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Security Consortium
Minutes of meeting 12 May 2008
Present

Janice Blenkinsopp – Eildon Housing Association
Louise Goulbourne – Citizens Advice Scotland (Minute taker)
Lindsay Isaacs – Citizens Advice Scotland (Minute taker)

Alice MacAlister, One Parent Families Scotland

Jo McLaughlin, The Action Group

Judith Paterson – CPAG in Scotland (Chair)

Jim Pearson – Alzheimer Scotland

Carol Robertson - Eildon Housing Association

Angela Toal - CPAG in Scotland

Guest speaker:

David Sobczak, Jobcentre Plus, JCP Payday Project
Apologies 

Lorna Bernard – Highland Council

Colette Cummins – RNIB
Angus Erskine – Social Security Advisory Committee

Alison Lord – Terrence Higgins Trust Scotland

JCP payday project: Forthcoming changes to JCP’s payment methods for working age benefits
Judith welcomed David Sobczak to the meeting, and David made a presentation to the group about JCP’s forthcoming changes to its payment methods for working age benefits. The project came about as a result of work done by DWP’s Benefits Simplification Unit, which highlighted the fact that the payment of benefits is highly complex due to a system that has developed in a piecemeal fashion over the last 50 or 60 years.  The impact of the changes will be felt most by JCP’s customers, and so they are keen for groups such as the SSSC to have a chance to hear about the proposed changes and feed into the process.  David did note, however, that the policy has been settled by DWP and cannot be influenced, although there is room for manoeuvre in terms of its implementation. 
From April 2009, there will be changes to the way the majority of working age benefits are paid.  There are three key stages to the changes:

· Aligning all JCP working age benefits so they are paid in arrears

· Paying these benefits at least  fortnightly in arrears,
· Paying customers all of these benefits on the same day - the day on which they are paid will be dictated by their NiNo (eg 00-19 = Monday; 20-39 = Tuesday etc).

Benefits that come under the current proposals include income support, jobseekers allowance, incapacity benefit, and employment support allowance (which has been designed with the new payment process in mind).  Carer’s allowance, attendance allowance and disability living allowance are being considered for a future change, but it is not economically viable to include them in the current plans.  It is not yet clear whether there will be the capacity to include industrial injuries benefit in the current tranche of changes.
The thrust of the policy is to lay a simple foundation for a single working age benefit.    The ultimate goal is simplification for the customer, in terms of eg ease of transition between benefits and the introduction of common rules across different benefits.  It is also intended to help the transition from benefits to employment, where monthly payment in arrears is common. The simplification will also benefit JCP in terms of easier administration and reduced errors and overpayments.  It has been estimated that the changes will generate savings of approximately 10 million per annum in public money.  [Note, it costs 1p to pay a benefit into a bank account, 80p into a POCA and £1.60 to issue a giro].
However, JCP does recognise that there will be some sticking points, mainly in relation to the conversion of the existing customer load.  Four million JCP customers need to be converted over a two year period.  In particular, JCP is aware of the impact on vulnerable groups, such as people on very low incomes and people with mental health issues, and minimising the impact on these groups is a key aim.  Various processes will be implemented to ease the transition, such as:

· Clients moving from advance to arrears payments will be given a one off non-recoverable payment
· Clients moving from weekly to fortnightly payment (mainly IS and IB claimants) will be offered a 75% recoverable payment, to be repaid over approximately 14 weeks.  The group asked what details would be contained in the letter offering this loan to claimants, and David noted that the draft system notification had gone to the Social Security Advisory Committee (SSAC), who had made some comments 
· JCP also plans to do a scan of their systems six months in advance of any conversions, to identify claimants who will be affected and to send them general information eg a leaflet that will point to a website, which David hoped will include a ready reckoner tool.  David noted that he hopes intermediary agencies will also be able to access this
· A dedicated number to call once a claimant has received a letter detailing their changes

· Plans to use the existing JCP telephone system to field general enquiries and provide basic information 
· Training of JCP staff so they provide accurate and consistent information

The group asked if there was a summary of information available to advisers, such as a three or four page document detailing conversion times, worked examples, Q&A etc.  David agreed to follow this up and report back to the group.
David also reported on a number of miscellaneous issues:

