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Wiltshire & Swindon Users’ Network – Welfare Reform
Date: Wednesday 20th March 2013

Venue: Corn Exchange, Devizes



Time: Registration: 10.15-10.30 & Consultation: 10.30-14.20
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Transport
	Number of people requesting transport:
	18

	Number of people who actually came by taxi/arranged transport:
	14


Speakers 

· Jonathan Edmundson, Health & Disability Employment Advisor of Department for Work and Pensions

· Hazel Brown, Partnership Support Manager, Somerset, Wiltshire, Dorset of Department for Work and Pensions

· Ian Brown Head of Revenue & Benefits of Wiltshire Council
Support for Members

We booked three enablers to give any support needed to our members. Two of our enablers were booked through Allied HealthCare and one was booked independently.
Including staff members the total number of people who attended was 34.

Catering

	Name of Caterers:
	Sweetpea Catering

	Details of catering ordered:
	Lunch and 2 x teas and coffees


WELFARE REFORM EVENT

Wednesday, 20th March 2013, 10.15-2.20

The Corn Exchange, Devizes
AGENDA

10.15

 
Coffee 


10.30


Housekeeping


10.40
Hazel Brown from Department of work and pensions talking about Personal Independent Payments



Jonathan Edmondson from Job centre plus talking about, Transition to work, Work Capability Assessment and Employment Support Allowance.

11.30
Workshop

12.00
Lunch

12.30
Ian Brown Head of Revenue & Benefits of Wiltshire Council talking about Under Occupancy and Council Tax Reform. 

13.00


Workshop

13.30


Feedback from all speakers

14.20


Close

Presentations

Benefit changes you need to know about: Jonathan Edmondson

Incapacity Benefit changes

· Incapacity Benefit has been replaced with Employment and Support Allowance (ESA).
· Between now and 2014, Jobcentre Plus will review your Incapacity Benefit claim to see if you’re capable of work or eligible for ESA
· Your claim won’t be reviewed if you’ll reach State Pension age before 6 April 2014.
What will happen?

· If you’re not about to reach State Pension age, Jobcentre Plus will write to you to let you know that your claim is going to be reviewed.
· You will get this letter between now and 2014.
· After we have written to you we will ring you to make sure you have got the letter.
· We will ask you if you have any questions about the letter and if you need any help completing a review form we are going to send you.
· If you haven’t had the letter we will send you one out and ring again.
· You will continue to receive your Incapacity Benefit whilst we are reviewing your claim as long as nothing changes with you.
· We will send you a form (we call it a questionnaire).
· This will ask you how your illness or disability affects how you complete everyday tasks.
· It is very important you fill it out and return it by the date given on the form. If you don’t your money may stop.
· If you aren’t sure about some of the questions don’t worry you can ask us for some help. The form gives you more details.
When you send us your form we will:
· Look to see if we have everything we need to review your claim.
· We are looking to see what you can do and if you can work.
· If we don’t have enough information we will arrange for you to see someone so we have all the information we need.
· When we have made a decision we will ring you and tell you what happens next.
· We will also write to you.
· If you think we have made a mistake you can ask us to look again at our decision.
If we decide you can work we will talk about what benefit you can claim:

· Jobseekers Allowance

· Income Support

· Pension Credit

We can arrange for you to make a claim. If you claim Jobseekers Allowance we will help you find work. 
If we decide you cannot work we will transfer your claim to Employment Support Allowance.

Depending on how severe your disability or health condition is you will be placed in one of two groups:
· Work Related Activity Group - if we place you in this group you will get support to help you prepare for suitable work.
· Support Group - if we place you in this group we will not expect you to prepare for work although if you tell us you want to we will help you.
Universal Credit 

We know that Universal Credit will start to replace some benefits from October 2013.
There will be some early testing this April in other parts of the country.

