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Chapter 2	Understanding the Current System of Passported Benefits

Introduction

As we indicated in Chapter 1, there are many passported benefits within the current welfare system, creating a complex mosaic of overlapping and inter-relating secondary benefits which target diverse but complementary needs. These are delivered by a number of government departments and other bodies. As an initial step in our review we consulted widely about how well the current system works, the value placed on passported benefits and the extent to which they are meeting their policy objectives. 

	In order to simplify the long list of passported benefits we identified for our review (see Annexes 2 and 3) we found it helpful to categorise passported benefits into four main groups. This enabled us to focus on the key benefits in each group – the benefits considered by our review respondents as the ones which are critically important within the current benefits system. So, for example, in education the provision of school meals as a benefit-in-kind is regarded as being of primary importance. Although some respondents, particularly advice sector agencies, referred to a wide range of passported benefits in their responses, many focused their attention on one or two specific passported benefits, with school meals and prescriptions drawing the most responses. 


	We received far fewer responses in respect of benefits relating to access to justice than we did for those relating to education and health. There may be two explanations for this: first, legal aid, exemptions from court fees and help with prison visiting do not impact on the everyday lives of as many people as education and health benefits routinely do; and, second, proposals for far-reaching changes in legal aid were dominating the agenda across the UK at the time we launched the consultation about passported benefits and our potential respondents may well have been focusing their attention on those. This does not mean that benefits relating to access to justice are any less important to those who access them, nor that they are any less valued. The evidence from the review indicates that each of the passported benefits is of great value to the people who need it, when they need it.


	We did not receive large numbers of responses about utility-related benefits which normally use discounts or social tariffs to support low-income households. It is possible that these benefits are not always recognised as being passported. Moreover, the SSAC’s stakeholder group currently does not routinely include the utility and other commercial companies.
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Main Categories of Passported Benefits

Education-related benefits:
	school meals, clothing grants, travel/transport costs, Pupil Premium, adult learning services, early education for disadvantaged 2-year-olds (from 2013), the vulnerable group element of the16-19 Bursary Fund


	Health-related benefits:

	prescriptions, sight tests and optical vouchers, dental treatment, wigs and fabric supports and travel, when referred by a doctor or dentist, Sure Start Maternity Grants and Healthy Start vouchers


	Access to Justice benefits:

	legal aid, exemption from court fees, help with prison visiting


	Utility-related benefits:

	Cold Weather Payments (via the Social Fund), Warm Home Discount, WaterSure, social tariffs, BT Basic






















	Many passported benefits indicate potential eligibility for the receipt of other benefits, such as providing assistance with transport costs/bus discounts or promoting access to leisure activities. While these are clearly important benefits in their own right, respondents tended to refer to them only within the context of the main passported benefits in each of our categories. Although we have not discussed separately the passported benefits that were mentioned less often by respondents, it could be argued that they are extremely important in their own right in terms of promoting better health and/or better education outcomes and in encouraging people to play an active part in their local communities. It is likely, however, that many of these benefits will continue to be decided and administered locally and may have less of an impact on the implementation of UC.


	In this chapter we: 

	delineate a number of universal themes, identified by the majority of respondents, in respect of passported benefits as a whole
	present the evidence derived from respondents to our review about passported benefits as they are currently designed, using our four categories to consider the main benefits in some detail 
	highlight the various policy objectives they have been designed to address; assess the advantages and disadvantages which have been identified in the current system 

draw out the lessons to be considered when developing options for the future Characteristics of the Current System

Respondents to our consultation identified a number of common characteristics in the current system of passported benefits. These characteristics provide strong evidence that the system is far from perfect and that the introduction of UC provides an opportunity to make substantial improvements.
Common Characteristics of Passported Benefits
The system of passported benefits is complex to understand, establish entitlement, and administer. 
There is a lack of consistency in terms of entitlement, resulting in low take-up of some passported benefits.
Serious anomalies in provision result in eligibility not being wide enough to include everyone defined as living in poverty or as being vulnerable.
The stigma associated with accessing passported benefits can result in under-claiming.
There is a general lack of information about passported benefits and no specific front-facing service to offer advice and provide support to claimants.
Current eligibility rules have a serious negative impact on how much work pays and those moving in to work from out-of-work benefits can experience a cliff-edge in income when entitlement to passported benefits is lost.














	The difficulties within the current system were emphasised also during our interviews and a focus group with benefit claimants. Comments, such as the following from those we interviewed, support the views put forward in the consultation responses:


I would say that there are a lot of people who probably don’t know … whether they qualify for [passported benefits] or not.

People think they are better off on benefits as they don’t have to worry.

If I upped my hours any more then we would lose some of the stuff [passported benefits] we are getting now … it’s not worth it … I can’t afford, basically, to work any more hours …











Making work pay

	The impact of losing passported benefits when moving off benefits and into work is regarded by the Government as one of the most serious problems within the present system. As we noted in Chapter 1, there is limited evidence on the impact of passported benefits on claimants’ decisions regarding employment. It is clear, however, that passported benefits impact significantly on the amount by which people moving from benefits into work are better off. Evidence from research with lone parents suggests that some parents had found that they were not significantly better off in work due to the additional costs of prescriptions, dental treatment and school meals which were not covered once passported benefits were withdrawn. Gloster, R., Casebourne, J., Culshaw, S., Mavra, L., O’Donnell, A. and Purvis, A. (2010) ‘Lone Parent Obligations: early findings of implementation as well as experiences of the Income Support and JobSeeker’s Regimes’, DWP Report 645. While the loss of passported benefits did not prevent the majority of lone parents from wanting to move off benefits and get into work, many were concerned that they might not be financially better off, even though they took jobs and remained in work. It was not within the scope of this review to provide a full analysis of the multiple factors which impact on claimants’ decisions to move from benefits into work.


	A key concern noted by review respondents is that better-off calculations undertaken by Jobcentre Plus staff do not always take the loss of passported benefits into account, so that parents unexpectedly face extra expenditure when they move into work. Casebourne, J., Davies, M., Foster, S., Lane, P., Purvis, A. and Whitehurst, D. (2010) ‘Lone Parent Obligations: destinations of lone parents after Income Support eligibility ends’, DWP Report 710; Sims, L., Casebourne, J., Bell, L. and Davies, M. (2010) ‘Supporting lone parents’ journey off benefits and into work: a qualitative evaluation of the role of In Work Credit’, DWP Report 712. The Committee views this as something to be redressed whatever policy options are adopted. The removal of these kinds of potential work disincentive is central to the Government’s ambition that a reformed welfare system must ensure that people are better off in work than on benefits.


	The following two examples illustrate the potential problems created for two hypothetical families in England when they move into work which barely compensates for the loss of passported benefits. Under current WTC rules. We have based our calculations on the average value of a school meal and clothing grants. The average school meal cost is currently £1.88 per day in LA catered primary schools and £1.98 per day in LA catered secondary schools, although there are significant variations within and between regions: some meals cost up to £2.50 per day. Schools and local authorities are not required to provide milk but where they choose to do so it must be provided free of charge to those pupils eligible for free school meals. The illustrative examples were prepared for the SSAC by the DWP, using the DWP Tax and Benefit Hypothetical Household Model. Tax, benefit and National Minimum Wage rate are based on the actual rate for 2011/12. The figures for the passported benefit are based on the current threshold and levels that support (2011/12), and the free school meals calculations are based on their average value in 2011/12. The model was designed to illustrate the impact of various tax, National Insurance, benefits and tax credits on different household types. 

	The examples almost certainly represent worst case scenarios. If the parents in these two cases worked for more hours or were earning above the National Minimum Wage, the impacts of losing passported benefits would not be as great.

Miss Smith – illustrative example

Miss Smith is a lone parent living in England with two children aged 11 and 6. She is out of work and claims Income Support from Jobcentre Plus, Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit from the local authority and Child Tax Credit and Child Benefit from HMRC. She also receives a range of passported benefits.

Miss Smith’s out of work income from primary benefits is £304.70 but, as Table 2.1 indicates, she receives passported benefits to the weekly ‘cash’ value of £42.57. Miss Smith’s children receive school meals for 38 weeks a year; a one-off school clothing grant was payable when the eldest child moved to secondary school (£100 in vouchers), average value of £20 per year; there is help for the cost of residential school trips; and the youngest child receives free school milk. Miss Smith has two prescription items per month for depression and she does not pay for this while she is out of work. She has two dental checks each year, and regular eye checks because she is short-sighted and needs to wear glasses. This gives Miss Smith a total weekly income of the equivalent of £347.27 once the value of her passported benefits are calculated and averaged across the year.

