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The 2019 – 2020 financial year drew to a close as the COVID-19 pandemic took hold. Law Centre

responded quickly with preparations to safely move the Law Centre team to remote working as the

COVID-19 pandemic began to make its impact felt in NI. Work progressed in previous months to

update the Law Centre’s IT system paid-off as the transition to remote working was achieved

without any gap in services to the public.

The impact of the pandemic on our services was immediate, especially for our specialist

employment law advice, as people began to be laid off as the health crisis unfolded. Our

Employment Rights Service worked tirelessly to meet demand. It continues to do so, reflecting the

dedication of the Law Centre team.  The staff’s work over this year and in particular its response to

the immediate challenges of COVID are testament to the team’s commitment to make sure that the

vital services of the Law Centre to both the public and the sector go on no matter what. The

following pages give only a snapshot of the work of the Law Centre but they demonstrate the Law

Centre’s capability to identify and progress cases of strategic importance that make a difference to

a wide number of people as well as policy advocacy that brings about real change.

In September 2019, the Law Centre moved to its new offices at Queen Street following a temporary

tenancy at High Street. This year we were delighted to expand our immigration law services to be

ready for the changes that will flow from Brexit. We also welcomed aspiring social justice lawyers

from our Queen’s Clinical Law Module who gained a unique insight into social justice lawyering in a

law centre. Along with our Justice First Fellowship which commences later in 2020, these are the

pathways that are so critical to the future of social welfare law in NI and these are the torch-bearers

who will take forward the work of using law to change lives.

As we move into the final year of our strategic plan in 2021, we look forward to re-emerging from

the extraordinary challenges of the pandemic to reach more and more people across NI with the

legal advice and representation that is vital to making a difference in their lives. Amidst great

uncertainty the need for reliable, accessible legal advice and specialist support for the public that

enables them to uphold their rights and for the sector has never been more important. We would

like to acknowledge the generosity and on-going support of our funders who make this work

possible. 
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VISION, MISSION
VALUES

Vision
To live in a just and equal society.

Mission
To use the law to change lives.

Values
We advocate consistently on behalf

of clients, without fear or favour, in

seeking justice and promoting and

protecting their rights, independent

of any vested interests.

Independence

We promote and protect people's

fundamental rights.

Rights-based

We deliver services to a

consistently high standard.

Excellence

We continuously innovate and

respond to meet current needs and

to plan for a future of changing law

and policy.

Innovation

We work together and with others to

achieve shared goals.

Co-operation

We value the inherent dignity of all

people. We support the

development of staff, volunteers,

trustees and members and provide

an environment which encourages

and facilitates continuous learning,

professional development and

mutual support.

People first

“Quick,

high quality

and helpful

support.”
 

- Law Centre NI client.
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£1,500,000 in financial settlements

achieved for our clients

13,426 pieces of legal advice provided

to people living in Northern Ireland.

525 new clients helped with their legal

challenges

Legal impact

881 people attended our expert training

for advisers

469 people attended our free Universal

Credit Awareness sessions

66 advisers supported through our

OCN accredited certificate in generalist

advice qualification.

122,541 page views of our website,

including our publications, resources

and updates

36,052 visits to our website for help,

advice and information

Digital impact

Training impact
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S O C I A L  S E C U R I T Y

Our welfare reform advisers and dedicated tribunal
representatives helped to protect individuals from losing
out due to changes to the benefits system. Our two legal
officers took on a number of strategic test cases to
challenge the application of the social security law to
make the benefits system fairer for everyone using it.

In evidence to public inquiries at Westminster and
Stormont on welfare policy in Northern Ireland and on
the rules for access to benefits for those with a terminal
illness, we ensured that the direct impact of the
implementation of law and policy on people across NI
was understood by decision-makers. Our strategic
litigation on bereavement benefit and the six month
terminal illness rule progressed this year and with other
strategic cases, the outcome will have a wide reach
across NI and potentially, across the UK.

Working as part of a collaborative research project led
by Ulster University and the University of York on
Universal Credit in NI, we ensured that policy-makers in
NI were able to hear directly from the experience of
those in receipt of the benefit and consider what could
be done differently in NI. Bringing together the sector to
events at Law Centre focused on the future of social
security meant that the NI perspective will form part of
UK-wide research into transformation of the benefit
system.

