

GUIDE TO THE  



MONEY ADVICE UNIT

Advice on benefits and debt

0300 123 4040

www.hertsdirect.org/benefits

What is the Money Advice Unit?

The Money Advice Unit is part of Hertfordshire County Council’s Health and  Community Services (HCS). However, we work for and with all ages of Hertfordshire residents in order to:

· increase take up of benefits and tax credits

· promote economic wellbeing, through accurate advice and effective advocacy on benefits and debt by organisations within Hertfordshire

· advise on changes in social security and debt legislation and assess the likely impact on Hertfordshire residents

Our equal opportunities policy

The Money Advice Unit is committed to equal opportunities and anti-discriminatory practice.  Our staff will try to treat all people with fairness, equality, respect and dignity.  If we fail, please let us know. 

Quality management

We aim to deliver a quality service. Please tell us if you think we can improve our service or if we have let you down in any way.  See the section at the end of this leaflet for how to contact us.

Who do we help?

We provide a service to all organisations and individuals involved in benefits and debt advice matters in Hertfordshire.  However, we are not a public advice service (but see later sections for information on when we can assist people directly).

What do we offer?

We provide:

· A telephone advice line, which can include casework support 

· Training and talks

· Information (factsheets, information packs, newsletters, briefings)
· Web channel (www.hertsdirect.org/benefits)
· Reference library 

· Policy advice

We also provide the following ‘benefit take-up’ services advising specific members of the public about their entitlement to certain benefits:
· a health & community services project (promoting benefits for older and disabled people referred to us by a professional in HCS or HPFT)
· a carers project (promoting benefits for carers) 
· a children with disabilities project (promoting benefits for disabled children and their carers)
Please read on for more details about these services.

Confidentiality

All Money Advice Unit staff respect the confidentiality of information given to us by service users, carers and other professionals. If information is to be shared with other organisations, e.g. The Pension Service, we seek service user authorisation first.  All records are kept securely in line with County Council policies and procedures.  Service users have the right to see their case files, which are held securely in computerised records.

ADVICE LINE

What it is

Telephone advice and information on benefits and debt to staff in statutory and voluntary organisations in Hertfordshire.

Who can use it?

Anyone who works with the public in Hertfordshire.  Please don’t give the telephone number to the public, or display it in public areas.

How to access it

The advice line telephone number and opening times are:


(   01438  843444 Comnet 53444


Monday – Friday: 9.30 am - 12.30 pm

Please leave a message on our voicemail service and we will call you back as soon as possible. 

You can also fax us on 01438 843400 or e-mail moneyadvice.unit@hertscc.gov.uk or write a letter – our address is on the back of this leaflet. 

What we do
· The advice line is staffed by experienced advisers.

· The adviser aims to deal with all calls during each session or shortly afterwards.  Where an adviser is unable to answer your query on the same day, we will get back to you as soon as possible.

· If you have left a message we will try up to three times to get back to you or we’ll leave a message to ask you to try again.

· We will respond to e mails, faxes and letters on the same day wherever possible and certainly within 2 working days. 

· If the query is complex, we will acknowledge within a day and where possible give a time limit for a full response.

What we don’t do

· We don’t give advice on tax, immigration, housing, employment,  investments, financial products or personal or company finance, except where those matters relate to the benefit or tax credit system.

· We don’t advise on HCC’s charging policy on home, day and residential care although we can provide benefits advice and information that relates to service-users.

· We won’t normally take cases on for you, as we are not funded to provide a casework service.  If your query is complex or involved we may offer to work with you on a case.  In a very small number of cases, where it appears that a query is very complex or involves an important issue of law or social policy, we may offer to take the case on.  
What we would like from you

· Please leave a clear message and a telephone number so that we can get back to you as soon as possible.
· If faxing, writing or emailing a query, please try to give us as much information as you can.
· Please don’t give the advice line number or email address to clients or the general public or display them in public areas.
· If you wish to use other Money Advice Unit services, e.g. to make a referral or enquire about talks or training, please use 01438 843456
(HCS staff should use ACSIS to make referrals – see below).
BENEFIT TAKE-UP PROJECTS

The MAU runs targeted take-up projects to increase benefits received by particular groups or individuals. 

All the projects provide benefit checks and advice on claiming.  This could be through telephone advice and information, or ‘assisted casework’ to professionals and service users and, in soe cases, help with form filling and representation.   

The projects also provide benefits advice, training and information for people working with each specific service user group.  We also target benefit take-up by working with other organisations, e.g. district councils, CAB, DWP, Age UK, Carers in Herts etc.  

Health and Community Services Project

This project is only available to older and disabled people who have been referred to the MAU by Health and Community Services (HCS) via ACSIS or HPFT staff (see contact details below).  

Referrals will be accepted for the following service users:

· under 60s receiving homecare, daycare, enablement or direct payment packages; they can be referred for advice about claiming DLA, Carer’s Allowance and means tested benefits

· over 60s; they can be referred for advice about claiming DLA, Attendance Allowance and Carer’s Allowance.

