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Charnwood Citizens’ Advice Bureau
Campaigning for Change – 2007 Report

Introduction

In 2007, the Charnwood Citizens’ Advice Bureau was contacted for assistance by nearly 11,000 clients: we dealt with over 16,000 individual issues. As in previous years, we distilled information from their cases to identify opportunities for changes (we call them social policy issues) which can benefit the community at large. Citizens Advice uses this evidence to campaign for changes to be made by bringing the issues to the attention of key people – MPs, local authorities, civil servants, executives of public and private companies, the media and others.
The Bureau would like to acknowledge the positive responses we have received from many recipients to last year’s report. In particular we are grateful to Loughborough M.P. Andy Reed and his staff for the time they have devoted to following up on issues reported to them which affected his constituents.

This report highlights the principal issues which our advisers identified during the twelve months up to April 2008. As before, we are happy to give more detailed information about individual cases; in some instances the clients involved have indicated their willingness to be interviewed, if this will help to save others from similar bad experiences.

The aim of this report is to bring these issues to the attention of those in our community who may be in a position to get things changed. Many of our clients come from the more vulnerable sections of society and need our help to deal with burdens which could be reduced or avoided altogether by changes to the ways in which things are done.

If you are in a position to help, and would like more input from us regarding the cases we have reported, or the actions we believe could be taken to deal with the problems, please let us know.
As this is our third annual report, we have shifted the emphasis from looking primarily at the problems which occur most often. In this report, we also take a look at the trends which we can see by comparison with the previous years, i.e. where do things seem to be getting worse and where are they getting better? What new problems have emerged, and which old ones are still with us?
The Problem Areas
The appendix to the report shows the distribution of social policy issues reported by the Charnwood Bureau across the categories within which we advise. This section only comments on significant issues.


Some things got better....
Tax Credits: in 2006, 11% of our reports related to problems with the tax credits system. In 2007, the proportion nearly halved, to 6%, and we have seen further improvement through the year, with most of the cases we reported occurring in the first few months. The reasons for this welcome change are discussed later in the report.

Immigration: although not a major category in 2006, we did report a number of serious cases where clients experienced major inconvenience because of protracted delays at the Home Office in processing and returning their documents. It is pleasing to note that we have had no such incidents to report in 2007, so this category does not appear in this year’s report.
Crisis Loans: in 2006, we commented on the hardships being experienced by clients in emergency situations who were unable to get through to apply for crisis loans from the Social Fund. The problems continued into the first part of 2007, but we have no reports in the second half of the twelve months. Unfortunately, this cannot be said for other Benefits problems (see below).
Pre-payment Meters: four utility companies during 2006 presented many clients who used their pre-payment meters with unexpected large bills for alleged arrears: these turned out to be due to the meters being unable to cope with several price increases they implemented over the previous year. Following a public campaign by Citizens Advice, one company agreed to write off the arrears, and ofgem modified its code of practice to require the companies in future to reset meters within a reasonable time period after a price change.
As a result, we have seen no further problems of this type, although we have to report plenty of other continuing and worsening problems with utility suppliers. 
...but others did not....
Housing: the levels of problems related to housing continued at a similar level to previous years. Almost all affected people lived in rented properties: disputes with private landlords over repairs or refusal to return deposits or problems with homeless/potentially homeless clients needing emergency accommodation from Charnwood Borough Council, who appear to be struggling to meet the need.
Consumer: another typical year with consumer problems making up 9% of our issues. Staff in some major “household name” stores appear still to be unaware of their customers’ statutory rights: customers are told to refer faults to manufacturers when in fact the retailer has the contractual responsibility. We have also seen several vulnerable clients who have fallen victim to the continuing spate of scam mailings and phone calls, which no-one at present seems able to prevent.