Miss Smith then takes a part-time job at the National Minimum Wage (NMW) of £6.08 per hour. Her weekly income from work and primary benefits increases from £304.70 to £384.60 per week. The gains to work would appear to be £79.90 per week. However, Miss Smith loses most of her passported benefits at one go, reducing her gains to work to just £43.06 per week.



























	When Miss Smith takes a part-time job her children are no longer eligible for school meals or a clothing grant as she is in receipt of Working Tax Credit; she cannot get help with residential school trips as she no longer receives eligible benefits or school meals. There is no entitlement to milk for the youngest child; Miss Smith is no longer eligible for half price bus fares; nor is she eligible for discounts on her BT telephone line. She does however still qualify for free prescriptions, eye care and dental treatment as her income for tax credit purposes is below the threshold for withdrawal. Table 2.1 illustrates the cliff-edge Miss Smith faces.


	It is important to note that not all children receiving free school meals receive a clothing grant, school milk and help with school trips. Two thirds of local authorities in England top up the cost of school milk, but do not necessarily provide it to all schools or all age groups. 

Table 2.1 Miss Smith’s weekly income on benefits and in part-time work
Income from work and benefits
Out of work value £ per week
In part-time work value £ per week

Gross Income from work
0.00
97.30
Income Support
67.50
0.00
Housing Benefit
80.00
61.60
Council Tax Benefit
15.00
9.30
Child Tax Credit
108.50
108.50
Working Tax Credit
0.00
74.20
Child Benefit
33.70
33.70
Total
304.70
384.60

Passported benefits



School meals/term time youngest child
9.40
0.00
School meals/term time eldest child
9.90
0.00
School clothing grant averaged over five years
0.53
0.00
Help with school trips (residential)
1.97
0.00
School milk
0.69
0.00
Prescriptions
3.70
3.70
Dental care
0.65
0.65
Eye care and spectacles
1.38
1.38
TfL Transport for London Bus and Tram discount enables eligible claimants to pay half the adult Oyster fare on buses and trams when using ‘pay as you go’. bus and tram discount
13.00
0.00
BT Basic subsidised phone line
1.35
0.00
Total cash value of Passported benefits
42.57
5.73
Total Income
347.27
390.33
Mr and Mrs Jones – illustrative example

Mr and Mrs Jones are both out of work and have three children, aged 11, 5 and 2. They claim Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance from Jobcentre Plus, Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit from the local authority, and Child Tax Credit and Child Benefit from HMRC. They also receive a range of passported benefits.

Mr and Mrs Jones live in Tameside Metropolitan Borough and receive £25 a year in vouchers for school clothing for their 5 year old child and £40 a year in vouchers for their 11 year old. Mrs Jones receives Healthy Start Vouchers for their 2 year old and a reduction on piano lessons for their eldest child. The parents receive eye and dental care without cost and a discount on their telephone via BT Basic. The couple have applied for and been given a Warm Home Discount by their energy supplier because they have been identified as being on a low income and as vulnerable because they have young children. They also qualify for a discount on their water bill, as they are regarded as a ‘vulnerable household’.

The Jones’ weekly income is £405.60 from primary benefits and they are claiming Passported benefits to an additional cash value of £40.91 per week. This gives them a total income of £446.51 per week while they are both out of work. 

Mr Jones finds a job working 24 hours a week at the National Minimum Wage. His gains to work would appear to be £78.50, but as he and his wife lose most of the passported benefits they were claiming, their gains to work are just £40.32 per week.




























	As Table 2.2 indicates, Mr and Mrs Jones also face a cliff-edge when one of them moves into work. Under current WTC rules. The Jones family lose the education benefits because they are receiving Working Tax Credit, and most of the other passported benefits because of Mr Jones’ move into part-time work. They do however retain support for dental and optical treatment as their income for tax credit purposes is below the threshold for withdrawal. The passported benefits which are withdrawn were designed to support the children’s education and the family’s overall health and wellbeing, but these now have to be provided from Mr Jones’ income. Moving into work has also resulted in reductions in the Jones’ Housing Benefit, Council Tax Benefit and Child Tax Credit. 


	It is clear from these two hypothetical examples that under the current system the Jones family stand to gain even less than Miss Smith by moving into work at the minimum wage. Moreover, these illustrative examples do not include any passported benefits that might be offered locally, such as leisure activities that Miss Smith and Mr and Mrs Jones might have been eligible for but were not taking up while they were out of work. Had they been taking advantage of these, the gains to work would have been further reduced. Although Mr and Mrs Jones and Miss Smith are financially better off in work, they may well feel that the gains are rather small. Review respondents suggested that families may not know the financial value of their passported benefits until they are no longer eligible to receive them: parents may need to bring in a significant income from work in order to make up for the cash they need to find to pay for school meals, journeys to and from school, utilities and costs associated with work.
Table 2.2 The Jones’ weekly income on benefits and in part-time work
Income from work and benefits
Out of work value £ per week
In part-time work value £ per week


Gross Income 
0.00
145.90
Jobseekers Allowance
106.00
0.00
Housing Benefit
80.00
60.60
Council Tax Benefit
15.00
9.00
Child Tax Credit
175.50
157.50
Working Tax Credit
0.00
65.30
Child Benefit
47.10
47.10
Tax and NI contributions
0.00
– 1.30
Total
405.60
484.10



Passported benefits



School meals for 5-year-old
9.40
0.00
School meals for 11-year-old
9.90
0.00
School clothing grant 
1.71
0.00
School milk for 5-year-old
0.69
0.00
Health Start vouchers
3.10
0.00
Help with music lessons for eldest child
2.90
0.00
Dental care
1.35
1.35
Eyecare and spectacles
1.38
1.38
Warm Home Discount
2.50
0.00
WaterSure
6.63
0.00
BT Basic subsidised phone line
1.35
0.00
Total cash value of Passported benefits
40.91
2.73
Total Income
446.51
486.83

During our consultation, views about the strength of the work disincentive effect were somewhat mixed. A substantial number of respondents regarded the potential loss of passported benefits as an important consideration for people looking to move into work, particularly if the work is part-time or low paid. They noted, however, that people do not always realise that passported benefits will be lost, or have not calculated the financial value of the loss, until they are actually in work: consequently their loss does not appear to have a negative impact on work incentives. The loss of passported benefits could impact on decisions to stay in work if the financial gains are regarded as minimal, although people may elect to take a financial hit to retain the other non-financial benefits associated with being in work.

	A smaller number of respondents suggested that other more significant factors influence decisions about moving into or staying in work. These include housing support and the availability and affordability of appropriate childcare. The CAB advisers in our focus groups had not come across an example of a client who had rejected work specifically because of the loss of passported benefits, but the loss might be factored in to the overall equation about being better off in work. The loss of certain passported benefits might be a marginal consideration for some people rather than a central issue. Under the current Jobseeker’s Allowance regime the effect on income and outgoings of taking a particular job is specifically excluded from the range of ‘good cause’ for failure to take up a job opportunity.


	Discussions with a small number of benefit recipients tended to support the view of advice agencies that people do not necessarily make a distinction between what they receive as income from their primary benefits and what they receive via passporting. Respondents to the review told us that some people tend to make a mental list of the financial and other support available to them, with little overall awareness of the different categories of benefits and the different delivery routes. So, if they do some kind of mental calculation about income, Income Support, Council Tax Benefit and Housing Benefit are seen as the high value items and it is these benefits rather than passported benefits which have the most immediate influence on decisions about whether or not it is worth getting a job.


	Nevertheless, some benefit recipients we spoke to who were working part-time admitted that they had chosen not to work more than 15 hours a week so as to keep their benefits. Others who had increased their hours a little more reported that they faced a financial struggle and it had hardly seemed worth the effort of increasing their working hours, particularly when certain routine healthcare, such as dental charges had begun to cost money.

When you have to pay full [costs] for the dentist then you don’t [go]. You will just put it off and say it will be alright with paracetamol.

[Focus group participant]






	This view accords with the views expressed by the dental and optical bodies who responded to our consultation, who were concerned that people would not seek routine dental and eye checks if they had to pay for them. The CAB advisers noted that low financial gains from work, when considered alongside the additional demands of juggling work and family life, the loss of quality time with children and the need to make childcare arrangements, may influence parents not to work, or to give up working if it is perceived as being ‘not worth it’. Moreover, the advisers commented that the security of having regular benefits may trump any potential gains from work for low-income families who fear the insecurity of losing their primary and their passported benefits: fear of the unknown drives people’s behaviour and people value certainty and fear fluctuations in income.


	The overall balance of the limited research and the impressionistic evidence on the extent to which withdrawal of benefits impacts on decisions to move into work is unclear. However, it is clear from the illustrative examples above that, for those returning to work at or close to the minimum wage, the withdrawal of passported benefits can further reduce the extent to which work pays. 