Over 60s assessed for services by Community Finance officers and Homefinders should continue to be referred to the Local Pension Service for AA/DLA and pension credit.
This project cannot help:

· under 60s who are not getting services; they should be referred to the CAB’s Disability Benefits Project for help with DLA  tel: 07875 675152 or their local CAB for help with other benefit matters – see www.hertfordshirecab.org.uk
· over 60s who need help with means tested benefits only;  they should be referred to the Pension Service for help with Pension Credit  tel: 0800 99 1234 or their local CAB for help with other benefit matters –  see www.hertfordshirecab.org.uk
· over 60s who need help with DLA or attendance allowance who are not referred by HCS or HPFT; they should be signposted to the CAB’s Disability Benefits Project as above

Carer’s Project

The project accepts referrals of carers under 65 and, in particular, those who are receiving a carer’s assessment from HCS staff and carers who are referred by Carers in Herts.  

They can be referred for a benefit check to help identify any benefits they are missing out on.

Children with Disabilities Project

The project accepts referrals of children and young people who may be eligible for disability living allowance.

They can be referred for advice about claiming DLA.  



How to access our projects
· HCS staff should make referrals to all projects on ACSIS.  

· HPFT staff can ring 01438 843456 or e mail 
moneyadvice.unit@hertscc.gov.uk

· Other organisations, including CSF, can make referrals to the Carer’s Project and Children with Disabilities Project by phone, letter or email (see end of leaflet).

· Members of the public who wish to refer to the Carer’s Project or Children with Disabilities Project can ring 01438 843456  where a welfare benefits assistant  will take the necessary details and pass them on to the appropriate project.

· If your referral is felt to be inappropriate (e.g. because it doesn’t meet the criteria for a project) you will be advised of this and signposted to the appropriate agency

No referrals are accepted without the consent of the service user, except in exceptional circumstances (e.g. the client is not able to give consent).

What we do

Once we have accepted a referral, we normally arrange for one of our staff to:

· telephone the service user, to carry out a benefit check

· advise the service user what benefits they may be entitled to

Where service users are unable to complete claim forms themselves a member of staff may be able to assist with completion of the forms over the phone.  In some circumstances they might complete the form with a relative or carer, or offer ‘assisted casework’ or support to a professional who is working  with the service user.  
The children with disabilities project and carer’s project may be able to provide a home visit to certain vulnerable clients. 

What we would like from you

· Please only refer service users who fulfil the referral criteria above.
· Please say which benefits you want us to assist with and which project you are referring to.

· Please check that service users are not already receiving these benefits.

· Please provide us with relevant information (on ACSIS or alternative means) e.g.  name,  address, phone number, date of birth, ethnicity, national insurance number, current benefits, other current income & capital, work (if any), household details, illness/disability/caring details etc.
· Please clearly outline any special needs or circumstances, e.g. where an interpreter is needed,  a service user is hearing impaired,  contact should be made via a third party or  there are access issues or a risk assessment is required before a home visit etc.  

OTHER PROJECTS

Welfare to Work Project

As part of Hertfordshire's commitment to ensuring that disabled people are able to find and retain paid work, the Money Advice Unit provides support to a benefits advice service aimed at this particular client group. The service is managed by Work Solutions, another part of HCS, but operates to MAU standards. 
Work Solutions provides employment advisers who work with disabled people who are returning to work, offering benefits advice, training, information and support with starting and retaining work. 

The MAU can also deal with queries on ‘back to work’ benefits through our main advice line service.  (See above for details).

TRAINING AND TALKS

What they are

The MAU provides a comprehensive programme of training courses on benefits and money advice. In addition, we can provide tailored, in-house training or talks for groups and organisations. Our advisers also give one-off or occasional advice sessions e.g. to children’s centres, young parents groups, pensioner groups, people needing help with child care, luncheon clubs, health-related support groups, carers etc.  

Who can use them?

Our training courses are open to individuals involved in advising on benefits and debt in Hertfordshire.  Tailored training courses and talks can be provided to groups (including user groups) and organisations.  Most of the training we provide is free, but there may be a charge for some organisations.  Details of charges are in our training programme, which is available from the unit and on Compass (the HCC intranet site). 

How to access them

Courses are advertised in the unit’s training programme, which is published three times a year.  This can be ordered on the unit’s mailing list form (see section on information), or contact us on 01438 843456 for a copy.  County Council employees can access a copy through Compass.

Requests for tailored training or talks should be made by phone, email or in writing to the unit.  Please tell us about your group or organisation, what topics you want us to cover, any preferred dates, and how many people will be attending.  Please give us as much notice as you can.  

What we do

Our training courses vary in length and complexity, and cover a variety of subjects at different knowledge levels. There is usually a maximum of 20 participants on each course, though some practical courses may have a lower maximum. 

Tailored training can be standard or advanced.  We will normally come to your organisation to deliver tailored training.

We provide talks to a wide range of organisations and groups, and we are sometimes able to attend evening or weekend meetings, depending on staff availability.  Short talks can be provided for large groups of staff or clients/members of the public. 

We don’t have the resources to run regular ‘advice surgeries’ but we can usually supply an adviser for a one-off or occasional session. 

