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	1 
Introduction

	Claimants who are currently entitled to out-of-work means tested benefits or tax credits can also be eligible for a range of other support, including free school meals and health benefits such as free prescriptions. These are known as passported benefits. Defining the entitlement criteria for certain passported benefits is the responsibility of many Government Departments and the Devolved Administrations.   


	The introduction of Universal Credit in October 2013 brings radical changes to the benefits system. It is a new single system of means-tested support for working-age people in and out of work. Support for housing costs, children and childcare costs will be integrated and it will provide additions for disabled people and carers. 


	As a result, some existing means-tested benefits will no longer exist, including income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance, income-related Employment and Support Allowance, Income Support, tax credits and Housing Benefit.   


	Eligibility for passported benefits, therefore, needs to be reconsidered.


	In May 2011, the Department for Work and Pensions commissioned the Social Security Advisory Committee (SSAC) to undertake an independent review of passported benefits and how they link with Universal Credit. The Department asked the SSAC to review the evidence on passported benefits, consider how they are valued by recipients and the extent to which they impact on the incentive to work and to provide advice on how they should be considered in future.


	The report by the SSAC is included in this document at page 23.  


The Social Security Advisory Committee’s Report 

	The SSAC undertook a public consultation exercise as part of their review and received over 60 responses from individuals and organisations. They also liaised with Government Departments and the Devolved Administrations during the course of their review. They undertook further work with a wide range of stakeholders, including focus groups with benefit recipients and welfare rights groups to inform their findings.  


	The SSAC’s review focussed in particular on the need to reduce the complexity of passported benefits, support work incentives but deliver change on a cost neutral basis.     




	The SSAC set out ‘guiding principles’ for passported benefits and put forward a number of broad suggestions on how they may be taken forward in future. The SSAC did not consider the interaction of passported benefits and Pension Credit within its review and this response focuses on working age claimants only. 


	More specifically, the SSAC has broadly considered passported benefits in four groups: Education, Health, Utilities and Access to Justice.   


Education related benefits

	Whilst the SSAC acknowledged that it is not possible to create a hierarchy of passported benefits, they noted that some are considered by recipients to be particularly important, and focussed in particular on the provision of free school meals. They noted that, in the longer term, there may be scope for a radical new approach for free school meals to forge much closer links with Universal Credit, perhaps including a component for school meals in the overall Universal Credit award. This would need to be consistent with the Government’s aim to provide healthy school meals. The SSAC also proposed possible options for eligibility criteria in the short term. These include the potential to provide a ‘run-on’ whereby entitlement continues for a set period even where earnings or income increases above the entitlement threshold and a tapered approach where support is withdrawn gradually as income rises.


Health related benefits

	The SSAC addressed a range of health benefits in their report and focussed on free prescriptions and Healthy Start vouchers in particular. Their consultation found firm support for health related benefits and the essential function they fulfil. The report considered short term options for health benefits to: link eligibility to income levels; align the low income scheme more closely to Universal Credit; provide run-ons in a similar way to that explored for free school meals or use a tapered approach. In the longer term, the SSAC note the potential for using technology to support the administration of health related passported benefits.  



Access to Justice

	The SSAC looked at passported benefits delivered by the Ministry of Justice, primarily the provision of legal aid and remission for court fees. They noted that there were fewer responses about the justice passported benefits during the consultation and that the legal aid system was already undergoing a wide ranging programme of reform in England. 


	They also considered the Assisted Prison Visits Programme. They noted the potential in the longer term for applications to be more automated such as through the Universal Credit system.


Utility and Energy related benefits

	The SSAC considered the range of passported benefits that can provide support with utility costs including help with water bills, electricity costs, and cold weather payments. 


	They noted that the introduction of Universal Credit will provide opportunities for these benefits to be better targeted in future and that better data matching will support improved administration. In the short term, the best solution for determining eligibility for these passported benefits may be to use an income or earnings test.


Government Response

	The Coalition Government has noted the SSAC’s report into passported benefits. It supports the Government’s view that many of these benefits provide vital support to people on low incomes and are valued highly by the individuals that receive them.


	The introduction of Universal Credit represents not only a challenge for Departments and organisations with responsibility for passported benefits, but also a unique opportunity to consider more fundamental reform to simplify and streamline some passported benefits in future. 


	In the short term, it is important that Government Departments and the Devolved Administrations focus on setting the new eligibility criteria for passported benefits that will need to be in place from 2013. Once Universal Credit is fully rolled out it will provide support for around 8 million households, not all of whom will be entitled to passported benefits. It is a crucial decision for organisations to consider how best to target funding for passported benefits within the resources available.



