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Executive Summary 

The Citizens Advice service provides free, independe nt, confidential and im-
partial advice to everyone on their rights and resp onsibilities. It values 
diversity, promotes equality and challenges discrim ination. 

It aims: 

·  To provide the advice people need for the problems they face   
·  To improve the policies and practices that affect p eople’s lives.  

The Money Advice Centre (MAC) was opened in December 2006 by 
North Somerset CAB in partnership with North Somerset Housing Asso-
ciation (NSH) and Weston-super-Mare and District Credit Union to 
provide help and advice to NSH tenants living mainly on the Bournville 
housing estate. NSH became aware of the impact of indebtedness be-
cause of the levels of rent arrears and evictions. It offered to fund the 
centre and its services at a cost of £300,000 a year over three years. A 
grant of £50,000 from Barclays bank was used to create the centre by 
converting a derelict unit at the local parade of shops. In addition the 
MAC supports referrals to the Money Advice Service which provides 
Community Legal Service debt and housing advice.  

It is a project that demonstrates that working together with other agen-
cies creates a holistic approach to solving clients’ problems quickly and 
effectively. 

The MAC is situated at the heart of an area that scores as one of the 
most deprived areas in the country with high levels of disability benefit 
uptake, low numbers in full time employment and overall low household 
incomes1. 

The location of the MAC provides easy access for clients who find diffi-
culty in travelling to find advice in the town centre Citizens Advice 
Bureau due to cost and caring for others. Its proximity to and close work-
ing relationship with  the NSH local office makes it easier to resolve 
issues such as rent arrears. This reduces the numbers of clients in ar-
rears, helps clients get back on track and prevents eviction and 
homelessness with its associated costs and trauma for tenants. 
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The partnership with the Credit Union helps provide improved financial 
literacy and encourages savings. It is also the source of much needed 
low cost loans to clients whose only other option would be to use door-
step lenders who charge upwards of 150% APR. 

A client survey found that 96% of clients felt that North Somerset CAB 
(NSCAB) was crucial in resolving their problem. Clients had difficulty in 
making benefits claims due to the complexity of the system and dealing 
directly with agencies such as the Department of Work and Pensions 
and North Somerset Council. Some said that they had difficulties with 
reading and writing. They also said that they found it difficult and costly 
to telephone and felt ‘fobbed off’ when they spoke to someone. They felt 
much more confident when using a third party such as NSCAB2. 

Debt levels for essential services such as utilities and council tax are 
high due to rising costs and low levels of income. Many clients said that 
they felt that they lacked the basic financial literacy skills to create and 
maintain a budget. 

The impacts of effective resolution of problems are manifold. The client 
survey showed that help from the MAC had a positive effect on clients’ 
mental health, physical health, relationships, their knowledge about how 
things work and their ability to help themselves in the future. 

Work at the MAC has shown that knowledge gained through quality ad-
vice is confidence enabling and encourages more effective participation 
in the local community. A happier and healthier community means fewer 
visits to the doctor and less pressure on local care and support services. 
The Legal Services Research Centre recently completed their own re-
port looking at the impact of debt advice3:- 

“…the findings suggest that those who are reluctant or do not con-
sider seeking advice may benefit from easily access ible money 
advice outreach services. They also confirm the imp ortance of 
education and financial capability initiatives, whi ch aim to increase 
knowledge and confidence among citizens so that the y have 
greater capacity to avoid and deal with problems.” 

The partnership at the MAC shows that early intervention with quality 
advice and support is a service that helps sustain a community and has 
long term benefits for all. 
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�  In the first seven months, the Money Advice Centre has seen 

over 1000 clients. 
 

�  The Credit Union has given out over 400 loans and h as over 
590 members, all of whom are savers. 
 

�  North Somerset Housings rent arrears have fallen by  9% 
since the opening of the centre 
 

�  The number of tenants with rent arrears over £1000 has dra-
matically reduced from 148 to 104 

 
�  The local community has been saved more than £30,00 0 in 

interest payments (figure from NSH). 
 
�  96% of clients surveyed said that NSCAB was crucial  in re-

solving their problem 
 
�  72% of clients said that help from the MAC had made  a large 

difference to their mental health and well being.  

 
Recommendations: 
 
·  The Money Advice Centre could be used as a model that works to 

provide help in other parts of North Somerset particularly in areas of 
deprivation. 

 
·  Clients would benefit from a programme of Financial Literacy training 

as part of developing their life skills. 
 
·  The MAC could draw in other 

statutory and voluntary agencies 
such as the Department of Work 
and Pensions and North Somerset 
Council to give help and advice at 
community level. 
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Introduction 

1.1. Purpose of Report  
The purpose of this report is to highlight the need for high quality,  
independent advice that works in partnership with other agencies, to 
measure the impact of the work we have done so far and to show what 
further work may be done. 

1.2. Scope 
This report has looked specifically at clients who have used the Money 
Advice Centre (MAC) for advice via the drop in, via appointments with a 
‘gateway’ adviser or via one of the specialist advisers who work at the 
MAC. 

