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I can’t tell you what a difference  
you have made to me and my son. 
Winning the Universal Credit appeal 
was amazing, it felt like a weight 
was lifted. Getting the backdated 
payment for my son  
was a bonus!
Client Shilpa*

We helped people understand 
about the benefits they were 
entitled to and the grants they 
could claim, as well as providing 
information on employers’ 
responsibilities under the 
furlough scheme. 

Providing vital information...

“

”
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* name changed to protect client confidentiality.
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Foreword by Jason Bishop CEO

Our offices closed to the public on March 16th 2020. Like many organisations  
we could only wonder what the future would hold….how could we operate? 
How could we help our clients? How would our clients cope?  How many  
people would need our services, who had never done so before?

Both our paid staff and volunteers immediately stepped up to change their 
way of working and from week one of lockdown we were offering telephone 
advice from our homes.  Team leaders were providing remote supervision  
to ensure our quality remained at our usual high standard and in the 2 weeks 
to the end of March we had helped 420 clients.  The main issues in those first 
weeks were, understandably, employment queries, support for people to 
make initial benefit claims and issuing foodbank vouchers. 

We recognized that not everyone can, or likes, to use the phone so by May 
2020 we had developed our email advice service.  To date this service has 
helped over 6000 clients and feedback is that they have found it easy to use, 
helpful and they liked the quick response time.

Our staff, volunteers and clients have adapted to new ways of working over 
the past year and as we begin to move out of lockdown we want to keep the 
benefits that these have given us, both as an organisation and for clients. 

That means that we won’t be going back to our traditional face to face only 
service from 4 offices.  Instead we’ll be continuing to offer phone and email 
advice which are especially useful for those who find it difficult to access  
our service in person. And we will also be opening “access points” across the 
district, with a minimum of 12 of these offering face to face appointments.

We provide confidential, impartial, non-judgmental, free advice and we know  
we are needed now more than ever because the right advice at the right time  
can change lives.
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Since lockdown we have made a difference  
to thousands of Cheshire West residents...

A pandemic “year” in numbers*

We have helped over 11,800 clients  
with over 37,000 issues, and we have helped  
our clients gain over £3.3 million income.

In the first week of lockdown we dealt with  
over 100 new universal credit claims,  
compared to 30 per week in the middle of February.

In the first week of lockdown we also helped  
209 worried clients to get information from  
other organisations.

In the first week of lockdown 25% of clients  
were under 35 with queries about employment.

In the first month of lockdown we helped  
an average of 210 new clients each week  
with detailed advice. 

Throughout lockdown we had contact with  
an average of 75 clients per day.
* 17/03/20 - 31/05/21. 



Case study: Yvonne*

Yvonne* was very distressed when she contacted 
 us for a foodbank voucher.  She had a stroke  
last year and needs a machine to help her 
breathe because she suffers from COPD.

Her Disability Living Allowance payments were 
stopped a while ago and her only income was 
Employment Support Allowance.

She had been paying £100 per month off her 
fuel debt and was terrified of running out 
of electricity because she relies on it for her 
breathing machine, so she was constantly cold.  

When she came to us she had dropped 3 dress 
sizes due to being unable to afford food and her 
clothes no longer fit.

The first thing we did was to order a foodbank 
delivery.  With her permission, we then put in a 
request to the Salvation Army and Foodbank for 
warm winter clothing.  A local councillor brought 
warm blankets and jumpers and we delivered 
these to Yvonne*, who was overwhelmed.

We also supported her in successfully applying 
for Personal Independence Payment.

Finally, one of our Community Connectors 
referred her for an energy appointment and  
she was then able to apply to the Scottish Power 
hardship fund as well as to the Green Doctor  
for a cold weather pack.
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* name changed to protect client confidentiality.
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Supporting our clients

There have been over 
15,000 visitors  
to our website

We have answered

over 6000 emails

People visited a range of pages including: 
holiday cancellations, winter grants, 
fuelbank, furlough, access point map 
and benefits.