Employment: this year, 16% of our reports fell into this category compared with 17% in 2006. The problem issues were much the same: many cases of employees being unfairly treated up to and including dismissals, and evidence that many small-sized employers continue to be unaware of their duty to provide employees with written terms of employment and properly itemised pay slips.
Finance: the level of reports raised, which relate to the finance sector (banks, building societies, lending institutions, etc.) remained steady at 14% of reports compared to 17% in 2006.  This encompassed a range of issues which are summarised later in the report.
...and some things got worse

Benefits: in 2006, Benefit issues other than Tax Credits made up 13% of the total we reported. As mentioned above, the frequency of tax credit problems reduced in 2007, but this was more than offset by a substantial rise in other benefit issues – this year they made up nearly a quarter of all the social policy reports generated by the bureau (23%), a 77% increase over the previous year. The nature of this huge increase and possible causes are reviewed in more detail later in this report.

Utilities: problems with utility companies have been one of the biggest categories in previous years’ reports, but it is disappointing to report a further significant increase in 2007, making them the second worst issue – 19% of our total, compared with 14% in the previous year. This was despite the reduction in problems with pre-payment meters for gas and electricity: this was cancelled out by a big increase in issues relating to mobile phone contracts – in particular, the failure of several cashback schemes which left many clients badly out of pocket. 
Review of major areas of concern
This section comments in more depth on the main problem areas with examples of some of the cases we dealt with during the year.

Benefits (including Tax Credits)

Tax Credit overpayments: In previous years, the main problem with the tax credit system related to the frequency of overpayments and the difficulties experienced by our clients in trying to challenge them. The biggest cause of overpayments was the method of calculation of applicants’ income, which was most often based on an estimated figure for the current tax year – when actual income varied from the estimate (which it frequently did) an overpayment would result. After campaigning by Citizens’ Advice and other groups, a major system change was introduced: from now on, calculations are only based on a projection of the current year’s income if it is expected to exceed last year’s income by at least £25,000. Naturally this has resulted in most claims being based on the previous year, stabilising the system. While we continue to see other problems relating to tax credits, they now tend to be the same issues faced by clients receiving other state benefits, so the two categories have now been merged for reporting purposes.

Delays in Payment: we continued to see clients who had applied for various benefits who were still waiting for their applications to be processed weeks, or even months, later:

A retired couple applied for Pension Credits in July 2007. When we saw them in January 2008, the claim was still being processed. When contacted, the Pensions Service would only say that the application was still in hand – they offered no explanation or apology for the delay. 

Another client applied for tax credits in March 2007. She received several award letters but no payments and eventually came to the bureau in July for help.

Our adviser was told that the computer had "missed" the client, but the calculation would now be done manually – the only problem was that the computer would not be aware of this, so when it eventually functioned, client would get paid twice and would have to notify them so an adjustment could be made. In the event, the payment still failed to arrive. A further letter promised payment on July 17 but this did not arrive either.
Reapplying when personal circumstances change: the impact of the delays is intensified by the practice of cancelling the benefits of recipients of benefits whose circumstances change and requiring them to reapply. Benefit payments stop immediately and cannot resume until the new claim has been processed. Although the payments are then backdated, the applicant has to manage for the intervening weeks on heavily reduced income:

One client was without tax credit payments for 8 weeks, because of delays processing her reapplication after she split up with her partner. She tried to get a hardship payment and was sent to the nearest Enquiry Centre in Leicester (a 30 mile round trip): when she arrived she was told they were too busy to see her - she should come back in 2 days time. Client's case also included various administration inefficiencies - she originally phoned to advise them of her change of circumstances two days after the split up but they said subsequently that they had no record of the call, and the delay in processing was blamed on a missing date of birth on the application. Client said she had given them this over the phone on at least three different occasions.