Assessing the Value of Passported Benefits

While consultation respondents highlighted the extent of cliff-edge effects when moving into work and considerable complexities associated with passported benefits, they were also adamant that these benefits should not simply disappear with the introduction of UC. In their view, passported benefits are highly valued by benefit recipients, particularly those benefits that are received in kind, such as school meals and prescriptions. Benefits-in-kind can be obtained without any financial cost to the recipients: they are ‘free’ at the point of delivery; the use of passporting avoids the need for several separate means tests to be completed; and benefits can be tailored to local circumstances with no penalty for the claimants. 

	We considered whether it might be possible to create a hierarchy of passported benefits to discern those which are considered the most important. It quickly became clear from analysis of the evidence that this would not be helpful even though some passported benefits have a higher profile than others. Different people have different needs at different times and value different combinations of benefits, depending on their circumstances. Thus, for example, parents with dependent children told us about the value of education benefits.

The Perceived Value and Importance of Passported benefits

The evidence we received indicates that:
	passported benefits fulfil important individual needs and tackle wider social issues, including health inequalities and child poverty
	passported benefits are perceived to be essential for people on low incomes, particularly when they contribute significantly to the family budget
	while passported benefits can have a significant impact on the quality of life for some families, some benefits are more highly valued by parents than others, such as those which support children’s educational and social development and promote better health outcomes
	the provision of passported benefits reduces the costs to other parts of the social welfare system – contributing to healthier and more stable family relationships, reducing ill-health, encouraging participation, reducing offending 
	benefits-in-kind play a very important role in helping low-income families access necessities such as food and health products

























Different passported benefits are of different value to different households. For families with two or more school age children, free school meals have the highest monetary value and play a very important role in ensuring children have access to a hot, healthy meal each day.

Access to health costs is vital for people with poor health or who need dental treatment … some other benefits-in-kind may not be of critical value to an individual or family in the long-term, but can be of prime importance at a particular point in time – such as when they need access to legal aid for a benefit, housing or education issue … 

[Citizens Advice, Consultation Response, July 2011]

The various passported benefits affect people’s lives in different positive ways. Those around education promote better outcomes for children in the long-term, and other passported benefits provide vital support in times of crisis. 

[Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform, Consultation Response, July 2011]

Free prescriptions may be the difference to whether someone can take their medication or not, which may have a drastic effect on their health. 

[NAWRA, Consultation Response, July 2011]
	A number of respondents illustrated these points.


























	Although prescriptions and school meals were referred to as being particularly important in many of the responses, other passported benefits were regarded as being of great importance to those who receive them in times of specific need. We have attempted to illustrate how the various passported benefits sit within a matrix demonstrating the difference between continuous and one-off benefits and the impact on potential work incentives, using Miss Smith and Mr and Mrs Jones as case studies. We have shown a number of benefits in the bottom left hand cell primarily because they are accessed less frequently than those in the other cells.


	Of course, the distribution of passported benefits on the matrix will vary from household to household. In a household with considerable health needs, for example, free prescriptions would move along the frequency scale and their loss could have a potentially greater significant impact on the extent to which work pays. A household with no children, on the other hand, would not be impacted by the loss of education benefits but might have other significant needs such as frequent dental treatment.


Figure 2.1 Illustrative Matrix – perceived impact on potential work incentives and frequency of receipt for current passported benefits
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		   Although an initial glance at this matrix suggests that many passported benefits fall into the low frequency/low impact on returns to work, the reality is that taken together these passported benefits represent significant support and value to Miss Smith and Mr and Mrs Jones. If they were to engage in some kind of mental calculation as to whether they are better off in work they may well realise the putative financial loss in respect of this clustering of benefits. 

	Despite the loss of passported benefits as people move into work and the obvious cliff-edges, review respondents also stressed that virtually all families with children are better off in work once wages, tax credits, benefits and disregards are taken into account, even though the removal of passported benefits erodes in-work financial gains, particularly in households with several children. Under the current system, Working Tax Credit softens the cliff-edge resulting from the loss of passported benefits. Under UC, this will disappear in favour of a smooth taper, of course, from no work through to full-time work. If passported benefits are not fully integrated with UC, it will be essential to find ways of withdrawing passported benefits more smoothly in the future. Consultation responses suggested that the complexity in the current system merely reflects the complexity in claimants’ lives and that a one-size-fits-all approach in the future may not meet people’s varying needs. We have been mindful of this view in our consideration of the options proposed in the next chapter.


Integrating Policy Objectives and Targeting Need

It is evident from our review that all the current passported benefits are highly valued by those who receive them, and that they meet a variety of needs. One of the key challenges in considering how to deal with passported benefits when UC is introduced is that of integrating the varying policy objectives they serve with the overarching objectives underpinning welfare reform. Although the DWP administers some passported benefits via the Social Fund, including Cold Weather Payments, the Sure Start Maternity Grant and Funeral Payments, the majority are the policy and delivery responsibility of a range of other government departments, local authorities and their agents, the devolved administrations, and public and private commercial companies. This complex policy and distribution matrix explains much of the complexity in the current system of passported benefits, particularly in respect of the eligibility criteria, and presents interesting challenges for integrating welfare benefits into a simpler, fairer and more transparent system.

	Inevitably, those responsible for administering passported benefits are keen to retain and promote their own policy objectives and not to have them diluted by the change to UC. As we have noted, however, there is a need to simplify and rethink passporting to reduce the current complexity and ensure that the right benefits reach the right people at the right time, and that cliff-edges are avoided when people move into and progress in work.  
	As a first step, we looked at how the policy objectives in the four main categories can be sensibly integrated in future, and the extent to which they complement the policy objectives relating to welfare reform. 


	Having examined the discrete policy objectives within each category, we believe that the key passported benefits play a strategic role in supporting a broader range of policy objectives which themselves bolster the Government’s objectives underpinning welfare reform.


Supporting Wider Policy Objectives

Passported benefits contribute to a range of policy objectives:
	reducing child poverty

tackling social exclusion and enabling participation
reducing health inequalities
improving educational outcomes
promoting healthier lifestyles and managing health conditions
increasing personal responsibility 
increasing access to justice
enhancing the quality of family life and wellbeing












	All these objectives can be regarded as relevant to the expectations that welfare benefits should both protect and support the vulnerable in society and ensure that work pays. Poor health, low educational attainment and poverty all impact on the ability of individuals to find and sustain work and manage daily life without recourse to welfare benefits. The expectations of a welfare state are that it will ensure that access to education and health services is available for all and that support is provided in a variety of ways for citizens when they need it. Balancing wider policy objectives with making work pay was regarded by some consultation respondents as an essential task within UC. We have borne this in mind as we have examined some of the key passported benefits in each of our four categories and the possible options available under UC, and we believe that balancing and integrating policy objectives is both possible and essential.


Education-Related Benefits

Although there are a number of benefits which provide assistance with education costs, the passported benefit that appeared to be of most significance to those who responded to our consultation was free school meals. 
	School meals are provided to children as a benefit-in-kind and they have to be paid for out of the education budget. They are always ‘free’ for children at the point of delivery. They have a monetary value of about £2 per day, although this varies between local authorities. It is important to note that there is a difference between the ‘price’ of the meal and the production ‘cost’, and differences in price between primary and secondary schools. 

	Since education is a devolved matter the eligibility criteria are set separately in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland (see Annexe 3). School meals are offered in schools across the UK and are provided without charge to children in England and Wales whose parents are in receipt of a means-tested benefit. 


	In Scotland, the eligibility is similarly framed, although there are key differences in the criteria (see Annexe 3). Additionally, the provision of free school meals in Scotland plays a key role in helping to ensure that children are provided with a healthy foundation of life long eating habits. Following a largely successful evaluation of a trial to provide free school meals to primary grades 1–3 pupils in five local authorities, legislation commenced in 2010 giving local authorities the power to provide free school meals to all or some children in primary grades 1–3. A number of local authorities are using this power and have local initiatives in place to extend the provision to these pupils. Local authorities are also under a duty to promote the uptake and benefits of school meals and, in particular, free school meals. School lunches are now provided free to primary 1–3 children in the most deprived communities. 


	In Northern Ireland the criteria are similar to England and Wales although some are unique to that region. In addition, the criteria were extended in 2010/11, on a two year phased basis, to include nursery and primary pupils whose parents are in receipt of Working Tax Credit and have an annual income of £16,190 or less.