18,000 Client calls
We have received nearly 

Through lockdown to May 31 2021



However not everyone has a phone or access 
to the internet and some people need face  
to face help.  So as the lockdown eases and 
things return to normal we will be continuing 
to open “access points” and opening up face  
to face services through some of them.

Access points mean that people can contact 
Citizens Advice much closer to where they live and 
get help with using the phone or internet.  The aim 
being to improve accessibility.  Appointments will 
also be available at some access points, meaning 
that for many clients there will be less need to 
travel to see an adviser.

Access points will be in local venues and differ in 
what they offer.  Each will require a different level 
of commitment and physical space, so we are 
working with venues on that.

Some will have a freephone, some will have a 
computer and internet access, others will have 
bookable appointments available and in one in 
each town there will be in-person support.

Currently we have 36 access points available and 
32 have been used over the pandemic.  Venues 
include schools, community centres, mental 
health charities and foodbanks to name but a few 
and it’s fair to say each is slightly different, but all 
provide support to access our services. 

We will be continuing to offer phone and email advice, as we have done through  
the pandemic, with many clients preferring these methods of contact.

Internet access at Elton Community Centre
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Introducing a  
community  

service
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Case study: Brian*

Brian* had a pituitary tumour, which resulted  
in a hormone imbalance and anxiety issues.  
He came to us after having failed his Employment  
Support Allowance (ESA) assessment.  
We appealed the decision and advised him  
to submit a claim for Universal Credit (UC). 

He was already in the process of appealing a 
Personal Independence Payment (PIP) decision, 
when we took over on his behalf.

During the course of his time with us he opened 
up about his money worries and we referred 
him to our debt team for help with a Council  
Tax summons and a few other issues.  
They recommended that he claim UC for his 
son, who lives with him for the majority of the 
time. Brian was awarded the child element and 
disabled child element, so he no longer has to 
pay the bedroom tax.

He missed out by one point on the daily living 
component of PIP but we took the case to the 
upper tribunal on a point of law and, after a 
rehearing, he was awarded standard rate daily 
living and standard rate mobility.

In total, he received £11,000 in backdated benefit 
entitlements. 

Since we started to help him in 2018 his income 
has increased from £745.29 per month to  
£2418.86 per month and he has received  
more than £16,000 in benefit arrears.

In addition to this he has managed to avoid a  
debt relief order (DRO) and has come to an 
arrangement to get his water rates, electricity  
and gas deducted from his benefits.

* name changed to protect client confidentiality.



Working with our partners

Foodbank Vouchers

Fuel Poverty Help

Community Connectors

During the pandemic we have worked closely with both West Cheshire and 
Mid Cheshire Foodbank issuing over 1000 foodbank vouchers and delivering 
food to clients.

Over the winter months we were able to help clients suffering fuel poverty 
through the DWP funded Winter Grant Scheme, helping with the purchase  
of gas, electricity, oil and firewood.

Our community connectors took over 200 referrals from the health service,  
to work with people suffering from social isolation and related issues.

10
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Case study: Tony *

Tony* is a 79 year old pensioner who lives  
on a houseboat. He had become stranded  
in Northwich due to COVID as he was on  
his way down South to be near his son. 

We advised him to claim help for mooring fees 
and that meant he only had to make a £10 per 
week contribution. 

But a few months later he received notification 
that, although the mooring fees had increased, 

his Housing Benefit had gone down and he now 
needed to pay more. 

We helped him to successfully appeal the decision 
based on the fact that the time limit for him being 
moored in one place had been extended due to 
the pandemic.

* name changed to protect client confidentiality.
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7,387
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49 Debt Relief Order
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50 Bankruptcy
16 Water supply & sewerage debts
14 Unsecured personal loan debts
17 Unpaid parking penalty & cong. ch..
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06 Rent arrears - LAs or ALMOs
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Top debt issues
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4,032
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2,350
4,209
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242
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28,419
9,562

Issues

Income gain
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Debts written off

Repayments rescheduled

Other £1,682,965
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£12,803,863
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Web chat
Email
Letter

Other
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373
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