
 
  

 
 

 
 

 
The Agnes Smith Advice Centre is run by an independent registered charity,  

Blackbird Leys Neighbourhood Support Scheme Ltd. 
 



1 
 

 

CONTENTS 
 
 
1.   Contents 

2.   Aims of the Centre 

3.   What we do 

4.   How we work 

5.   Angela’s story 

6.   Client Profile 

7-8.   Report from the Co-Chairs and Treasurer 

9.   Figures for the year 

10.  Lisa’s story 

11–13.  Our impact 

14.   Manager’s report 

15.  What our clients are saying 

16.  Jane’s story 

17.   ‘Thank you’s 

18.  Who’s Who – our staff, trustees and volunteers 

   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

AIMS OF THE CENTRE 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

We aim to ensure the best practices in the delivery of free, 

independent and confidential advice by: 

 

 Maximising income through welfare benefit take-up 
 

 Encouraging long-term sustainable plans to tackle debt 
 

 Enabling people to remain in their own homes 
 

 Empowering people within their own community 
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WHAT WE DO 
 
 
 

We are an independent 
Advice Centre, located 
in the heart of Blackbird 
Leys - a highly 
disadvantaged estate 
on the southeast edge 
of Oxford.  Blackbird 
Leys is one of the 
largest housing estates 
in Europe and parts of it 
are amongst the most deprived 10 per cent in the country.  
 
We have been operating since 1972. Our service is free, confidential and non-
judgmental.  We are firmly rooted in the local community, as well as having 
rigorous professional advice standards.  We are the first port of call for many 
individuals who do not know where to turn for advice. 
 
We help people to resolve their problems and obtain their legal rights on 
everyday issues such as debt, welfare benefits, housing and employment. By 
offering advice across these key areas, we aim to bring about positive changes in 
people’s lives. 
 
We also aim to achieve broader changes for people.  We hear first-hand about 
the challenges faced by local residents.  We use this evidence to give feedback to 

local government and other agencies.  In this 
way we can influence changes that affect the 
wider community. 
 
We work in close co-operation with other local 

organisations in Blackbird Leys and across 

Oxford.  

We provide a vital service for the local community. 
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.HOW WE WORK 
 

 
The Centre offers a range of services to 
meet the needs of the local community.   
 
 General Advice: We offer general drop-in 
services, with no need to book in advance.  
This can cover any issue; people often 
come to our drop-in sessions when they 
have a crisis in their lives. 
 
Specialist Advice: We offer face-to-face appointments when a client needs more 
in-depth support.  We offer specialist advice and support in: 

 Debt/money advice (including budgeting) 

 Welfare benefits 

 Housing 
 
Clients often approach us with multiple and complex problems and may need 
several appointments over a period of time in order to resolve their issues. 
 
Self-help: Our aim is to enable people to solve problems themselves, whenever 
possible. We have a wealth of information, forms and leaflets in our reception.   
 
Legal advice clinic: We provide a free legal advice clinic, courtesy of Bower & 
Bailey solicitors.  The legal advisor can offer guidance on areas of law that we do 
not cover ourselves (e.g. probate, personal injury). 
 
 

REACHING THE COMMUNITY 

  
 
We operate from our office in the centre of Blackbird Leys. We also offer outreach 
services in other parts of the community to reach more people. We do home visits 
for people who can’t get to us because of illness or mobility problems. 
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Angela’s Story 

Angela (name changed) is a single mother 

and lives with her two teenagers.  She also 

has an older son, with long-term mental 

health issues. He’s currently hospitalised in a 

different city.  Angela is desperate to keep in 

regular contact and tries to visit him every 

week. 

Angela herself suffers from debilitating levels of anxiety and depression. She has 

a small part-time job, which is all she can manage at present. Other than these 

earnings, she is entirely dependent on benefits. Angela came to us in 

desperation, unable to make her money stretch far enough, and more and 

more in arrears.  

