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In Memoriam 
It is with great sadness and deep regret that we report the passing of Barrett Manning and Peter Green, 
both of whom gave many years of valuable service to our organisation as advisors and also as members of 
our Trustee Board. 
Barrett and Peter were highly valued and well respected members of our team, committed to the work of 
the Bureau, who always displayed a keen social conscience and a willingness to help the wider community 
in any way they could. 
They are both remembered with great fondness by all those who knew them. 
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Chair’s Report  

This is my last report as Chair of the Citizens Advice Maidstone Trustee Board, as under Citizens Advice 
rules, I am obliged to step down in September having been in post for 6 years.  
 
It has been a great pleasure to witness, first hand, the amazing work of the bureau over the past 6 years.  
We have a wonderful group of staff, both paid employees and volunteers, who continually demonstrate 
their determination to help clients through life’s many challenges.  It comes as no surprise that the bureau 
has consistently received superlative positive feedback from clients.  We should be very proud of all our 
staff.  In particular, I would like to record my appreciation for two exceptional Chief Executives.  Bonny 
Malhotra led the bureau with great distinction for 21 years before retiring in 2019; I am delighted that he has 
returned to support the bureau as a Trustee.  Paul Hardy stepped into his shoes seamlessly and has deftly 
steered the bureau through the unparalleled challenges of the pandemic with great fortitude.  It has been a 
great honour and pleasure to work with them both. 
 
It has also been a privilege to work with a Trustee Board who are all committed to ensuring that Maidstone 
has a first class Citizens Advice service.  I am very grateful for the support and contribution of each Board 
Member. 
 
The past year has been dominated by the pandemic.  Despite all the difficulties in keeping staff safe and 
complying with Government guidelines, there has only been one day when Citizens Advice Maidstone has 
not been open for business.  This has been achieved through the adaptability and resourcefulness of our 
bureau employees, with most staff working from home.   
 
During the past year, most of our client advice has been provided over the phone or digitally through email 
and webchat. In many respects, the lockdown has brought forward the modernisation of our service 
delivery to reflect the changing needs of our clients. 
 
Nonetheless, we have been acutely aware that there are clients who would prefer face-to-face meetings, or 
for whom this is more appropriate.  As circumstances permit, we are gradually bringing back a limited face-
to-face service, by appointment only.  However, we are constrained by the available space at Bower 
Terrace as the Borough Council is not yet in a position to re-open our office space in Maidstone Town Hall. 
 
Unfortunately, it was not feasible for our volunteer staff to provide advice services from home.  However, 
we are very pleased that so many volunteers have been keen to maintain contact with the bureau.  It has 
been good to see some of them return to Bower Terrace in recent weeks and we look forward to see many 
more coming back as soon as safety considerations and government guidance permit. 
 
At the time of writing, we have been in pandemic conditions for nearly a year and a half.  It feels like much 
longer. We have been assured that the long-awaited ‘Freedom Day’ will take place in July, but we do not 
yet know how much further relaxation of restrictions this will bring.  Notwithstanding, the successful 
vaccination programme, Covid remains a pernicious and serious threat.  Although, thankfully, the risks of 
severe illness appear to have been much reduced, it is clear that we will need to be cautious for some time 
to come. 
 
The future is still very uncertain, but it is clear that the legacy of Covid and the impact on our communities 

will be with us for a very long while.  The bureau will need to continue to operate under challenging and, at 

times, difficult circumstances for some time to come.  We have shown that we have adapted in the past.  

We can be confident that Citizens Advice Maidstone has the ability and the determination to adapt to future 

challenges, whatever they may be. 

Rob Bird, Chair 

 

Admin in the time of Covid – a lone worker’s perspective 
As I type, I am sitting alone in an office which, prior to 23rd March 2020, used to accommodate three 
additional colleagues, ably supported by a number of dedicated volunteers, each one beavering away at 
their designated tasks, helping to keep the Bureau on an even keel and ploughing a steady course. 
 
Then we were hit head on by an almighty bow wave called Covid-19 and nothing has been quite the same 
since. 
 



 
 
In the wake of the pandemic, my colleagues have been scattered to the four winds, each of them however 
continuing to work effectively but remotely from their respective homes and at time of writing (June 2021), I 
have inhabited this office essentially alone for the last 15 months and I have never been busier! 
 
