
Report of the  
Health and Social Care 
Scrutiny Panel 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Review of the City Council’s Welfare Rights 
and Debt Advice Service (WRADAS): 
Task and Finish Group. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 26th March 2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

2 
 

Table of Contents        Page 
 
 

1. Foreword by the Chair        3 
 

2. Objectives of the Review       4 
  

3. Methodology         4 
 

4. Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service Offer    5 

        

5. Evidence and Findings       6 
 

6.  Conclusion and Recommendations     9 
 

7. Acknowledgements        10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

3 
 

 

1. Foreword by Chair Councillor John Warmisham. 
   
1.1. On behalf of the Health and Social Care Scrutiny Panel, I present the report of 

the “Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service Task and Finish Group”. The 
group has reviewed several key areas relating to the current policy landscape 
in respect of social security, financial support, and financial and digital 
exclusion. The group also considered how the Council’s Welfare Rights and 
Debt Advice Service is tackling poverty and inequality in the City including 
how the service has responded to support those impacted financially by the 
Covid19 Pandemic. 

 
1.2. The report brings together the conclusions and recommendations for future 

action based on 3 focussed meetings held between December 2020 and 
March 2021 including a session attended by a range of practitioners from the 
service to provide detailed information about the services they offer to Salford 
residents who face financial hardship.  

 
1.3. On a personal note, I would like to place on record the thanks of the Panel to 

the dedicated members of the Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service who 
have continued to provide specialist advice to residents throughout the past 
12 months whilst demand for the service has increased. 

 
1.5. The Health and Social Care Scrutiny Panel present this report to the City 

Mayor, the Lead Member for Adult Services, Health and Wellbeing and the 
Chair of NHS Salford Clinical Commissioning Group. 

 
 Councillor John Warmisham 

(Chair, Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service Task and Finish Group.) 
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2. Objectives of the Review 
 
2.1. The aim of this review was to; 
 

- Understand the current policy landscape nationally and in Salford including 
Universal Credit as a safety net (rise in take up, issues of complexity, £20 
uplift, benefit cap etc.) 

- Identify people who may be missing out on benefits and other financial 
support including SEISS, Test and Trace Payments and falling through the 
gaps and explore why e.g., some self-employed, issues regarding lack of 
digital kit/access, complexity of system, stigma etc. 

- Recommend ways to break the stigma/challenge the myths/encourage 
take up of benefits. 

- Explore mechanisms for getting the message out across the Ccity to the 
public, to elected members and partner organisations and promote the 
importance of accessing the specialist advice that Salford Welfare Right 
and Debt Advice Service provides. 

 

3. Methodology 
 
3.1. At the meeting of the Health and Social Care Scrutiny Panel held on 2nd 

December 2020, members considered a report, “Overview Report of Salford 
City Council’s Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service” presented by the 
Principal Officer. 

 
3.2. At the end of the discussion the Panel agreed to establish a Task and Finish 

Group. Membership of the Group is as follows - 
 
  Councillor John Warmisham (Chair) 

Councillor Jim Dawson 
Councillor Sammie Bellamy 
Councillor Karen Garrido 
Councillor Sophia Linden 
Councillor Arnie Saunders 

  
3.3 Following the presentation at Scrutiny Committee on 2nd December 2020, the 

Chair met with the Assistant Director (People and Communities) and the 
Principal Officer (Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service) to scope out the 
terms of reference for the Task and Finish Group on 9th December 2020. 

 
3.4 During the course of the review members of the Task and Finish Group were 

provided with direct evidence relating to the questions raised above, 
supported by: - 

 
(a) Catherine Connors (Principal Officer WRADAS) 
 
(b) Fiona Barker (Senior Welfare Rights Officer) 
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(c) Kerry Walsh (Welfare Rights Officer, Ordsall Health Centre) 
 
(d) Sairah Parween (Welfare Rights Officer, Carers) 
 
(e) Anne Whittle (Debt Adviser) 
 
(f)   Dominic Shearer (Welfare Rights Adviser, Domiciliary Care Service 

Users) 
 
(g) Kate Anstee (Senior Welfare Rights Officer, Community Care) 
 

4. Salford Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service Offer. 
 
4.1 The City Council’s Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service (WRADAS) is a 

well established service within the People’s Directorate which provides 
independent, specialist, confidential welfare rights (benefits) advice and debt 
advice to Salford residents and to Council staff. The service comprises of a 
welfare rights team, a debt advice team, a charging assessment team and 
support staff. WRADAS is funded through a combination of Council, CCG and 
Care Organisation investment. 

