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Introduction  
 

This briefing paper explores the link between Universal Credit (UC) and food bank 

usage in Dorset and Bournemouth, Christchurch, and Poole (BCP) to bring awareness 

to the importance and necessity of the £20 per week Uplift and exemplify the areas 

in which UC requires improvement.  

 

The paper is organised into sections that examine previous work with the 

#Keepthelifeline campaign, Dorset food bank and UC statistics and additional local and 

national services that end concurrently with £20 uplift. This briefing paper also draws 

on secondary data, including DWP statistics, Help and Kindness statistics, Tableau 

data and client case studies. It also uses findings from Trussell Trust (2021) State of 

Hunger Executive Summary,1 the Fabian Society (2021) Gone with the Grain Report and 

the Citizens Advice (2021) Roadblock to Recovery report. All client names in the case 

studies supplied have been changed to uphold anonymity.  

 

The #Keepthelifeline Campaign  
 

Citizens Advice in Dorset (CAID)2 has recently taken part in the #Keepthelifeline 

Campaign, a national campaign started by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and 

joined by many other organisations, which advocated for the £20 UC uplift to be 

permanently retained.3 The uplift was established in April 2020 and has provided 

claimants across Britain with an extra £20 a week to help with the financial hardships 

resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. This scheme has been a vital lifeline in 

keeping people afloat during these difficult times.  

  

Like many Citizens Advice offices across the country, CAID spoke with local MPs 

earlier this year to draw further attention to keeping the £20 uplift beyond its 

scheduled termination in April 2021. As a result of this national effort, the uplift has 

been extended for six months until Autumn 2021. However, this only "kicks the can 

down the road" 4 and delays the impending economic hardship many UC claimants 

will face if the uplift is removed.  

 

The Trussell Trust State of Hunger Executive Summary 

 

Driven by public concern around the growing number of low-income households and 

unprecedented reliance on food banks in recent years, The Trussell Trust (2021) State 

 
1 State of Hunger. Building the evidence on poverty, destitution, and food insecurity in the UK. Year two main report. May 2021 
2 CAID is a consortium representing the three offices of Bridport, Central, East Dorset and Purbeck CA. 
3 Citizens Advice: Universal Credit webpage. 
4 Citizens Advice Press release 03/03/21.  

https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/05/State-of-Hunger-2021-Report-Final.pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/our-campaigns/all-our-current-campaigns/Universal-Credit/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/about-us1/media/press-releases/six-month-extension-to-universal-credit-uplift-a-relief-but-kicks-the-can-down-the-road/
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of Hunger Executive Summary explored key drivers of foodbank usage. The executive 

summary found a link between issues with UC and dependence on food banks. These 

issues included low levels of benefit income and deductions, design issues, and 

administrative errors. The executive summary suggested:  

 

"A commitment to - Ensuring our UK social security system provides everyone with enough 

to afford the essentials. The UK Government should ensure no one has to rely on the 

distribution of emergency food by making sure benefit payments are sufficient, accessible, 

and responsive.  This should start with making the £20 weekly increase to Universal Credit 

permanent and extending it to legacy benefits." 5 

 

Universal Credit Statistics  
  

From 2019/20 and 2020/21, there was a 121% increase in people 

claiming UC in Dorset and BCP.6  

 

Mid Dorset and North Poole constituency and Christchurch 

constituency had the highest level of increase at 133% and 

134%, respectively.7  

 

In 2020/21, Citizens Advice offices in Dorset and BCP collectively supported 20,518 

clients, of which 4,658 had a problem with UC.8  

 

Food Banks & Food Insecurity 
 

The TT summary found that 86% of households referred to food banks 

received social security.9 

 

The TT summary found that 29% of people in July 2020 who recently started 

receiving UC payments were food insecure.10 

 

In 2020/21, food bank enquiries rose by 34% for BCP and CAID compared to 

2019/20.  

