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Islington People’s Rights (IPR) has been working  
for half a century to improve the lives and futures 
of people in the borough. At its heart IPR’s vision 
is to help individuals and families facing poverty to 
be equal citizens, enforcing their rights and ensuring 
their income. By offering specialist, independent 
advice on welfare benefits and debt, IPR seeks 
to tackle problems which, if left unchecked, can 
dramatically affect someone’s life. 

Accessing welfare benefits is complex and difficult. 
In the 1970s, an Islington resident was entitled 
to ten main benefits and several minor ones, each 
with its own conditions. Today, the situation is even 
more complicated. Successive governments have 
reformed welfare provision, each seeking to impose 
their view on who should get what and why. There is 
often an emphasis on reducing the number of people 
dependent on government help and on keeping the 
welfare system affordable.

This booklet accompanies an exhibition held at 
Islington Museum, 2 November 2019 – 21 January 
2020, to commemorate IPR’s 50th anniversary. 
It charts the organisation’s development over the 
past 50 years in the context of ongoing welfare 
reform and its continuing work to meet the needs 
of local residents. Today, over a third of Islington’s 
population live in poverty meaning that there remains 
a continued and growing need for IPR’s services.

poverty in the borough
50 years of tackling
Islington People’s Rights:
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Welfare provision has existed in the UK for well over a century. 
It was in 1942 that the welfare state was created following a 
report by William Beveridge. It was meant to provide a safety net 
for those who were unable to attain a basic standard of living.

By the 1970s, following an economic downturn sparked by the  
oil crisis of 1973, huge pressure was put on the welfare state, with 
some arguing it was becoming unaffordable. As a consequence 
there were cuts to welfare spending and means-testing 
was introduced. 

Then, as today, there was stigma associated with applying for 
benefits. Research carried out in 1973 estimated that only between 
12-19% of Islington residents who lived below the poverty line were 
receiving the welfare benefits which were rightfully theirs.

Cuts to welfare spending

From the 1960s, a welfare rights movement began to emerge. 
Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) was founded in 1965. It called 
on the government to increase family allowances to combat family 
poverty. Islington People’s Rights (IPR) was founded in 1969 as 
a branch of CPAG, initially under the name ‘Islington Poverty 
Action Group’.

The organisation operated from a building at 2 St Paul’s Road. 
An active group, mainly run by volunteers, IPR raised awareness 
of welfare, legal and housing rights through advice sessions 
and publications.

By the mid-1970s the organisation had evolved into Islington 
People’s Rights. A grant paid for a full time welfare rights organiser 
who could act as a source of expertise and advice, give help to 
individuals, and keep an up-to-date welfare rights handbook. The 
first of these was published in 1972, followed by a second edition 
in 1978. The booklets provided a valuable resource for Islington 
residents at the time and CPAG continues to publish them today. 

A welfare rights movement
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2 St Paul’s Road

The original IPR offices were at 2 St Paul’s Road, provided by 
Islington Council. IPR shared the building with Islington Gutter 
Press, Islington Play Association, Rights of Women and Advisory 
Service for Squatters.

Photographer unknown, circa 1978 © Islington People’s Rights

 “Being an organiser at IPR was one of the greatest privileges 
of my working life. I still remember feeling how at any time 
just about anyone from the whole of Islington might be on the 
point of walking through that flimsy door at St Paul’s Road.”

Paul Bayman, IPR worker from 1977-81
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Welfare Rights stall

IPR took their services to places that would help them reach 
those most in need of support.

 “We had a welfare rights stall, but with an interesting twist: it was 
a converted, old-fashioned pram, with a great big belly in which  
we kept all the leaflets. On the top was a fold-out decorator’s 
table. We hustled our way into Chapel Market, would wheel our 
pram in and open up our stall. We did remarkably well and quite  
a lot of people would approach us.”

John Ward, Co-founder, Islington Poverty Action Group, 1969

Chapel Street Market looking west, LCC Photograph Library, 1970 
© London Metropolitan Archives 
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 “We didn’t yet have to deal with the sense 
that all public provision was suspect. 
It’s hard to imagine what it must be like 
for the current IPR caseworkers, who have 
to operate in a climate in which long term 
illness is suspect and the benefit system 
for people of working age is weaponised 
against them. We had little of that: there 
were different waves of unjustified refusals, 
largely forgotten now, that made us angry, 
and we represented people successfully, 
most of the time. But the climate of 
exclusion was not systematised on an 
industrial scale as it is now.”

Steve Griffiths, IPR Worker, 1976-77
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Handbooks

In the 1970s people did not know what benefits were available,  
let alone how to access them. The IPR handbook was designed  
to inform people. Compiling it was a huge task involving the  
efforts of 40 volunteers. 

