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Minutes of the meeting held on

Friday 5th June 2009 in Colchester
Present:



	H Channa

Age Concern and Help the Aged

Emma Hobrow
Braintree District Council
Daphne Hall
Bristol City Council
Kelly Smith

Child Poverty Action Group

Alan Markey

Citizens Advice

Joanna Clarke

Colchester General Hospital

Robin Smith
Derbyshire Welfare Rights
Jennifer Fournier
Durham County Council Welfare Rights Service
Phil Hanns
Durham County Council Welfare Rights Service
Andrea Levitt
DWP
Cathy Cunningham-Elliott

Essex County Council

Liz Watling

Essex County Council
Mark Holder

Essex County Council
Gareth Morgan

Ferret

Chris Balfour

FIAS Suffolk County Council

Paul Brooks

FIAS Suffolk County Council

Paul Neave
Flintshire County Council
Karen Manuel
Independent Review Service
Mike Shermer

Kings Lynn and West Norfolk Borough Council

Jim McKenny

Kirklees Council

Jo Barker

Lancashire Welfare Rights Service

Maureen Arthur
London Borough of Barnet
Simon Gray

London Borough of Ealing

John Rahman
London Borough of Redbridge
Sue Davis

National Deaf Children’s Society

Amanda Lewis

Neath Port Talbot Council

Carly Evans

Neath Port Talbot Council

Debra White

Neath Port Talbot Council

Jackie Hankins

Neath Port Talbot Council

Rebecca Shepherd

Neath Port Talbot Council
Andy Malik

Newcastle Law Centre

Izzy Bennett

Norfolk County Council

Neil Rickets

Norfolk County Council

Charlotte Robertson

Nottingham Welfare Rights Service

Sue Longmate

Redcar and Cleveland Welfare Rights Unit

Alban Hawksworth

RNIB

Keith Spencer

RNID

Baljinder Bajwa

Sandwell Council
Lee Kempson
Sandwell Council

Gill Abbott
South Norfolk Council



Apologies: 
Keith Thompson (Northumberland Care Trust); Bert Phimister & Lyn Main (Moray Council); Ivan Smith (Nottinghamshire Welfare Rights Service); Rotherham Welfare Rights Team; Mark Perlic (Wolverhampton Welfare Rights); Terry Patterson (Manchester Advice)
Welcome:  
Gareth Mitchell, Head of Life Opportunities at Colchester Council
Minutes of the last meeting:


Minutes of the meeting in Swansea in March 2009 agreed.

Guest speaker: 
Karen Manuel, Independent Review Service 

[notes attached]

The Independent Review Service (IRS) for the Social Fund is based in Birmingham (for England, Wales and Scotland) and Belfast (for Northern Ireland).  It delivers an independent review of discretionary Social Fund decisions made in Jobcentre Plus offices.  It is led by the independently appointed Commissioner Sir Richard Tilt.  The Social Fund Commissioner publishes an annual report for the Secretary of State.
The IRS change about half of the decisions that have already been reviewed by Jobcentre Plus.  Their reviews are quick (Crisis Loans in 24 hours and other Social Fund payments in 12 days).  

There are significant variations across the country in both the proportion of high priority needs met and the amount of the regional budget that is spent.  The region in which a claimant lives shouldn’t dictate the resources available to them and work needs to be done to redistribute more equitably.  
In 2007-8 only 10% of the Social Fund budget was spent on pensioners.  This might be because this group is unaware of the Social Fund, or because they are reluctant to make a claim.  A pilot in Gateshead worked with the Pension Service to increase awareness of the Social Fund and resulted in a large increase in applications.  There is also work with Age Concern/ Help the Aged.  

There is concern that few cases actually reach IRS.  The review request must be put in writing which might be a barrier.  It is also worrying that so many application decisions are overturned at IRS after the initial decision and review was made at the Jobcentre Plus.  There is a need to improve Jobcentre Plus staff training.  This will improve the decision-making at the first stage and increase the efficiency of the system overall.  

The Welfare Reform Bill is passing to the Lords committee stage.  There is not much detail in the Bill about the proposed use of external contractors for the Social Fund as this will be in the regulations.  The reforms could be rolled out differently across the country depending on which external providers decide to get involved.  There are proposals for new centralised procurement arrangements.  This aims to make the best use of the money available, although it might reduce the choice for claimants.  The DWP ran a consultation on reform of the Social Fund in December 2008.  There were complaints about the short consultation period.  Kitty Ussher has promised that there will be a new 12 week consultation soon.    
IRS offer free training for welfare rights workers at their conference workshops.  There are further details on the IRS website at http://www.irs-review.org.uk/whatnew/new.htm#conf or for more information email Martin.Keeves@irs-review.org.uk
The Commissioner welcomes feedback.  Contact details are on the website 

www.irs-review.org.uk
Discussion:
Q. Maureen Arthur, Barnet Council
To make a claim for help from the Social Fund, claimants must dial a 0800 telephone number.  These calls are not free from mobile phones.  Many Social Fund claimants do not have access to a landline phone and because of the difficulties in getting through to the Social Fund they spend a lot of money on calls.  Will this issue be addressed?

