
Ards CAB welcomes Maura Murphy as a
volunteer adviser who has completed her
ATP and Mary Payne, volunteer
receptionist (Maura is no stranger to busy
phones as she previously worked in the
Grand Opera House box office!)

Ballymena CAB welcomes Gemma
McKeown as a new volunteer adviser.

Coleraine CAB welcomes Samantha Irwin,
Disablement Advice and Support Worker
and Diana Johnston, Fuel Poverty Worker.
Both posts are funded by Causeway Local
Health and Social Care Group.

Craigavon District CAB welcomes Mary
McConville as its new Money Advice
Support Worker funded by the Southern
Area Investing for Health Partnership. 

East Belfast CAB welcomes its new
Money Advice Worker Gerard Morgan and
June Keegan and Patricia Cullen as new
volunteer advisers.

Larne CAB welcomes Sharon Kirkwood
as a new volunteer adviser.

Lisburn CAB welcomes Patricia Naan and
Lucie Bennett as new volunteer advisers.

Newtownabbey District CAB welcomes
Alan Morton as a new volunteer adviser.

North Down CAB welcomes Jacqueline
Murray as a volunteer adviser and Natasha
Irwin, Community Outreach Worker

Shankill CAB welcomes Stephen
McKeown as its new Youth Project Co-
ordinator and two new volunteer advisers
Joan Robinson and Sunita Chada.

Strabane CAB welcomes Mary McCorkell
as its new part time Tax Credits Uptake
Worker.

Suffolk & Andersonstown welcomes Fiona
McDonald as its new Money Advice
Worker and Gary Morrow as a new
volunteer adviser.
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Staff News

Gemma McKeown,
Ballymena CAB

Bureau News
Ballymena CAB has been awarded funding from The Lloyds TSB Foundation for money advice provision.  The bureau has also

received funding from HMRC to provide consultancy and training on tax credits.

Ballymena & Larne CABx The Management Committees of both bureaux are in discussions regarding a possible merger.

Craigavon District CAB has received funding from Craigavon Local Strategy Partnership to employ a Volunteer Development Worker to
support and expand its volunteer base.

East Belfast CAB are part of an innovative advice partnership with East Belfast Independent Advice Centre.  The East Belfast Advice
Partnership was launched in November with the aim of providing a strategic advice service across the whole of
East Belfast.

Lisburn CAB is moving to an appointment system in the afternoons from 2007.  Drop-in is still available in the mornings.

Gerard Morgan, 
East Belfast CAB

Natasha Irwin, 
North Down CAB

Patricia Naan, 
Lisburn CAB
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The Social Security Agency (SSA)
embarked on a number of
proactive programmes to
increase the uptake of benefits in
four key areas; over 75s not in
receipt of Attendance Allowance,
Disability and Carers, Females
and Geographical location.  All 4
exercises were put out to tender
and Citizens Advice was
successfully awarded 3 out of the
4 exercises.

All three exercises involved the
Social Security Agency writing to
a total of 17,000 customers
under the following categories:

The letters invited the recipients
to receive a holistic assessment
of what additional benefits they
may be entitled to, information on
the Government’s Warm Homes
Scheme and entitlement to
Housing Benefit for rent or rates.

The interim results and feedback
from the project has been
positive.  In the ‘Over 75’s’ and
‘Disability & Carers’ exercises
over 50% of customers
contacted the CAB for a benefits
check with approximately  45% of
customers in the ‘Females’
exercise doing likewise.  It is too
soon to tell how many benefit
claims have made on behalf of
clients and more importantly, how
many claims were successful.
However, this information will be
tracked by DSD statisticians and
assessed against the aims and
objectives of the project.   

