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COMPANY SECRETARY’S REPORT

The last two years have been very challenging.  In September 2006 we were informed by the London Borough of Hillingdon they would be cutting our funding completely.  As a result we knew 2007 would be a difficult year, but I don’t think anyone visualised such a turbulent time which would result in the possibility of closure after over 25 years of service to our community.

The four major problems that needed to be addressed during the period from September 2006 to the end of March 2008 were:

1. The end of the Big Lottery Grant that was funding our asylum project

2. The withdrawal of our £50,000 yearly grant from the London Borough of Hillingdon

3. Fundamental changes in the Legal Services Commission Contract

4. London Councils grants moving towards commissioning of services

All of these had an impact that required significant changes in the way in which the Law Centre operates.  The Law Centre has survived the changes, and this is entirely due to the hard work and enduring spirit of staff, volunteers and management committee members, working together to achieve the same aim.  
Two people in particular require our thanks, Monty Cooke, our treasurer whose analysis and work over the months ensured that everyone was clear as to what the the financial situation was, and identified the potential for future savings and alternative income.   The other our fundraising volunteer Mike Wakeman, whose sterling work in drafting grant applications to various alternative funding bodies has resulted in success in funding a leaner but more focused Law Centre.
Some of the changes have not been easy to implement, and there is still a significant amount of work to be done to ensure the service reaches the people who really need our help and assistance.  

With the withdrawal of funding by Hillingdon Council, service expansion into other boroughs has become necessary.  Staff, have been active in building links with other organisations in the surrounding boroughs, particularly Harrow, Hounslow and Ealing.  By providing advice surgeries, and being available for referral, will expand the possibilities of attracting funds in the future and in any event is necessary under the London Councils commissioning scheme.

The down side of the changes is that the capacity of the law Centre to assist those people who earn in excess of the Legal Help limit is and will be severely restricted.  This is something the Management Committee will keep under review, but the present funding situation does restrict the assistance the Law Centre can provide.  

Unfortunately towards the end of 2007 we had to issue redundancy notices to some staff.  This resulted in one staff member being made redundant, and one staff member reducing to part time hours until further notice.  The impact of this loss however, has been reduced with the help of committed volunteers and partnerships with local solicitors.

Overall, both the financial position and service are now in reasonable shape to continue improvement in the provision of legal assistance to those unlikely to have “justice” as part of their daily lives.

John Frost – Company Secretary
ADMINISTRATOR’S REPORT

Although this has been a difficult period for the Law Centre we are confident that we will be able to overcome the problems we have faced recently.  With a recession looming it is very important that our local community has access to justice and we are here to ensure that happens.  Lack of information and economic cost are two of the main reasons many people do not take legal action.  Sometimes clients are on a very low salary but just over the limit to be eligible for legal aid.   These clients are most in need of our services.  
The introduction of the fixed fee system by the Legal Services Commission has also affected access to justice.  With limited exceptions the Legal Services Commission now pay the same amount of money per case whether it takes one hour or ten hours to resolve.  This puts a lot of pressure on legal aid suppliers and a lot of private practice firms are no longer doing legal aid work.  The Law Centre often takes on cases that are extremely complex and time consuming and we will continue to do so.  
Our main focus over the next couple of years will be to enhance the services we are able to offer clients and expand the areas of law we are able to cover.  We have enlarged our housing department and now have two housing solicitors.  The number of families being evicted from their homes either because of rent arrears or repossession is rising rapidly.  Figures from the Council of Mortgage Lenders (CML) show the number of homes repossessed in the first half of 2008 now stands at 18,900, a 48 per cent increase since the same time last year.  It is forecast that approximately 45,000 people will have their homes repossessed in 2008.  Local redundancies have also risen dramatically and we are working with the local MPs to make sure clients have access to legal advice.
Jacqui Lepoittevin - Administrator
EMPLOYMENT CASEWORKER’S REPORT
On 31st October 2007, I commenced my employment with Hillingdon Law Centre as an employment caseworker.  Advice is still being given to members of community who do not qualify for legal help, but due to lack of funding and the financial crisis we are facing, priorities are now given to clients who qualify for legal help under the eligibility test set by the Legal Services Commission.

