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Present

Paul Barrowman, RNIB

Helen Fordyce, Scottish Refugee Council

Alison Gillies, Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland

Lindsay Isaacs, CAS (minute taker)
David Kelly, Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland 

Craig Mackenzie, One Parent Families Scotland
Jo McLaughlin, The Action Group

Judith Paterson, Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland (Chair)
Angela Toal, Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland

Tracey Raw, Border and Immigration Agency, The Home Office

Jane Sturgis, Border and Immigration Agency, The Home Office

Apologies 

Graham Blount, SCPO

Lorna Bernard, HAIN

Abi Bremner, Capability Scotland

David Brown, Help the Aged

Colette Cummins, RNIB
Faye Gatenby, Capability Scotland

Karen Hamilton, Waverley Care
Carol Young, Scottish Low Pay Unit

Welcome and minutes of the previous meeting

Judith Paterson welcomed everyone to the meeting.  Minutes of the meeting held on 8 May 2007 were agreed as an accurate record.

Integration Loans
Judith welcomed Jane Sturgis and Tracey Raw from the Border and Immigration Agency (BIA) of the Home Office, who started the meeting by delivering a presentation on the new Integration Loan Scheme.
Tracey started by noting that integration loans were introduced (in line with parliamentary commitments) at the same time as backdated benefit payments were abolished.  The policy intention is that the new system of loans is more cost effective but also fairer, as backdated payments were based not on any assessment of need but how long the claimant had been waiting for a decision. Also, they were only available to refugees and not other groups such as those with humanitarian protection. 
The BIA  considers applications, whilst payment and recovery of awards are the undertaken by the DWP on the BIA’s behalf. 

Applications
Entitlement to a loan is not automatic and so an application must be made.  The Integration Loans for Refugees and Others Regulations 2007 cover application issues to do with both eligibility (eg the applicant must not be insolvent or in receipt of a previous integration loan) and validity (eg the application must be made in writing and state the intended use for the loan).  

In deciding whether or not to grant a loan, other matters are taken into account eg the applicant’s financial position and ability to repay the loan, or length of time in the UK.  These are also detailed in the regulations.
Loans are paid for reasons specifically to do with helping integration – the three key areas are housing, employment and education, but applications will be considered for other items as long as they are related to integration.
Tracey noted that applicants are advised to check with JCP before accessing a loan to establish if they are entitled to any money free of charge, such as a grant from the social fund.

An applicant is informed of the decision in writing. If an offer of payment is being made, the letter will include a loan agreement, which must be signed and returned.  If an offer of payment is declined, the applicant has no formal right of appeal. They can, however, ask that the BIA reconsiders its decision.  This request must be in writing, must explain why the applicant disagrees with the initial decision and must be 
received by the BIA within 14 days of the date of the refusal letter. It may also include new supporting information.  A second response will then be sent to the applicant, stating that the original decision either stands or has been revised.  Alternatively, an applicant can just choose to make a new application.  There is no limit to the number of unsuccessful applications that an individual can make.
Payment and recovery
The minimum loan amount is £100, as to pay less would not be cost effective, and the maximum is £1,000.  
Once the loan amount has been agreed by the BIA , the DWP makes the payment.  Its preferred method of payment is straight into a claimant’s bank account.  The loans are made on an interest free basis.  
There is normally a six week grace period between payment of the loan and recovery action starting.  For those on benefits, the DWP will deduct repayments at source.  If claimants aren’t in receipt of benefits, then a repayment rate will be agreed with the DWP.  The intention is generally to limit repayment to the period of time for which the applicant has been granted leave to remain ie normally five years.  In general, enforcement of the debt will only occur in ‘won’t pay’ rather than ‘can’t pay’ cases.

The story thus far
Jane Sturgis reported that people have been eligible to apply for integration loans since 12 June, but that applications only started to be received in July.  A total of 185 have been received, but the pace is increasing and they are now receiving about 10 applications per day. 
Some applicants have lacked the necessary detail to allow a decision to be made.  In these cases, the BIA attempts to contact the applicant to ascertain the necessary information.  They are also revising the form.

Over 50 referrals have been made to the DWP for payment. However, there have also been a number of refusals.  This is mostly due to the application being invalid due to a paucity of information. 
A Q&A session followed the presentations:

Q: What happens if a couple makes a joint application and then splits up?

A: Both parties would be written to and a discretionary decision would be made about where the liability lay for the remainder of the debt.  In practice, though, they are receiving few joint applications for loans.
Q: Why is the scheme not open to people with discretionary leave?
A: This is largely due to budgetary constraints.