Briefing paper in response to

support from the sector on

Discretionary Waivers ensured

that advisers understood the

extent of decision makers

discretion and knew how to use

the procedure for seeking

Discretionary Waiver in cases of

overpayment 

Submitted evidence to the

Westminster all party group for

terminal illness inquiry into the

legal definition of terminal

illness.

Submitted evidence to the joint

inquiry into welfare policy in NI

Participated in a new

partnership research project on

PIP in NI, alongside the all party

group on learning disability..

Key Highlights



Case Study 1
In this case study, our client was an individual with a range of medical

problems - including alcohol dependency, depression, musculoskeletal

problems and blackouts and falls. Their original claim for Personal

Independence Payment had been refused and the Appeal Tribunal

upheld this decision. However, our legal team considered that the

Tribunal had made a legal error, so appealed to the Commissioner.

Before the Commissioner, our team argued that  the Tribunal made a

material misdirection in law in how it applied the requirement that

activities must be performed "safely" and the need for supervision. We

further argued that the Tribunal had misapplied the requirement that a

descriptor must be satisfied for at least 50% of days. The

Commissioner agreed with this submission, allowed the appeal and

ordered a new Tribunal to hear the facts of the case again.

This was an important test case, as it developed the correct application

of the '50% test' in Northern Ireland.

Case Study 2
Our team of benefits advisers were contacted by a Spanish national

who had suddenly and without warning lost access to his benefits.

After becoming unemployed, the individual had undertaken a clinical

placement to enable them to work as a social worker. Despite being

assured that this was likely to lead to work by both an employment

agency and their job coach, a determination was made that the

individual had no genuine prospect of finding work, so their benefits

were shut off. This meant that the client was no longer able to access

the universal credit interface to seek reasons or lodge a mandatory

reconsideration.

Law Centre NI secured a revision of this decision. As a result, the

individual's claim was reopened and underpayments issued. This was

a significant case as the decision was clearly incorrect, yet the client's

universal credit claim was closed, restricting their ability to seek

reasons and raise a dispute.

W W W . L A W C E N T R E N I . O R G

Annual Impact Report 2019/20

C A S E  S T U D I E S



Co-convened by Law Centre NI and Housing Rights,

the Cliff Edge Coalition was launched in May 2019

calling for urgent legislation to extend and strengthen

welfare reform mitigations. The Coalition quickly

grew to include over 100 organisations. Research

was carried out and a co-ordinated campaign took

place, including media engagement and engagement

with decision makers at all levels of local and regional

government. Through the Coalition’s work, we

secured a firm commitment to extend mitigations
beyond March 2020 in the New Decade, New
Approach deal.

The Coalition’s work in securing these mitigations was

a stunning achievement. To have the mitigations

enshrined in such an important document shows that

the campaign was able to achieve incredible ‘reach’.

This was recognised when the Coalition won second

prize in the Sheila McKechnie campaign awards for

best coalition. The real prize, however, was securing

these vital mitigations to protect the most vulnerable

in Northern Ireland.
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T H E  C L I F F  E D G E
C O A L I T I O N

Coalition membership

grown to over 100

organisations with shared

commitment to extending

and strengthening 

 mitigations

Coalition invited to give

evidence to Communities

Committee on the future of

welfare reform mitigations

in NI

Met with Communities

Minister in January 2020,

securing commitment to

extending mitigations

beyond March 2020.

Key Highlights



Raised public awareness of the ‘gig economy’ working

in collaboration with Queen’s Film Theatre, to host a

special showing of Ken Loach’s Sorry We Missed

You, followed by a panel discussion of zero hours

contracts. 

Brought together MLA, unions, business, academics

and others to explore  employment rights and Brexit –

helping to explore the policy challenges we will face in

employment rights following the UK’s withdrawal from

the EU. 

Rapidly produced a series of FAQ’s for the public and

a dedicated COVID webpage to help them understand

their rights within the fast-changing legal realities

created by the Coronavirus pandemic.  

Our Employment Rights advice line was consistently one

of our busiest advice lines, demonstrating the acute need

for effective free employment advice. This was

particularly true towards the end of the financial year,

when the Coronavirus pandemic and the beginning of

Northern Ireland’s first ‘lockdown’ led to great economic

uncertainty. 