 
4.2  The Welfare Rights team offer a range of advice: from identifying missing or 

incorrect benefits and tax credits, submitting claims, through to challenging 
decisions using a range of legal remedies. Welfare Rights Officers provide 
representation on all social security matters at appeal to the First and Upper 
Tier Tribunal.  

 
The Debt Advisers work with people who have complex debt issues, 
focussing on clients who struggle to access mainstream advice (increasingly 
nationally funded debt advice is digital and phone based). Most commonly, 
our clients have priority debts; rent arrears and Council Tax arrears, fuel, 
court fines etc as well as a range of nonpriority debts. We can represent in 
court possession proceedings, advise on bankruptcy and as Approved 
Intermediaries, the advisers are qualified to arrange Debt Relief Orders. 
 
The Charging Assessment team undertake the statutory function of charging 
assessments for non-residential care and is based in WRADAS to ensure a 
seamless service to secure missing benefits identified through the charging 
process according to the Fairer Charging Policy. 
 

4.3 WRADAS aims to achieve the outcomes enshrined within the Council’s “Great 
8”, primarily reducing poverty and inequality with activities directly contributing 
to the City Mayor’s Tackling Poverty and Inequality strategy but also towards; 

 Tackling health inequalities and providing the best possible care  
 Affordable housing and reducing homelessness: 
 Creating an economy for all 

Delivery of a specialist welfare rights and debt advice function within the City 
Council is integral to achieving the outcomes of a wide range of strategic 
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priorities. Based within the Council and with close links to partners in the 
City, the service is uniquely placed to work with those at greatest risk of poor 
health outcomes linked to deprivation. WRADAS Principal Officer also leads 
on the City’s Financial Inclusion Practitioner’s Group coordinating partnership 
action around loan sharks and promotion of affordable credit including 
Salford Credit Union and contributes to a range of external partnership 
groups including Salford Anti-Poverty Taskforce with Salford University and 
is a System Leader in the City around Thriving Families work on behalf of the 
Safeguarding Board (formerly Neglect). 
 

5. Evidence and Findings  
 
5.1   A National Audit Office report in October 2020 has documented a range of 

groups who have fallen between or outside of the Covid19 financial support 

schemes. One of these groups is people who make less than half of their 

income from self-employment, meaning they are ineligible for the Self-

Employment Income Support Scheme (SEISS). Some will have an employer, 

which means they could be furloughed under the Coronavirus Job Retention 

Scheme (CJRS) - and receive financial support that way, but many do not. 

HMRC estimates about 1.4 million self-employed people in the UK did not 

qualify for SEISS because of the 50% rule. 

 

5.2  Another group of people referenced by the NAO are people with a varied or 

complicated work history. ExcludedUK, which represents those who have 

been unable to access financial support during the pandemic estimate around 

400,000 short-term contractors moving between jobs have been ineligible for 

support in the UK. A significant number of people were also denied furlough 

for example those on maternity leave, those shielding and people on zero 

hours or agency contract workers. Other groups without specific financial 

support over and above the social security system include those made 

redundant during the pandemic instead of being furloughed 

  

ExcludedUK | An Inclusive Alliance for the Excluded 

 

5.3 Consequently, many UK citizens had to turn to the social security system for 

financial support. Universal Credit (UC) is now the “safety net” and as a 

means-tested benefit with complex qualifying criteria including income, 

capital, residence and right to reside criteria, it is evident many people then 

failed to qualify for UC. 

 

Extensive research has been undertaken on this by academics including 

colleagues from Salford University.  

 

 Claimants’ experiences of the social security system during the first wave of 
COVID-19. The report can be found here: 
https://www.distantwelfare.co.uk/winter-report. The video of the launch event 
is here https://www.distantwelfare.co.uk/post/video-catch-up-from-our-major-
launch-event-19-feb 