A.  Karen Manuel, IRS
IRS is aware of this problem.  It will be raised in Social Fund Commissioner Sir Richard Tilt’s annual report to the Secretary of State.  
There is the possibility that claimants could use the phones in Jobcentre Plus offices.  However, the Jobcentre Plus staff union was concerned about the safety of staff in unscreened offices if claimants reacted violently to negative decisions.  
Sue Longmate, Redcar & Cleveland Council
Under the proposals for Social Fund reform, the procurement of household items will be arranged through government contracts with large suppliers.  This will be damaging to the local businesses that currently supply these goods and will hasten the decline of the local high street in towns like Redcar.  This will adversely affect the poor and vulnerable groups who rely on the high street because they cannot make the journey to out-of-town shopping centres.  
Keith Spencer, RNID

Social Fund reform was discussed at the DWP Policy and Strategy Forum in Feb 09.  The proposals seek to limit the frequency of repeat claims made in a short time frame.  If a claimant made three Social Fund claims in a rolling 12 month period then they would be referred for money advice.  There is no information about how this might be delivered.  Would a change in circumstances wipe out all previous claims?
This has been trialled in south west England.  Travel from the rural areas to Exeter can be too expensive for Social Fund claimants.  The DWP have promised that they will not require people to travel in those circumstances.  The intention is that repeat claimants are interviewed face to face although the Direction allows telephone interviews.  

These measures make it harder for people to make Crisis Loan claims and will inevitably reduce the number of applications from people who are eligible.    
Andy Malik, Newcastle Law Centre
If a claimant falls foul of the 3 strike rule the only legal remedy is judicial review.
Q.  Robin Smith, Derbyshire County Council

The figures show a large variation between Social Fund offices both in the number of calls which are answered and also the proportion of the budget spent.  Is there are correlation between the two?  Do the offices which are difficult to get through to by phone end up with an under-spent budget?  
A.  Karen Manuel, IRS

No, that correlation does not exist.  The phone delays are for Crisis Loans and the budget under spend is on CCGs.  There has been a shift of staff from dealing with CCGs to Crisis Loans.  Crisis loan calls can be routed to any Social Fund office in the country if the local office is busy.  
Daphne Hall, Bristol City Council
Advisers never find out about changes to the Social Fund Directions because there is no mechanism to disseminate information on the changes.   Karen to give Daphne a contact person to approach about improving this situation.  
Information Exchange:
1.
New director of benefits and fraud at Jobcentre Plus

Mike Shermer, Kings Lynn and West Norfolk Borough Council
Neil Couling has left the post of director of benefits and fraud at Jobcentre Plus.  In the interim the position will be filled by Val Gibson.  She has previously worked as the director of Jobcentre Plus contact centres.  Neil Couling has been a useful contact in the past and the meeting expressed the hope that Val Gibson will maintain the good relationship with welfare rights advisers.  
2.
New decision 
Phil Hanns, Durham County Council Welfare Rights Service 
Commissioners decision CIB/23/2009 is an interesting mental health case that rested on the descriptors about the appellant’s condition preventing him from undertaking leisure activities previously enjoyed and also on whether sleep problems interfere with daytime activities.  

3.
Experience of ESA appeals 
Phil Hanns, Durham County Council Welfare Rights Service 
How are other advisers dealing with the first ESA appeals?  The claimant can continue getting the assessment rate up until the appeal date.  
If the appeal takes more than six months to be heard then the claimant can make a new claim.  

4.
Local Government Ombudsman
Alan Markey, Citizens Advice
The Local Government Ombudsmen are revising their Guidance Note on Remedies (that should be provided when complaints are found to be justified).  They would welcome any comments on the existing guidance so that they can take account of these in the new guidance.  
The existing guidance note can be found at www.lgo.org.uk/publications/guidance-notes - click on 'Remedies'.  
Please make comments to Theresa Kimble (t.kimble@lgo.org.uk) by the end of July.
5.
Tenancy sustainment furniture loans 

Phil Hanns, Durham County Council Welfare Rights Service 
Some RSLs lend furniture to tenants.  Most Housing Benefit departments will include these loan repayments, but some will not.  The different working practices of the five councils that make up the new unitary authority in County Durham has highlighted this inconsistency.  Could these repayments count as a service charge?  Is this an issue elsewhere?  
6.
DLA checklist
Keith Spencer, RNID
Has anyone had experience of a client who has been presented with the proposed new DLA checklist and if so, did they continue with their claim after answering the questions it contains, or did they not pursue the claim?  Apparently, the DLA checklist is being piloted on 1500 new claims for Adult DLA.  There is a risk that this system will discourage valid claims.  The process amounts to pre-claim decision making and seems explicitly designed to put people off making a perfectly legitimate claim.  There is a longer discussion about this on Rightsnet.  