Feedback on the project from

bureaux staff and clients has
been positive.  Many Managers
and staff have highlighted
success stories as a result of the
Benefit Uptake exercises many
with substantial backdating
payments of benefits and
additional weekly amounts.  In
one case a client (Mrs X)
contacted the helpline under the
Females exercise.  The case was
referred to North Down CAB.  Mr
and Mrs X were 89 years old and
in their words, 'managing'.  Mr X
was in receipt of Attendance
Allowance and both were in

receipt of State Pension and a
small Occupational Pension.
The Adviser carried out a
comprehensive benefits check
and identified entitlement to
Attendance Allowance for Mrs X,
entitlement to Pension Credit for
both including additional amounts
because of their disability and

caring responsibilities.  They will
also be entitled to full help with
their rates bill.   Their weekly
income will go up by a substantial
amount and arrears of Pension
Credit will be payable for 52
weeks.  Both clients were
delighted that they contacted the
CAB for a benefits check.

It is difficult to pinpoint why so
many people do not claim the
benefits to which they are
entitled.  However, factors such
as ignorance of entitlement to
benefits, the stigma around
claiming benefits, increased
publicity around fraud and benefit
cheats and the complexities of
the benefits system may all
contribute to this issue.  

CAB welcomes this significant
change to the SSA's business
model, and the strategic use of
its database to target additional
help to vulnerable people.  With
this initiative the Agency has
placed itself at the centre of the
anti-poverty initiative in Northern
Ireland.

Citizens Advice Benefit
Uptake Project
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Charlene Hughes, SSA Helpline Operator

Pensioners over 75 Letters sent to 2,500 customers

Disability and Carers Letters sent to 2,500 customers 

Females Letters sent to 12,000 customers
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A Day in the Life of
Graham Smyth - Volunteer Adviser
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8:30am Alarm goes and as alarm is out of reach and is set on
repeat I have to get up to stop the incessant racket.

9:00am Am washed, dressed and ready for breakfast and am
gradually heading to a state of consciousness.

9:30am Leave for Downpatrick office.
9:50am Arrive – first decision of day – stairs or lift – settle on

lift (as always!)
10:00am Check CAB intranet – still think an internal "For Sale"

facility would be a good idea? – for another day.
10:10am See first client – an Income Support and Incapacity

Benefit form to be completed – just what the Doctor
ordered!

11:30am Manager wants a word – what have I done now?
12:00pm Still have my job – back to work – message from Regional

Office – return call – received advice on a complicated
case involving timeshares and have a bit of craic!

12:30pm Lunchtime – what’s in the lunch box today?  This usually
depends on the atmosphere before leaving home.  It could
be freshly made sandwiches or something less
appetising.

1:00pm Client awaits – it is an enquiry regarding the qualifying
criteria for DLA – the client may not meet the criteria
but is annoyed that other people he knows can get the
benefit.

2:00pm Coffee break while polishing off a box of chocolates kindly

donated by a client. Also
have a read at CAB
update newsletter and a
wee chat with colleagues
to catch up on the latest
news.

2:15pm Telephone enquiry on
entitlement to holidays
and holiday pay – check
out issues for client
and ring back – no one
there to take call – will
try later.

2:45pm Elderly client in waiting room – had great chat with her.
Her 83 year old husband wishes to go back to work and
she thinks it would be a good idea but is not sure if he
can do this?

3:00pm Return call to telephone enquiry – get response and sort
out issue with client.

3:30pm Almost quitting time – wash the dishes, I’m used to
doing this at home and am pretty good at it!

3.45pm Give another volunteer a hand to finish off a case.
4:00pm Quitting time, say goodbyes – hot foot it out before the

phone rings again.  Big decision - stairs or lift? – you’ve
guessed it – the lift!

A new website www.belfastcityonline.net was
launched at the City Hall in Belfast during November.
The website developed with a range of partner
organisations including Citizens Advice acts as a
‘super website’ which includes information and access
to online services for public services in Belfast.  It has
been developed with citizens, visitors and the business
community in mind. 

The site has four main sections – Living in Belfast,
Discover Belfast, Doing Business and Your Council.
The website provides access to a wide range of
information and services from the community and
voluntary sector including a link to the Citizens Advice
website.

Citizens Advice is pleased to have been involved in this
important project and is the only voluntary sector
organisation which is a partner in the project.

Graham Smyth, Down District CAB

Belfast City Online
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This Anti-Poverty Strategy has been
produced in a context where the
concept of Targeting Social Need (TSN)
had run out of credibility, since it didn’t
have a budget, and depended on
Government Departments skewing their
spending to identified areas of social
need. 