	In 2009 a two-year pilot was established in England, delivering school meals without charge to all primary school children in Durham and the London Borough of Newham, and to primary and secondary school children in low-income working families (i.e. pupils whose parents/carers are receiving Working Tax Credit and have an annual income of £16,190 or less) in Wolverhampton. The results of the pilot are due in Spring 2012. In addition, a number of local authorities have decided to provide school meals free to all nursery and primary school children in their area, notably in the London Boroughs of Islington and Southwark. Other local authorities have been experimenting with the offer of a subsidised meal to encourage the take-up of school meals by families with low income. 
	In Scotland, local authorities are under a duty to make provision for pupils attending their schools who are unable, by reason of the inadequacy or unsuitability of their clothing, to take full advantage of the education provided. This legislation allows local authorities to take action ‘as they may deem necessary’ to achieve the requirement. Many authorities meet it by providing school clothing grants/vouchers to parents who meet the eligibility criteria that authorities set, at a value that they set, via an application process that they also set. The eligibility criteria set are often partly or fully in line with eligibility for free school meals and may also be linked to other reference points in the existing welfare system.


Policy objectives underlying the provision of free school meals

The main objective of the Government’s school food policy is to ensure that pupils are provided with a healthy, nutritious meal at school. A wealth of evidence underpins this policy. See for example, Belot, M. and James, J. (2009) Healthy School Meals and Educational Outcomes, Institute for Economic and Social Research Working Paper; School Food Trust (2007) School Lunch and Behaviour:  systematic observation of classroom behaviour following a school dining room intervention; School Food Trust (2009) School Lunch and Learning Behaviour in Primary Schools: an intervention study; School Food Trust (2009) School Lunch and Learning Behaviour in Secondary Schools: an intervention study; School Meals Review Panel (2006) Turning the Tables: transforming school meals; BBC News (2010) Health Lunch Boxes a Rarity, available http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/8451828 stm (Accessed Feb 10, 2010); Nelson, M., Erens, B., Bates, B., Church, S. and Boshier, T. (2007) Low Income Diet and Nutrition Survey (Food Standard Agency: London).

School Meals: The Policy Evidence

Research indicates that:
	a healthy school meal improves children’s concentration during afternoon lessons and can help children develop healthy eating habits

school meals are healthier than packed lunches: only 1% of packed lunches meet the nutritional standards set for school meals
healthy school meals have the potential to decrease dietary inequalities
the provision of school meals can improve children’s readiness to learn







Eligibility and take-up

The current eligibility generally aims to provide a ‘nutritional safety net’, ensuring that a healthy meal is available to the most deprived pupils. Poor children stand to benefit most from school meals, as children from low-income families tend to eat a less healthy range of food and have a greater propensity to become obese. See NHS (2010) National Child Measurement Programme: England, 2009/10 School Year. 

	Respondents to our consultation argued strongly that providing school meals as a benefit-in-kind is the best way of ensuring that the children who need them most will receive them. Some respondents argued that entitlement remains inadequate, however. The Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) noted in its consultation response that 3.8m children live below the poverty line, yet only 1.2m children are known to be entitled to free school meals. Research suggests that about 20 per cent of children in poverty are not entitled to free school meals. London Economics (2008) Assessing Current and Potential Provision of Free School Meals, Economic Research on free school meals and exchequer costs. Nevertheless, data from the most recent Department for Education (DfE) School Census in England indicate a continued increase in the proportion of pupils in maintained schools known to be eligible for and claiming school meals. http://www.education.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s001012/sfr12-2011.pdf.  

Eligibility and Take-up of Free School Meals

The DfE school census in England indicates that:
	in maintained nursery and state-funded primary school, 19.2% of pupils were known to be eligible for and claiming school meals in 2011 (743,255 pupils), an increase from 18.5% in 2010

in state-funded secondary schools, 15.9% of pupils were known to be eligible for and claiming school meals in 2011 (450,275 pupils), an increase from 15.4% in 2010
in special schools, 36.5% of pupils were known to be eligible for and claiming school meals in 2011 (28,830 pupils), an increase from 34.9% in 2010
in pupil referral units, 34.6% of pupils were known to be eligible for and claiming school meals (4,745 pupils), an increase from 33.3% in 2010




















	Despite increasing take-up of school meals by those eligible, evidence from the School Food Trust shows that the application and subsequent take-up rates for free school meals in England are considerably lower than would be expected: around 80 per cent of primary pupils and 70 per cent of secondary pupils who were registered for school meals took them up. http://www.schoolfoodtrust.org.uk/school-cooks-caterers/reports/sixth-annual-survey-of-take-up-of-school-meals-in-England.  Research published by the Department for Education indicated that some 32 per cent of parents/carers with children eligible for free school meals reported that their children did not take them up. http://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/DCSF-RR060.pdf. 






	The main reasons given for not taking up free school meals were that:
	the child prefers to take a packed lunch, eat at home, or eat out (69%)
	the child prefers to eat with friends who have the same lunch arrangement (37%)
	school meals are not considered healthy (7%)


	Concerns were expressed during our review that school meal vouchers are regarded as very stigmatising in the delivery of free school meals. Although teachers who responded commented that schools usually try to ensure that the children receiving free school meals are not overtly identified or stigmatised, the School Food Trust has supported a range of initiatives to promote more applications and a higher take-up of free school meals. 


Reducing Stigma and Increasing Take-Up of School Meals

The School Food Trust recommends:
	allowing children eating packed lunches to sit alongside friends eating school meals

eliminating procedures that might identify/stigmatise pupils registered for free school meals
simplifying the application process 












	These suggestions are relevant to the consideration of how to deal with school meals under UC, and we return to them in the next chapter.


	Benefit recipients in our focus group and those interviewed during the review, not all of whom had children, regarded free school meals as one of the most important passported benefits, along with free prescriptions and dental care.

It’s like forty pounds a month [for school dinners] so if you have got two kids it’s like eighty quid a month.

At least you know they [children] get, like in winter, they are having a hot meal instead of just sandwiches.

The cost of providing school meals as a benefit-in-kind

Since April 2011 funding for free school meals in England has been provided by the Department for Education to local authorities as part of the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG), and has not been ring-fenced. It is difficult, therefore, to know just what funding is allocated for the provision of school meals as a benefit-in-kind. The average lunch price varies within and between regions, ranging between £1.40 and £2.50 per day.

Issues to be addressed in a reformed system

The policy objectives of providing school meals to children whose parents are on benefits or a low income are clearly related to enhancing health and wellbeing in order to enhance learning and promote better educational outcomes. Our review indicated very clearly that these objectives are supported by research and should not be undermined. The Department for Education would like applications and take-up to increase so that all families in England who are eligible can benefit from this provision, although this clearly has a financial cost and could mean that the income threshold would have to be reduced if the benefit is to remain cost-neutral under UC. 

Lessons to be taken forward

Lessons to be taken forward include the following:
	not all those eligible take up school meals in the current system

the system for providing school meals should be simple and easy to administer, so as to encourage better take-up
localisation gives local authorities and schools more autonomy over budgets to enable local initiatives, flexible charging and promote better value-for-money, but this has to be balanced against fairness and transparency














	The overwhelming message from our review is that the provision of school meals as a benefit-in-kind is critically important, highly valued by educationalists and families alike and a key element within the benefits system which respondents said should be protected going forward, along with the other benefits that sit alongside it, such as school clothing grants and help with travel costs and residential school trips.

Health-Related Benefits

During the review we considered a range of health-related benefits, including prescriptions, support for dental and optical treatment, Healthy Start vouchers, the Sure Start Maternity Grant, and help with wigs and fabric supports and for the cost of travel to medical appointments. The consultation revealed that two of these benefits – prescriptions and Healthy Start vouchers – are regarded as particularly important to those who are eligible to receive them, so we have focused our discussion primarily on these specific benefits. Nevertheless, the provision of dental and optical care is also very important and a number of respondents underlined these benefits as vital to good health.

	The charges associated with the National Health Service (NHS) are a devolved matter. Prescriptions are provided to everyone without charge in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Discussion of prescriptions is therefore relevant only to England. In Scotland, NHS eye and dental examinations are free for all ordinary UK residents.


	Healthy Start is one of two linked statutory welfare food schemes which work together to provide a nutritional safety net for children and families. All children under 5 who attend Early Years or day care can benefit from the Nursery Milk Scheme which funds the cost of a daily drink of milk. It is not a passported benefit. Healthy Start provides passported support via vouchers for the most nutritionally vulnerable children under 4, pregnant mothers and new mothers, and it encourages breast feeding and healthy eating within the context of a healthy lifestyle. It could be argued that Healthy Start has very similar and complementary objectives to the provision of school meals once children go to school.


Policy objectives for providing access to health-related benefits

	The provision of free prescriptions and access to other kinds of medical treatment is regarded as essential to ensure that people on benefits or a low income are not deterred from monitoring their health (via dental and optical checks, for example) seeking medical advice whenever necessary, and undergoing treatment. The lack of treatment makes it more likely that people who are unable to work because of ill-health will take longer to recover and their ability to work will be reduced.