Preparing a financial statement, we could see that Angela’s income did not 

stretch to cover the cost of travel to visit her son each week – over £50 return.  

We looked at ways to help Angela increase her income, to alleviate the 

immediate pressures on her and to find more long-term, sustainable solutions.   

After a thorough review, we advised Angela that she might be eligible for a 

disability benefit herself (PIP) which would increase her income.   

We applied to a local charity for help with the cost of travel to see her son. 

Angela was awarded £345, enough to cover 6 journeys, and the possibility of 

further help in the future.   

We applied for a grant from the Thames Water Customer Assistance Fund to 

clear water arrears which had been outstanding for some time. Angela was 

awarded a very generous grant of £2,158 – a huge relief! When she heard 

about the grant, she told us that it was the first time she could see light at the 

end of the tunnel.   

We also made a successful application for Watersure Plus - resulting in a 50% 

reduction to her ongoing water bills. 

There is still some way to go, but the thank you card we received from Angela  

shows just how much more positive her life has already become.  
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CLIENT PROFILE – AT A GLANCE 
 

 75% of our clients are working-age 
(16 - 64 years) 

 63% of our clients are female 
 

 60% live in social housing 
 

 41% of our clients have a disability 

or long-term illness 

 

 40% have dependent children                         
 
 

 

This chart shows the range of issues we help people with.  Often people have 

multiple issues at one time. 
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INTRODUCTION FROM CO-CHAIRS and 
TREASURER   - PAUL DORNAN AND KATE GRIFFIN, CO-CHAIRS 

FRAN BENNETT, TREASURER 
 

A busy year at the Advice Centre 
 
During the past year, the community of Blackbird Leys has continued to 
experience ongoing economic disadvantage, the consequences of the lagging 
economy and escalating public service cuts.  The complex and demanding issues 
that our clients experience make a high quality, accessible source of advice as 
important as ever. In responding to those needs, the Centre has faced 
challenges which we need to rise to – to maintain and extend our work, and to 
secure the resources needed to support that work.  
 
The advice sector in Oxford remains under significant pressure. In particular, 
Oxfordshire County Council has taken a decision to cut its support to the advice 
sector from 2016/17, affecting many organisations, including our centre. And 
with its particular impact on Oxfordshire Welfare Rights, this cut also removes 
important second-tier support in the county to help clients with appeals and 
advisors with consultancy support. While we recognise the wider climate of 
austerity facing many councils, and the need for an information and advice 
service for social care which the county will provide, Trustees have been very 
concerned about the impact on those who need to access advice services.  
 
Responding to advice needs, a new and exciting innovation at the centre is that, 
thanks to generous support from the Oxfordshire Community Foundation via 
the Future-Building Fund, we have been able to expand by recruiting and 
training more volunteers to extend our advice capacity. In order to obtain the 
necessary additional space, our 
planned adaptation of the 
premises was completed during 
the year. The work of the centre 
continued throughout the 
process and we are extremely 
appreciative to staff who coped 
with the disruption, to Hugh 
Ferris who planned and 
managed the building work and 
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to our local MP, Andrew Smith, who 
visited the centre to reopen it in 
January.  The renovation makes the 
centre a better place to visit, and to 
work in. We also obtained grants 
from The Northmoor Trust and The 
Funding Network this year as 
contributions towards the costs of 
converting the premises in order to 
accommodate the extra volunteers. 
We are most grateful to them all, and to the Feoffees (St Michael’s and All Saints 
Charities) for its previous grant, used for replacing the floor covering. 
 
Our core support over 2015/16 came from our local statutory bodies – Oxford 
City Council, Oxfordshire County Council and the Blackbird Leys Parish Council. 
This is of course vital for the continuation of our work, and we are particularly 
grateful to Oxford City Council for the 3-year funding agreement we now have. 
Funding from the local consortium of housing associations – Greensquare 
(OCHA), Catalyst Housing and A2 Dominion – helps to support our advice work 
with their tenants, and we value this joint work with them towards common 
ends.  
 