Not that I am complaining mind you. I didn’t think I’d ever say (type?) it out loud but I’m fairly certain that 
working at Citizens Advice Maidstone has kept me sane over the last year and a bit. 
 
As sad as it may sound, the routine has given me purpose and a reason to get out of bed in the morning 
and has allowed me to continue to feel that I am making a difference. 
 
Whilst I would never purport to be a ‘Key Worker’, it gives me a sense of satisfaction to know that despite 
having had to both adapt and adopt new ways of working often at very short notice, the Bureau has only 
had to remain closed on one of its duty days since the start of the pandemic and as a result, we can say 
with a high degree of certainty that no client has suffered detriment or been adversely effected. 

Admin 
 
 

 

 
Employment Advice 
Writing this at the beginning of summer, it is cheering to think we have managed to stay open and helping 
clients throughout the past year.  
 
This has definitely been a light in the darkness for them, as we have been able to advise most of our clients 
as effectively by using the phone as we could in person.   
 
Although many employment queries turn on the question “what’s in your contract?” it is a sad reflection on 
employers that many do not provide their employees with written terms and conditions (despite the legal 
requirement to do so), and so our inability to see the paperwork tends not to affect how we can help the  
client. In the few cases where it is imperative to see contracts, correspondence or payslips, we are 
fortunate enough to have a secure method of document transmission so we can still help the client, at a 
safe distance. 
 
We are also fortunate – and another light in the darkness – that our volunteers are so able and willing.  
 
Despite considerable trepidation on their part, e.g. would they be able to remember how to advise (or even 
their own passwords), they have been up and running with all their usual skill and ability within minutes of 
getting back to work.  
 
Since employment queries have come thick and fast  (failing businesses, furlough, exploitative employers 
not least amongst the issues) this has been a very welcome discovery -  it’s as if they had never been away 
and speaking as the employment specialist I am enormously grateful for that, as well as delighted to see 
them again. 

Employment Adviser 
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Housing Advice 
The year saw the unprecedented impact of the Coronavirus pandemic on daily life.  
 
Recognising the issues arising out of the pandemic, the Government introduced new legislation and 
guidance in 2020 to help address the implications for both rented and owner-occupied property and this 
evolved as the pandemic progressed. 
 
Enforcement of lender repossession action was prevented through legislation from November in all but 
exceptional cases. As well as helping owner-occupiers having difficulties paying their mortgage, it also 
helped landlords of privately rented accommodation (and hence their tenants) where landlord income (and 
mortgage repayments) might be an issue. 
 
In the privately rented sector, as well as a suspension of ongoing possession action, the coronavirus act 
introduced extended notice periods in most cases, which varied through the year with the required notice 
being three months from March – August, then six months from September. Legislation was also 
introduced that prevented bailiff enforcement of evictions. 
 
As a result of these actions, the bureau experienced fewer housing cases than we would traditionally 
expect, although we did see an increase after the lifting of the repossession moratorium in September. 
 
Away from the pandemic, the Government have continued with their consultation on abolishing ‘no fault’ 
Section 21 notices. It appears that this would be alongside amendments to Section 8, but it is unclear how 
these changes will help improve renter’s security and opinion seems to be broadly divided, with tenant 
organisations supporting the abolition of Section 21 while landlord bodies oppose it. 

Housing 
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Maidstone Prison Advice Service 
This year has been an exceptional one for everyone with the pandemic, this has had a major impact on the 
operation of the prison project, and our ability to help our clients, both prisoners and staff employed in the 
prison. 
 
The immediate impact was the virtual closure in March 2020 of all services within the prison except for 
essential welfare and management of prisoners who were for a long time confined to their floors on the 
wings.  
 
We were unable to attend and due to lockdown restrictions, we were unable to provide any sort of service. 
 
By September 2020, we had devised and put in operation a paper based system. At last, we were able to 
help our clients most of whom are foreign nationals and English is not their first spoken or written language.  
 
This has restricted the level of advice and support for clients; however, the system is filling a gap until our 
return to face-to-face appointments – “the light at the end of the tunnel”.  
 