It will take four years to completely introduce Universal Credit so, by 2017, it will have replaced:

· income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance

· income- related Employment and support allowance 

· income support

· child tax credits

· working tax credits

· housing benefit

Some of the differences will be:

· Universal Credit will be available to people who are working and on a low income, as well as to those who are out of work
· most people on low incomes will still be paid Universal Credit when they first start a new job or increase their part-time hours
· payment will be monthly, paid into a bank account
· support with housing costs will go direct to the individual as part of their monthly payment.
Some of the help to support you finding work:
· National Support

· Work Programme

· Work Choice

· Local Support

· Health and Disability Employment Advisers

· Step Forward

An introduction to personal independence payment: Hazel Brown

What is personal independence payment?

· Personal Independence Payment (PIP) is a new benefit to help disabled people live full, active and independent lives.  

· It will replace Disability Living Allowance (DLA) from 8 April 2013. 
· PIP will help towards some of the extra costs arising from having a long term condition (this means ill-health or disability expected to last 12 months or longer).  

· It is based on how a person's condition affects them, not the condition they have. PIP has a 3 month qualifying period and 9 month prospective test

· PIP will be made up of two components – daily living and mobility, each can be paid at standard rate, or enhanced rate for those with the greatest needs
· PIP is a benefit people can get whether they are in or out of work 

· It is not affected by income or savings and is not taxed
· PIP has links to passported benefits where possible 

· Entitlement to PIP will be decided based on assessment criteria which consider the ability to carry out a range of everyday activities

Components, eligibility and the assessment criteria

· PIP will be made up of two components – daily living and mobility

· Each can be paid at standard rate, or enhanced rate for those with the greatest needs

· The PIP assessment criteria will consider the individual’s ability to carry out a range of everyday activities

· Individuals will receive a point score for each activity, depending on how well they can carry them out and the help they need to do them

· The total scores for each component determine whether a component is payable, and if so, whether at the standard or enhanced rate

Who are the assessment providers?

· Atos Healthcare - Scotland, North East and North West of England, London and Southern England

· Capita Business Services Ltd – Wales and Central England and Northern Ireland
What is the personal independence payment assessment?

· The PIP assessment considers people as individuals, focussing on the impact their condition(s) has on their daily lives and over a range of different activities 

· The PIP assessment is carried out by health professionals who consider evidence provided by the claimant, along with any further evidence they think is needed against a set of assessment criteria

· Most people will be asked to a face-to-face consultation with a health professional as part of the assessment process

· Claimants will be encouraged to take somebody with them to the consultation

· Face-to-face consultations may not be necessary for everyone – for example, those who are terminally ill may not have to have 

· Home visits will be available when necessary

· The health professional will send a report to the DWP following the assessment, for the DWP Case Manager to make a decision.

New Claims start in April 2013

April 2013: 
New Claims to PIP will be taken from people living in Cheshire, Cumbria, Merseyside, North East England and North West England 

June 2013:
New claims national rollout 

Reassessments start from October 2013

October 2013: 
DWP will start to invite some existing DLA recipients to claim PIP.  DWP will write to those individuals who:
· are reaching the end of a fixed period DLA award

· are about to turn 16 inviting them to claim PIP

Those existing DLA claimants who report a change in their condition will be invited to claim PIP.
DLA recipients who contact DWP wishing to claim PIP will be able to do so (self selectors)
October 2015: 
DWP will start to reassess remaining DLA claimants who were aged between 16 and 64 on the day that PIP was introduced (8 April 2013)

Once selected for reassessment, claimants will be asked to claim PIP:
· if they do, then their DLA award will normally continue until a decision on the PIP is made

· if they don’t claim PIP then their DLA claim will end  

How is personal independence payment claimed?
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Information about PIP will be available from a range of sources, including online, vialeaflets and
through support organisations.

Existing DLA claimants will be contacted individually to ask if they want to claim PIP.
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Claimants (or those supportingthem) phone DWP to make a claim to PIP. Paper claims won't
normally be used, and online claims will n ot be available before 2014

DWP will send claimants a form where they can explain how their disability affects them
Special Rules claims will be dealt with more quickly
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Claimant completes the "How your disability affects you' form to explain how th eir condition affects
their daily life, both on good andbad days and over a range of activities.