	The SSAC sets out the fundamental objectives for passported benefits and the Government recognises the important role of these benefits to reduce poverty, improve children’s outcomes and the quality of family life and help manage health conditions. In setting the future design of passported benefits, it is essential to underpin these objectives whilst preserving the fundamental aim of Universal Credit to support incentives to work. The Department for Work and Pensions intends to continue to work closely with those responsible for passported benefits as they develop new eligibility criteria. Organisations will need to deliver the new criteria within the financial limits of individual schemes and to deliver well targeted, effective schemes with particular regard to the financial climate.


	Generally, passported benefits in Scotland are a matter for the Scottish Government. The Scottish Government intends to bring the SSAC’s report to the attention of the newly created Welfare Reform Committee of the Scottish Parliament to help inform the approach to passported benefits in future. 


	The role of this Committee is to review the policies flowing from the UK Welfare Reform Act and monitor the implementation of these policies as it affects welfare provision in Scotland. In particular, the Scottish Government has noted the worked examples in SSAC’s report setting out the financial value of passported benefits and the strong links between those benefits and broader Scottish Government policy objectives, such as early intervention and supporting healthier lives.   


	The Scottish Government accepts the SSAC’s view that a gradual approach to revising arrangements for passported benefits is likely to be appropriate. Whilst it is important that arrangements are in place for the initial rollout of Universal Credit from 2013, greater simplification may be achievable in the longer term. More specifically, the Scottish Government agrees with the SSAC’s view that any options for greater integration is a matter for longer term consideration. 


	The Welsh Government provides a number of passported benefits for Wales and will decide the future of these benefits following the introduction of Universal Credit.


	The SSAC’s Review will be brought to the attention of the Ministerial Task and Finish Group for Welfare Reform for consideration on the suggested guiding principles in relation to Welsh Government passported benefits. The group is responsible for assessing the impact of Welfare Reform on Wales and ensuring an appropriate, coordinated response. This will be carried out inline with the policy priorities of the Welsh Government.



	The Welsh Government accepts, in principle, that where possible, consideration will be given to further simplify eligibility for passported benefits in order to create a less complicated process for claimants. The Welsh Government also recognises how valuable passported benefits can be to claimants and their wider role in supporting policy objectives. It is important to note, however, the policy aims of the Welsh Government might not always align with those of the Department for Work and Pensions. The Welsh Government was pleased to note this distinction between the administrations has been picked up within the review.


Passported Benefits and Incentives to work

The Coalition Government endorses the SSAC’s view that the design of passported benefits under Universal Credit can have a key impact on incentives to work. In the current benefit and tax credit system, interacting taper rates can mean that some people have little or no incentive to work, or to improve their income once in work. As the SSAC’s report notes, in Universal Credit, a single taper rate and a system of earnings disregards will allow people in work to see clearly how much support they can get while making sure that people considering a job will understand the advantages of work. Whilst final decisions on the taper rate have not yet been made, the Government has illustrated a potential withdrawal rate of 65 per cent  http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/ucpbn-14-disregards-tapers.pdf which would broadly mean that claimants would be £35 better off for every £100 of net earnings.  

	The Government acknowledges the views of respondents to the review that passported benefits should not be lost in their entirety when people enter into work. Given the potentially high monetary value of passported benefits, it is important to consider the impact on work incentives if they are all withdrawn at the same time and at the same income level. 


	SSAC notes that there is mixed evidence about the impact of passported benefits on work incentives. However, it is important to highlight that the responses gathered in the review focus on the impact of passported benefits within the current benefits and tax credit system rather than the impact under Universal Credit. This is an important distinction as, currently, at the point some passported benefits are withdrawn, recipients often receive an increase in working tax credits that helps compensate for the loss of the value of the passported benefit.



	This is demonstrated in the current benefits system where a claimant is compensated for the withdrawal of free school meals at the point they enter into 16 or more hours work by their entitlement to working tax credits whereas in Universal Credit, there is a much smoother uplift in income as earnings increase. Free school meals are provided to those in receipt of WTC and CTC in Scotland, although entitlement is withdrawn at £6420 Under Universal Credit, the single taper rate will make it much easier for households to know exactly what each hour of work will mean for them financially. 


	The Government aims to ensure that collectively, passported benefits support the work incentive objectives of Universal Credit. Departments and the Devolved Administrations with responsibility for passported benefits are actively considering their eligibility criteria, taking into account work incentives and the policy objectives of the benefits concerned. These issues are discussed in more detail in the sections below on, Education, Health, Access to Justice and Utilities.  


