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Submission to the APPG on Poverty
The impact of ending the temporary Covid-19 £20 uplift in Universal Credit and Working Tax Credit in April 2021; and the impact of not extending the uplift to legacy and other benefits during the Covid-19 pandemic.
7 January 2021
1. Introduction
1.1 The Disability Benefits Consortium (DBC) is a network of over 100 organisations with an interest in disability and social security. For our full list of members, see https://disabilitybenefitsconsortium.com/dbc-members/ 
1.2 Using our combined knowledge, experience and direct contact with millions of disabled individuals, people with long-term health conditions and carers, we seek to ensure that Government policy reflects and meets the needs of all disabled people.

1.3 We welcome the opportunity to make a submission to the APPG on Poverty’s current inquiry. We have, throughout the pandemic, argued and campaigned for the continuation, in financial year 2021-2, of the £20 per week uplift to Universal Credit (UC) and Working Tax Credit (WTC) arising from the impact of Covid-19; and its extension to legacy and similar benefits.
2. Retaining and extending the Covid-19 benefit uplift
2.1 The decision to increase UC and WTC, by £20 per week, to help claimants cope with the financial shock of Covid-19 was widely welcomed. However, this was announced as a 1-year temporary measure. 
2.2 Given that the financial impact of the pandemic on family budgets is far from over, the DBC is among those who are calling for the uplift to be renewed in 2021-2, above normal uprating.

2.3 Moreover, we have also argued that the £20 increase should be extended to legacy and similar benefits
 (and backdated to April 2020) on the grounds that anything else would be discriminatory; that disabled people already face additional costs and reduced benefits
; and that disabled people are facing increased costs as a result of the Covid-19 emergency. 
2.4 In this context, it is all the more important that any extra support the Government is able to provide does not exclude those disabled people not receiving UC or WTC.
2.5 A DBC survey of 224 legacy benefit claimants illustrated the impact of the pandemic in terms of extra costs. Almost all (95%) of our respondents said their costs had increased as a result of the Covid-19 emergency – citing food, fuel, phone costs, purchase of equipment, extra support from paid carers, and transport (for example, taxis instead of public transport)
. We are currently replicating this survey on a larger scale and early results suggest similar findings.
2.6 A similar picture emerged from a survey, by Carers UK, of 5,000 unpaid carers
.

2.7 Most respondents to our survey told us that receiving an extra £20 a week would make a real difference to their lives. They told us that it would: 
· mean being able to afford the essentials and not having to choose between needs like heating and medication; 
· mean people being able to manage their health better; 
· reduce claimants’ anxieties; 
· reduce the likelihood of going into debt.
2.8 Our proposed continuation and extension of the uplift would apply to: UC; WTC; Income Support; the contributory and income-related versions of Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) and Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA); Carer’s Allowance (CA); and the Housing Benefit personal allowance.
2.9 The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) has made broadly similar recommendations, calling for the continuation of the uplift and its extension to the legacy benefits that are being replaced by UC: 

“The Government must keep doing the right thing and keep families afloat. It must keep the lifeline, strengthen social security and support the recovery by making the £20 uplift to Universal Credit permanent and extending it to legacy benefits. Total cost: around £9 billion a year” 
.
2.10 Our proposal is wider, in that it includes the contributory versions of ESA and JSA, as well as CA, which – although not means-tested – are disproportionately received by households on low incomes. (Note that claimants receiving one of these benefits topped up with a means-tested legacy benefit would in effect receive only one uplift, as the former are fully taken into account in calculating the latter).
2.11 We have not, at the time of writing, been able to cost a £20 uplift to the non-means-tested benefits indicated, although we consider the case for it to be very strong.

2.12 For the continuation of the UC uplift to 2021-2 and its extension to legacy benefits, we have adopted the JRF’s cost estimate of £9 billion per year (see above).
2.13 In respect of legacy benefits, Ministers have argued that claimants can, if they wish, discontinue their claim and switch to UC. This seems to us a flawed argument, for several reasons:

· some will still be worse off on UC – and may not realise this (the Department for Work and Pensions has said it is unable to advise individual claimants); 
· some who are better off on UC because of the £20 uplift will be worse off if it is removed in April;
· many vulnerable claimants find the online UC claim and subsequent claim management intimidating and a real obstacle – precisely the issues that were being explored by the Harrogate “managed migration” pilot before it was suspended.
2.14 It should be added that, for large numbers of UC claimants, the £20 UC uplift has failed in its purpose, because of the benefit cap. We have long argued that the benefit cap should be removed for anyone who receives a disability-related benefit, including those in the ESA Work-Related Activity Group or equivalent in UC. The cap is flawed anyway (as it excludes in-work benefits from its in- and out-of-work income comparisons) but the extra cost of living with a disability or health condition makes these claimants particularly vulnerable if they are not in a protected category (such as receiving PIP or being in the ESA Support Group or UC equivalent). The perpetuation of the cap for any group during the pandemic (and consequent erosion or elimination of the uplift for those affected) seems particularly difficult to defend. It should be suspended.
3. Conclusion
3.1 We consider that the above recommendations constitute not only a much-needed mechanism for financial protection, but also a constructive investment in the wellbeing and social and economic participation of disabled people and those with long-term health conditions. 
3.2 They would enable disabled people better to live independently in the community, reducing pressure on public services, notably social care and the NHS. They would better support carers, again reducing pressure on social care and the NHS.

3.3 In these respects, we believe that they also reflect the priorities of the Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review and hope that this will be recognised in upcoming decisions.
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