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Introduction and Background: 
 
Localised Welfare Provision in Coventry – the Community Support Grant 
(CSG) 
 
In the year 2013-14 Coventry City Council was allocated funding of £1,195, 874 
for its Localised Welfare Scheme – the Community Support Grant (CSG). A total 
of 3,998 applications were received and 1958 were successful; a success rate of 
49%. The total annual spend that year was £350,500. This represented an 
underspend of 70.7%. 
 
In 2014-15 Coventry City Council received an identical budget allocation. So far, 
from April to September, 2105 applications have been received, of which 1078 
were successful (51.2% success rate). This amounts to a current budget spend 
of £351,120.40, or 29% of the overall annual budget for the CSG. In short, 
Coventry City Council has spent as much on CSG in the first half of this year 
than they did for the whole of last year. Either demand dramatically increased, 
policy promotion and delivery had been under par, or both.  
 
The 365 successful applications received in the first half of 2014-15 can be 
broken down as follows: 
Exceptional family pressures caused by 'disaster' (unpredicted events) - 15.3% 
Exceptional family pressures caused by relationship breakdown-  30.9% 
Prevention of moves into (institutional) care  -    3.3% 
Return to the community from (institutional) care -   50.4% 
 
In terms of what items awards were used for, the breakdown for 2014-15 is as 
follows: 
Food   - 7.2% 
Clothes  - 0.3% 
Household Goods - 90% 
Travel   - 0.1% 
Gas   - 0.9% 
Electric  - 1.4% 
 
The CSG, as designed for 2013-14, was an online voucher-based broad brush 
replacement for the previously existing DWP Community Care Grant and the 
Crisis Loan. Though loan elements were not continued into the new system other 
restrictions, for example on what range of support would be offered successful 
applicants, made the CSG relatively unpopular with front line advisers and 
potential applicants. This was compounded by poor and poorly co-ordinated 
public communications on the transition from DWP Social Fund to Localised 
Welfare support, a deliberate move to an online application process (which 
excluded and alienated many digitally excluded people and those who needed 
face to face support), significant teething problems with the online acceptance 



 

and processing of claims, teething problems with the consistent interpretation of 
rules around the new policy, and issues with mixed messages being delivered on 
processing time frames, complaints and appeals, and other matters. 
 
Stakeholders such as the CAB were included in discussions on the original 
design and delivery of the policy, but to no significant effect. The result, in stark 
figures, was a 70% budget underspend in a city where poverty was increasing to 
the extent that foodbanks, for example, were expanding in numbers and users 
and bureau debt and benefit enquiries were rising. 
 
Feedback from stakeholders throughout 2013-14 and beyond, invited by the City 
Council, has re-identified many of the potential issues highlighted pre-launch but 
this time some policy and delivery changes have been made; particularly in areas 
of need assessments, IT design and reliability, applicant/adviser support, policy 
promotion and flexibility in decision-making. The result, aided by better public 
knowledge of the scheme, has been a substantial increase in grant take-up in the 
first 6 months of 2014-15. 
 
Increased take-up proves the need for this support, effectively provided and 
adequately funded. Fewer complaints and enquiries – from both front line 
advisers and bureau clients – highlights both the early delivery problems and the 
benefit of the City Council listening and acting upon the feedback given by 
stakeholders like the CAB. This localised welfare scheme is an essential element 
of the 'safety net' for struggling individuals and families from across the city. Any 
tendency to downplay its importance, or reduce total grant provisions – whatever 
the ongoing shortcomings of the policy itself – must be firmly resisted. 
 
 
Question 1 – Do you have a preference for options 1, 2a, 2b, 3a, 3b, or 4? 
Please explain how you have come to this view? 
 
We are asked to state a preference for a funding delivery approach within the 
context of no additional funding being made available. Let it be stated plainly, 
the preference of Coventry Citizens Advice Bureau is for funding which 
matches increasing demand, properly articulated and effectively evaluated.  
 
In terms of the options available, choices 1 and 2 are only cosmetically different. 
The funds would not be ring-fenced. It can be argued that option 2 – calculated 
either way – forces Local Authorities (LAs) to account for increases or decreases 
in actual localised welfare spending (LWS) scheme budgets in a way that option 
1 does not. So far as it goes, there is a potential political cost/risk attached to 
option 2 when no extra funds are being provided, the LWS budget is not ring-
fenced but others can 'see' the notional allocation for the LWS. The notional 
figure will be seen as an actual figure and debated in that context regardless of 
any actual LA priorities. LAs will have more flexibility to balance local priorities 
and protect vulnerable groups, if this is what they wish to do, with option 1; less 



 

with option 2. If they do not wish to, not having a notional budget allocation to 
defend politically will not stop them being held accountable for their approaches 
to poverty alleviation by stakeholders and public alike. 
 
Option 3 offers to 'top-slice' LWS funding. Ring-fencing this money formally, the 
flexibility of LAs to support other priorities would, consequently, be formally 
stifled. More subtlely, bearing in mind budget decisions are unavoidably taken in 
a political environment, option 3 (much like option 2) would not offer LAs who 
support LWSs but whose electorates –the louder elements at least – may not, 
political cover to increase LWS budget allocations or act imaginatively to blend 
existing and new poverty alleviation initiatives for a more effective response. 
 
