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I am the new Chair of the Law Centre and would like to welcome you to our Annual Report for 2009/2010, which covers our 30th year of providing free legal advice to the people of Swindon and Wiltshire.    

This report covers our activities for the period April 2009 to March 2010. As is customary with previous reports, I will also comment on some of our more recent successes and challenges.

The Wiltshire Law Centre is a registered charity, established in 1981 providing free, independent legal advice in Welfare Benefits, Housing and Debt to people on low incomes.   In January 2010 we also started to provide free Discrimination advice. 

 
We deal with the wide range of benefits issues, such as Child Tax Credits, Working Tax Credits, Employment Support Allowance, Incapacity Benefit and Disability Living Allowance. We also assist with Social Security appeals, representation at tribunals and court hearings.   
 
We deal with a wide range of housing issues for Council tenants and private tenants. Problems with housing associations, housing benefit queries and claims, issues with landlords regarding quality of accommodation especially for special needs clients, mortgage arrears and repossession are all dealt with at the Law Centre. 
 
We offer advice to clients on all aspects of debt including Council Tax arrears and dealing with bailiffs. We can help clients petition for bankruptcy and apply for Debt Relief Orders.  
 
Our Welfare Benefits, Housing and Debt service is funded by the Legal Services Commission. This service is available for clients who are eligible for Legal Aid. Discrimination advice is funded by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) and is free to all clients regardless of their income and means. 
We have a contract with Swindon Borough Council to assist Swindon residents at court facing repossession hearings. 
We also have a grant from the Community Foundation for Wiltshire & Swindon that assists greatly with our staff training costs 
 
During the period April 2009 through to March 2010, the Law Centre opened over 1400 case files, which is approximately 30 per week. Housing issues accounted for 35% of our work; Welfare Benefits was 30%, Debt 33% and Discrimination (as a new service) 2%. We closed 1065 cases (76% of the total) and carried 339 open cases through to April 2010. Our full time caseworkers typically have a caseload of 80 clients at a time. We helped clients claim over £1M in welfare benefits entitlements and assisted in reducing client debts by £1M. As the new Chair of the Law Centre, these are figures I am extremely proud of.

As with previous years the 2009/2010 period offered us some formidable challenges. The biggest one was living with the uncertainty of whether or not the LSC would introduce competitive tendering. If you have been following developments in the delivery of Legal Aid you would have been aware of a significant tender exercise that the Legal Services Commission planned to undertake in order to select providers to continue to provide Legal Aid services for the next 3 years.   Through this process the LSC would be inviting bids from existing and new suppliers of legal aid services for contracts to deliver social welfare law services across the UK. We could not underestimate the significance of this event; an unsuccessful bid would have meant the closure of the Law Centre! In February 2010, the LSC did finally proceed with the Invitations to Tender. We submitted our bid in April 2010 and I am pleased to say that we were successful. We were awarded a significant contract that allows us to increase the provision of free legal advice in Debt, Welfare Benefits and Housing to clients who are eligible for Legal Aid.  To ensure we meet the demands of this new contract we have recruited two new staff that will join the team in November. At that point we will have 9 caseworkers who are all experts in their specialist areas of law.   Also, in November as part of a deal with a London firm of solicitors, we will have a Community Care specialist providing free advice at the Law Centre one day a week. 

Our application to the Equality and Human Rights Commission in November 2009 for some of its Strategic Funding Programme money was successful. . There were 3 priorities to this programme and we put in a joint bid with Swindon Racial Equality Council (SREC) for the “legal projects” strand.

Basically we have bid for 2 caseworkers; one to be based at our offices covering Wiltshire and the other at the SREC offices to cover Swindon. The caseworkers provide legal advice, casework and representation to individuals about matters falling within the Equality & Human Rights enactments. For us this can largely be simplified as offering free advice on all discrimination issues. 

