
Fighting to
stop injustice

LEGAL CHARITY HELPS FIGHT THE CORNER OF THOSE IN LEGAL NEED

cial award. I think we help people
to feel like they matter, that they
warrant being treated with dignity
and taken seriously. This is so vital
in terms of having any sense of
wellbeing.”

Throughout 2016, Cumbria Law
Centre faced extra challenges as
the county battled to recover from
Storm Desmond, with flood dam-
age fuelling a surge in competition
for rented property.

The year’s key statistics include:
■ £1.2 million secured in back-

dated benefits awards;
■ £360,000 in debt relief;
■ £302,257 in employment

awards and settlements;
■ £107,732 in grants and funds

for people in poverty;.
■ 411 people helped to avoid

becoming homeless;
■ Average payouts for clients of

£4,971.

“He describes a phenomenon he
sees every day. People come into
our drop-in weighed down, heavy
and tense. By the time they have
seen our triage worker, they vis-
ibly lift.

“The life comes back into them
when they see that there is hope
ahead – that they may not lose their
house after all or that they don’t
have to face another day with no
income or no food.

“In employment cases, we often
support people who work in tough,
thankless jobs for low pay.

“If they are treated unfairly, and
unlawfully by their employer, hav-
ing a lawyer on hand to look at
their case and confirm that they
are right, that they have rights and
that they can achieve fair treat-
ment is a massive psychological
boost. In many cases this is worth
just as much to clients as any finan-

MANY charities rely on hard
facts to show  their worth.

Cumbria Law Centre – which
offers free support and advice
across a range of vital issue such as
housing, employment and debt – is
no exception and keeps a close tally
of the impact of its work.

Throughout this year, for
example, its lawyers helped
hundreds of clients claw back
almost £2 million.

It also saved hundreds of people
from homelessness.

But the true value of this char-
ity’s work with its hundreds of
clients is perhaps something that is
not quite so tangible; something
that can not easily be measured in
facts and figures.

Centre Manager Pete Moran
says: “We have a volunteer, Stuart,
who has helped us for years on
reception.

Pete Moran: ‘I think we help people to feel like they matter’ STUART WALKER

Cumbria Law Centre is a lifeline for
hundreds of people across the
county. Its lawyers help with issues
such as employment law, housing
and debt. PHIL COLEMAN reports

Volunteer coordinator: Fiona McCrum from the Cumbria Law Centre

lem, he began to accrue rent
arrears. The arrears resulted
from the ‘bedroom tax’ or
Under Occupancy Charge.

His social landlord began
repossession proceedings and
it seemed Derek would lose
his home. He also fell into
arrears with his gas bills and
was about to be disconnected.
In desperation to turned to a
pay day loan firm.

The report states: “We
assisted Derek to obtain Dis-
cretionary Housing Pay-
ments in order to pay the
shortfall in rent left by the
‘bedroom tax’ and a back-
dated award reduced his
arrears. The bailiff’s warrant
was suspended and Derek
was able to keep his home.

“Derek’s social landlord
agreed to assist him to have
his gas reconnected and to
apply for a grant from the
Homelessness Prevention
Fund to reduce the arrears
further, in order to enable
him to transfer to a smaller,
more affordable property.

“We also helped Derek
apply to the United Utilities
Trust Fund to clear his water
rate arrears as well as assist-
ing him to deal with some
unsecured debt he had run up
with ‘pay day’ lenders as he
struggled to cover his rent
and living costs.

“Though in good mental
health, Derek found this situ-
ation overwhelming and was
unable to begin resolving it
for himself.”

housing costs due were paid
but without any communi-
cation as to what had gone
wrong and why the tenancy
agreement had apparently
been lost twice within the
internal system.

“During this time, Charlie
had gone through two court
hearings, incurring costs of
almost £500 and the Law
Centre spent around £370 on
representing him.

“A request from the Law
Centre to make a special pay-
ment to reimburse him has
now been successful but does
not make up for the stress and
demand on services that
could so easily have been
avoided.

“Our concern here at the
Law Centre is that Charlie
was someone who previously
had been quite stable in terms
of income and accommo-
dation.

“The changing climate
means that many, more vul-
nerable clients are more in
need of advocacy than ever
and the worry is that clients
like Charlie are pulled
unnecessarily into difficul-
ties and take up valuable
resources in advice and sup-
port agencies.”
‘BEDROOM tax’ victim

Derek is a middle-aged man
who was on sickness benefits
for a decade. He has deep-vein
thrombosis and needs hospi-
talisation every six months.

After 11 years of maintain-
ing his tenancy without prob-

he arrived, the worker he met
did not understand what she
was supposed to do with the
agreement.

“Fortunately, he was
advised Charlie to come to the
Law Centre for some advice.”

The Law Centre re-sent the
tenancy agreement with a
covering letter asking that
housing costs be instated and
backdated to the start of the
claim in November, 2015.

This did not happen and
Charlie was shocked to learn
that his landlord was attempt-
ing to repossess his property.
The Law Centre represented
Charlie at the court hearings,
persuading the judge to
adjourn the evictions while
the benefits issue was investi-
gated further.