The Government’s longer-term strategy for passported benefits 

The Welfare Reform Act 2012 will bring about radical reform to the welfare system for people of working age. Universal Credit will drive fundamental change to the benefits and tax credit system, and make great strides in the reduction of poverty and worklessness.    

	But change does not start and end with introduction of Universal Credit. The Coalition Government will deliver a programme of continuous improvement that will encompass a variety of welfare support services that are delivered across many organisations. The SSAC report sets out a detailed account of the array of passported benefits available and it is clear that their extensive coverage can make a real difference in all areas of people’s lives. Because of the crucial role that this help provides, it is essential that the Government meets the very best standards in service delivery, encourages full use of those services whilst supporting work incentives objectives. 


	Many passported benefits, and their associated administrative functions, have been in place for many years and in some cases, modernisation is long overdue. The Government recognises that, given the legislative and administrative change that would be required, radical reform of passported benefits may not be achievable for the initial stages of Universal Credit and that the first challenge will be for Departments and organisations to review their entitlement criteria for 2013.  




	The Department for Work and Pensions’ aspiration is to explore further welfare reform by offering a generic approach for the current suite of passported benefits. This could mean that people would be able to claim their usual Universal Credit award, but with added components for a range of other suitable benefits and public services. Claimants would be able to self-certify they have, or will, make payment from their Universal Credit from a list of agreed services. The total award, including the additional component would then be withdrawn gradually as income rises. The Government will consider this alongside other priorities for the next Spending Review.


	The Government recognises that a pure cash allowance for services or benefits may not be appropriate for some passported benefits. However, mirroring the childcare model that will be used for Universal Credit would deliver the advantages of a cash award whilst preserving the benefit-in-kind principle that guarantees the provision of a specific service. This is because, as with the childcare model, costs will only be paid for the actual cost of the good and checks would be in place with providers to verify that the funds are spent appropriately. Put simply, the payment would be made contingent on funds being spent on the actual service.  


	The Department for Work and Pensions believes that this approach could underpin the clear advantages of Universal Credit whilst supporting the policy intent of specific passported benefits. In particular, a streamlined one-stop service is more likely to deliver a better service to claimants.  


	This approach also has potential to encourage claimants to make greater use of public services. In effect, benefits and services would be made available to more people without impacting on overall cost, and issues associated with accessibility should be removed. This is because those claimants whose Universal Credit award is subject to the taper would be part funding the cost of the service from other income.


	The key benefit of this generic approach is that it could eliminate any adverse effect of passported benefits on incentives to work. This is because the cliff edge issue discussed in the SSAC report would be removed. In some cases, claimants may be able to see financial impact of moving into work against the entire range of support they receive from the Government.



	The Government recognises that for people on low incomes, it is essential to avoid requiring claimants to make upfront payment for goods or services. The system will be supported by IT that will adjust Universal Credit payments according to income reported through an upgraded real-time information version of the Pay-As-You-Earn tax system. This will reduce the need for claimants to inform the Government of changes in their income and will be more responsive to those changes to ensure that people receive additional help quickly should their incomes fall. Working in partnership with Her Majesty's Revenue and Customs by linking in to their real-time information system, the Department for Work and Pensions will ensure Universal Credit is a responsive, efficient means of support. For the additional services that may be included in Universal Credit in the future, the Government will explore how best it can deliver prompt support, either through payment in advance or by further re-use of information provided through the real-time information system.  


	Whilst this might not present the optimum solution for all passported benefits and other models may be considered for some benefits, the design of Universal Credit means that more services could gradually be added over time. There is further scope to add one-off electronic claims for some passported benefits which may be paid irregularly.


	The Coalition Government will explore its longer term strategy for passported benefits in more detail as Universal Credit beds in from 2013. However, an integrated, streamlined system would remove some of the administrative burdens currently associated with many passported benefits and deliver modern services that fit within the guiding principles of simplification and making work pay as set out in SSAC’s report.


Guiding Principles 

	The SSAC set out its guiding principles for passported benefits within key objectives of simplification and making work pay.



Guiding principles - Simplification

	In relation to simplification, the Coalition Government and Devolved Administrations are already working together in advance of the introduction of Universal Credit to consider entitlement to passported benefits and therefore supports the SSAC’s comments about close working to improve co-ordination and understanding. Whilst the Government accepts there may be scope for more consistency in its approach to some passported benefits, it is also important to look across the piece at the eligibility and withdrawal criteria to avoid passported benefits being withdrawn in bulk as claimants start work or increase their income.


