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Boost your benefits
Your benefits may rise in April, but with increasing living costs Jim Allison urges people to think about all possible routes to finance in Disability Now magazine.

As always benefits have been increased in line with inflation, but increases this year will be wiped out effectively by a number of spiralling costs of living, including Council Tax and gas and electricity prices.

Consider too that, according to recent research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, almost one third of working-age disabled adults live in income poverty.

So why, for example, does the government ignore Disability Now’s campaign that demands Winter Fuel Payments for severely disabled people?  Pensioners should be entitled to them, but should they really be freely available to those over 60 who choose to live abroad during the winter months or permanently in hot countries?

And once again, carers have been left out in the cold.  In the government’s proposals on welfare reform, there is nothing on Carer’s Allowance (CA) even though carers save the government million by keeping disabled people out of residential care.  From April, CA will rise to just £46.95 for less than £1.35 per hour for a 35-hour week.

So, it is essential you claim all the benefits you are entitled to – there is a high rate of underclaims.

The easiest way to check is by contacting the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) benefits enquiry line on 0800 88 22 00 or email bel-customer-services@dwp.gsi.gov.uk.  Also try the Community Legal Services tel 0845 345 4345 or visit www.clsdirect.org.uk or online benefit calculations service www.entitledto.com.

There are a number of other ways to enhance your income or help with costs of disability, which receive little publicity.

For example, if you live in a bigger property, because your impairment makes it difficult to live in a smaller building, you may be entitled to a reduction in Council Tax which is charged at the band below.  This would be in addition to other Council Tax discounts.
Free NHS prescriptions are available to those over 60, those on means-tested benefits and for a small number of people with certain health conditions.

You can also get them for disabled people who have a continuing physical disability that prevents them from leaving home with the help of another person.

Boost your benefits continued
Disabled Facilities Grants are given through local councils to help make homes more accessible.  The amount paid is based on a means-test, although financial assessments for families with disabled children has recently been abolished.  For disabled adults, savings above a certain amount are considered, but certain benefits, including Disability Living Allowance and Income Support are generally ignored.

· Jim Allison is a retired disability and welfare rights specialist.

Taken from the March issue of Disability Now magazine.
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Benefits Uprating
Main Benefits




Now


April 06








£/week

£/week

ATTENDANCE ALLOWANCE

Higher rate





£60.60

£62.25

Lower rate





£40.55

£41.65

CHILD BENEFIT

Only, elder (Couple)



£17.00

£17.45
Only, elder (Lone parent)


£17.55

£17.55
Each subsequent child



£11.40

£11.70
DISABILITY LIVING ALLOWANCE

CARE COMPONENT

Highest





£60.60

£62.25
Middle





£40.55

£41.65
Lowest





£16.05

£16.50
MOBILITY COMPONENT

Higher





£42.30

£43.45
Lower





£16.05

£16.50
WORKING TAX CREDIT

Disability Components (£/annum)

Disabled worker element


£2,165

£2,225
Severe disability element


£920


£945
CHILD TAX CREDIT

Disability Components (£/annum)

Disabled Child element



£2,285

£2,350
Severe disability element


£920


£945
Benefits Uprating

SEVERE DISABLEMENT ALLOWANCE

Basic rate





£46.20

£47.45
Age related addition

Higher rate





£16.05

£16.50
Middle rate





£10.30

£10.60
Lower rate





£5.15


£5.30
CARER’S ALLOWANCE

(Formerly Invalid Care Allowance)

£45.70

£46.95
Main Benefits




Now


April 06








£/week

£/week

INCAPACITY BENEFIT

Long term Incapacity benefit


£76.45

£78.50
Short term incapacity benefit 

(Under pension age)





Lower rate





£57.65

£59.20
Higher rate





£68.20

£70.20
Short term Incapacity Benefit

(Over pension age)





Lower rate





£73.35

£75.35
Higher rate





£76.45

£78.50
RETIREMENT PENSION (A or B)

£82.05

£84.25
STATUTORY SICK PAY


Earnings threshold


£82.00

£84.00

Standard rate



£68.20

£70.05
INDUSTRIAL INJURIES DISABLEMENT BENEFIT

18 and over, or under 18 with dependents

- 100%





£123.80

£127.10
- 20%





£24.76

£25.42
INDUSTRIAL INJURIES DISABLEMENT BENEFIT

Under 18

-100%





£75.85

£77.90
- 20%





£14.71

£15.58
Constant attendance allowance

Exceptional rate




£99.20

£101.80
Intermediate rate




£74.40

£76.35
Normal maximum rate



£49.60

£50.90
Part – time rate




£24.80

£25.45
Benefits Uprating continued

Exceptionally severe disablement allowance








£49.60

£50.90
WIDOW’S PENSION



£82.05

£84.25
EARNINGS RULES

Carers Allowance



£82.00

£84.00
Limit of earnings from Councillor’s 

Allowance





£78.00

£81.00
Permitted work earnings limit


£78.00

£81.00
Source: Disability Now magazine March 2006
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21 million calls to government go unanswered 

Twenty-one million callers seeking advice on unemployment and disability benefits failed to get through to new government contact centres last year, a report by the National Audit Office has revealed. 
Edward Leigh, chairman of the Commons public accounts committee, said the huge number of unanswered calls would be " inconceivable" for a private-sector business. 
The worst figures were for the disability and carer service, where 79 per cent of calls - some 18.5 million - from people seeking help with disability living allowance and attendance allowance claims were never answered. 
Those who eventually got through had to spend an average of nearly two minutes on hold before speaking to anyone. 
The other poor area was the new Jobcentre Plus call centres, where 24 per cent of callers - more than one million - failed to get through. 
The report is highly critical of the Department for Work and Pensions for the way the new computer system was introduced and the failure to properly train staff. 
The contact centres opened while the government was cutting some 30,000 jobs in benefit offices.  The result was that some centres had to abandon taking calls because of staff shortages and reverted back to the manual system, which delayed benefit payments. 
Auditors are also critical that the department has 55 phone numbers, including 30 helplines, for the public to call about different benefits. 
Different agency contact centres do not work with each other and customers often had to ring more than one number to resolve claims. 