1.3. Approach/Methodology 
National and local statistics relating to client issues are taken from Citi-
zens Advice national electronic case recording and reporting system. 
Statistics are taken from April 2007 to October 2007 
 
External sources used include the Office of National Statistics, North 
Somerset Primary Healthcare Trust4, North Somerset Housing and Wes-
ton-super-Mare and District Credit Union. 
 
Fifty clients were approached to take part in client surveys which were 
conducted in August and September 2007. Thirty clients were chosen at 
random as they came into the MAC and were interviewed face to face. 
Twenty clients were chosen across a range of ages and genders to be 
interviewed over the telephone. They were also chosen because it had 
been at least two months since their last contact with North Somerset 
CAB. This was in order to give a fuller picture of whether or not matters 
had been resolved and what the outcomes were. 
 
Client cases and quotes are used in the report but photographs, names, 
ages and sometimes gender have been changed to protect the client’s 
identity. 
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2. Location  
The Money Advice Centre (MAC) is located on St. Andrews Parade at 
the centre of Weston-s-Mare South ward. It is an area largely made up 
of social housing and mainly owned by North Somerset Housing Asso-
ciation (NSH). The estate is known as the Bournville estate and consists 
of 1400 properties of which most were built post-war. The Money Advice 
Centre is situated on a parade of shops between a hairdresser and a 
takeaway and a few doors away from a NSH office. Opposite is ‘The For 
All Healthy living Centre’ which provides primary health care and other 
community resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Office of National Statistics has ranked all 32,482 neighbourhoods 
in England and Wales on a range of topics, together with a 'Total 
Deprivation' ranking. Weston-super-Mare South ward came out as one 
of the most deprived neighbourhoods in the areas of: Income 
Deprivation, Employment Deprivation, Health Deprivation, Education 
Deprivation and Crime. The only area to score above average was ‘least 
barriers to housing services’1.  

The MAC is situated at the heart of an area that scores as one of the 
most deprived areas in the country with high levels of disability benefit 
uptake, low numbers in full time employment and overall low household 
incomes5. 
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�
�  A baby boy born in Weston-s-Mare South ward will li ve on average 

seven years less than a boy born in the least depri ved wards in 
North Somerset 4. 

 
�  29.4% of residents of working age have a limiting l ong term illness 

compared to a national average of 13.3%. 
 

�  17.2% are permanently sick or disabled compared to a national av-
erage of 7%. 

 
�  22% of residents are claiming Incapacity Benefit co mpared to a na-

tional average of 7% 
 

�  24.6% are in full time employment compared to natio nal average of 
40.8% 
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3. An Overview and Service Provision at the Money A dvice 
Centre 

 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Money Advice Centre is staffed five days a week with a qualified 
adviser and a receptionist. The receptionist is the front line of the service 
and deals with anything from enquiries for appointments to directing ur-
gent help for clients in need. The ‘footfall’ of clients through the door 
averages about 80 visits per day. The adviser is known as a ‘Gateway 
Adviser. He/She will give advice and resolve basic problems as well as 
make necessary referrals to specialist case workers.  

Specialist advisers take referrals for debt and benefits advice from North 
Somerset Housing. Under the Financial Inclusion Fund two advisers 
work with a targeted group where they are given debt advice and budg-
eting help. Clients in the target group have to meet criteria such as 
having high interest credit or priority debts.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

·  North Somerset CAB works in partnership with Weston -super-Mare 
and District Credit Union who can offer savings and  loans to clients. 
 

·  North Somerset CAB take referrals from North Somers et Housing 
where early intervention for clients in rent arrear s prevents evictions 
and reduces costs. 

 
·  The MAC offers clients a first point of contact for  accessing a wider 

range of community resources such as advice from Jo bcentre Plus 
and help and support from charitable organisations 
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4. Supporting Individuals, Communities and other Or gani-
sations 

 
The three main areas of enquiry presented to North Somerset CAB at 
the Money Advice Centre (MAC) are Housing (4% of clients), Benefits 
including Housing and Council Tax Benefit (27% of clients) and most of 
all Debt which represents 58% of clients. This reflects the fact that the 
area has only 1 in 4 of its residents in full time employment 1 and work 
available locally is generally low paid and sometimes seasonal work. 
 
Clients on a limited income sometimes have to rely on door step lenders 
to make ends meet. Rising fuel and council tax costs have put pressure 
on those on a limited income. Many residents are not able to seek loans 
from high street lenders and so borrow 
from doorstep lenders who will charge 
interest rates of over 150% to repay the 
debt. Being on a low income makes it all 
the more important to save for 
emergencies and special events. 
Encouraging saving improves financial 
literacy and helps prevent indebtedness. 
 

 
The provision of the Credit Union at the MAC has enabled clients to 
save where they can and borrow at a more reasonable rate. 