Excerpts from IPR Handbook, 1978 © Islington People’s Rights
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The 1980s were dominated by the Conservative government 
of Margaret Thatcher which emphasised privatisation and 
deregulation. Having improved after the Second World War, 
inequality began to rise. 

The political agenda focussed on individuals taking responsibility 
for themselves with limits being put on state provision. Social 
security was repositioned as a last resort for the very poorest 
minority. At the same time those reliant on state support were 
viewed with increasing harshness.

Poverty rates increased, partly due to rising unemployment which 
peaked at over three million in 1983. The government’s flagship 
‘right to buy’ policy of selling off council houses helped to increase 
home ownership rates, however these sales were not offset by 
the purchase or construction of new houses. This led to increasing 
dependence on the private sector, higher rents and the threat of 
rent arrears, an ongoing cause of financial instability and debt.

The rise of inequality

Under the Conservative government, Islington’s voluntary sector 
became a target for cutbacks. IPR was vulnerable as the handbook 
with its radical take on citizens’ rights had raised its profile. 
However, success in increasing welfare payments to residents 
meant IPR was well-regarded by Islington Council. 

As IPR developed its expertise in welfare rights, it was able to 
expand with funding from the local government Partnership Fund, 
set up to revitalise inner cities. A research project was established 
to look at ways in which welfare rights advice could be integrated 
with existing services provided by social workers and occupational 
therapists. This project led to the establishment of an IPR service 
in the Whittington Hospital in 1985, providing advice to staff  
and patients.

IPR expands
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Archway Tower picket

IPR worked with other local agencies to develop new projects and 
join in lobbying. In the 1980s, IPR worked with the benefits officers’ 
union to organise a picket outside Archway Tower as part of a 
national campaign against benefits changes.

Islington Gazette, 1986 © Islington Local History Centre

Islington Gazette, 1988 © Islington Local History Centre
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 “IPR helped me so much, as I struggled 
as a single parent to make ends meet. 
The impact of the benefits cuts meant 
that I was worse off, and I wasn’t 
coping. The IPR adviser helped me claim 
everything I was entitled to. I don’t think 
the Government realises the impact of the 
changes on those who depend on benefits. 
IPR treated me with dignity and respect, 
and as a young black woman that meant 
so much to me.”

Ms G
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Advertising for the Kings Cross Employment Office, encouraging people 
into work © London Borough of Islington - Libraries

Advertising for the Kings Cross Employment Office, 
encouraging people into work

© Islington Local History Centre
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 “Again, for me personally, it was having a horrible effect  
on myself going down there every day…it was demeaning.  
It’s like it wasn’t just you’re coming down every day to 
find a job…it was like I was trying to prove, almost prove 
my worth for life.”

Female jobseeker

The early 1990s saw another deep recession. Inflation soared, 
house prices collapsed and unemployment rose once more. 
In 1997 the political landscape shifted dramatically with the fall 
of the Conservative government and the election of Labour for 
the first time in 18 years.

Before leaving office, a legacy of the Conservative government 
was the introduction of Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA). The term 
‘jobseeker’ aimed to encourage benefit claimants to look for work 
and thereby break the ‘unemployment trap’. The JSA represented 
a change from previous systems. Claimants had to provide a lot 
more evidence to support their claim.

Described by critics as an attack on basic rights, the controversial 
act was seen as a means of forcing people into poorly paid jobs. 
Even those who had paid into the national insurance scheme for 
many years could claim only £50 per week for six months if they 
lost their jobs. After that they were entitled to nothing, unless they 
qualified for other means-tested benefits. 

From ‘unemployed’ to ‘jobseeker’
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Throughout the 1990s, IPR continued to serve the whole 
community, especially those most vulnerable - the unemployed, 
the long-term ill and their carers, single parents and refugees. 

By the end of the decade, IPR was running four core projects. It 
had the drop-in centre in St Paul’s Road, plus an advice service for 
patients and staff of Whittington Hospital, and another for patients 
of the Waterlow Mental Health Unit. It also ran an appointment-
based service for users of GP surgeries. By operating from a range 
of locations across the borough, IPR sought to ensure maximum 
access to those in need and places where people felt safe and 
able to discuss their problems openly.

Gradually the number of IPR’s users with long-term illnesses 
or disabilities increased reaching over 50% by the late 1990s. 
Through research of its client base, IPR made clear the link 
between poverty and ill health. The impact of the reduction in 
financial support for those that had lost their jobs, often due to ill 
health, was strongly felt. 

Serving the whole community

Social housing and expensive private housing © Jeffrey Blackler / Alamy Stock Photo
Social housing and expensive private housing 

© Jeffrey Blackler / Alamy Stock Photo



21



22

Inequality in Islington

Inequality in Islington grows as property prices rise and affordable 
housing is increasingly scarce.