We could not function without the support our funders and although we seem to jump through more hoops each year, we are grateful to the Legal Services Commission for their continued support.  Our finances are healthy. We are maintaining reserves equating to 3 months unrestricted expenditure, which allows us to meet our legal obligations in line with Charity Commission guidelines.
Paramjeet Lehl our trainee solicitor, qualified as a solicitor in November 2009 and left us to join a Law Centre closer to her home in London; we wish her all the very best for the future. Nick Lee joined us in January 2010 as an experienced debt adviser. Sylvie Leavey, our most experienced welfare benefits adviser left us in February 2010, but we were lucky enough to replace Sylvie with Charlie Williams, who has much experience in that area. We currently have 7 Caseworkers with over 50 years of experience between them. 
I would like to whole heartedly thank our staff for all their efforts in working with our clients to fight injustice and social exclusion. In the current economic situation, circumstances are even more difficult than ever before. Each staff member has played a vital part in making the Law Centre a success. 
We continue to rely on the valuable contribution that our volunteers make in managing our reception and carrying out support tasks. They are instrumental in ensuring the smooth running of the Law Centre. We now have a full time administrator, Tom Bidmead who ensures the smooth running of the front office.
I would also like to express my thanks to my fellow Trustees, all of whom have a wealth of experience in commercial areas such as law, finance and personnel. Their knowledge of the wider ranging issues that can affect the Law Centre and their commitment is truly appreciated.  
Lastly, but by no means least, I would like to say a huge thank you to our outgoing Chair, Michael Heap who has helped steer the Law Centre for the last five years. His contribution to the current success of the Centre has been invaluable and he will be missed. However, I am very pleased and somewhat relieved to say, that Michael is staying on as a Trustee and he will no doubt keep an eye on me and the rest of the team. 
Mark Clare, Chair of Trustees
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HOUSING

Demand for Housing law advice has remained strong throughout the past year, but the local scene reflects the national changes in tenure and private finances.

The pre-action protocol on mortgage arrears has led the High Street lenders to change their ways and to be more reasonable in the offers of settlement to which they are willing to agree, but smaller fringe lenders still need to be reminded of the protocol and its intention to make possession proceedings a last resort.  We run the Possession Day Duty Rota with Shearer and Co. and this provides an opportunity to advise Defendants before their hearings.  More lenders are now willing to settle for the mortgage interest paid by the Job Centre Plus, but this may change as a result of the reduction in the nationally set interest rate.

The recovery of deposits and the effect of their non-registration remains an interesting area of work.  Again, landlords who use letting agents do comply with the law, but some smaller landlords are unaware of their legal duties and of the impact of their breach of the law.  The legislation is now recognised to have been badly drafted and is ambivalent in its interpretation – we await the decision of two cases before the Court of Appeal for clarification.

Due to the rise of the private rented sector, we see fewer homeless enquirers, but we suspect that this is because the Council’s Housing Options Team are under pressure from central government not to allow people to apply to be accepted as homeless and thus to refer them to private landlords.  The government calls this ‘the prevention agenda’ – we and others call it ‘gate keeping’.  Either way it results in a potential loss of legal rights, as the applicant does not receive a s.184 decision letter with attendant right of appeal.

We continue to attend twice a week at the Homeless Day Centre on Broad Street and provide moral and legal support to its service users and the outreach team.  The problems may be small but they are significant to those involved.  We have also attended the meetings of the Homeless Day Centre Steering Group which has aimed to try and find other premises but so far without success.  

There are now quarterly meetings of HOSTS and we still service this group.  Angus Macpherson has helped the group by the co-ordination of statistics about the extent of use of local agencies during the recession and a Press Release has recently been issued on this. 

WELFARE BENEFITS
Maintaining a claim for Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) was more onerous than we feared. A review of the descriptors to take account of “aids and adaptations” that the claimant could reasonably take advantage of was announced and whilst this was always relevant in determining eligibility for Disability Living Allowance (DLA) it was not the case in Incapacity Benefit (IB).

The reforms to the Tribunal service appeared to us to invest more power in the Tribunal "judge" than the traditional tribunal chairman once had.  However, we always attend at Tribunal (although we are not funded to do so) as we feel it has a significant positive impact on the outcome of the Tribunal hearing. Representatives are well thought of and much appreciated by the Tribunal.

We found processing times for initial claims were getting longer.  When a client contacted us with this particular issue we found it more pragmatic to direct or refer them to the local MP.  The caseworkers are excellent and have direct access to decision-makers; an access long since denied to humble benefit advisers.

A significant amount of new cases were from people from abroad with right to reside issues of increasing complexity.  There were some very interesting cases as this client group became more settled and issues such as changes in status, pregnancy, loss of employment entered the mix.  The kind of issue we were faced with was typically with clients who held foreign passports, but who had been living and working in the UK for several years, trying to claim JSA and pension credit when they were out of work and/or facing retirement. 

With regards to general appeals to decisions for income support, in April 2009 there were 5000 pending appeals at the Cardiff office. By April 2010 this had risen to 21000.  Some of those appeals are in excess of 13 months old.  This led to some distressing tales from clients facing genuine hardship. 

