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Citizens Advice Newcastle briefing - Issues faced by residents during Covid-19 

epidemic. 

Citizens Advice Newcastle continues to run a service with advisers working from home. We are 

providing the full range of advice to residents i.e. benefits, debt, energy, housing, employment, 

amongst many others. The advice is provided to residents by telephone, email and webchat. We 

have and will continue to campaign for policy change throughout this epidemic and beyond by 

collecting evidence, working with national CA, other local CA offices and our stakeholders.  

Citizens Advice Newcastle is unique, we can provide a real-time insight into the issues people are 

facing as the epidemic and the policies stances taken as a response to the crisis continue to evolve. 

Below, we highlight the changing nature of the issues people were seeking advice from us about 

between the 1st March 2020 to 18th May 2020 (using fortnightly snapshots).  

Pressing concern – personal debt mountain on the horizon as current schemes (payment holidays, 

furlough and self-employed income support scheme (SEISS) along with businesses no longer being 

viable) come to an end whilst residents remain on lower incomes or unemployed. This will be a drip 

effect as schemes close, but planning ahead for these trigger points will be critical to ensure families 

do not go over a financial cliff-edge. 

Fortnightly comparison of changing advice needs (1st March to 18th May) 

The first two-weeks in March represented a typical period for demand. As the response to the 

epidemic begun, we saw an initial surge in demand for advice on benefits and employment as a 

percentage of our caseload. Since the middle of April, this trend has stabilised, and begin to fall 

slightly whilst queries on other areas of advice, such as housing, debt and energy have begun to rise.  

We are starting to see residents asking for advice on areas other than their immediate financial 

security (namely furloughing and benefit claims). Queries relating to health and safety at work, 

dealing with neighbour disputes, relationship issues, struggling to pay bills, keeping gas and 

electric supplies connected and issues with rented accommodation are all beginning to rise.  
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Table 1: Newcastle residents accessing Citizens Advice website for advice online (self-help) 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: How Newcastle residents are accessing advice from Citizens Advice Newcastle 

Channel of Advice Percentage of overall 
queries 

Telephone 44.6% 

Email 31% 

Web chat 24.4% 

 

Analysis 

As the epidemic develops, so do the queries we are receiving as residents react to government 

announcements, guidelines and policy changes. Throughout the epidemic, we have continued to see 

queries related to Universal Credit as our highest single query. This has stabilised to roughly pre-

crisis levels as employers start to use the Government Job Retention Scheme and those who made 

claims for Universal Credit at the start of the crisis have received their first payments.  

We continue to see a steady increase in queries to other areas of advice, including housing, debt and 

energy, specifically on neighbour disputes, issues with rental accommodation, people struggling to 

pay bills and residents having their energy supply disconnected. Further detail can be found below: 

 Clients seeking advice regarding Legacy Benefits and Universal Credit have begun to 

stabilise as a percentage of our overall queries as the Government Job Retention Scheme 

and SEISS came into force. 67% of our Universal Credit queries related to the initial claim. 

 Clients seeking advice on Employment had increased to a peak of 14-times normal demand 

by the start of May, but has begun to drop-off slightly. The employment advice we are 

providing is increasingly from those people who are experiencing poor sharp employment 

practice with 44% of employment queries relating to Furlough and Pay & Entitlements.  

 Benefit and employment advice are now consistently representing around 64% of our 

queries, compared to 45% in any normal fortnightly period. This is still down from a peak of 

77% of queries in the first two weeks of April.  

 Residents seem to be shifting their focus from securing their income, to secondary issues.  

 Since the 1st March, we have provided advice, support and information to hundreds of 

people requiring help in claiming Universal Credit in the city, through our Help to Claim 

service we’ve helped secure hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of claimed benefit. 

Month Newcastle residents 
accessing advice online 

January 11,696 

February 12,360 

March 13,845 

April 9,985 
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Without this tailored, individualised support, many residents would not have been able to 

find a way forward. 

 Although digital channels cannot replace the efficacy of face-to-face advice to residents, we 

are seeing an increasing number of people per week approaching us for advice through 

digital channels, with an increase in people accessing our service from vulnerable groups.  

Queries 

 The Universal Credit claims process is still leaving many people unable to complete their 

applications. We are particularly concerned with people who have English as a second 

language, who cannot access digital devices or the internet and those with mental health 

problems.  