	The Disability Benefits Consortium suggested to us that facilitating better medical compliance is in line with the Government’s overall focus on supported self-management, and with the agenda to support people with disabilities or ill-health to return to work. They also noted that a survey undertaken by the British Heart Foundation in 2011 found that 52 per cent of respondents living in England who pay for prescriptions experience difficulties in meeting the cost and frequently stop taking prescribed medication. Not only does this present risks to the individuals’ health but it can increase costs to the NHS if emergency intervention is required at a later date.

Consultation Responses about Health-related Benefits

Remission of prescription charges is absolutely vital to maintain the health of individuals eligible to receive passported benefits: clinicians do not prescribe medicine unless they are needed. (Pharmaceutical Services Negotiating Committee (PSNC))
Many people who present prescriptions to a pharmacy ask which items are most important and make judgements about which they can afford if they are not entitled to passported benefits. (PSNC)
The failure to adhere to a prescribed course of treatment not only has a negative impact on the patient, but is generally wasteful of scarce NHS resources, and can result in long-term and possibly irreversible deterioration in the health of the individual. (PSNC)
NHS sight tests are vital to detecting avoidable sight loss and facilitating access to treatment, and can provide assessment of an individual’s general health. (The College of Optometrists and the Optical Confederation)
Visual impairment causes a substantial social and human cost which can increase the risk of other health conditions, restrict social participation and impair physical and mental health, but the cost of eye care is often regarded as a barrier to attending for a sight test and suffering from visual impairment is regularly quoted as a barrier to accessing employment. (ibid)




























	Our review found universal support for the provision of health-related passported benefits, citing the importance of encouraging people to stay healthy and seek advice and treatment regularly. Most respondents argued that prescription medicine should be free for everyone in England as it is in the rest of the UK. Access to healthcare, particularly prescription medicine, is seen as critical. Ill-health is often unpredictable, and the cost of prescriptions is likely to vary over the lifespan. The value of free prescriptions varies from individual to individual but is of significant importance to those with chronic or complex conditions. Other health costs, such as dental charges, glasses and travel to hospital, which are often expensive, can also vary but are hard to afford for those on low incomes. Low Incomes Tax Reform Group, Community Links and CPAG (2007) Interact; benefits, tax credits and moving into work.

Two years ago I had a stroke and every month or every other month I have to pay £30 for tablets … that’s £30 and I know I can’t bargain for that because it is my health. My wages have increased and the ability to access things I could have accessed, I can’t. So therefore, I actually feel a lot worse off [in work], very worse off, very much so. So it has been, quite difficult … So I used to get the exemptions for pills and things and even things like dentist bills, you know. I need to go to the dentist every six months, but I won’t go every six months because I really cannot afford to go every six months.












	The cost of dental visits was also raised by benefit recipients in the interviews. The view expressed was that dental care “is really dear”. It is important to note that in Scotland, NHS dental check-ups and sight tests are provided free for everyone.


Eligibility for free prescriptions

	Annexe 3 indicates the current eligibility for free prescriptions in England. It is relevant to note that currently, people receiving contribution-based ESA, including those in the support group, are not eligible for free prescriptions via passporting. Some consultation respondents felt that they should be eligible for free prescriptions. Out-of-work means-tested benefits constituted the original baseline for passporting: these were deemed to define a poverty line below which people were not required to meet NHS charges. When in-work benefits were first introduced all recipients were passported in order to support the policy of encouraging work without a cliff-edge. When tax credits were introduced in 1999, eligibility extended further up the income scale to a level that was intended to include the same number of families and, hence, be cost neutral.


Volumes and take-up of free prescriptions

There are no data available about the numbers of those eligible to receive free prescriptions who need prescription medicine each year. The size of the eligible group is as follows: there was an average of 1.6m live awards in any given month for Income Support, 240,000 live awards per month for income-based Employment and Support Allowance, and 940,000 awards for income-related ESA Jobseeker’s Allowance in the 12 months to November 2010. 1.6m households received working tax credit or child tax credit and met the qualifying rules for NHS passporting as at December 2010, based on the 2010/11 thresholds. Data about prescriptions are collected in respect of the number of prescription items dispensed and the numbers dispensed without charge, rather than in respect of individual patients. The average number of prescription items dispensed per person in 2010 was 17.8. However, some people need several items and others none. Moreover, 94 per cent of the prescription items dispensed are not paid for at the point of delivery. 
	Those receiving passported benefits are but one of the groups who do not have to pay for prescriptions. While the proportion of prescription items dispensed without charge has risen in the last ten years, there are no data available by exemption groups. Historical data would suggest, however, that the majority of prescriptions are exempt on the grounds of patients being aged 60 and over.

	The Department of Health in England has estimated that the cost of exemption from prescription charges via passported benefits is approximately £230m per annum. This figure also includes war pensioners and those in receipt of Pension Credit guarantee credit. The costs associated with processing prescriptions for those eligible for passporting are not separately identifiable as they are included within the overall reimbursement arrangements for dispensers in England. Currently, Primary Care Trusts are responsible for holding contracts with the main providers of passported services (pharmacists, dentists and opticians). Subject to the passage of the Health and Social Care Bill 2011, the responsibility for contracts with these providers will rest with the NHS Commissioning Board.


	Prescription Prepayment Certificates are available for purchase by people who need to pay for four or more prescription items in three months or 14 or more prescription items in a year, substantially reducing the overall cost. We consider this scheme in more detail in Chapter 3 when we examine options for the future delivery of health-related benefits.


Lessons for the future delivery of prescriptions as a passported benefit

Lessons for the Future Relating to Prescription Charges

Consultation responses identified that:
	the complexity in the current system and the lack of adequate publicity about eligibility and entitlement means that people do not always receive the support they are entitled to

complexity and poor communication contributes to error in the system
prescriptions put cost pressures on NHS budgets
support for prescription costs is not always targeted effectively at people on low incomes
the burden of prescription charges is particularly heavy for people with a long-term health condition who have greater needs for medicines, and not all long-term conditions are exempt from charges
A number of concerns were expressed by review respondents about the current system for passporting prescription charges which are important to consider for the future. Eligibility for Healthy Start vouchers and vitamins

Although Healthy Start operates across the UK, Great Britain and Northern Ireland regulate separately and any changes to policy in Great Britain must be decided in consultation with Scotland and Wales. Healthy Start vouchers ensure access to a range of nutritional foods: the devolved administrations of Scotland and Wales can decide on the range of food to be included and the health advice given to pregnant and new mothers. There is, nevertheless, a consistent approach taken across the UK in order to keep delivery costs of the scheme low, make voluntary participation cost-neutral for retailers who accept the vouchers, and avoid confusion and complexity for claimants living near internal borders.

	Until 2011/12, the income threshold for mothers qualifying through tax credits was uplifted to match uplifts in the first threshold for receipt of child tax credit (without working tax credit), to ensure consistency and operational simplicity. In 2011/12 Department of Health Ministers decided to maintain the threshold at £16,190 even though the HMRC threshold was reduced, thus avoiding the loss of the benefit by some mothers who were deemed to be nutritionally vulnerable.


Take-up and cost of Healthy Start vouchers

Approximately 305,000 households submitted new applications for vouchers in 2010/11 and some 218,000 were approved (an average of 17,000 every four weeks). On average, around 563,000 women and children in some 450,000 households received Healthy Start vouchers and vitamin coupons in each four-weekly voucher cycle. The take-up in 2010/11 among all eligible households was approximately 78.5 per cent in England and Wales, and 77 per cent in Scotland and Northern Ireland.

	The Department of Health finances the full costs of the scheme in England and the administrative costs of the scheme in Scotland and Wales. The devolved administrations finance the cost of the vouchers spent and the vitamin supplements provided to beneficiaries in their own country. Northern Ireland funds the full cost of its own Healthy Start scheme. The vouchers have a face value of £3.10 each and can be spent on milk, fresh and frozen fruit and vegetables or formula milk. Families with babies under a year receive two vouchers a week per child and families with children aged between one and four and pregnant mothers receive one voucher per week per child. Families can also claim coupons to obtain branded vitamin supplements at local NHS clinics or Children’s Centres. 


	Although we were told that the scheme is highly valued by beneficiaries, the total financial value to a family can be as little as £12.40 for four weeks on the scheme. For many families who apply the value could be much higher, however.

