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For a better quality of life





                                                                                                                                                                  Benefits Briefing 

Essex Benefits Plus Service 

The main work of our service is providing support to staff from within ECC i.e. social care (adults and children) and across a range of staff working in other organisations including as MENCAP, SWAN Housing, Family Mosaic, In Touch Floating Support, MIND, Citizens Advice Bureau and other councils. 

The support we give is advice, information and training on benefits (and benefit problems) to try and make sure our service users and residents are claiming all the help through benefits and other money that may be available because they receive benefits. 

Our Helpline is the main way we provide advice, but we do also produce information and have a programme of training about specific benefits or benefit issues. 

We are also involved in a range of local and national forums and organise and facilitate regular sessions where the staff we support can get updates and find out more about particular issues i.e. how benefits can be affected by going into residential care, or how certain changes in benefits will affect the people of Essex including our Service Users. 

Changes
Following the publication of the Comprehensive Spending Review in October 2010 and the budget in June 2010, what is clear from both is the considerable effect on welfare benefits and Tax Credits in terms of structure and entitlement.  
Whilst there were many changes announced affecting Welfare Benefits and Tax Credits, those of significance are:

· Help with housing costs i.e. Housing Benefit/Local Housing Allowance

· Tax Credits

· those relating to incapacity related benefits

· Disability Living Allowance

The impact of these changes will affect not only residents (their families and carers) in receipt of any of these benefits, but it is likely the changes could have a considerable impact on the local authority and the local economy.

General changes affecting families
Some families may have already been affected by a number of changes which have included the abolition of: 

· Health in Pregnancy Grant

· Child Trust Fund

· Education Maintenance Allowance

In addition, from April 2011 the Sure Start Maternity Payment will be limited to the first child only. 

Child Benefit from April 2013 will also be limited and will no longer include those households where one member is a higher rate tax payer. Whilst this may not appear to have a significant impact, it does mean that, for example a lone parent household could lose Child Benefit where his/her taxable earnings are above the higher tax rate threshold. Conversely, a family of two parents (both of whom have annual taxable earnings below the threshold each) would retain their entitlement.  

From April 2011 Lone parents will not be able to make claims for Income Support where the youngest child is aged over five years. Instead they will need to claim Jobseekers Allowance. Those whose youngest child is aged over five will be contacted by the Jobcentre to change their claims. This could be a real concern for lone parents given there are already restrictions to the availability of other help for Jobseekers such as help with mortgage costs and proposals in the future to reduce Housing Benefit for those receiving Jobseekers Allowance. In addition, the changes to Tax Credits and help with childcare costs could be a significant barrier to returning to work.  These changes to Income Support for lone parents do not include Foster Carers.
Housing Benefit (HB)/Local Housing Allowance (LHA)
Help towards rent for those renting in the private sector will be reduced. This is because of changes to the maximum that can be paid for properties according to their size. 

From April 2011 Local Housing Allowance rates will be capped to the levels below 

	Size
	Weekly max LHA

	1 bedroom
	£250

	2 bedroom
	£290

	3 bedroom
	£340

	4 bedroom
	£400


This does not appear as though it will affect many residents in Essex because currently many rents in the private sector are below these levels. It is however, possible that people living in London (where private rental rates are above these levels) could decide to move to areas like Essex where the rents are cheaper. These people may have a disability or care needs meaning they will need support from the local authority. 

There will also be changes to how the rental levels are set for Local Housing Allowance which will mean less properties will be below local levels and more above. This will mean less help will be available to cover the cost of rent. 

Generally, other changes to how Housing Benefit is calculated will mean less help is available for those in either the private or social rented sector with a particular impact on young families.