Key Highlights

E M P L O Y M E N T
R I G H T S  P R O J E C T
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"This is brilliant from
@LawCentreNI

everyone needs to
know about these

changes so no one
misses out on the

help that is
available"

 
- Women's Support Network



Case Study 1
Our client was a bar manager with nearly two decades' experience 

 when they were summarily dismissed. The dismissal was for breach of

policies that had not been provided and of which our client was

therefore unaware. In discovery, it emerged that no other employee

had been disciplined or dismissed in similar situations. Our client

therefore believed that they had been dismissed as a means to avoid a

redundancy situation.

Our client contacted Law Centre NI after commencing a claim at

Tribunal. Our employment team progressed the case and secured a

settlement of several thousand pounds three weeks before the

scheduled hearing date.

Case Study 2
We represented a man who had been employed as a kitchen porter for

almost two months when his employers' business closed without

notice. He was therefore left with unpaid wages, notice pay and

holiday pay.

Our employment team helped our client to bring a case to the Industrial

Tribunal. At Tribunal, we were successful in securing an award of over

£800 to cover the unpaid wages, notice pay and holiday pay. In

addition, we were also successful in securing an award of almost

£1200 for failure to provide a written statement of employment

particulars.

Following this award, our client had difficulty in securing this award

from his former employer, who had dissolved the company. Our legal

team, o application to the Enforcement of Judgments Office were

eventually successful in ensuring our client received what he was

owed.
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Outreach clinics held across NI.

COVID-19 FAQ on contingency provisions for

immigration ensured that advisers had an early

understanding of the immediate COVID changes

Contribution to NILGA on the EUSS ensured that

local councillors and others were able to understand

the Scheme in their area

As Brexit loomed, we secured a new project to provide

specialist legal advice and assistance to vulnerable
EEA nationals across Northern Ireland, helping them to

secure registration under the EU Settlement Scheme. 

Similarly, we continued offering dedicated legal services

to Syrian refugees under the Syrian Vulnerable Person

Resettlement Programme, ensuring that reliable legal

advice and support was accessible to newcomers

rebuilding a life in NI. We were proud recipients of

support from The Guardian Appeal that enabled us to

challenge the ‘hostile environment’ bringing successful

legal action on behalf of clients facing insecurity and

potential deportation. 

Key Highlights
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Case Study 1
Law Centre NI brought a case for three siblings who had been living in

the UK under EEA residence cards which were due to expire

imminently. Their immigration status was based on being the

dependent children of an EEA national or his/her spouse of civil

partner. 

Law Centre NI made representations on the clients’ behalf, arguing

evidence of dependency on their father, even though they no longer

lived at home. Given the clients’ ages and the fact that they were living

away from home, they fell outside the parameters of what the Home

Office would normally consider to be dependency. The process was

complex and required significant legwork. Proving dependency was

particularly difficult in these circumstances and involved significant

work in compiling documents and drafting supporting representations

that ultimately secured status for the family. 

Without high-quality specialist legal advice and support, it seems clear

that our clients' application would not have been successful. This case

is a great demonstration of the value of Law Centre NI's immigration

team, which provides support to people who often would not be able to

access it otherwise.

Case Study 2
Law Centre NI represented a number of individuals in Lebanon who

were applying for family reunion. Our clients did not have passports or

other travel documents and, as such, had been unable to enrol their

biometric information at the visa application centre in Beirut. As a

result, they had been unable to progress their applications.

Law Centre NI lodged a pre-action protocol letter with the Home Office

to challenge this practice. As a result of our intervention, the Home

Office have now confirmed a change to this practice. Appointments to

enrol biometric information will now be facilitated in such cases. The

first appointment under this new procedure took place in February

2020.
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Participation in an event hosted by the Independent

Living Fund in Stormont Parliament Buildings.

Information and awareness sessions to

independent advice agencies, including to the

Belfast Migrant Forum equipped a range of advisers

and support organisations to improve their

understanding of community care support in NI 

Training on Deprivation of Liberty throughout

Northern Ireland supported health professionals and

others to understand the new legal framework in

their day to day practice.

2019/20 was the final year of our Community Care

project and as well as providing expert legal advice
and representation to help people facing significant

challenges relating to their care to navigate the system

and get better outcomes, the team also focused on the

new Deprivation of Liberty arrangements, introduced by

the Mental Capacity (NI) Act 2015, that came into force

in December 2019.