For the first time there are distinct high
level objectives including a commitment
to end child poverty in Northern Ireland
by 2020. This is ambitious and the
document makes no reference to how
this will be measured or to how it will be
achieved. Indeed DWP in GB has just
failed to meet its interim targets in
respect of child poverty, and has just
published a report "Delivering on Child
Poverty: What would it take?" which is

a model of lucidity and makes succinct
recommendations about particular
benefits and aspects of the interaction
between work and benefits. 

This lucidity is missing from the Northern
Ireland strategy which feels obliged to list
some 40 Government programmes.
There is a welcome recognition that life
chances can be influenced at different
life stages, but a strategy surely is
distinct and additional to mainstream
programmes and has associated targets
linked to specific expenditure. 

The (hurriedly written?) document lacks
historical data, graphs, maps, contextual
information, quotes frequently from UK
figures and supports little detailed
discussion on trends in Northern Ireland.

It is silent on one of the main causes of
poverty in Northern Ireland – poor
service delivery - and therefore supports
no discussion on the service delivery
failure surrounding tax credits which
drew a public apology from the Prime
Minister, and supports no discussion of
the millions of pounds of benefits which
are lost to claimants each year through
official error, as documented by the
Northern Ireland Audit Office annually.

A major cause of poverty in Northern
Ireland is poor delivery and poor co-
ordination of public services, until that is
acknowledged, honestly discussed by
Government and addressed, people in
Northern Ireland will continue to live in
poverty. 
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The National Minimum Wage increased again at the beginning
of October and triggered a record number of calls to Citizens
Advice who run the NMW Helpline for Northern Ireland. During
October there were 34% more calls to the Helpline than after
the rates increase in previous years, and a higher number of
complaints of non-compliance were passed to the local HMRC
Compliance Team for investigation than after previous increases.

The HMRC Minimum Wage Compliance Team in Northern
Ireland has revealed that 80% of the complaints they have
investigated this year have found that employers have not been
paying the minimum wage. One such complaint referred by the
Helpline suggested that a young worker in a Belfast retail outlet
was receiving less than the minimum wage.  Following an
investigation of wage records it was identified that the young
worker and his brother were both underpaid by the employer
and they received arrears of wages totalling £2348.

The NMW Project team have been busy promoting the latest
increase in rates throughout Northern Ireland. In September the
Helpline ran an awareness raising street campaign in
Cookstown town centre with the support of Cookstown CAB
and the local council. The bureau provided interpreters for the

day to help with enquiries from clients whose first language was
not English. Over the coming months the Helpline plans to
develop new initiatives to assist migrant workers to understand
the minimum wage legislation and what to do if they suspect
they are being paid incorrectly. 

For further information regarding NMW legislation and
compliance call the NMW Helpline on 0845 6500 207.

Launch of
Northern
Ireland
Anti-Poverty
Strategy

Linda Robinson, Manager, Cookstown CAB, Fiona Chadwick, Cookstown CAB, Ola
Sobieraj, Migrant Workers Support Project and Diane Wilson, NMW Information Supervisor

NMW Helpline Receives Record Number of Calls

Peter Hain launching the Northern Ireland Anti-
Poverty Strategy (Photo Courtesy of NICVA)
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The Citizens Advice AGM for 2005-2006 was held in
the Ramada Hotel, Shaws Bridge, Belfast.  The
AGM celebrated a number of key successes during
the previous year: the opening of new £1.2 million
premises for Citizens Advice, the awarding of three
contracts for benefit uptake by the Social Security
Agency, the awarding of a contract from the DETI to
provide face-to-face money advice across Northern
Ireland and the extension of the contract to run the
National Minimum Wage Helpline project for
Northern Ireland.

Citizens Advice was pleased to welcome the Minister
for Social Development, David Hanson MP, as the
guest speaker for the event who announced an
increase in the funding to be made available for
Citizens Advice.  David Hanson MP said: "the
funding package will allow Citizens Advice to
improve access to advice services and actively
target the most disadvantaged in society. It will
also help develop the range of membership
services with particular emphasis on making the
best use of new technology. It is a fitting
endorsement of your energy and creativity in
improving as an organisation, as a service
provider and as a driver for social change."