ESA appeals also impacted upon us heavily.  The statistics suggested that over 60% of claimants were being rejected at medical examination.  Statistics as to the amount of appeals were not readily available.  However, the fact that the Cardiff office was so overloaded suggested that ESA was having an effect on the tribunal system as well. Most of the ESA appeals we represented were successful, which we found doubly frustrating because the decision-makers were clearly not interpreting the descriptors correctly.

We assisted so many clients during the year with tax credit overpayment problems. This was and is still a system doomed to hinder, rather than help, the majority of people who are supposed to benefit from it. Our main advice was to dispute the overpayment, but challenging and disputing tax credit overpayments is a long and stressful process for the client. If the initial dispute was rejected we would lodge a formal complaint.  The complaint had two stages.  In the majority of the cases a complaint was rejected which then led to a complaint to the Adjudicator's Office.  However, between submitting the letter of complaint and being assigned a caseworker, there was at one point a 9-month delay.  Having been assigned a caseworker the complaint was normally investigated within seven weeks with 56% of complaints upheld in the claimant's favour.

We were concerned, as we were in an election year, that benefit claimants could only fear having their benefits removed by a government desperate to retain votes and opposition desperate to win them, whilst at the same time making some significant savings to the overall purse; our fears were not unfounded as the recent government spending review proved. We have real concerns that the state can no longer be relied upon to support people with an illness that makes them incapable for work.

DEBT
In the last twelve months we have increased our capacity to deal with Debt Relief Order applications and now have three Approved Intermediaries; Samantha Baker, Nick Lee and Christian Sweeney.  Over 100 successful DRO applications we have submitted on behalf of our clients have now been approved in the last 12 months with more than 80 underway at present.  
Debt continues to provide a variety of casework for our team of debt caseworkers including advising on the implications of bankruptcy, Debt Relief Orders, challenging bailiff action including unfair bailiff costs for recovery of Council Tax arrears and also parking fines.

Harassment from creditors for small non priority debts and pressure to pay unaffordable amounts is often the final straw that prompts someone to seek debt advice.   
In this current economic climate many people in debt are often desperate for cash at the end of the week. Payday loans are advertising locally and on television frequently in the UK at the moment which is a worrying trend in this recession. Typically a Payday loan often leads the borrower into signing an authorization to repay the loan by deducting directly from their bank account the following payday. The loans are expensive in terms of APR and push the borrower deeper into debt. A recent study by Consumer Focus found “some short term borrowers can find using payday loans a positive experience, provided the loan is paid off in the short term”. 

The advertising of “free debt advice” by fee charging companies is coming to an end at last following a crackdown on 'free debt management' advertising.

New rules mean companies will not be allowed to advertise a service as 'free' if the consumer has to pay anything other than unavoidable costs. Advertising codes run by Committee of Advertising Practice (CAP) and Broadcast Committee of Advertising Practice (BCAP) introduced from 1 September 2010 will hopefully make it difficult for fee charging debt management companies to advertise their services as “free”. 

At present, debt management companies can advertise their services as free despite charging monthly tariffs that can end up costing customers huge fees. At the Wiltshire Law centre we often see debtors who seek our advice having fallen behind with payments under a fee charging debt management plan. 

In July 2010 Consumer Focus released a report detailing that 1 in 6 (or 1.4 million) prepayment households had chosen to disconnect their own fuel supply in order to cut fuel costs in the last year. At the Wiltshire Law Centre in the last year we have assisted clients with fuel poverty and contacted energy suppliers to try to maximize debtor’s entitlement to appropriate tariffs and have had some great successes from grant applications to British Gas Energy Trust, EDF and Thames Water Trust Fund to reduce arrears for our clients.  

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT & FINANCE
The 2009/2010 financial year started well with an award from our main funders, the Legal Services Commission (LSC) of a substantial increase in the allocation of new cases that we were allowed to open for clients eligible for legal aid. This reflected the increase in demand for our services.
In May 2010, also to accommodate the increase in demand we took a lease on another office in Temple House, effectively increasing our total office space overnight. We also opened the Law Centre later into the evening, extending the opening hours to 6pm two days a week. We have since reverted to normal hours (9am –4pm) but would be willing to revisit it if our clients requested it.

