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Minutes of the meeting held on

Friday 6th June 2008 in Ipswich
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Apologies: 
Linda Thomas (The National Deaf Children's Society); Lynn Brookes (Aspire Housing); Keith Thompson (Northumberland Care Trust); Sue Longmate (Redcar and Cleveland Welfare Rights); Ivan Smith (Nottinghamshire County Council); Patrick Hill (Bolton Welfare Rights); Anne Davies (Wrexham Welfare Rights); Paula Twigg (CPAG); Anne Hannah (City of Edinburgh Council); Lorna Bernard (Highland Council); Terry Patterson (Manchester Advice); Mark Perlic (Wolverhampton Welfare Rights)
Welcome:  Cllr Pembroke, Leader of Suffolk County Council
Guest speaker:
Richard Exell, Senior Policy Officer, Trades Union Congress 

‘A TUC perspective on Welfare Reform’
 

There has been a huge increase in the complexity of the social security system in recent years.  We have seen increased support for pensioners and families with children but less so for other groups. 

Areas of concern include the 80% employment target, the move from IS to JSA for lone parents, and the contracting out of services for ESA to the private and voluntary sectors.
Unions agree that paid work is the best route out of poverty for most people.  However, it’s not the best way forward for everybody and there is still a lot of in-work poverty.  

Unions supported (with some reservations) the creation of the New Deal, tax credits and local employment partnerships.  The unions are members of the End Child Poverty coalition (www.endchildpoverty.org.uk) which is campaigning for the government to meet its target of halving child poverty by 2010 and eradicating it by 2020.  The unions will be attending the ‘Keep The Promise’ event in Trafalgar Square in London on 4th October 2008. 
Unions support the 80% employment target, especially if it reaches people who have been unfairly held back from paid work in the past.

With the help of tax credits and the minimum wage, there has been a 25% increase in the income of low income families.  Tax credits have reached three times as many people as family credit.  

However, there are some concerns:

· New Deal for young people is successful for mainstream claimants – 46% get jobs, however, TUC objects to the way the work experience options are not properly paid.  In addition, there is still race inequality in the programme’s outcomes.

· Half a million lone parents have got jobs through the New Deal for Lone Parents programme.  However, unions are critical of plans to contract out services currently provided by Job Centre Plus. It is likely that providers will intensify pressure on lone parents to accept unsuitable jobs.  Contractors will be given an incentive to help the most easily employed people and leave the rest behind.  There is a risk that the voluntary organisations involved will lose their focus on innovation and advocacy.  

· Tax credits are not flexible enough.  Quarterly or six monthly assessments would be better.  The administration of tax credits by HMRC needs to improve.  

· When ESA was announced, promises were made to the voluntary and trade union sector that no one would be worse off under ESA.  We now find that the rates will not be higher and that some people will be up to £20 worse off than they would be on IB.  In addition, the new work capability assessment will be harder for people with mental health problems.  There is much discrimination against IB claimants amongst recruiters and this has not been addressed.
Unions are critical of the government’s rights and responsibilities agenda as it is weighted unfairly towards the claimant’s responsibilities while their rights have been eroded.  

Questions and Discussion:
Tamara Moreau – Colchester Borough Council
Q. The government aim to take one million claimants off IB but there are only 650,000 jobs available.  Even in these jobs, people will still be claiming in-work tax credits so the savings will not be great.
A.  We were told that the introduction of ESA was not an exercise in saving money.  In a growing economy the number of vacancies will increase over time.  In-work poverty is a big concern for the unions, especially the exploitation of migrant and agency workers.  Unions advocate getting off the ‘low road’ economic strategy and investing in high quality jobs.

Robbie Spence, Essex County Council
Q. What do the unions think about the loss of 30,000 jobs in the DWP and the investment in IT failures?

A. Unions help with the management of change, and support the introduction of new technology and telephony to improve the service to claimants.  However, the DWP’s new customer service model is not working because the technology has been used to achieve savings not improved services.  Fair wages and secure jobs for DWP staff is important.  

Neil Bisset, London Borough of Hounslow

Q. What do you think about plans to reduce the backdating of HB and PC from 12 to 3 months?

A. 19 organisations have responded to the SSAC consultation to argue the case for the need for 12 month backdating.  
Q&A session 1
Phil Bartlett, ESA Programme Director
‘Employment and Support Allowance’
[notes attached] 
Questions and Discussion:

Daphne Hall – Bristol City Council
Q. Why don’t claimants on contributory ESA benefit from the full disregard under the permitted work rules?
A. The department are working align the permitted work rule.  Ministers want to look at it as part of HB reform.