In many of these cases, it was obvious that the change in circumstances would not lower the recipient’s entitlement to benefit and in some cases might increase it, but the benefit was still stopped. We saw several clients whose partners had left them, leaving them with young children to look after. They were often struggling to deal with a variety of practical and emotional problems as a result. Depriving them immediately of one of their principal sources of income for several weeks and requiring them to go through a complex form-filling exercise into the bargain seems to us a bad example of thoughtless bureaucracy. 
Complexity causes confusion: the complexity of the tax credit system has been widely commented upon, but continues to confuse many recipients. People are also confused by the inter-relationship of some benefits and the different source departments which provide them. Benefit recipients are expected to advise the appropriate departments when circumstances change – we saw several individuals who got into difficulty because they advised one department and assumed that the information would be passed to any other interested parties.

In practice, there is evidence that communications are often patchy or non-existent even between individual sections in the Department of Work & Pensions, let alone between the DWP, HMRC and local authorities benefit departments:

A client on Job Seeker's Allowance/Income Support came to the Bureau in June 2007. She had been receiving Healthy Start vouchers for two children but in February 2007, the vouchers suddenly stopped.

Since then, the client had been trying to find out why. Our adviser contacted both the Healthy Start Unit and the Tax Credits section of HMRC - both were unable to explain the reasons and claimed that the other section was responsible for sorting it out. The Healthy Start unit said the HMRC records must be incorrect, as their system picks up all the relevant info from them. Tax Credits said that their records indicated client should be getting vouchers and the problem must be with Healthy Start.

We eventually persuaded someone on the Tax Credit Hotline to investigate, but they indicated it would take 4-5 weeks; in the meantime, the client had been without vouchers for over four months.

A client’s husband died in May 2007. She was receiving Incapacity Benefit and Disability Living Allowance. When she moved on to Bereavement Allowance for 52 weeks her Incapacity Benefit stopped (as this was less than the Bereavement Allowance) but her Disability Living Allowance was also stopped which it should not have been. 

This was blamed on the Incapacity Benefit section failing to advise the DLA that she had transferred to Bereavement Allowance.

When a mistake is made by the relevant benefits section, clients are often held responsible if it can be argued that they should have spotted the mistake. This presupposes that the client understands the complexity of the system as well as (or in these cases presumably better than) the trained staff concerned.

Lack of expert advice: further evidence of the complexity and compartmentalisation of benefits can be seen in the regularity of cases where applicants are not advised by benefits agencies of other possible benefits to which they could be entitled (or in other cases are given incorrect information about entitlements):

One client had been repaying an overpayment of tax credits since 2004. She had been required to make repayments despite having contacted the tax credit department at the time to say she thought the payments were wrong. Client reported that she was told at the time "You've got the money - keep it!” She and her husband both insist that they have always notified the department promptly whenever there was a relevant change in their circumstances.

The CAB adviser also discovered that throughout the period since 2004, her payments did not include a premium for her child being disabled, although client was sure she declared this on the application. (Client found the award letters complicated and had failed to realise this). HMRC confirmed that the child was not shown as disabled on their record, but were not sure whether it would be possible to backdate credit over this period
Utilities

Power suppliers: although problems with prepayment meters have improved, as reported in the summary section, other problem areas have continued.

Errors & bad communications: we continued to see many clients experiencing unsatisfactory levels of customer service:

A client was chased by debt collectors for an alleged unpaid gas bill for his previous address. He had paid up his account when he moved out – the bill turned out to be for a period after he left. He contacted his supplier who asked for written evidence of his having moved out, which he sent to them. He then received another threatening letter from the debt collectors. When contacted, the supplier acknowledged that it was not the client's bill - they promised to clear the account and instruct the agency to drop the case. Client then received a demand from a second debt collection agency for the same debt. 

Estimated meter readings: presumably as a cost saving measure, many energy suppliers rely increasingly on estimated readings when calculating quarterly statements. This can lead to unexpectedly large bills when an actual reading is eventually taken, which can present difficulties for clients on low incomes.
If customers want to avoid this risk, they are required to take their own readings and phone them through – something which some clients, particularly the elderly, do not feel confident to do.