The Big Lottery Fund again supported our collaborative work with other local 
advice agencies in the Advice Services Transition Fund project, and this has 
helped other co-operative bids, such as to the Thames Water Trust. The rest of 
our funding is from other charitable trusts. The recent J Paul Getty Jr Charitable 
Trust grant is valued by us because it is flexible and supports our core work; the 
Lloyds Bank Foundation for England and Wales again supported our outreach 
work; and the second year of the PF Charitable Trust grant also helped towards 
core costs. 
During this year, we have been moving towards bringing much more of our 
financial management in-house and updating our systems. Whilst we still have 
out-house management of payroll functions (thank you to Paul Way of Money 
IQ!), the work previously done by the Treasurer and an external book-keeper is 
now performed in the centre.  
 
We are very fortunate in having a committed team of very experienced staff, 
ably led by Clare Charleson, as well as our invaluable volunteers and trustees.  
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Figures for the year  

 

 1193 

individual cases 

 

 3078 
different issues 

 £1.6 million 
worth of client debt 

managed by us 

 

 £1.5 million 
worth of financial 

gains achieved for 

clients with our help 

(i.e. money gained or debt 

written off) 
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Lisa’s Story 

Lisa (name changed) is a lone parent with a 12 year 

old daughter. She has learning difficulties and 

suffers from depression. She had been in temporary 

council housing and had recently been allocated a 

new flat.  But she was staying with a friend as she 

had no beds or cooker in the new flat.  Lisa was in a 

vulnerable situation when she came to ask for help, and her only income was 

£20.70 per week in child benefit. 

Lisa had been on Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) but it had been 

suspended several months earlier. We established that this was because she 

had failed to attend the medical assessment. We explained to the Department 

for Work and Pensions (DWP) that Lisa had not received notice of the date – 

because of her move. The DWP accepted this and reinstated the ESA (£73.10 

per week), together with a back-dated payment of £731. 

Lisa had been receiving child tax credit. She had failed to renew her claim by the 

deadline so her claim had lapsed. We requested a new claim pack and helped 

Lisa re-apply for child tax credit.   

As a result of the ESA being suspended, Housing Benefit and Council Tax 

Support had also stopped. We helped Lisa get this reinstated - £142.80 pw 

housing benefit and £24.06 pw council tax support.  We explained the 

circumstances to the local authority and Lisa also received a backdated payment 

of £1,713 for her housing benefit and £288 for council tax support. 

We successfully applied to a local charity for a grant of £500 to help Lisa buy 

two beds and a cooker.  

While sorting out these issues for her, we also gave her some food-bank 

vouchers. 

When Lisa first came to us she was struggling to cope with the changes in her 

life.  Her finances are now back on track and she has settled into her new flat 

with her daughter.  Lisa tells us that her circumstances have improved 

enormously and that she feels much more in control of her life.  
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OUR IMPACT 
 

If it wasn't for the agency my life would be much harder, I always know they will 

help me. 

This year we carried out a further in depth survey to assess the impact of our 

advice.  The researchers conducted in depth telephone interviews with 23 

clients selected at random, two months after they first came to us for advice.  

We captured how the clients were affected by the problems when they initially 

came to see us, and compared this with how they were two months later.  Here 

are some of the results. 

 

95% of clients surveyed said that the issue was affecting their life a lot or 

enormously, when they first came for advice.  

 

 

92% of clients surveyed said our advice helped them a lot or enormously. 

0%
4%

52%

43%

not at all a little a lot enormously

How was your problem affecting 
your life?

57%

35%

9% 0%

enormously a lot a little worse

How much were you helped?
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OUR IMPACT – cont. 
 

Because the assessment took place after only two months had elapsed, a 

number of clients with complex issues were still working with the Centre by the 

time the research ended. This reduces the number of people whose problems 

were completely sorted out.  Nevertheless, even within this short time frame: 

 

 56% said that their situation had already improved a lot or enormously. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

82% said their finances were better or much better. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

52%

30%

17%

0%

much better better the same worse

After support clients 
described their financial 

situation as  ...

