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Present

Paul Barrowman, RNIB

Lorna Bernard – Highland Council

Colette Cummins, RNIB

Helen Fordyce – Scottish Refugee Council

Marion Gell – Contact a Family

Alison Gillies – CPAG in Scotland

Lindsay Isaacs – Citizens Advice Scotland (Minute taker)

Alison Lord – Terence Higgins Trust

Judith Paterson – CPAG in Scotland (Chair)

Jim Pearson – Alzheimer Scotland

Sandra Rosano – The Action Group 
Guest speakers:

Anne McVey, Operational Lead ESA, Customer Services Directorate, JCP Scotland

Carol Alexander, Operational Lead ESA, Benefit & Fraud Directorate, JCP Scotland

Apologies 

Angela Toal – CPAG in Scotland

Carol Young – Scottish Low Pay Unit
Employment and support allowance: The customer journey
Anne McVey and Carol Alexander gave a presentation to the group on the customer journey through the claiming process for Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), which will replace incapacity benefits from October 2008.  It was agreed that Anne would forward a copy of the powerpoint presentation to Lindsay, to circulate to the group with the minutes.  The following key issues were highlighted:

· ESA will only apply to new claimants from October 2008.  Ministers have not currently indicated any intention to move existing claimants onto ESA.  They will therefore retain their right to stay on incapacity benefit (IB) and will continue to have their entitlement assessed by the existing Personal Capability Assessment (PCA).  They will, however, have to take part in the Work Focused Interview (WFI) regime.  An average of 7.4% of claimants will be expected to remain on IB, although this varies across Benefit Delivery Centres (BDCs) depending on the make-up of the client group. [Post-meeting update – Budget 2008 announced that existing claimants would transfer to the new Work Capability Assessment instead of the PCA from April 2010 with those under 25 transferring in 2009.]
· Regulations are expected in March.

· JCP expects to be dealing with between 200-450 new ESA claims per BDC/per week, in Scotland. 

· JCP has estimated that there will be a 15% increase in WFIs nationally

· The rates at which ESA will be paid are not yet known.

· Sanctions will only apply in the main phase of the benefit, not in the initial 13 week assessment phase when claimants are paid at the basic rate.

· From October 2008, there will be six JCP contact centres dealing with ESA claims, linked on a ‘virtual network’. The claimant’s information will then be automatically pushed through to the BDC the same day.  Under the IB system there is a delay as the claimant is sent a statement to sign and return before this happens.  However, under the new system call recording means that there is no requirement for a signed statement.

· Atos Origin’s recruitment policy now requires that the medical professionals it hires have five years working experience and three years working in the UK.

· If a claimant leaves ESA to work, the same linking rules will apply.  However, Anne was not sure if the route back into ESA is via assessments from Atos Origin healthcare professionals – she agreed to check this and report back to the group.
· ESA claims will initially be processed on a new computer system, Customer Account Management (CAM).  CAM will be used by BDCs for all the information gathering and verification at the early stage of an ESA claim.  Subsequent contact will be recorded on two systems in parallel – CAM which records a snapshot history of all contact with the claimant, and also JSAPS, which will be used for ongoing management of the claim, changes to the claim and payments.  JSAPS is backed up every night.  
· CAM will be phased in and in the early stages of ESA.  In addition, during the early stages BDCs will receive a back-up paper copy of the claim information the day after the claim was initiated.  
· Each telephone call a claimant makes has a reference number attached to it, so that transcripts can be easily found. 
· All ESA claimants can see a personal adviser from day one, if they want.  There is no obligation for them to do so, but the services are available to them.  Claimants in the support group will also have access to all the work-focused support services on a voluntary basis.
· Under the current IB system, an IB claim that is topped up with IS will be dealt with by two separate JCP staff members. Under the new ESA system, the claimant will be asked questions to identify of they qualify for both the contributory and non-contributory elements and, if so, both elements will be processed by the same person.  
· When the claimant makes their initial call, the JCP call centre staff will also take evidence and ask questions relating to HB and CTB claims, and pass the necessary information to the local authority.  If the person is making a claim for non-contributory ESA, JCP will conduct the verification and share this information with the local authority.  This avoids delays caused when both JCP and the local authority require site of the same documents for income verification purposes.  If, however, the claim is only for contributory ESA, the verification for HB/CTB will be conducted by the local authority, as JCP does not require site of income verification documents.
· If the contact centre staff identifies that the claimant does not speak English as a first language and requires a translator, they will contact Big Word and have a three-way conversation.  This will be recorded on the claimant’s details, for subsequent contacts.
· Sanction and appeal rights are mostly the same as under the current IB system, although there are a few differences.  If a claimant fails the WCA and chooses to appeal, they can carry on claiming ESA at the basic rate while they are going through the appeal process – unlike now, where claimants who have failed the PCA and are appealing have to claim IS with a 20% penalty (or JSA).
· There was some discussion about ESA claimants who are under 18 and whether or not they are expected to take part in the WFI regime.  Anne agreed to get back to the group with more details.
· JCP aims to find out as early as possible if a claimant should be in the support group.  A group member asked if there was an additional form to elicit this information and Anne agreed to take this forward and report back to the group.