Supporting evidence can be sentwith this form, which they return to DWP by post.
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Claim details, form and supporting evidence are passed to the health professional

Most people will be asked to attend a face to face consultation The health professional reviews
the claim against a set of clear descriptors to assess the challenges faced by the individual
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includingthelevel andlength of award.




What happens after a decision is made about personal independence payment?

Disallowance/reduced award phone call

· After the decision letter is issued, a DWP Case Manager will contact the claimant to explain the decision – where PIP has not been awarded or where the award is lower than the DLA award in reassessment cases

Awards and reviews

· PIP awards will be based on the claimant’s circumstances and the impact of their disability/health condition; the length of award will be included in the decision letter along with when and how changes in circumstances need to be reported  

· There will be fewer ongoing awards; more awards of shorter duration (eg 2, 5, 10 years)

· Awards will be reviewed at pre-determined intervals to see if the claimant’s needs have changed over time and to make sure their award is still correct 

· When someone’s award comes to an end, they can decide to make a further claim to PIP, if they still have needs arising from their health condition or disability

Disputes

· PIP has a reconsideration process which claimants will have to follow before they can appeal against a decision

· From April 2013, disputes about PIP decisions will come under new arrangements DWP is introducing

· This means that if someone is not happy with their PIP decision:

· The first mandatory step is for the decision to be reconsidered by the DWP case manager

· If the issue is not resolved at the reconsideration stage there is a right to appeal

· Appeals must be lodged directly with Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunals Service (HMCTS)

Bedroom Tax (The Under Occupancy Charge): Ian Brown
Background

· For the first time, the government is limiting the size of houses for the social rented sector.
· The new regulations apply to working age customers only (remember that this is the sliding scale).
· The new regulations come into effect from 01 April 2013.
How Many Rooms 

You are allowed

· One bedroom for each couple or person (over 16)
· 2 children of the same sex or 2 children under 10 (regardless of their sex)
· An outside carer who provides overnight care.
The Amount of the “Charge”

· If a customer is under occupied by one room, the penalty is 14% of the actual eligible rent.
· If customer is under occupied by two or more rooms, the penalty is 25% of the eligible rent.
· No other LHA restrictions are being applied, such as the maximum of four bedrooms or the shared accommodation rate.
How many households in Wiltshire will be affected?

· Under-occupying by 1 bedroom = 2548
· Under-occupying by 2 or more bedrooms = 447
· Total affected = 2995 households
Exempt Tenancies

Under occupation rules do not apply to the following tenancies

· Shared ownership cases.
· Mooring charges for house boats.
· Site charges for caravans / mobile homes.
· Homeless temporary accommodation.
· Supported exempt accommodation (care and support cases).
Concerns 

· Foster children are NOT counted as part of the benefit household, so a claimant in a two bedroom property with a foster child would be “penalised” for being under occupied.
· Disabled people with room adaptations who cannot move, are also NOT exempt, although it is hoped that the promised higher Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) funding will cover both foster children and disabled adaption issues wherever needed.
When is a bedroom not a bedroom?

· “Bedroom” is not defined in the legislation and there is no definition of a minimum bedroom size. It is up to the landlord to accurately describe the property in line with the actual rent charged.
Joint Tenants

· All occupants of the household, whether or not claiming benefit, are taken into account. 

· Normal under occupancy rules are then applied to the household. 

· No account is taken as to how the tenants divide the rooms amongst themselves. 

· However, where appropriate, the LA may take into account the manner in which the rent is shared between the parties. 

· If under occupancy is established, the standard 14% or 25% reduction is then applied to the whole eligible rent, which is then apportioned between the joint tenants.
· This has the somewhat unusual effect that, for the first time, joint tenants claiming HB will need to inform their LA of any changes to the composition, not only of their benefit household, but also to that of the joint tenant’s household. a carer who provides overnight care.
Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP)
· Our DHP budget has increased from approximately £227,000 to £474,000.
· The increase is specifically to assist in cases of adapted accommodation for disabled claimants, and foster carers as mentioned above.
What are we doing?

