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Our Service 
 

Barton Advice Centre 

Drop in (for residents in the OX3 City boundary area only) 

Monday  - 10am until 1pm 

Appointments 

Tuesday  -  9am - 4pm 

Wednesday - 9am - 4pm 

Thursday  - 9am - 4pm 

Friday  - 9am - 4pm 

Telephone advice (for ALL Oxford City residents) 

Monday to Friday 9am - 5pm  

Residents outside of Oxford City requiring advice should contact the 
Oxfordshire Specialist Advice Service on 01865 410660 

 

Oxfordshire Welfare Rights (Appointments by referral only) 

Consultancy Telephone Service (for agencies only) 

Tuesday  - 10am - 1pm 

Wednesday - 10am - 1pm  

Thursday  - 10am - 1pm  
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Staff Summary for 2019/20 
 
Sarah Darby  Manager – 35 hours 
 
Peter Turville  Senior Caseworker 35hrs  
 
Nick Turnill   Welfare Benefits Caseworker 28 hours 
 
Gary Horne  Debt Caseworker 17.5 hrs  
 
Mina Katouzian  Adviser and Admin 14 hours  
 
Laura Harris-Steers  Welfare Benefits Caseworker for Headway 28 hours  
 
Michael Ledwood Digital Support Worker 35 hours  
 
 
 
 
Trustees from April 2019 to March 2020 
 
Lyn Williams   Treasurer 
 
Sue Holden MBE   Barton Community Association 
 
Justine Brown   Human Resources 
 
Teresa Munby   Ruskin College 
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About us 
 

Background Information and History of 
Oxford Community Work Agency (OCWA)  

Formerly known as the Barton Project 
 

OCWA is an organisation made up of two departments, Oxfordshire Welfare Rights and 
the Barton Advice Centre. We are based in the centre of Barton. Barton is in the top 
20% of areas of deprivation nationally. We are experts in social security law and provide 
specialist advice, casework and representation in welfare benefits. We also provide a 
specialist debt service which has an authorised intermediary for Debt Relief orders. We 
give generalist advice in consumer, family law, housing and employment. For more in-
depth advice in these areas we may refer or signpost to more specialist agencies. 

Oxfordshire Welfare Rights 

Oxfordshire Welfare Rights (OWR) was originally formed in 1984 to provide a second 
tier countywide welfare rights service. We are experts in social security law and have 
significant experience in welfare benefits casework and representation at Tribunal. 
Clients can access this service through referral from another advice or support agency. 
OWR provides training and telephone consultancy for other organisations throughout 
Oxfordshire. The principal funder of OWR and BAC is Oxford City Council. 
 
Barton Advice Centre 

In 1987 The Barton Advice Centre (BAC) was set up after it became clear that an 
advice centre was needed to serve the community. 

The advice centre drop in service is open to all residents living in the OX3 area of 
Oxford City and is delivered by staff trained in all areas of advice but are specialists in 
debt and welfare benefits issues. We have a specialist debt worker who is able to assist 
with Debt Relief Orders. 
 

Advice can be given on our telephone advice line to all Oxford City residents. 
 
We provide a Digital Support Worker who trains residents to become confident in digital 
access. This is a free service funded by Oxford City Council. 
 

                                              Mission Statement 

OCWA aims to work with individuals and local communities in Oxfordshire to: 

• Enable people to obtain their rights 

• To empower people to meet their needs and fulfil their responsibilities 

• To use this local experience to influence wider social policy in working for a more 
equal society 
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Client profile in 2019-2020 
 
 
        
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
         
        
 
 
 
 
 
        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

62% of clients 
were female 49% had 

dependent 
children 

58% were 
living in social 

housing 
58% are living on 
less than £10000 

per year 

33% were 
from ethnic 

minority 
backgrounds 

78% suffered 
with a 

disability 

83% were of working age 



6 | P a g e  
 

Note from Manager Sarah Darby  
  
I am pleased to present this report on the work of Oxford Community Work 
Agency in the period April 2019 to March 2020.   
 
In a year that ended with challenges no one could have foreseen I would 
like to start this report by thanking my amazing team for taking on the 
challenge, changing and adapting their way of working and continuing to 
provide a full service to the most vulnerable residents across the County. I 
would also like to thank our trustees for their support throughout the year 
and to our funders, particularly Oxford City Council, Big Lottery, Headway 
Oxfordshire and Sovereign Housing. 
 
We had our Advice Quality Mark audit at the end of 2019.  The audit covers 
quality of advice and our organisation’s process and procedures, and is 
conducted every two years. We were pleased to pass this audit with very 
few recommendations and were given the quality mark in both welfare 
benefits and debt advice areas.  
 