 In employment advice,  

o Many employees are concerned around raising grievances and losing their job as a 

result, especially given the current job market.  

o Employers reducing staff pay, but still expecting employees to work their usual 

contracted hours. 

o We are receiving an ever-increasing number of queries from employees stating that 

they are being asked to go into an unsafe working environment where social 

distancing measures are not being implemented. 

o We have also seen several cases whereby employers have put staff on Furlough, but 

then subsequently asked them to undertake work.  

 We have also seen a rise in people asking for advice regarding domestic abuse, specifically 

concerns around children seeing an abusive ex-partner and leaving the home during the 

lockdown.  

 Housing issues are also on the increase, with neighbour disputes on the rise, indicating 

instances of anti-social behaviour are growing within the community.   

 As a service, we are concerned that there are still many employed people falling through 

the gaps in provision announced by the government. This graphic shows those who are still 

at risk. In relation the shielded group, there are 2.5 million people who have been told to 

stay at home.  

o Our advisers have seen cases where vulnerable people have been denied furlough 

despite working in jobs that put them in face-to-face contact with others. 

Government guidance is clear that anyone can be furloughed, but it remains 

guidance. Unless vulnerable workers have a right to be furloughed, some will 

continue to face the impossible choice of paying the bills or protecting their health.  
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Reports from Citizens Advice on how the government and can help protect 

household incomes. 

1. Why the next six-weeks is crucial for renters. (14th May) 

Renters face an evictions cliff-edge when existing protections end if government doesn’t act 

soon. 

2. Ensuring adequate support across the benefits system. (6th May 2020) 

Coronavirus has had a sudden and unprecedented impact on people’s jobs and incomes. The 

Government has acted quickly to improve the processing of benefit claims and increase support in 

parts of the system – but further urgent measures are needed to fill ongoing gaps and help shore up 

people’s incomes in the coming weeks. 

Read the full report – Lockdown Lifeline 

3. Protecting households facing debt. (1st May 2020) 

Citizens Advice is estimating that nearly 6 million people have fallen behind on their essential bills. 

Read the full report – Near the Cliff-Edge: how to protect households facing debt during Covid-19 

4. Transition package to help households recover. (1st May 2020) 

The government’s interventions have gone a long way to protect people’s incomes and give them 

options to limit their expenditures during this crisis. In some instances, these measures have not 

gone far enough, but for most people they are providing some much-needed security during the 

initial phase of this pandemic.  

However, these measures are temporary, and many households’ finances will be exposed when they 

end. Read the full report - When the protection schemes end: a transition package to help 

households recover from the coronavirus shock. 

 

n.b. Job Retention Scheme has been extended until 31st October and mortgage holidays extended 

for a further 3 months.  

Analysis - There is yet to be any indication as to whether any of these schemes wil be extended 

(apart from Job Retention Scheme). Our concern remains that if these schemes were put in place as 

a safe guard until the Job Retenetion Scheme and Self Employment Income Support Scheme were 

https://wearecitizensadvice.org.uk/why-the-next-6-weeks-are-crucial-for-renters-2385e81bdf98
https://wearecitizensadvice.org.uk/why-the-next-6-weeks-are-crucial-for-renters-2385e81bdf98
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/welfare-policy-research-surveys-and-consultation-responses/welfare-policy-research/lockdown-lifeline-ensuring-adequate-support-across-the-benefits-system-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/debt-and-money-policy-research/near-the-cliff-edge-how-to-protect-households-facing-debt-during-covid-19/?utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter&utm_campaign=bills&utm_content=0105output&fbclid=IwAR2r1skgoweMdEVxIQuLVawBiEzR5EOwK0P83uDkdTbAz_T7JPMMvF--y0E
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/welfare-policy-research-surveys-and-consultation-responses/welfare-policy-research/when-the-protection-schemes-end-a-transition-package-to-help-households-recover-from-the-coronavirus-shock/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/policy/policy-research-topics/welfare-policy-research-surveys-and-consultation-responses/welfare-policy-research/when-the-protection-schemes-end-a-transition-package-to-help-households-recover-from-the-coronavirus-shock/


19/05/2020 
 

5 
 

fully rolled-out, then many people will begin to make payments in the next couple of months with 

incomes significantly lower than before the crisis. This could push families already struggling before 

the crisis over a financial cliff-edge. The further concern is once the furlough scheme ends, if many 

more businesses go into administration along with payment holidays ending, there is a real and 

significant mountain of personal debt on the horizon for many households.  

For further information, please contact - Neil Duffy, Research and Campaigns 

Officer, Citizens Advice Newcastle on neild@newcastlecab.org.uk or 

07741659766 

mailto:neild@newcastlecab.org.uk