 

 

 

 
5 Trussell Trust 2021 Executive Summary, pg.27. 
6 DWP Stat-Xplore statistics.  
7 Ibid.  
8 Citizens Advice Tableau C3a data for the 2020/21 financial year. These figures combine BCP and Dorset (East & Purbeck Citizens Advice, Bridport & District, and Central 

Citizens Advice) LCAs.  
9 Trussell Trust 2021 Executive Summary, pg.10.  
10 Ibid., pg.21. 

https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/06/State-of-Hunger_Exec-Summary.pdf
https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/login.xhtml
https://stat-xplore.dwp.gov.uk/webapi/jsf/login.xhtml
https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/06/State-of-Hunger_Exec-Summary.pdf
https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/06/State-of-Hunger_Exec-Summary.pdf
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Help and Kindness is an online service that provides details of Dorset-based support 

groups, activities, community events and information about Dorset-based 

organisations.11 Help and Kindness collect data from food banks in Dorset. The data 

they hold indicates the following, though the actual figures are likely to be higher:12 

 

From April 2020 to June 2021, 9,741 food parcels were handed out across 

Dorset.  

  

An average of 965 adults and 559 children per month were recorded as using 

foodbanks in Dorset.  

 

Families were the largest category of food bank users (60%), followed by single 

people (29%) and couples (11%).13   

 

 

Why Do Universal Credit Claimants Use Food Banks?  
 

The TT report established three factors that drive food bank usage: social security, 

life events, and local support. For the purpose of this briefing paper, we focus on 

driving factors relating to social security, which include low levels of benefits and 

deductions, design issues and administrative problems. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 Help and Kindness website  
12 Please note: the data collected by Help and Kindness is partial data. Not all Food Banks have submitted data, and those that did have not        

always submitted all their data. 
13 Not all food banks record household type.  

Low Levels 
of Benefits

Benefit 
Deductions, 

Advance 
Payments, 

and 
Sanctions

Administrative  
problems and 
other design 

issues, e.g. five-
week wait for 

Universal 
Credit.

https://www.helpandkindness.co.uk/


  
 

 

 

5 

Low Level of Universal Credit Income 
 

Including the £20 uplift, the UC standard allowance for a couple14 works out 

at £137.09 per week15 , and the maximum UC housing costs element allowed 

for a one-bedroom property in the Bournemouth area is £137.74 per week.16  

Totalled, this gives the couple a possible UC income of £274.83 per week. 

 

The average rent for a one-bedroomed property in BCP is £155.77 per week.17  

 

 

The average cost of food is £47.50 per week.18  

 

 

The average spending on postal and telecom services is £14.50 per week.18  

 

 

 The average utility bill (electricity, fuel, and water) is £30.60 per week.19 

 

 

After these very meagre basic expenses that we have listed, the couple in the above 

example are left with only £26.46 per week to cover further necessities. These would 

include clothing, transport, personal products and care, cleaning products, 

household goods and repairs, health, insurance, emergencies, and any 

deductions from benefit.   

 

However, if the £20 per week UC uplift were cut, the couple would be left with only 

£6.46 per week to cover all the vital necessities listed above. With the £20 cut, we 

anticipate that many on Universal Credit will struggle with deficit budgets and resort 

to using Food Banks. 

 

The low level of UC is evident with clients Daniel and Anne, and Hannah, who were 

all left in an insecure financial state after their basic expenses were paid: 

 
14 Joint claimants where at least one claimant is over the age of twenty-five. 
15 Gov.UK Benefit and Pension Rates 2020 to 2021.  UC is a monthly benefit, but we have quoted the equivalent weekly amounts.  
16 The maximum level of the UC housing costs element is capped at the relevant Local Housing Allowance (LHA) rate as published by the Valuation Office Agency through 

the Directgov website.  For a couple, this would be the LHA rate for a one-bedroomed property and we have quoted this for the Bournemouth Broad Rental Market Area. 
17 ONS: ‘Private rental market summary statistics in England: April 2020 to March 2021 ’ - 4. Local authority analysis.  
18 ONS 'Family spending workbook 4: expenditure by household characteristic'– Table A17 - Household expenditure by economic activity status of the household reference 

person. We have given the expenditure figures for a household where the Household Reference Person (HRP) is Unemployed. It happens that, in this group, the average 

household size is 2.1 persons, which tallies well with the couple in our example.  This workbook gives broad categories of expenditure, and we separately quote those for 