 
Nearly a third of residents of working age have a limiting long term ill-
ness, and reliance on income from benefits is over twice the national 
average. 
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Many clients need help and support in making benefits claims as the 
claiming process is complicated. Whilst conducting our survey several 
clients commented that they had difficulty in completing forms and 3 out 
of 30 interviewed said that they had difficulties in reading and writing. 

 
Many said that it was difficult to get through to the Department of Work 
and Pensions and fuel companies. Some clients do not have access to a 
landline telephone and are reliant on public call boxes or ‘Pay as You 
Go’ mobile telephones which can be significantly more expensive to use. 
 

 
The whole process of making a claim, particularly those with for poor 
mental health was so stressful that 3 clients out 50 questioned said that 
they may have committed suicide if they had tried to make their claim 
unsupported. 
 
When interviewed, 96% of clients said that North So merset CAB 
was crucial in resolving their problem. 
 
Steve Zebedee of North Somerset Housing Association (NSH) says that 
it helps their tenants and staff knowing that North Somerset CAB 
(NSCAB) is close by. Early intervention when tenants are in rent arrears 
can help prevent eviction and the associated trauma for the client and 
costs for NSH. Quality financial advice and debt management prevents 
difficult situations becoming worse. Since the opening of the MAC the 
number of tenants with rent arrears of over £1000 has reduced from 148 
to 104. 
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Sophie was a recovering alcoholic and had found it difficult to cope with her 
affairs since leaving treatment. She got into rent arrears and possession pro-
ceedings were issued. NSCAB were able to reschedule  her debts, stop 
possession proceedings and put her in touch with fu rther support. Without 
this help Sophie could have found herself homeless and her illness may have 
returned.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social Policy Work 

Over the last 2 years NSCAB has been working with North Somerset 
Council over their policy of using private bailiffs to collect Council Tax ar-
rears. We have been able to inform them where bailiffs are behaving 
unreasonably and work with them on improving the Service Level 
Agreement that they have with the bailiffs. NSCAB has also advised 
them as an expert witness on their bailiff scrutiny panel. 

 
As with early intervention with rent arrears, budgeting and debt advice 
can help clients with Council Tax arrears to repay their debt sooner and 
without the implications of costs and stress caused by bailiffs. 
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Range of Issues Presented

44%

58%

14%

0% 0%

12%

Benefits Debt Housing Employment Immigration Other

5.  What Impact do we have on our clients? 
 
Over a period of two months fifty clients (30 face to face interviews and 
20 conducted over the telephone) were interviewed about their reasons 
for using the Money Advice Centre (MAC) and what the effect that inter-
vention from North Somerset CAB (NSCAB) has had on their lives. 
From the 2 month survey of clients we found: 
 
Of the issues presented 58% were debt related and 44% were about 
benefits. (Some clients presented more than one issue). 
 

 
Of these issues, 62% of clients said that their problem had been fully re-
solved and 30% had said that their problem was ongoing and they would 
have to return for further advice. 6% were referred to specialists for 
more detailed appointments. 
 
Clients were also asked to comment on what problems they felt resi-
dents faced and what might be done to resolve them. 
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Q: How many times have you come for advice at the M oney Advice 
Centre since when we opened last December? 
 
32% of clients said that it was their first visit to the MAC with 64% saying 
that they had used it more than once. Nearly a third of clients had made 
more than three  visits. Clients had said that their first experience was so 
positive that they were happy to return when new issues arose. They felt 
that it was necessary to have help from a third party rather than go di-
rectly to agencies such as the Department of Work and Pensions or 
North Somerset Council. They said that issues were resolved more 
quickly and that they were less likely to be ‘fobbed off’. 

 
Q: Has the location of the Money Advice Centre made  a difference 
to where you go to find advice?  
 
88% of clients said that the location of the MAC on the parade of shops 
had made a difference to where they went to seek advice. 
The location is not only convenient as it is near to the housing office, 
shops and doctors but is essential when 64% of clients said that they 
had difficulty in travelling into town to reach the main NSCAB in Weston. 
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Why is it difficult for you to phone or travel for advice?

24%

8%

28%

16%

8%

10%

Cost of Travel Cost of Phone Caring for Others Disability/Health
Problems

Time Other

Q: Why is it difficult to travel or phone to get ad vice elsewhere? 
 
28% said that it was difficult for them to travel for advice because of car-
ing for others, 24% cited cost and 16% said that disability or health 
issues was the cause. 
 
 
 

 
This reflects the community we serve where there are many low income 
groups and where the number of clients claiming Incapacity Benefit is 
three times the national average1. 
 
Q: Was NSCAB important in resolving your problem? 
 
96% of clients said that intervention from NSCAB was crucial  in resolv-
ing their problem with 4% saying that NSCAB was important and 0% 
said that it was not important. 
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What difference has it made to your confidence?

No Difference
4%

Some Difference
28%

A lot of Difference
68%

5.1. Impact on Health and Relationships 
 
Clients were asked what difference having help from NSCAB had made 
on their confidence, peace of mind, relationships with others, their 
knowledge about how things work, and their ability to help themselves. 
 