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Implementing-employment-support-schemes-in-response-to-the-COVID-19-pandemic.pdf
https://www.excludeduk.org/excluded-uk-an-inclusive-alliance-for-the-excluded
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.distantwelfare.co.uk%2Fwinter-report&data=04%7C01%7CCatherine.Connors%40salford.gov.uk%7C03804efb129044c79de308d8d8b26eb3%7C68c00060d80e40a5b83f3b8a5bc570b5%7C0%7C0%7C637497608168672422%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=%2BRjQf8vtK%2BLcw9qV%2BxUBPAqc2dwd%2BS2sg0Z3eOGtxX4%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.distantwelfare.co.uk%2Fpost%2Fvideo-catch-up-from-our-major-launch-event-19-feb&data=04%7C01%7CCatherine.Connors%40salford.gov.uk%7C03804efb129044c79de308d8d8b26eb3%7C68c00060d80e40a5b83f3b8a5bc570b5%7C0%7C0%7C637497608168672422%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=fKnYfeVFxMZARFu%2Fn6GqjgsEc0gsT0BPb09gjDl1KtM%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.distantwelfare.co.uk%2Fpost%2Fvideo-catch-up-from-our-major-launch-event-19-feb&data=04%7C01%7CCatherine.Connors%40salford.gov.uk%7C03804efb129044c79de308d8d8b26eb3%7C68c00060d80e40a5b83f3b8a5bc570b5%7C0%7C0%7C637497608168672422%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=fKnYfeVFxMZARFu%2Fn6GqjgsEc0gsT0BPb09gjDl1KtM%3D&reserved=0
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 Navigating Pandemic Social Security: Benefits, Employment and Crisis 
Support during COVID-19. Further information can be found here:  
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/welfare-support-services-covid19/ 

 

5.4 For those who met the qualifying conditions, data shows a huge increase post 

Covid19 in Universal Credit (UC) claims. DWP’s latest figures (February 

2021) show 32,559 people in Salford are claiming UC. This is compared to a 

total of 15,462 “pre pandemic” in February 2020. This will have a significant 

impact on people in the City as evidence shows that many people on UC 

struggle to afford the essentials. Whilst it is clear from our casework that the 

number of households requiring support because of reductions in income had 

been increasing pre Covid, the impact of job losses, reduced pay through 

furlough or for agency workers, sickness and self-isolation is also driving this 

increased demand.  

 

As well as an increase in people claiming Universal Credit, recent evidence 

from the Office of National Statistics shows more than a fivefold rise in the 

number of people earning below the minimum wage since the start of the 

pandemic. Recent research by Leeds City Council highlights that alongside 

impacts on income, people spending more time at home is leading to the daily 

use of more gas and electricity, as well as more food, particularly for those 

with children who usually rely on regular school meals. Recent government 

food statistics show that 43% of those on UC are food insecure (vs 8% of 

overall population).  

 

The lived experience of food insecurity under Covid-19 

 

6. Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service Response. 
 
6.1. To gain a deeper understanding of how Salford residents experience claiming 

social security benefits, the barriers and the impacts on health/well-being of 
financial loss and hardship including debt, the Task and Finish Group 
requested to hear from practitioners within the City Council’s service.  

 
6.2. The practitioner’s presented at a meeting on 1st March 2021 and below is a 

summary of the information provided enriched by questions and discussion 
from the Task and Finish Group members. 

 
o WRADAS provides a universal service to residents who can contact us 

directly for specialist benefits and debt advice. This may be “one off” or 
casework which can be from advice, advocacy through to 
representation at appeal hearings or court.  
Contact the Welfare Rights and Debt Advice Service • Salford City 
Council 

o The Service has a bespoke system for referrals from Elected Members, 
the City Mayor’s office and local MP’s with cases triaged by Managers 
and feedback provided. 

o A significant proportion of referrals into the service are made by other 
professionals working with residents in partner or council services 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/welfare-support-services-covid19/
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/media/document/fsa-food-insecurity-2020_-report-v5.pdf
https://www.salford.gov.uk/advice-and-support/welfare-rights-and-debt-advice-service/contact-us-for-advice/
https://www.salford.gov.uk/advice-and-support/welfare-rights-and-debt-advice-service/contact-us-for-advice/
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whom we have built up relationships with over many years. This 
ensures we reach those people in the most vulnerable circumstances 
at the right time and at key points of transition. Highest number of 
referrals via professional are from the following professionals; 

 
- Adult Social Care 
- GMMH including Home Based Treatment, Community Mental Health Teams 
- GP’s or GP Practice team 
- Children’s Services 
 
o The link between poverty and poor health is well evidenced and led to the 

CCG funding Welfare Rights Officer Health (WRO) posts enabling the offer of 
direct access for registered patients of the following GP practices: 
 

- Mosslands Medical Practice 

- Lower Broughton Health Centre 

- Newbury Green Health Centre 

- Langworthy Medical Practice 

- Ordsall Health Surgery 

- Silverdale Medical Practice 

- Springfield Medical Centre 
 

A WRO presented an overview of her work in Ordsall Health Surgery to the 
group describing the positive relationships between her and the GP’s and 
practice staff whom refer into her and provide medical evidence for 
reconsiderations and appeals where the residents has been refused DWP 
benefits. She also works with student and newly qualified GPs to ensure they 
understand the community and the issues people have related to poverty. 
Also referenced was the strong working relationship WRADAS has with 
Salford Assist who provide emergency financial support to people in crisis 
which forms part of the holistic advice and support offer which has been 
developed over the past 2 years in Adult Services. 
 

