Benefits

The current benefits system is complicated and complex; there are approximately 50 that can be claimed. The following link provides a comprehensive guide to what’s currently available: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-11717254
This chapter will focus on the three most commonly paid benefits: Jobseeker’s Allowance, (JSA), Employment Support Allowance (ESA), (replaces Incapacity Benefit) and Income Support.

There will also be information on tax credits, the online Benefits Adviser and in-work benefits and incentives. 

The Coalition Government is proposing radical welfare reform and information on these changes is included at the end of this chapter. 

The main benefits: 

1. Jobseeker’s Allowance
Introduced in 1996, this is the main benefit for people out of work or who work less than 16 hours a week. Claimants are obliged to "sign on" at their local Job Centre every fortnight. JSA is an active benefit which means that recipients are required to comply with the terms and content of a personalised ‘Jobseeker’s Agreement’ which is drawn up with  Jobcentre Plus Adviser when a claim is first submitted. The agreement outlines the steps to be taken by the claimant in order to receive benefit. If the agreement is broken, a claimant can be sanctioned by payments being reduced or stopped.

There are two types of benefit, (see below for more detailed information) a contribution-based one pegged to National Insurance payments over the previous two tax years and an income-based dependant on income and savings. The maximum weekly rates for the latter range from £51.85 for a single person, to £102.75 for couples.

To be eligible for JSA claimants must be:

· available for, capable of and actively seeking work 

· aged 18 or over but below State Pension age 

· of working less than 16 hours per week on average 

· living in Great Britain

Jobseeker's Allowance isn't normally paid to 16 or 17 year olds, except in special cases. 

If a man has reached the Pension Credit qualifying age, he may be able to claim Pension Credit. Contact Jobcentre Plus for advice. The minimum age he can get Pension Credit is gradually increasing to 65 alongside the increase in women’s State Pension age. 

The government has announced proposals for increasing State Pension age. Under the new proposals, women’s State Pension age will increase more quickly to 65 between April 2016 and November 2018.   Between December 2018 and April 2020,the State Pension age for men and women will increase from 65 to 66. Changes to the State Pension age are likely to affect the Pension Credit qualifying age.

How it works

As mentioned above, there are two types of Jobseeker's Allowance, 'contribution-based Jobseeker's Allowance' and 'income-based Jobseeker's Allowance'.

Contribution-based Jobseeker's Allowance

Claimants may be entitled to claim contribution-based Jobseekers Allowance if they have paid enough National Insurance contributions. Jobcentre Plus can pay this for up to 182 days. Generally, self-employed contributions will not help a claimant qualify for contribution-based Jobseeker’s Allowance.

Income-based Jobseeker's Allowance

This is based on income and savings. A claimant may get this if they’ve not paid enough National Insurance contributions (NICs) (or they've only paid contributions for self-employment) and are on a low income.

JSA Payments

In most cases people will not get any money for the first three days of their claim. These are called 'waiting days'. JSA is paid at the end of every fortnight. It's paid straight into people’s bank or building society account. This is the best way to get benefit because people can choose how and when to take money out of their account.

If someone gets an occupational or personal pension, it may affect the amount of benefit they get.

2. Incapacity Benefit/Employment Support Allowance

Around 2.6 million people are thought to claim Incapacity Benefit (IB), or its successor, Employment and Support Allowance (ESA). It is a weekly payment for people who cannot work because of illness or disability and who are under state pension age.

IB was replaced by ESA for people who faced illness or disability after 27 October 2008, and as of March 2011, is gradually being phased out by 2014 and by then, all current IB claimants will be switched to ESA. The new system is designed to get people into some kind of work, cutting the total amount paid out while protecting those with "genuine needs".

The main difference between IB and ESA is that ESA is work focussed. Claimants go through a 13 week assessment pathway conducted by Occupational Health professionals who ascertain a claimant’s ability to work. 

About ESA

ESA offers personalised support and financial help, so that you can do appropriate work, if people are able to.

It also gives people access to a specially trained personal adviser and a wide range of further services including employment, training and condition management support, to help them manage and cope with their illness or disability at work.

ESA involves a new medical assessment called the Work Capability Assessment. This assesses what people can do, rather than what they cannot, and identifies the health-related support they might need.

Most people claiming ESA will be expected to take steps to prepare for ork, including attending work focused interviews with their personal adviser.

Under ESA, if people have an illness or disability that severely affects their ability to work, they will get increased financial support and will not be expected to prepare for a return to work. They can volunteer to do so at any point if they want to.