Healthy Start Illustrative Scenarios

Entitlement Examples:
	a pregnant woman applying in the 10th week of pregnancy would receive £93 worth of vouchers by the time her baby is born (30 x £3.10)

a child over 1 and under 4 years of age would receive £161 worth of vouchers for each full year they are on the scheme (52 x £3.10)
a baby would receive £322 worth of vouchers if they are on the scheme from birth until their first birthday as the family gets double vouchers for children under 12 months old (52 x (£3.10 x 2))
a family with 2 children under four (born more than a year apart) would therefore receive from £322-£480 worth of vouchers for every year they spend on the scheme



















	The total expenditure in the UK on Healthy Start in 2010/11 was around £105m:

	approximately £100m was spent on the milk, fruit, vegetables and formula milk purchased with Healthy Start vouchers, and on vitamin supplements

approximately £5m was spent on administrative costs. This includes all core contract costs and postal charges

	The scheme is fully contracted out and the Health Improvement and Protection Directorate retains policy and strategic oversight for its delivery. Applications are made to the Healthy Start Issuing Unit (HSIU) and countersigned by a midwife or health visitor. Details of those newly qualifying, no longer qualifying or with changes in circumstances are provided by HMRC every two weeks to HSIU, and DWP provides four-weekly data sets with details of those currently qualifying. Entitlement is revalidated every four weeks. 


	The Department of Health informed us that many beneficiaries receive support from social services and live in deprived and low-income, unemployed families. Evaluation of the effectiveness of the Healthy Start scheme is underway and a report is expected in 2012.


Typical Characteristics of the Healthy Start Customer Base

Typical family features include:
	poor educational attainment

ethnic minority families
low maternal age
high risks of low birth weight babies (and the health problems associated with low birth weight)
very low rates of breastfeeding
high risk of obesity among children and adults
high risk of vitamin D deficiency (and therefore increased incidence of rickets)
poor diet and lifestyle, and few food preparation/cooking skills
very low family expenditure on food, with healthy foods sidelined 
poor take up of health and related services
living in deprived areas with high crime levels, where alcohol and drug abuse is normalised, and there are high levels of smoking

























	Citizens Advice, in its response to our consultation, cited the example of a single mother in London who had been made redundant and was receiving Income Support and applied for Healthy Start vouchers for her two-year-old son. She had described fresh fruit and vegetables as a luxury because of her low income and the vouchers enabled her to ensure that her family ate five fruits a day. Evidence suggests that Healthy Start vouchers are an important passported benefit for mothers and young children. Benefit recipients themselves drew attention to the importance of Healthy Start vouchers. We were also told that the Maternity Grant is very important for young mothers.


Healthy Start Vouchers are good. Before he [son] was one you get, I think it was twenty-four pounds, and then after he was one it went down to twelve pounds, but it still adds to our shopping. 

The [Maternity] grant was really helpful with buying the pram and the cot. I didn’t buy new either … but that still took up the five hundred pounds, with all the stuff that needs to be done.









	Support during pregnancy and when babies are born is regarded as very important by those eligible for the benefits.

The NHS Low-Income Scheme

The NHS Low-Income Scheme provides income-related help with a variety of health costs. People who are not in receipt of means-tested benefits and who do not therefore receive passported benefits, can apply to the scheme. In general, the calculation of entitlement is based on Income Support arrangements and also takes account of housing costs and council tax. Anyone on a low income, including students and pensioners, can apply. With the introduction of UC the Department of Health will need to review the low income scheme. 

	Currently, the Department of Health receives about 450,000 applications a year and is seeking to increase the take-up. The cost of administering the scheme is some £4m – £5m a year, which is relatively high. During our review, some respondents were critical of the current scheme, primarily because awareness among the public is low and they believe that more needs to be done to enhance take-up by those who cannot gain access to health care via passported benefits. It was suggested by some respondents that the current system also leads to client error and high administration costs: many who apply to the Low Income Scheme will have had their income and other details certified for another benefit, such as Housing Benefit, and so duplication can be regarded as a waste of resources and a burden for the claimant. 


	The Disability Benefits Consortium provided an example of how a household which moves from receiving support through the tax credits system to the Low Income Scheme can quickly go from not having to pay anything towards their health costs, to having to make significant contributions.


Illustrative Example of Health Costs

A family receives working tax credit and child tax credit and full support for all of their health costs. When their weekly income rises by £10 the following year, they lose their entitlement to WTC and full support with their health costs through the tax credits system. They apply to the Low Income Scheme, which calculates how much support they will receive based on how much their weekly income is above income support levels. Their weekly income is around £60 above Income Support levels. This means that they would have to pay:
	for all of their prescription charges (although they could apply for a Prescription Prepayment Certificate)

the full cost of a sight test (if below £120)
up to £180 for a course of dental treatment (or the full cost if the treatment cost was less than £180)

Lessons for the future delivery of health-related benefits

Having looked in some depth at the evidence we collected relating to health-related passported benefits, a number of generic lessons can be taken forward. These mainly relate to the problems perceived by respondents in managing a complex system, low awareness of some of the schemes, and the variability in the criteria for eligibility.

Lessons for the Future Delivery of Health-related Support

The lessons identified during the review include:
	the importance of simplicity in encouraging take-up

the importance of targeting support to those that need it, when they need it
the quest for greater transparency in the system
a firm belief that no-one should be denied access to healthcare because they cannot afford to pay for it












Many respondents to the review made a strong case for providing health benefits as benefits-in-kind. St Mungo’s, for example, made a strong case for providing health benefits-in-kind for those facing homelessness. Homelessness is frequently caused by and causes ill-health, and people facing homelessness face considerable barriers to accessing healthcare as well as accessing work. The threat of losing passported benefits could impose substantial costs on homeless people who enter employment, as they frequently have to cope with ongoing health problems. Centre for Economic and Social Inclusion (2006) The Costs and Benefits of Formal Work for Homeless People, Off The Streets and into Work. Providing benefits-in-kind to specific groups in the population underpins broader policy objectives, such as ending rough sleeping. H.M. Government (2011) Vision to End Rough Sleeping, No Second Night Out nationwide.

Access to Justice Benefits

During the review we have considered three passported benefits relating to access to justice: remission from court fees; the provision of legal aid; and the Assisted Prison Visits Scheme. The eligibility criteria vary both across and within the three schemes. Within the courts and tribunal service there are a number of different remission systems.

Policy objectives of legal aid and remission of court fees

Access to Justice Policy Objectives

Legal aid and court fee remissions:
	help with the costs of legal advice, assistance and representation

enable access to court processes for people who cannot afford to pay 
help people understand their legal obligations, protect their basic rights, get a fair hearing, sort out disputes, and solve problems relating to social exclusion
Legal aid and court fee remissions were deemed by review respondents as fundamental to social and legal justice.













	As we indicated in Chapter 1, we received few responses about access to justice benefits during our review. Nevertheless, those we did receive emphasised that legal aid provides necessary, if limited, support for dealing with civil and criminal issues. We note that legal aid (which is a devolved matter in Scotland and Northern Ireland) is also the subject of wide-ranging reforms at the present time and the eligibility criteria for the provision of legal aid will be tightened. At the present time, providing the Legal Services Commission in England and Wales is satisfied that an applicant for legal aid is in receipt of a means-tested benefit and the case passes the ‘merits test’, legal aid is automatically granted. 


	In Scotland legal aid is available to a person where, on application, the Scottish Legal Aid Board is satisfied that they have probable cause, and it is reasonable in the particular circumstances of the case that they should receive legal aid. An applicant must also satisfy the financial conditions on disposable income and disposable capital. Applicants receiving Income Support, Income-related Employment and Support Allowance or Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance are financially passported – that is, they qualify financially for civil legal aid with no contribution. Unlike in England and Wales, the Scottish Government’s reform proposals do not propose major changes to the scope of legal aid. The proposals for reform in Northern Ireland, if implemented, will mean considerable differences in scope and provision between England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.


Volumes and costs – Legal Aid

In England and Wales in 2009/10, there were 211,751 legal aid applications for criminal legal aid in the magistrates' courts of which 194,872 were granted and 79,887 applications for licensed work (civil representation) of which 67,855 were granted specifically where the applicant qualified for one of the named passporting benefits. The average monetary value of a successful application was £475 in the magistrates' courts in criminal matters, and £4,789 for civil representation. Passporting cases accounted for 35.4 per cent of cases that were publicly funded in the magistrates' courts and 42.5 per cent in licensed work.

	In 2010/11, 70,883 new legal aid claims were submitted for criminal matters and 21,251 for civil cases in Scotland. Of these 62,327 and 13,068 respectively were approved. Between 46 and 62 per cent of criminal legal aid, and 13 to 55 per cent of civil cases were income passported, depending on the type of legal aid provided.


Volumes and costs – remission of court fees

	Her Majesty’s Courts and Tribunal Service (HMCTS) does not record how many fee remissions applications it receives but in 2009/10, 123,300 applicants were granted based on receipt of passported benefits, to the value of £16.5m in lost income. In 2009/10, 50,600 applicants were also granted remissions based on a means test of gross annual income or disposal income. This means-test allowed applicants on low incomes to access HMCTS services that were not eligible for full remission as a result of passporting. The HMCTS also spent £5.2m administering the fee remissions system. Some 30 per cent of the UK adult population are eligible for full remission as a result of passporting. 