21 Million calls unanswered continued

Since the report's findings, the ministry has improved the service. More calls are being answered, but some people are still waiting a fortnight before they can get an appointment. 

Mr Leigh said, "The DWP hosts a myriad of phone numbers and agency names, struggles to transfer customer calls or information to where they are needed, has an IT network which is complex and unreliable, and, on one occasion, even introduced a system without having enough trained staff to use it. 
"You can't conceive a private sector operator working in this way. It's incredible that some computers in different parts of the DWP can't talk to each other. The department has to do a better job." 
Mark Serwotka, general secretary of the Public and Commercial Services Union, which represents staff working at the centres, said: "This report lays bare that severe problems remain in key areas of the DWP - problems which are compounded by the fact that the department has already slashed 15,000 jobs in the race to meet its 30,000 target. 
"Twenty-one million calls going unanswered, often from some of the most disadvantaged in society, is completely unacceptable, as is people having to wait two weeks for a call back to get a job-seeking appointment." 
Kate Green, chief executive of the Child Poverty Action Group, said: "It's simply unacceptable for people, particularly the most vulnerable in society, to face long delays when applying for benefits for themselves and their families. 
"The Government must remember that while call centres can provide a useful service to many benefit claimants, they're not appropriate for everybody. Claimants need a choice of routes into what can be a very complicated benefits system - that must include face-to-face advice, as well as online and on the phone." 
The DWP was backed by Kitty Ussher, Labour MP for Burnley and a member of the committee. 
She said, "Contact centres have succeeded in increasing access to benefits, not least by encouraging the take up of pension credit to reach 2.7 million households. 
"Furthermore, applications are being processed more quickly whilst overall costs have been reduced. This has all been achieved while maintaining very high levels of customer satisfaction." 
A DWP spokeswoman said, "Our latest figures show that since April we have received over 29 million calls, of which 11.6% were not answered. Our customer satisfaction levels are high and surveys of Jobcentre Plus, the pension service and the disability and carers service show that around 80% of our customers are satisfied with the service."  From the Guardian website March 2006

Understanding disability-related financial support

Basic information from the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) about the government offices and departments you will deal with when arranging financial support. There is also information about how income, savings and/or capital can affect entitlement to certain types of financial support. 

Who does what?
The DWP - The government department responsible for all social security benefits (except Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit) is the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP).
An important part of the DWP is the Disability and Carers Service, which is responsible for benefits such as Disability Living Allowance and Attendance Allowance.  It uses regional Disability Benefit Centres and a major unit based in Blackpool to review and manage claims.
Another part of DWP is Jobcentre Plus who, as well as helping people get into employment, can also deal with the initial claims for benefits. Jobcentre Plus also manage schemes such as ‘Access to Work’ which provide support for disabled people about to begin, or while in, work.
Information about specific benefits on Directgov tell you the different ways you can make a claim and who to contact.

HM Revenue & Customs - Tax credits are payments from the government to help with everyday costs and are managed by HM Revenue & Customs. Disabled people, and people who look after disabled people (for example parents), can get extra support from tax credits.

Local councils and authorities - As well as dealing with Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit local councils/authorities are responsible for Disabled Facilities Grants. They help towards the cost of adapting homes.
Local councils/authorities also manage ‘direct payments’ which allow people to manage and pay for their own care and services instead of receiving it directly from their local council. Also, they look after Blue Badges for disabled car drivers and passengers.

Other government offices you may come in contact with - because of the various support available you may come in contact with several other government departments and offices. For example, the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) is responsible for Vehicle Tax. If you are a vehicle owner, and meet certain conditions, you may not have to pay this.

Types of financial support - there are different types of financial support and entitlement to them can depend on things such as: your income, savings and/or capital the contributions you have made in the past as part of the National Insurance scheme.  

Understanding disability-related financial support continued
Some benefits, such as Incapacity Benefit depend on the contributions you have paid. Others, for example, Disability Living Allowance and Attendance Allowance do not depend on the contributions you have paid.
Financial support that is affected by your income, savings and/or capital.  Some benefits are only paid if you have limited income, savings and/or capital. This is known as ‘means-testing’. These include:
· Income Support 

· Housing Benefit 

· Council Tax Benefit 

· Disabled Facilities Grants 

Financial support that is not affected by your income, savings and/or capital, certain benefits are non means-tested which means your entitlement to receive them is not affected by your income, savings and/or capital. If you are ill or disabled you may qualify for non means-tested benefits. Examples include:
· Disability Living Allowance 

· Attendance Allowance 

· Incapacity Benefit - which replaces earnings 
Your entitlement to receive a benefit such as Disability Living Allowance or Attendance Allowance is not affected by - if you are in work, not in work, or unable to work or by your income and/or capital. This is because they meet a particular need(s).
For more information type this link into your browser:  http://www.direct.gov.uk/DisabledPeople/FinancialSupport/FinancialSupportArticles/fs/en?CONTENT_ID=10020535&chk=o7aKjz