As I am writing this, we are all in the middle of a global pandemic which has 
seen our organisation and many others working from home since 17th 
March. We were fortunate. Changing our IT and telephone systems in 
January meant that we were already set up for home working and so were 
able to run a full service from day one and will continue doing this for as 
long as is needed. We have also introduced a telephone checking in 
service whereby we contact our most vulnerable clients on a weekly basis 
to check they are ok, have food delivered, have prescriptions picked up and 
any other support needed. 
 
Our digital support worker has been helping our clients to access online 
platforms so that we can continue to offer face to face appointments 
digitally. 
 
We hope and pray that the next year see’s us all getting back to some 
sense of normality. 
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PERFORMANCE 
 
Tribunal representation 2019/2020 
Oxfordshire Welfare Rights attended 67 tribunal hearings between April 2019 and 
March 2020 with an 87% success rate. 
 
Total financial gains for Oxfordshire residents following actual representation at hearing 
was £339,086.16 
 

 
 
 
 
Disability Benefits continued to be the highest represented benefits at Tribunal. 
However, the introduction of Universal Credit saw UC take over from ESA with 31% of 
the hearings. We saw an increase in Housing Benefit appeals compared to the previous 
year.  
 
The above chart only shows results arising from attendance at appeal tribunal hearings. 
A further £1,867,397.70 has been gained through new and repeat claims for benefits 
and challenges by way of Mandatory Reconsiderations. This means that our total 
benefit gains for Oxfordshire residents for the period 2019/20 was £2,206,483.80. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Benefits

ESA Disability Benefits UC All other
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Welfare Benefits 
 
We previously assisted our client with an appeal against a decision refusing PIP in 
2015. That decision was revised two days before the tribunal hearing. That revised 
decision made an ‘indefinite’ award of PIP enhanced rate of both components from July 
2014. 
  
The client came to us when it her PIP stopped. It appeared that revision decision was 
wrongly recorded as a fixed term award until September 2017 and payment of the 
‘indefinite’ award was stopped from that date. It appears the client was not informed of 
this error until a later date when she was advised to make a ‘new claim’ which she did in 
2018. There did not appear to have been a legally valid decision to revised or 
supersede the decision of 2015 and therefore we considered that the termination of 
payment from September 17 was unlawful. 
  
We requested that the award incorrectly ‘terminated’ from 2017 be reinstated and that 
the arrears due to be paid. 
  
Following our complaint, PIP was reinstated at the highest rate of daily living and 
mobility components from the date (4/7/17) it was wrongly stopped by PIP. A further 
challenge towards the new claim was made and an award of PIP was made. Our client 
was awarded a total of £35,680.47. 
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Debt 
 
OCWA’s debt specialist assisted with a total of 497 debt matters between April 2019 
and March 2020 with a combined outstanding balance of £1,451,235.96. We noted that 
outstanding debt had more than doubled compared to the previous period. The split of 
priority and non-priority debt narrowed in this period and was as follows: 
 

 
 
A breakdown of debts identified and resolved can be found in the chart below: 
 

 
 
A total of £669,337.80 of debt was written off for clients across the City of Oxford 
following OCWA’s intervention. 
 
Total advice and caseworker gains from April 2018 to March 2019 
 
Specialist benefits advice and caseworker gains  £2,206,483.80 
Debt write offs       £669,337.80 
Total         £2,875,821.60  
 
 
 
 

0 50 100 150 200 250 300

, 292

Non Priority Priority

0

50

100

150

200

Rent and Council tax arrears Consumer credit Utility debt Benefit Overpayments Other



10 | P a g e  
 

 
 
 

Debt 

 
Our client was suffering from physical and mental health problems, and also having to 
provide care needs for her severely disabled adult son. As a consequence of having to 
claim Universal Credit her income was reduced. Our client was only just managing to 
cope before this cut in her income, after the Universal Credit claim the situation became 
unsustainable.  
 
Debts started to accrue and our client fell into arrears with the rent. As she tried to pay 
off one debt another would fall further into arrears. Her finances become chaotic and 
when she approached our office for help the debts were totally unmanagable.  
 
Our first step was to bring stability to the household budget. We helped our client to 
prioritise where she needed to spend money. We enable her to make sure she received 
all the income she was entitled to and helped her to organise a workable budget plan.  
 
There remained £6,000 of debt with no means to pay this. We looked at the possible 
solutions for the problem. We first focused on paying the creditors’ at very small amount 
each month. It became evident that even token payments were likely to cause financial 
hardship and this in turn ran the risk if further debt.  
 