Telecoms companies: 50% of the utilities issues we logged this year related to telephone services, with a noticeable rise in problems relating to mobile phone contracts and broadband services.
Is there anybody there? Ironically, many customers experience great difficulty when they attempt to contact their phone companies on the phone. 
Client came to the bureau for help after trying repeatedly and unsuccessfully to get through to her telephone company regarding several large sums charged to her son after he signed a broadband contract with them. She had spent a very large amount of time queuing to get through and could not get clear answers when she did eventually did.

Our adviser phoned the company at 10.50am; the phone was eventually answered at 11.35am. She was put through to at least 6 different departments and was then supposed to have been transferred to Customer Services, but was cut off at 12.00 noon.

Paying for no service: we saw several clients who had signed up for broadband services from different suppliers. In each case, despite their strenuous efforts to get the problems fixed, they were without an effective service for months. However, the supplier in each case continued to charge them for the non-existent service.

One client we saw in April 2007 had made a contract 4 months ago for TV & broadband.  The broadband had never worked despite client continually complaining. The provider wrote to client in March stating that they were refunding her £10 & apologising for her problems, however client did not receive her refund and the broadband was still not working.

Clients experienced similar problems with other telephone services:
One client bought a new phone in Dec 2006. The messaging service on this phone stopped working in late Sept 2007 and the client reported this.

She took out a new contract on Oct 3rd for a call package. This contract had an 18 month time span inside which there are charges if cancelled.

 Because the client had so many problems contacting the phone company by phone, letters or email, she eventually cancelled her call package contract in Dec 2007. Her problems were never acknowledged or fixed. During one phone call it was acknowledged that the phone was probably faulty so a new one was ordered and paid for but this never arrived.

 She is now being billed £308 cancellation fees and is being threatened with debt collectors.

Mobile phone cashback schemes: in early 2008 we started to see significant numbers of clients who had been tempted into mobile phone contracts by offers of “cashback” – i.e. the customer signs up with a service provider for a contract term (usually one year) and the retail outlet selling the deal promises to provide lump sum cashbacks at regular intervals during the contract. One operator in Leicester, actually gave customers post-dated cheques to be cashed at three monthly intervals:

One client purchased mobile phone contracts with through a retailer in Leicester. He was given a cash back deal on both with post-dated cheques for £265 each, but the shop closed before he was able to cash either and he has not been able to find out what has happened to them.

Another signed a contract with another phone company through the same outlet.  He received a letter from the shop stating that he should not cash his cheques as they had got a new bank account for the business. Client was asked to collect new cheques on the 7th Jan. He went to collect as arranged but found that the shop had now closed down.

We understand that Leicestershire Trading Standards received over 1,000 complaints about this one retailer.

When cashback schemes got into difficulties, customers discovered that this did not invalidate their contracts with the actual service providers, as they were part of a separate deal with the retail outlet concerned. Many could not afford to sustain the contract without the cashbacks but found themselves faced with heavy cancellation fees which they could also not afford. The service providers would not accept any responsibility for the failure of the cashback scheme nor would they waive the cancellation fees.
We believe that the service providers should be accountable for the deals made by retail outlets which they allow to sell their contracts and should compensate customers (or at least allow them to terminate the contracts without penalty) if the outlet defaults on its contract.
Employment
Problems in this area continued at a similar level to 2006. Main categories include:

Failure to provide written terms of employment and/or itemised payslips: a significant proportion of clients who came to the bureau for advice on problems relating to their employment were in this situation. Almost all worked for employers with very few employees.
Client joined her employer in Feb 2007. Apart from some details in her written offer of employment at the time, client has never received anything in writing regarding her terms of employment, despite having asked about them. During her employment, the company made a number of changes to her job without consultation: she was originally told she would be a manager, then later transferred to a different section. She is no longer a manager; her pay and hours of work have changed, there have been other changes and she is completely baffled as to her correct terms of employment. Recently her pay did not come through on the expected date, and she has now been told not to come in to work because there is not enough work to do. She has no idea whether she can expect to be paid or not for the period she is laid off.

Client reports that other employees at the firm are also without any clear contractual information.