From 31st October 2006 to 31st December 2007, Hillingdon Law Centre has dealt with 164 employment cases, made up of 146 Legal Services Commission eligible cases and 62 cases fund by core funding.
Since the introduction of the Fixed Fee contract from 1st October 2007, for the first three months, there were 28 LSC eligible cases, and 36 non-LSC eligible cases.  For the first two months in 2008, 25 LSC eligible cases were opened, and 29 non-LSC eligible cases were opened. 
Over the past 12 months, the HLC has dealt with a variety of cases, the most common type of cases were wages, unfair dismissal, wrongful dismissal, and sex discrimination cases. 

Case Example:

Recently, we won a sex discrimination case for a young mother, who was employed on a fixed fee contract of 6 months. She informed her employer less than two weeks after she commenced employment that she would not be able to fulfil the entire 6 months as the baby was expected to be born on the fifth month of the fixed term contract.  She was dismissed.  We won the case and before the liability hearing, the case was settled for £12,000.  Not bad for an employee who worked for an employer less than two weeks. 
Since Hillingdon Law Centre is facing a financial crisis at the moment, we have been giving priority to clients who qualify for legal help. This means at times we are not able to deal with clients who are not eligible for legal help. 

The successful bid for London Councils funding means that from July 2008, we will be able to provide level one advice to some clients who do not qualify for legal help. 

In the past 12 months, Hillingdon Law Centre has dealt with a number of compromise agreements.  These compromise agreements provide a small income to supplement the running expenses of the Law Centre.   For example, 6 compromise agreements were dealt with in February 2008. 

Grace Ho – Employment Caseworker
REFUGEE INTEGRATION & ASYLUM SEEKER WELFARE SERVICE CASEWORKER’S REPORT 

Refugee Integration/Asylum Seeker Welfare Service project is funded for the next 2.5-3 years by the City Parochial Trust, Lloyds TSB Foundation and Hillingdon Community Trust.  Some parts of the project will also be funded by London Councils. The project provides advice, support and mentoring to refugees in need to develop the skills, well-being and confidence necessary to integrate into and adapt to British culture and settle into their communities.  Asylum seekers are helped with welfare and other basic needs. The areas of advice include housing and homelessness, access to health services, education and social services, employment, welfare benefits, NASS support, Section 4 support and appeals, initial immigration advice, advice on applications for citizenship,  travel documents, OISC level 1 immigration advice, civil rights, refugee integration and signposting.
The project covers the West London boroughs of Hillingdon, Harrow, Hounslow, Ealing and also surrounding areas including Slough. The service provides outreach surgeries, advice and information to Refugee Community Organisations, statutory and voluntary organisations such as British Red Cross, Refugees in Effective and Active Partnership (REAP), Asylum Teams of West London boroughs, Hayes &Harlington Adult Education Service and others.

Case Example:
Mr. S is a young asylum seeker from Somalia. He arrived in the UK in 2004 and made in-country asylum application. The asylum application was refused and subsequently he exhausted all appeals.  Once the appeals were exhausted his immigration solicitor closed his file and stopped providing advice and assistance to him. However the client has not received a removal or deportation order and continued to live in the UK. Initially he was helped and financially assisted by his friend who was helping him with food and shelter. Since mid-2006 his friend lost his employment and got into financial difficulties, and as a consequence was unable to financially support Mr. S any longer. Mr. S became homeless and destitute; he applied for NASS support but was refused. As Mr. S could not see any other choice he was staying overnight at Heathrow airport terminals, and sometimes he was also able to stay overnight at his local mosque. He became entirely dependant on the food and assistance provided to him by his fellow Muslims living in the area whom he was meeting at the mosque. 
Meantime, despite his young age Mr. S became ill. His health deteriorated rapidly and he developed a kidney condition, severe depression and other health problems. 
When Mr. S came to the Law Centre he was in desperate situation and was asking for help. I made an application for Mr. S for assistance under NASS Section 4 support. I also applied for food vouchers from the British Red Cross. The client was granted food vouchers for 4 weeks until his application with NASS was resolved.  
As the client’s application for NASS support was refused I appealed to the Asylum Support Tribunal. The case was allowed by the asylum support adjudicator. Consequently, NASS admitted their duty to provide Mr. S with NASS Section 4 support in the form of accommodation and food vouchers. A few days later the client was provided with accommodation in the West Midlands area and started receiving food vouchers on a weekly basis.  
I helped the client to obtain a HC2 form (Health Certificate) from the National Health Service which gave him entitlement to free medical services in the UK. The client was referred to the local GP for medical assistance regarding his health problems.
Samuel Nersisyan – Refugee Integration & Asylum Seeker Welfare Service Caseworker