At September 2010 numbers claiming Housing and Council Tax Benefit in Essex were:

	District
	All HB recipients
	All CTB recipients
	Claiming both HB and CTB
	CTB only
	HB only

	Basildon
	14,040
	17,650
	12,840
	4,670
	1,200

	Braintree
	8,880
	10,950
	8,030
	2,920
	840

	Brentwood
	3,120
	4,280
	2,810
	1,290
	310

	Castle Point
	4,130
	7,330
	3,550
	3,780
	570

	Chelmsford
	8,410
	10,220
	7,430
	2,790
	980

	Colchester
	11,220
	13,000
	9,430
	3,570
	1,780

	Epping Forest
	6,920
	9,030
	6,440
	2,540
	480

	Harlow
	8,390
	9,310
	7,540
	1,780
	850

	Maldon
	3,130
	4,500
	2,860
	1,630
	270

	Rochford
	3,280
	5,360
	3,020
	2,340
	260

	Tendring
	11,550
	17,640
	10,140
	7,500
	1,410

	Uttlesford
	3,300
	3,960
	2,980
	980
	320


There are currently over 83,000 people in Essex who claim Housing Benefit with approximately 31% of them renting from the private sector. 
Those affected by these changes, as many as 25,500 people, will need to be encouraged to claim additional help from their district/borough councils through discretionary payments. 

From April 2012 – the single room rate will now apply to those aged 35 and under. Currently, most single people aged under 25 can only be paid the lowest LHA rate, the 'Shared Accommodation' rate/shared room rate, regardless of the type of accommodation they actually live in. This rate is usually considerably less than the one bedroom rate. There are exceptions to this, i.e. where the tenant is severely disabled i.e. and receives a severe disability premium or is a care leaver aged under 22. This could have a particular impact on parents who do not live with their children but who wish to rent accommodation that would enable them to have their children stay on a regular basis.  
However, the good news is that from April 2011, Housing Benefit claimants with a disability and a non-resident carer will be entitled to funding for an extra bedroom. 

Foster Carers in particular could be affected by changes and restrictions to Local Housing Allowance. This is because for benefit purposes, foster children are not usually considered part of the foster carers family and therefore would not usually be included in the housing need of the foster carer. For example, a foster carer might rent a larger property to accommodate their foster child, but their Local Housing Allowance would be less.  There are currently 635 Foster Carers in Essex, whilst not all will rent their home from a private landlord, there will be many that do.
If residents are affected by these changes, they will need to be encouraged to seek advice and make applications for additional help form their district or borough council in the form of Discretionary Housing Payments.
Tax Credits

From April 2011– because there are changes to the calculation of Tax Credits we are expecting there to be changes in the amount of help that might be available through Working Tax Credit which provides help for some disabled people and families who work more than 16 hours a week.  

At the same time, changes also include a reduction in the amount of help that there will be for childcare costs and, from April 2012 families will need to work more hours each week (24) before they are entitled to claim Working Tax Credit. 
	District
	Families with children


	No Children
	Total

	
	Out of work
	With CTC more than the

family element
	With CTC at or below the

family element
	Childcare

element
	
	

	
	Families
	Children
	Families
	Children
	Families
	Children
	Families
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Basildon
	4.7
	9.4
	6.6
	12.6
	4.9
	7.5
	0.9
	1.0
	17.2

	Braintree
	2.8
	5.3
	5.5
	10.2
	4.6
	7.2
	0.8
	0.9
	13.8

	Brentwood
	0.9
	1.5
	1.8
	3.3
	1.5
	2.5
	0.3
	0.3
	4.5

	Castle Point
	1.7
	3.0
	2.9
	5.5
	2.6
	4.2
	0.4
	0.4
	7.7

	Chelmsford
	2.6
	4.7
	5.0
	9.2
	4.8
	7.6
	0.8
	0.6
	13.0

	Colchester
	3.1
	5.8
	6.9
	12.8
	5.3
	8.3
	1.3
	0.9
	16.2

	Epping Forest
	2.5
	4.5
	3.6
	6.3
	2.8
	4.3
	0.7
	0.5
	9.4

	Harlow
	2.3
	4.7
	4.0
	7.3
	2.6
	4.0
	0.6
	0.5
	9.4

	Maldon
	1.0
	1.9
	2.1
	3.9
	1.7
	2.6
	0.2
	0.3
	5.1

	Rochford
	1.2
	2.2
	2.6
	5.0
	2.7
	4.3
	0.3
	0.4
	6.8

	Tendring
	3.4
	6.8
	5.3
	10.4
	3.3
	4.9
	0.7
	1.1
	13.1

	Uttlesford
	0.9
	1.5
	2.2
	4.1
	2.0
	3.1
	0.3
	0.3
	5.5


As at December 2010 as many as 121,700 households relied on Tax Credits to supplement their income, and at least 7,000 working families will see a reduction in the help they receive through Tax Credits towards their childcare costs. 

