SSSC

Scottish Social 

Security Consortium

Minutes of meeting Monday 11th May 2009
Present
Sean Doak – Scottish Housing Association Welfare Rights Officers Forum

David Kelly - CPAG in Scotland

Alison Gilles – CPAG in Scotland

Jo McLaughlin – The Action Group

Matthew Lancashire – Citizens Advice Scotland

Judith Paterson – CPAG in Scotland

Andy Paul – Alzheimer Scotland
Kate Sanford - Quarriers

Nicky Sugden - One Parent Families Scotland

1. Action points from Previous Meeting

There were no action points to follow from the previous meeting. 

2. Presentation from Judith Paterson  - Key Benefits and Tax Credit Changes
Judith Paterson from CPAG in Scotland spoke to the consortium about “recent and forthcoming changes” to benefits and tax credits from April 2009. 
Judith circulated also handout on the topic entitled: ‘Benefit Update May 2009’.

· April 09 up-rating: incapacity benefit and severe disablement allowance age addition went down,  other benefits and tax credits went up, mostly linked to Retail Price Index inflation measure. Child Tax Credit increased by £25 per year from April 09, which is above inflation but still below the level needed to meet target of halving child poverty by 2010. 
· Government has promised that when the Retail Price Index goes negative, benefits won’t go down
· From 27 October 2008, the amount of child maintenance disregarded for income support (IS), income-based jobseeker’s allowance (JSA) and income-related employment and support allowance doubled from £10 to £20 a week. From 2010, it is expected to be ignored completely in these benefits. Child maintenance is ignored completely for housing benefit and council tax benefit from 27 October 2008. 
· It is proposed that Child Benefit will be disregarded as income for housing benefit and council tax benefit from October 09.
· Lone parents with older children now have to claim jobseeker’s allowance, with some easing of the availability for work rules. A Jobcentre Plus adviser, in  considering whether a lone parent has good cause for refusing a job offer, must have regard to whether there is suitable childcare reasonably available and whether the cost would represent too high a proportion of the wages. As yet there is still no definition of ‘suitable childcare’. From 600 cases sampled by Jobcentre Plus, they identified 580 of those cases as having ‘suitable and affordable’ childcare. 

· The new Health in Pregnancy Grant is an up front payment worth £190.
· The length of time a claimant has to wait before they can get help with mortgage interest has gone down to 13 weeks for most new claimants and some existing claimant. Before this, most people had to wait 39 weeks.
3. Tax Credit Consumer Group  - HMRC
The Tax Credit Consumer Group is organised by HMRC and meets every 3 months in London. Currently Matt Lancashire from CAS feeds in client issues regarding tax credits from the social policy feedback system at CAS. However, CAS is currently the only representative of Scottish issues and Matt wished to encourage other organisations to attend to stop any key Scottish issues being missed from the agenda. Matt listed the 3 options available in regards to the TCCG:

1. Leave the group as it is, Matt will continue to feed in CAB client issues and other organisations issues when requested
2. Have a ‘rolling’ representative from the SSSC group, this would be dependent on the capacity of the organisation in attendance at the group

3. HMRC are open to coming up to Scotland to meet instead. The SSSC would be the best forum for this group and could perhaps host the meeting on a bi-annual basis
Lindsay Isaacs and Judith Paterson have previously attempted to organise a separate Scottish TCCG and in conjunction with DWP meetings, but with little success.  It was agreed that it was best to have a meeting in Scotland, where more organisations could attend and contribute, and HMRC could explain themselves directly to the group rather than CAS reporting back on meetings. 