	The Government will consider opportunities for more automated processing and entitlement through better use of technology.   


	The SSAC report mirrors the recommendation made by the National Audit Office and the Public Accounts Committee that one organisation should have responsibility for co-ordinated means tested benefits across Government. The Government has responded to the Public Account Committee’s report separately. It should be noted, however, that the recommendation in their report refers to means-tested benefits in their entirety, including the out of work benefits and tax credits that will be replaced by Universal Credit.


Guiding principles – Making work pay

The Coalition Government notes the SSAC’s comments on the terminology used for passported benefits and this will be considered more widely in line with further integration with the Universal Credit system in future.  

	The Department for Work and Pensions will undertake a wide ranging communications strategy in advance of the introduction of Universal Credit to support claimants with the changes it will bring and to support effective delivery. They will work closely with other Government Departments, the Devolved Administrations and other external organisations, to explore how best these messages can support improved awareness and understanding of passported benefits. 



Education related benefits

	In relation to education related benefits, the SSAC’s report focuses on the provision of free school meals. The Coalition Government recognises that free school meal eligibility is important to securing the policy objective of providing a nutritious meal to a defined group of children. 


	The Government is committed to ensuring that pupils can eat good quality, healthy food. Healthy school food underpins work to improve academic standards, improve behaviour at school, reduce incidence of preventable illness and improve social equality. Healthy school dinners are an important source of nourishment, particularly for children from poorer families. Some families struggle to afford school lunches and a school lunch may be the only balanced meal some disadvantaged children get. It is right that these pupils have the opportunity to eat healthy food at school.  


	As well as being an important benefit in its own right, free school meal eligibility is also used as a proxy indicator of deprivation, for example in allocating the Pupil Premium to schools and in school performance tables and other research. The Government wants to ensure that the eligibility criteria under Universal Credit can continue to be used in this way in England. 


	Whilst eligibility for free school meals can sometimes link to other passported benefits, it is important to note that receipt of the meal does not mean that a child is automatically entitled to school transport, school clothing grant or school milk as is suggested in some of the illustrative examples in the SSAC’s report. For example, some local authorities no longer provide clothing grants and not all schools provide milk.  


	The introduction of the award winning online free school meals Eligibility Checking System in England and Wales has had a significant impact on the smooth running of the application of free school meals and enables local authorities to check eligibility quickly, simply and cheaply. The Government’s aim is to ensure that the Eligibility Checking System will continue to check data from the Department for Work and Pensions once Universal Credit has been introduced. The Department for Education will work with local authorities to ensure a seamless transition and to see whether it is possible to make any improvements to the system.



	The provision of free school meals to all recipients of Universal Credit would almost treble the numbers currently eligible. Although the Government is sympathetic to the arguments for extending eligibility to free school meals, this is simply unaffordable in the current economic climate. In England, the Department for Education is, therefore, likely to propose defining eligibility in relation to a fixed income threshold assessed within Universal Credit and will be consulting on new eligibility criteria later this year. The focus of the consultation will be on setting criteria which can be put in place for the change to Universal Credit from October 2013. 


	In relation to the longer term strategy for free school meals, the Government notes the SSAC’s discussion around ‘cashing up’ free school meals. A change of this magnitude would require substantial legislative and administrative change and could only be considered as part of the Government’s longer term strategic approach to passported benefits. Whilst the focus of the Department’s consultation is in relation to the approach for free school meals from 2013, it will also seek comments on the longer term strategy. The Department for Education has not decided whether free school meals would be included in any future generic approach to passported benefits. Any model used will need to ensure there is a positive impact on the take up of free school meals and would need to ensure school’s could identify children who attract the Pupil Premium. 


Education related benefits in Scotland

	The Scottish Government is clear about the benefits of providing free school meals, particularly to families affected by poverty, and notes the evidence and views presented in the SSAC’s report about retaining free school meals as a passported benefit. The Scottish Government is planning to consult on how best to adapt its policy to maintain the current levels of eligibility for free school meal provision, following the introduction of Universal Credit.   


	The SSAC noted the legislation in place which gives local authorities in Scotland the power to provide free school meals to children from Primary years 1 to 3. This will not be affected under Universal Credit.   


Health related benefits

	Different arrangements for health benefits are in place in England, Scotland and Wales (for example prescriptions are free for all in Wales and Scotland).