Q: Thinking about the contact that you have had wit h us, what dif-
ference has it made to your confidence?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
96% of clients said that help from NSCAB had made some or a lot of dif-
ference to their confidence. Clients said that knowing there was support 
close by gave them more confidence in handing their affairs. 
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What Difference has it made to your stress levels/p eace of mind?

Some Difference 
22%

No Difference 6%

A lot of Difference 
72%

Q: Thinking about the contact that you have had wit h us, what dif-
ference has it made to your peace of mind and well being (e.g. 
Stress)? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

94% of clients said that contact with the MAC had made some or a lot of 
difference to their mental health. Some of the clients interviewed had 
short and long term mental health problems that were exacerbated by 
difficulties in claiming the correct benefit and debt issues that had arisen 
from not being able to work due to poor health. 

Stress will worsen the symptoms of those in poor mental health or those 
with drug and alcohol addiction.  

Joseph Rowntree Foundation carried out some research into how dis-
abled people cope with debt problems6.They found that people regarded 
the experience of living with debt as the most significant in their lives. 
“Many disabled interviewees ascribed the onset of mental health prob-
lems, such as depression or anxiety, to the process of dealing with 
debt… A number of interviewees spoke of contemplating taking their 
own lives.” 
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What difference has it made to your physical health ?

No Difference
34%

Some Difference
34%

A lot of Difference
32%

Q: Thinking about the contact that you have with us  what differ-
ence has it made to your physical health? 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

66% of clients said that help from the NSCAB had made some or a lot of 
difference to their physical health. Stress and levels of mental health can 
also have a worsening affect on physical health. Locally, there are 3 
times the national average of Incapacity Benefit claimants1. Intervention 
to resolve issues must have a positive impact on the health of clients. 

 

The individual health problems that can result from problem debt can 
also lead to “…absenteeism and loss of productivity for those in work.”7 
This suggests a link between the resolution of financial worries and a 
reduction in working days lost due to stress, depression or anxiety, 
which the HSE estimate accounts for 12.8 million lost working days per 
year8.  
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What difference has it made to your relationships?

No Difference
44%

Some Difference
36%

A lot of Difference
20%

Q: What difference has it made to your relationship s with friends 
and family? 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

56% of clients said that contact with NSCAB had made some or a lot of 
difference to their relationships with friends and family. 44% had said 
that their relationships were strong despite their problems but others 
said that after their visit to the Money Advice Centre, the relieving of 
stress by having their problem resolved had helped them cope better 
with family life. 
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What difference has it made to your knowledge of ho w things 
work?

No Difference
0%

Some Difference
52%

A lot of Difference
48%

Q: What difference has it made to your knowledge ab out how 
things work? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

100% of clients said that contact from NSCAB had made some or a lot 
of difference to their knowledge of how things work. Clients said that this 
knowledge helped their confidence in resolving future problems. The fig-
ures also reinforce the fact that NSCAB has a role in not only resolving 
issues but informing and empowering clients. 
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What difference has it made to your ability to help  yourself?

No Difference
10%

Some Difference
40%

A lot of Difference
50%

Q: What difference has it made to your ability to h elp yourself? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
90% of clients said that NSCAB had made some or a lot of difference to 
their ability to help themselves. 
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5.2. What did we achieve for our surveyed clients? 

 
Within the surveyed group we were able to advise and help clients man-
age their debts and in some cases get part of the debt written off.  
 
·  In 4 of the debt cases we were able to get some or all of the debt writ-

ten off. For those in greatest need we secured over £2000 in 
charitable payments.  

·  Some of the debts were rent arrears and in 6 clients surveyed we 
were able to intervene and prevent homelessness.  

·  Clients were helped with applying for benefits and assisted where ap-
plications were delayed or not paid in error.  

·  In 5 clients with benefit problems we were able to get welfare benefits 
and/or housing benefit and council tax benefit reinstated. 

·  In total, financial gains of nearly £5000 in one off payments were 
achieved for the fifty surveyed clients. 

 

5.3. Achievements for all our clients. 
Bureau records show that 1000 clients accessed NSCAB at the MAC in 
the first 7 months of opening. Using statistics based on the data col-
lected in the survey we can upscale figures to say that it is likely that: 
 
·  120 households were saved from threatened homelessness. 
·  100 clients had benefits reinstated. 
·  80 clients had debt partially or totally written off. 
·  660 clients felt improvements to physical health. 
·  There was £100,000 of financial gain for clients -a gain that feeds 

back into the community. 
·  420 clients were helped with benefit claims. 
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5.4. Concerns of Residents. 

Q. What problems do you think that people face livi ng in the area 
and what do you think should be done about it? 

The main concerns of residents were problems with anti-social behav-
iour, drug and alcohol abuse, lack of reasonably paid jobs and debt 
brought on by social deprivation. 

What problems do you think people face living in th is area?