22% 22%

39%

17%

not at all a little a lot enormously

After advice your situation 
was improved ...
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OUR IMPACT – cont. 
 

The research also highlights how vital the work of the centre is for the 

wellbeing of many people who visit.   

83% described their confidence as better or much better. 

83%  also described their peace of mind as being better or much better. 

 

 

 

Overall satisfaction rates were exceptional, with 100% of people saying they 

were happy or very happy with the overall service. 

 

 

 

 And 100% of people surveyed said they would use our service again and 

recommend it to others.  

48%

35%

17%
0%

much better better the same worse

After support clients described 
their confidence as ... 

very 
happy, 
78%

happy, 
22%

unhappy, 
0%

very 
unhappy, 

0%

How happy overall ...
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MANAGER’S  REPORT - Clare Charleson 

 

 Much of our focus this year has been about 

consolidation.  We had new roles and new 

members of staff to settle in following our re-

structuring. We welcomed a new team of 

volunteers on board, thanks to the grant from 

the Future Building Fund.   On top of this, our 

office refurbishment and renovations got 

under way - so we spent much of the year working around painters, builders, 

electricians etc. 

With that all behind us, our working environment has been transformed – 

almost beyond recognition.  We have a very capable, energised and committed 

team of advisers.  Our volunteers are in full flow, contributing to the energy of 

the centre and helping us to advise more people.  We have benefitted from a 

full programme of training this year, organised by our Volunteer Supervisor.    

We achieved a number of goals that we set for ourselves:- 

 We improved our working environment 

 We have increased the number of drop-ins we have each week 

 We are seeing more people at the first point of contact, before their 

problem becomes a crisis  

 We have reduced the time people have to wait for pre-booked 

appointments  

 We are targeting advice more effectively, by developing a team of 

advisers with individual specialisms in Welfare Benefits, Money Advice 

and Housing – the issues most people come to us about 

The demand for our service remains constant. We saw an increase in welfare 

benefit enquiries this year, now overtaking the number of debt cases.  

Increasingly, we are applying to the local church fund for emergency support for 

people whose benefits have been suspended or delayed.     

In the coming year, our plan is to develop i) our benefit appeal work, ii) our in-

house fundraising capacity and ii) our preventative work.  We see hardship in 

the community every day and the advice centre ensures people have 

somewhere to turn. 
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WHAT OUR CLIENTS ARE SAYING… 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The receptionist was 

extremely helpful and 

extremely friendly and 

nice – and helps me 

every time I come in. 

They are 

absolutely 

marvellous.

. 

Your service is 

excellent at 

Agnes Smith. 

My life is so much 

better; I wish I 

had sorted this 

out years ago. 

The three staff 

members who 

helped me were 

all brilliant.  

I came to the agency for 

help in applying for 

benefits. It was discovered 

that I should have been 

paid a higher rate so my 

financial situation 

improved a lot.  



16 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jane’s Story 

Jane (name changed) came to see us because she was at risk of losing her 

home, and could not sort out her finances on her own.   

Jane suffered from poor mental health, personality disorder, dyslexia and 

alcohol and drug addiction. She was a single mother and her two children 

had recently been taken into care.  The local authority had taken possession 

proceedings for substantial rent arrears. 

We helped Jane apply for the benefits she was entitled to - Employment and 

Support Allowance, Housing Benefit and Council Tax Support – including 

backdates. We also helped Jane apply to the Local Authority for a 

Discretionary Housing Payment, as she was subject to the bedroom tax as a 

result of the spare bedrooms she now had following her children going into 

care.   

We liaised with the Tenancy Sustainment Officer at the Local Authority to 

discuss Jane’s options for downsizing.  We informed them that we were 

helping Jane to sort out her finances so she could keep up to date with her 

rent. They agreed to put the eviction proceeding on hold to give Jane time to 

sort things out.   