WELFARE BENEFITS CASEWORKER’S REPORT
The Law Centre continues to provide comprehensive support and assistance to both the public and other first tier organisations with advice and representation.

There have been major changes in the funding for advice and representation. The Legal Services Commission has changed the way casework and advice is funded.  Fortunately, the law centre has been able to navigate its way through these turbulent and troubled times and continues to provide a much needed service to individuals and groups to help alleviate and eradicate child and adult poverty, and continues to aid the community in procuring social assistance available as a right to society.

The Law Centre continues to support volunteers and external agencies, empowering them to be able to identify and provide assistance in this area of law.  The Law Centre continues to support the work of policy groups like The Child Poverty Action Group and others and is an active member of the CPAG.

This new Employment Support Allowance is due to come into force from October 2008, and problems continue to plague the abysmal Tax Credits system.
The HMRC continues to be belligerently obstructive in dealing with overpayments which have resulted due to official error and continues to penalise the most vulnerable for its failings and shortcomings. We continue to work closely with the local Members of Parliament on these issues and have referred a large number of cases to the MPs for action by the Ombudsman.

A further area of concern continues to be National Insurance Number allocations and the benefit claims process.  For a married couple to have a valid claim for benefit, both members of the couple need to provide a NINO or evidence that a NINO has been allocated or applied for. The problem being that the DWP often refuse or take a long time to action these requests.  In the case of Housing Benefit, this results in the non payment of Housing and Council Tax Benefit until such time as a NINO number is applied for or provided.   Often due to no fault of the claimant, the DWP will lose forms or just simply refuse to entertain a claim for a NINO; this result’s in Housing Benefit not being paid and can lead to rent arrears and eviction.  At present there are a number of appeals awaiting hearing dates in relation to this issue.

The DWP continues to be confused by the provision of right to reside for EEA nationals under EU law.   Many workers and work seekers are erroneously refused benefits which are successfully challenged at the Appeal stage.

Case Study

Ms X, a single mother and Polish national who had resided in the UK for over 10 years, had indefinite leave to remain in the UK. She was not subject to the right to reside test but was refused benefit.
The DWP income support section claimed that as she was from Poland, she had to be a worker or a work seeker in order to have a right to reside, and were either unwilling or unable to comprehend the fact that she had the right to reside in the UK by virtue of her indefinite leave to remain and not by virtue of EU legislation. 

This entitled her to remain in the UK exclusive of any EU rights.  The case proceeded to an appeal tribunal who without hesitation awarded her income support.
Nazim Shah – Welfare Benefits Caseworker
HOUSING SOLICITORS’ REPORTS
I met Mr S at Uxbridge County Court where he was facing a claim for repossession of his property due to mortgage arrears of several thousands of pounds. Both Mr S and his wife worked and they had a teenage son in full time education. The family had fallen into a poor financial state due to a reduction in Mr S’s hours of work, reducing his income by almost £1,000 per month. In early 2008, when the arrears began, Mr S telephoned his mortgage company informing them that he could not afford the monthly instalment. The mortgage company took details of his finances and agreed with him. He was told that someone would contact him to discuss his options, however, no one did. In the meantime his financial situation did not improve and his arrears built up.

In December 2008 he received a letter from his mortgage company informing him that they would be issuing a claim for possession of his property and that he should contact them to try and avoid this. Mr S duly telephoned his mortgage company and was advised to send information relating to his finances, which he did, and that someone would contact him after they had assessed his position. Whilst waiting for their response Mr S was served with court papers relating to possession of his property. Mr S again telephoned his mortgage company but was advised that nothing could be done and he would have to wait for the hearing in January 2009.