52%

43%

26.60%

20%
16%

3% 3%

Crime and ASB Drug Abuse Alcohol Abuse Debt/Social
Deprivation

Lack of decent
Jobs

Dealing with
Housing

Benefit(NSC)

Lack of Decent
Education

 

Clients suggested that they would like to see: more police on patrol, 
more facilities for teenagers, more community help centres like the 
Money Advice Centre, more support for people with mental health prob-
lems, more support for those with drug and alcohol addiction, better jobs 
locally, a ‘facelift’ to parts of the estate, improvements to education for 
everyone including social skills, more attention from the council, shops 
not to sell alcohol so early in the morning and a lounge for older resi-
dents at the Healthy Living Centre. 
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6. The Top Issues in Detail – Debt Advice 
 

6.1  National Overview 
 
Aggregate personal debt levels in the UK have reached over £1 trillion9. 
These soaring levels of personal debt around the turn of the century 
have seen a rise of 300,000 issues presented to Citizens Advice Bu-
reaux nationally and locally, with around 800,000 recorded in 1997, 
rising to 1.4 million recorded in 2005/06. 
 
The impacts of debt are manifold and complex. The Social Exclusion 
Unit identifies health, employment, child poverty, housing, re-offending 
and neighbourhood renewal as secondary areas affected by problem 
personal debt7.  

 

6.2 Local Overview 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
�  During the last six months North Somerset CAB has d ealt 

with £6 million of client debt. 
 

�  At the Money Advice Centre 58% of new client enquir ies 
were related to debt. 
 

�  Of these, over 45% were priority debts such as coun cil tax, 
utilities and rent. 

 
�  Nearly 1 in every 4 debt clients had a council tax debt. 
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Range of Debt Issues Presented

22.30%

18.20%

11.50%
10.40%

5.90%

2.60%

Council Tax Personal Loan Utilities Credit Card/Sto re
Cards 

Catalogue/mail
order 

Bank Overdraft 

6.3 Measuring the value of the Money Advice Centre’ s 
Debt Advice 

 
At the North Somerset CAB main office around 38% of clients’ enquiries 
are debt related but this rises to an average of 58% in the area served 
by the Money Advice Centre (MAC).  
 
Debts at the MAC are broken down as follows: 

  
 

 
 

 
Clients referred from North Somerset Housing (NSH) for rent arrears are 
helped to bring their finances under control quickly and are then able to 
pay their priority debts sooner and without implications such as eviction 
and bailiff action. 
With guidance, clients are able to improve their financial literacy which 
prevents them getting into difficulties in the future. 
 
In 76% of debt clients surveyed the Money Advice Centre was able to 
bring the budget under control and manage the debt.  
 

 



Making Advice Count - A Measure of the Impact of The Money Advice Centre 2007 
 

North Somerset Citizens Advice Bureau 2007 26 

�)
�����������
�
����
����	�������
�������
���
���������� �<���
�����������
�#������
������
��
��������� $�
0������	���4"�

David is aged 31 and was diagnosed with terminal ca ncer. He was caring for 
his two young children but his wife had to take tim e off work to help care for 
them all. Their drop in income meant that they got into arrears with their coun-
cil tax payments and behind with payments on a cata logue debt. North 
Somerset Council said that they were unfortunately unable to write the debt 
off so NSCAB managed to secure a charitable payment  of over £900 that paid 
both debts off. We also obtained a further charitab le payment to secure the 
family a holiday together in Devon together with vo uchers from two major su-
permarkets to buy food. This was worth over £750. 

 
Helen is a single mum caring for three children und er the ages of 8. One of her 
children is disabled. She had accrued bank overdraf t charges because 
charges that were being applied to her account for use of a fee charging credit 
card were putting her overdrawn each month. The ban k refused to cancel the 
card. The adviser at the Money Advice Centre contac ted the bank and only 
then did they agree to cancel the card and return c harges over £100. 
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6.4 Working with Others to Help Financial Managemen t 
 

Horizons is a programme that is sponsored by Barclaycard and involves 
other organisations as well as North Somerset CAB (NSCAB) who come 
together to provide overall help to lone parents in making a transition out 
of indebtedness. One of the NSCAB objectives for the project is to run 
group sessions with lone parents who need help in managing their 
money better i.e., budgeting, dealing with paying bills and thinking about 
the right kinds of credit. 

 
A partnership with Weston-super-Mare and District Credit Union means 
that clients have access to low cost loans and local facilities for savings 
creating a whole package of financial services on one site. It is also the 
source of much needed low cost loans to clients whose only option 
would be to use doorstep lenders who charge upwards of 150% APR. 
 
Liz aged 40 was struggling to meet the cost of schoo l uniform for her son. The 
adviser at the Money Advice Centre secured her a ch aritable payment of £80 
and she was able to obtain a small loan from the Cr edit Union for shoes.  

 
Margaret was trying to set up a new home for her fa mily after fleeing domestic 
violence. She needed essentials such as beds and a fridge for her daughter’s 
medication. NSCAB helped her obtain her full entitl ement of benefits and 
loans and the Credit Union helped her with a small loan to make her home 
more comfortable . 