· We have received our bedroom numbers from social landlords and written to all claimants who we believe may be affected by the new regulations.
· The bedroom tax has also been extensively publicised by us, as well as by various social landlords. 
Government’s suggestion to claimants:
· Pay the difference / tax.
· Move to appropriately sized accommodation.
· Take in a boarder or lodger.
· Get any non-dependents living in the property to contribute more towards the rent. 

· Get a job and / or work more hours to increase household income. 

· Apply for DHP. 

Council Tax Reduction: Ian Brown

Aims of the scheme in Wiltshire

· To save money

· To encourage more people to work

· To simplify

· To protect the most vulnerable

The Scheme

We will have 3 categories of claimants:
· Pensioners

· The Vulnerable

· Working age claimants who are not classified as vulnerable

Vulnerable

· “Vulnerable” will be defined as those persons where anyone in the family qualifies for one of the disability premiums, or is in receipt of any of the war widow(er)’s pensions or war disablement pensions. 

Maximum Council Tax Reduction

· Pensioners and the vulnerable will have their Council Tax Reduction calculation based on a maximum of 100% of their Council Tax liability.

· All other working age people will have their Council Tax Reduction calculation based on 80% of their Council Tax liability.

· (In simple terms, a working age, non vulnerable person receiving Jobseeker’s Allowance will become responsible to pay 20% of their Council Tax Liability.)

Non-Dependent Deductions

· Remain unchanged for Pensioners;

· For all other claimants, the deductions for non-dependents in remunerative work will be at a flat rate of £3.65 per week (i.e. the lowest deduction) regardless of their earnings.

The Income Taper

· Remains the same for Pensioners.
· For all other claimants, the income taper will be reduced from 20% to 15%.
· In this respect, too, working age claimants are better off under the new scheme (and better off than pensioners).
Capital Limits

· For pensioners and those classified as vulnerable, the capital threshold for claiming Council Tax Support remains £16k;

· For all other non-pensioners, the capital threshold for claiming Council Tax Support is reduced to £10k;

· An income (Tariff Income) will be calculated on saving between £6,000 and £9,999.

Backdating and Alternative Maximum  Reductions (Second Adult Rebate)

· Remains unchanged for Pensioners.

· Both Backdating and Alternative Maximum Reduction will be abolished altogether for all working age claimants

Miscellaneous

· Appeals will be to the Valuation Tribunal in terms of the Council Tax Regulations.

· There will be a general discretion in terms of section 10 of the Local Government Finance Act to grant a further reduction to Council Tax.

· Changes to entitlement to the reduction / discount will take place on the day of the change.

Questions and Answers from the floor:
Jonathan Edmondson:
Are employers ready and how many are willing to take on people with disabilities?

In the last year we have been constantly preparing people to get into work. People with disabilities have been included in that. In percentage terms, Wiltshire is the best place in the country to be looking for work. There are a number of two-tick employers in Wiltshire; the Council is one of them. Two-tick employers is a disability symbol. Employers using this symbol say they are positive about helping people with disabilities. Any work that an individual has done voluntarily is a real advantage. 

Format of Forms need to be appropriate for all 
Universal Credit forms will be online and there is help available to complete the forms (from teams). Job Centre Plus also has a visiting team who go out and help people with their forms.

Why are people going to transfer twice? Once to Employment Support Allowances (ESA) and now to Universal Credit?

Not sure exactly but looks as though ESA will be a stepping stone from Incapacity Benefit to Universal Credit. 
Is Local Advocacy support available?

Please contact the Health and Disability Employment Advisor team at Job Centre Plus for help and information about this. 

If an individual is in a care home and has a job, how would this affect their benefits?

This is an individual situation. The best thing to do is for the individual to get in touch with their local job centre for advice.
As a Carer if I go to work/college, who looks after the cared for?