Incapacity benefits and reassessment

From February 2011- March 2014

There are a considerable amount of people who have to claim benefits because they have a disability or condition that means they are unable to work or the amount of work they can do may be limited. Many of these residents will have families and children and some will also include young disabled people/children in transition. 
There have been numerous changes to the benefits that can be claimed in these circumstances each with different ways of assessing whether someone can claim them. (There are 4 different benefits including Severe Disablement Allowance, Incapacity Benefit and Income Support – some people may get more than one.) 

Another new benefit was introduced in 2008 Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) and the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has already started to transfer people from their old benefit onto ESA. This is currently happening in one or two parts of the country (not in Essex) and the rest of the country will be from February onwards. 

The test for ESA is different from the other incapacity benefits and lots of people fail the medical assessment and have to claim Jobseekers Allowance which means they have to go to the Jobcentre regularly to sign on to show they are looking for work. 

There have been some recent criticisms about how the test for ESA applies to people with a learning disability. 

There are about 44,190 in Essex who claim one of the benefits affected and more than 39,500 will have their claims reassessed. We believe that many people will need to start signing on and looking for work. This is because the most recent figures (at May 2010) from DWP suggest 65% of claimants fail the medical test which is applied to these benefits. This means more than 25,700 people in Essex could fail the medical. DWP also state that only a small amount of claimants appeal this decision (as few as 33%) are likely to appeal against their assessment with only 40% succeeding. In Essex this means approximately 8,485 people appealing and 3,394 potentially winning their appeal. 

Our vulnerable service users and residents will not only need support during the reassessment process, but those who fail the medical test will need encouragement and support to make any challenge against that decision.   
We are concerned that many people will have problems understanding the reassessment process. 

Those who are reassessed and it is decided that their ability to work is limited, they will get ESA and be placed into either the support group or the Work related activity Group. Those in the support group will get their benefit and should not have to visit the jobcentre for regular interviews. 

Those in the Work related Activity Group will have to visit their Disability Employment Adviser/Jobcentre Plus personal adviser to continue to get their benefits and they may only get it for one year. 
	District
	Caseload at August 2009
	Those aged 60-65
	Total to be reassessed
	Estimate failing WCA (65%)

	Basildon
	6,900
	6509
	6,250
	4,062

	Braintree
	4,720
	440
	4,280
	2,782

	Brentwood
	1,720
	180
	1,540
	1,001

	Castle Point
	2,870
	360
	2,510
	1,631

	Chelmsford
	4,000
	350
	3,650
	2,372

	Colchester
	5,740
	520
	5,220
	3,393

	Epping Forest
	3,340
	360
	2,980
	1,937

	Harlow
	3,090
	240
	2,850
	1,852

	Maldon
	1,650
	190
	1,460
	949

	Rochford
	1,960
	260
	1,700
	1,105

	Tendring
	6,860
	940
	5,920
	3,848

	Uttlesford
	1,340
	140
	1,200
	780

	Total Essex
	44,190
	4,630
	39,560
	25,714


1. Caseload extracted from Neighbourhood Stats (ONS) but latest stats date back to Aug 09. later figures are available but do not include those on Income Support
2. Figures are rounded to nearest 10

3. Unclear whether caseload includes numbers receiving just Income Support on incapacity grounds

The estimates provided by DWP of people failing the medical test at May 2010.
Employment and Support Allowance (ESA)
From April 2012 
People claiming contribution based ESA (which could include many young people with disabilities or those with a family) and who are placed people in the Work Related Activity Group will have their claims limited to one year. They will then have their family income and savings assessed to see if they qualify for the means-tested version of the benefit. This will be difficult if a person has a partner who works over 24 hours a week because, regardless of their income, they are unable to claim income related ESA because of this rule.
Disability Living Allowance