Food and non-alcoholic drinks and Communications. 
19The ONS ‘Family spending workbook 4’ does not give detailed enough categories of expenditure to show average spending on Utilities.  However, the ONS have kindly 

provided us with the detailed breakdown for households where the HRF is unemployed. The figure we quote for Utilities has been taken from this data. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/benefit-and-pension-rates-2020-to-2021/benefit-and-pension-rates-2020-to-2021
https://lha-direct.voa.gov.uk/SearchResults.aspx?LocalAuthorityId=97&LHACategory=1&Month=9&Year=2021&SearchPageParameters=true
https://lha-direct.voa.gov.uk/SearchResults.aspx?LocalAuthorityId=97&LHACategory=1&Month=9&Year=2021&SearchPageParameters=true
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/bulletins/privaterentalmarketsummarystatisticsinengland/april2020tomarch2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/expenditure/datasets/familyspendingworkbook4expenditurebyhouseholdcharacteristic
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Deductions  
 

Deductions occur for many reasons, including a repayment of a loan or debt or UC 

advances and overpayments. UC advances are when a claimant receives their UC 

payment early to help cover bills and other costs. This can occur due to the five-week 

waiting time for a claimant to receive their first UC payment. A maximum of 25% can 

be deducted from your standard allowance.20 Deductions can cause unexpected 

financial hardship for UC claimants as it may mean they cannot afford essentials each 

month.  

 

 
20 Gov.UK: ‘Find out about money taken off your Universal Credit payment’. 

   Sarah, 32. 

 
Sarah has rent arrears, borrows money to pay the bills, and has a UC payback. 

Sarah has had to use used food banks eleven times since January 2020.  

  

Daniel and Anne, 62.  

 

Daniel is a taxi driver who, due to ill health, could not work during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The couple has suffered a significant loss of income and has fallen into arrears as they could 

not keep up with their monthly car repayments. The couple receives a UC and PIP award and 

currently have £50 deducted each month for an advance payment, which they worry will 

cause additional debt. Their benefit allowance does not stretch far enough, and after further 

reducing their modest expenses, there is still only 17p left at the end of each month to cover 

other costs such as clothes, shoes, haircuts, dentist, optician, and emergencies. The couple 

share a mobile phone, cannot buy gifts for their children or grandchildren, and cannot afford 

holidays or days out. The couple has relied on food banks to get by. 

 

Hannah, 51.  

 

Hannah receives an £800 UC award a month. However, after basic expenses, UC deductions 

and arrears, she only has £130 left to last her the entire month. Hannah is worried about the 

impact that removing the £20 Uplift will have on her financial state, particularly as she had 

not been aware that the £20 uplift was only a temporary measure. The uplift has helped 

Hannah pay her monthly expenses. Hannah is occasionally referred to food banks; however, 

removing the £20 uplift will mean she will have to regularly rely on the support of food banks 

to get by. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/find-out-about-money-taken-off-your-universal-credit-payment#how-much-will-be-taken-off-your-universal-credit-payment
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In December 2020, 33% of claimants had a deduction due to an advance 

on their UC claim.21  

 

In the 2020/21 financial year, 311 clients received assistance from Dorset and 

BCP Citizens Advice offices with issues relating to UC Deductions.22  

 

 

 

Sanctions  
 

Sanctions occur when a claimant fails to uphold their claimant commitment, which 

can include failure to attend a job interview, jobcentre appointments or finding and 

taking up work. Claimants may not uphold their claimant commitment for various 

reasons, such as IT problems, learning difficulties, disability, and not having spare 

money to travel. Failure to maintain these commitments can result in UC payments 

being reduced for a set period of time depending on the sanction level.23 The longest 

period is 26 weeks, and the shortest is seven days, or until you fulfil the requirement 

previously failed.24  

 

Sanctions can have a significant impact on a claimant's ability to afford food. The 

amount taken for a sanction varies but can be up to 100% of a standard allowance 

for a single claimant or 50% for each person in a joint claim.25  

 

The TT summary found that for every 100 sanctions, food banks distributed 

24 additional food parcels.26  

 

 
21 Parliament: ‘UK Universal Credit: Deductions. Question for Department for Work and Pensions’ . 
22 Tableau Statistics from dataset C3a for the 2020/21 financial year.   
23 Universal Credit Government Website: ‘Already Claimed’. 
24 GOV.UK: ‘Universal Credit and You’. 
25 NIdirect Government Services website: ‘When money can be taken from your Universal Credit payments’.  
26 Trussell Trust 2021 Executive Summary, pg.15.  

 Janet, 66.  

