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Welfare Reform Bill – campaign update
16 February 2012
Dear Colleagues,

Following intense campaigning against the most damaging aspects of the coalition government’s Welfare Reform Bill, the disability movement and its allies are presently staking stock of the situation and considering what comes next. 

Demonstrations organised by the Hardest Hit Campaign in May and October last year drew public attention to disabled people’s concerns about benefit cuts. Earlier this year the publication of the ‘Responsible Reform’ paper (the ‘Spartacus Report’) by independent campaigners Sue Marsh and Kaliya Franklin had a significant impact on the debate. http://bit.ly/RESreform
The Spartacus Report was highly critical of the coalition government’s response to the Disability Living Allowance (DLA) consultation. Ministers have consistently claimed that their proposals have the “support of disability organisations”. The Spartacus Report showed this to be untrue. The consultation responses from 530 organisations were obtained following Freedom of Information requests. Analysis revealed overwhelming opposition to nearly all of the government's proposals for DLA reform, with only 7% fully supporting the replacement of DLA with Personal Independence Payments (PIP). Up to 98% disagreed with key proposals.
The Spartacus campaigners also worked with Peers in the House of Lords (including Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson) to table a last minute amendment to the Welfare Reform Bill calling for a pause to the abolition of DLA and its replacement with PIP. Unfortunately this resulted in a narrow defeat. 

In any case, the seven successful Lords amendments were later overturned in the House of Commons, indicating that the coalition government is determined to ignore widespread concerns about the impact of benefit cuts and to bring the proposals into law at all costs. 

The DWP’s own figures indicate that an estimated 500,000 people across the UK will lose entitlement to DLA under the new assessment regime. At least 25,000 of these will be living in Wales. 
Although a consultation on the future of the Independent Living Fund is imminent, the Minister for Disabled people has already stated that the fund is “permanently closed” to new applications. There are 2000 recipients of ILF funding in Wales.  

These and other cuts are likely to have a devastating impact on disabled people’s incomes, standard of living and capacity for Independent Living. 
The Welsh Government have responded to this by making a commitment to doing what it can to mitigate the impact of welfare reform in Wales. The Framework for Action on Independent Living, which the WG are developing in partnership with DW, is one such initiative.
Legal action against the coalition government is now being considered by a consortium of disability organisations, as this article outlines: http://bit.ly/WRBlegal
To engage or not to engage?

Ministers continue to claim that they have support from disability organisations, presumably on the basis of their involvement in DWP  work streams.

After calling for an invitation for Welsh disabled people to be represented on these workstreams, Disability Wales (DW) eventually attended a PIP Implementation Development Group meeting in London on 12 January 2012.

This raised concerns about the DWP’s willingness to engage meaningfully and take serious account of disabled people’s views in developing its PIP implementation processes. 

In light of these concerns, DW’s Board considered whether the organisation should continue to engage with the DWP. On one hand the organisation is concerned that its involvement will be used by the coalition government to evidence endorsement of its proposals. On the other hand DW is concerned that if we are not at the table, there is no Welsh representation and no opportunity to influence PIP implementation.
DW’s Board decided that the organisation should continue to engage with DWP to ensure that disabled people’s organisations in Wales have a voice in discussions, and in the expectation that in involving us DWP will be receptive to our suggestions and recommendations. DW has written to the DWP to make it explicit that the organisation’s attendance at these meetings must not be used as evidence of endorsement of the government’s policies.   
DW remains resolutely opposed to the abolition of DLA and the introduction of PIP. Specifically, Disability Wales is seriously concerned that the PIP assessment process is to be based on the “biopsychosocial model” and not on the Social Model of Disability. DW considers this to be the medical model in all but name (some critics refer to it as the “bio-bio-bio model”).

As the Welsh Government adopted the Social Model in 2002, the imposition of PIP in Wales on this basis is a very unwelcome development. DW’s response to the UK government’s ‘Fulfilling Potential’ consultation (which ends on 29 February) will reject this policy direction. The response will also call for all new policies to have equality impact assessments which take full account of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), the Equality Act 2010, the European Convention on Human Rights, and other equality and human rights frameworks. 

Actions for consideration
DW supports the e-petition set up by Pat Onions, another independent disability campaigner and carer, which calls upon the coalition government to “Stop and review the cuts to benefits and services which are falling disproportionately on disabled people, their carers and families”. The petition now has over 30,000 signatures but many more are needed if is to have a significant impact. 

DW encourages all third sector organisations and the people they represent to actively support and promote this e-petition.

The e-petition can be accessed here: 

http://epetitions.direct.gov.uk/petitions/20968
DW also urges third sector organisations to consider approaching the DWP to seek an invitation to the PIP Implementation Development Group meetings in London, and/or to a series of DWP Customer Representative Group meetings to be held in Merthyr Tydfil during April 2012 - January 2013.

For further information about these meetings please contact either: 

Paul Swann paul.swann@disabilitywales.org or Miranda French miranda.french@disabilitywales.org Tel: 02920 887325