	The Coalition Government welcomes the views of respondents to the SSAC’s consultation which underlined the importance of health benefits such as free prescriptions and Healthy Start vouchers. These benefits play an important role in supporting people to stay healthy.


	In relation to health related benefits, the SSAC’s report focuses on free Prescriptions and Healthy Start vouchers, although help is also available for:

	charges for NHS prescriptions
	charges for NHS dental treatment 
	charges for NHS wigs and fabric supports
	the cost of sight tests and glasses or contact lenses 
	the cost of travel to receive NHS treatment under the care of a consultant, or for any additional journey to receive NHS care following a referral by a doctor or dentist (but not for primary care). 


	Exemption from the above listed benefits (along with prescription charges) is generically termed Help with Health Costs. There are extensive exemption arrangements, which can vary for each type of NHS charge based on age, or medical condition or income. Under the current arrangements, people receiving certain income related benefits, e.g. Income Support, income based Jobseeker’s Allowance or income related Employment and Support Allowance, are entitled to full Help with Health Costs (i.e. they are “passported” to entitlement.) Those getting child tax credits, either with working tax credit, or child tax credit on its own, or those receiving working tax credit with a disability element are also passported to entitlement, if their income for tax credit purposes is £15,276 or less. These exemptions help to ensure that cost is not a barrier to receiving treatment for those on the lowest incomes. 


The NHS Low Income Scheme

The SSAC’s report considers the Low Income Scheme which is available for people who would otherwise have to pay and are not in any of the automatically passported groups. The Department of Health operates this scheme in England and similar provision is available in Scotland and Wales.


	Help is available on a full or partial basis (except in the case of prescription charges, where there are no arrangements for partial help). The extent of any help is based on a comparison between a person's income and needs. The calculation is based on income support arrangements with "needs" being equivalent to the income support applicable amount plus full housing costs and council tax. Anyone who is entitled to help will be sent a certificate for either full help or partial help. Each certificate will show who may use it and how long it lasts for, normally 12 months. 


	The Department of Health notes concerns raised by respondents to their consultation about this scheme. It should be noted this scheme currently provides an important safety net to those people who are not automatically passported, for example those getting contribution based benefits, as well as those over state pension age. However, the Department of Health will review the NHS Low Income Scheme, to consider how best to align it with Universal Credit in a way that provides the best way forward for health support costs within the current financial climate.  


Prescription Prepayment Certificate 

	Anyone who is not entitled to full help but needs 4 or more prescription items in three months or more than 13 items in 12 months may benefit from buying a prescription prepayment certificate. Holders of these certificates pay no further charge at the point of dispensing. 


	The Government has held prescription pre-payment certificate prices at the same level this year; from 1 April 2012 a three monthly Prescription Prepayment Certificate is £29.10. A 12 month certificate is £104.00 and can be paid for in a lump sum or it is available by 10 monthly direct debit instalment payments.


	The Department of Health welcomes the opportunity to review the role that passported benefits play in the welfare state for all the Government’s objectives. In considering the SSAC’s report, the Department of Health accepts the SSAC’s view that a pure model to “cash up” health benefits is probably neither feasible nor practical for health benefits. As respondents to the report highlighted, for many, health costs can be unpredictable and cost should not be a barrier to treatment. Being able to claim entitlement at the point of delivery is essential for those who are entitled to exemption. Ensuring that people have access to treatment (e.g. prescription medicines) without the worry of having to pay, will also help maintain their fitness to work. 



	
The Department of Health agrees that it will be important to work closely across Government to share information on passported benefits. It is important that there is a coherent approach to these benefits, enabling passported benefits to contribute as far as possible to the Government’s wider goals on making work pay, whilst also continuing to meet the specific needs they are designed to address.


	For the effective and simple delivery of Help with Health Costs, a clear statement of entitlement to health benefits as part of the Universal Credit award notification is important. Providing a statement of entitlement directly from the Universal Credit system would support the SSAC’s suggestion that Universal Credit IT should automatically calculate entitlement to some passported benefits. Further, such a statement would inform claimants of their entitlement, leading to greater transparency and simplicity. 


	The Department of Health recognises the importance of using technological approaches to service delivery in the future. The Electronic Prescription Service has potential to link with the Universal Credit IT system to indicate in real time if a patient meets qualifying prescription charge exemption criteria. However, the Electronic Prescription System will not cover all prescription even when fully rolled out, so this would need to be supported by other mechanisms to check prescription charge exemption declarations. 


	The Department of Health welcomes the SSAC’s discussion on options for Help with Health Costs and will explore options based on an income threshold, and will also consider the affordability and feasibility of offering a short run-on to cushion families no longer meet the entitlement criteria as a result of moving into work or increasing income. 