Delegates were given the opportunity to attend one
of the following workshops in the afternoon session:

• Citizens Advice Training and the link to Higher
Education;

• Consumer Costs – how should the advice
sector respond?;

• Volunteering – making the most of volunteers.

The event was sponsored by Grant Thornton and
copies of the Citizens Advice Annual Report "Gaining
Ground" are available from Andrew Murphy at
Citizens Advice Regional Office on 028 9023 1120 or
via e-mail at murphya@citizensadvice.co.uk or can
be downloaded from our website at
www.citizensadvice.co.uk/publications. 
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Gaining 

Consumer Costs Workshop (from left to right):  Fionntan Magee, Rates Collection Agency,
Barry McEvoy, Rates Collection Agency, George Hanna, Rates Collection Agency 

and Scott Kennerley, Citizens Advice

From left to right: Grainne Killen, North South Ministerial Council, 
Dave Murphy, Citizens Advice, Josette Cuthbert, Comhairle

From left to right: Gerard O’Neill, Newry CAB, Sinead Murphy, 
Central Belfast CAB, Eamon McDaid, L’Derry CAB, Jenni Archer,
Coleraine CAB, Scott Kennerley, Citizens Advice, Jimmy Hughes,

Trading Standards, Rose Edge, Antrim CAB

From left to right: Lucy Cochrane, Citizens Advice, 
Noel Broadbent, HMRC, Philip McNabb, HMRC

Advice Winter 07 Mag  1/30/07  10:54 AM  Page 6



Page 7

g Ground

From left to right: Des Dickson, Citizens Advice, 
Gabriel Murphy, HMRC, Diane Wilson, Citizens Advice

From left to right: Derek Alcorn, Citizens Advice, David Hanson MP, Angela Doherty, 
Citizens Advice, Paul Herink, Citizens Advice and Dave Murphy, Citizens Advice

From left to right: Derek Alcorn, Citizens Advice, David Hanson MP, 
John Devine, Citizens Advice, Brian Compston, Citizens Advice

Training Workshop (from left to right): Lizanne Frawley, Citizens Advice, 
Barry McVeigh, Citizens Advice, Mark Savage, Staffordshire University,

Genevieve Murphy, Citizens Advice

From left to right: Derek Alcorn, Citizens Advice, 
Roy McGivern, VCU, David Hanson MP, Dave Wall, VCU

Volunteering Workshop (from left to right): Jacquie Ritchie, Citizens Advice, 
Helen O’Donnell, Dungannon CAB, Eithne Burns, Falls CAB
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The Enforcement of Judgments
Office (EJO) was established in
1971 to replace the old Sheriffs
Office and Bailiff system. The
current legislation supporting the
work of the Office is contained in
The Judgments Enforcement (NI)
Order 1981 and The Judgments
Enforcement Rules (NI) 1981.

The EJO has a staff complement of
74, headed by a Business Manager
who carries the statutory functions
attached to the post of Chief
Enforcement Officer. It also has a
Judicial Officer in the form of the
Master, who is statutorily
responsible for making certain
enforcement orders and
adjudicating in disputes between
creditors and debtors in relation to
enforcement action either taken or
proposed. 

The principle purpose of the EJO is
to enforce Orders in relation to the
recovery of money, property and
goods obtained by creditors in the
civil courts of Northern Ireland. In
this regard, the EJO provides a
service direct to the public.  Once a
judgment is obtained and if it is not
satisfied, a plaintiff may apply
(certain criteria must be satisfied) to
the EJO to have it enforced. A fee
is payable for which the debtor
becomes liable upon acceptance of
the application. 

The EJO also maintains a Public
Debt Register that holds a record of
all enforced judgments. This
Register is available for public
inspection (upon the payment of a
fee) and is used as a means to
ascertain a persons’ debt history
and credit worthiness.

