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Disability Benefits Consortium Briefing: Welfare Reform and Work Bill: Second reading debate Monday 20th July 2015

About the Disability Benefits Consortium (DBC)
The DBC is a national coalition of over 50 different charities and other organisations committed to working towards a fair benefits system. Using our combined knowledge, experience and direct contact with disabled people and carers, we seek to ensure Government policy reflects and meets the needs of all disabled people, their families and carers. 

Summary
We wish to see a society where disabled people, their families and carers are valued as equals. Disabled people should receive the appropriate support to live independently, be fully included in society and where able to, supported to look for and stay in work. 

To achieve this much needs to be done. A third of disabled people live below the poverty line. Furthermore DWP figures published in June 2015 show that the number of disabled people living in poverty has increased by 2% over the last year. This equates to 300,000 people.

We welcome therefore the exemption of Disability Living Allowance/Personal Independence Payments from cuts and freezes and the acknowledgement that there are additional costs associated with being disabled. However, the bill legislates to cut or freeze a number of other working age benefits which disabled people are disproportionately more likely to receive. This would undoubtedly have a detrimental impact on disabled people, their families and carers. 
Combined with predicted further reductions in local government funding, and therefore social care, many disabled people are telling us they are extremely anxious and worried about how they will make ends meet, live independently as well as seek and stay in work.
In addition cutting support for disabled people to save costs is counter-productive in the longer term and likely to have knock-on effects to health and social care budgets.
Employment and Support Allowance (Work Related Activity Group) (Clause 13)

When people are assessed as currently not being ‘fit for work’ they are placed in either the ESA Support Group (for those with significant disability or terminal illness) or in the ESA Work Related Activity Group (WRAG). 

The Bill legislates to reduce the amount of support new claimants receive within the ESA WRAG group from £102.15 a week to £73.10. This is despite the fact that WRAG is a benefit specifically there to provide support for those disabled people who are assessed as being able undertake work related activity and/or move towards work, but not yet fit for work. 
.
Furthermore the suggestion that the additional £30 acts to disincentivise people from moving toward work is highly questionable. Many within ESA WRAG are managing a fluctuating condition, coping with pain and fatigue or recovering from illness. While some may take steps towards work related activity at some point (and indeed they are sanctioned if they do not) others may actually experience a deterioration in their condition.
Cutting this benefit to the bare minimum, thereby causing debt and stress, is unlikely to help disabled people seek work effectively and would contradict the Government's aim to halve the disability employment gap as set out in the Conservative manifesto.
Four year freeze on working age benefits (Clause 9)

We welcome the exemption of Disability Living Allowance and Personal Independence Payments from the four year freeze. 
However the bill would freeze a number of other key benefits that many disabled people receive namely Jobseekers Allowance, housing benefit (HB) and Universal Credit (UC). 

In addition specific elements focused on disabled people such as the basic rate and work related components of ESA, HB and the limited capability work component of UC are subject to the freeze.

We believe this does not meet the spirit of the Conservative Party manifesto commitment which stated (p28): ‘We will freeze working age benefits for two years from April 2016, with exemptions for disability and pensioner benefits – as at present’ 

Benefit cap (Clause 7)
The Bill lowers the benefit cap so that the total amount of out of work benefits a household might claim is £23,000 in London and £20,000 outside of London. In addition the Bill removes the link between the cap and average earnings and allows the Secretary of State to lower the cap even further as and when they wish.

Households with disabled members are often in receipt of a number of different out of work benefits such as ESA and Housing benefit and would therefore see further reductions over the course of parliament. A further lowering of the cap could be done without parliamentary scrutiny.
The benefit cap affects a small but significant number of carers who live in a different ‘benefit household’ i.e. caring for someone termed a ‘non-dependent’ in the benefits system. This is often those caring for an adult disabled son or daughter. 
It remains a fundamental flaw that no account is taken of in-work benefits, so out-of-work incomes are compared with wages only, artificially inflating the numbers caught by the cap.

We believe the Government should urgently reassess the impact of the cap on disabled people and their families.
Employment (Clauses 1-2)
The Bill places a duty on the Secretary of State to report annually on progress towards full employment as well as increasing the numbers of apprenticeships.
It is the aspiration of DBC members to break down the barriers to work so that disabled people are effectively supported to seek and stay in work, where possible, and well supported if they are too unwell to return to work. 
We also welcome the commitment within the Conservative Manifesto to halve the disability employment gap. It will be critical the Secretary of State reports on progress made towards this.

In addition, in order to meet this commitment the Government will need to bring forward an effective welfare to work programme that supports disabled people appropriately to seek work as well as stay in work.
	More info: Rob Holland: Mencap & Parliamentary Chair of DBC. Rob.holland@mencap.org.uk  More info and full list of DBC members: https://disabilitybenefitsconsortium.wordpress.com/
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