ARREARS
When his housing costs

were finally awarded, they
were backdated only to the
date of our letter in March
2016 and not November 2015
and so Charlie was unable to
pay off the arrears.

The report continues:
“Eventually, having escalated
a complaint on his behalf, we
spoke to a worker at the pro-
cessing centre who took it
upon herself to push the DWP
housing team as to the seri-
ousness of the issue.

“In the days following,
Charlie made three calls to
the DWP and was told he
would receive a call back but
did not. Eventually, the full

was pregnant.
The report states: “We

assisted Kelly in submitting a
claim to the Employment
Tribunal for automatic unfair
dismissal and direct discrimi-
nation on the grounds of preg-
nancy.

“Whilst preparing for the
Employment Tribunal negoti-
ations for settlement were
also ongoing. Kelly’s claim
eventually was settled for
£8,000. It would be an under-
statement to say that she was
relieved. This settlement gave
her some security and
allowed her to spend some
money on her home ahead of
the arrival of her baby.”
CLIENT threatened with
homelessness

Charlie claimed Universal
Credit (UC) in November,
2015.

After being given an initial
appointment at the Job
Centre he attended with all
the necessary paperwork,
including his tenancy agree-
ment. He was not, however,
awarded housing costs as part
of his UC award.

He became aware of this in
January, 2016 and called the
UC helpline.

The report states: “They
said that they did not have a
copy of his tenancy agree-
ment and so could not pay
housing costs.

“Charlie protested that he
had taken it into the Job
Centre but agreed to a second
meeting to resubmit it. When

MOST of the Centre’s clients
have household incomes of
below £15,000; while the
majority of the cases taken on
– just over 500 out of a total of
1,039 – concern housing prob-
lems.

The next biggest category
of cases – just under 340 – were
to do with benefits. But the
charity also helped clients
who were battling debt. The
people helped have come from
across the north and west
Cumbria area, including in
Allerdale, Copeland, and
Eden.

The report outlines the
impact of the flooding.

“In December 2015 came
the terrible impact of the
flooding,” says the annual
report. “The effects went
much further, serving to
reduce the available, private
rental housing stock and
pitching many people into
turmoil.

“More subtly, the floods
brought many new people
into the position of needing
support – psychological,
social, economic etc.

“This placed extra pressure
on public and charitable ser-
vices and served to further
isolate some of those people
who find it very difficult to
articulate their needs and
assert their rights.”

WORKLOAD
The report includes several

case studies from the char-
ity’s workload. They include:
A mum-to-be dismissed for
being pregnant.

Kelly had recently started a
new job and she was really
excited and optimistic, as she
had been out of work for some
time.

A few weeks into her new
job, she found out she was
pregnant, and because her job
could at times be physical she
told her employer straight
away. Initially, her news was
well received. But Kelly very
soon started to suffer unfa-
vourable treatment from her
manager, says the case study.

“She was told off publicly
for taking short, reasonable
breaks, and her hours were
cut quite dramatically,” says
the report.

“She correctly used the
company policy to raise a
grievance about these
matters and a grievance meet-
ing was scheduled. During
this meeting, her employer
informed her that her employ-
ment was terminated with
immediate effect.”

Kelly was understandably
distraught and she felt con-
vinced that her dismissal was
connected to her pregnancy.
She strongly believed the only
reason her manager treated
her as he had was because she

Flooding added to numbers needing help
NEWS

BRIEFING

1911:
Norwegian
explorer
Roald
Amundsen
became the first man to
reach the South Pole – 35
days ahead of Captain
Scott

ON THIS DAY

Coffee theft
WORKINGTON: Wayne Alan
Smithson, 35, of William
Street, Great Clifton was left
with a bill of £175 after he
admitted shoplifting.

Smithson stole coffee
worth £3.50 from the
McColls shop in Meadow
Road, Whitehaven on
August 17. Then on October
10 he took two tins of
corned beef, a jar of coffee
and Cadbury puddings
worth £8.67 from
Poundstretcher in Finkle
Street, Workington.

Magistrates in
Workington fined him £100
with prosecution costs of
£85 and a victim surcharge
of £30.

Stole alcohol
WHITEHAVEN: A woman
who stole four bottles of
spirits worth £85.50 from
the town’s Tesco store has
been placed under curfew.

Samantha Zoe Conway,
34, of Windermere Road,
Whitehaven admitted
stealing the alcohol on
October 31 when she
appeared before
magistrates in Workington.

She was given a six week
curfew with electronic tag to
remain in her home
between 7pm and 7am.

Conway also has to pay
£170 in court costs and
charges.

Back to jail
MARYPORT: A man with an
“appalling” record of
shoplifting has been sent
back to jail.

Philip Andrew Lawson, 32,
from Ryehill Road, Flimby
admitted theft from shops
shortly after being released
from jail for previous
offences.

Lawson admitted stealing
food worth £60 from the
One Stop Shop in Maryport
on December 7 and alcohol
worth £140 in two separate
thefts from Maryport Co-op
- one on December 5 and the
other on December 12.

He was jailed for 80 days
and told to pay a £115 victim
surcharge by magistrates in
Workington.
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