[image: image1.jpg]nawra

national association of
welfare rights advisers



PRESS RELEASE:
22nd October 2010

Benefit cuts target the sick, the disabled and children

The National Association of Welfare Rights Advisers (NAWRA) today condemned the announcement of a further annual £7 billion in welfare cuts on top of the annual £11 billion already set out in the “emergency” budget and the £3 billion already planned by the last Government. People who rely on  benefits or tax credits are being forced to make a £17bn per year  or 21% contribution to the total  £81bn per year deficit reduction    This contrast to the £2.5bn per or 3% contribution that the banks  will be required to make

“It is difficult to see how cuts that will disproportionately impact on the sick and disabled and families on low incomes are consistent with concerns for fairness or child poverty” commented Alan Markey, National Chair of NAWRA. “Particularly when the £148 billion budget deficit has largely resulted from the financial crisis”
NAWRA representative from North Wales, Richard Jones Abbas, commented “These welfare spending cuts over a four year period will result  in around £60.5 m being withdrawn from the people and economy of a small county like Denbighshire.  The effect of withdrawing £60.5 million from our economy will result in an estimated 2,095 job losses due to reduced demand for goods and services.

NAWRA is particularly concerned at:
Cuts to benefits for those sick from work:

· The plan to limit Contributory Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) to 1 year only, which seems to be a fundamental breach of the Government’s contract with National Insurance payers. Until now “the deal” has been that in return for contributions made, people get a small measure of social security in the event of sickness from work.  
· “Now a million people will lose their entitlement, just as they make the difficult personal and financial adjustment to their illness unfortunately having becoming long term” commented NAWRA’s South Wales representative, Tom Messere. While the most disabled minority of ESA claimants will be exempt from the new time limit, the majority will be affected. 
· This will particularly hit areas of high deprivation and poor health, which are already set to feel the effects of the impact of the last Government’s plans to reassess all claimants under the new much tighter Work Capability Assessment. The result will be a significant cost in administration, appeals, emotional and financial distress to claimants and sadly in some extreme cases, people’s lives. Up to 400,000 people could see benefits cut or lost altogether.  
Disability Benefits

· Cuts to Disability Living Allowance(DLA) – Mobility Component for people in registered care homes, will significantly affect the potential for trips out and outings, denying older people or young people with disabilities the opportunity and right to participate in wider society, and in some cases to work. Alternative funding via social services is unlikely to be available in the face of 28% cuts.
· This extra cut comes on top of the June announced plans to cut DLA by 20%, causing worry and concern to all claimants. Such a cut will fall hardest on the poorest, as claimants on lower incomes, could then face consequential cuts in means tested benefits and tax credits, while carers could also lose out. 
Families, children and young people:
Of course the measures above will impact on children in affected households and children with disabilities. However NAWRA is also concerned at measures targeted at families: 
· Arbitrary caps on Housing Benefit will particularly affect larger families living in London and the South East.  “The reality is that families are struggling on minimal incomes across the UK” commented Maureen Arthur, NAWRA’s London representative. “The overall benefits figure for the family is distorted by Housing Benefit picking up the tab for market failure in affordable housing”
· Working parents will be hit by the raising of the hours threshold for from 16 to 24 hours, the freezing of the maximum rates of Working Tax Credit and the cuts in help with childcare costs, which are a major barrier to making work pay.
· The decision to raise the age threshold for HB for a single room rent to 35 seems perverse.  The case for the threshold in the first place rested on the assertion that the youth unemployment market was different and arrangements for under 25s should reflect that.
· Educational Maintenance Allowance provided a crucial support and incentive for young people from less well off backgrounds to stay on at school or college, addressing the significant drop off from education post 16. Its abolition is deeply regressive.
NAWRA understands that there is a need to tackle the budget impacts caused by the banking crisis, but also that the Government has choices about the scale, speed, balance and targets for any cuts. It is hard to see how cuts targeted at the poorest 20% of the population fit with stated concerns about fairness, child poverty and making work pay. "

We are also concerned at the impact of such announcements - and the press build up to it - on anxiety and distress levels amongst vulnerable claimants. In particular, those with mental health problems may feel personally under attack and experience an exacerbation of their symptoms. We urge the Government to be more measured in its rhetoric. If this is truly a time of national crisis, then our society will be rightly judged on how it treats its weakest members. 

We would urge anyone concerned about their individual situation to seek advice and NAWRA members across the country will continue to offer free, confidential and impartial advice and o support, in difficult times and sometimes hostile times .We would urge hard pressed local authorities to think carefully before cutting funding to the local advice sector at a time when their poorest and most vulnerable citizens may need them most.
For further information:

Please see attached Notes for Editors, visit our website www.nawra.org.uk   or contact:
Tom Messere – NAWRA rep South Wales on 01267 223147

· 
Notes to Editors: 
· The one year cut off of Contributory ESA is regardless of ongoing medical assessment under increasingly tough criteria. Claimants may still be assessed as having limited capability for work and meeting the conditions for benefit, but will be arbitrarily denied any payment.
· All existing claimants will be affected by these medical re-assessments to roll out from February 2011. This will affect people already assessed – sometimes on numerous occasions – as being incapacitated for work. The former test was described by the OECD had described as the toughest gateway to sickness/invalidity benefits in the developed world. 
· Original estimates by the DWP were that that 15% would fail the new Work Capability Assessment and be ineligible for ESA  - some 225,000 people. However since then the test has been further tightened, while the Medical Service has already shown a n excessive willingness to recommend disallowance for new claimants who have faced the test since October 2008. There an anticipated failure rate of 50% is currently running at 68%. It then seems likely that these two factors will lead to a much higher failure rate for long term claimants than the DWP anticipates. 
· For those who fail the assessment the DWP estimates that half will be able to switch to the lower paying  Job Seekers Allowance and half will lose entitlement to any benefit altogether. It is though not clear if those who switch to JSA will be able to retain their benefit if they have difficulty in satisfying conditions of being available for and actively seeking work.
· Cuts in DLA are despite DWP research which suggests significant under claiming of this benefit, which is a vital resource for Community Care. 

· Disability Living Allowance has a major effect on the risks of adults and children in households with disability being in poverty. Loss of DLA hits the poorest hardest (whether in or out of work) because of loss of additional premiums in means tested benefits and elements in tax credits. 

· The 1989 housing reforms were based on the assumption that the abandonment of “Fair Rents” would significantly increase the supply of affordable private rented sector properties. The rents rose dramatically, but did not lead to the anticipated market solution of increased supply of affordable private sector housing. The taxpayer has been picking up the tab in rocketing Housing Benefit bills ever since, although successive Governments have sought to reign this in through arbitrary caps on amounts paid to tenants ever since. The result has been either homelessness, forcing people to move away from family support or tenants having to make up the difference from minimal other income. The situation may well be exacerbated by plans to apply the same recipe to social rented housing!
The National Association of Welfare Rights Advisers (NAWRA) was established in 1992 and represents advisers in some 200 organisations across the UK with membership drawn from local authorities, the voluntary sector, trade unions, solicitors and other organisations who provide legal advice on social security and tax credits. Our members have considerable experience in providing both front line legal advice on benefits, providing training and information.





We strive to challenge, influence and improve welfare rights policy and legislation, in a non partisan way, through influencing policy debates, responding to consultations and involvement in DWP and HMRC fora. NAWRA also seeks to identify good practise and share knowledge, experience and ideas across members through exchange of information and conferences throughout the year across the UK.