In early summer 2009, the LSC started to monitor more closely how much legal aid was actually costing to provide. It did this by reviewing the actual case times reported for each of the categories of law that we delivered services in. As we are paid fixed fees, our funder was checking that we were spending enough time on each case. The result of the review at the Wiltshire Law Centre was that although we were closing cases quickly we were producing positive outcomes for our clients and this proved that we were delivering efficiency and value for money.  

It was at this time that the LSC also started to talk more about their procurement plans for legal aid from April 2010. Competitive tendering was to be introduced from April 2010 with successful bidders due to be issued with new contracts in April 2010. However, providers had their contracts extended for a further six months until end September 2010. Invitations to tender finally were issued in the summer of 2010 with a planned start date of October 2010. There is far too much detail about the whole process to cover here, except to say that it has been a particularly stressful and anxious time for all legal aid providers.
Fortunately, we were awarded a significant contract from November 2010 that allows us to increase the provision of free legal advice in Debt, Welfare Benefits, Housing and now Employment too, to clients who are eligible for Legal Aid. The contract was due to start in October 2010 but due to delays on the part of the funder the new start date is November 2010.

To ensure we meet the demands of this new contract we are recruiting two new staff that will join the team shortly. At that point we will have 9 caseworkers who are all experts in their specialist areas of law. 

In August 2009 we applied successfully in partnership with Swindon Racial Equality Council, to the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) for some of its Strategic Funding Programme money. We bid for two caseworkers; one to be based at our offices covering Wiltshire and the other at the SREC offices to cover Swindon. The caseworkers provide legal advice, casework and representation to individuals about matters falling within the Equality & Human Rights enactments – such as discrimination in employment and non employment related areas/services. The demand for this service has been significant and we have achieved some very good results for clients who would otherwise have had nowhere else to go. However, the down side is that following a review of internal procedures at the EHRC, which resulted in fundamental changes to the contract with suppliers (including us) payments from the EHRC have been held up and we are now owed £27000 as I write! 

The contract we had with Cotswold District Council to provide a court desk service at Swindon County Court to clients facing repossession hearings was assigned to Swindon Borough Council and as I write I am pleased to report that this service is still in operation. We provide a comprehensive court duty service to Swindon and Cotswold defendants who would otherwise not be entitled to free legal advice.   We help about 5 clients per month through this service.

In late 2009, we submitted a successful bid to the Government’s Future Jobs Fund. This fund was managed by the Department for Work and Pensions and was aimed at providing jobs for long term unemployed young people. We were able to recruit Tom Bidmead as our administrator through this funding. This was a success story for both Tom and us as we offered Tom a permanent full time job from September 2010.
Over 90% of our funding is now provided by the Legal Services Commission and that funding only allows us to help clients who are financially eligible for legal aid. This is far from ideal as the income thresholds are very low; you have to be on very low income to qualify for legal aid.  However, we are committed to legal aid and we have never regretted it. Without it, the Wiltshire Law Centre would not function and the clients, (past, present and future) and their families would otherwise have been at a severe disadvantage. With the award of the contract for November 2010, we probably have the largest social welfare law legal aid contract in the South West. We have always believed that legal aid work can be done efficiently and beneficially in the mutual interests of both the Law Centre and our clients. The volume of work we do ensures that we generate enough income to keep the Law Centre going. Year on year we have increased our income and this has allowed us to boost the number of staff we employ to deliver these vital services.

From November 2010 we will be delivering Employment advice under our legal aid contract. Also, in November as part of a deal with a London firm of solicitors, we will have a Community Care specialist providing free advice at the Law Centre one day a week.

Trying to find money to deliver services that are not subject to clients financial circumstances has always been challenging to say the least. We find that projects have specific objectives which do not always match our requirements; we would have to set up a new service delivery infrastructure to provide some of the services that potential new funders want us to deliver, which often distract from our core objective - the delivery of quality face-to-face legal advice.
WHAT OUR CLIENTS SAY ABOUT US..
In a random sample of our client feedback questionnaires 100% of clients said they were very satisfied with the service they received, with 87% of them stating that they were better off following our help.
“What you did for me exceeded my expectations and I was able to stay in my home” – Mrs R, Housing client

“Thank you for lifting a weight off my shoulders” – Mr C, Debt client

“You provide a very good service” – Mrs S, Housing client

“I found access to your service very easy, I was treated with respect and kindness. Everything was explained to me so that I could understand easily”  Ms W, Housing client

STATISTICS

During the period April 2009 through to March 2010, the Law Centre opened 1404 case files. The 1404 cases were split as follows:
 

	Housing
	493

	Welfare Benefits
	425

	Debt
	462

	Discrimination
	24


 
Housing issues accounted for 35% of our work; Welfare Benefits was 30%, Debt 33% and Discrimination 2% (service only commenced in January 2010)
 
We closed 1065 cases (76% of the total) and carried 339 open cases through to April 2010.
Our caseload was split 54% female and 46% male.