The mortgage company had not taken any steps to assist Mr S with his financial difficulties. Mr S had rightly contacted the company himself informing them of the problem and gave them all the information they requested but rather than try and assist him, the company let him fall into further arrears and then issued a claim for possession. He was not advised to change his mortgage from repayment to interest only during this period of financial hardship, so that his monthly instalment would reduce to an affordable level. Neither was he advised to apply to the Council for housing costs to help with the interest payments on his mortgage. If he had applied and was eligible this assistance would have greatly improved his financial situation at least until his hours of work went back to normal.

The Pre-Action Protocol for Possession Claims Based on Mortgage Arrears in Respect of Residential Properties came into effect on 17th November 2008. This places a duty on mortgage companies to take steps to try and resolve arrears before issuing a claim for possession. At the hearing, after I had explained the situation to the Judge, the Judge decided that the mortgage company had not acted in accordance with the Protocol as they had not taken enough action to deal with the arrears before applying to the court for possession. The Judge ordered that the case be adjourned for three months to enable the mortgage company to comply with the protocol and bring evidence of this to the next hearing. 
These three months will enable Mr S to try and improve his finances by trying the options outlined above and it is hoped that his hours of work will increase by the next hearing. These steps will increase his income and reduce his outgoings and hopefully save his home from being repossessed. 

The mortgage company was at fault by failing to comply with the Protocol, however, the fact that Mr S kept them up to date about his finances and tried to deal with the arrears instead of ignoring the problem worked in his favour at the hearing. When this was explained to the Judge, she felt it was not reasonable to order possession.
Sumbel Gilani – Housing Solicitor
My client lives in overcrowded, two-bed roomed property with his wife and two children.  Client suffers from chronic pain syndrome and significant mobility problems. He has difficulty accessing the stairs. One of his children suffers from a behavioral disorder which is exacerbated by her cramped living conditions. His wife suffers from depression. They were placed in Band C under LOCATA scheme.  The Council took the view that, looking at each individual family member, none of them were so affected by the living conditions that their banding should be changed. We requested an urgent referral to the Severe Social Hardship (SSH) panel setting out full grounds dealing with each member of the family and how they were affected by their living conditions. This letter was sent in October 2008 and was fully supported by medical evidence. 

On 26 November 2008 the Panel considered the referral but rejected it. They said there were no grounds for a medical upgrade. According to the Council there was no available evidence to support our client’s case.

On the 16 December 2008 – after my client had sent me a copy of the letter from the Council – I emailed the Housing Assessment Team manager and urgently requested full reasons for the decision which seemed to have been without taking into account the multiple needs of the family as set out in our original letter.

The matter was reconsidered by the SSH panel. They then examined the matter taking into account the multiple needs of the family as a whole and overturned their original decision. My client was upgraded to Band B.

   

Ian Harvey-Brown – Housing Solicitor
VOLUNTEER’S REPORT
I was lucky enough to be able to volunteer at the Hillingdon Law Centre from June to September 2007. I chose to volunteer at the Hillingdon Law Centre because I could be at the centre of an institution which aims to ensure that all members of society have equal access to justice and it could give me a bit of experience so that when I qualify as a legal professional, I could go back and play my part too.
All of the staff at the Law Centre were friendly individuals, eager to ensure I was not bored; even if there was photocopying to be done, they would try and vary the tasks I did so that the day wasn’t monotonous for me. They never made me feel as if I was imposing or being a bother; they always had time for me and my questions. They never shooed me away if I needed something explained or needed help with something. They also always had time to talk about their experiences at the Hillingdon Law Centre and to offer advice and tips.
In addition to the volunteering I did at the Law Centre itself, staff were kind enough to let me know of activities and events outside of the Law Centre that might be useful to me; I was given the chance to visit employment surgeries at the local Citizens Advice Bureau and attend a training course on personal safety- both of which I enjoyed thoroughly. I am sure that these opportunities would not have otherwise been available to me.
It was clear that all the caseworkers at the Law Centre were committed to justice and their clients and frequently took their work home with them or worked long hours. This is all the more commendable considering they were not billing clients by the minute. The hard work, came, I am sure, from a sense of wanting to do right by their client.
They were very professional when dealing with clients; they showed me the importance of remaining emotionally detached since emotion can cloud one’s judgment. (This was just one of the important pieces of advice I was given during my time there!)
Volunteering with them highlighted for me the importance of Law Centres and the hard work and dedication of individuals who work in them. The government should be supporting these institutions and pumping more resources into them. These institutions are the ones that make access to justice a reality rather than simply provisions in legislation. It is unfortunate that I had to take a break from volunteering. I think everyone should experience a day at a Law Centre and acknowledge and appreciate the hard work that they do.