If you’re going to college for yourself I think it’s a question for Social Services. If it’s a work based activity there is funding available to get support, if you’re going to college to get back to work. There are no requirements on carers allowance to be applying for jobs so that’s up to the individual if they want to be doing that.
What help with budgets when monthly payments start?

DWP looking at pilot schemes around supporting people with their budgeting. In exceptional circumstances monthly payments can still be made. 
Universal Credit what will you lose at work, in reference to money earned?

It will be a gradual change so benefits will go down by 66p for every £1 you earn so over time you will be earning your own money and be off state benefit. We understand this will not be an option for everyone.

Hazel Brown:
Need to ensure the format for the letters are correct before they go out?

It is up to the individual to let DWP know what format they would like it in or if they have a change of circumstances. If you have individual requirements please let DWP know. You can do this now.

Mobility Benefits; if this is taken away people won’t be able to go to work for example car etc?

Probably coincides with Motability, the Motability scheme. You will still qualify for Motability if you receive the enhanced mobility component of PIP. If you do have a Motability car and you do have concerns please contact Motability direct.

Concerns about giving bank details over the phone for the first application for PIP

The reason it is on the first part of the application process for PIP is because we are protecting your information, you make that first call so you know that you are talking to the correct people. ATOS (the organisation for our area who completes the assessments) will then call you on the other parts of the application process.  
Eligibility language needs to be easy read? 

There is an easy read version, audio and a video on YouTube of the PIP guide.

How long will the process take? People will worry about the decisions. Quick decisions about the award. Lots of communication to reassure people.

DWP would like it to take a maximum of 74 days from the first point of contact to the end when the claim is awarded. If it goes to appeal this will be logged with Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunal Services and if accepted referred back to Department of Work and Pensions (DWP). They have 28 days to respond.
Scoring?

To qualify for the standard rate you need to score 8 points. You can accumulate those points on all the activities.
If I don’t get Personal Independence Payment (PIP) will my blue badge still be available?

If you score 8 points on the ‘moving around’ section for PIP you will automatically get the blue badge. If for any reason you do not qualify you can apply through Wiltshire Council for the badges. They have  further criteria that you can reapply under. Blue badges now cost £10.

When you get your new award, how long will it last?
This would be dependent on the individual, it could be awards for one, two, three, five, ten years or longer. 
The ‘invitation’ needs to be clear that you do need to apply.

You must make a new application unless you do not wish to. You can see online a PIP checker and this will show when you are likely to be contacted. Once contacted you need to apply.
Help

I hope today has been a positive experience for you because that’s what we want it to be. There are some things we can’t do very much about but we can be there. We want to make it a good process. We’ve learnt about the process between incapacity benefit and employment support allowance. We know that individuals felt they didn’t know what was happening next, they didn’t know what they had to do. We’re very much hoping that this won’t be the case for PIP. 
Ian Brown:
Far too many changes at the moment, too much confusion!

There are lots of changes at the moment and that is why Hazel, Jonathan and Ian are here to answer any questions that you may have. 
Aim is to save money but it will cost more to implement.
This is what Discretionary Housing Payment (DHP) is for. We are determined to try and work with people to keep them in their homes rather than having to adapt new ones.  

How long do the appeals take? 

Can take 4 to 6 months for an appeal.

Why pensioners within the exempt category?

At the moment they are protected. This may change in the future.

Some People don’t share a bedroom for various reasons.

Wiltshire Council will take into consideration couples who have adapted homes. Those couples will need to contact Wiltshire Council to give details as to why they should receive help.

There are no financial incentives to work. Benefits and reductions don’t apply if you own your own home or work a certain amount of hours even with DLA benefit?

When Universal Credit comes in there will be a gradual change between benefits and work salary. There will be a 66p decrease in benefits for every £1 so a person will be a third of their money better off for every pound they earn. There are no breaks in the claim and you don’t need to tell DWP/Local Authority about earnings as employers will be operating real time and send straight to Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) to adjust a person’s Universal Credit.  