How it works

ESA consists of two phases:

· the assessment phase rate is paid for the first 13 weeks of a claim while a decision is made on the person’s capability for work through the Work Capability Assessment
· between week 9 and 13 of this phase, people will attend a work-focused interview with a Jobcentre Plus adviser 
· the main phase starts from week 14 of their claim, if the Work Capability Assessment shows that their illness or disability does limit their ability to work
Work Related Activity Group - If people are placed in the Work Related Activity Group, they will be expected to take part in work focused interviews with their personal adviser. They will get support to help them prepare for suitable work. 

In return, they will receive a work related activity component in addition to their  basic rate. 

Support Group - If people are placed in the Support Group because their illness or disability has a severe effect on their ability to work, they will not be expected to take part in any work. They can do so on a voluntary basis if they want to. They will receive a support component in addition to their basic rate.

Helping people into work

If someone is in the Work Related Activity Group, they will regularly see their  personal adviser to discuss their r work prospects. They will be given help and advice with their:

· job goals

· skills, strengths and abilities; steps you can take to find suitable work 

· ideas, problems and any other work related issues you want to talk about

3. Income Support
Paid to people on low income who do not have to sign on as unemployed, the benefit could be among those replaced with a single universal payment.

To be eligible, you have to be aged 16 to 59, work fewer than 16 hours a week, have a low income with no more than £16,000 in savings, and generally not be studying full time.

Lone parents, carers, those on paternity leave, and refugees learning English may also be entitled, and it includes limited help with mortgages.

The weekly personal allowance for people aged 16 to 24 is £50.95, and £64.30 for those aged 25 or over. Income support is an inactive benefit, which means that a claim is not conditional on looking for employment. NB: Lone parents currently claiming Income Support whose youngest child reaches 7 or will do so in the coming financial year will be switched over to JSA. This will change to age 5 in 2012.

Families and IS

People can  claim IS for themselves and their partner.

Jobcentre Plus will treat people as a couple if they live with:

· their  husband, wife or civil partner

· someone as if they were their  husband, wife or civil partner

Jobcentre Plus call this other person someone’s partner.

IS is no longer paid for children if someone is making a new claim. To get money for children, they must now claim Child Tax Credit instead. For more information

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/TaxCreditsandChildBenefit/TaxCredits/index.htm
Only one person in a family can claim IS at any one time. There are several types of premiums (extra amounts) someone may get based on their own and their partner's circumstances. Contact Jobcentre Plus to find out more:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Employment/Jobseekers/ContactJobcentrePlus/DG_186347
Lone parents and IS

There are changes to IS that may affect someone’s entitlement if they're receiving it because they're a lone parent. To find out more:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/BenefitsTaxCreditsAndOtherSupport/On_a_low_income/DG_175842
Working and IS

People can claim IS if they work less than 16 hours a week. But Jobcentre Plus will take into account some of the amount they earn when they assess their  claim for benefit. The amount they ignore will depend on the individual’s circumstances.

Someone may also get IS if they’re a disabled worker who earns less than someone in the same job without the same disability. Contact Jobcentre Plus to find out more:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Employment/Jobseekers/ContactJobcentrePlus/DG_186347
Online Benefits Adviser

To get benefit advice, for single people, people with families or for someone else. Simply answer questions anonymously online about savings, income and outgoings.

To access the Online Benefits Adviser please see:    

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Diol1/DoItOnline/DoItOnlineByCategory/DG_172666
You can use the Online Benefits Adviser to:

· check which benefits they may be able to get

· get an estimate of the benefits, tax credits or pension that may be available

· compare estimates if their  situation changes

· save their answers for up to seven days

· download/print results for reference

To answer all the questions people will need information about:

· savings

· earnings eg pay slips

· benefit/pension details

· outgoings, eg Council Tax, rent/mortgage, childcare payments

· if they rent a property from a private landlord, their Local Housing Allowance rate*
*   To find out more about Local Housing Allowance rates please  see:
     http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/BenefitsTaxCreditsAndOtherSupport/On_a_low_income/DG_10018928
If someone finds a job, contact the local Jobcentre immediately and book an appointment with an adviser to find out about the help available when people  return to work
Help available when starting work:

Tax Credits

A tax credit is a payment that someone can receive regularly. Despite the name, it isn't a credit against an applicant’s  tax bill. Nine out of ten families with children are eligible for Child Tax Credit.

If an applicant  is working more than 16 hours a week and they’re on a low income, they may be able to get Working Tax Credit too.