To recover money the EJO will firstly
engage with the debtor to ascertain
their current financial status. Full co-
operation is vital at this stage to
ensure EJO is in possession of the

full facts prior to the beginning of
enforcement action. Debtors will be
given the opportunity to make an
offer of payment and this will be
given due consideration by EJO.
Debtors will also be given an
opportunity to object to any
proposed enforcement action. EJO
has the power to issue any number
of enforcement ‘orders’ to achieve
satisfaction of the debt; these
orders include Orders Charging
Land, Attachment of Earnings
Orders, Orders Appointing Receiver
and Seizure Orders. 

To enforce orders for possession of
land the EJO is, on occasion,
required to complete evictions
where all persons and their property
must be removed and vacant
possession given to the creditor.
Once again full engagement
between all parties is vital because
every reasonable opportunity will be
provided to the debtor to avoid
eviction.

Throughout the enforcement
process EJO must balance the
needs of creditors who are the
‘paying customers’ with the ability

of the debtor to pay. This is very
sensitive and emotive work
requiring a combination of firmness,
patience and understanding. The
aim is to achieve success while
preserving the dignity of all parties
involved. One of our key values is to
demonstrate respect for people and
apply fairness to all we do. In this
regard we are pleased to have
developed strong relationships with
a number of ‘advice’ bodies who
exist to provide information for both
creditors and debtors. Relationships
with local Citizens Advice Bureaux
have been particularly strong with
EJO providing training for CAB Debt
Advisors and the CAB filling a
permanent place on the EJO Users
Forum. 

Communication channels have also
been established to allow CAB staff
to speak directly to EJO staff on all
matters relating to the enforcement
process.

To learn more about the work,
powers and effectiveness of the
EJO please visit our web pages on
the Court Service internet site
www.courtsni.gov.uk.
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The Work of the EJO

Andrew Dodds, Jane Harris and Nigel Bloomer of the EJO with Scott Kennerley, Citizens Advice
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A client from Ballymena was contacted through the SSA
Benefit Uptake project.  The client was married and both she
and her husband were aged over 70. The couple were both
in receipt of Disability Living Allowance and received some
Pension Credit on top of their state retirement pensions.
The couple did not realise that because they provided full
time care for each other that they were entitled to additional
premiums for being a carer paid on top of their award of
Pension Credit.  

Ballymena CAB completed application forms for Carers
Allowance and these were submitted to the Social Security
Agency Disability and Carers Unit.  A letter from Carers
Allowance branch revealed that the couple had previously
made an application for Carers Allowance in 2003 and were
not awarded it as they were already claiming Retirement
Pension.  Due to overlapping benefit rules it is not possible
for both of these benefits to be paid simultaneously however

under benefit legislation claimants in these circumstances

can still benefit from a carer’s premium paid through Pension

Credit. In this case the couple had been losing out on

£52.70 per week for the last 3 years.  Due to a clerical error

entitlement to the carer’s premiums had never been included

in the couple's Pension Credit calculation. 

The bureau made contact with the Pension Service and the

couple's award of Pension Credit was increased accordingly.

In addition to this they were awarded arrears of £8,551.48.

This case study is one of many similar cases happening in

bureaux across Northern Ireland since the inception of the

Social Security Agency Contract for Benefit Uptake. Not only

does this illustrate the holistic nature of the CAB service but

that the thorough checks carried out by bureaux advisers

ensure that people are not missing out on entitlements

which can often be overlooked.
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Making a Difference

I prepared for my CAB placement in
Larne CAB with only a vague idea of
what work was done in a CAB.
Having had no previous experience of
interviewing or dealing with clients I
sat in on a few consultations to begin
with.  Before long I was going it alone
but only to the extent of extracting
the relevant information and issues.  I
was reluctant to trust my own
research at first but I was able to
double check everything with the
experienced advisers and the CAB
information system before giving
the client any advice.

It took me a while to get used to
the case recording system but it
soon became second nature.  It
was invaluable to be able to look
up a client’s details on the system
and access the information from
their last visit to bureau and the
advice they were given.