	In developing on any new eligibility criteria for Help with Health Costs under Universal Credit, the Department of Health will have regard to the following principles:

	protecting those on the lowest incomes, in particular families with children to support the wider Government objective of lifting children out of poverty
	maintaining access to treatment, by protecting the ability for a patient to claim entitlement to at the point of need e.g. collecting a prescription without charge from the pharmacy 
	supporting the Department for Work and Pensions benefit reform programme by encouraging people to take up work 
	having due regard to the aims of the equality duty
	removing complexity where possible
	creating no additional pressure on Department of Health and National Health Service budgets, at a time of financial constraint.



Healthy Start vouchers

	With the provision of Healthy Start vouchers, the Coalition Government’s aim is to support broadly similar groups as is the case now, whilst using the introduction of Universal Credit as an opportunity to make absolutely sure that vouchers are targeted in the fairest and most appropriate way.   


	In setting new criteria, the Department of Health is exploring eligibility criteria approaches related either to an income threshold or to the Universal Credit earnings disregard, depending which helps target the most vulnerable most effectively. It will consult on eligibility options later in the year.


	The Government will consider how best Healthy Start vouchers can be withdrawn to support people as they move into work although it is essential that the options underpin the objective of Healthy Start vouchers to provide a nutritional safety net for the most vulnerable families.


	The Department of Health welcomes the opportunities presented by Universal Credit to streamline Healthy Start’s relationship with the benefits system – in particular to improve data sharing functionality, allowing the benefit to be more responsive to the needs of vulnerable families.  

Health related benefits in Scotland 

	The Scottish Government notes the SSAC’s recognition of its distinctive policy on free NHS prescriptions, free NHS eye examinations and free NHS dental examinations for all.  


	The Scottish Government is committed to retaining the current provision for health related passported benefits, including free NHS dental treatment and NHS optical vouchers. The Scottish Government is exploring possible eligibility criteria that will deliver this service under Universal Credit, bearing in mind the need to deliver any changes on a cost neutral basis.


	The Scottish Government will liaise with the Department of Health in their discussions with the Business Services Authority in relation to the NHS Low Income Scheme.


Access to Justice
Legal Aid

The Coalition Government welcomes the SSAC’s view that legal aid provides vital support to claimants at certain points in their lives, whilst acknowledging that as it is usually paid less regularly than some other passported benefits, it may have less of an impact on an individual’s decision to move into work.  

	The Government notes the SSAC’s concern regarding potential work disincentives if legal aid is withdrawn in a way that would create a cliff edge at a low income threshold. However, it is important to note that, as is the case now, claimants who are not automatically passported will be able to claim legal aid on a means-tested basis. For example, in England and Wales, to be financially eligible for civil legal aid an individual must have disposable capital of less than £8,000 and they can obtain non-contributory legal aid if they have a gross monthly income of less than £2,657 and a monthly disposable income below £315. Where disposable income is between £316 and £733 funding can be offered on the basis that they agree to pay contributions from income towards their legal costs. The provision of graduated income contributions and the irregularity of legal aid claims in most people’s lives means the Government does not expect the provision of legal aid, or its removal, to have a negative impact on work incentives.


	The Ministry of Justice is considering how the existing passporting arrangements for legal aid can be adapted under Universal Credit to support the principles of simplicity and transparency identified by the SSAC. The Government is exploring a number of options, including how to identify an appropriate income threshold for recipients of Universal Credit. A key factor in exploring options is to ensure that administrative costs do not outweigh the benefits of adapting the passporting process and that the new process is streamlined and efficient. 

Court Fees

	Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunal Service provides a fee remission system for users of its fee charging services to ensure that access to its services is protected for individuals who are less well-off. The majority of successful applications for remissions are granted on the production of evidence of the receipt of income related benefits which enables an administratively straightforward process. Similar to the legal aid scheme, applicants on low incomes may also apply for a remission based on a means test of gross annual income or disposal income. This means test allows applicants on low incomes to access Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunal Services that were not eligible through passported benefits.



	The Ministry of Justice is considering how the existing passporting arrangements for legal aid can be adapted under Universal Credit to support the principles of simplicity and transparency identified by the SSAC. The Government is exploring a number of options, including how to identify an appropriate income threshold for recipients of Universal Credit. A key factor in exploring options is to ensure that administrative costs do not outweigh the benefits of adapting the passporting process and that the new process is streamlined and efficient.