We believe there is a clear need for a commission to be set up to monitor employers to ensure compliance with their statutory duties to their employees (on a similar basis to the Health & Safety Executive). At present, the only recourse available to employees is to make an application to an employment tribunal: most employees are understandably reluctant to follow this route for fear of antagonising the employer.
Taking advantage of immigrant labour: a significant number of clients who contacted us regarding harsh or unfair treatment from their employers were recent immigrants. Some agencies specialise in offering UK work packages to people wanting to come to the UK, particularly in sectors such as private nursing homes. As their work permits often relate to the specific employment they come into the UK to perform, these individuals are easily intimidated and are reluctant to complain or look for other work.

A Polish client obtained work in the UK, ending with a job he obtained through a British employment agency. This lasted for only a few weeks and then client returned to Poland.  He never received a p45 from the British agency. He obtained further work in the UK in May 2007, but is now having problems with tax coding because HMRC believe he is still working for the previous employer in addition to his current one.
A client from the Philippines worked for a Loughborough care home, looking after mentally ill patients. When she was working a night shift, she found herself trying to deal with an abusive patient who was upsetting the others and two other patients who were in dire need of her services at the same time. The other staff had gone missing so she was left to cope. In a moment of panic she put the patient back in his room and tied the door so he could not get out. She did report what she has done to the duty nurse. The company have now suspended her (illegally) without pay. 

 She then received another letter from her employer stating that the matter had been referred to Leicestershire CC & to the Leicestershire police.  It also warned her that as a result of the investigation her work permit could be cancelled & she would be deported
Financial Sector

Social policy issues in this category reduced from the level in the previous year (14% of the total compared with 17% in 2006) but we continued to see examples of some of the principal problems experienced in previous years.

Payment Protection Insurance (PPI): despite considerable adverse publicity, there are still financial institutions selling PPI to clients in inappropriate circumstances:

One client was sold payment protection insurance with a loan. He got into debt and tried to claim on the insurance - it then turned out that the insurance did not cover anyone over 65: as he was 67, the insurance was of no use.

Debt Management Services: many people with debt problems are attracted by heavy advertising by companies offering to solve their problems by negotiating with creditors to consolidate their debts and reduce monthly repayments. In practice, they often achieve this by extending the repayment period for the debts and by taking a substantial slice of the payments to cover their management fees. The debtor ends up repaying considerably more money over a longer period.

A client who lives with his disabled mother got into difficulties with debts several years ago, and arranged for a debt management company to manage his debts for him. He pays them £29.16 per month, of which they retain £17.62 as a management charge. He recently discovered that they have failed to make payments on one of his debts for several months. As a result, the creditor has made additional interest charges. 
High bank charges: following adverse publicity in recent years, incidents of unreasonably high bank charges are less frequent, but are still occurring.
A client who has a basic bank account had a direct debit of £25 per month set up to repay a bank loan. She did not realise one month that she did not have enough money in the bank to fund that month’s payment and as a result ended up with a 10p overdraft. She was charged £35 at the end of the month and a month later she had another charge of £35.
Another client's mother was taken into full-time care last year and her house was sold. The client took over managing her mother’s finances, which included putting regular money into her mother’s building society account to fund payments of £30 per quarter to cover a funeral expenses insurance policy.
Because of personal problems, the client lost track of the timing of payments. As a result, the next payment put the account into unauthorised overdraft. After trying to communicate with the client’s mother unsuccessfully, the building society froze the account and instructed debt collectors. 

After missing two months payments, the client went to the building society and discovered the mistake. She was told that the debt now amounted to £578  When she queried the size of the charge, she was told it was in line with standard policy and was based a charge of £50 per week, plus various ancillary charges.
We drafted a letter for the client to send to the building society offering a more reasonable amount, which they accepted immediately.
Poor advice/irresponsible lending: we also saw some examples of banks giving bad advice to customers with debt problems:
Another client had a bank overdraft of £500. He was struggling to keep within its limit each month & explained this to his bank.  They suggested that he should take out a credit card & use this to keep within his overdraft limit.  Client has subsequently reached the credit card limit of £500 & is now struggling to meet the minimum repayments. The client is retired and depends on pension credits and a small occupational pension for income – suggesting he take out a credit card to “solve” his problem was irresponsible, in our view.