What we would like from you

· Please try to ensure that the training or talk is suitable for your needs - if you are in doubt, check with us.

· If you have to cancel, let us know as soon as possible.  See our latest training programme for details of cancellation arrangements.

· Tell us if you have special needs, e.g. you are bringing a helper or need wheelchair access so that we can make appropriate arrangements.

· If we are running an advice session, please ensure that it is adequately advertised and resourced (e.g. a private area for 1:1 advice if that is being offered). 

INFORMATION

What it is

We produce a range of information which includes:

· factsheets

· information packs

· benefit rate cards and posters

· briefings on new legislation

· ‘tailored’ information for specific clients or groups e.g. foster carers and people considering adoption, prisoners, people needing help with child care costs, people with disabilities, carers, families etc

· contributions to newsletters produced by partner organisations e.g. Age UK, Carers In Herts, CSF etc.   

· Herts Adviser, an electronic newsletter that updates partners on changes in benefits etc. 

Who can use it?

Information produced by the unit is available free of charge to statutory, voluntary, non-profit-making organisations and charities in Hertfordshire, including the general public.  Bulk orders may be subject to a charge. 

How to access it

Information is available on www.hertsdirect.org/benefits.  County Council employees can access our information through Compass.  

If you are unable to do this, you can order information, on a regular or occasional basis, by phoning 01438 843456.  However, the website version is always the most up to date. We therefore normally refer you to this, which you can download, print or save. 
What we do 

· If your order is too large, we will ask you to make extra copies or you can download the information from the HCC website.

· We circulate urgent information by email if we believe it is of interest to particular groups of staff, organisations or individuals.

· The news section of the web channel is updated regularly and also has links to other relevant sites.

· We aim to produce 3 copies of Herts Adviser per year and it is open to other organisations working in the advice field to submit information or articles. 

We are happy to discuss any specific information needs you may have - please contact us if you have queries.  

What we would like from you

· If you are part of a large organisation or department, nominate one person to order information and distribute it to others in your organisation.
· Please tell us of changes in your details.

REFERENCE MATERIAL

What it is

The unit holds a stock of reference material on benefits and money advice, including books, legislation (including copies of reported and unreported Commissioners decisions), guidance manuals, periodicals, research reports and other publications. Most of this is also available electronically. 

Who can use it

Anyone involved in benefits and debt advice in Hertfordshire.  The material is not available to the general public.

How to access it

If you wish to visit the unit to use our reference material, please contact us to arrange a convenient time.  

What we will do

Contact us beforehand and we will tell you if we have the information you need.  If you need something urgently and cannot get to us, we may be able to send, email or fax a copy to you.

What we would like from you

· Check with us before visiting the unit.

· Please don’t take reference material away from the unit unless agreed with an adviser.

POLICY ADVICE

What it is

We keep up to date with all changes affecting the social security system, tax credits and debt advice.  We use this information to help the county council and other organisations plan their services and meet organisational targets e.g. promoting economic well-being and independence.

Who can use it

Any statutory or voluntary organisation working in Hertfordshire.

How to access it

Please contact the Head of Unit or one of our Team Managers.

What we do

· We can tell you about how the benefit system works for your service users and what changes to the system or to legislation might mean.  

· We can tell you about forthcoming benefit changes including details of the new Universal Credit.
· We can advise you about activities that are taking place that will help you meet organisational targets.
· We can comment on the impact of trends in debt and related issues, e.g. impact of recession and debt collection policies. 

· We have good links into local, regional and national networks of advisers and policy-makers so can raise issues of concern that you may have about the benefit system or benefit delivery.  

What we would like from you

· If you need policy advice about an operational matter, please let us know at an early stage in the process.

· If you have details about how the benefits system is (or isn’t) working, or how creditors’ policies are affecting service users, please let us know so that we can take the matter up with local or national organisations. 

WHAT TO DO IF YOU HAVE A COMPLAINT OR COMPLIMENT

The Money Advice Unit welcomes feedback from members of the public who use any of our ‘take up’ projects.  If you have a complaint, compliment or comment about any of the MAU services, please write to the Head of Unit.

HOW TO CONTACT US

You can write, fax, e-mail or phone us.

The MAU’s managers, advisers and interviewers are supported by a small team of welfare benefit assistants, who may be your first point of contact when you call the Unit. They are very capable staff but they are not expected to answer detailed queries etc. Using the information given above, please help our assistants by clearly stating which project or service you require from us. 
Telephone (office):

01438 843456
Comnet 53456

for general enquiries, training, ordering information, mailing list updates and take-up project referrals (except from HCS staff who should use ACSIS for referrals). 

Advice Line:


01438 843444 
Comnet 53444 

                                            (not a public number) 
Fax:



01438 843400
Comnet 53400
E Mail:
moneyadvice.unit@hertscc.gov.uk (not for the public) 
Website:


www.hertsdirect.org/benefits
Address:

Money Advice Unit

Hertfordshire County Council

SFAR011

Farnham House

Six Hills Way

Stevenage

SG1 2FQ
�Gary – is this ok - what is your title now? That’s fine. 
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