Does it apply to someone who is self employed?

A self employed person will be able to make their own claims online. At the moment you will be able to make your claims at the end of the year, but you’ll also be able to make your claims each month too. You will be giving that information in real time to HMRC so they’ll be able to adjust your benefit as and when necessary. 
Making the vulnerable more vulnerable.

Look into DHP information in packs given out.
Keeping us informed of latest government changes?

Updates on the website 

Why is it so difficult to get into supported living? 

People that have supported living and live in a care home are they exempt from  the tax?

Ian was unable to give an answer to these two questions. Martin has asked him to come back to WSUN when learns anything about these two questions so that it can be added to WSUN’s quarterly news letter.
Other Questions:
Jonathan
· Will there be any changes to access to work? E.g Criteria of hours worked.

· Can we have more information about social fund and changes to transfer funds to council please?

· Health and disability employment advisors – who are they and where are they based?

· Will the phone service and response to letters be improved – very poor at times

· Please clarify situation with National Insurance contributions

· Is Job Centre working with employers to tackle disability discrimination?

· Issue around monthly payments with people who are vulnerable – need an advocate to manage

· Is it a real priority that everyone has a job?

· Are there enough jobs for everyone to work?

· Who will the work related activity GRP be, what training qualifications and how to access them?

· What does sustainable mean and how will it be managed?

· Examples of how they do it in Wiltshire- how it could work?

· Work programme- how many people percentage with a disability have found work?

· How specialist are the work advisors

Hazel

· New claimants assessed thoroughly to make sure they are legally claiming

· In changes around benefit – how will we be contacted?

· Are you aware people rely on DLA to go to work, won’t be able to go to work

· How much carers allowance? And whether that can be used to support people?

· How does it relate to varying health?

· Agendas around health, implying everyone can get well. Not always the case

Ian

· Have pensioners been asked if they would like to reduce their house size?

· Shouldn’t be an age rule for male and female children on sharing a room

· Don’t agree with council tax payments

· Don’t like the term “vulnerable”

· Not enough single houses (1 bedroom)

· I thought if you lived in a housing association house you couldn’t have a lodger

· Get a job- not an option- there aren’t jobs out there

· Thought it was to simplify but it feels more complicated

· Don’t think people (all tenants) should part pay their rent  ( housing benefit to pay) – want it to go back to how it was.

· If live in a Warden controlled housing but under pension age what position are you in for under occupancy and council tax?

· Where can we get the forms and what will they be like?

Feedback from Service Users
We have received the following positive feedback: ‘What was good about the meeting?’
· The speakers

· Very informative

· Great meeting

· Very well organised

· Helpful

· Well explained

· Very clear talking and presentations

· Very interesting 

· Good Speakers the right people being there

· Information given and level was given

· Finally information about PIP

· Ian’s Presentation very informative and he was very approachable

· Putting names to faces

· Good, new friends

· The information that was received

· It would have been good to have some support and help if you have worries

· Very interesting about the three speakers

· Lovely lunch

· All speakers very informative

· Food was brilliant 

· They have given a good presentation on what the changes will be

We have received the following feedback for improvements: What was bad about the meeting?’ ‘What improvements can be made?’
· Distress about the upheaval to my personal benefit status

· Nothing

· Not bad

· Prefer black and white presentation so able to see clearly 

· Few more symbols and pictures in packs 

· Thinking there are jobs when there are not

· Those in power are mostly freemasons which is an evil organisation

· There are far too many changes going on at the moment and need to get some help and support

· Gentleman speaker sent forms but upfront but sadly I never had help to read them or help to fill in, didn’t know there was help available.

· Because was it was more about people on benefits didn’t think this was beneficial to me 

· No air ventilation

· Green text on white background from Jonathan presentation

· Tiny text on Hazels presentation

· Both had experience and training from the vision ahead event please use it to make information accessible when present to us

· The table top discussions were not long enough

Accessibility Issues
There was no accessibility issues reported. 
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