· There are two routes into the support group:
· Being treated as having limited capability for work: unlike the current IB system, this will only apply to people who are terminally ill and a very few other groups.  They will be fast-tracked into the support group and receive the support component of ESA straight away.

· ESA50 shows very limited capability: this group will receive the support component in the main phase of the benefit ie from week 13.  If the ESA50 identifies that the claimant is terminally ill, there is provision for the support component to be backdated.  The number of weeks it is backdated depends on if the claimant was terminally ill at the start of the claim and this was not picked up, or if they have become terminally ill since the claim was initiated. 
· The existing PCA is going to be replaced by a Work Capability Assessment (WCA), which actually comprises three separate elements: 

· A Limited Capability for Work Assessment which determines whether or not someone is entitled to ESA.  Claimants will be required to complete a self-assessment questionnaire, the ESA50. The majority will also have a medical examination conducted by an Atos Origin medical services professional against a set of functional descriptors.  They produce a report (the ESA85) which is used by a DWP decision maker to determine entitlement to benefit and to award the work-related activity component.
· A Limited Capability for Work-Related Activity Assessment which determines if the claimant is in the work-related activity group, or the support group.  This is conducted by Atos Origin - for the majority of claimants, the assessment is on the basis of paper evidence ie the ESA50 and evidence from the claimant’s healthcare professionals.  The report (the ESA85A) is used by DWP decision makers to decide whether or not to award the support component.
· A Work-Focused Health Related Assessment for those claimants in the work-related activity group.  The assessment is conducted by Atos Origin and the report (WFHRA) produced will identify the claimants’ perceptions about work and possible barriers to work and provide advice about health-related interventions.  The report will be used by JCP Personal Advisers or external providers during WFIs.  The claimants also gets a copy of the report.

· Both the Limited Capability for Work Assessment and the WFHRA are done back-to-back by the same ATOS Origin medical professional.  The whole process should last approximately 90 minutes.
The customer journey
· The claim starts with a phone call to the standard 0800 claim number.  This is free from landlines, but not mobiles.  At the start of a call, the claimant will be asked three security questions to confirm their own identity.  The call takes approximately 30 minutes, but can be broken up if required.  There will be provision for clerical applications, and JCP are looking at providing support for vulnerable claimants in JCP local offices.  

· This is linked with other DWP systems, so as soon as the claimant’s NINo is entered the screen pre-populates with all known information.  JCP will confirm this information and can over-type if necessary.

· If the claimant does not have a NINo, the claim can still be started.  The ESA claim will be allocated a reference number, to allow for identification.  The process for generating a NINo for the claimants is also started automatically ie there is no need for them to contact DWP separately to do this.  However, if a claimant is from abroad and has never made a claim with the DWP before, there will be no information in the computer system about them to enable them to answer the necessary security questions at the start of the claim call. They will therefore have to make a clerical claim.  In addition, this means that they will have to make a separate application for a NINo, rather than being able to make use of the automated system.  Anne and Carol noted that JCP had not identified that customers from abroad with no NINo and no previous DWP claims would be penalised in this way.  They agreed to take this forward with JCP and report back to the group.