During 2020/21, we helped 61 prisoners with 116 activities including 99 letters to and for clients. The main 
work is trying to obtain the return of property from enforcement agencies (41 requests). 
 
Other issues included housing, debt, benefits, Tax & NI, finance, immigration, health, legal and employment 
matters.  
 
The prison authority and prisoners as well as we are very keen for our return as soon as restrictions allow. 

 
Prison Caseworkers 

 
 
Money Advice  
Who would have believed the adaptations we have made in the past year!! 
 
Working from home has become the “norm “but this has not stopped us providing our clients with the same 
comprehensive, independent, confidential advice that they have always received. 
 
We may not have been able to see people “face to face “but this has not stopped us working with our 
clients, creditors and partner organisations to find resolutions to the complex issues that we have been 
presented with. 
 
Systems have been put in place so that our clients can receive full comprehensive advice on dealing with 
their money issues by telephone, email and web chat. 
 
Some of the issues are historic but many are new issues that have arisen due to the difficult times that we 
have all had to adapt too. 
 
Clients have been helped to check their benefit entitlements, compile budgets and save money by using 
tools to check how much they can save by changing their utility suppliers. 
 
Clients have been assisted to access food banks as reduced income due to furlough has meant that many 
have been forced as first time users to access these services. 
 
Great excitement is felt with every Zoom staff meeting invitation!!! 
 
This has helped us maintain the same team spirit which we have always had in the office and the 
comradery that we still all share. 
 
It is a privilege to work with such a great team. 

Money Adviser 
 
 



 
 

 

 
Pension Wise 
Citizens Advice Maidstone is one of 38 local Citizens Advice who has been delivering the Pension Wise 
service for the last 6 years.  
 
We provide people with free, impartial guidance to help savers understand their options under the pensions 
freedoms.  
 
During 2020/21 we delivered Pension Wise appointments by telephone to people aged 50 and over with a 
defined contribution pension. 
 
Key statistics  
During 2020/21, Citizens Advice delivered 77,631 appointments across England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. 
 
Since the service started, people have continued to value the high-quality guidance and support they 
receive.  
 
Client satisfaction scores have remained over 95% for 2020/21.  

The Pension Wise Team 

 
Bureau Projects and Supplementary Services 2020-2021 
In addition to our core generalist advice work, for which Maidstone Borough Council provides a 
contribution, we continue to deliver a number of specialist services to local residents, which are funded 
from a variety of other sources as a result of our successful bids. 
 
It is important to note that continuation funding for core services is not generally available from charitable 
funders, and without the core service it would not be possible to bid successfully for additional specialist 
work. 
 
A number of our key specialist services are outlined in more detail elsewhere in this annual report. Services 
include 
 

 The Pension Wise Service for Kent and East Sussex 

 Maidstone Prison Advice Service 

 Money Advice Service Debt Advice Project 

 Specialist Energy Advice 

 Help to Claim Universal Credit 

 Kent Best Practice Lead for Help to Claim (joint post with North and West Kent CA) 

 Support for Clients with Mental Health Problems (Live Well Kent project) 

 Specialist Support for Clients with MS, and their Families  

 South East Water Pilot Scheme for Fast-tracking Vulnerable Customers 

 Management of South East Water Vulnerable Customers Stakeholder Group 

 Management of the South East Financial Capability Forum 
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The impact of Covid has made this a challenging year for our specialist services and our clients seeking 
them but we have been able to continue to provide them all remotely, though sometimes necessarily at a 
slower pace than we would wish. 
 
We would like to thank all our funders who have continued to show understanding at a difficult time for 
everyone. We look forward this year to the end of debilitating lockdowns, a return to greater flexibility and 
new opportunities for the development and delivery of our specialist services. 

                                        Service Manager - Projects 

  

Research and Campaigns  
It has not proved possible for the team to research securely held data remotely this year. 
 
Though resulting data security issues have temporarily restricted our work, we hope these problems will be 
resolved with our return to the office as pandemic conditions ease.  
 
Despite these Covid-induced barriers, the team has taken a leading role in producing the latest Community 
Needs Analysis for the Bureau, and provided key support in producing our revised Business Plan. 
 
