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Legal action for the community





Benefit Reform Division,

Department for Work and Pensions,

1st Floor, Caxton House,
Tothill Street,

London SW1H 9NA.

 1st October 2010.

Re:  Response to 21st Century Welfare.

Dear Sir or Madam, 

Law Centres are the UK’s oldest independent, not-for-profit legal practices providing expert legal advice and representation to help vulnerable people to transform their lives, stay in their homes, keep their families together and stay in employment and education. 
Law Centres have been responding to the impact of welfare reforms and welfare administration over 40 years. Our response is based on this experience and the repercussions we anticipate regarding the welfare reforms, and a survey of all Law Centres conducted between 30th August and 18th September in which we asked Law Centres to provide input regarding the welfare reform bill, especially the 10% cut in housing benefit for those on Job Seekers Allowance. They also reflect the conclusions of a meeting convened by Cumbria Law Centre with housing, social care, and legal service providers on 17th September, covered by the local press. We have considered the proposals regarding localism and the principles, but we focus specifically on this particular proposal regarding housing benefit.

Law Centres employ solicitors and caseworkers who specialise in debt, discrimination, housing, employment, welfare benefit, community care, mental health law, and immigration and asylum law. The Law Centre community-based model has been developed over 40 years and is unique as it allows us to provide a seamless service to the public.   Our combination of professional legal expertise and community accountability enables us to have the maximum impact on the lives of our clients, their communities and society as a whole. We are effective because we are teams of expert lawyers, rooted in our communities and accountable to them. 
1. Setting the context
We serve 120,000 clients every year. Most of these are single parent families, people living with disability, people on low incomes. We serve more women than men. The recession is hitting our clients hard. Government cuts are likely to worsen this. Already, the Employment Tribunals Service has recorded an increase from 10,800 to 19,000 in the number of cases related to unfair dismissal over the past year. ACAS has recorded a 13% increase in enquiries for conciliation services.  Law Centres have experienced a 30% increase in clients assisted with employment and discrimination cases. 
2. Building a Fairer Society
To support the coalition Government’s stated aims, we believe that:

· The proposal for a cut in 10% housing benefit should be withdrawn, as evidenced below, as these proposed cuts will have drastic consequences on our clients combined with the other proposed changes to welfare reform;

· A legal aid and equality impact assessment of the proposed cuts is critical and must be undertaken as a matter of principle to guide the reforms. This assessment needs to engage community-based organisations with established legacy, like Law Centres, so that reforms and pursuit of the localism agenda reflect community needs. 
· Reforms need to plan adequate support to quality specialist legal services which help people adjust to the reforms, ensuring providers have established relationships of trust within their communities over time. This also saves money. For every £1 invested in Law Centres. £10 is saved for the public purse
;

· The intended welfare reforms need to be accompanied by public legal education. From our daily work, it is clear that people need information about their rights as regards fairness at work, in education and in their communities. Law Centres are calling on the new Government to undertake an awareness-raising campaign regarding the new Equality Act and the Child Poverty Act; 

· Employers need to be supported to implement their redundancy policies fairly;
3. A 10% Cut in Housing Benefits for those on Job Seekers Allowance
Law Centres provided the following evidence and observations in response to the survey we conducted to prepare our points:

Law Centres’ views concord with the evidence from the Institute of Fiscal Studies. These reforms are a reversal in the Government’s commitment to protect the vulnerable as they are likely to hit the poorest the hardest. Landlords are unlikely to agree to a corresponding drop in the rents they demand for accommodation. Much of the hike in the Housing Benefit bill in recent years was due to private sector landlords charging benefit-receiving tenants ‘maximum Housing Benefit’ rents for poor housing;
Many of our clients who are tenants in receipt of JSA/IS struggle to afford the shortfalls left after Housing Benefit (for water, heating etc), so a 10% cut would in real terms represent a very significant reduction in income, and leave the full rent unaffordable;
We are concerned about the potential discriminatory impact of placing those on incapacity benefits deemed fit for work on JSA. We believe they will have fewer chances of employment in a time of recession, and are more likely to remain unemployed for more than 12 months. People with lower end disabilities will be worse off than able bodied people. The 10% cut in JSA will hit them hardest.
In Cumbria, 4780 people will lose out. Our clients will have to reduce their spending on food, clothing, and energy in order to cover the extra rent costs that they will then face. These changes could see thousands of vulnerable people fall into debt, forced out of their homes and neighbourhoods, and become homeless. The changes are likely to widen the gap between rich and poor in the county, with consequences for crime, ill health and the local economy;

Brent Community Law Centre stated that this will leave two options for those in poverty on JSA: a move from poverty to extreme poverty or possession or eviction if they do not pay their rent. A single person living in a one bed flat paying £180 per week will have to contribute £18 to the rent out of a weekly income of £65.45 leaving £47.45 for all other expenses including fuel. A separate but linked issue, which will compound vulnerability, is the proposed capping of housing benefit. It is estimated that this will cost claimants in Brent £8,817,844 per year. This loss is to be shared among 1,988 claimants. If their rents are not reduced they will have to pay £4,436 per household out of their own income;

The administrative costs will outweigh the savings. Public sector landlords will see a significant increase in rent collection costs as well as an increase in unpaid rent. The courts need to be consulted about the knock-on effects of more possessions. For example, there will inevitably be far more possession cases in the county court because landlords, whether council or private, will bring court action for rent arrears. In addition, we believe that the impact on costs for other departments, such as social services and child protection need to be assessed;
The system around housing benefit letters from local authorities is not however user-friendly and does need to be rendered more efficient.
Law Centres have helped clients to bear the brunt of Government reforms. We look forward to discussing alternative models to prevent and mitigate the consequences of the cuts as legislation is developed in the New Year.

Yours faithfully,

Julie Bishop, Director.
Jane Backhurst, Director, Campaigns, Communications and Policy. 
� The Socio-Economic Value of Law Centres, LCF October  2008


� Law Centres’ “ Calls to the new Government”, LCF, May 2010
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