Tax credits may also be able to help with the costs of your childcare if applicants 

work for at least 16 hours per week 

worked more than 16 hours per week before going on adoption, maternity, paternity or sick leave

Child Tax Credit

Child Tax Credit is a means-tested allowance for parents and carers of children or young people who are still in full-time education. Nine out of ten families with children qualify for Child Tax Credit.

Working Tax Credit

If someone is working more than 16 hours a week and is on a low income, they may be able to get Working Tax Credit too. Working Tax Credit includes a specific element to support the cost of registered childcare for working parents. The childcare element can help with up to 80 per cent of your eligible childcare costs. There are limits on the weekly costs you can claim. If applicants pay childcare for:

one child, the maximum you can claim is £175 a week

two or more children, the maximum is £300 a week 

For further information please see:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/TaxCreditsandChildBenefit/TaxCredits/index.htm
Extended Payment of Housing Benefit

When someone goes back to work, work more hours or earn more money, some of their benefits may stop. To help them pay rent they may get an extra four weeks of Housing Benefit, called Extended Payment of Housing Benefit.

Who is eligible

People don't have to make a claim for Extended Payment of Housing Benefit if they or their partner or civil partner (and they remain a partner throughout the claim) have stopped getting one of the benefits mentioned below because one of them is expected to do one of the following for five weeks or more:

· return to work full-time

· work more hours 

· earn more money 

and they've been getting one of the following:

· Jobseeker's Allowance, Income Support or income-related Employment & Support Allowance or a combination of these benefits continuously for at least 26 weeks 
· Inapacity Benefit, Severe Disablement Allowance or contributory Employment & Support Allowance continuously for at least 26 weeks 

Local councils will decide if someone can get an Extended Payment of Housing Benefit after checking how long they have been getting the benefits mentioned above.

How much do people get?

Normally people will get the same amount of Housing Benefit as they did before

How it’s paid

It is paid by local councils in the same way people get their Housing Benefit.

What else people need to know

If someone is going back to work, their local council will also decide if they can get in-work Housing Benefit. Once their extended payment period has ended, they can move onto in-work Housing Benefit (provided they are entitled to it) without having to make a new claim.

For further information please see:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/BenefitsTaxCreditsAndOtherSupport/On_a_low_income/DG_10018901
Extended Payment of Council Tax Benefit

When someone goes back to work, work more hours or earn more money, some of their benefits may stop. To help them pay Council Tax they may get an extra four weeks of Council Tax Benefit, called Extended Payment of Council Tax Benefit.

Who is eligible

People don't have to make a claim for Extended Payment of Council Tax Benefit if they or their partner or civil partner (and they remain a partner throughout the claim) have stopped getting one of the benefits mentioned below because one of them is expected to do one of the following for five weeks or more:

· return to work full-time 

· work more hours

· earn more money 

and they’ve been getting one of the following: 

· Jobseeker's Allowance, Income Support or income-related Employment & Support Allowance or a combination of these benefits continuously for at least 26 weeks 

· Incapacity Benefit, Severe Disablement Allowance or contributory Employment & Support Allowance continuously for 26 weeks 

Local councils will decide if someone can get an Extended Payment of Council Tax Benefit after checking how long they have been getting the benefits mentioned above. 

How much do you get?

Normally people will get the same amount of Council Tax Benefit as they did before.

How it’s paid

It's deducted from Council Tax bills in the usual way.

What other help is available 

If someone is going back to work, their local council will also decide if they can get in-work Council Tax Benefit. Once their extended payment period has ended, they can move onto in-work Council Tax Benefit (provided theyare entitled to it) without having to make a new claim.

For further information please see: 

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/BenefitsTaxCreditsAndOtherSupport/On_a_low_income/DG_10018679
Mortgage Interest Run On
Mortgage Interest Run On (MIRO) is an extra four weeks of money people can get towards paying your housing costs if certain other benefits are stopping because they're returning to work, earning or working more hours.

Who is eligible

People may be able to claim Mortgage Interest Run On if they (or their  partner or civil partner) have stopped getting income-based Jobseeker's Allowance, Income Support or income-related Employment & Support Allowance because one of them  is doing one of the following:

· returning to work full-time 

· working more hours

· earning more money 

and all the following apply:

· they have been claiming the benefit continuously for at least 26 weeks  

· they  expect the work to last for five weeks or more

· and they’ve been entitled to help with their housing costs before their work started and they’ll still have to make these payments when they start work 

How much do you get

People will usually get exactly the same amount as you get towards their housing costs.

How it’s paid
Payments for the additional four weeks mortgage interest element of housing costs will be paid direct to the applicant instead of being paid direct to their mortgage lender. 