The team has produced evidence to local MPs as part of the Citizens Advice national campaign regarding 
debt and the extension of the £20 uplift for Universal Credit claimants. We have also provided evidence and 
support for the Kent wide campaign on blue badges.   
 
As a result of our role in providing the Best Practice Lead role for Kent in Help to Claim Universal Credit, 
(shared with North and West Kent CA) the Bureau has played a key role this year in researching and 
producing national reports for Citizens Advice on a range of important topics, including immigration barriers  
affecting Universal Credit claimants; UC claimants’ experience of advance payments during the pandemic; 
and issues affecting disabled UC claimants. 
 
We have also provided local case studies for Citizens Advice illustrating a number of issues affecting 
Universal Credit claimants.  

The Research & Campaigns Team 
 

Advice Giving 
The year 2020 – 2021 has to rate as the strangest year that most of us have experienced.  However, I’m 
pleased to say that with the exception of Tuesday 24 March, the day after the initial lockdown was 
announced, we have provided the clients of Maidstone with advice.   
 
Unfortunately, from Wednesday 25 March, the advice offered has only been via the phone on our 
Adviceline service or via email as we have been shut to personal callers throughout, which we are aware is 
not ideal for a percentage of our clients.  
 
Those of us who have offered advice via the phone have been pleased with the quality and depth of advice 
we have been able to provide and as a result, the majority of our clients have been satisfied with the 
answers.  
 
Our Chief Executive has been aware throughout that he has a duty of care to his paid staff, volunteers and 
our clients and  we were glad to welcome ten volunteers back for three months from mid-August – mid- 
November 2020, to augment the service offered.   
 
We did not see them again until the end of April 2021, however the paid staff rose to the challenge of 
providing the advice needed during the periods we had to ask the volunteers to stand down.   
 
It is still undecided how our service will look in the future when the “new normal” settles down, but rest 
assured we will do our best to offer light in the dark to our clients who need assistance in resolving their 
problems.    

Advice Manager 

Training 

What a year! No one could have foreseen a worldwide pandemic that hit us all this year which had different 
impacts on many people around the world. 
 



 
 
This had an effect on our training, which sadly had to stop as I was moved into different resources to 
ensure the residents of Maidstone were still able to access the service at an ever-changing time, which was 
probably more significant to them at this time. 
 
Many were new clients who had never accessed the service previously so hopefully they now know how 
invaluable a service we all provide from all our volunteers to paid staff. 
 
We have all learnt new ways of working and continuous learning due to this pandemic working from home 
and dealing with technology, furlough schemes and maximising incomes are just a few things that come to 
mind. 
 
It has also made us look at different ways to engage with people and this may be a new way of working and 
evolving for our volunteers in the future. However, face to face will always have its place in our service. 
 
Our trainees have stayed engaged with us during these tough times by attending virtual meetings etc which 
shows their commitment to our service and I would like to offer my thanks to them all. 
 
They always say there is light at the end of the tunnel and as I remain an optimist, I really do hope that we 
find a way we can learn to live with this new “normal” and have a better year. 

Training Officer 
 

Volunteering  
It is interesting to reflect on the differences between pre- and post-pandemic advising. No Face-to-Face, of 
course, simply AdviceLine (and emails). There were two tranches of advisor availability. August to 
November 2020. Then April to now 2021. The first tranche was rather busy. The second notably quiet. Until 
July – despite Wimbledon and Soccer. 
 
First to notice – how safe management had made the office environment. I have never washed my hands 
so often. Nor the equipment. The car park is so empty. Parking a doddle. The atmosphere in the building is 
so much more relaxed. Being quiet there is much more time to chat between advising/write-ups. It is neither 
rushed, noisy nor pressurised. 
 
All to the benefit of the clients. Much easier to focus on their issues and discuss with readily available 
Supervisors and Specialists. 
 
So many clients provide warm thanks for the advice and information discussed. It is clear that many of 
them simply want to be pointed to available information to read in their own time. 
 
Returning to advise for the first tranche was a daunting prospect. How much would be forgotten? Would the 
dam burst with an overload of client calls? Not at all. AdviceLine and Tasks are excellent processes to 
increase experience over a range of topics.  
 
