
 
              

 

 

 

Wednesday 2 and Thursday 3 September 2026 

On Zoom 

 

AGENDA 

 
Day 1:  Wednesday 2 September 2026 (1.00pm to 4.00pm) 

 

1.00 Introductions and welcome  
Alan Markey, CEO of Coventry Independent Advice Service and NAWRA chair 

 

1.10 Free schools meals expansion in England and the devolved nations 
Phil Agulnik, entitledto and Tom Messere, Big Book of Benefits 

This session looks at the expansion of means-tested free school meals in 
England, Wales and Scotland from September 2026.  

In England entitlement is expanding to all families claiming Universal Credit, 
with an estimated 500,000 additional children becoming eligible this Autumn. 
In contrast, there is a phased roll-out in Wales and, as yet, no expansion 
announced in Scotland. 

  Phil Agulnik, Product Development Director at entitledto, will start by looking 
at what is and isn't changing in England: which children gain eligibility, how 
the new "targeted" and "expanded" free school meals categories work, what 
happens to transitional protection, and what the new DfE guidance means in 
practice. He will also illustrate the take-up opportunity created by the 
expansion, examining which households may miss out, how much free school 
meals can be worth and how to design outreach that reaches families who 
are eligible but not claiming UC.  

Tom Messere of the Big Book of Benefits will then look at policy in Wales, 
where families on UC earning over the current earnings threshold will only 
benefit if they have children in the first two years of secondary school. Unlike 
in England, the policy is being introduced alongside efforts to integrate 
applications for a number of benefits. Tom will also look briefly at Scotland’s 
approach to free school meals and contrast this with the approaches taken in 
England and Wales. 

 



 Join us to get a clear picture of the changes to free school meals policy in 
each country and the take-up challenge ahead. 

 Level: Practical / Intermediate 

 Slido # 2157400 

 

2.10 Break  

 

2.15 TBC 

 

3.00 Break  

 

3.05 Council tax debt, reduction, and upcoming changes  
Rachael Walker, Better Policy 
 
Drawing on new national analysis of council tax debt, Council Tax Reduction 
schemes, and payment patterns, this session explores how local policy 
choices can either protect households or deepen financial hardship. The 
session will examine the rapid growth in arrears and enforcement costs, wide 
regional variation in CTRS design, and what instalment and payment data tell 
us about affordability, collection, and the risks of forthcoming reforms. 

Rachael Walker is a policy researcher and consultant specialising in council 
tax, welfare, local government finance, and poverty. With more than 20 
years’ experience in local government revenues, benefits, and front line 
services, she now leads Better Policy and works with councils across England 
on Council Tax Reduction, consultation, and policy design. Her recent 
research focuses on council tax debt, enforcement, payment patterns, and 
the financial pressures facing low-income households.  

 Level: Theoretical / Strategic 

 Slido # 3677701 

 

4.00  Close 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Day 2:  Thursday 3 September 2026 (9.30am to 12.30pm)  
 

9.30 Welcome and introductions  
Alan Markey, CEO of Coventry Independent Advice Service and NAWRA chair 
 

9.40 Modernising Carer’s Allowance 
Mark Knight, DWP Carer’s Allowance Policy Team  
 
Mark will set out some of the Government’s thinking on how Carer’s 
Allowance can be modernised, including the treatment of earnings.  

 Level: Intermediate / Theoretical / Strategic 

 Slido # 1873780 

 

10.40 Break 

 

10.45 It’s Been Grim Up North – one Welfare Rights Unit’s experience of the Move 
to UC 

Paul Walton and Lucy Harrison, Northumberland County Council’s Welfare 
Rights Unit 

Now the official deadline for the final, and perhaps most complicated, 
tranche of legacy benefit “Move to UC” claims has passed, our very small 
welfare rights unit invites you to join us in a cathartic review of our 
experience of that DWP expedited process. 

Through supporting our very active Deputyship Team we were uniquely 
placed to see how Move to UC decisions were made, check awards for errors, 
and act when we found these. However, we were not expecting to have to 
deal with: 

• the seemingly erratic selection of clients for managed migration; 
• over 20% of the decisions being incorrect – inaccurate awards of 

the transitional element, missing LCWRA and housing elements, 
and seemingly random awards of new-style ESA; 

• becoming much more intimate with regs 53 and 62 of the 
Universal Credit (Transitional Provisions) Regulations 2014; and 

• Mandatory reconsideration (and later appeal) “gatekeeping”, 
increasing our workload and stretching the resources of our 
corporate appointees.  

Through telling our story in this workshop we hope to raise awareness of 
what must be an issue not confined to the wonderful county of 
Northumberland – we will share how successful our DWP partnership 
working has been, and consequently update you on our appeal work too. 

Level: Intermediate / Practical 



 Slido # 1731267 

 

11.45 Break 

 

11.50 Challenges to unlawful local authority Council Tax Reduction schemes  

 Sarah Crowe, Leigh Day 

 Recent judicial review challenges have highlighted concerns over the design 
by local authorities of their Council Tax Reduction Schemes, which in several 
cases have seen vulnerable groups receive large council tax bills or reduced 
support, despite no change in their income. In particular, in light of the 
introduction of Universal Credit and migration from legacy benefits, it has 
been seen that several local authorities have failed to properly think through 
the impact of their schemes on people who are vulnerable or have 
disabilities.  

Sarah Crowe of law firm Leigh Day represented one of the claimants in a 
successful judicial review challenge to Trafford Council’s scheme, which was 
held to be discriminatory and unlawfully adopted. In this session, Sarah will 
look at some of the issues around Council Tax Reduction schemes raised by 
this and other recent cases and discuss how these might be challenged in 
practice. 

Level: Introductory / Strategic / Practical 

 Slido # 8991109 

 

12.10 Information Exchange 
Slido # 2183527 

 

12.30  Close 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.leighday.co.uk/about-us/our-people/senior-staff/sarah-crowe/


NAWRA workshop levels: 

Introductory Assumes little or no prior knowledge of the topic or a refresher 
session 
 

Intermediate Assumes a reasonable working knowledge of welfare benefits work or 
some knowledge of the specific topic under discussion 
 

Advanced Assumes a good working knowledge of welfare benefits work or 
detailed knowledge of the topic under discussion 
 

 

Practical 
 
 

Focusing on developing good practice or offering some ‘hints and tips’ 
 

Theoretical Focusing on policy debates or discussion of emerging theory 
 
 

Strategic Focusing on planning and putting practical knowledge, and/or theory 
into practice 
 

 
 

 

The conference is free to attend but open to NAWRA members only. 

 Find out more about joining 

 

 

If you have any queries about the conference please contact 

Kelly Smith, NAWRA secretary 

kelly@nawra.org.uk 

 

www.nawra.org.uk 

http://www.nawra.org.uk/index.php/about-nawra/join-nawra/
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