I dealt with a range of client
queries during my time in Larne
CAB including two social security
appeals.  Larne CAB cannot
always offer representation to

clients but does aim to provide them
with the information on what to
expect at an appeal hearing and how
to represent themselves most
effectively.  It is complex work and
takes much time to research but the
appreciation of the clients makes it
worth the effort.  

During my time in Larne CAB
advisers were busy with the SSA
Benefit Uptake project.   The volume
of referrals was huge and it was often
a challenge to make contact with

people within the required time.
However it was a very beneficial
project and resulted in identifying
unclaimed benefits for some of the
most vulnerable people in Northern
Ireland.

All in all I enjoyed the experience and
found it really worthwhile.  The work
on social security appeals was
particularly interesting and will benefit
me in analysing work when I am in
practice.  The client consultation was
also really beneficial as I have had the

chance to advise people with a
range of different issues - a skill
which will also help me in
practice.  

I have so much more respect
now for what bureaux do and for
how they are staffed – from paid
workers to volunteers, everyone
works really hard and
considering many have no legal
background what they
accomplish is pretty amazing.
I’m just glad to have had the
chance to experience it.

Trainee Barristers Placements in CAB

Julie McIlroy, Trainee Barrister, Larne CAB
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Now that Christmas is
over and all the
money has been
spent, it is the time
when bills start
dropping through
letterboxes and many
people take stock only
to realise the extent of
their debts.  This
inevitably leads to a
rush to bureaux for
debt advice in the
New Year.  2006 saw
a massive increase in
demand for debt
advice and it shows
no sign of slowing
down in 2007.
Statistics for Citizens
Advice in Northern Ireland show a massive 61%
increase on the previous year with the service
dealing with over 46,000 debt enquiries.  Citizens
Advice is the largest provider of face to face money
advice in Northern Ireland.  

A recent OFMDFM report into over-indebtedness in
Northern Ireland estimates that 11% of the
population of people aged 16 or over are potentially
struggling with their debts equating to almost
150,000 people.  Roughly 5% or 67,000 people are
behind with at least one credit commitment or
domestic bill.  The media is full of stories of the
increasing numbers of house repossessions due to
mortgage arrears and the soaring numbers of
bankruptcies and Individual Voluntary
Arrangements.  

In the face of this increased demand the CAB
network is being called upon to meet the advice
needs of more and more people. In 2005 bureaux
dealt with roughly £16 million of new debt. In 2006
the network dealt with over £20 million of new debt,
an increase of around 25%.  

Citizens Advice was successful in obtaining funding
from the DETI through a contract for face to face
money advice provision across Northern Ireland.

This has enabled the
organisation to
provide twelve full
time equivalent
money advisers
across Northern
Ireland to help tackle
the growing debt
problem.  However,
DETI are not the only
funders and many
bureaux have
dedicated money
advice workers
funded by a range of
other organisations
such as Lloyds TSB,
Big Lottery and local
councils as well as
many money advice

volunteers.  Together these people are working hard
to meet the needs of a growing client base in an
area of advice that is complex and evolving. 

Before Christmas Citizens Advice sent out a press
release giving some useful advice to people in the
run up to Christmas with key advice for people who
have to use credit to shop around for the best
credit deal possible.  Tips for people who are
already in financial difficulties or who have
overspent in the run up to Christmas were also
provided with the most important piece of advice
being not to ignore the problem and to seek help.

Also in December Citizens Advice hosted a visit
from Stephen Quinn, Permanent Secretary, DETI
and Mike Bohill, Senior Officer of the Social
Economy Branch.  The visit was held to review the
DETI Money Advice Project and provided an
opportunity for the DETI to speak to the people at
the sharp end of money advice and for advisers to
highlight the issues that their clients are
experiencing.

