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Rt Hon Iain Duncan Smith MP

Secretary of State

Department for Work and Pensions

Caxton House

Tothill Street

London SW1H 9DA

8th November 2010

Dear Secretary of State,

Impact of the Spending Review
We are writing on behalf of the Disability Benefits Consortium to share our concerns over the impact announcements included in the Spending Review will have on disabled people. Disabled people are already twice as likely to live in poverty as non disabled people and changes to key benefits such as Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) and Disability Living Allowance (DLA) are likely to further worsen this situation. 

Our letter addresses three central areas: the justification for cuts; the affect of the cuts; and the need to ensure the impact of cuts is fully assessed.

Justifying the cuts to disabled people’s essential support

We are concerned at the misrepresentation of the level of fraud in the benefits system. Whilst we agree that where it exists fraud must be addressed, levels of fraud are relatively low, especially in comparison to those for official error. We are already receiving reports of disabled people being harassed for claiming benefits due to the effect such pronouncements are having on public opinion. Furthermore, many people who should claim DLA are not doing so and previous research and Work and Pensions Select Committee inquiries have highlighted the need for awareness raising campaigns for DLA and Attendance Allowance to ensure they reach all the people who could be lifted out of poverty through the extra support these benefits can offer. 

There are comparable issues with Employment and Support Allowance (ESA). Rather than too many people being awarded ESA, the Work Capability Assessment is proving so stringent that many disabled people who should be benefiting from the additional support offered by ESA are being turned away. Again, costs appear to be being accrued more through official error (with 3,200 appeals to initial WCA decisions being upheld every month) than people receiving the benefit who should not.
Benefits like ESA and DLA offer vital support to millions of people and it is crucial that the Government plays its part in tackling the stigma often associated with claiming benefits.
The affect of cuts: contributory ESA 

Following the reassessment of everyone on Incapacity Benefit it is expected that there will be over 1 million people in receipt of contribution based ESA. Due to the stringency of the test for ESA, this group will consist only of individuals with significant health conditions and impairments who are likely to meet the Equality Act’s definition of ‘disability’. 
Once a claimant’s 12 month contribution based ESA time limit has been reached a means-test will decide if they qualify for an income-based alternative out of work benefit. However, the criteria for means testing means that despite living in a low income household, many people will still not qualify for any support, as the following scenarios prove;
· Mr Williams loses contribution-based ESA but his wife earns £165 per week (before tax). He is not entitled to income-based ESA. This policy change will penalise couples and may influence decisions around co-habitation or work for both partners. 
· Ms Hawkes is single but has a small occupational pension which she contributed to whilst working for a number of years. It pays £90 a week so she is also not entitled to an alternative when her contribution-based ESA is cut. 
· Mr Lindars has £16,000 capital and is also not entitled to an income based alternative when his contribution based ESA is cut. In both these scenarios the time limit on contribution based ESA acts as a disincentive to saving.
Disability Alliance analysis of the £2 billion savings announced from this measure predicts that about 400,000 people will lose out per year
 and the DBC would like the DWP to publish precise estimates of the number of people who will be affected by this cut, including the number of people who will lose access to out of work benefits altogether. We would also be keen to see the DWP’s workings behind the estimate that 60% of people on contribution-based ESA will move into work within a year. 
The change to contribution based ESA will result in more disabled people living in poverty. The poverty threshold for 2008/09 was £119 for a single adult and £206 for a couple. The thresholds for income based ESA outlined above show that you can be ineligible for this benefit despite already living below the poverty line. The Spending Review provided a real opportunity to tackle disability poverty, but we are concerned that this change to contribution based ESA actually risks having the reverse affect.

Finally, aside from the financial impact of this change, we are also worried about the impact it will have on an individual’s chances of finding work. When someone loses ESA after a year they may also lose access to support to find work. Furthermore, if unable to find work within six months of losing ESA, people will also lose access to disability premiums in Tax Credits – making work potentially unviable. 

The affect of cuts: DLA mobility component
DLA is designed to help disabled people with higher costs of living associated with impairments, including meeting additional mobility costs, such as incurred going to the shops or visiting family. Disabled people living in residential care use it to pay for things like a powered wheelchair, accessible taxis or a Motability car. 

Removing DLA mobility from people in residential care will remove essential financial support that enables people living in residential care to remain active and independent. Many people in state funded residential care receive just £22 a week through their Personal Expenses Allowance - there is no alternative funding to meet additional mobility costs if DLA mobility is removed. The reality of this cut will be to take away the independence of thousands of disabled people. 
Leonard Cheshire Disability has highlighted the following case study: 
· Mary's income consists of her Personal Expenses Allowance, at just £22 a week, and then her Mobility DLA to help meet her extra travel costs. Mary uses her Mobility DLA to help pay to go to the local shops and church as well as outings to the theatre and other exhibitions. Her Mobility DLA also helps pay for her adapted vehicle, used for visits to family and friends and for holiday travel costs. 

Mary is very happy where she lives, but like anyone else she enjoys a change from the normal routine and really looks forward to going out. 

Taking away Mary’s DLA mobility risks removing her right to take part in all these activities. The removal of DLA mobility from disabled people living in residential care will have a huge and regressive impact on disabled people’s independence and DBC are calling on the Government to reverse its decision.
Fully assessing the impact of cuts
We look forward to seeing the full Equality Impact Assessments for both these decisions. Given the requirement to complete Equality Impact Assessments prior to policy decisions we hope that these can be placed in the public domain with no further delay. 

Next steps

We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you and your officials to discuss further the impact of these cuts. To arrange a meeting please contact Rebecca Rennison on T: 0203 242 0269 or E: rebecca.rennison@LCDisability.org. 
With very best wishes,
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Dr Mark Baker 



Rebecca Rennison 
Co-Chairs, DBC Policy Group
CC – Rt Hon George Osborne MP, Chancellor of the Exchequer
� That is 400,000 people losing £90 per week cESA (at c. £5k per year) from 2014/15.