The perceived value of Legal Aid and Court Fees Remission

	Although benefit claimants are unlikely to be applying for help with legal aid and remission from court fees regularly, review respondents were keen to point out that these passported benefits are vital at certain times, can amount to considerable sums of money and are highly valued by those who receive them when they face a legal problem. Citizens Advice noted that these benefits ensure that individuals and families are treated fairly under the law. Some Citizens Advice in England and Wales hold a legal services commission contract and receive the support of local solicitors to give advice on welfare matters. Thus, some bureaux can provide valuable legal advice to benefit claimants.





Legal Aid – Illustrative Example 

One man told the CAB that without the help from them via legal aid, he would not have had peace of mind, hope, a home, nor be recovering from alcoholism. He had been unable to deal with his ESA claims and his income had stopped and started, but he had gone to appeal and won, with the bureau’s help. His benefit fluctuations had affected his ability to keep up with his debt repayments and, because of his long-term mental health issues, he had been unable to deal with aggressive creditors demanding payments he could not afford. 

These issues resulted in non-payment of priorities such as rent and/or council tax and were leading him in to long-term debt. He had mobility issues caused by a motorbike accident and significant mental health issues resulting from a near fatal stabbing a couple of years later. His appeal had changed his work capability assessment points from nil to 21 but no sooner had this been resolved than he was sent another ESA50 and had to go through it all again. He felt desperate about having to go through this every six months, with the additional stress of on-going appeals, and the inability to manage his finances with yo-yoing benefits. The help of the bureau through legal aid was crucial to him.













The Assisted Prison Visits Scheme

The Assisted Prison Visits Scheme supports prisoners’ families on low incomes to maintain prison visits. Many prisoners come from a background of financial exclusion, and their families are likely to be in receipt of means-tested benefits prior to and during a prisoner’s sentence. The Prison Reform Trust noted that many prisoners have considerable debt when they are released back into the community.

Policy objectives

Maintaining contact with prisoners via prison visits is regarded as crucial to sustaining family relationships. Walker, J. and McCarthy, P. (2005) ‘Parents in Prison: the impact on children’, in At Greatest Risk: the children most likely to be poor, CPAG. Respondents to the consultation suggested that the current system of travel warrants and postal orders for other subsistence costs works well but cliff-edges can be problematic for families if the benefit is lost. The Ministry of Justice has made considerable efforts to simplify the system and this had been welcomed.


Assistance with Prison Visits – Policy Objectives

The Prison Reform Trust cites evidence that indicates:
	maintaining family ties can reduce the likelihood of re-offending by 39%

prisoners’ families find it difficult to predict the cost of prison visiting because prisoners are moved around the country and would be unlikely to be able to prioritise visits if money is tight
prisons are expected to actively encourage meaningful family ties
regular and good quality contact time between prisoners and their families provides an incentive not to reoffend and to take employment/training on release
















Access to justice – lessons for the future

There are some key messages emerging from our consultation in respect of passported benefits which improve access to justice that are important going forward.

Access to Justice – Lessons for the Future

	these passported benefits are very important for those who need them and their value can be immense

simplicity is key in terms of application for and delivery of the benefits
benefits need to be flexible to meet the variable costs of support
different eligibility criteria can be complex and confusing to understand
generally, the most vulnerable people have a greater need for support with legal aid, court fees and prison visiting















Utility-Related Benefits

During the review we looked specifically at the following benefits: WaterSure, Warm Home Discount, Energy Company Obligations, Cold Weather Payments and voluntary social tariffs. With the exception of Cold Weather Payments, which are the responsibility of DWP, assistance with utility costs is provided by commercial companies, either because of a legal requirement to do so (for example, the Water Industry (Charges) (Vulnerable Groups) Regulations 1999) or because they are encouraged by government to offer support to vulnerable people.
	As we can see in Annexe 3, eligibility varies between schemes, adding to complexity and potential confusion for customers. Furthermore, there are variations between countries in the UK: for example, in Scotland, unmetered water supply and waste collection charges are based on council tax bands. In Northern Ireland, water charges are included in rates and dealt with via Housing Benefit and rate rebates (Council Tax has not been introduced in Northern Ireland). Details about eligibility generally and the support available in the devolved administrations are given in Annexe 3.

Policy objectives

The main policy objective of the passported benefits which assist with utility costs is to provide those on low incomes and vulnerable households with essential services and warm homes. The costs of this provision are primarily borne by other customers or by the providers.

WaterSure

The policy objective of WaterSure is to ensure that people on low incomes who have high essential use of water and are charged for their volumetric use of water, do not reduce their water use for fear of receiving high bills. It caps bills at the company average. It is designed specifically for people whose water is metered, who are on low incomes and need to use a lot of water.

Key characteristics of WaterSure

WaterSure is a special tariff for people who have a combination of low income based on receipt of a means-tested-benefit and 
	a medical condition which require above average water consumption

or 
	three or more children under the age of 19

The tariff applies to metered customers only. The tariff caps the water charge at the average bill for the company’s operating area.

WaterSure is a mandated scheme in England and a voluntary scheme in Wales (Welsh Water Assist).

















	Most water companies have introduced their own schemes in addition to WaterSure, to assist low income customers experiencing financial difficulty. Advice agencies introduce the customers, having completed a benefits check and devised a debt plan. Wessex Assist, for example, supports some 8,000 customers a year with its social tariff scheme.


	The water companies are satisfied that upfront investment, including support for the advice agencies, is improving the reliability of future payments: a big consideration given that water debt is higher than other utilities as it cannot be cut off as a result of debt and non-payment. 4.72m customers were in debt, compared with 1.3m customers in the electricity sector in 2008/9. Direct deductions from benefits via third party deductions has proved to be an effective means of encouraging people on low incomes to manage their debts more effectively. Enabling customers to pay a reduced amount for their water reduces the accumulation of debt. The water industry as a whole is committed to increasing social tariffs for households on low incomes and targeting these as effectively as possible. The introduction of UC provides an opportunity to improve both the targeting and the take-up of social tariffs.


	The Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has recently consulted on a new set of social tariffs (enabled under the Flood and Water Management Act 2010) and DEFRA intends to publish guidance early in 2012 to enable water companies to create social tariffs funded by cross-subsidy by other customers, if they wish to. It is anticipated that all water companies will be able to devise their own schemes in future. They are likely to be linked to means-tested benefits. While local determination enables schemes to reflect local circumstances and needs, it also has the potential to increase complexity. We note, however, that the water industry as a whole is keen to keep administrative costs low, since these are borne by other customers who do not receive reduced tariffs, so simplicity is important goal.


Energy benefits

From 1 April 2011 the Warm Home Discount Scheme has almost totally replaced social tariffs and a range of other voluntary arrangements, in providing discount on electricity costs. The Department of Environment and Climate Change (DECC) expects about 2m low-income and vulnerable households to be supported each year: the scheme will provide £1.13 billion in direct and indirect financial support over four years. Under the scheme, means-tested benefit customers may be eligible for support, although there is a cap on the number of households to be supported. Support will be targeted at low-income and vulnerable households who are fuel poor and in a fuel poverty risk group.

	Eligibility for working age people for Warm Home Discount is set by the individual energy companies, however, and there are already considerable variations between them. This undoubtedly adds to complexity and uncertainty for customers and may impact on take-up.


	The Government has a statutory responsibility to end fuel poverty in England as far as is reasonably practicable by 2016 and the devolved administrations have similar targets, but currently there is a major challenge in targeting the most needy households. 


	Under the current Carbon Emission Reduction Target (CERT) suppliers are required to deliver carbon emission savings (for example, via loft or cavity wall insulation) to priority groups – notably those in receipt of an income-related benefit or Child Tax Credit with an income less than £16,190. Under CERT’s successor, the Energy Company Obligation, the same priority groups and those eligible for the Warm Home Discount will be targeted. They will receive special assistance such as new heating systems in order to heat their home affordably.

Cold Weather Payments

Although Cold Weather Payments are not strictly within the remit of the review as they are part of the Social Fund, we refer to them here because they link closely to other benefits relating to energy. Cold Weather Payments are administered by the DWP and the Social Security Agency in Northern Ireland, and paid when extreme cold weather occurs over seven consecutive days between 1 November and 31 March. Eligibility is for those of working age via means-tested benefits (Income Support, Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance and Income-related Employment and Support Allowance) providing that there is a child under five or someone with a disability living in the household. Each payment is currently £25 and is paid when the average temperature has been recorded or is forecast to be 0oC or below over seven consecutive days at the weather station aligned to a local postcode. While the amount of each payment is fixed, people may receive any number of payments based on local weather conditions over the five month winter period. Payments are automatic and made either in advance or within a few days of a severe cold snap.

