she would 

not be offered any other accommodation and wouldn’t be supported 

further by the council.  

We told the client that it would be in her best interests to accept the 

accommodation and to submit a request for a review, within 21 days 

from the date of the offer, on the basis that the accommodation was 

unsuitable. We also told her that her housing officer was correct and 

if she did not accept the accommodation then the council could 

withdraw their duty to rehouse her.  

We assisted client in writing a letter to her local MP to see if he could 

help with her housing situation. We gave the client information on 

receiving help with school transport. With the above information, 

our client felt empowered to submit a request for review of the 

housing offer. Fortunately, the council eventually realised that she 

was in an impossible situation and managed to offer her a house 

much nearer to the school. 

During the year we helped over 725 people, or families, with housing 

issues—varying from threatened homelessness, like the case above, 

to dealing with difficulty in paying the rent or mortgage. 
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Woodley 

Woodley continues to be a thriving and busy office 

seeing approximately 20-25 people per week over 

the 2 days that we are open, for both face to face 

assessments and advice interviews. 

Woodley has seen a number of successes over the 

past year.  We have been able to help many clients 

with successful mandatory reconsiderations and 

appeals challenging and overturning decisions on ESA, PIP, and HB 

overpayments. The feedback from clients has been positive with 

many feeling that without our input, they would not have been 

successful. In addition, we have helped clients with applications for 

Attendance Allowance and PIP which has resulted in successful 

awards. 

 
Claire Oughton 

Woodley Supervisor 

There have been several training challenges during 

the past year. The first one has been familiarising 

ourselves with Universal Credit. This has been a steep 

learning curve particularly for experienced advisers 

who have had to seriously revise their learning and 

understand a new system. The second challenge has 

been the rigours of the quality of advice assessments 

which are now done on a monthly basis. On both of these challenges 

our volunteers have risen to the task and undertaken training with 

enthusiasm which is testimony to their dedication. 

We have recruited several assessors and advisers over the year and 

many of our previous trainee assessors and advisers have now 

gained their certificate of competence. There has been a regular 

demand to attend external courses such as employment forums, 

Surrey Welfare rights courses on carers, courses on housing run by 

NHAS and also gender abuse courses run by Citizens Advice. Training 

on talking to clients about gender violence and abuse will be 

delivered to all our staff and volunteers in September 2018. 

Nicky Phull 
Training Manager 

Training 
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Employment case study 

Now that clients no longer have to pay 

Employment Tribunal fees we find that 

employers are more prepared to reach 

negotiated settlements rather than risk a 

tribunal hearing. This client had worked for a 

national mobile phone retailer. Nearly a year after resigning, she 

received a letter stating that she had been over-paid a total of 

£3,800. The Company claimed that she was paid for a whole month 

in error and that she had received sick pay she was not entitled to. 

The Client was now out of work and was unable re-pay this amount. 

Following a detailed review of all her information and payslips by our 

Since the rollout of Universal Credit in Reading, we have had first-

hand experience UC claims including mandatory reconsiderations. 

We also help clients with homelessness applications and are quite 

successful in helping clients to be rehoused. We also help with 

ongoing debt issues including Debt Relief Orders and payment 

arrangements. We helped a client to make a successful claim to the 

Consumer Ombudsman. 

We make many referrals to the foodbanks and have made successful 

applications for charitable payments from the Thames Water Trust 

fund amongst others. 

We have had a meeting with caseworkers working for Matt Rodda 

MP. This gives us a means to refer clients if a government 

department needs to be challenged. 

Claire is the Chair of the Wokingham Homelessness Forum which 

meet to discuss the issues surrounding homelessness in the 

borough. and to investigate possible solutions. During the course of 

the year, Claire was also involved in a short term project financed by 

Wokingham Borough Council Housing department to help clients 

with mental health issues address their debt and housing problems. 

Woodley would like to say a big thank you to all the volunteers for 

their work and commitment to Citizens Advice. 



14 

 

Employment Specialist it became clear that the calculation was 

suspect. He also felt that with a delay of a year there were grounds 

for disputing the validity of their claim. It was also apparent that the 

Client hadn’t received the correct notice pay on leaving. As a result, a 

counter claim for £7,200 was made on behalf of the Client. The 

Company rejected this and continued to seek repayment. We then 

threatened to escalate to an Employment Tribunal. As a result, the 

Company dropped its claim for repayment of £3,724 and instead 

paid the Client a total of £7,000.  