Assisted Prison Visits Scheme

	Similar to the legal aid scheme, the Assisted Prison Visits Scheme is not a continuous payment to the majority of claimants as most offenders are not imprisoned for long terms. Under this scheme, support is provided in England, Scotland and Wales.


	The Government recognises that the current scheme may have a cliff edge and the Ministry of Justice needs to develop a means of eligibility under Universal Credit. However, given the often occasional payment of this benefit, it is unlikely to impact heavily on work incentives in the same way as some other passported benefits.    


	The Ministry of Justice will consider short term options for the introduction of Universal Credit in 2013 and could involve, for example a tapered approach or targeted support to some Universal Credit claimants. In the longer term, there may be advantages to considering adding one off applications for the cost of prison visits onto the Universal Credit award. This could automate a broadly similar process that is currently clerical.

Access to Justice in Scotland 

	The Scottish Government is also now considering how the existing passporting arrangements for legal aid can be adapted under Universal Credit, including giving consideration to the principles of simplicity and transparency identified by the Committee.


Utility and Energy related benefits

The SSAC considered a range of passported benefits which assist with energy and utility costs. 


Water affordability  

	In England, the White Paper ‘Water for Life’ set out the Coalition Government’s commitments for tackling water affordability issues. This explains that Government will shortly issue guidance to enable water companies to develop social tariffs to reduce the charges of those customers who are unable to pay their charges in full. Many water companies have existing support schemes for vulnerable customers and for customers in debt. 


WaterSure 

	The Coalition Government-mandated scheme is WaterSure which caps the bills of low-income metered households in receipt of a qualifying means-tested benefit or tax credits at the average bill for their company if the household either has three or more children or somebody in the house has a medical condition which necessitates high use of water. 


	The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs is considering how best to amend the regulations in light of the introduction of Universal Credit with the aim of maintaining the current principle of capping the bills of metered customers on low incomes but with essential high use of water. 


	In its White Paper, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs confirmed that it would not be extending the WaterSure scheme to a wider group and would focus on enabling water companies to offer support to the full range of customers at risk of affordability problems through company social tariffs. The eligibility criteria for Universal Credit will therefore aim to provide support to a broadly similar group as is the case within the current scheme.


	The Government will work with key stakeholders including those which represent water companies, to discuss and communicate the changes to WaterSure. 



Company Social Tariffs 

	Once final guidance is issued, it will enable water and sewerage companies to create social tariffs to reduce the charges of those people who would otherwise be unable to pay their water bills in full. They will be able to design their own schemes including eligibility criteria, the level of concession and the level of cross-subsidy and will decide whether a social tariff is the best way of tackling water affordability problems in their area. As Universal Credit will provide support to people in and out of work, water companies may find Universal Credit a useful passport to their social tariff. Other companies may choose to use other ways of determining eligibility. The Government will work closely with water industry representatives to ensure they have the information they need to develop social tariffs in consultation with their customers. 


Warm Home Discount

	The Department for Energy and Climate Change welcomes the views of respondents to the SSAC’s consultation about the importance of providing support for energy bills for people on low incomes. For customers who are not entitled under the Pension Credit arrangements, the Warm Home Discount suppliers are required to use eligibility criteria to target a set amount of support at low income and vulnerable households. This applies in England, Scotland and Wales. The Office of the Gas and Electricity Markets (Ofgem) will approve the criteria used. All suppliers currently use a variety of state benefits, including those which lead to entitlement for Cold Weather Payments. In the future suppliers are likely to use eligibility criteria of certain levels of entitlement to Universal Credit to target support in the same manner and the scheme regulations will need to be updated to reflect this. 


	Within the Warm Home Discount scheme energy suppliers are able to choose to use state benefits as eligibility criteria for distributing support - providing these are targeted at low income vulnerable households. Energy suppliers are required to gain approval from Ofgem for their choice of eligibility criteria and the scheme regulations currently list a number of benefits. The Department for Energy and Climate Change is exploring how Universal Credit should be incorporated into this list to retain the focus on households which are both low income and vulnerable. This is work closely linked to that of the Department for Work and Pensions on new and revised eligibility criteria for the distribution of Cold Weather Payments. Changes to the Warm Home Discount scheme regulations will be made in time for the introduction of Universal Credit. Proposals will be approved by the Office of the Gas and Electricity Markets for use within the scheme. 