We established that Jane had a social worker who was trying to encourage 

her to attend a residential detox programme. We helped Jane during a 

period of crisis.  She told us that once her finances were sorted out, and the 

fear of losing her home was lifted, she felt strong enough to engage with her 

social worker once again – to try and tackle her addiction issue.  

 



17 
 

 THANK YOUS  
 
 

We would like to thank our funders this year:  
 
A2 Dominion  
The Big Lottery Fund (Advice Services Transition Fund) 
Blackbird Leys Parish Council 
Catalyst Housing Ltd 
The Funding Network 
Feoffees (St Michael’s & All Saints’ Charities) 
Future Building Fund (Oxfordshire Community Foundation) 
Greensquare Housing Association (OCHA) 
J Paul Getty Jnr Charitable Trust 
Lloyds Bank Foundation for England and Wales 
The Northmoor Trust 
Oxford City Council 
Oxfordshire County Council 
PF Charitable Trust 
University of Oxford 
 
We would also like to express our appreciation to the following people and 
organisations who gave their time and skills to support the advice centre this year: 
 
Blackbird Leys Community Centre    
The Church of the Holy Family    
Bower and Bailey Solicitors     
Cllr Linda Smith 
Andrew Smith MP 
Cllr Steve Curran      
    
There are so many people who deserve our thanks, including staff, and the trustee 
board and other volunteers; without these people we would not be able to 
provide this vital service to the local community. 
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WHO’S WHO 
 
April 2015 – March 2016 
 

BOARD OF TRUSTEES 
Co-Chair…………………………………………………….…………………………………… Paul Dornan 
Co-Chair ………………………………………………………………………………………….. Kate Griffin 
Treasurer ……………………………………………………………………………………… Fran Bennett 
Company Secretary ………………………………………………..……………… Audrey Bronstein 
Trustee ………………………………………………………………………………………….. Elaine Chase 
Trustee ……………………………………………………………………………….………... Helen Leney 
Trustee ……………………………………………………………………………………... Beryl Loughran 
Trustee ………………………………………………………………………………………….. Simon Pitkin 
Trustee ………………………………………………………………………………………… Cora Spencer 
Trustee……………………………………………………………………………Beverley Humberstone 
Trustee …………………………………………………………………………..……….Saltanat Rasulova  
 

STAFF (at 31st March 2016) 

Manager…………………………………………………………………………………….Clare Charleson 
Senior Advisor/Volunteer Development Supervisor…………………….……...Gail Craig 
Money Advisor…………………………………………………………….……………………Martin Kerr 
Welfare Benefit Supervisor…………………………………………………….……………..Judy Gay 
Welfare Benefit Advisor…………………………………………………………………Helen Cheung 
Welfare Benefit Advisor……………………………………………………………….Eva Pinnington 
General Advisor………………………………………………………………………….……Helen Pinne 
Reception Administrator…………………………………………….………………..Latisha Walker 
Finance and Admin Advisor……………………………………………………………..Ruth Emsley 
Cleaner…………………………………………………………………………………………..Carole Ewers 
 

We said goodbye to Cathy Wells this year, a committed advisor who worked 
with us for a number of years.  We wish her well in the future.  
 

VOLUNTEERS 
 
Thanks very much to all our volunteers this year: 
 

Linda Denoon, Osasere Eghaghe, Shabikha Miah, Noelle Orlandini, Lucja Suchan 
and Laura Wilson.  
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Agnes Smith Advice Centre 
96 Blackbird Leys Road  

Oxford  
OX4 6HS 

Tel 01865 770206 
www.agnessmith.co.uk 

 
 

 
 

 
 
    
 

 
   
                                                                                                                           

                                            
    
  
 
 
The Agnes Smith Advice Centre is run by the Blackbird Leys Neighbourhood Support Scheme 
Ltd, a company limited by guarantee and registered in England and Wales reg. no. 2662382. 

Registered charity no: 1050456 
                                                                                                 
 


