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I am please to be able to report that over the past twelve months interest in SSLPA is on the increase and this is reflected in the significant increase in attendance and subscription levels.  All the signs are that this trend will continue.  The need for a forum where practitioners, be it in a legal firm or a welfare rights unit, can exchange information and learn from one another’s experience is a great today as it was when SSLPA was launched in 1996.  Given the every changing nature of social security rules and case law busy practitioners have to find time to update their knowledge and every two years or so grapple with a major change to the scheme.  The current challenge is the change over from benefits to credits administered by the Inland Revenue.  Major reforms in housing benefit are due to follow shortly.

Looking back over the last year, the talks have reflected some of the major issues in social security law at the moment.  On 2nd April 2003, Ranjiv Khubber
 gave a talk on “Immigration and Social Security”
 in which he considered the interrelationship between immigration law and social security law.  In particular, his talk identified what entitlement to benefit still remained after the draconian measures restricting benefits to various categories of claimants who arrived in the UK from abroad.  Subjects covered included EEA nationals, refugees and reciprocal arrangements.  There have been several major court decisions in this area, including: R v SSHD, SSWP ex p Anufrijeva [2003] UKHC 36 – when claimant ceases to be an asylum seeker for IS purposes, Szoma v SSWP [2003] EWCA Civ 1131 – whether ECSMA/CESC nationals are lawfully present for the purposes of IS; CIS/47/02 and CIS/3508/2001 – sponsorship undertakings and Shire v Secretary of State for Work and Pensions [2003] EWCA Civ 1465, – On arrival, whether a claimant is responsible for the actions of an agent

On 25th June 2003, Conrad Haley
 gave a talk on “Human Rights Arguments at Tribunal Level”.  The object of the talk was to describe how HRA has impacted on social security and practical tips on how practitioners can run a HRA case.  The minutes for that meeting give some indication of the topics covered in the talk and the range of questions from the floor it inspired.  Against this is an area of social security law in which several major decisions have been handed down by the courts, including R (Carson) & Reynolds v SSWP [2003] EWCA Civ 555, whether difference in the rates of benefit paid based on age or country amounted to discrimination; R v (on application of Hooper) v SSWP [2002] EWCA Civ 813, R (on the application of Kehoe) SSWP [2003] EWHC 1021. 
On 22nd October 2003, Bethan Harris
 gave a talk on “Recent Developments in Housing Benefit.”  This is a grow area in the case law as more and more issues are coming before the Commissioners.  The talk covered the recent case law on evidence and the verification framework, backdating and good cause, the various anti-abuse provisions in regulations 6 and 7.  There was also a discussion of the changes new ‘flat rate’ HB scheme and the continuing debate over using benefits as a tool to combat anti-social behaviour.  The author also gave a talk based on a paper called “Overpayments and Recovery in Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit.  In addition to the numerous Commissioners decisions on housing benefit
 there has been the court of appeal’s ruling in SSWP v Chiltern DC [2003] EWCA Civ 508 (R(H) 2/03) – that there is a right of appeal against the LA decision as to whom recovery of an overpayment may be made and the subsequent Tribunal of Commissioners decision on how tribunals should put this in practice CH/5216/2001.

The pace of change shows no sign of slowing down and there are a number of Tribunal of Commissioners decisions pending.  Recent cases for reflection are:  The Secretary of State for Work and Pensions v Gillies (28/11/03) – where a medical member is sitting on a DAT assessing reports by other EMPs there is no apprehension of bias and CIB/4751/2002 – the tribunal decision on supersessions – including the power of tribunals to cure defects and the circumstances in which DLA can be superseded following an application by the claimant for an increase or where the claim is due for renewal – a very long decision - 64 pages.  So plenty to consider in the coming year.

The Accounts
This year’s accounts, prepared by Professional Briefings, are attached.  The figures show two things: (i) that payments due to Professional Briefings are pending from 2000/01; 2001/02 and 2002/03 (ii) there are sufficient funds to cover those liabilities, save for a very small shortfall for 2002/03.  The aim, as ever, is to ensure that there are sufficient funds to cover our ongoing liabilities and so long as membership remains healthy the SSLPA will go on.
Executive Committee
New volunteers to needed for this year’s Executive Committee.  Jo Silcox is standing down.  I would like to pay tribute to her drive and energy and organising skills which has helped SSLPA get through the last 12 months.  Those members who are unable to join the Committee should still feel free to provide feedback to SSLPA (via london@profbrieifings.co.uk) on topics for future meetings or whether SSLPA should develop its role as a representative body commenting on proposed changes in the law.
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