Local Authorities, especially City Councils like Coventry, are under enormous and 
constant pressure to re-shape the provision of essential services to its citizens in 
line with unsustainable financial restrictions. They need as much flexibility as 
possible to balance competing priorities and cope with unexpected costs. On this 
basis, the preference here is for option 1.  
 
From the LA point of view budget flexibility is maximised; as is room for policy 
adjustments. From the perspective of stakeholders such as the CAB, we are not 
prevented from finding out LWS or equivalent budget spend or LWS or equivalent 
policy design and delivery; and can still hold the City Council to account for the 
impacts of such policies as are delivered on social exclusion, financial inclusion 
and child poverty. Option 3 is superficially appealing but, in reality, does not offer 
the flexibility needed by LAs to work effectively in difficult times. 
 
Question 2 – If you have provided representations on option 4, how else 
would you propose delivering and funding local welfare provision? What 
evidence can you provide to support this? 
 
No 'option 4' is promoted here because the time-frame for discussing, funding, 
designing and delivering a non-governmental alternative scheme is too short; as 
is the time for formulating even preliminary plans within the deadline of this 
consultation exercise. 
 
If more time was available, an investigation into the delivery of an adjusted 
scheme through the Citizens Advice Service; probably in collaboration / 
partnership with a separate non-profit organisation with a similar major local 
presence in most areas across the UK – someone like the Trussell Trust or Age 
UK would be supported. Within such a model, local consortia would bid for and 
manage the funding with lower administration costs, more flexibility and better 
community reach than any local authority. 
 
Question 3 – What is the likely impact (and extent of any impact) on groups 
that display protected characteristics of the four options discussed? 
 



 

The differences in likely equalities impacts of each funding model on groups 
displaying protected characteristics will vary only marginally; they are each 
equally deficient because the way the funding is given says nothing about who 
will receive it or how likely the ‘right’ groups are to receive it. Overall funding 
levels and particular policy design, delivery and evaluation arrangements are 
much more important. 
The likely impacts for each group are relatively simple to deduce. Arms length, 
digitally accessible application processes with minimal co-ordinated or effective 
promotion and underfunded customer service support – which characterises 
most current localised welfare schemes – will largely exclude the following 
groups:  

 The digitally excluded (including reasonable access to a phone) 

 Those with English language problems 

 Those with numeracy and literacy problems 

 Those with other cognitive difficulties 

 Those with complicated and disrupted financial and family circumstances 

 Those with poor access to city centres (disabled / dispersed communities)  
and no or restricted access to independent advice services, and 

 those with a cultural reluctance to seek help from local authorities. 
These groups cut across those with protected characteristics. Each protected 
group will be affected, not intrinsically as a member of that group, but inasmuch 
as they fit into one of the categories above. 
 
As family and child poverty increases and this part of the safety net becomes 
more inaccessible the results will be increased homelessness, increased family 
breakdown and increased health (especially mental health) and social care 
problems; and the tangible and intangible costs that are linked to these issues. 
Declining independent front line advice services cannot make-up for these 
deficiencies; they cannot represent every person who needs representing. 
 
The core role in the delivery – and increasingly in the design – of any public 
policy by national or local government is to effectively manage and account for 
the spending of public money. Actually achieving policy goals – in this case to 
effectively and efficiently provide material support to those who most need it - is 
always secondary. Localised welfare schemes are an essential part of what is left 
of 'the safety net' for struggling individuals and families. Priority must be given to 
maximising necessary support. Stakeholders must be able to measure policy 
success against policy goals; not just accounting achievements. Central 
government must ensure local authorities generate the necessary data and make 
it available. Currently, there is no evidence to suggest that this has been, is 
being, or intends to be done. 
 
Question 4 – Do you agree that some impacts can only be assessed locally 
depending on the decisions made by individual authorities? 
 
To address fair provision for those considered to have 'protected characteristics' 



 

according to the Equalities Act 2010 the onus – for any LA run scheme – is on 
the LA to identify those with protected characteristics, understand how to reach 
and engage with them, and measure the differentiated impact of the scheme on 
each group; making adjustments to the scheme in light of adverse results. 
 
Coventry City Council currently has no dedicated resource to do the former and 
for 2013-14 (and so far this year) have not attempted the latter. 
 
Policy design, delivery and evaluation determines the degree to which protected 
groups receive fair treatment, not (predominantly cosmetically different) funding 
schemes. Marginal differences in degrees of LA accountability represented by 
options 1, 2 and 3 guarantee nothing in terms of who the localised welfare 
reaches, how effectively or efficiently, or the impact it has on these groups. Top-
slicing the funding allocation and, in-so-doing, ring-fencing it again makes no 
material difference.  
 
The lack of an increase in the overall funding available will have a much larger 
impact on equalities issues simply because current funding doesn't meet 
demand. 
 
(Any option 4 would involve consortia built around local CABx. As consortia 
contractual arrangements would guarantee the indentification of, promotion to 
and evaluation of any policy design and delivery in line with CAB principles there 
would be no detrimental impact for those with protected characteristics). 
 
Question 5 – If your preference is for option 4, and you have proposed an 
alternative way of delivering and funding local welfare provision, please 
outline how this will adhere to the public sector equalities duty. 
 
NA 
 
Question 6 – Do you agree that this is the right timetable? 
 
No. Proper alternatives to options 1-3 need time to be researched and 
investigated. Prospective partners need to be sounded out and basic details of 
the scale of any potential alternative scheme(s) need to be identified. This 
consultation is too late and too short to produce anything practical or feasible 
within the delivery time scales. 
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