Money advice can often feel like a thankless,
isolating role, full of administration. However quality
money advice makes a real difference to the lives of
people who feel that there is nowhere else to turn.  
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Policy Page
Red Letter Days

Sinead Murphy, DETI Money Advice Worker, Central Belfast CAB, Stephen Quinn, 
Permanent Secretary, DETI, Claire Greene, DETI Money Advice Worker, Central Belfast CAB.
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The Northern Ireland Concessionary Fares scheme provides
free fares on public transport to certain categories of people:
men and women aged 65 and over; people who are
registered blind and War disablement pensioners.
Passengers may only obtain concessionary travel by
presenting an electronic smart card known as a SmartPass
on the vehicle. Passes are programmed to expire in 5 years
and customers must re-apply for a pass in order to continue
to receive the concession. Holders of SmartPasses therefore
will be sent renewal applications shortly before their pass is
due to expire.  For further information contact the
Department for Regional Development dedicated helpline on
0845 600 0049.
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DRD
SmartPass
Renewals

Recent poverty and social inclusion research has highlighted
mental ill-health as especially significant in Northern Ireland.
This was reflected in the high proportion of referrals to the
Advice for Health project who are suffering mental ill-health.
Case analysis statistics show approximately 40% of clients
receiving treatment for mental health. 

In response to the identified demand and to improve direct

access to the services of Newtownabbey CAB a new
outreach office commenced in September 2006 at
Whiteabbey Hospitals’ psychiatric day hospital, Abbey House.
As out-patients attend Abbey House on different set days
throughout the week the outreach is open on alternating days
each week to allow full access.  

The majority of patients are accessing advice for the first time.
A significant number have benefit underpayments, in particular
Income Support, Severe Disability and Carer Premiums.
Others have been struggling with debts, or have lost their
tenancies due to the lack of support service. 

In addition the bureau is offering a range of briefing sessions
on topics such as welfare benefits, housing, and consumer
rights. Recent talks have included an overview of social
security benefits and a 3 day Money Matters, consumer debt
programme. 

This further development of the Advice for Health project has
also enhanced the bureau’s new working partnership with
social services.  

The impact of the advice service has been instant, meeting a
previously under resourced need, and making significant
changes to the lives of clients suffering mental ill-health. 

Advice for Health – 
Abbey House Outreach

Oscar Donnelly, Homefirst Community Trust, Pat Hutchinson, Manager,
Newtownabbey CAB, Stephen Murray, Investing for Health Partnership, Lyn
Hanvey, Homefirst Community Trust, Brian Mullan, Advice for Health Worker,
Newtownabbey CAB
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If you have never claimed tax credits before
our advisers can help assess your
entitlement to tax credits and help you
complete the claim form.

If you are an existing claimant the adviser
can check if you are receiving the correct
amount and help you complete a renewal
form.  

In addition our advisers give advice about
what to do if you have been overpaid tax
credits.  They will also check if there are any
other sources of financial help you may be
entitled to.

You can arrange to see an adviser about
benefits, tax credits or other money issues
at any of our offices.  Contact details are

available in the local telephone directory or
at www.citizensadvice.co.uk.

Things you need to know about tax credits 

From November 2006, the following
changes must be reported to the Tax Credit
Office within three months:

• ceasing to work at least 16 or 30 hours
per week;

• ceasing to be responsible for a child or
young person; and

• if a child or young person ceases to
qualify for support, for example, a young
person leaves non-advanced full-time
education or approved training before
the age of 20.  A young person is

automatically removed from the tax
credit award on 1 September following
her/his 16th birthday if s/he does not
stay on in full-time education or
approved training or on her/his 20th
birthday.

From April 2007, there are automatic limits
(set at the same levels at which
overpayments from a previous tax year are
currently recovered) set for the recovery of
in-year overpayments.

Free, independent, confidential and impartial
advice and information is regularly provided
from over one hundred locations in Northern
Ireland.  Online advice and information is
available at www.citizensadvice.co.uk.
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GOT A QUESTION ABOUT TAX CREDITS? 
Free advice is available from CABx in Northern Ireland.

1)  If I find out I've been entitled to Tax Credits for some time but
have not claimed them, how far can they be back-dated?
Unclaimed Tax Credits can be back-dated for three months when
full claim information has been provided.

2)  Does it matter how much capital or savings I have when
claiming Tax Credits?
The amount of capital you have, for example, property, investments
or savings is not taken into account when working out how much
Tax Credit you are entitled to.  However, any income that you
receive from your capital may be counted, for example, rental
income from a second home or interest on savings.    

