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Austerity, Debt – What alternatives?
Owing: debt advice in the UK’s time of
austerity

Deborah James, Anthropology, LSE

It’s telephones to DWP or HMRC – used to be 5 minutes,
now it’s 20 minutes, and sometimes clients fail the security
test. One day I had to call 3 times – ‘I need to speak to you
regardless’, ‘what is your husband’s date of birth?’ the
phone was being passed back and forth between the two of
us. ‘This time I will allow this, but I need to know what is the
policy, he has a standard letter, he is supposed to get
another explanation letter.’ ‘OK, I’ll tell you briefly.’ ‘Oh, the
information does not match with the claim.’ ‘What are you
talking about? You need to tell me clearly what you are
talking about.’ ‘I understand what you’re saying, let me go
back and find more stuff.’ After ten minutes she came back
…. He now has the award, it’s all been backdated …Some
days a simple phone call can take 2 hours.
(CAB Adviser)

We are not lawyers, and you have a serious issue and you need a lawyer. We're
just ordinary people, I am an old lady that does this as a volunteer. We are
volunteers and we're a charity. They are specialists ‐ they know what they are
doing. We are not specialists.
(CAB adviser)

‘That’s what they do … they wait till it all builds up and then
send all the bills together. You still have to pay back, that’s
what they’re saying.’
(CAB adviser)

Invoice 1 – review (he had informed the council of his
brother’s family’s sojourn).
Invoices 2 and 3 would need to be repaid, and the rental
arrears owed to the council.
adviser needed to negotiate affordable repayment plan
with the council.

My point is, you are not sure how much debt you have. You
have a loan with NatWest, you missed payments,…. your
debt was also transferred to Locus Credit. It’s been
transferred 3 or 4 times to different collection companies.
NatWest – we talked to them on 9 December about the
£8000 – and they stopped collecting. Everyday Loan – I
called, and talked to Mr Richard at that time. The total debt
with them was £2786. So, if I ask today again, you are not
clear about how many debts you have, and who you owe
the money to.
Adviser, CAB
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