· The customer is posted a pack from JCP which contains: a) a statement, which they are told to check for errors – but they do not need to sign and return it b) an explanation about what medical evidence is required and what the claimant needs to do and c) a list of verification documents required and details of where they should be sent.   Note, to speed up the process, all evidence should be sent by the claimants now directly to the BDC – although if a claimants hands it in at a JCP office, it will be forwarded by JCP staff to the relevant BDC.

· If it is picked up by JCP staff during the early stages of an ESA claim that someone is terminally ill and not in receipt of DLA, the script contains a prompt for them to highlight that they may be eligible.  DLA claim forms are then issued by the contact centre. 

· Claimants have 30 days to return the required information to JCP.  Each day, when JCP staff access the computer system, they will be informed what claims are outstanding.  If the information is not returned by day 33, the claim will be deemed defective (as is the case with the current system for IB).

Minutes of Previous Meeting and Matters Arising
The minutes of the last meeting held on 19 November 2007 were agreed as an accurate record.

Peter Kelly had not reported back to the group regarding the legislative timetable for welfare reform.  It was agreed that Lindsay would contact him to see if he managed to establish this information.  In light of this information, Lindsay and David McNeish would consider trying to arrange a meeting with Maureen Watt, Minister for Schools and Skills (as discussed at the 19 November meeting).

At a previous meeting, group members had discussed the issue of benefit overpayments and a new format of letter from the DWP in which the wording has changed, stating that the debt is recoverable under common law.  Alison Gillies noted that a CPAG lawyer in London is trying to identify a suitable case for judicial review.

Information Exchange

Lindsay Isaacs informed the group that a joint meeting between Atos Origin and various representative groups had recently taken place.  Although there were few tangible action points to report as a result of the meeting representatives agreed it was necessary in order to maintain good links with Atos Origin.  

Lindsay also noted that at the September 2007 meeting, group members had discussed how the average clearance times reported by JCP do not chime with the experiences of many of their clients. Since then, CAS had met with Neil Couling, Director of Fraud and Benefits with JCP, where this issue was raised.  Neil Couling subsequently contacted CAS to request that CAS and CPAG in Scotland undertake work with JCP Scotland looking specifically at reducing the processing times of the cases with the longest processing durations.  Lindsay and Judith will be meeting with Ann Russell from JCP Scotland about this issue on 11 April.  If group members have any suggestions for how this issue could be tackled, please send them to Judith or Lindsay by the end of March.

Lindsay reported that a representative of the Social Security Advisory Committee had attended a DWP meeting she was at in January.  She had noted that SSAC had received a significant amount of feedback about the DWP’s proposals to cut HB and CTB backdating periods from one year to three months.  SSAC will be reviewing these regulations, and so if anyone has any cases of how clients will be negatively affected by these changes, please send them to SSAC.

Judith noted that The Action Group had contacted her regarding an issue to do with making advance claims for JSA and IS. They had contacted Dundee Contact Centre in relation to a client who would soon be moving from IS to JSA when her youngest child turned 16, and wanted to make an advance claim for JSA.  Dundee CC told them that it was not possible to make an advance claim, even though the law clearly states otherwise.  Judith has contacted JCP on this issue and will report back to the group.
Judith informed the group that she and Lindsay will be meeting an HMRC representative in April, to discuss the possibility of regular Scottish liaison.  She asked the group if there were any specific issues that they wanted to be raised at the meeting.  Helen Fordyce noted concerns at the way that HMRC treats refugee claimants.

Judith reported that CPAG in Scotland had produced an information sheet on benefits for asylum seekers given leave to remain.  It was agreed that this would be circulated with the minutes and group members can then send it on via their own distribution lists if they want.

Paul Barrowman reminded the group that Edinburgh DBC is closing in October. It was agreed that Lindsay would circulate the timetable of proposed work transfers with the minutes.  The group noted concerns that they had recently seen a few AA cases from Preston DBC which were turned around really quickly and refused – sometimes in eight or nine days, instead of the usual four to six weeks.  If this continues when all the Edinburgh DBC work has transferred to Preston DBC, then there might be an increase in the number of appeals being pursued.

AOB
There was no AOB.

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

· Monday 12 May, CAS, Edinburgh – Benefits update or ESA update

· Tuesday 30 September, CPAG in Scotland, Glasgow – topic TBC

· Tuesday 18 November, CAS, Edinburgh – topic TBC
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