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Minutes of the meeting held on

Friday 3rd December in Manchester
Present:

	Jenny Young
Don Williams
Bernadette D’Costa
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James Wright
Adactus Housing
Jane Nelson

Birmingham CAB

Sue Spriggs
Bolton Welfare Rights
Daphne Hall
Bristol City Council
Julia Timothy

Bristol City Council

Eleie Hogue
BWB Advice Centre
Kelly Smith
Child Poverty Action Group
Fiona Seymour
Citizens Advice
Alan Markey
Citizens Advice
Helen Morton

Conwy County Council Welfare Rights

Lorraine Pennington
Creative Support
Suzanne Gourey
Derbyshire County Council
Debbie Fletcher
DIAL House Chester
Chris Price

Dudley MBC Benefits Shop

Gareth Morgan
Ferret
Julie Hopkins
Halton Welfare Rights
Elizabeth Simpson
HARP
Patrick Hill
HARP
Joe Walsh
Huyton Advice Centre
Clive Millman

Jesus Fellowship Church

Richard Finch
Kirby Unemployed Centre
Jim Dickson
Lancashire County Council
Brian Snaith
Lancashire County Council
Joanne Barker
LCC Welfare Rights
Pam Johnson
LCC Welfare Rights
Steve Hynes
Legal Action Group
Mike Ellison
Leicestershire County Council
Janet Gurney
Leicestershire County Council
Jeanette Jones
Liverpool Hope University
John Ball
Macclesfield CAB
Paul Macklin
Manchester Advice
Nick Smith
Manchester Advice
Jo Woodcock
Manchester Advice
Barbara Guest
Manchester Advice
Cynthia Tchifounga
Manchester Advice
G Morgan 
Manchester Advice
Joy Abell
Manchester Advice
D Maguire
Manchester Advice
Robin Sargent 
Manchester Advice
Mike Wilson
Manchester Advice
Lee Hardman
Manchester Advice
Sofia Higgins
Manchester Advice
Steph Greenshields
Manchester Advice
Sharon Cuchlow
Manchester Advice
Terry Patterson
Manchester Advice 
Jean Betteridge

Manchester Advice

Helen Reed

Manchester Advice

Barbara Alexander

MAU HCC

Paul Bradles
Merseyside Welfare Rights
Amanda Lewis
Neath Port Talbot Welfare Rights
Jackie Hankins
Neath Port Talbot Welfare Rights
Peter Southall

Neath Port Talbot Welfare Rights

Allison Brennan

Neath Port Talbot Welfare Rights

Martyn Blent

Neath Port Talbot Welfare Rights

Debra White

Neath Port Talbot Welfare Rights

Tracy Fallon-Topham
New Charter Housing
Margaret Parker
Pure Innovations
Jo Trask
Pure Innovations/Stockport Advice
Ruth Knox
RAISE Liverpool
Mary Maxwell
RAISE Liverpool
Shawn Mach
Rightsnet
Sandra Fisher
Rochdale Advice
Jackie Clegg
Royal Agricultural Benevolent Institution
Jane Eberhart
Salford Welfare Rights
Debbie Witton
Salford Welfare Rights
Philip Coleman
Salford Welfare Rights
Yvonne Reid-Finnikin
Sandwell Council
Baljinder Bajwa
Sandwell Council
Michael Connor
Staffordshire County Council
Chris Corden
Staffordshire County Council
Sue Barker
Stockport Welfare Rights
Rob Jenkins

Stockport Welfare Rights

Helen Rogers

Stockport Welfare Rights

Ruth Hessian
Swansea Social Inclusion Unit
Steve Ogden 
Tameside Council
Ruth Cheesebrough

Tameside Council

Roger Thompson
Tameside Council
Jane Hobson

Trafford Welfare Rights

Karen Holmes
Turn 2 Us
Steve McKay
University of Birmingham
Sam Agyeman-Mensah
Waddon Community Project 
Sam Laudon
Warrington CAB
Mike Todd
Warrington CAB
Belinda Banow
Welfare Rights Tameside
Joe Collins
Wirral Welfare Rights
Brian Buckerley
Wirral Welfare Rights
Richard Atkinson
Wirral Welfare Rights Unit
Jan McVittie
YASP



Apologies: 
Phil Hanns (Durham County Council); Ruth Tindley (Corby Borough Welfare Rights and CAB); Chris Beer (Qtech); Maureen Arthur (Barnet CAB); Will Hadwen; Simone Caudell (Sanctuary Housing); Robin Smith (Derbyshire Welfare Rights); Rick Jones Abbas (Denbighshire County Council); Mark Perlic (Wolverhampton Welfare Rights); Ben Forsyth (Midlothian Council); Nancy Bone (Newcastle Welfare Rights)
Welcome:  
Barbara Guest – Head of Manchester Advice
Minutes of the last meeting:
Minutes of the meeting in Glasgow in Sept 2010 agreed.
Guest speaker 1:  ‘The future of welfare reform’ - Steve McKay, Professor of Social Research, University of Birmingham
An overview and analysis of the reforms announced for the DWP, HMRC and other welfare provisions.
· Under Labour there was a massive investment in benefits for families with children.  However, the situation was not improved for single young people.