How to apply

People don't need to make a written claim for Mortgage Interest Run On. People should let their Jobcentre Plus office know as soon as they are starting work which is expected to last for five weeks or more.

For further information please see:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/BenefitsTaxCreditsAndOtherSupport/On_a_low_income/DG_10018935
Housing Benefit

If someone is on a low income, whether they're working or not, and need financial help to pay all or part of their rent, they may be able to get Housing Benefit.

Who is eligible

People can get Housing Benefit if they pay rent and their income and capital (savings and investments) are below a certain level. They could qualify if they are out of work, or in work and earning a wage.

Use the online benefits adviser to get an estimate of the benefits, including Housing Benefit, someone may get.

To access the online Benefits Adviser please see:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Diol1/DoItOnline/DoItOnlineByCategory/DG_172666
Who isn’t eligible

Someone can't usually get Housing Benefit if: 

· they have savings of over £16,000, unless they are getting the 'guarantee credit' of Pension Credit 

· they live in the home of a close relative

· they’re a full-time student (unless they’re disabled or have children)

· they’re an asylum seeker or are sponsored to be in the UK 
Other restrictions

If someone lives with a partner or civil partner only one of them can get Housing Benefit.

If someoneone is single and aged under 25 they can only get Housing Benefit for bed-sit accommodation or one room in shared accommodation.

How to check eligibility

If someone thinks they may be eligible for Housing Benefit, the following link will let them enter details of where they live and then take them to their local authority website where they can find out more.

Check eligibility for Housing Benefit with local councils please see:

http://local.direct.gov.uk/LDGRedirect/index.jsp?LGSL=69&LGIL=0&ServiceName=Check+your+eligibility+for+Housing+Benefit+with+your+local+council
Important changes for people receiving Child Benefit

Child Benefit does not count as income when working out how much Housing Benefit or Council Tax Benefit someone can get. This means that some people currently receiving Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit payments will receive more benefit with which to pay their rent and council tax. In addition, some low income families may now get Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit as a result of this change. If someone thinks they may now be entitled, they should contact their local council.

For further information please see:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/BenefitsTaxCreditsAndOtherSupport/On_a_low_income/DG_10018926
Council Tax Benefit

If someone is on a low income, whether they’re  working or not, and need financial help to pay their Council Tax bill, they may be able to get Council Tax Benefit. Find out more, including who is eligible and information about the Second Adult Rebate.
Who is eligible

To get an estimate of benefits that someone may get (whether they’re working or not), including Council Tax Benefit, use the online benefits adviser.

To access the online Benefits Adviser please see:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Diol1/DoItOnline/DoItOnlineByCategory/DG_172666
Council Tax Benefit

Someone may get Council Tax Benefit if they pay Council Tax and their income and capital (savings and investments) are below a certain level. They may apply whether they rent or own their home, or live rent-free. Someone could qualify if they are out of work, or in work and earning a wage.

Second Adult Rebate

Someone may get Second Adult Rebate if the person they share their home with is:

· not your partner or civil partner

· aged 18 or over 

· not paying them rent 

· not paying Council Tax themselves on a low income 

Someone may be able to get Second Adult Rebate even if they don't receive Council Tax Benefit. If they’re either: 

· not entitled to Council Tax Benefit 

· only entitled to benefit which would cover 25 per cent or less of your Council Tax 

Local authorities should automatically check if someone is entitled to a Second Adult Rebate. 

Who isn’t eligible?

If someone has savings of over £16,000 they can't normally get Council Tax Benefit, unless they’re getting the 'guarantee credit' of Pension Credit. Their income and savings won't affect Second Adult Rebate. Second Adult Rebate is based on the other person's circumstances. Most asylum seekers and people sponsored to be in the UK won't get Council Tax Benefit.

How to check eligibility

If someone thinks they may be eligible for Council Tax benefit, the link below will let them enter details of where they live and then take them to their local authority website where they can find out more.

Check eligibility for Council Tax Benefit with local councils please see:

http://local.direct.gov.uk/LDGRedirect/index.jsp?LGSL=63&LGIL=0&ServiceName=Check%20your%20eligibility%20for%20Council%20Tax%20Benefit%20with%20your%20local%20council
Important Changes for people receiving Child Benefit

Child Benefit does not count as income when working out how much Housing Benefit or Council Tax Benefit someone can get. This means that some people currently receiving Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit payments will receive more benefit with which to pay their rent and council tax. In addition, some low income families may now get Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit as a result of this change. If you think you may now be entitled, contact your local council.

How much will you get?