Neil Bateman

Q. ESA is more labour intensive for JC+ than IB.  The implementation of ESA also coincides with the migration of lone parents from IS to JSA.  What is JC+’s capacity to deliver?  Failures will create misery and saturate advice centres.
A. The department recognise what happens when they don’t get it right.  JC+ have 

been working on this for eighteen months and are confident that sufficient resources have been invested.  ESA is not going to make efficiency savings but there will be less error in the system.  The operational performance of JC+ is much better than it was a few years ago.  The benefits of processing centralisation are coming through and there are new procedures for dealing with vulnerable groups.  
Mike Shermer – Kings Lynn and West Norfolk Borough Council

Q. What is happening about the still considerable delays in processing times for CCGs?
A. Changes to the way the Social Fund operates have led to an increased number of applications for crisis loans.  This has had a negative impact on the processing times for CCGs.  Over the next quarter the Social Fund will be taking on 4000 new staff.
Julia Timothy – Bristol City Council

Q. The new ESA regime has brought in more points at which there is potential for dispute.  This will inevitably lead to an increase in workload for advice agencies.  Will there be extra staff at JC+ to deal with disputes and appeals?  

A. JC+ has anticipated an increase in reconsideration and appeal activity.  There will be efforts to keep the system open and transparent so that expectations are realistic. For examples, the outcome of the medical assessment will be more visible.  
Neil Bisset – London Borough of Hounslow

Q. There is an ongoing problem with the poor quality of medical reports provided by ATOS doctors.  How will this be addressed?

A. ATOS is an important delivery partner and JC+ is working closely with them on the quality aspect.  Audit and improvement arrangements are in place.  Feedback is also provided by tribunals

Presentation made by ATOS at the Jobcentre Plus Customer Representative Group Forum on 5th June to be circulated to NAWRA members.  
Robin Smith – Derbyshire County Council
Q. Some companies with contracts to run JC+ services have been placing job adverts to recruit staff with no skills!  What checks are in place when contracts are awarded?

A. JC+ understand the risks associated with partnering with the private sector.  Will be 

rigorous in the way the contracts are set up so that contractors are not ‘incentivised’ to do the wrong thing.

Daphne Hall – Bristol City Council

Q. Will there be a one month deadline for appeals where there is good cause?

A. There will be 5 days to discuss good cause, then sanctions will be applied and there will be one month to appeal.
Q. Will an appeal by a claimant placed in the employment group who thinks they ought to be in the support group also possibly result in an award of JSA instead?

A. Will check.

Please direct further queries through the National Customer Representative Group Forum.  Mike Shermer (Mike.Shermer@West-Norfolk.gov.uk) attends for NAWRA.
Q&A session 2 
David Sobczak, DWP Periodicity and Payday Project Manager ‘Fortnightly payments and benefit simplification’
Questions and Discussion:
Sarah Clarke, CPAG
Q. Why was the decision taken to make all payments fortnightly and in arrears, not weekly and/or in advance?

A. Fortnightly payments cost less than weekly payments as processing is reduced.  Monthly payments were also considered.
Tamara Moreau – Colchester Borough Council
Q. How much will the one-off payment be for claimants forced to change from benefit in advance to arrears?  

A. It will be payment for one week.
Q. How will this change be communicated to claimants?  A letter is not enough, because so many people have problems understanding letters. 

A. There is only a certain amount JC+ can do about the notification letters because of IT limitations.  JC+ will take advice from Citizens Advice on the wording of the letter.  There will be also be a website.
Alan Markey, Citizens Advice Specialist Support 

Q. What sort of impact assessment has been conducted to assess the implications of this change?  There is a risk people will turn to loan sharks and become increasingly indebted.
A. A full equality and diversity assessment will be conducted.  JC+ hope to help 

people through the change.  During the change from weekly to fortnightly payments claimants will be entitled to a 75% loan and will still have income from Child Benefit and tax credits.      
Julia Timothy – Bristol City Council and Daphne Hall – Bristol City Council
Q.  Paying claimants caught by this change an extra week’s money might cost £120 billion, but if the country can’t afford it then the most vulnerable people can’t afford it either.  Can we put pressure on the department to change the offer of a 75% loan to one week’s money?  The cost of dealing with all the enquiries when the change happens could be offset against the simpler solution of just paying the extra week’s money.
A. We can’t pay people twice for the same period.  This solution is the fairest.  You could lobby ministers.  
Workshops:


A. 
Welfare Rights in Healthcare Settings
Neil Bateman
[notes attached]
B.
The Compliance Costs of Benefits and Tax Credits
Fran Bennett, University of Oxford

[notes attached]  
C.
Local Housing Allowance
Sarah Clarke, Child Poverty Action Group

[notes attached]
Information Exchange:
Employment and Support Allowance at CPAG
Sarah Clarke, CPAG

CPAG have set up a new section on their website for ESA.  It can be found at www.cpag.org.uk/esa.  CPAG also send a free monthly e-bulletin on ESA to help keep advisers up to date with the latest developments.  Sign up on the website. 
Jobcentre Plus Customer Representative Group Forum 

Mike Shermer, Kings Lynn and West Norfolk Borough Council
This was held on 5th June and Mike attended as NAWRA representative.
· Claimants can still take their documents to a local office for photocopying and to pass on to the processing centre.  However, if the local office is busy they need to make an appointment to come back.

