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Benefit Reform Division

Department for Work and Pensions
1st Floor

Caxton House
Tothill Street

London 
SW1H 9NA
        1 October 2010

Dear Sir/Madam,
21st Century Welfare consultation response
Making Every Adult Matter (MEAM) is a coalition of four national charities – Clinks, DrugScope, Homeless Link and Mind – formed to influence policy and service change for adults facing multiple needs and exclusions.  We welcome the opportunity to contribute to this consultation.  MEAM represents over 1600 frontline agencies working as part of the big society to provide criminal justice, drug treatment, homelessness and mental health services, alongside statutory partners.  
People who face multiple needs and exclusions experience a combination of issues that impact adversely on their lives – for example substance misuse, homelessness, mental ill health and offending.  They are usually well known in local areas, but their multiple needs mean that they tend to be poorly supported by a range of services used to dealing with one problem at a time.  As a result they often lead chaotic lives that are costly to them and to society.  
Two of the MEAM organisations – Mind and Homeless Link - have already made detailed submissions to the 21st Century Welfare consultation.  This brief letter from the MEAM coalition supports those responses and highlights the importance of benefit reform recognising and responding to the needs of individuals facing multiple needs and exclusions.  We order our response to correspond with some of the questions posed in the consultation document.
Q1-4: Problems with the current system
We broadly support the analysis in 21st Century Welfare around the problems with the current system.  These problems are already well documented and are addressed by Homeless Link and Mind in their individual submissions.  We therefore focus this response on the other questions in the paper.

Q5: Has the government selected the right principles to guide reform?   

We welcome the principles outlined in the paper around simplifying the benefits system, improving financial incentives to work and reducing welfare dependency.  It is right that people who are able to work do work and that the rewards of work outweigh the risks and are seen to do so.  It is also right that the benefit system continues to support those most in need who cannot work.
However for many individuals, in particular those facing multiple needs and exclusions the situation is not always clear cut - and they may face many barriers to work.  We would therefore recommend the addition of a further key principle for reform.  The ‘multiple needs and exclusions’ principle would explicitly recognise multiple needs and exclusions and the role of the benefits system in providing flexible support to individuals on what is likely to be a longer-than-average journey to the labour market.  

Every decision taken in the reform process should be tested against this ‘multiple needs and exclusions’ principle to ensure that the system works for those facing multiple needs and exclusions.  
Q6: Would an approach similar to the models suggested in chapter 3 improve work incentives, reduce costs and tackle welfare dependency and poverty?

The paper outlines five possible models for reform - a universal credit; a single unified taper; a single working age benefit; the mirrlees model; and the single benefit/negative income tax model.  No preference is expressed in the paper for any one model at the present time.

We agree that the greater simplicity and greater clarity provided by these models are likely to be beneficial aspects of a new system.  In particular we welcome the single taper rate included in a number of the models that will make it easier for people to know how much their work will actually pay.  Despite a focus on work it will be important that these models can also support those who are unable to work long-term.  

We would be happy to comment further on the models when more information is available and support the Homeless Link request for a further consultation when the operational detail of a new model is known.  In advance of that we present a number of issues that will need general consideration:

· Single taper rates and the level at which earnings disregards are set will be very important for incentivising work – we support initial investment in the benefits system to make it work more efficiently in the longer term
· It may be complicated to include Housing Benefit in a single benefit model, particularly for those who have this paid directly to the landlord

· Any single benefit model would need to be suitable for people ‘not able to work’; ‘able to work’; and those somewhere in-between (see point on multiple needs and exclusions above).  This will mean that even within a universal benefit, for example, different individuals will have different allowances and potentially different levels of conditionality.  There is a need for any reform to ensure that the ‘internal complexity’ of a new single benefit does not detract from the overarching aim of simplifying the system.
· For individuals facing multiple needs and exclusions it is often issues of conditionality and suitable work capability assessments that create difficulties in the benefits system.  While a single benefit model would remove difficulties related to tapers and earning disregards, it would not alter problems related to conditionality or work capability assessment, which will need further attention (see Q7).
Q7: Conditionality – Do you think we should increase obligations on benefits claimants to take necessary steps to seek and enter work
In our answer to Q5 we suggested that “every decision taken in the reform process should be tested against a new ‘multiple needs and exclusions’ principle to ensure that the system works for those facing multiple needs and exclusions.”  This is particularly relevant for any decisions around conditionality.

While we understand the positive effects that conditionality can have on some individuals seeking work in the benefits system we do not believe that conditionality should be applied in a blanket manner to individuals, particularly those facing multiple needs and exclusions. 
If wrongly applied, conditionality can lead to individuals with multiple problems taking significant steps back, rather than forwards, on their journey to work.  Withholding benefit payments can also easily lead to homelessness and destitution.  A much greater understanding of individuals facing multiple needs and exclusions and the interaction of their many problems is needed in frontline settings and individualised support rather than conditionality should be made available.

The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) should investigate a uniform way for frontline workers to recognise individuals facing multiple needs and exclusions (and those moving towards and away from this situation) so that advisors can provide increased flexibility in their approach to support and conditionality.
 
The ‘multiple needs and exclusions’ principle also needs to be taken into account when designing and implementing work capability tests.  The current Work Capability Assessment cannot identify multiple needs and exclusions or changing conditions over time and so places some individuals who are not ready for work in highly conditional settings for which they (and potential employers) are not ready.
Related to this we ask DWP to remove the proposal around the 10% reduction in Housing Benefit for individuals who have been on JSA for more than one year.  This proposal is not consistent with a benefits system that aims to support individuals facing multiple needs and exclusions on a journey to work that may take more than 12 months.
Q8: Do you think we should have conditionality that aims to maximise the amount of work a person does consistent with their personal circumstances?
As stated above we understand the positive effects that conditionality can have on some individuals seeking work in the benefits system.  We do not believe however that it is appropriate for government or frontline workers to determine how many hours work an individual should do, as personal circumstances will vary considerably.  The proposed reforms will make it easier and clearer for people to see that work pays, which will encourage people towards working longer hours where this is appropriate to their circumstances.

Q11: What would be the best way to deliver a reformed system and improvements in outcomes, customer service and efficiency?

We agree that the bureaucracy of the current system is inefficient and that this contributes to the risk that people perceive about moving into work or increasing their hours.  When it can take many weeks to get benefits reinstated, or overpayments occur which must then be repaid, individuals are making a rational decision not to risk their homes and income by moving to work.  We therefore support a new system that could calculate benefit payments in real time and significantly reduce mistakes, waiting times and inefficient payment bureaucracy.
Thank you
We hope that you find this response of help in reforming the benefits system and we look forward to further information on the new model.

Making Every Adult Matter (MEAM) and its constituent organisations would be happy to discuss any aspect of this submission in more detail.  As mentioned we refer to the individual submissions of Mind and Homeless Link for a more detailed discussion of some of the issues covered in this correspondence.
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With best wishes, 
Oliver Hilbery

Project Director

� The New Directions Team Assessment may be one tool to consider in developing a way to define this group.  It identifies people facing chronic multiple needs and exclusions (but not those moving towards or away from this situation).  A copy of the assessment is available in the link below.  Another approach may be to define the group by recent experiences, for example a recent history of homelessness, substance misuse, mental ill health or offending. � HYPERLINK "http://www.meam.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/NDT-Assessment-process-summary-April-2008.pdf" ��http://www.meam.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/NDT-Assessment-process-summary-April-2008.pdf�.  
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