· Since the 1980s there has been a hardening of attitudes towards poor people by all main political parties.

· The kinds of changes made by New Labour to social security left the system quite vulnerable to the reforms now being made.  
· They failed to make a case for redistribution which fed through to the general public who become increasingly negative towards benefit claimants and the role of government in redistributing wealth.
· Any redistribution was carried out ‘by stealth’ through tinkering with particular parts of the system.  This created an increasingly complex, means-tested and little-understood system of benefits (and especially tax credits).
· Under the Coalition government there have been three waves of reform: the 2010 budget, the Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR), and the publication of plans for the Universal Credit.
· There are two main forces operating within the welfare reforms, which sometimes point in the same direction and sometimes clash - The Treasury (the ‘Cutters’) who see spending reduction as a key goal of policy, and the DWP under Iain Duncan Smith (the ‘Reformers’) who regard cash savings as an important by-product of reform but one that may not be realised in the short term.
· There have been various past attempts to seek closer integration of taxes and benefits, in particular in 1972, the mid-1980s and under New Labour.  These attempts have generally not been implemented because of the strong differences between taxes and benefits, including: the unit of assessment (individual or family); who gets the payment (‘wallet v purse’); the period of assessment and payment; effects on family budgeting; and the interactions with contributory benefits and entitlements.  
· Universal Credit has answers to some of these questions and difficulties, but there remain outstanding problems – for instance around carers, the Social Fund, Council Tax Benefit and the future of non-means-tested benefits.

[notes at www.nawra.org.uk]

Discussion:

Gareth Morgan – Ferret

Q. The paper on Universal Credit seems rushed and not well thought out.  For example, one of the diagrams has a taper incorrectly set at 55%.  How likely is it to be actually implemented?
A. There is still a lot of uncertainty.  There has been a recent announcement of more transitional protection for HB claimants.  There will be intense lobbying from MPs and interest groups.  Some aspects such as Council Tax Benefit are still not resolved, nor is the link with localism.

Jean Betteridge – Manchester Advice
Q. UC only concerns working age people and incorporates child tax credits.  What about older people who have responsibility for children?  Will it be possible to claim PC and CTC?

A.  It’s possible that UC could be extended to older people with jobs.  Maybe PC will stay as it is with additions for children.

Richard Atkinson, Wirral Council

Q. Doesn’t the omission of council tax payments from the scope of Universal Credit vitiate most of the claims being made about improving work incentives?  Any local system of council tax rebates which replaces CTB will have to feature either a taper reducing the rebate with income, or arbitrary cut off points, in either case on top of the advertised 65% taper of Universal Credit.
A.  Yes, this one of the sticking points.
Guest speaker 2: ‘Future prospects for advice’ – Steve Hynes, Director, Legal Action Group
An analysis of the cuts to civil legal aid proposed in the recent green paper which includes taking welfare benefits out of scope.

[transcript of speech available at www.nawra.org.uk] 
Action point 1 – join Justice for All
LAG has joined with other organisations including Unite, Citizens Advice and the Legal Aid Practitioners Group to form the Justice for All campaign. The campaign will be officially launched in January. Visit www.justice-for-all.org.uk and encourage your organisation to sign up to support of the campaign.  NAWRA has joined.
Action point 2 – lobby your MP

Justice for All’s parliamentary lobby and launch will take place at the Houses of Parliament on Weds 12th Jan from 2pm.  See the www.justice-for-all.org.uk for more details.  If you are unable to attend, write to your MP and encourage your clients to do so too.  Under the proposals for legal aid, MPs will be left to deal with constituents’ benefit problems at their surgeries so this is an issue that they are likely to take an interest in.
Action point 3 – respond to Legal Aid consultation
The Ministry of Justice is consulting on proposals for the reform of legal aid in England and Wales.  The closing date is 14th February 2011 and the details can be found at:
http://www.justice.gov.uk/consultations/legal-aid-reform-151110.htm
LAG is urging everyone with an interest in access to justice and advice services to respond to the consultation on the legal aid green paper - this includes local authorities.  Local government and the voluntary sector cannot be expected to pick up the pieces of the Ministry of Justice’s plan to abandon offering help to people facing everyday civil law problems such as losing their jobs, falling into debt or having a long term disability.  