To work out Council Tax Benefit, local councils will look at: 

· money applicants and their partner or civil partner hascoming in, including earnings, some benefits and tax credits and things like occupational pensions 

· applicants savings and their partner's or civil partner's savings

· applicants circumstances: for example their age, the size of their family and their ages, if the applicant or any of their  family are disabled, and if anyone who lives with them could help with the rent 

The most Council Tax Benefit someone can get is 100 per cent reduction on their bill. If someone is entitled to Income Support, income-based Jobseeker's Allowance or the 'guarantee credit' of Pension Credit they could get maximum help with your Council Tax.

Second Adult Rebate

	Reason for Council Tax reduction
	Percentage of reduction

	Rebate for second adults on Income Support, income-based Jobseeker's Allowance or Pension Credit
	25%

	If the second adult's gross weekly income is less than £175.00
	15%

	If the second adult's gross weekly income is between £175.00 to £227.99
	7.5%


If someone is entitled to both Council Tax Benefit and Second Adult Rebate they’ll get the one that gives them most money.

How it’s paid

Council Tax Benefit and Second Adult Rebate reduce applicant’s Council Tax bill. They'll get a new bill showing the reduced amount of Council Tax they have to pay.

Effect on other financial help

Council Tax Benefit and Second Adult Rebate won't affect other benefits applicants get.

For further information:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/MoneyTaxAndBenefits/BenefitsTaxCreditsAndOtherSupport/On_a_low_income/DG_10018923
The Coalition Government’s proposed changes

One of the biggest changes being made to the benefits system is the introduction from 2013 of the Universal Credit. Essentially this is a single payment to be made to claimants or a household  and will replace the myriad of separate benefits that a claimant or household can currently receive.

Universal Credit will simplify the benefits system by bringing together a range of working-age benefits into a single streamlined payment. The new Universal Credit system aims to:

· simplify the system, making it easier for people to understand, and easier and cheaper for staff to administer 

· improve work incentives 

· smooth the transitions into and out of work 

· reduce in-work poverty 

· cut back on fraud and error

Migration from the old to the new system is expected to start in 2013.

People claiming benefits will be automatically moved on to Universal Credit from 2013. The reforms will be set out in more detail in a White Paper in autumn 2010 and put before Parliament in a Welfare Reform Bill in 2011.

The key proposals:

· The Universal Credit (UC) will consists of a basic payment, similar to the current jobseeker’s allowance, and top-ups for housing costs, children and caring responsibilities.

· More than 30 types of payment are likely to be incorporated in the UC, including housing benefit.

· UC will consist of a single integrated benefit with a basic personal amount (similar to the current JSA/IS) and additional amounts for disability, caring responsibilities, housing costs and children.

· Claims will be made on the basis of households rather than individuals. The changes will be introduced gradually over the course of the next two Parliaments.
· An allowance for housing costs will be incorporated into the new UC, replacing HB/LHA.

· Social landlords will receive their tenants’ housing benefit payments direct-DWP are working on a mechanism
· Broad Market Rental Areas, (the current method of calculating housing benefit payments for private tenants) are being enlarged

· Sanctions will be introduced for claimants who fail to accept jobs or do not attend compulsory unpaid community work. Claimants who turn down an offer of work or training three times will lose their benefits for three years.

· An income based threshold will be introduced for passported benefits (free school meals, free prescriptions), rather than being automatically provided for free as is currently the case.

What else is on the agenda?
· There will be stricter rules for people losing their benefits if they refuse a job, under the plans. A sliding scale of sanctions will see benefits withdrawn for three years if three jobs are refused in three years.

This will generally see those who refuse work on one occasion in 12 months having their benefits taken away for three months. If they refuse a second job within the next 12 months, benefits will be taken away for six months. If they refuse a third job in the next 12 months, their benefits will be taken away for three years.

· The government plans to replace Disability Living Allowance with the Personal Independence Payment from 2013. 

This tax-free benefit is paid to 3.2 million disabled people, including children, who may need care for a physical or mental disability and need somebody to help look after them.

· Instead of some disabilities leading to a guaranteed entitlement, claimants will have to go through regular assessments on how their condition affects them.

· The government has also confirmed plans to implement a £50 immediate fine for "errors that could have reasonably been prevented" on benefit claims.

It also wants to impose tougher penalties for more serious benefit fraud.

· The government has said that no household will receive benefit of more that £500 per week.

· Changes to LHA rates as follows:  

The maximum weekly rental rates for 1- 4 bedroom properties will be restricted to:  
•1 bedroom - £250 per week

•2 bedroom - £290 per week

•3 bedroom - £340 per week

•4 bedroom - £400 per week

· LHA rates will be calculated at the 30th percentile 
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