Q: What does the BIA do if an incomplete application is submitted?  

A: The BIA will try to contact the applicant by phone to gather the missing information.  If they cannot contact them by phone, a letter will be written with a deadline for them to respond.  If no contact can be made, the application will be refused.

Q: What areas of the application process are causing the majority of problems?

A: One of the main problems is that the application forms are not completed fully.  It was suggested that this is possibly because the form is in English, which causes problems for applicants and that perhaps a summary top sheet could be produced in a variety of languages.  An information sheet in a variety of languages, that mentions the loans, is sent to refugees and those granted humanitarian protection with their decision letters.  The BIA is also reviewing the form.
Q: What issues are considered in deciding if a claimant is insolvent?

A: If an applicant is on benefits and already is subject to deductions from benefit for other reasons, it is likely they will be judged insolvent and refused the loan.  This is because the integration loan would have low priority in the list of deductions and the loan would therefore not be recoverable.  The group then queried about the case of an applicant who had consumer debt, but no debts being recovered from their benefit payments. Would they be judged insolvent, even though the BIA would still be able to recover the loan at source?  Each case will be considered on its individual circumstances.
Q: Will the 14 day period for reconsideration be strictly adhered to?

A: Yes, unless there is good cause.  It was noted by the group that this is a very tight time limit, particularly when compared with comparable rules for benefits.

Q: If the Home Office is signposting eligible claimants to social fund grants, what discussions have taken place with social fund decision makers – are they expecting people who could apply for an integration loan to apply for a social fund grant?  There is a potential conflict with the social fund rules, which state that a decision maker needs to consider whether another body could meet the need before awarding a community care grant. 
A: It was confirmed that discussions had taken place regarding the interaction between integration loans and the social fund, and it does not seem as though refugee applicants to the social fund are having problems accessing grants.
Q: Is there a time limit for applying?
A: No – once you have been granted refugee status, there is no official time limit for applying.  However, it will be taken into account and it might be considered that the longer you have been in the country the less requirement you have for funds to help you integrate.

Q: What is the average amount of a loan?

A: The average amount of a loan paid is about £700.  Most applications are for the full amount ie £1,000.

Q: What is the annual budget for integration loans?

A: The budget for 2007/08 is £4.5 million.

Q: Do applicants who are refused receive information about why they received this decision eg because the application is not valid or because of budgetary constraints?
A: Yes, this is included in the decision letter. The group agreed that it was really important that this information is made explicit rather than implicit, as the reason behind the decision will affect an applicant’s likelihood of future success on re-application.  This is particularly important given the possible language barriers that exist with this client group.

Q: If the application is complete, how long does the process take?

A: Overall, it should take about a fortnight for a successful claimant to receive payment if all the relevant information is contained within the application.  A decision will be made in five days and a loan agreement issued to the applicant which must be signed, dated and returned to the BIA.  On receipt, the BIA will refer the application to the DWP electronically within a day or two. It then takes the DWP about three or four days to make the payment.

Matters arising
Judith Paterson noted that the most recent edition of In Touch stated that JCP is on target for processing benefit claims and wondered if this was the experience of the group.  A number of group members reported that they were still seeing clients reporting long delays in benefits processing times, with some being told by JCP that they have a backlog and it will take weeks to process. It was agreed that it would be useful to ask JCP for a different breakdown ie not just the average processing time for each benefit but also the range, and how many claimants fall outwith the target times. It was agreed that group members would write up some cases and send them to Lindsay, who would pull them together into a short briefing to take to JCP.

 John Dickie informed the group that the Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCoWR) had reformed to campaign on the current welfare reform Green Paper, In work, Better Off. He outlined the key elements of the Green Paper, including: an 80% employment aspiration for people of working age, a jobs’ pledge from employers, an increasing emphasis on skills development, increasing conditionality (particularly for lone parents) and increasing provision of services by the voluntary and private sectors.  John noted that SCoWR had held an initial meeting to try and identify areas of common concern.  As a result a two page briefing has been written which focuses on: 
· Gaps in provision of necessary support systems in Scotland

· Lack of good jobs

· Concerns with increasing conditionality

This will be circulated to all existing SCoWR members who will be asked to sign up again to the campaign if they support its objectives.  Group members should also feel free to pass the briefing onto other organisations that might wish to become members, as last time the focus was on health whereas this time it is on lone parents.  In addition, the briefing will be used as a formal response by SCoWR to the Green Paper.  The next meeting of the SSSC (November 19 at CAS in Edinburgh) will be opened up to members and potential members of SCoWR and the focus will be on establishing priorities and actions for the group.
Information Exchange

Paul Barrowman updated the group regarding the centralisation of social fund claims.  From 1 October 2007, Portobello will be closed.  All SF processing will therefore take place on two sites: Springburn for the lowlands and Inverness for the Highlands.  Additionally, all JSA claims from the Borders are moving to Greenock from this date.