o A group that is often isolated and unable to access mainstream High Street or 
telephone advice and miss out on entitlements is carers. The service has a 
WRO who works exclusively with carers (and often the “cared for”) to ensure 
they have access to timely advice. This is usually via direct referral from Adult 
Social Care following a carer’s assessment or a personal budget discussion 
but also a new initiative has been the “Carer’s Breakfast” session in 
partnership with the Carer’s Centre. 

 
o Similarly, the Welfare Rights Adviser (Service Users) described the work he 

undertakes with older people receiving domiciliary care services who struggle 
to navigate the increasingly digital access to DWP and Council administered 
support. This is a good example of the trusted relationship advisers build up 
with clients who are apprehensive about discussing money. WRADAS 
previously undertook successful targeted Pension Credit Take Up work using 
LA datasets in 2010-11 resulting in £1,271,704 in extra income generated 
for older people in Salford. 
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o The Debt Advice team works closely with the welfare rights team and 

charging assessment team to ensure that there is seamless internal referral to 
those needing advice from the different services without the need to signpost 
elsewhere.  
 

o The Debt Advisers are all accredited members of the Institute of Money 
Advice and Approved Intermediaries so qualified and insured to submit Debt 
Relief Orders. Debt advice is a regulated activity under FCA guidelines so 
cannot be provided by anyone not qualified. 
 

o The Debt Advice Team have developed the “Salford Model” which focuses on 
putting the client back in control. This is in recognition that for many, there 
may not be a final “debt solution” due to debts caused by a lack of income but 
the approach can reduce feelings of powerlessness. Debt can cause distress 
to people and affect their mental and physical health. 
 
A Debt Adviser gave an overview to the group of common issues and themes 
including; 
 

- A rise in people who have “negative” or “deficit” budgets and are 
struggling to pay for their essential costs of food, fuel, rent, Council tax 
– both people eon social security benefits but also people in 
employment 

 

- Strong relationships with social landlords who refer into the team where 
they identify that tenants are building up rent arrears and the team can 
represent tenants to sustain the tenancy and avoid court action, they 
also offer court representation. This forms part of the homeless 
prevention work of WRADAS. 

 

- Benefit Cap and Two Child Limit affects a relatively small number of 
families in Salford, but the vast majority are lone parents. This has led 
to increased work with Children’s Services. The £20 per week uplift in 
UC was not received by Benefit Capped families which has meant a 
further impact on those with children at home and increased cost 
during Covid19. 

 
o The latest data for WRADAS shows that from 1st April 2020, nearly 

4,500 Salford residents received advice from the service and outcomes 
included over £5 million in financial gains (missing and incorrect 
benefits payments) achieved for those people in the City. 

 

7. Conclusion and recommendations 
 
7.1  A survey published by the charity “Turn2Us “in March 2021 predicts that a 

quarter of the country will have to survive another year of hardship before 
their finances recover from the pandemic. The report warns people who have 
lost income and incurred debts since last March, when the lockdown first 
started, will need an average of 17 months to get their finances back to pre-
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pandemic levels. People have seen their finances affected in a variety of 
ways; including one in five (19%) now struggling to pay bills, one in six (17%) 
struggling to afford food, and one in seven (15%) struggling to afford their rent 
or mortgage payments. 

 
7.2 In view of these circumstances and recognising that many Salford residents 

were experiencing hardship prior to the Pandemic, the Task and Finish Group 
make the following recommendations:- 

 
o WRADAS to develop a communications plan for members of the public and 

key groups at most risk of poverty linked to upcoming changes which are 
likely to impact on residents (lifting of eviction ban, end or furlough, changes 
to social security and financial support schemes including Test and Trace 
Support Payments) to promote their quality assured and specialist advice 
about benefits and debt 

 
o WRADAS to link up with other key financial inclusion and homeless 

prevention services and coordinate how best to promote joined up messages 
about seeking advice from whom at the earliest opportunity and where to 
access trusted advice and support on a wider range of issues eg housing, 
affordable credit, immigration etc in Salford or GM 
 

o WRADAS to produce a regular briefing to be circulated to all Elected 
Members who are approached by residents for help with a wide range of 
benefit and financial support related issues to keep them up to date and to 
provide up to date information on relevant advice and support available locally 
 

o WRADAS to launch a training programme for key practitioners to ensure that 
they have an awareness of the impacts of poverty on people’s lives,  know 
when and how to refer people in for advice at critical transition points I order 
to embed a poverty informed approach to all we do in Salford 
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