Above: Highbury and Islington Express, 27 June 1997 
© Islington Local History Centre

p.19: Highbury and Islington Express, 30 August 1996 
© Islington Local History Centre



23

Analysis of IPR’s client base in 1998

Analysis of IPR’s client base in 1998

IPR Users – Status 
Analysis of IPR’s client base in 1998

IPR Users – Ethnic Origin 
Analysis of IPR’s client base in 1998
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Illustration for IPR 1997-8 Annual Report, Phil Evans © Phil Evans Illustration for IPR 1997-8 Annual Report, Phil Evans 

© Phil Evans 
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 “I had never had to make a welfare benefit 
claim before, having worked ever since I had 
left school. I was staggered at the amount 
of forms that needed to be filled in and the 
strict time limits for claiming benefits. In 
reality I knew little about what benefits 
existed, or whether I was entitled to any. 
The IPR adviser made sure that I claimed 
the money that I needed for myself and my 
family, and to pay the rent so I could keep  
a roof over my head.” 

Mr T
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The Labour government remained in power throughout the 
2000s. The focus for welfare reform was on encouraging people 
to enter paid work. This included the first UK minimum wage 
which was introduced in 1999 at a rate of £5.35 an hour. 
These reforms allegedly helped 1.7 million people into work.

Employment and unemployment services were merged into 
Jobcentre Plus. The new plan was intended to help lone parents 
and the disabled return to work. Benefits were not cut, but 
individuals were recalled for more regular interviews if they 
remained unemployed and risked losing benefits if they refused 
offers of work.

Reducing poverty was also on the agenda and the government 
pledged to end child poverty by 2020. Child tax credit and 
investment in early years education and care began to have some 
impact, however inequality increased, particularly in Islington. 

A new wave of reforms

By the time IPR entered the 2000s it had become a strong 
organisation and a registered charity. It was in a good position to 
weather the ongoing storms of welfare change. The organisation 
moved to Manor Gardens, where it continues to operate to  
this day. 

Despite the government’s efforts to tackle poverty, long waiting 
lists for IPR clients revealed the ongoing need for welfare benefits 
advice. At the same time funding was becoming increasingly hard 
to find. Core funding from Islington Council had been reduced 
in 1999, and IPR began to seek funding from a wider range of 
sources for outreach projects.

In response to the welfare reforms of the time, specific 
programmes were launched to support families and single  
parents, prisoners and Islington Council tenants. Services were 
also provided at five Community Mental Health Centres across  
the borough. 

A mature organisation
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Ms B had stopped working as a result of 
mental health issues. She was seen at one 
of IPR’s outreach sessions at a community 
mental health venue, concerned about 
significant mortgage arrears, and very 
anxious about losing her home. Her elderly 
mother had been trying to help her pay the 
mortgage, although she could not afford 
it. IPR advised Ms B to claim disability 
benefits, notably Employment and Support 
Allowance (ESA), since she was too sick to 
work. IPR assisted with the claims, which 
were successful, including housing costs 
to assist with interest payments on the 
mortgage. She was able to retain her home, 
as well as obtaining her full entitlement of 
disability benefits, given her ongoing mental 
health issues.

IPR Annual Report, 2009/10
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Jobcentre Plus Islington © Robert Stainforth / Alamy Stock Photo

 “Thank you for all your help with my problem. It has been 
a great worry to us for a very long time and now that 
burden has been lifted.”

Ms B

Jobcentre Plus Islington 

© Robert Stainforth / Alamy Stock Photo
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 “Achieving IPR’s wider political aspiration of a more equal 
society still presents at least as big a challenge as it did in 
the 1970s; and so of course, the need for IPR has actually 
never been greater than it is right now.”

Paul Bayman, IPR worker from 1977-81

Since 2010, austerity – deep spending cuts and comparatively 
small increases in tax – has been the UK government’s dominant 
policy. This has had far-reaching impacts on the poorest people  
in the country. 

The Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government 
announced a substantial overhaul of the welfare system and 
oversaw the biggest cuts to state spending since the Second 
World War.

Two significant reforms were Universal Credit (UC) and Personal 
Independence Payment (PIP). A key aim of UC was to make things 
simpler by combining several benefits into a single payment. PIP 
replaced previous support for people with disabilities, and places 
greater emphasis on regular assessment. Both changes have 
increased uncertainty and, when combined with spending cuts, 
have left many people worse off. 

Economic stagnation, the rising cost of living, cuts to public 
services, and falling incomes have led to many people struggling to 
make ends meet. In Islington the gap between rich and poor is the 
seventh biggest of London’s 32 boroughs. Today, 38% of children  
in Islington live in poverty. 

Austerity
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Austerity continues to tip people into unmanageable debt. 
For someone living on the breadline, the smallest change in 
circumstances can leave them with no money at all. As a 
consequence, the need for IPR’s services is greater than ever. 

