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15" June 2020

The Right Honourable Justin Tomlinson MP
Minister of State for Disabled People
Department of Work and Pensions

Caxton House

Tothill Street

London SW1H SNA

Dear Minister,

| hope that you and your family are all keeping well and safe. | am writing further to our
recent roundtable meeting with you of 20 May. We along with CEOs of other DPOs
attending welcome these meetings, and we would like to take you up on your offer of
scheduling them on a regular basis.

Inevitably there is limited time to raise all issues of concern with you or in depth and so we
are writing to summarise the main points from our roundtable discussion:

¢ the shift in “culture” around disabled people during the pandemic, including the
terminology being used - within weeks, the derogatory term ‘vulnerable’ is now the
one used in government at all levels, in shops, communities and in the media. We
suggested that we use ‘susceptible to Covid-19’ to maintain commitment to Social
Model of Disability, rather than suggesting all disabled people are inherently
vulnerable.

¢ the recovery phase as we move out of the pandemic and the involvement of disabled
people. This includes issues such as accessibility to transport, employment, benefits
and social care — an opportunity for you to drive improvements to the engagement
with disabled people and their organisations, as we need to see much more
meaningful, timely engagement to ensure that barriers for disabled people are
removed.

e confusion on the messages on self-isolation and shielding.

In addition, we are writing to raise the following in more detail:

¢ extending the £20 week Universal Credit increase to ESA;
e clearance of outstanding new PIP claims and mandatory reconsideration requests;

We hope that you can give reassurance that the above problems are acknowledged but as
importantly that action is being planned and taken to resolve them.

Extending the £20 week Universal Credit increase to ESA

In response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Government announced an temporary
emergency increase of £20 a week for both Universal Credit (and working tax credit).
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DR UK welcomes this increase. However, by restricting it to Universal Credit, it discriminates
against the millions of disabled people on other benefits who have not received the
same increase.

Disabled people are experiencing additional costs and risks as a result of COVID-19, but are
without the extra support they need 1o manage these. For example, paying for a taxi to go
and collect their medication because public fransport is too unsafe. They are having to put
themselves at risk by going to their local shop because they can't afford the minimum spend
needed to get a free food delivery.

A Disability Benefit Consortium (DBC) April 2020 survey of over 200 disabled people found
that:
« nearly all (95%) had seen an increase in their costs as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic.
« 92% said that they were struggling with additional food costs.

Most respondents said that getting an extra £20 a week would make a real difference to
them. In this current health emergency, no-one should be having {o choose between eating
or washing, or be unable fo afford the medications they need {o stay well.

The DBC has recently written {o the Chancellor on this issue and a petition supporting the
exiended £20 week increase has so far attracted over 115,000 signatures,

in addition, the SSAC has recently written to the Secretary of State For Work and Pensions
stating that is “of the strong view that it is increasingly untenable for this group of claimants
{o be excluded and to continue to have a lower level of income than those in receipt of
Universal Credit and Working Tax Credit”.

The SSAC recommends that a way is found fo ensure that this group of claimants - "that
includes some of the least well off" - are brought up to the same level as those in receipt of
Universal Credit as soon as it is possible to do so and that, on “grounds of equity”,
consideration should be given to backdating that uplift o 6 April 2020.

We would ask:
« if you could confirm why ESA was not increased in line with Universal Credit
(particularly in light of the removal of the work-related activity component of ESA);
« if any monitoring of ESA claimants has taken place to see if the increase is needed
and should be awarded.

PIP claims assessment and mandatory reconsiderations

The latest DWP statistical release showed for January 2020 clearance times for new PP
claims of 12 weeks and 15 weeks for reassessed claims.

We are concerned that this three month decision making time has iiself increased since the
start of the pandemic.

And that this may have been caused by a reprioritisation above disability benefits of
Universal Credit decision making.

Figures published by the DWP in response {o a parliamentary writlen question showed that
as of 27 April there were 166,630 PIP claimants with either an assessment scheduled or
awaiting scheduling.

We do welcome the DWP automatically exiending by six months short, fixed-term awards of
PIP that were due to expire during the pandemic.

This will give reassurance and stability {o existing PIP claimants.
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However, this action does not help those disabled people making new PIP claims.

We would ask that:
« you confirm what the current clearance rate of new PIP claims is; and
e if it has increased above 12 weeks, what resources and action the Department is
underiaking to reduce this wailing time.

in January 2020, the median mandatory clearance time rose to 48 days for PIP after a drop
{o 33 days in November 2019.

DR UK along with other DPOs has long complained of the inadequate and inaccurate
assessment of PIP claims.

Their poor quality is reflected in no less than three quarters of PIP appeals being upheld by
independent tribunals.

Again, we acknowledge that the DWP has sought now to gather additional written and oral
evidence that was often presented at the end of the independent appeal process.

However, while any improvement to the mandatory reconsideration process is welcome, it
does not help if the process itself is prolonged.

We would ask:
« if you could confirm what the current PIP mandalory reconsideration waiting time is.
e if it has increased above 48 days, what resources and action the Department is
underiaking to reduce this wailing time.

Thank you for your consideration of these poinis and we look forward to your response.

Thinking ahead to further meetings and involving DPOs in recovery plans we have put
{ogether some areas for fulure engagement;
« the digital divide and its impact on disabled people
e social care and impact of living in homes of multiple occupancies such as care
homes and supported housing
« advice and suppori to disabled people who use personal care workers in their
homes;
« gccessing and returning to work for those disabled people who may have to shield
for longer
the impact on job security
« and more generally our return to social living.

We look forward to hearing from you.

Yours Sincerely

Personal Data

Kamran Mallick
Chief Executive
Disability Rights UK
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