We looked at insolvency and helped our client to obtain a Debt Relief Order. This is an 
order which cleared all the debt. Our client had to make a one-off payment of £90 to the 
DRO Unit and then all her debts were frozen for 12 months, with no further repayments 
having to be made, and after 12 months the Debt Relief Order was discharged and all 
debts written off. This relieved our client of the stress and worry of dealing with her 
debts and eliminated the risk of any further debts.               
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Referrals from other service providers 
 
Throughout 2019/20 OCWA advised a total of 1279 people both by telephone and face 
to face. 574 of these contacts resulted in significant casework being undertaken. 
Of these 114 clients were referred to us by other service providers across the County.  
 
The chart below shows the split of referrals geographically across the county of 
Oxfordshire. 
 

 
All referrals were taken through our consultancy service or from the new county advice 
service OSAS. The five largest referring agencies are recorded below.

 

14%

14%

14%

12%

46%

PERCENTAGE OF REFERRALS BY AREA
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Referring agencies

Solicitors Other Housing Associations Other Advice Agencies CAB
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Oxfordshire Consultancy Line 
 
The total number of calls taken from service providers across the county in 2019/2020 
was 227. The breakdown of providers using our consultancy service was as follows: 
 

 
 
 
Below is a breakdown of the top five enquiries taken on our consultancy line. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Consultancy users

Other advice Agencies CAB Connection FS Social Services Housing Associations Other services

ESA 43
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UC 72

All Other 52
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Sample Consultancy Queries 
 
Q. Can client get Housing Costs Element (HCE) in Universal Credit for 2 homes while in 
Oxford for cancer treatment at the Churchill? 
A. Advised she can't. She can get HCE for her current home for up to 6 months, but 
nothing for another home in these circumstances. She can get help with cost of travel to 
hospital for treatment. 
 
Q. Client has been told that if she volunteers while claiming legacy benefits then she will 
be naturally migrated to UC. Is this correct? 
A. No. Volunteering is not classed as working. Even if she wanted to work as long as 
she stayed in the permitted work rules for ESA she would stay on legacy benefits. 
 
Q. Capital: client received £33k from proceeds of sale of jointly-owned property. Wants 
to use it to build an extension on her parents' house for her to live in and provide care. 
She has MS herself. Complicated by the facts that the money is in her mother's 
account, it is not known where it was originally paid, she received it a year ago while 
getting UC.  
A. Advised of duty to disclose changes of circumstances. The capital might have been 
open to disregard on grounds of being used to make essential alterations for 
occupation. A decision could conceivably still be made to that effect (steps have been 
taken), but equally and probably more likely is that client failed to notify a relevant 
Change of Circumstances, is not entitled to UC and has been overpaid. Even if she is 
treated as having actual capital, if she uses it for the intended purpose she may not be 
treated as having deprived herself with intent, and if she is, she can appeal that 
decision. 
 
Q. Client was on ESA and Housing Benefit (HB) with disability premiums. She took £20 
K from pension in Dec 18. She declared to ESA/HB in February 19 when she gave 
money to her sons. Benefit suspended. HB 're-instated from March with an 
overpayment. ESA also issued a decision ‘re-instated' with o/p but arrears not paid -  
A. ESA decisions unclear. If he exceeded £16K then entitlement ended and SDP 
gateway didn’t apply. However the delay in decision making is an issue. Await more 
from ESA 
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Our Digital Support Project saw a total of 96 new people across 138 
appointments in 2019/20. We assisted with a variety of different issues as 
recorded below. 
 
Case Studies  
 
Client visited as they have been to the hospital in recent weeks but were 
unsure about after support and have been told a diet is essential. Client 
was able to learn how to look online for information about suitable diets 
suggested by their carer, learn to use a health app on their phone and 
create and print a list of information to stick on the fridge. Client has since 
used online shopping to buy further cooking books in aid of this diet. 
 
Client has struggled with vision for many years and relies on their partners 
aid to read messages and use the internet on their phone. Client had not 
been able to find any help in this regard but was able to learn to use 
accessibility options on their phone to make the on-screen keyboard more 
visually comprehendible and to add text to speech and magnification 
modes to the device. Client is now much more comfortable using their 
phone and would like to learn what accessibility options are available on 
their PC. 
 
Client has been out of the IT sector for some years as a carer to their child 
and had not been able to create a plan towards seeking new skills, 
applying for work or volunteering positions. In 2 appointments the client 
was able to create a full profile on the OCVA website, apply for multiple 
positions and make applications for multiple roles while saving all 
information to his google account. Client has since been contacted by a 
local community centre regarding volunteer work. 
 