Plenary session: The Future of Welfare and Advice

How are the cuts to welfare benefits entitlement and access to advice going to affect your service?
· Tameside Council – service review ongoing for 12 months

· Salford – funding for drug and alcohol team will cease from March

· Wirral Council– 1000 of 6000 jobs set to go, including a third of the welfare rights unit.

· Staffordshire Council – welfare rights service cut with the loss of 12 jobs.  The consultation is only on the redundancies, not on the value of welfare rights advice and the decision was taken very quickly.

· Many organisations report a reduction in their ability to provide representation.  They may have to become more selective in only taking stronger cases although it’s the borderline cases who are most likely to benefit from representation

· Changes to the Tribunal Service are likely to result in long delays waiting for hearings.  Some areas already have a 12 month wait.

· There is no statutory obligation for local authorities to provide a welfare rights service so this makes them vulnerable to cuts. 
Myth-busting
· The language used in the white paper and the press implies that people on benefits are lazy, feckless and workshy when in fact they are the most vulnerable in society.  People who have good jobs at the moment might well be the ones affected in the future.  It’s not just about unemployment; working people on a low income also fare badly. Making work pay means addressing the low wage economy.

· We are in financial crisis because of the behaviour of the banking industry, not benefit claimants.  There is growing support for a ‘Robin Hood tax’ which targets the people who can afford to make a greater contribution to society.  The reforms to welfare are for ideological not fiscal reasons.  

· UC is presented as unified and simple so there will be no need for welfare rights advisers.  It’s actually rather complicated and the situation will be even more difficult to understand during the transitional period.  

Results of NAWRA survey
NAWRA conducted a survey of members in October 2010.  Thanks to all who took part.   

Of those surveyed, 46% anticipate a reduction in their service over the next 12 months.  This is expected to impact on representation (61%), frontline advice (68%) and take up work (32%).  

NAWRA’s role in challenging cuts

NAWRA’s aims and objectives (available at http://www.nawra.org.uk/archive_policy.htm) include the intention to challenge, influence and improve welfare rights policy and legislation and to seek to influence government proposals and existing legislation by utilising the expertise of our members.  As such, NAWRA is in an ideal position to challenge the cuts.  
· NAWRA issued a press release to coincide with the announcement on Universal Credit.  It was picked up by the Financial Times and the House of Commons briefing paper.  

· NAWRA will be responding to the white paper on Universal Credit.  
· Welfare Rights Advisers Cymru issued a press release detailing research from Strathclyde University which found that every £10 million of benefits income creates 250 jobs.  The public have accepted the cuts agenda and the idea of ‘benefit scroungers’ so it’s important to publicise the other side of the story.  Contact Gareth Morgan at gmorgan@ferret.co.uk for more information.  If NAWRA could put together figures for job losses in each local authority caused by a reduction in benefits then it would present the business case, rather than the moral case, for welfare benefits advice.  NAWRA will commission research on the impact of advice services in local communities of member organisations.
· Gareth Morgan at Ferret has complied some analysis of Universal Credit.  Email gmorgan@ferret.co.uk for a copy.
· Send case studies of the impact of the cuts to your NAWRA rep and add them to www.falseeconomy.org.uk where the impact by sector and region is collated.
Workshops:


A. 
ESA and Mental Health

North West Mental Health Welfare Rights Group
B.
Ringing in all the Pension Changes
Jean Betteridge – Manchester Advice
[notes at www.nawra.org.uk]
C.
Key Elements of Good Training
Sofia Higgins – Manchester Advice 

D.
Prison, Hospital and Benefits

Philip Coleman – Salford Welfare Rights
[notes at www.nawra.org.uk]
Future meetings: 
Friday 4th March 2011 – Bristol 

If you would like to suggest a workshop topic please contact Daphne Hall                               ( daphne.hall@bristol.gov.uk )  A workshop on Universal Credit has been suggested.
June 2011 – venue needed.  Can your organisation offer to host a NAWRA meeting?  Please contact Alan Markey, the Chair of the Committee (Alan.Markey@citizensadvice.org.uk)

September 2011 – Edinburgh (not yet confirmed)

December 2011 – venue needed.

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 Terry Patterson and colleagues at Manchester City Council, the guest speakers and the workshop facilitators 
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