 
Weston-super-Mare and District Credit Union offers clients a variety of 
savings and loan schemes and everyone who joins automatically opens 
a savings account. The number of members currently is 593 with 34 jun-
ior members (aged 15 and under). There are currently 280 active loans 
ranging from £50 to £4000. 
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The local North Somerset Housing (NSH) office a few doors away from 
the MAC will shortly have a non fee-charging cash machine. It was 
hoped for the unit to be placed in the MAC but this was not feasible due 
to restrictions on space. Clients on the estate have previously only had 
access to machines which charge upwards of £1.80 per transaction. 
Many on low incomes will typically withdraw small amounts of cash at a 
time and this can hugely increase their banking costs. 

 
“Concern amongst policy-makers and practitioners about 
the growth in fee-charging ATMs and their impact has be-
come increasingly significant in light of the government’s 
introduction of direct payment of benefits into bank ac-
counts for virtually all benefit claimants. The implication is 
that people on low incomes or on benefits may be more 
likely to be affected if they have no choice but to use a ma-
chine that charges a fee. Individuals in receipt of benefits or 
on low incomes find it difficult to absorb the cost of making 
a withdrawal, which is on average £1.50, particularly if they 
withdraw small amounts of cash at one time. A quarter of 
all withdrawals from fee-charging machines are for £20 or 
less.”10 

 
If a single person who is claiming £56.20 per week in income support 
made 2 withdrawals in a week from a fee charging cash machine she/he 
would be losing 6.4% of a benefit income that is calculated to only meet 
basic needs. 
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7. The Top Issues in Detail – Benefits Advice 

7.1. National Overview 
Nationally, bureaux advised on almost 1.5m benefits issues in 2005/06, 
representing 28.5% of all problems presented.  
The impact of living below the poverty line can affect not only individuals 
but whole families. A person’s life, and the life of their children, can be 
affected by being brought up in poverty. According to the 2003 budget 
report from HM Treasury, “Children who grow up in poverty experience 
disadvantage that affects not only their own childhood, but also their ex-
perience as adults and the life chances of their own children. Support for 
today's disadvantaged children will therefore help to ensure a more 
flexible economy tomorrow.”  
 
In detailed research at one bureau, it was concluded that there was an 
annual rate of return of £11+ for £1 of Local Authority funding to the bu-
reau, as a result of additional take up of benefits claims and tax 
credits11. 

7.2. Local Overview  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
�  27% of all new client enquiries at the MAC were rel ated to 

benefits. 
 

�  Of those seeking advice about benefits 31% were see king help 
with housing/council tax benefit and over 1 in 4 ne eded help 
with disability benefits. 
 

�  North Somerset CAB has obtained £1.1 million in unc laimed 
or under-claimed benefits for clients in the last t welve months. 

 
�   Of clients surveyed who presented problems with be nefits, 

50% had sought help with making a claim. 
 
�  We were able to have benefits reinstated in 23% of clients 

surveyed who had a benefit problem. 
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31.50%

21.60%

11.80%

4.70%
3.50%

Housing/Council Tax
Benefit 

Disability Living
Allowance 

Working Tax/Child
Credits 

Income Support Incapacity Benefit

Range of Benefits Issues at the MAC

7.3. Measuring the value of the Money Advice Centre ’s 
Benefit Advice 

 
27% of new enquiries at the Money Advice Centre (MAC) were related 
to benefits. The most common types of benefits enquiries were Housing 
Benefit and Disability Living Allowance (DLA) care component. In total, 
more than one in five benefits issues related to DLA.  

 
Benefit Enquiries at the MAC breakdown as follows: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

31.5% of benefit enquiries at the MAC were related to Housing and 
Council Tax Benefit. This is significantly higher than the national Citizens 
Advice figures of just over 20%. 21.6% of enquires were related to DLA 
compared to a national figure of 20.3% and 11.8% of enquiries were in 
relation to Working Tax Credit/Child Tax Credit compared to a national 
enquiry figure of 10%. 
Benefits can be absolutely critical to many disabled people. Exclusion 
from the labour market can mean that dependence on benefits becomes 
long-term or lifelong. In this situation, even a small change in income or 
an additional demand on income can trigger debt problems. Sometimes 
debt occurs following a significant change in income, such as the loss of 
a benefit or partner's earnings.  
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Within the last twelve months North Somerset CAB has obtained over 
£1.1 million  in unclaimed or under-claimed benefits for clients. 
 
Anne had got into rent arrears because her Housing Benefit had been stopped 
and possession action had started against her. She had moved house and in-
formed the Department of Work and Pensions and thou ght that they would 
inform Housing Benefit. They did not. When Anne rec eived letters saying that 
her benefit had stopped she did not understand them  as she cannot read. 
North Somerset Council refused to backdate her bene fit to cover her arrears 
but with the help of a specialist benefits adviser we took her case to appeal 
and her arrears were cleared. Anne now has the help  of a support worker from 
North Somerset Housing. 
  