· There is still an ongoing problem with delays in the processing of Community Care Grants.  

· JC+ are putting together a list of all their local liaison groups all over the country.  The list is incomplete at present.  If you have a local liaison meeting with JC+ then please let Mike know (Mike.Shermer@West-Norfolk.gov.uk)
· Phil Bartlett’s colleague will email Mike some questions about ESA.  These will be vetted by the Committee before circulation to NAWRA members.  
Housing Benefit fraud interviews
Tamara Moreau – Colchester Borough Council
Colchester Borough Council has told its welfare rights unit that it is not permissible for welfare rights officers employed by the council to sit in on HB fraud cases.  For details please see the attached memo from the council.  

What are other local authority members experiences of this? 

Housing benefit appeals

Neil Bisset, London Borough of Hounslow
HB claims are closed when evidence is not provided.  Can we appeal against this?
Sarah Clarke, CPAG

There’s a Tribunal of Commissioners decision that says that local authorities have to determine claims even when no evidence is provided.  This means you can argue that there has been a decision to appeal against.

Community wellbeing

Robbie Spence, Essex County Council

Social Services directors have a duty to promote community wellbeing.  Where can details of this be found? 
Proposed changes to benefit backdating – NAWRA’s submission to SSAC

Maureen Arthur, Barnet Council

Thanks to everyone who contributed to NAWRA’s submission to Social Security Advisory Committee on the impact of reducing backdating of Housing Benefit/Council Tax Benefit and Pension Credit from 12 to 3 months.  The submission is available to read on the NAWRA website www.nawra.org.uk
Changes to appeal hearing locations

Simon Gray, London Borough of Ealing
Appeal hearings for Ealing have been centralised to Watford.  Clients can claim their expenses but there is a considerable cost to the local authority.   Is this a trend across the country?

Jim McKenny, Kirklees Council

Rationalisation of venues is part of the changes taking place to appeal tribunals including the Tribunals, Courts and Enforcement Act 2007.  Yorkshire and Humberside Tribunals Service are holding meeting for welfare rights advisers so it’s worth checking with your regional office for an opportunity to voice your concern about this.
There are also DDA issues around the closure of local tribunal venues.

Working group on output/outcome statistics 
Neil Bateman

Neil’s research for Age Concern on welfare rights in healthcare settings has found that there’s still a problem with welfare rights advisers not keeping statistics.  This places the sector at a disadvantage because there’s no evidence of all the good work that’s going on.  This is especially important now that the DWP is moving into advice work.  The National Audit Office has commented about the need for reliable, standardised benefit statistical methods by the advice sector and this may be an area of development for NAWRA.   We need a national set of performance indicators to illustrate what we’re doing.  
Neil would like to coordinate a small group via email to work up some basic standard output and outcome statistics (people advised, cases, benefit gains, etc) which could be adopted by welfare rights services as standard measures.  If any NAWRA member is willing to work with Neil on this please email neil@neilbateman.co.uk.  He anticipates producing a short paper with a small number of key measures and standard methodology which can then go out for wider consultation.
Fraud and inaccuracy
Neil Bateman
Neil has acted as an expert in witness in a number of benefit fraud cases.  The DWP has been increasing the number of prosecutions it carries out through the use of data matching and credit reference agencies.  However, in the majority of cases the level of fraud has been overstated by the DWP in order to justify policy changes.  It’s worth forming links with local criminal law practitioners to offer to do accurate benefit checks on fraud suspects.

End Child Poverty event in London
Alan Markey, Citizens Advice Specialist Support

The End Child Poverty coalition (www.endchildpoverty.org.uk) is campaigning for the government to meet its target of halving child poverty by 2010 and eradicating it by 2020.  They are holding an event called ‘Keep The Promise’ in Trafalgar Square in London from 1pm to 3pm on Saturday 4th October 2008.  It has been suggested that we use surplus NAWRA funds to pay for transport for NAWRA members to travel to London.  If you would like to attend please contact your local NAWRA rep.  Contact details can be found on the website www.nawra.org.uk

Minutes of the last meeting:
Minutes of London meeting in March 2008 agreed.
Matters arising:

A report on the recently conducted membership survey will be available on the website soon.

Future meetings: 
Friday 12th September 2008 – Glasgow 
To be hosted by Glasgow Welfare Rights and held at Nye Bevan House, Elmbank Street, Glasgow G2 4PF.  More information will be circulated in due course.
December 2008 – Rotherham 
March 2009 – Swansea

June 2009 –  Colchester
Please let the Committee know if you have any ideas for workshops at future NAWRA meetings.
Any other business:  
NAWRA website and forum

The NAWRA website can be found at www.nawra.org.uk.  The old website at nawra.org is still viewable but not updated.  The discussion forum has been re-launched and is now at www.nawra.org.uk/newforum.  

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 Claire Tolliday and Paul Brooks at Suffolk County Council, the speakers and the workshop providers
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