From October 2012 

The mobility component will stop being paid to those in residential care. The Department for Work and Pensions say that across the country 60,000 people are expected to be affected. Service users (including children with disabilities) who live permanently in residential care may approach the local authority for additional financial support, whilst those who access residential care on a regular basis may need support understanding how their entitlement could be affected. 
The loss of DLA mobility could also impact on those homes who use these funds to resource transport costs for their residents. In addition, there may be concerns around contact, particularly where parents use these funds to finance a vehicle which is then in turn used to visit their child who could be some distance form home. If the parents are unable to continue financing a vehicle, they may approach the local authority for assistance in meeting the costs of those visits and trips home for the young person. 
As at 31st March 2010 Essex County Council were delivering residential and nursing care to 6,369 people. This included:

· 5,032 older people

· 184 adults with physical or sensory impairments
· 910 adults with learning disabilities, 
· 229 adults with mental health needs. 

From April 2013

There will be the introduction of ‘objective assessments’ to decide eligibility. The intention is to target support through this benefit on those in most need. The Government is hoping for a 20% reduction in DLA expenditure by 2017 by bringing in this assessment. All working-age claimants will be reassessed. The government is also planning to reform DLA completely which will mean people will need to have longer term conditions and there is also a proposal to remove the lower rate of care component.

In Essex there were approximately 55,970 people claiming DLA, so a 20% reduction means 11,194 people. If this many people loose benefit then it can affect their other benefits and possibly the benefits of their carers.
	District
	Total
	16 - 17 
	18 - 24 
	25 - 29 
	30 - 34 
	35 - 39 
	40 - 44 
	45 - 49 
	50 - 54 
	55 - 59 
	60 - 64 

	Basildon 
	8.17
	0.17
	0.45
	0.27
	0.28
	0.38
	0.54
	0.66
	0.68
	0.69
	1.02

	Braintree 
	5.83
	0.12
	0.32
	0.19
	0.21
	0.31
	0.39
	0.47
	0.44
	0.55
	0.73

	Brentwood 
	2.06
	0.04
	0.09
	0.06
	0.07
	0.07
	0.12
	0.19
	0.16
	0.20
	0.28

	Castle Point 
	3.88
	0.08
	0.19
	0.08
	0.11
	0.14
	0.19
	0.24
	0.29
	0.34
	0.56

	Chelmsford 
	5.31
	0.11
	0.33
	0.21
	0.21
	0.27
	0.36
	0.43
	0.43
	0.45
	0.62

	Colchester 
	7.18
	0.14
	0.42
	0.30
	0.34
	0.41
	0.54
	0.58
	0.60
	0.61
	0.80

	Epping Forest 
	3.84
	0.07
	0.19
	0.11
	0.13
	0.17
	0.24
	0.31
	0.29
	0.36
	0.56

	Harlow 
	3.66
	0.07
	0.18
	0.12
	0.13
	0.17
	0.23
	0.31
	0.33
	0.33
	0.39

	Maldon 
	2.37
	0.05
	0.11
	0.07
	0.08
	0.11
	0.13
	0.16
	0.19
	0.19
	0.31

	Rochford 
	2.73
	0.07
	0.15
	0.07
	0.08
	0.10
	0.13
	0.20
	0.21
	0.25
	0.39

	Tendring 
	9.07
	0.12
	0.33
	0.26
	0.27
	0.35
	0.46
	0.61
	0.74
	0.85
	1.38

	Uttlesford 
	1.87
	0.04
	0.09
	0.05
	0.05
	0.07
	0.11
	0.16
	0.16
	0.16
	0.24


Total caseload (in thousands) at May 2010
We believe a lot of people will disagree with some of the decisions and in at least 40% of cases, people could keep their benefits if they make a challenge with support.

Availability of advice and support

Our service is looking at what support we might provide to staff as a result of these changes, but what is clear is that for many of our vulnerable service users, support will be vital to help them challenge any decision regarding their entitlement to DLA or ESA. 

The availability of a variety of sources of support and advice is also under review by the Legal Services Commission who are currently proposing to withdraw Legal Aid funding for a range of areas of advice including benefits and money advice. 
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