Client’s financial return (debt written off or interest not paid) following 
money advice is likely to stay in the community. Research in Glasgow 
found that income gained for the city’s poorer residents was more likely 
to be spent locally12. Further more, it circulates in the local economy and 
has even more impact13  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

� *�������� �
������
������
���
���
�
���� *�����	���	�

�������������� �
<���������
������ .” 

)��� ��	���4:  



Making Advice Count - A Measure of the Impact of The Money Advice Centre 2007 
 

North Somerset Citizens Advice Bureau 2007 32 

8 The Top Issues in Detail - Housing Advice 

8.1 National Overview 
 
Almost 200,000 households were accepted as statutorily homeless in 
England by their local authorities in 2004, up from 160,000 in 1997.   
 
In total, more than 400,000 housing issues were presented to Citizens 
Advice nationally in 2005/06, and of these (if 2004/5 trend is repeated) 
almost one in five would relate to actual or threatened homelessness. 

8.2 Local Overview 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
�  Most of the housing issues presented at the Money A d-

vice Centre are debt related. 
 
�  Of the 50 clients surveyed we were able to prevent home-

lessness through rent arrears for 6 clients. 
 

�  The Credit Union was able to provide a low cost loa n to 
help a family in need when they were re-housed. 

 
�  The Money Advice Centre serves North Somerset Housi ng 

and other Housing Association tenants from over 230 0 
homes. 
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8.3 Measuring the value of the Money Advice Centre’ s  
Housing Advice. 
 

The Money Advice Centre’s (MAC) proximity to the local housing office 
provides easy access for clients and positive working relationships be-
tween North Somerset CAB (NSCAB) and North Somerset Housing 
(NSH). 
Advisers at the MAC take direct referrals from NSH where clients in 
need will get specialist debt and benefits advice and also have access to 
housing advice. 
 
Mary aged 30 is a single parent working part time a nd had got into rent ar-
rears. Possession action had started and client was  in danger of losing her 
home. The adviser at the Money Advice Centre helped  her put together a per-
sonal budget and reorganise her finances so that sh e was able to pay her 
current rent and £12 per week toward her arrears . 
 
 
Every time a CAB adviser helps avoid 
homelessness by rent rescheduling or 
helping individuals with financial 
management they save local 
authorities/Housing Association the costs 
of re-housing. The Audit Commission 
estimates the monetary cost of a failed 
tenancy to be over £2,000 but costs 
according to Steve Zebedee of North 
Somerset Housing could be as high as 
£6000. The stress and anxiety experienced 
by a failed tenancy significantly impacts on 
their quality of life.14  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Making Advice Count - A Measure of the Impact of The Money Advice Centre 2007 
 

North Somerset Citizens Advice Bureau 2007 34 

9. The Money Advice Centre in the National Press 

‘Steve Zebedee, service development manager at North Somerset 
Housing Association, says his organisation became aware of the impact 
of indebtedness because of the levels of rent arrears and evictions. 
Doorstep lenders in the area had been offering £100 loans that required 
£165 to be paid back, while the credit union would charge just £6.50 on 
top of the initial £100, he says. That pushed the housing provider to look 
at partnerships…’ 

“We came up with the idea of a money advice service where Citizens 
Advice and the credit union could work together,” he says. “The housing 
association board agreed to fund the service and we had a derelict shop 
in the middle of the estate that we gave them rent-free.” 

Since December last year, when the service started, the Citizens Advice 
advisers have helped 1,031 people, while the credit union has given out 
400 loans totalling £50,000. 

North Somerset Housing's rent arrears have reduced by 9% since the 
opening of the money advice centre and the number of people in more 
than £1,000 worth of debt has gone down from 148 to 104. Zebedee 
says: "We have not seen that sort of reduction for some time." He thinks 
that it has saved the local community £30,000 in interest payments. 
There is also a saving for the housing association in preventing evictions 
that cost up to £6,000 a time.’  

The Guardian Wednesday September 19, 2007  
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10. Other Advice Areas 

10.1. Utilities 
 
Of the debt clients visiting the Money Advice Centre (MAC), 11.5 % 
have debts to utility companies. Recent years have seen rising costs for 
fuel and council tax and those on low incomes are struggling to cope. 
 
Many clients that use the Money Advice Centre do not have access to a 
landline and use Pay as You Go Mobile phones (PAYG). The cost of 
getting through on 0845 numbers can be prohibitive using a mobile and 
we saw one client who spent £30 trying to resolve her problem with her 
gas supplier. 
 
George aged 76 was told that as he had a prepayment meter and was 
on a low income he was entitled to a refund of £35 on his gas bill. He 
had waited nearly 6 months for the company to refund him and had 
made several calls at great cost. The adviser at the MAC made a com-
plaint on his behalf and eventually secured his refund. 
 

