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Welfare Rights this year
The aftermath of Covid arrived in the shape of a Cost of Living crisis.  As food and energy 
prices escalated, local advice services quickly shifted to becoming primary outlets of 
vouchers, grants, tokens and emergency support.  This was supposed to be the year we 
got back on track.  As it turned out, the advice sector was flat out advising on household 
support and emergency payments, and welfare rights focussed on showing how far 
behind benefit rates had fallen when compared to actual essential bills.  We heard from 
families who had never used foodbanks before, and the county set up a warm hub 
network for the winter months; an unprecedented development.  We saw more and 
more residents claiming Universal Credit for the first time, and dealt with queries from 
people still affected by the pandemic, including long-Covid.  Advising EEA households 
after the end of the Brexit transition was also challenging, adding a new complexity to 
our immigration advice.  2023/24 will be a year for assessing the longer term impacts of 
the 2020s so far.  Hopefully we will see some stability and recovery, particularly for lower 
income residents.



A few words from the Trustee Board
I am pleased to report that Surrey Welfare Rights Unit continues to flourish.  Our new Parent Carer 
project, Moving Into Adulthood, has been a great success and we are delighted that Surrey County 
Council is to continue to fund this project for another year.  As mentioned above, the cost of living crisis 
has had a significant impact on our work and we know that fuel costs continue to have a huge impact 
across all Citizens Advice services and their clients. 
During the year we said farewell to one of our Trustees, John Fairley, and I should like to thank him for 
the contribution he made during his time on the Board. 
We completed a full Leadership appraisal of the Board and are now busy implementing our Board 
Development Plan. We are also working on developing our new Strategy, making sure it aligns with 
Citizens Advice’s own Strategy.  This has included listening to our service users, consulting with staff and 
a visit from Dame Clare Moriarty, CEO of Citizens Advice. All staff and Trustees had a very positive round 
table discussion with her and were able to demonstrate the value of second tier specialist services.
None of the work highlighted in this report would have been possible without the expert leadership of 
our Chief Officer, Maria Zealey, our very competent staff and my fellow Trustees, and of course the 
continued support of our funders.  Thank you.

Jane Bourgeois Trustee Board Chair



We helped those most in need 
Our case recording system, Casebook, captures housing 
status along with other profiling data.  Compared to last 
year’s statistics we saw a drop in enquiries from households 
who were owner occupiers or those with a mortgage.  We 
saw an increase in homeless clients who also faced benefit 
problems.  Social housing tenants endured benefit problems 
far more than any other housing type.  
Benefit issues and the impact on the security of 
accommodation often go hand in hand and this was reflected 
in a 32% rise in housing related enquiries during this year.  
The clients who were disabled or long-term ill increased 
significantly during the previous year, from 57% to 66%, and 
this year we saw a further increase to 68%.  This is a clear 
indication of the enormous barriers faced by disabled 
residents and those coping with ill health when navigating 
the benefit system, and keeping benefits in payment. This 
includes households with disabled children, evidenced by a 
16% rise in DLA enquiries this year.
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We helped those most in need - continued 
Clients who self-declared as White British dropped 
from 71% to 66% this year.  You can see from the 
chart that those unable to work due to disability or 
illness were the largest “occupation” group 
contacting us for help.  Benefit cap queries rose by 
188%.  We hope this trend reverses with the 2023/24 
rise in the benefit cap limits.  Households seeking 
benefit checks, rather than queries concerning a 
particular benefit, were up 158%.  Understanding 
how benefits interconnect or overlap can be a real 
challenge for people who are not familiar with the 
system.  Queries concerning conditionality and 
sanctions in the Universal Credit system were up 
32%, reflecting a tightening of the rules which is a 
trend continuing into 2023/24. Unable to work due to health

Full-time work

Part-time work

Unemployed

Retired

Carer

Other

Self-employed

At home parent

Student Client occupation



…….with these benefit problems
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In total our advice had this much value

Our Fiscal Benefit was £205,289
Fiscal Benefit: Avoiding cost of evictions 
and temporary housing, avoiding costs of 
unemployment, and reducing use of NHS 
services by resolving problems that cause 
stress and anxiety and depression.

Our Public Value was £2,760,314
Public Value:  Improvements in 
health, well-being, participation 
and productivity.

Financial Outcomes direct and indirect  
£2,846,990
Client benefit gain confirmed £486,805
Health, social care and other gains 
£15,576

Headline figures:

Reducing use of NHS £58,338

Keeping people in work £71,087

Homelessness prevention savings 
£75,874

Fiscal benefit of supporting claimants 
with benefit debts £80,201

For every £1 of funding we 
received our clients gained 
£11.89 and we created £11.53 
of public value



How we work out our value
Citizens Advice help us calculate our value using a Treasury approved cost-benefit tool.  Four key variables are 
considered.
Affected population: Number of people receiving advice about a specific issue
Impact:  Impact of advice on a specific outcome
Deadweight: What would have happened anyway without our advice
Optimism bias: Accounting for best practice, timeliness and independence of research

In addition to our financial outcomes we also try to record non-financial outcomes such as blue badges or a social 
care assessment, as well as “soft” outcomes such as a client reporting improved health, or resolution of a complaint.  
The value of e-training is difficult to quantify.  However, the more volunteers and staff are supported and have 
access to training, the more likely it is that they are satisfied at work, and will remain at the organisation.  Each 
adviser that we train and support will, in turn, help hundreds more local residents.  
Our research and campaigning work is equally important as helping individuals resolve their benefit problems.  The 
value of this work is when we successfully raise an issue with key parliamentarians or decision-makers, and see 
changes happen that help those struggling to navigate the social security maze.  



