SSSC

Scottish Social 

Security Consortium

Minutes of meeting Wednesday 30th September 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

Andy Paul – Alzheimer Scotland
Kate Sanford - Quarriers

Nicky Sugden - One Parent Families Scotland
Collette Cummins – RNIB

Kathleen McMonagle – Digby Brown
1. Action points from Previous Meeting
· 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. 
2. Presentation from David Kelly  - Reform of the housing benefit system

David Kelly talked about the likely topics to be included in a wide-ranging reform of the housing benefit system planned by the Government for later this year. Although the review itself has been delayed it is understood that key topics are likely to be dictated by both financial concerns and the wider welfare reform agenda and are to include: simplifying the system to ensure that it helps people move into work; reducing the overall cost to the taxpayer of providing HB; ‘encouraging responsibility’ and  ensuring the system is ‘fair to working families not on benefits’. 
3. Tax Credit Consumer Group  - HMRC Update
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 is still lising with the TCCG on this. Currently he is hoping the HMRC will come 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. Matt will circulate the minutes of the HMRC meetings after speaking to Susan McPhee head of social policy and public affairs at CAS. This issue is ongoing.
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. 

4. Information Exchange

· Quarriers and Alzheimers Scotland reported an issue regarding the social care green paper in England. The issue surrounds the potential removal of DLA and how this will impact in Scotland. The social care green paper does not mention or consider how reform of the benefits system surrounding care impact on reserved issues in Scotland. Alzheimers Scotland asked whether people were responding to the green paper and could they circulate there responses. Both CAS and Quarriers agreed to do so. Kate from Quarriers advised their response was very brief
· Matt, Lancashire from CAS mentioned that CAS were launching their Fair Welfare Campaign. This is a three strand campaign involving, writing tax credits overpayments off for 05/06, uptake of tax credits and an evaluation of the back to work programmes. This is run jointly with Citizens Advice, The uptake of tax credits strand will involve partnership working with members of the group. More information to follow in the new year. The group seemed positive about being involved
· Alison Gilles, CPAG in Scotland, reported on the HMRC setting up a specialist team to deal with advice organisations in relation to difficult tax credit cases. Matt Lancashire, CAS, explained that this was a positive and would mean that their was an opportunity for the HMRC to be consistent with these issues and would also improve clients financial gain and lessen the amount of time advisors were dealing with HMRC tax credit issues. Letters from voluntary sector agencies should now follow a new process:

Disputes, complaints and explanation requests from these agencies should be sorted and forwarded to the new ‘Intermediaries Dispute and Complaints Team’ (IDCT). This means that organisations should continue to follow the same processes for disputes and complaints as they do now, by sending them to the Tax Credit Office in Preston. Letters should be automatically identified as coming from an intermediary organisation and forwarded to the new team. 

All items allocated to the IDCT will be acknowledged within 5 days. This acknowledgement should include details of the team dealing with the issue and a contact number for the team manager. 

Cases will be dealt with in date order. For complaints that take longer than 15 working days, or explanations and disputes that take longer than 30 working days, an interim response will be sent to advisers which will contain contact details of the allocated caseworker. A date by which a full response can be expected should also be given.  

If an update is required, advisers can make direct contact with either the team manager or the allocated caseworker. 

The new IDC team is fully operational and HMRC are now keen to seek views on how well the team is working for advisers.

The Low Income Tax Reform Group has volunteered to collect the experience (good and bad) of advisers and to feed it back to HMRC via the Tax Credit Consultation Group. In particular they are interested to hear from advisers:

who find that their letters are not being answered by the new team, and who think that their organisation should be included. Letters from the team should have ‘Intermediary Complaint and Dispute Team’ on them; 

who do not receive acknowledgement letters within the specified time periods, or who do not receive interim letters within the specified time periods; 

who receive letters with no contact details; 

who do receive a response, but find that their points have not been addressed fully or evidence has not been considered. 

· 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. Matt highlighted that a national SCoWR conference is taking place on the 8th October to discuss the future strategy of the campaign and all the SSSC membership were invited to attend. Matt advised that someone from the SCoWR group would do a presentation on welfare reform if asked.
· Kathleen asked whether people were having trouble gaining figures from the tribunals service in Scotland in reference to benefits appeals. The group thought the figures would be part of their annual report, apparently they are not. CAS has also had an issue with this. Matt from CAS suggested that CAS have had issues with the tribunal service in relation to this point and still awaiting figures. Matt suggested the DWP may have figures on this and will try and find out for the next meeting. Matt also suggested CAS may ask a parliamentary question (PQ) on this issue

5. AOB

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

· 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 

· Social Fund changes
Action Points

· Notes from the last 6 months of HMRC meetings will be circulated. (ongoing)
· Matt Lancashire will gauge interest in Scottish Tax Credit Consortium meetings with rightsadvice and HMRC. (ongoing)
· Matt will ask someone from SCoWR and perhaps someone involved in Welfare reform to the next SCCC meeting and liaise with Judith from CPAG Scotland
· Alison Gillies to check Tribunals Service website for information on appeals. 
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