Age profile of our clients:

	Age Range
	
	

	0-16
	4
	0.50%

	17-24
	168
	12%

	25-34
	301
	21%

	35-49
	616
	44%

	50-64
	276
	20%

	64+
	39
	3%


75% of our clients are of British origin, 17% are of Asian or African origin and the remaining 8% are of other European origin.
Figures to be Proud of….
In the period April 2009 to March 2010, the Law Centre achieved financial gains for its clients worth nearly £2M - we helped claim £1M in annual benefits and saw debts reduced or written off to the value of  £1M. 
ACCOUNTS
A full copy of the accounts is available with this report on request. In summary:

	Income 
	

	
	

	Activities for generating funds  
	308553

	Investment Income  
	180

	Total Income
	308733

	
	

	Expenditure
	

	
	

	Charitable Activities
	315937

	Governance Costs
	1649

	Total Expenditure
	317586

	
	

	Net Income(Expenditure)
	-8853

	
	


Although we saw a net increase in our income over the 2008/9 financial year of £23288, our expenditure increased significantly and exceeded our income by £8853 compared to the 2008/9 period where we had a surplus of £4578. This had the net effect of reducing our reserves at the end of March 2010 to £45504.
Members of the Management Committee 2009 - 2010
Michael Heap – Chair (resigned November 2009)
Caryn Scotford – Vice Chair 

Neil Baker – Secretary & Treasurer
Kirti Patel (elected November 2009)
Mark Clare – Chair (elected November 2009)

Kaye Franklin (elected November 2009)
The members of the Management Committee are also the charity trustees and company directors of the Law Centre. They stand for re-election at the Annual General Meeting each year.

Paid Staff 2009 - 2010
Richard Hazell – Housing Law
Forbes Robertson – Housing Law

Sylvie Leavey – Welfare Benefits (Resigned February 2010)
Richard Stacey – Welfare Benefits
Charlie Williams – Welfare Benefits (joined February 2010)
Samantha Baker – Debt

Christian Sweeney – Debt, Housing & Discrimination (joined April 2009)
Cathy Wells – Debt (resigned June 2009)

Nick Lee – Debt (joined January 2010)
Paramjeet Lehl – Trainee Solicitor (qualified with us and resigned November 2009)
Neil Baker – Business & Finance Manager

Shanaz Quaddus – Bookkeeper
Saira Badjan – Administrator (resigned September 2009)

Thomas Bidmead – Administrator (joined March 2010)

Volunteers

John Philips

Malcolm Youens

Valerie Mathams

Bankers

Co-operative Bank, Regents Circus, Swindon

Auditors & Accountants

Andorran Limited, 6 Manor Park Business Centre, Mackenzie Way, Cheltenham, GL51 9TX

Report and Accounts

A full copy of the audited report and accounts is available.
Wiltshire Law Centre:
· a company limited by guarantee, registered in England no. 1796532

· a registered charity, no. 1000950

· a member of the Law Centres Federation

· Registered Office
Temple House, 115 – 118 Commercial Road, Swindon SN1 5PL
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Wiltshire Law Centre

Temple House

115 – 118 Commercial Road

Swindon

Wiltshire

SN1 5PL

Telephone:  01793 486926

Fax:              01793 432193

Minicom:      01793 611326

Email:          info@wiltslawcentre.co.uk
Website:      www.wiltslawcentre.org.uk






























Nick Lee joined us recently as an 


experienced debt 


caseworker





Tom Bidmead provides our Admin support





Christian Sweeney, a barrister, has been at the Law Centre since April 2009 offering debt, housing & discrimination 


advice
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Neil Baker has been our


Business & Finance 


Manager since 2005.








Samantha Baker is an 


experienced debt caseworker and Debt Relief Order 


Intermediary who has been at the Law Centre for 4 years. 





Richard Stacey is training to be a solicitor. He joined us in 2006 specialising in welfare benefits  














Richard Hazell, a solicitor, has been at the Law Centre providing housing advice since it opened in 1981. 








Forbes Robertson has been providing advice on housing law for 20 years, the last 4 with the Law Centre





The Wiltshire Law 


Centre Staff









