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About the Disability Benefits Consortium (DBC)

The DBC is a coalition of 60 different disability charities working towards a fair benefits system. 
Clauses for debate Monday
Clause 13 cuts Employment and Support Allowance for new claimants from April 2017 in the Work Related Activity Group (ESA WRAG) by £30 a week or £1500 a year. We believe the cut will hinder the Government’s aim to halve the disability employment gap and instead will push many disabled people further towards or into poverty, in many cases affecting their health. 
Clause 14 cuts the equivalent £30 a week payment in the new Universal Credit (UC), the ‘limited capability for work’ element. Due to the way UC works it will impact on disabled people both out of work but also in work, particularly those on low wages. 
About the Amendments (8B, 8C, 9B, 9C)
At Report stage, Peers voted to halt the cut by removing Clauses 13 and 14. This was overturned in the Commons despite a number of supportive speeches from Conservative MPs. It was sent back to the Lords with Ministers citing financial privilege. 

Independent Peer Lord Low tabled what we felt were sensible amendments in lieu which would mean Clauses 13 & 14 would be brought in only after a wide ranging assessment has been made of the impact of the cut on disabled people. These was overturned by the Commons on Monday 29th February.
As a sector we are disappointed that the cuts have gone through despite opposition from MPs across all houses and two substantial Government defeats in the Lords. 
We felt Lord Low’s amendment reflected the concerns of disabled people and their families that the Government has not fully understood how the cut would affect people’s ability to move towards work and undertake work related activity such as work experience, volunteering and training.
The amendment further reflected the fact the equality assessment published alongside the Bill failed to look at the impact of the cut on disabled people, simply detailing the savings to Government. 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission described the Government’s impact assessment as ‘limited’ and that it ‘makes it difficult to understand whether the changes will affect, for example, people with some types of physical disability more or less than people with particular types of poor mental health or who experience bouts of ill-health and may therefore be in and out of work’. It concluded: “These are the kinds of matters that we might have expected a more thorough analysis to have considered.”
Furthermore MPs and Peers across all parties have expressed concern that the Government is pushing ahead with this cut before the much talked about White Paper is published in the summer which will look at broad system change in terms of benefits as well as how back to work support might be improved.
Figures and impact
Currently there are 492,180 disabled people nationally in the ESA WRAG. The largest group is those with 'Mental and Behavioural Disorders' (248,040). This includes those with mental health issues, a learning disability or Autism. 

The cut would affect new ESA WRAG claimants from April 2017. It will also affect new Universal Credit claimants both in and out of work, meaning that for many work will not pay.

In addition it will introduce a perverse disincentive to work. For current claimants that move into work and then lose their job after three months they will be treated as new a claimant and thus go on the lower rate of benefit.

Government’s reasoning
Ministers have said that the cut will ‘remove the financial incentives that could otherwise discourage claimants from taking steps back to work.’ 
Our experience is that the majority of disabled people wish to work but experience many barriers including a lack of awareness and understanding among employers as well as a lack of quality support to look for work, get into work and build a career. 

This was also the conclusion of a review carried out by the Independent Peers Lord Low, Baroness Meacher and Baroness Grey-Thompson published in December. It found cutting this benefit by a third, thereby causing anxiety, stress and debt, will not help disabled people take steps towards work and for those with health conditions it risks prolonging, or impeding their recovery.

Views of disabled people 
Our survey (carried out October 2015) of over 500 people currently in the ESA-WRAG found:

· 7 in 10 (69%) of disabled people said such a cut to ESA would cause their health to suffer

· Almost half said it would mean they would return to work later (49%)

· A third say they couldn’t afford to eat on the current amount they receive from ESA WRAG

Views of the general public
The general public share our concerns. A poll of 2000 adults conducted by Populus in January 2016 revealed that 71% think cuts to welfare will make the UK a worse place for disabled people to live in. 

Government concessions
The Government has recently announced three things which they said would mitigate some of the ‘unintended consequences’ of the cut.
The Flexible Support Fund (FSF) 
The Government will increase funding to this by £15 million. FSF is a discretionary fund administered by Jobcentres which can be used to pay for things such as travel to interviews and interview clothes.
 

Deteriorating conditions and reassessment: 

The Government will increase guidance for claimants and charities around reassessment for those with deteriorating conditions. This is an existing right and not a concession as such.

 

Scrapping the 52 week ‘permitted work limit’ 

Currently claimants in ESA WRAG can earn up to £107.50 a week under permitted work rules while keeping the benefit. However after 52 weeks they must decrease their hours or lose the benefit. The Government has said they will scrap this limit, a welcome move.

 
Sector response

While the additional £15 million to FSF is welcome as is the change to the permitted work rules, the case for ongoing monitoring of the impact of the cut is sound not least because £640 million will be taken out of disabled people’s pockets by 2020/21.
What we believe the Government should focus on

We urge Ministers to focus on improving support for disabled people to help them get into and stay in work, increasing guidance and information for employers so they know how to support people in the work place and reforming the Work Capability Assessment so that it works for disabled people. We hope these form an integral part of the forthcoming White Paper which we understand is due in the Summer.
	We urge Peers to insist that the Government monitor how this cut will affect disabled people both in and out of work. The Government should also gather evidence as to the impact on disabled people’s physical and mental health, their finances as well as their ability to move towards work


� �HYPERLINK "https://disabilitybenefitsconsortium.files.wordpress.com/2015/12/esa-review-december-2015.pdf"��Halving the Gap?: A Review into the Government’s proposed reduction to ESA (December 2015)�.
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