It was suggested that other organisations, out with the SSSC, would have valuable contributions to make including Local Authorities, councils and housing associations. Nicky Sugden wished to see notes from the last 6 months of HMRC meetings, these will be circulated. Matt will gauge interest in the meetings with rights advice and HMRC. 
4. Information Exchange

· Quarriers reported issues from a welfare reform group for young people related to homelessness. There is a lack of substantial housing for young people, some of whom are being asked to live in damp and vermin ridden accommodation. The benefit system can also penalise young people who can’t earn enough on the minimum wage to pay rent. There is no guaranteed ‘overlap’ for their housing benefit and they must take tenancies which are offered. There is also a lack of rural housing with a 2-3 year waiting list. 
· The Scottish youth parliament conference in June will focus on general awareness raising of these issues. 
· Alison Gilles, CPAG in Scotland, reported on tax credit overpayment cases which highlight the need for HMRC to look at recovery from separated couples on the merits of the case The issue has already been fed into the London Tax Credit Consumer Group meeting. 

· A couple who had separated were involved in an overpayment recovery. WTC was paid to the male partner (after separation), the woman did not benefit from the payments but the money was recovered in part from her. 

· In another case, ½ way through the tax year a couple separated, they were on a low income, the male partner returned to work and his income increased, resulting in overpayment. The woman was pursued for the money as she was the only one HMRC could contact. The adviser explained the situation to HMRC but they were not responsive to her situation.  

· Kate Sanford noted a similar case, a woman, separated from her partner, responded to an annual declaration whilst the male partner did not, so HMRC started the process to recover the money from her. 

· There is a plea for HMRC to work on a case by case basis as they currently operate a blanket response sending standard letters with no timelines etc. perhaps there is a communications model for the HMRC to be monitored?

· Matt Lancashire responded that working case by case has been raised with HMRC. It does not look likely that they will embrace this model anytime soon. It is to be noted that sometimes HMRC stop pursuing the claimant after 12 months. Simon Norris, head of the Powers Review Team of HMRC acknowledged that voluntary organisations have an enormous amount of knowledge regarding clients and tax credits and wishes to tap into the that expertise by working more closely with such organisations. 
· HMRC are setting up ‘specialist team’ to deal with ‘specialist’ issues, the remit of this group, including how cases will be referred to them is not yet known. Matt will make enquiries about it. 

· Matt attended a DWP meeting in London regarding a pilot for the social fund. The pilot was testing using 2 interviews, including a face to face interview before awarding a social fund loan. 500 people were involved in the pilot, 220 gave up the claim at the review stage, all for reasons unknown. The DWP regarded all those who did not claim as ‘abusing the system’. They did not look into why the people didn’t come back. 

· Judith Paterson reported mistakes by Jobcentre Plus advisers who have wrongly advised European lone parents (living in the UK) that they should claim IS instead of JSA.  European nationals usually do not meet the right to reside requirement for IS so are refused benefit.  Plan to raise the issue at the next Jobcentre Plus liaison meeting. 

· Andy Paul explained the remit of his position at Alzheimer Scotland where the organisation has developed a second tier service, including dementia awareness raising, liaison with the pension service, attending meetings to cascade dementia information and training. They also aim to create stronger links in the community.
· Matt explained the remit of the Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCoWR) which is a steering group with a membership of over forty organisations. They work on the impacts and outcomes of welfare reform and have decided on a recent change of tactics which includes using the media more to challenge some of the Government’s proposals for reform. 
5. AOB

No AOB. 
6. Dates and topics of 2009 SSSC meetings
Dates and topics for the 2009 SSC meetings were agreed as follows:

· Wed 30 Sep, CPAG Scotland offices in Glasgow – topic tbc

· Tue 17 Nov, CAS offices in Edinburgh – topic tbc
Possible topics include:

· Welfare reform after the Bill has gone through. Perhaps someone from SCoWR could attend? Matt will try to get someone along to talk.

· ESA one year on and the implications 
Action Points

· Notes from the last 6 months of HMRC meetings will be circulated. 

· Matt Lancashire will gauge interest in Scottish Tax Credit Consortium meetings with rightsadvice and HMRC.
· HMRC are setting up ‘specialist team’ to deal with ‘specialist’ issues, the remit of this group and how cases will be referred to them is not yet known. Matt will make enquiries about it. 
· Matt will ask someone from SCoWR and perhaps someone involved in Welfare reform to the next SCCC meeting. 
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