The Team 

Paid staff 

● Sue Cornish, Money Adviser ● John Ferguson, CEO ● Alicia Harries, Advice Services 

Manager ● Peter Huitson, Development Manager ● Claire Oughton, Woodley Supervisor ● 

Nicky Phull, Training Manager ● Tania Partner, Money Adviser ● Hayley Rowland, Office 

Manager 

Trustees 

● Tim Abbott ● Paul Adams, Chair ● Parry Batth (appointed, WBC) ● David Bragg 

(appointed, Woodley TC) ● Nick Campbell-White (appointed Wokingham, TC) ● Anne Deller 

● Chris Gibson, Vice-chair ● Laura Redman-Thomas, Treasurer 

Volunteers (Wokingham) 

● Corinne Adams ● Sheila Bailey ● Paula Barnard ● Rob Barnard ● Kate Brown ● Diana 

Christian ● Linda Coleman ● Els Cooper van Dam ● Ros Croy ● Diane Darling ● Glynis 

Duckitt ● Tony Elliott ● Terry Enright ● Samar Fageiry ● Amy Fennell ● Andrew Fletcher ● 

James Forster ● Colin Gallick ● Allan Gibson ● Beverly Gribble ● Chris Guildford ● Janet 

Hird ● David Hunter ● Anne-Marie Hutson ● Carol I'Anson ● Sharon Manning ● Fiona 

Marsh ● Roland Mear ● Sid Miles ● Geoff Ogston ● John O'Leary ● Bharat Patel ● Chris 

Poole ● Sara Readman ● Klara Rupietta ● Carolyn Ryder ● Heather Scott ● Julie Sheffield ● 

Christina Smith ● Dianne Smith ● Jenny Smith ● Sherry Steers ● June Stevenson ● Margaret 

Swineyard ● Prasanna Taduri ● John Totman ● Ros Walsh ● Neil Wastell ● Nigel Weeks ● 

Sophie Williams 

Volunteers (Woodley) 

● Carole Allison ● Helen Chuter ● Jean Collin ● Jane Fiennes ● Victoria Gornall-King ● Carol 

Grant ● Margaret James ● Hermione Lewis ● Linda Martin ● Doreen Osborne ● Essie 

Shayanowako 
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Funders ● Supporters ● Solicitors ● Accountants 

Our Funders 2017/18 
Wokingham Borough Council 

Wokingham Town Council, Woodley Town Council 

Earley Town Council 

Arborfield and Newland PC, Barkham PC 

Charvil PC, Finchampstead PC, Hurst PC 

Shinfield PC, Sonning PC, Swallowfield PC, 

Twyford PC, Wargrave PC, Winnersh PC, 

Wokingham Without PC 

Berkshire Community Foundation, Rotary Club of 

Wokingham, Woodley & Earley Lions, Waitrose 

Premises providers 
Wokingham Borough Council 

Reading County Court 

Accountants 
Moore Stephens UK 

Keal & Associates 

Rota solicitors 
Clifton Ingram, CP Law 

Ruby Tufail 
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How to contact us 

Tel: 0300 330 1189 (Adviceline) 

Mon - Thur 9am - 3pm, Fri 9am -1pm 

Email: public@citizensadvicewokingham.org.uk 

Online: www.citizensadvicewokingham.org.uk 

 

Wokingham office 

2nd Floor, Waterford House,  

Erftstadt Court 

Wokingham 

RG40 2YF 

Mon - Thu 9am - 3pm, Fri 9am - 1pm – Appointments and drop in 

Admin line (no advice): 0118 978 7258 

 

Woodley office 

Headley Road (next to library) 

Woodley 

RG5 4JA 

Mon & Wed 9.30am - 3.30pm – Appointments and drop in 

Admin line 0118 978 7258 

 

Reading County Court Outreach 

160-163 Friar Street 

Reading 

RG1 1HE 

Mon & Thu 9.30am - 12.30pm - Drop in only 
 