	The Coalition Government recognises the SSAC’s concerns that allowing suppliers a degree of discretion in choosing eligibility criteria could add to the complexity of the scheme. However, to ensure claimants are given a fair deal, the Government has provided clear guidance that support must go to those who are on a low income and vulnerable. Allowing suppliers a degree of discretion provides for suppliers to target those of their customers most in need. It is also important that suppliers are not required to assist all those who meet their eligibility criteria (beyond the pensioners who are assisted through the core group). The level of spending on this scheme was capped in the last Spending Review and suppliers are required to meet spending obligations scaled according to their share of the domestic energy.

Cold Weather Payments 

	Cold Weather Payments are currently directed at those that are susceptible or vulnerable to the cold such as the elderly, the very young or disabled and who are receiving income related benefits, when periods of severe weather occur or are forecast. 


	As the SSAC notes, the design and operation of the Cold Weather Payment scheme is the responsibility of the Department for Work and Pensions supported by the Meteorological Office. The Meteorological Office's main role is to provide temperature data – both actual and forecast – on a daily basis during the winter season in order to determine if the payment criterion has occurred. 


	The current Cold Weather Payment system operates very effectively. Payments are made automatically, and the Department for Work and Pensions are able to react to severe and varied patterns of weather in local areas enabling the resources of the scheme to be targeted at those most in need. This is evident from the severe winter that occurred in 2010/11 where an estimated £490 million was made to 4.2 million eligible customers. 


	The Government notes the SSAC’s comments in relation to transferring responsibility for Cold Weather Payments from the Department for Work and Pensions to the Department for Energy and Climate Change. Whilst there are clear links between the two schemes in relation to their contribution to the alleviation of fuel poverty, there would need to be a very clear rationale for such a transfer given the wholly automated administration of Cold Weather Payments. However, the Government recognises the need to tackle fuel poverty and will continue to work closely together across Departments to support this wider goal. One example of this is in relation to the Warm Home Discount scheme, under which the Government is using powers provided by the Pensions Act 2008 to lawfully undertake data matching with energy suppliers to identify customers eligible for the scheme. 



	The Government has a range of policies which act on the three drivers of fuel poverty to improve household incomes, improve household energy efficiency and provide support on energy prices.


Utility and Energy related benefits in Scotland  

	In Scotland, the current Energy Assistance Package will close to new applicants in 2013. Scottish Ministers are planning a successor scheme with the objective of tackling fuel poverty and climate change and improving domestic energy efficiency. They have asked the Fuel Poverty Forum to make recommendations on the successor scheme by Spring 2012. The Scottish Government will draw the attention of the Fuel Poverty Forum to the SSAC’s report in order that it might inform its work.


Other Information

	The report did not consider the localisation of Council Tax Support. However, as Council Tax Support policy is developed, the Department for Work and Pensions will work with the Department for Communities and Local Government, Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs and the Devolved Administrations to consider data sharing and IT requirements around the availability of information for local authorities to establish eligibility and generate awards. The Government will also provide guidance to ensure that local authorities understand how to design schemes that also support the work incentives objectives of Universal Credit. 


Disabled Facilities Grant

	The Disabled Facilities Grant is paid by local authorities in England to individuals for housing adaptations to enable independent living. Receipt of means-tested benefits is currently used as one way to demonstrate eligibility, although claimants may also be eligible in other circumstances. The Department for Communities and Local Government will review the criteria to be considered within Universal Credit to ensure people with disabilities can continue to receive support with adaptations.



BT Basic

	The BT Basic tariff scheme provides discounts to those in receipt of Income Support, Income-based Jobseekers Allowance and Income-related Employment Support Allowance. It should be noted that the discounts are also applicable to mobile phone users. BT are currently considering their approach to Universal Credit and will put forward proposals that will be agreed with the Ofcom. 


Conclusion

	The Coalition Government recognises the opportunities, and the challenges, that Departments and the Devolved Administrations in Scotland and Wales face in reforming eligibility criteria for passported benefits in light of the introduction of Universal Credit. Whilst acknowledging the SSAC’s view that significant effort will be required to meet these challenges, it is important to note that there has already been a considerable amount of work undertaken to prepare for the changes that will be needed. The Government and the Devolved Administrations are working to achieve the best deal in all areas and there has never before been so much co-ordination on this issue.    


	Clearly, it is essential that organisations consider the most effective way to target resources to the people who need the most support of particular passported benefits in order to deliver cost neutral solutions. The Government recognises that, in some cases, short term solutions may be required for the initial stages of Universal Credit in 2013. However, in the longer term, through the Universal Credit system there is scope to deliver more automated processes that utilise modern technology and deliver seamless services that preserve the policy objectives of passported benefits whilst supporting work incentives.