Wembley DBC is closing and the work transferred to Blackpool.  

There will be a new version of the DLA form published in November 2009.  Keith will arrange for a draft to be circulated to members in advance if possible.  
7.
Capping Housing Benefit under LHA
Maureen Arthur, London Borough of Barnet
Barnet Council have been artificially capping some Housing Benefit awards made under the Local Housing Allowance.  Does anyone else have any experience of this practice?  Please contact maureen@nawra.org.uk  
8.
Tax Credits consultative group

Maureen Arthur, London Borough of Barnet

Maureen attends the HMRC’s national tax credits consultative group meetings on behalf of NAWRA.  This next meeting is on 30th July.  Please contact Maureen at maureen@nawra.org.uk with any tax credits issues you would like her to raise.  
9.
Industrial injuries take up campaign

Jackie Hankins, Neath Port Talbot Welfare Rights
Neath would like to run an industrial injuries benefit take up campaign.  However, there is a better-off issue as claimants stand to lose entitlement to other benefits.  If you have any thoughts on this please contact Jackie at  

j.hankins@neath-porttalbot.gov.uk
This issue could be the subject of a workshop at a future NAWRA meeting, perhaps at Neath in March 2010.
10.
HMRC Disabled Customer Care Group
Keith Spencer, RNID

Keith attends the HMRC Disabled Customer Care Group and Individual Stakeholder Forum.  If you have any issues you would like Keith to raise at these meetings please contact him at Keith.Spencer@rnid.org.uk
11.
Advance claims of tax credits
Gareth Morgan, Ferret
There is a three month limit on advance claims for tax credits which means that people who know they are soon to lose their job can make a claim in advance for tax credits.  Although the claim may initially give rise to a nil payment based on income received in 2008/09, the claim for 2009/10 can be amended later to take account of the reduced income for 2009/10. 
12.
Direct Gov’s Benefit Adviser 

Alan Markey, Citizens Advice 
The ‘Benefits Adviser’ is an online questionnaire on the Direct Gov site which aims to help people find out which benefits and tax credits they may be entitled to.  However, at present the benefits adviser can't provide full eligibility advice for people who may be eligible to claim income based JSA, Maternity Allowance, Statutory Maternity Pay and Working Tax Credit.
It can be found at http://benefits-adviser.direct.gov.uk
Sue Longmate, Redcar & Cleveland Council warned advisers against using a similar benefits calculator at www.entitledto.co.uk.  It’s out of date and there are problems with the way it deals with voluntary payments, Housing Benefit and ESA.  Lots of local authorities seem to use it, although they may stop if charging is introduced.  

13.
NAWRA workshop on the future of advice work
Alan Markey, Citizens Advice
We hope to have a workshop on the future of advice work at the NAWRA meeting in Matlock on 27th Nov 09.  This would follow on from discussion about CLACs and CLANs at the NAWRA meeting in Rotherham in Dec 08.  The workshop would seek the views of advisers working under LSC contracts and those without.  
Workshops:


A. 
First tier Tribunal Reform - still accessible and informal?  

Phil Hanns & Jennifer Fournier, Durham County Council

[notes attached]

Phil will write to the Tribunals Service with the issues discussed in these workshops.  If you have further points to raise, please contact Phil at phil.hanns@durham.gov.uk
Phil suggested that NAWRA could undertake research into how tribunals are working.  This will be discussed at the next NAWRA Committee meeting.  
B.
The New Jobcentre Plus Customer Charter
Andrea Levitt, DWP Customer Insight Team

C.
Welfare benefit take-up – how to and what’s new!

Claire Cunningham, Colchester Borough Council

Committee Notices
There are vacancies for NAWRA reps in north Wales, south east England and Scotland.  If you are interested in becoming a NAWRA rep then please get in touch with chair of the committee Alan Markey at alan.markey@citizensadvice.org.uk.
Future meetings: 

Friday 4th September 2009 – Edinburgh
Hosted by City of Edinburgh Council.  An agenda will be circulated in due course.
Friday 27th November 2009 - Matlock
Hosted by Derbyshire Welfare Rights and to be held at County Hall, Matlock, Derbyshire DE4 3AG.
March 2010 - Neath
Details to be confirmed.
Please let the Committee know if you have any ideas for workshops or speakers at future NAWRA meetings.
Any other business:  

Contact details

Do you receive regular emails (or postal mailings) from NAWRA?  If not, it is likely that we do not have the correct contact details for you.  Please contact Kelly Smith, NAWRA Secretary at nawra@cpag.org.uk or 94 White Lion Street, London, N1 9PF.  

Thank you to John Moore and colleagues at Colchester Borough Council as well as Tamara in her absence, the guest speakers and the workshop providers.
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