The NI Welfare Reform Group welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Department for Social Development’s Consultation Personal Independence Payment Assessment Moving around activity. 
 About the Welfare Reform Group 
The Welfare Reform Group is an umbrella grouping of organisations that campaign for positive changes to policy, service provision and legislation for those in receipt of social security while also providing advice and support to other advice giving organisations and disadvantaged persons in their capacity as individual members of the Group.
The Group supports an equality and human rights-based approach to the provision of social security which demonstrates an understanding of and focus on the needs and choices of all in receipt of benefits.
Introduction 
The Northern Ireland Welfare Reform Group welcomes this opportunity to provide comment on the Moving around activity. The regulations depart from the Government’s original consultation on PIP in determining eligibility for mobility based on a claimant’s ability to walk 20 metres rather than 50 metres as originally proposed.  The 20 metre rule represents a key change to the mobility component of the DLA. Currently under DLA an individual is entitled to the higher rate of the mobility component if they are ‘unable or virtually unable to walk more than around 50 metres’. The PIP criteria state that only those who, ‘Can stand and move more than 1 metre but no more than 20 metres, either aided or unaided’ will qualify for the enhanced rate of the mobility component. We are concerned that this measure will leave those in significant need without the financial support they rely on to live their lives independently. 

We are also conscious of other issues directly related to the mobility component of PIP. The NI Welfare Reform Group recently responded to the Department for Regional Development’s consultation on the Blue Badge Scheme to explore options for automatic eligibility for a Blue Badge after the change from DLA to PIP is introduced in Northern Ireland. At present individuals can obtain a Blue Badge either through automatic qualification because they receive the higher rate of the mobility component of DLA or applying directly to DRD's Roads service - Blue Badge unit under the 'with further assessment' category. We believe that removing or restricting the link between Personal Independence Payment (PIP) and Blue Badge eligibility will potentially serve to isolate these individuals, many of whom already face significant barriers to participation. We recommend that the Department examines this issue in further detail.

Eligibility; 20 v 50 Metre Rule 
The Welfare Reform Group understands that it is challenging to set a distance to assess the impact of different individual’s ability to mobilise. Nevertheless, a 50 metre benchmark distance is widely used as an effective measure of significant mobility impairment e.g other disability related benefits such as the Blue Badge scheme and in official guidance on creating an accessible built environment , including the siting of disabled parking spaces adjacent to public and commercial buildings. Moreover, in the notes to the second draft of the PIP criteria , November 2011, DEP state on page 61 ;  ‘50 metres  is considered to be the distance that an individual is required to be able to walk in order to achieve a basic level of independence…’.  We are concerned that the use of 20 metres lacks a sound and substantial evidence base to effectively assess mobility. We, therefore, recommend that the Department reinstates the use of 50 metres as opposed to 20 metres to identify those in significant need. 

Financial Impact 
The enhanced rate of PIP is currently worth £55.25 a week. By removing eligibility from the enhanced rate to the standard rate, claimants will lose approximately £33.25 per week in weekly income. 
As a benefit specifically designed to contribute to the extra costs of disability, if removed from claimants, it will impact adversely on services and resources provided by other public agencies. A recent analysis by Disability Rights UK on the impact of the lower numbers of claimants who will be eligible for support found that there will be a knock on effect in other areas of government spending i.e dependence on other benefits, loss of Treasury NI/income tax losses, and increased NHS and assessment costs. ‘Consideration of cutting welfare has appeared to view DLA payments as deadweight expenditure’.[footnoteRef:1]  The idea that DLA represents a ‘nil return’ means of supporting people is inaccurate and it is essential that accounting for the additional cost of disability remains at the forefront of PIP implementation. [1:  Disability Rights UK., Impact Assessing the Abolition of Working Age DLA, April 2012] 


Loss of Motability 
Government projections demonstrate that over 428,000 people will no longer qualify for the enhanced rate of the mobility component. The ‘We are Spartacus’ campaign group produced a report called ‘Emergency Stop’ analyzing these figures. The report estimated that 428,000 fewer working age disabled people qualifying for the higher PIP rate by 2018 would result in 160,000 fewer Motability cars on the road.  In Northern Ireland it is projected that 6% of claimants will lose out on the enhanced mobility component.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  DSD Northern Ireland Personal Independence Payment Information Booklet, March 2013.  Please note that these statistics are based on a very small sample size only consider those how would be re-assessed under natural reassessment from October 2015.
] 

We would welcome further clarification about eligibility for the Motability Scheme, for example, will a three-year lease for a Motability car, signed when the claimant was a recipient of higher rate DLA mobility component, be terminated if that person is found ineligible for the Motability Scheme under PIP. We believe it is important for the Department to provide certainty on these issues before reassessment of the working-age DLA caseload commences.
Conclusion
We are pleased to respond to this consultation. If there is any further way in which we can contribute to the consultation process we would welcome the opportunity to do so. 
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