Lindsay Isaacs noted that she had attended an event in London a few weeks previously, detailing the claimant’s journey through the ESA claiming process.  As a result, she has received mock-ups of a number of key ESA notifications in order to provide comment on them.  It was agreed that, once she had confirmation from DWP, she would circulate them amongst SSSC members to allow wider feedback.
Lindsay also informed the group that she had had a meeting with Gill Troup, the interim Manager of the DWP’s new Customer Insight function.  Her remit includes being the 'conscience of the organisation' and challenging 'the way that policies and processes are designed, ensuring that the customer is put first'.  They have identified four customer groups to concentrate on initially in order to gain better understanding of them: customers with chaotic lifestyles, those approaching retirement, people with disabilities and people moving in and out of work. The team’s current aims include recording common categories of complaints across the DWP’s different business functions and moving towards a common definition of quality for customer service.  Gill can be contacted on:  Gill.troup@dwp.gsi.gov.uk 

Lindsay also noted that JCP have issued a new information document called In Touch, which details short summaries of the latest news, progress of modernisation programme, forthcoming changes to benefit rules etc.  If members want to be added to the mailing list, they should contact Jean Thomson on 0141 207 3212 or Jean.Thomson1@jobcentreplus.gsi.gov.uk 

Alison Gillies reported that CPAG in Scotland has new Scottish Executive funding for one year for a Children in Care project.  The project is geared towards producing a handbook to help advisers give guidance to people who are in care.  This is quite a complex area in relation to benefits, so it is hoped that it will be useful to a variety of frontline workers from welfare rights advisers to social workers.  Alison will be working on this project, and her post on the tax credit project has been filled by Mark Willis.
Judith Paterson noted that the DWP had some years ago introduced a system of Periodic Enquiries into the DLA awards procedure, in order to check that awards remain correct throughout their term.  However, this has now been replaced with the Right Payment Programme which started in May 2007.  Judith noted that she was not sure exactly how the new system differs from Periodic Enquiries, but there are fewer categories of claimant who are exempt.  Now exemptions only apply to people who have had a renewal or supercession in the previous 12 months, people who are terminally ill and people who are not receiving DLA payments at the time because, for instance, they are in hospital.  

Judith also noted that CPAG in Scotland had received an invitation from the Scottish Executive to a financial inclusion meeting taking place on Thursday 18 October.  There will be speakers from the financial inclusion task force, credit unions etc, if any group members are interested in going.

Paul Barrowman informed the group that DLA decision letters have recently been changed.  The letter now gives more details of the reason for the decision and an award summary, which is an improvement.  Additionally, authorised representatives will now get a full copy of the award letter.  He also noted that in Bootle in England, the DWP is conducting a pilot of a new AA form.  

Jo McLaughlin reported clients who were facing issues with DWP’s centralised debt management department trying to recover alleged overpayments, even when the claimant had successfully appealed the overpayment. In some cases, the alleged overpayment and successful appeal had taken place many years before.  She noted that it was hard to stop this process, particularly when the debt had been passed on to a debt collection company.  It was agreed that other group members would report if they had come across similar cases.
Jo McLaughlin asked the group if anyone was aware of HMRC conducting any checks in relation to the tax credit disability test, whereby claimants can tick a box to say they believe that their condition puts them at a disadvantage in getting a job.  Alison Noted that she has often asked attendees at tax credit training if they have come across any cases in which HMRC has conducted checks, and nobody has ever said yes.

Jo McLaughlin also queried whether lone parents who are also carers or who also have disabilities are exempt from the lone parent interview regime.  It was agreed that Judith would try to establish what guidance JCP personal advisers receive in relation to this.

Craig Mackenzie from One Parent Families Scotland asked if anyone knew if the CSA was actively processing new claims.  How is it going to manage the transition to a new agency?  It was agreed that OPF Scotland would write to the CSA and report back at the next meeting.
Topics for future meetings

Possible future topics were suggested:

· November 07: SCoWR and welfare reform
· February 08: ESA customer journey (Lindsay to invite DWP reps)

· Changes to the CSA and the impact of these changes (for sometime in the future); someone from HMRC to answer a list of technical questions

AOB
There was no AOB.
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