Unemployed bear the brunt of new Welfare Reform Bill
On 16 February 2011 the Welfare Reform Bill was introduced to Parliament which legislates for the biggest change to the welfare system for over 60 years. Advice NI has outlined a number of concerns in relation to these welfare reform proposals. 

Speaking about the contents of the Bill, Kevin Higgins, Advice NI Head of Policy said:

“Advice NI finds it difficult to accept that this Coalition Government is genuinely interested in protecting those dependent upon the benefits system considering the raft of welfare cuts that have been proposed as a result of the announcements made in June and October last year which amount to over £20billion in cuts to the welfare budget.”

“The Bill talks about imposing work-related requirements with which claimants must comply and additionally a range of benefit reductions and sanctions which will be imposed. We believe that this will generate a lot of pressure and stress for claimants and decision makers alike, given the growing problem of unemployment in Northern Ireland. We note the figures released yesterday which highlight that the seasonally adjusted claimant count in January 2011 increased by 600 to 59,100. With few job opportunities available we question the wisdom of introducing a harsh welfare regime with lots of conditionality.”
Reforms set out in the Welfare Reform Bill include:
· the introduction of a new benefit, to be known as universal credit, which will replace income support, income based JSA, income-related ESA, working tax credit, child tax credit, housing benefit and council tax benefit;
· limiting awards of contributory ESA to a maximum period of 365 days, and the abolition of the youth condition in contributory ESA;
· provision for a new benefit, 'personal independence payment', to be paid at two rates in place of the existing disability living allowance,
· the abolition of community care grants and crisis loans (other than 'alignment loans' currently available to applicants pending payment of benefit), to be replaced by 'locally-administered assistance', the replacement of budgeting loans and alignment loans with payments on account, and the abolition of the Social Fund Commissioner and the Independent Review Service;
Advice NI voiced particular concerns about the plans to replace Disability Living Allowance. 

Speaking about this, Kevin Higgins said:

“Previous Government documents have indicated that the central assumption for making changes to DLA was that it would result in a 20 per cent reduction in caseload and expenditure once fully rolled out. Advice NI believes that ultimately the driver behind the Personal Independence Payment is cutting expenditure and our fear is that the needs of the disabled will become a victim of financial expediency.”
Over the last year, Advice NI centres dealt with over almost 250,000 enquiries across Northern Ireland, the majority of which were social security and debt related. This was in the context of Northern Ireland coping with recession, welfare cuts, increased redundancies, mortgage repossession actions and increased numbers of people turning to the social security system. 

If you are worried about how the Welfare Reform Bill might affect you, or you would like to speak to an adviser please contact Advice NI for help.

Notes to Editor

1. For further information on Advice NI is available via our website – www.adviceni.net
2. Advice NI's mission is to develop an independent advice sector that provides the best possible advice to those who need it most. Advice NI's vision is of a society of confident, informed, and active citizens who can access their rights and entitlements. Advice NI has approximately 70 members across NI, who provides advice on a variety of issues such as benefits, debt, employment & consumer issues.

3. Kevin Higgins (Head of Policy) can be contacted for further information. Advice NI, 1 Rushfield Avenue, Belfast BT7 3FP Tel: (028) 9064 5919 or Mob: 07743496957