Topics were chronologically typified by the progress of the pandemic’s effects. Initially many Consumer 
issues (cancelled holidays), then Employer issues (compulsory masks and furlough), followed by 
Relationships (separations due to isolations?) before Benefits issues finally began to arise.  
 
I now await the deluge of Debt, Evictions and Homelessness that will follow in the wake of Mr Covid. 
 

Volunteer 

 
MaidstoneAs a volunteer, Coronavirus hit on March 17th 2020, as my advice session started at  Town Hall. 

 
The session was ended prematurely and I was not invited back to give advice until August 18th 2020.  
 
There were regular updates from the CEO and consultation on my views on returning when the time was 
right.  
 
So, on August 18th I did return to Bower Terrace to give phone advice only and was presented with my 
own personal headset.  
 
 



 
 
It was strange to work basically in isolation and with so few people present in such a large building. There 
was a high regard for safety measures and the environment did feel really safe. 
 
It was possible to give effective advice and obtain the support I needed via telephone. Sadly, it wasn’t to 
last and after November 10th 2020, I was in enforced absence again.  
 
My next return was on May 27th 2021 for telephone advice with my trusted personal headset again and the 
same limited numbers in the building. And so it continues for now.  
 
In normal times giving advice is a collaborative affair with frequent face to face consultations with 
specialists and other volunteer advisors, as well as face to face interviews with clients. 
 
This model could not work over the last year but I have been very happy to be able to contribute via 
telephone advice sessions with the associated support. I miss the social interaction with my colleagues 
most of all and look forward to its return. 

Volunteer 

 
I have been volunteering at Maidstone for some years. As a retired librarian I have always enjoyed 
researching information, and being able to help our clients is very worthwhile. 
 
There has always been a need to keep up to date both with changing information sources, and our own 
procedures, whether it be moving from Petra to Casebook, working at the Town Hall, or getting used to 
advising by telephone from the public website.  
 
The last year though has certainly been the most challenging of all. After the first lockdown I was delighted 
to return last summer. I was quite nervous at first and it felt very much like the first day back at school! Not 
only did I have to remember all the passwords, protocols etc from before, but I also had to learn the new 
ways of working in the office in a Covid-safe way 
 
 As someone who lives on their own, it was difficult at first to be working with other people again. And of 
course I had to get up to date with the many implications of Covid for our clients, and learn a whole new 
language such as ‘furlough’. Gradually I got back into the swing of things, helped tremendously by the 
support of Sally and Tania. 
 
Then in Autumn came the second lockdown, which I found hard to cope with on my own at home with very 
limited social contact. It was very welcome to be able to return to the Bureau at the end of April this year 
and return to some degree of normality, and I look forward to being able to meet with clients face to face 
again before too long. 
 
I enjoy the work, and find it very rewarding to be able to help people deal with their issues. Every client, and 
every issue they present, is different in some way. 
 
I would like to add a personal thank you to all the Bureau staff who provide their expertise and support to us 
volunteers with unfailing patience and good humour. 

   Volunteer  
 

 
Welfare Benefits Advice  
The past year has presented the Bureau and the Welfare Benefits department in particular, with 
unprecedented challenges and demands. We have had to adapt to a whole new way of working at the 
same time as dealing with a new set of circumstances and a host of totally new and untried regulations. 
  
Complex new rules resulting from the decision to leave the EU have affected the status of many existing 
benefit claimants, while the Covid pandemic has impacted the lives of people who have never before had 
any contact with the benefits system. 
  
Many of these new rules and regulations, such as those relating to furlough payments etc., have been 
brought in at short notice and without being adequately communicated to the public at large, who have 
therefore applied to the Bureau for help and advice. 
 
 



 
 
Because we have often had to operate without volunteers, it has fallen to specialist advisers to deal directly 
with a large proportion of enquiries. Without face-to-face interviews we have necessarily had to deal with all 
enquiries by phone, and although this has sometimes led to difficulties, such as with the production of 
documents, or obtaining authority from the client to act on their behalf, this has for the most part worked 
extremely well, thanks in no small part to the efforts and ingenuity of the Bureau Admin Department. 
 
The standard of advice given has therefore remained extremely high, and will no doubt continue to do so 
whatever new challenges the coming year may bring. 