	The total cost of Cold Weather Payments in winter 2010/11 was £430.8m (due to a particularly severe winter) plus £40,000 paid to the Met Office for their services.


The perceived value of energy-related benefits

Several respondents pointed to the vital importance of supporting the most vulnerable households with their energy bills and providing home improvements to reduce fuel poverty. People on low incomes are not only economically disadvantaged but they also need to spend more on fuel. Consultation Response from the Government’s Fuel Poverty Advisory Group for England (FPAG) July 2011. The interim report of the review of fuel poverty, currently being undertaken by John Hills, Hills, J. (2011) Fuel Poverty: the problem and its measurement, Interim Report of the Fuel Poverty Review, CASE Report 69. confirms that fuel poverty is a distinct and serious problem, the core of which is the overlap between low income and high costs. It points to the negative impacts of living in cold homes on physical illness and mental health and concludes that people on low-incomes in the worst housing can neither afford the investment needed to improve energy efficiency, nor the later repayments, without additional help. 
	The Fuel Poverty Review makes the case for an alternative approach to measuring fuel poverty, and a final set of recommendations will be forthcoming in 2012. It will be important to consider these in the light of energy-related passported benefits and the options for delivering them under UC. At present, as we have seen, most government schemes use the receipt of welfare benefits as a proxy for eligibility, which will pose a significant challenge when UC is introduced.
The Importance of Energy-Related Benefits

	The Fuel Poverty Advisory Group reports that with every 1% increase in energy prices, 60-70,000 additional households move into fuel poverty

passported benefits provide assurances to low-income households to turn up the heating without fear of not being able to pay a large fuel bill
The inability to heat a home to a healthy temperature impacts directly and indirectly on the physical and mental health of the occupants















	The Marmot review Marmot Review: The Health Impacts of Cold Homes and Fuel Poverty, http://www.foe.co.uk/resourse/reports/cold_homes_health.pdf. found that children living in cold homes are more than twice as likely to suffer from a variety of respiratory problems which negatively affect their educational attainment, emotional well-being and resilience. Adolescents are at risk of multiple mental health problems and there are clear measurable effects for adults of all ages in terms of health and well-being, all of which limit the capacity to work. The National Association of Welfare Rights Advisers indicated that fuel benefits are vital to many families and go towards tackling some of the worst aspects of poverty faced by households reliant on benefits or low income.


Telecommunications

	Under the provisions of the EC Universal Services Directive, BT and Kingston Communications (KC) have to provide, under the Universal Services Order, special tariff schemes for low-income customers. No other telephone operators have this requirement and, as far as we could ascertain, no other operators provide low income schemes.


	BT delivers the requirement through its BT Basic tariff which provides discounts for working-age recipients of Income Support, Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance and Income-related Employment Support Allowance. We have not reviewed the arrangements in Hull, but understand that there are very few basic tariff users among KC customers.


	The costs of these arrangements are borne by BT and not overtly passed on to other BT customers. The social telephony scheme is heavily subsidised (providing line rental landline customers for less than £5 per month) and is targeted at benefit claimants and those on low incomes. 


	We understand that social telephony tariffs are not currently available to mobile phone users on any network, many of whom are known to be in the most vulnerable groups, and using Pay As You Go tariffs to keep expenditure tightly controlled.

Lessons for the future

	The utilities passported benefits offer vital reductions on tariffs to people on means-tested benefits and low incomes. It can be difficult to navigate the complexity of the provision because of the widespread variations, and take up is lower than it might be.

Lessons for the Future

The introduction of UC provides an opportunity to:
	join-up provision across the various providers to co-ordinate eligibility and target more effectively

consider how to reach the most vulnerable households and ensure take-up of social tariffs
find ways of making homes more energy and water efficient for those on low incomes
consider issues of affordability for customers as well as eligibility
consider how to support vulnerable people whose only access to telephony is via a mobile phone
increase the affordability of key utilities such as water and energy



















Summary

	In this chapter we have presented those findings from the review which helps us to understand the current system of passporting. We are left in no doubt that the passported benefits we have examined are highly valued by those who receive them, and that they make an important contribution to children’s health and well-being and to their educational and emotional development; and significantly increase the health and well-being and the quality of everyday life for adults and families who are out of work or living on a low income. 




	Everyone who contributed to our review endorsed the need for reform and for greater simplicity and better co-ordination of passported benefits, but stressed that their contribution to the benefits system should not be undermined or reduced during the process of reform and the move towards UC as a single, integrated benefit. All the passported benefits have their own independent, important policy objectives which should be maintained.

	It was impossible to develop a hierarchy of the passported benefits according to their perceived value to recipients, since each benefit is regarded as important when it fulfils a specific need, even though that need may not be continuous and not relevant to everyone who is potentially eligible to receive it. We have, however, grouped the passported benefits in respect of their key objectives be it to: 

	support children’s education

ensure that everyone has access to health care when they need it 
ensure access to justice 
provide for a warm and affordable home environment and access to key utilities

	In addition, all of the existing passported benefits serve wider policy objectives to: 

	reduce child poverty, health inequalities and social exclusion 

improve children’s outcomes and the quality of family life
promote healthier lifestyles and better management of health conditions 
increase access to justice for all 
increase the affordability of key utilities such as water and energy
increase personal responsibility and participation 

	Moreover, they all seek to support the most vulnerable in our society. As such, they can be seen as congruent with the Coalition Government’s desire to make work pay and to create a welfare system that is simple, fair and transparent. In principle, the policy objectives of individual passported benefits do not need to be threatened by the introduction of UC, but we do not underestimate the inherent challenges for DWP and for all the other departments, agencies and bodies who have the responsibility for these benefits in finding new, simpler and more joined-up ways of assessing eligibility, targeting those in need and delivering highly valued benefits.


	One particular danger is that the policy objectives of the various passported benefits will be undermined if cost-neutrality limits eligibility or spreads the budgets too thinly. If this does happen, it has the potential to unwittingly undermine the policy objectives of welfare reform.  
	While considering the constraint of cost-neutrality, however, we found that it was extremely difficult to find robust data about the costs associated with current passported benefits. Not all government departments keep detailed data about the costs of providing services and benefits to people who access them via passporting from out-of-work benefits, although some schemes, such as Healthy Start vouchers, are carefully monitored in respect of their cost, and the complexity in provision renders it even more difficult to disaggregate costs. The nearest proxy appears to be the numbers of beneficiaries of each passported benefit, but even these statistics can be elusive.


	There are a number of messages to be taken forward from our review of the current system when looking to the future of passported benefits within welfare reform and taking decisions about how they might be managed within the constraints of cost-neutrality. These are set out in the box below.

Key Messages from Our Review of the Current System Going Forward

	Understanding and take-up of current passported benefits varies: options for the future should embrace simplicity and a more joined-up approach.

Consideration should be given to integrating passported benefits more effectively and the extent to which new approaches might be more beneficial for claimants, officials and providers.
Many of the passported benefits are preventative in that they seek to promote better education and health outcomes: as such they are universal benefits, important for everyone all of the time (for example, healthy meals, regular optical and dental treatment, warm homes).
Some passported benefits are necessary to address specific problems when they arise: as such they should be carefully targeted and available at the time they are needed (for example, the benefits associated with access to justice). 
Passported benefits enable people to access the basic fundamentals essential to living and integrating in the UK today: they provide access to basic health care and food, to education and justice, to human rights, and more generally to social inclusion.
Eligibility to receive free school meals acts as a proxy for low income and deprivation, and therefore serves as a passport to other benefits such as the Pupil Premium: consideration should be given to whether this is the best proxy.
Given the serious impacts of caring on physical and mental health and well-being, passported benefits play a key role in enhancing carers’ quality of life and social inclusion: support to access health and leisure services is considered crucial.
Benefits-in-kind are regarded as particularly beneficial since they ensure that certain benefits are available ‘free’ at the point of need. Charging for these goods and services might mean that they are not accessed, and cash payments within UC might not be used for the purpose intended.
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	We consider delivery mechanisms in more depth in our next chapter. It is important to note, however, that the vast majority of respondents to our review argued for retaining benefits-in-kind in any future system. Respondents argued for health benefits to be provided in-kind to ensure take-up and reduce the risk of worsening health conditions which themselves reduce people’s ability to work and move off benefits. They also argued for the retention of free school meals as a benefit-in-kind, to ensure that children receive a healthy meal each day.

	In responding to the challenges posed by the introduction of UC, different options may suit different passported benefits. Both the simplification of the benefit system and the SSAC review of passported benefits were welcomed by everyone who contributed to the review. Review respondents commented that this may be a once in a generation opportunity to reduce complexity and to tackle inequalities. In the next chapter, we consider the options for change that were put forward during the review and note the pros and cons in respect of the key policy objectives.