Client came to visit me after unfortunately being the victim of multiple online 
scams and had lost faith in the use of technology. Client slowly built their 
confidence over multiple sessions and has most recently visited with a 
friend with whom the client frequently sends whatsapp messages and plans 
events out and around oxford. Client has since used the online library apps, 
bbc sounds and even significantly reduced her broadband costs after 
switching providers after many years. 
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Training 
 

We continued to deliver our training programme in 2019/2020 which 
included training on Universal Credit, Employment and Support Allowance, 
Personal Independence Payment and Preparing for Tribunal. We had a 
good response to our training and attendance from agencies across 
Oxfordshire. 
 
We delivered in-house training and were contracted by Oxford Co-
Operative Training scheme to deliver a full day course on Universal Credit. 
 
Ruskin College 
 
We ran our annual training on Welfare Benefits to students taking the law 
module of the Social Work degree course.  
 
Feedback on training 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           
 
         
 

 

 
 
 

Great training! Our trainer really knew her stuff 
and engaged the whole group. 

‘Thorough and helpful  
 

Everything covered, feel 
like I have more 
confidence to be able to 
assist our clients. 

 

Would definitely recommend 
OWR’s training to other 
advisers 
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Partnership Working 
 
Oxford City Partnership 
 
OCWA is a partner in the Oxford City lottery-funded scheme known as Help 
in Crisis. The aim of the project was to provide more joined-up services to 
clients who come to us in crisis. The project is headed by Citizens Advice 
Oxford, and includes Barton Advice Centre, Agnes Smith Advice Centre, 
Rosehill and Donnington Advice Centre, Shelter, Asylum Welcome, 
Refugee Resource and Oxfordshire Mind. This is a five-year project which 
gives us the opportunity to learn effective ways of assisting our clients. 
 
Sovereign Housing 
 
OCWA continued to work closely with Sovereign Housing to provide 
welfare benefit advice, and representation at appeal tribunals for their 
residents. The aim of the project is to ensure income maximisation and 
prevent rent arrears. In 2019/20 OCWA helped Sovereign Housing 
residents with benefit issues, securing total gains of £78,412.88 

 
Greensquare 
 
OCWA’s work with Greensquare on a project administered by Citizens 
Advice Oxford to provide support for both staff and tenants regarding 
welfare benefits continued throughout 2018/19. This work enabled OCWA 
to secure gains for Greensquare tenants of £156,154.48 
 
Thames Water Trust 
 
We continued our partnership with the Agnes Smith Advice Centre to 
provide advice and applications for assistance funded by the Thames 
Water Trust after they extended our contract for a further year.  
 
Bretherton Solicitors 
 
OCWA continues to work with Bretherton Solicitors in Banbury, providing 
welfare benefits advice and assistance nationally to clients of their spinal 
litigation team. 
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Oxfordshire Specialist Advice Service 

Age UK Oxfordshire, Citizens Advice Oxford, Citizens Advice West 
Oxfordshire and Oxfordshire Welfare Rights work together to provide a 
free, comprehensive, independent advice service. 
 
The service helps with queries around benefits, money advice, budgeting 
and other welfare issues, and will link clients into services that can provide 
further support. 
 
The service is free for people to use. It is jointly funded by Adult Social 
Care and Children, Education and Families, so it is focused on meeting the 
needs of people living in Oxfordshire who are struggling with their day-to-
day lives due to disability or ill health.  
 
During 2019/20 Oxfordshire Welfare Rights assisted 25 Oxfordshire 
residents with complex benefit issues, including a significantly increased 
number of upper tribunal cases, securing £122,783.67 of benefits income. 
 
Headway Oxfordshire 
 
We continued working in Partnership with Headway Oxfordshire who 
funded a 28 hour per week post to assist their service users with welfare 
benefit applications, challenges and appeal representation. From April 
2019 to March 2020 we assisted 61 Headway clients and secured 
additional income of £489,287.72. We look forward to continuing our 
partnership with Headway going forward. 
 
Digital Support Worker 
 
Our funding for this post from Oxford City Council was extended to March 
31st 2020 and we continued working in partner ship with with Citizens 
Advice Oxford, Agnes Smith Advice Centre and Rosehill and Donnington 
Advice Centre. 
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Thank You 
 
The work of Oxford Community Work Agency would not be able to continue 
without support from our funders and partners. Therefore we would like to 
thank: 
 
Oxford City Council 
The Big Lottery, Awards for all 
AgeUK 
Sovereign Housing 
Greensquare 
Ruskin College 
Brethertons Solicitors  
St Michael's and All Saints' Charities 
Thames Water 
Headway Oxfordshire 
Pye Charitable Trust 
Trusthouse Charitable Foundation 
The Oxford City Stronger Together Partnership 
The Oxford City Advice Centre Forum 
 
We would like to thank our Board of Directors for their support throughout 
2019/20 and once again special thanks goes to our team of advisers and 
caseworkers for their commitment and dedication. 
 

  
 
 














