IPR continues to target its service towards people too often left 
behind in today’s Britain. Over 75% of IPR clients have a disability 
and a high proportion live with poor mental health. Through its 
core service, IPR supported 2,760 individuals in acute need in 2018. 
It represented 130 people at welfare benefits appeals, almost all 
leading to successful outcomes.

IPR is widely recognised for the quality of its work and the depth 
of its expertise. This translates into receiving referrals from 
other agencies for specialist advice. Over recent years, IPR has 
developed partnerships with key organisations, notably Islington 
Law Centre, Citizens Advice Islington and Help on Your Doorstep. 
It is critically important to work together to address the worst 
effects of poverty and inequality in Islington.

Working together
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 “There are times when you feel you are 
at the end of your tether and can’t face 
another day. Sometimes I think the 
government thinks disabled people have 
it easy and just sit around doing nothing 
all day. Why else would it be so difficult 
to get by? My daughter helps me a lot 
with meals and washing but she also has 
a full-time job and always seems worn 
out. The IPR caseworker was heaven 
sent. They sorted out my PIP application 
and it was backdated. This even enabled 
me to clear some of my debts. What’s 
more they arranged Carer’s Allowance 
meaning my daughter could go part time. 
Now I’m looking forward and life feels a 
lot more worth living.”

Ms S
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The Impact of Welfare Reform, published in Every Voice and Islington Community Network report, 2015. Artist: Jon Sack © Jon Sack
The Impact of Welfare Reform, published in Every Voice  
and Islington Community Network report, 2015. 

Artist: Jon Sack © Jon Sack
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The Impact of Welfare Reform, published in Every Voice and Islington Community Network report, 2015. Artist: Jon Sack © Jon Sack
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Deprivation in Islington

The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is a UK government tool 
used to track deprivation locally. The calculation includes income, 
employment, education, health and crime. The lower the IMD rank, 
the higher the level of deprivation. 

On the map, dark red areas are the most deprived in Islington.  
The circles show the number of IPR clients - bigger circles 
represent more clients. This map shows a clear link between 
deprivation and a need for IPR’s services.

© Gianfranco Addario, City, University of London
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Health Deprivation

This map is based on the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) but 
with a focus on health. Areas on the map of Islington which are 
dark red or orange are those where the risk of premature death  
is highest and where poor physical or mental health impacts most 
on quality of life. The circles show the number of IPR clients – 
bigger circles represent more clients. This map shows a clear link 
between poor health and a need for IPR’s services.

© Gianfranco Addario, City, University of London

© Gianfranco Addario, City, University of London
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Universal Credit (UC) was introduced in 2013, aimed 
at encouraging people into work, simplifying benefits 
and saving money. It merges six benefits - housing 
benefit, jobseeker’s allowance, income support, child 
tax credit, working tax credit and employment support 
allowance - into one monthly payment. 

It has been increasingly criticised for causing 
unnecessary hardship and putting claimants at 
heightened risk of hunger, debt and rent arrears. 
Islington Foodbank has seen numbers spike from  
383 to 5,688 users over seven years, attributed  
to the effects of austerity and rollout of UC.

UC has affected claimant’s ability to acquire housing, 
with private landlords saying they will no longer 
rent to claimants due to the high risk of arrears. 
Claimants also complain that UC is difficult to manage, 
particularly for those without access to a computer  
or with low literacy skills. 

IPR has been driving the debate about the impact 
of UC on vulnerable Islington residents, helping to 
organise the 2018 conference ‘Universal Credit in 
Islington: A Whole Community Response’.

Universal credit
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© Graham Chaffer 
© Graham Chaffer 

© Graham Chaffer 
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Free Welfare Benefits and Debt Advice

IPR provides an independent specialist Welfare Benefits and Debt 
advice service to Islington residents. Our service is completely free 
and confidential. Get in touch if you are having problems with your 
Welfare Benefits, or if debts are causing you concerns. 

Advice Line

The Advice Line is open Mondays, Tuesdays and Fridays 2-4pm on 
020 7561 3685. Appointments are booked through the Advice Line 
and take place at the Manor Gardens Centre in Holloway, or St 
Luke’s Community Centre in EC1. 

Outreach Services

IPR provides advice sessions at some mental health, and drug and 
alcohol services in Islington. Service users can book appointments 
by contacting the venues. For more information, visit 
www.ipradvice.org.uk/outreach-services

IPR Services

None of IPR’s achievements would have been possible without  
the commitment and dedication of the staff over the last 50  
years, who together make such a positive impact on the lives  
of clients. IPR would also like to express appreciation for the time 
committed by Trustees and the resources of time and money 
received from supporters. Islington Council must be commended 
for investing in advice services at a time when other London 
boroughs are cutting theirs. 
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