Welfare Benefits Adviser 

 

 
 

Chief Executive’s Report 
The situation we found ourselves in at Citizens Advice Maidstone following the Prime Minister’s 
announcement in March 2020 imploring each of us to stay at home, protect our NHS and save lives as the 
Coronavirus pandemic spread around the world was in many ways similar to most, in that we suffered a 
seismic shift to our very existence, resulting in new methods of living and working having to be developed 
and implemented at short notice.  
 
The scenario was changing on an almost daily basis and this presented us with a number of challenges as 
we sought to transfer the majority of our services to a digital format in order to enable those of our paid staff 
who could, to work from home. 
 
However, thanks to their willingness to embrace new ways of working, in a relatively short period of time, 
we have been able to get 95% of our paid staff working remotely and it is my firm belief that our clients 
have in no way suffered as a result. Indeed, it is a source of great personal pride that in the days and 
weeks of uncertainty and confusion following that initial announcement, Citizens Advice Maidstone has only 
been unable to offer its services to the public on one of its duty days. 
 
I would also like to take this opportunity to pay tribute to the patience and understanding of our volunteers, 
most of whom have been unable to attend the Bureau for the best part of a year and it has not been 
possible to for them to advise remotely but never-the-less they have stuck with us, attended the regular  
virtual update meetings that have taken place and are keen to get back to what they do best - helping those 
less fortunate than themselves.   
 
As has always been the case, without their ongoing dedication to the cause, very little of what we do would 
be possible. 
 
My thanks also go to the members of our Trustee Board who, like all of us, have had their own issues and 
concerns to deal with during the pandemic but despite this, have continued to provide both myself and the 
Bureau with unfailing help and support throughout this challenging time. 
 
On a personal note, I would like to thank Rob Bird, who will be stepping down in September after 6 years 
as Chair of our Trustee Board.  The guidance and leadership that Rob has given to the Bureau during his 
tenure and to me since I have been Chief Executive, has been invaluable and I sincerely hope that he will 
continue to be involved with our organisation in some capacity for many years to come. 
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I owe a similar debt of gratitude to my predecessor, Bonny Malhotra who, despite retiring as CEO in 2019 
for a well-earned rest after 21 years at the helm, has continued to allow the Bureau to benefit from his 
wisdom and experience by agreeing to join us as a Trustee. 
 
The pandemic has been a pivotal moment in human history, offering us an unparalleled opportunity to 
consider our future as well as examine our past and whilst we remain a source of strength and support to 
all who seek our assistance – a light in the dark, in order to achieve this it has been necessary for us to 
adapt and in some cases invent new ways of working, often under extremely challenging circumstances 
and with a very short lead time. 
 
In all such situations, we have endeavoured to retain the most effective elements of our previous methods 
of service delivery and marry them with a number of unique amendments and innovations - the best of the 
old, with the best of the new.  
 
Doing so has enabled us to develop an approach that allows us to maintain levels of best practice, whilst at 
the same time providing the flexibility to adapt as and when necessary. None of which would have been 
possible without the patience and understanding of a dedicated and supportive team of volunteers, paid 
staff and trustees and I would again like to thank them all for their hard work and commitment.  
 
They have helped to make what has at times been a very challenging job, much easier. 
 
My thanks also go to Maidstone Borough Council for its long standing support, without which it would be 
very difficult if not impossible for us to deliver any kind of core service and to all the many friends of the 
Bureau including all those mentioned elsewhere in this document, who continue to place their trust in us.  
 
Last but by no means least, a thank you goes to National Citizens Advice for their ongoing assistance and 
backing.  

 
Paul Hardy, Chief Executive 
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The Citizens Advice Service provides free, independent, confidential and impartial 

advice to everyone on their rights and responsibilities.  It values diversity, promotes 

equality and challenges discrimination. 

The Service aims: 

 to provide the advice people need for the problems they face 

 to improve the policies and practices that affect people’s lives 

GENERALIST ADVICE  

Benefits    Consumer    Debt    Education    Employment 
Finance    Health    Housing    Immigration    Legal 

Relationships    Tax    Travel    Utilities 
 

SPECIALIST ADVICE  

Debt    Housing    Employment    Welfare Benefits 
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