3)  Can I claim childcare costs if a relative is providing the care?
Childcare costs can only be claimed if the care is from a registered
child-minder or childcare provider.  Informal care by relatives cannot
be claimed nor can care provided in the child’s own home even if
the relative is a registered child-minder.    

4)  What changes of circumstances do I have to report?
The following changes of circumstances must be reported within 3
months:  

• you claim as a lone parent but start to live with someone as their
partner

• you claim as a couple but separate
• you stop paying childcare for four weeks in a row
• your childcare costs go down by more than £10 a week for four

weeks in a row
• your working hours go below 16 hours or were more than 30 hours

but are now below 30 hours
• you cease to be responsible for a child or young person
• a child or young person in the claim leaves non-advanced

education, leaves the household or dies. 
It is advisable to report:

• a child staying in non-advanced education beyond the 1st of
September following their 16th birthday

• starting to pay childcare or changing your provider
• a child or young person becoming disabled
• a partner dying
• changes to address or account details
• changes of employer or number of hours worked
• any decrease in income or increase above £25,000
• absences abroad of more than 8 weeks or loss of residency in the

UK
5)  If I forget to let Tax Credits know about a change of

circumstance what happens?
If the change of circumstance is one of those which must be
reported within 3 months, an initial penalty of up to £300 can be
imposed followed by daily penalties of £60 until the information is
provided.  Forgetting to report any change of circumstance means
you may not receive all the Tax Credits you are entitled to or you
could be paid too much.  Tax Credits increases that you have

missed out on because you didn’t report the change will be back-
dated for three months only.  Overpayments of Tax Credits however
will be recovered from the date the change should have been
reported. 

6)  Could I be charged with fraud if I have claimed too much Tax
Credit?
You could be charged with fraud if you ‘deliberately take part in
fraudulent activity’ to get Tax Credits for you or anyone else.  This
would happen only in the most serious cases but could result in a
maximum fine of £5,000 or a maximum of six months in prison or
both.     

7)  How are overpayments recovered?
Overpayments of Tax Credits can be recovered by reducing your
current award until the amount is repaid or by asking you to make a
payment.  The full amount or overpayment can be recovered from
you even in cases of official error but discretionary decisions can be
made not to recover the full amount.

8)  Can I appeal if I think an overpayment is incorrect?
There is no right to appeal against a decision to recover an
overpayment but you can ask HMRC to use its discretion not to
recover the money or to reduce the amount recovered.  This can be
done by filling out a form TC846.  They are only likely not to recover
the money in cases where there has been official error or hardship.   

9)  Can I claim Working Tax Credit if I'm a student but also work?    
You are not excluded from claiming Tax Credits because you are a
student.  Some student grants may however be counted as income
for Tax Credits. 

10) How will Tax Credits affect my other benefits?
Working Tax Credit is counted as income for other means-tested
benefits such as Housing Benefit, Income Support and Pension
Credit and will affect your entitlement to these benefits.  Child Tax
Credit is only counted as income in Housing Benefit.  An entitlement
to Child Tax Credit at higher than the family element or to Working
Tax Credit with a disability element included could entitle you to help
with health costs and access to some parts of the Social Fund.  To
find out what the full financial impact of your Tax Credits claim will
be, make an appointment with your local CAB for a benefit check.     

11) If my child has just turned 16 am I still entitled to Tax Credits?    
A child is included in Tax Credits claims until the August 31st
following their 16th birthday.  After this they may still be included in
your claim as a ‘qualifying young person’ up until the age of 20 if
they are in full-time non-advanced training or on an approved
training course. 

12) If my child leaves school how will this affect my Tax Credits?
A person can still be considered a ‘qualifying young person’ in Tax
Credits if they left school or approved training before the age of 18
but registered with the Careers Service within three months of
leaving.  They must not be in paid work, receiving an allowance
through Jobskills or claiming Income Support or Income-based JSA
in their own right.  They cease to be a ‘qualifying young person at
the age of 20.
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