Consumer Issues
Consumer problems continued to be a relatively small social policy category, holding steady at 9% of the total as it was last year.

Breaches of consumer rights: these occur mostly when customers return to complain about unsatisfactory purchases. Disappointingly the problem is not confined to small retail outlets but occurs as frequently in some large chains with the resources to ensure their staff are properly trained:
A client's daughter bought a washing machine from a well-known high street chain. It was delivered to her home but not unpacked until 19 days later when a plumber came to install it. At this point it was found to be dented. The shop said it was the manufacturer's responsibility and then subsequently refused to remedy the problem because it had not been reported "within 48 hours of delivery".

Unethical selling techniques: we also saw examples of dubious practice by door-to-door salesmen, particularly in the traditionally troublesome sector of double glazing/conservatory companies:
A client ordered a porch for his house from a double glazing company The agreed cost was £1110. On Monday of the week that work was due to start he received a call from the company advising him that the cost was now £2110 & if he did not agree to the new cost then the order would be cancelled.

Over an 18 month period, another client was been sold three different products by a double glazing firm - work amounting to over £23,000. Two financial agreements were taken out and signed for by the client.

The client’s total income is £202 per week, made up from Disability Living Allowance and pension, making it obvious that she would not be able to afford to repay these loans – she is a vulnerable person as she is very confused due to drugs taken for epilepsy
She is now in arrears on both loans and the lenders are threatening legal action.
Housing Issues
This year saw a slight reduction in the number of housing issues reported.

Problems with private landlords: the most concerning issue in this area continues to be the reluctance of many private landlords and letting agencies to accept tenants who are dependent upon Housing Benefit. With long waiting lists for council housing and Housing Association properties, this adds considerably to the difficulty of housing people with low incomes, all of whom need Housing Benefit assistance to manage rental costs.

A typical client was separating from husband and needed somewhere for herself and her children to live. She was on low income, but was eligible for Housing Benefit and could have obtained a crisis loan to cover the first month's rent, but she was unable to find a landlord who would accept a tenant on Housing Benefit. Charnwood Borough Council could only offer hostel accommodation and suggested she try a women's refuge as an alternative
We also saw several tenants whose landlords were failing to comply with statutory requirements
Another client is Swedish and shares a private rented property in Loughborough with his son, who is attending college locally. The client is paying £650 a month rent - he signed a lease agreement for an initial term of 6 months but was not given a copy of it.  When the client arrived at the property he found it in a poor state of repair, with considerable damp. He has now told the landlord that he intends moving at the end of the 6 month term. The landlord got very aggressive and told him that he did not have a legal right to leave the property; he threatened to take action against him if he does. The client has no record or receipt of the deposit paid (£1,000)and has not received notice that it is in one of the deposit schemes. he also has no copy of the rental agreement, receipts for rent paid(all paid in cash)or a rent book.

Homelessness: this continues to be a very difficult problem, aggravated by the problems reported above. In Charnwood and other local council areas, there appears to be insufficient housing stock to meet the need - even those who pass the tests as priority homeless persons are likely to be placed in hostel or bed and breakfast type accommodation.
We saw a young couple who had been placed in the East Midland Hotel by North West Leicestershire District Council They were anxious to move out, particularly as they were being charged £40 per night to stay there, because the young man was in employment. He had to drive to Coalville to work and the costs in addition to the hotel fees were proving unmanageable. They had been told originally that the placement would only be for a few days, but they have been there for nearly a month and are unable to get any indication of how much longer they will have to wait. The young woman is trying to find work to help with costs but employers are put off by her not having a fixed address.
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