 

 

Janet owns a flat and has a monthly income of £381. She has to pay £100 a month 

for ground rent and service charges, and she has recently experienced unexpected 

refurbishment costs. Janet barely has enough money to cover her basic expenses, 

and on top of that, she has £20 a month deducted from her UC entitlement. Janet 

has had to use food banks on a regular basis.   
 

https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-04-19/183058
https://www.understandinguniversalcredit.gov.uk/already-claimed/sanctions/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-and-you/draft-uc-and-you
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/when-money-can-be-taken-your-universal-credit-payments
https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/06/State-of-Hunger_Exec-Summary.pdf
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15% of claimants referred to food banks in 2020 had been previously sanctioned.27 

 

 

A recent Citizens Advice (2021) report, Roadblock to Recovery,28 advocated for a regular 

review into claimant commitments to ensure that work-related requirements are 

adapted to the claimant's circumstances. This includes taking into consideration 

disability, childcare responsibilities, digital exclusion, and lack of transportation to job 

interviews and job centre appointments. Inadequate consideration of such factors 

can result in unfairness in applying sanctions.  

 
What Support is Ending?  
 

 

The £20 uplift has been a salient lifeline for many UC claimants during the pandemic. 

However, the termination of this scheme is likely to cause significant financial strain 

for those who depend on it. This is exacerbated by further local support services and 

national policy and legislation changes that are also due to end around the same 

time. If permanently instated, the uplift would provide vital financial support for 

claimants who face potential eviction and redundancy when these policies end.  

 

What do the British Public Think?  

 
27 Trussell Trust 2021 Executive Summary, pg. 18.   
28 Roadblock to Recovery: Why the rules in Universal Credit are creating barriers to work (2021).  

What Services are also ending when the £20 UC Uplift ends? 

Local Citizens Advice Support Services National Policy and Legislative changes 

o Food Security Project (Ended July 2021).  

o The Purbeck Winter Warmth Project (Ended 

April 2021) 

o COVID-19 emergency response funding (Ends 

September 2021). 

o Eviction Ban (Ended June 2021)  

o Self-Employment Income Support 

Scheme (Ends 30 Sept 2021) 

o Furlough Scheme (Ends October 2021) 

o Minimum Income Floor (Reinstated 

August 2021) 

Eric, 61. 

 

Eric does not have internet access at home, which means he is not able to check 

his online UC account regularly. Eric missed a jobcentre appointment and was 

sanctioned £10.40 a day, causing hardship and distress. When Eric has been 

sanctioned previously, he has had to use foodbank vouchers to get by. 

https://www.trusselltrust.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/06/State-of-Hunger_Exec-Summary.pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Wales/Roadblock%20to%20recovery%20(June%202021).pdf
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The Fabian Society (2021) Going with the Grain report explored the impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on public attitude towards the welfare system. Through a 

consultation, citizen's jury and YouGov survey, the Fabian Society found that public 

opinion has shifted in favour of a more generous welfare system, which included 

increasing payments for young people, disabled adults, lone parents, and carers.  

 

For UC, the report found:  

 

• Two-thirds of respondents agreed that the £20 uplift should become a 

permanent feature of the welfare system.29  

 

35% of respondents in 2021 compared to 19% in 2011 thought benefits 

were too low and caused hardship.28 

 

Recommendations 

 
With the number of legislative policies and local support coming to an end this 

autumn, the removal of the £20 uplift is likely to severely impact many claimants' 

financial state. This could result in a continued or increased reliance on food banks, 

particularly if claimants experience deductions, sanctions, debt, and possible eviction. 

Therefore, we propose the following recommendations:  

  

Permanently retain the £20 uplift. It is vital to keep the uplift to avoid 

further financial hardship and reduce dependence on food banks.  

 

If the uplift cannot be retained, it must be removed through a phased 

withdrawal process with plenty of warning for clients who may not be 

aware that the uplift was not a part of their standard payment.  

 

A regular review of claimant circumstances, such as 

digital exclusion, childcare responsibilities, disability, 

and lack of transportation, so sanctions are not unfairly 

applied.  

 

The social security system effectively supports 

claimants with benefit payments that are sufficient, 

accessible, and responsive so that claimants do not 

have to rely on food banks to get by. 

 
29 The Fabian Society Going with the Grain Report, pg.15.  
28 Ibid., pg. 16.  

https://fabians.org.uk/publication/going-with-the-grain/
https://fabians.org.uk/publication/going-with-the-grain/