Key Highlights
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C O M M U N I T Y
C A R E "From the beginning

the service from the
Law Centre has

been outstanding.
[My case worker]

went over and
beyond… and was
very professional,
responsive and

dedicated in
supporting my

family"
 

- Law Centre NI Client

"Your hard work, dedication and perseverance was obvious
from day one and I highly appreciate all that you have done
for myself and my family… Thank you so much for being our

voice, for making the right people sit up and listen"
 

- Law Centre NI Client



Case Study 1
In a case on behalf of a young man with cerebral palsy, learning

difficulties and complex needs, Law Centre  NI secured the care

support that our client desperately needed. Our client was due to

transition to adult services in a day care centre. Two days prior to

his start date, his family received a phone call from the adult

disability transition team advising that there was a staff shortage

and as such, they would be unable provide care.  No alternative

arrangement was made by the health trust. The young man’s father

was left to provide full time care for him, placing him under

considerable emotional and financial strain.

The Law Centre community care legal team, advocated on the

family's behalf, ensuring the care needs were adequately met.

Ultimately, a new start in day care was agreed for our client

providing the five days respite per month that made a huge

difference to the whole family.

Case Study 2
Law Centre NI represented a young mother who had recovered

from serious illness but was left with partial blindness and brain

damage. Following rehabilitation, the young woman was

accommodated in a residential home that was unsuitable for her

family needs. She found it difficult to maintain a family life with her

young son while in residential care and wanted to be supported to

live independently in the community.

Our community care team identified that the relevant Trust had not

met our client's needs to enjoy family life in a community setting.

Our legal officer secured a personal budget for our client that

enabled her to return home with appropriate supervision

arrangements provided by the Trust and her family.
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“Very

beneficial and

informative.”
 

- Law Centre NI Learner

 

"Excellent

training and

clarification of

the subject.”
 

- Law Centre NI Learner
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T R A I N I N G  &
P R O F E S S I O N A L
D E V E L O P E N T

New courses designed and launched to support

advisers to give high quality advice, including

Understanding PIP and Financing Residential Care

course, alongside fellow advice charity Housing

Rights.

100% of advisers who completed our OCN

accredited certificate in generalist advice qualification

reported that their skills and knowledge increased as

a result of attending.

2019/20 saw a new approach to training at Law Centre

as we re-designed courses to continue to meet the

needs of the advice sector. We restructured our training

to create more targeted learning opportunities and a

clear progression pathway.

Key highlights



Social Security Law and Practice Conference
The 2019 Law Centre NI Social Security Law and

Practice Conference was our biggest ever. Attended by

over 70 delegates, it was addressed by 16 expert

speakers and provided 9 interactive practitioner

workshops. The keynote address was delivered by

Baroness Ruth Lister.

Social Justice Lecture
he 2019 Social Justice Lecture by Professor Dame

Hazel Genn focused on the relationships between

unresolved legal issues and the impact it has on health.

The lecture brought together health and legal

stakeholders to consider the access to justice lessons

for NI from other jurisdictions and Genn demonstrated

that legal problems contribute to health problems, which

in turn create further legal problems. 
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A N N U A L  C O N F E R E N C E  A N D
S O C I A L  J U S T I C E  L E C T U R E

Last year's

@LawCentreNI

conference was

one of the best

events I

attended."
- Kate McCauley

“Clever programming, packed agenda and

excellent contributions. Look forward to next year’s

event already.”
- Conference Delegate
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In 2019 - 20, Law Centre NI continued to share its expertise with a range of initiatives
and organisations, including:
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NI Strategic Migration Project

Border People Advisory Board

Advisory Group to Shadow Civil Justice

Council

Refugee and Asylum Forum

Belfast Migrant Forum

 

Immigration Practitioner Group of the NI Law

Society

Ulster University Personal Litigant Project

Law Centre Network



If you would like to find out more information about the
work of Law Centre NI, contact us on:

(028) 9024 4401

admin@lawcenterni.org

Law Centre NI

2nd Floor, Westgate House

2-4 Queen Street

Belfast

BT1 6ED

Our key areas of work:

Employment

Social Security

Immigration

Community Care
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