· Some regulations will be changed and these will be reviewed by SSAC

· DWP has been working with EDS who will be implementing the IT changes, and are awaiting for them to come back with detail over some proposals
· Weekly payments will not be completely abandoned for these benefits – JCP hopes to reduce them to approximately 5%, although this is not a quota.  Weekly payments will be linked to need not hardship, and issues that will be considered include: if there is evidence of significant debt; if the claimant has a terminal illness; if the claimant has repeated crisis loan claims.  David noted that the guidance will be broad, leaving the decision to JCP’s discretion.  It is expected that there will be a two year limit for weekly payments, except for a very few exceptions.  CPAG asked if the guidance about weekly payments also applies to ESA, and David agreed to check and get back to the group.
In terms of pay days, David noted that a claimant’s pay day is currently linked to their signing on day.  There are lots of discrepancies, as individual offices can decide different methods of assigning claimants.  The changes will bring consistency for claimants and for JCP, as a person’s pay day will instead be linked to their NiNo.  These changes are to be introduced in two years’ time.  The changes will not apply to jobseekers allowance, because JCP needs ongoing evidence in relation to a claim’s validity.  Also, there are thousands of changes to JSA claims on a daily basis due to the high turnover as claimants move in an out of work.  Furthermore, it is expected that the number of people claiming JSA will rise as lone parents are moved off income support. 
Minutes of Previous Meeting and Matters Arising
The minutes of the last meeting held on 20 February 2008 were agreed as an accurate record.

Louise reported in Lindsay’s absence that she was continuing to follow up questions raised at the last meeting on ESA with Anne McVey, and will forward on any answers to the group. 
Judith reported that she had raised the issue of advance claims at the JCP customer representatives’ forum.  People should be able to make an advance claim and JCP should issue them with a clerical form. It was agreed that minutes from the forum would be distributed to the group.
Judith also noted that she and Lindsay had met with Anne Russell from JCP to discuss a piece of research into long clearance times. JCP is undertaking some research into this, for claims being processed by Clyde and Fife BDC.  Any case evidence form the group on delays would be very useful, so please do send in examples.  
Judith also noted that Anne had agreed to send on monthly statistics of processing times in Scotland for JCP benefits, and Judith will forward these on to the group.
Information Exchange

Judith reported on issues to do with local authority kinship care payments for looked after children, and their impact on other benefits.  Current legislation stipulates that people in receipt of local authority payments for children are in some cases no longer eligible for child tax credit. There is therefore uncertainty as to whether or not someone in receipt of a local authority kinship care payment will actually be better off, and this has a clear impact on the advice that they are given.  There are also possible problems with losing passported benefits, and the possibility of overpayments of CTC arising.  CPAG in Scotland is publishing a book on this subject towards the end of the summer, which should help clarify many of these issues.  It might be useful to return to focus on kinship care as the subject of a future meeting.  
In April, Judith and Lindsay met with an HMRC representative to call for better HMRC liaison in Scotland.  They had offered to ‘tag along’ at the existing six-monthly DWP national liaison meetings, but Judith and Lindsay argued the case for separate meetings. We are still awaiting their decision.

Jo reported having spoken to a JCP supervisor at Bathgate, who reported that they were not applying the guidance in the DWP’s ‘working with representatives’ document regarding implied consent and intermediaries.  This is because they feel it fails to protect their staff if mistakes are made, and so they are continuing to rely solely on signed mandates.  Judith asked the group if they were aware of other BDC’s applying the implied consent criteria or not, and it was agreed that Jo would contact Linda Prattis about this issue and report back to the group.  Judith also noted that this issue could be raised at the next JCP liaison meeting.  
The issue of CPAG’s challenge to the DWP recovering benefit overpayments under common law was raised. It was agreed to clarify which overpayments were still being recovered. [Post meeting note -  Pending resolution of the judicial review (hearing date set for January 2009), the DWP has issued guidance to staff saying that ‘official error’ overpayments are not to be recovered except in certain types of cases ie, duplicate payments, direct payments after a death, excess amounts above an award on an instrument of payment. All others should be written off and people should not be sent letters requesting repayment.] 
Judith reported that CPAG are submitting a response to the proposed changes to housing benefit and council tax benefit backdating.  She noted that the deadline had been amended to 26 May.  If any group members have any good case studies, please send them as soon as possible to Kelly Smith at the CPAG London Office (KSmith@cpag.org.uk). 
Judith also reported on an End Child Poverty Campaign, which is having a major demonstration in Trafalgar Square in London on 4 October.  CPAG Scotland is still considering whether or not to take action locally to dovetail with this, and will e-mail the group once a decision has been made.  [Post meeting note: instead of local action, people are being encouraged to go to the demonstration on 4 October.  Details can be found at the following link:

http://e-activist.com/ea-ampaign/clientcampaign.do?ea.client.id=74&ea.campaign.id=739
Finally, places are still available at CPAG Scotland’s annual welfare rights conference, taking place in Glasgow on Friday 27 June.
AOB
There was no AOB.

Date of next meeting
The dates of the remaining 2008 meetings are as follows:

· Tuesday 30 September, CPAG in Scotland, Glasgow – topic TBC, possibly kinship care
· Tuesday 18 November, CAS, Edinburgh – topic TBC, possibly ESA
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