Ruhina-Zahra Manek – Volunteer
People
We would like to thank the following for their hard work and dedication.
Staff

Ian Harvey-Brown          Housing Solicitor
Sumbel Gilani 
      Housing Solicitor


Nazim Shah                   Welfare Benefits Advisor

Samuel Nersisyan          Asylum Support/Refugee Integration Worker

Grace Ho

       Employment Advisor




Jacqui Lepoittevin          Administrator

Elian Sabba                    Legal Assistant

Jocelyn Charles             Clerical Assistant

Management Committee

Peter Robinson     Chair

John Frost             Company Secretary

Monty Cooke         Treasurer

Roshan Ghei

Mary O’Connor

Frazine Johnson

Brid Breathnach

Ellie Lawrence

Jackie Nelson

Shashi Jaulimsing

Saima Yasin

David Long

Jasminder Kaur Sidhu

Sid Garg

Legal Volunteer Firms
Lovell Chohan & Co

MTG Solicitors
Austin Berns

Duncan Lewis & Co

David Long Solicitors

Law for All

Office Volunteers
Alex Malcolm           Maria Marshall         Lyndsay Pye                 Meherin Aklas
Mike Wakeman       Nav Karbani              Luvini Jno-Baptiste       Mariae Hackett
Dharmisha Vaja      Nazia Hayat              Hardeep Rauli               Jags DeSouza
Accountants

F.A. Magee & Company
Cleaning

Telford Cleaners Limited

I.T. Support

Tony Yates

James Lepoittevin

Monty Cooke

STATISTICS

The following statistics are for new clients seen during the financial year 1st April 2007 to 31st March 2008

Area                                                                   Number of Clients (1806 total)                 

Hayes (including Harlington)                                      
730
Harefield                                                                       
  72
Uxbridge (including Cowley)                                       
138
Ruislip (including Eastcote)                                        
  92
Northwood (including Pinner)                                       
  41
Hillingdon                                                                     
197
West Drayton (including Yiewsley, Sipson               
186
and Harmondsworth)              

Ickenham                                                                
  20
Harrow 






183
Outborough (clients who do not live in the

147
boroughs of Hillingdon or Harrow)  

Ethnic Monitoring                                            

White







641
Caribbean






  78
African






354
Indian







208
Pakistani






189
Chinese






  19
Irish/Traveller





  15
Other







302
Problem

Housing                                                 


446
Immigration






320
Asylum Welfare





  90
Welfare Benefits                                                         
135
Employment






331
Discrimination





    3
Family







339
Mental Health





    3
Other







139
Gender

Male







857
Female






949
Disability






  82


How client heard of HLC

Citizens Advice Bureau




302
London Borough of Hillingdon                           

232
Word of Mouth (friend or other voluntary agency)
567
Local Knowledge





310
Previous Client                                                              102
Other (leaflet, internet, yellow pages etc)            
293
Total new clients for 2007/2008          


1806
Telephone calls logged for 2007/2008:  30,438

FINANCE

The full annual accounts for the period 1st April 2007 to 31st March 2008 and the auditors report on those accounts may be obtained by requesting them from  John Frost, Company Secretary, Hillingdon Law Centre, 12 Harold Avenue, Hayes, UB3 4QW, or by email jfrost@hillingdonlawcentre.co.uk
We are funded by  London Councils (formerly Association of London Government), City Parochial Trust, Lloyds TSB Foundation and Paradigm.

We have a not-for-profit contract with the Legal Services Commission and hold the Community Legal Services quality mark.

HILLINGDON LAW CENTRE, 12 HAROLD AVENUE, HAYES, UB3 4QW.  Telephone:  0208 561 9400   Fax:  0208 756 0837

Email:  info@hillingdonlawcentre.co.uk
www.hillingdonlaw.org.uk
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