Moving into Adulthood project
This project was set up in June 2022 to enable parents and Carers of disabled young people (14 - 25) to 
obtain information & advice on welfare benefits. For disabled young people, accurately identifying 
benefit entitlement whilst in education, training, or employment is critical to future planning, especially 
income maximisation. 
Whilst the core elements of the project have continued across the year, it is worth noting the 
interactive web-based benefits information resource tool is now in its trial stages before going ‘live’. All 
this work has been carried out by SWRU staff. The web-tool will allow the target groups to access 
current, accurate benefits information tailored to their circumstances on their phones or other 
devices. 
The project has visited nine Community Hubs across Surrey to give informal talks on claiming benefits 
and one-to-one advice sessions. The project has attended Carer events in Surrey with SWRU’s 
information stand.  At each event there has been a long queue for information or referral.  At Surrey 
County Council’s Carers’ Network event in early June 2023, a total of 15 carers sought information and 
support.
In the last six months, Moving into Adulthood has been focussing on enhancing links with special 
schools across the county. The project attended six different school events with the SWRU information 
stand, generating considerable interest at each school not only from the target group but also staff & 
trustees. We found wide recognition that advising parents, Carers and disabled young people on benefit 
matters is crucially important but finding the right advice and support can be difficult. The school visits 
have generated many enquiries/referrals from parents & Carers.



What they said……..       

“The training was outstanding.  I am very grateful for both their time and effort in a 
very complex topic area, as it’s incredibly important in what I do.” – Care Leavers’ 
Team
“Thank you once again for helping make this possible.  It has taken a huge financial 
relief off us” – Casework Carer
“I keep going back to the slides and presentation, really great material to have and 
use!” – Attendance Allowance training delegate
“Easy to access and professionally administered and run, thank you.” – Training 
delegate
“Thank you for your patience in guiding me through this case. I have learnt a lot.” –
Local Citizens Advice Volunteer Adviser
“I have no words to express my gratitude towards your professional way in dealing 
with my parents situation.” – Casework Carer



Training the advice sector
SWRU courses delivered 33
Local advice workers trained 376

Commissioned courses delivered 33
Local staff and volunteers trained 460

New courses included: 
• Social care, charging and welfare benefits
• Attendance Allowance
• Benefits Overview for Trustees
• Should I stay or should I go? – Legacy benefits vs Universal Credit
We ran 16 more courses compared to the 2021/22 year, responding to both rising demand for 
training, and rapid changes in social security legislation.  The numbers of local volunteers and staff 
we trained rose by 42%.  A significant part of this increase in activity was funded by Surrey County 
Council as part of their No-One Left Behind programme.  



Working with others for better client outcomes

Local Citizens Advice in Surrey,
Hampshire, Merton and Lambeth, and 
Sussex
Surrey County Council – Policy and 
Commissioning
HMCTS
Jobcentre Plus
Surrey District and Borough councils
Citizens Advice –National Office
No-One Left Behind

Work and Pensions Select 
Committee
Department of Work and 
Pensions
Surrey Welfare Advice Group
SCC Adult Social Care
Cost of Living Partnership
Surrey Warm Hubs network
SCC Carers Network



Who we are
Staff
Maria Zealey – Chief Officer

Brigid Caffyn-Parsons – Welfare Rights 
Adviser

Karen Creeth – Welfare Rights Adviser

Sarah Fell – Welfare Rights Adviser

Carol Gibbs – Senior Welfare Rights Adviser

Lou Glencross – Parent and Carer Benefits 
Adviser

Helen Haws – Welfare Rights Adviser

Ray Savage – Administrator

Trustees
Jane Bourgeois - Chair
John Fairley
Anne Haigh
Roger Hurcombe
Dani Jordan
Keith O’Neill
Steve O’Sullivan - Treasurer
Anne Pirie
Suja Subramanian

We would like to thank
Surrey County Council
Woking Borough Council
Elmbridge Borough Council
The National Lottery



Surrey Welfare Rights Unit
Company Number:  3335128

Charity Number:  1062826
FCA Number:  FRN 617760

OISC Registered
AQS Standards in Welfare 

Benefits Casework and 
Telephone Support

Surrey Welfare Rights Unit aims to provide the advice 
people need for the problems they face and improve the 
policies and practices that affect people’s lives. 

We provide free, independent, confidential and impartial 
advice to everyone on their rights and responsibilities.  We 
value diversity, promote equality and challenge 
discrimination.  

We are a member of the Citizens Advice service.
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