10.2. Employment 
Employment advice makes up 1.2 % of all new enquiries. Basic em-
ployment advice is given at the Money Advice Centre but clients have 
access to specialist and Community Legal Services employment advice 
via the gateway adviser. 

  

10.3. Relationships 
Relationship breakdown can be a very traumatic event for all members 
of the family and requires support that covers the spectrum of all the ad-
vice work we do. We are able to help where debts have accrued due to 
a partners drop in household income and give housing advice where 
needed. We can direct the client to urgent support in cases of domestic 
violence and advise the client on how to choose a family law solicitor 
where needed. Our purpose is to solve urgent problems immediately 
and direct the client to other relevant support agencies. 
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11.  Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Client surveys and statistics from North Somerset Housing have shown 
the impact that the Money Advice Centre (MAC) has had on clients’ lives 
and the wider community. In practical terms it has helped reduce rent ar-
rears and therefore their threatened homelessness. It has widened 
clients’ options for borrowing and saving and has been of financial bene-
fit to clients in terms of benefit uptake and debts managed. 
 
Recommendations: 

 
Quality accessible advice will improve the quality of life for some and will 
have an impact that benefits us all. 
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·  The Money Advice Centre could be used as a model th at works to provide 
help in other parts of North Somerset particularly in areas of deprivation. 

 
·  Clients would benefit from a programme of Financial  Literacy training as 

part of developing their life skills. 
 
·  The MAC could draw in other statutory and voluntary  agencies such as 

the Department of Work and Pensions and North Somer set Council to 
give help and advice at community level. 
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Appendix 
 
Survey Methodology 
 
50 clients were surveyed over a period of two months. This represents 
5% of clients seen at the Money Advice Centre as of July 2007.30 of the 
clients were selected randomly from those attending the Gateway Ad-
viser Appointments/ clients 'dropping in' and clients of one debt/benefits 
specialist. They were interviewed 'face to face' by a bureau volunteer.  
20 further clients were selected from the CASE recording system and 
interviewed over the telephone. In order to obtain these twenty, 30 cli-
ents, who had accessed the service at least 2 months previously, were 
selected from CASE and then 20 were chosen from this group to repre-
sent a range of ages, issues, genders. (No BME groups were visible in 
the selection and so none were selected). 
 
Client Quotes 
 
All client quotes are taken from comments made by clients during the 
course of interviewing for surveys and in response to the question ‘Is 
there anything else that you would like to say about your experience in 
using the Money Advice Centre?’. 
All names and ages have been changed to protect clients’ identities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Making Advice Count - A Measure of the Impact of The Money Advice Centre 2007 
 

North Somerset Citizens Advice Bureau 2007 39 

                                                                                                                                                       
 

Client Survey Results From the MAC. NSCAB 2007  
  
Is it difficult for you to travel or phone to find advice?  
Yes 88% 
No 12% 
Why is it difficult for you to travel or phone to f ind advice?  
Cost of Travel 24% 
Cost of Phone 8% 
Caring for Others 28% 
Disability/Health Problems 16% 
Time 8% 
Other 10% 
What difference has it made to your confidence?  
No Difference 4% 
Some Difference 28% 
A lot of Difference 68% 
What difference has it made to your Stress levels/M ental Health?  
No Difference 6% 
Some Difference 22% 
A lot of Difference 72% 
What difference has it made to your physical health ?  
No Difference 34% 
Some Difference 34% 
A lot of Difference 32% 
What difference has it made to relationships with f riends and family?  
No Difference 44% 
Some Difference 36% 
A lot of Difference 20% 
What difference has it made to your knowledge about  how things 
work?  
No Difference 0% 
Some Difference 52% 
A lot of Difference 48% 
What difference has it made to your ability to help  yourself in the future? 
No Difference 10% 
Some Difference 40% 
A lot of Difference 50% 
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Issue Presented  
Benefits 44% 
Debt 58% 
Housing 14% 
Employment 0% 
Immigration 0% 
Other 12% 
  
How important was CAB in resolving your problem?  
Not Important 0% 
Important 4% 
Crucial 96% 
  

What Problems do you think People face living in th is area  
Crime and ASB 52% 
Drug Abuse 43% 
Alcohol Abuse 26.6% 
Debt/Social Deprivation 20% 
Lack of decent Jobs 16% 
Dealing with Housing Benefit(NSC) 3% 
Lack of Decent Education 3% 

 
 
Breakdown of Top Debt at the MAC Issues April- Octo ber 2007 CASE BIS 
Council Tax  22.3% 
Personal Loan  18.2% 
Utilities  11.5% 
Credit Card/Store Cards  10.4% 
Catalogue/mail order  5.9% 
Bank Overdraft  2.6% 
  
Breakdown of Benefit issues at the MAC April -Octob er 2007 CASE  
BIS  
Housing/Council Tax Benefit  31.5% 
Disability Living Allowance  21.6% 
Working Tax/Child Credits  11.8% 
Income Support  4.7% 
Incapacity Benefit 3.5% 

 


