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CPAG response to Work and Pensions Committee inquiry into benefit delivery, September 2015 

1. Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) has worked for almost 50 years to prevent and relieve poverty 

among children and families in the UK. We have a wide range of expertise and evidence from 

which we draw in this submission. Each year, we author and publish The Welfare Benefits and Tax 

Credits Handbook, the authoritative guide to social security in the UK; provide specialist advice 

and training to expert and non-expert frontline advisers; coordinate and collate evidence from the 

National Association of Welfare Rights Workers; collect evidence and case studies of the impacts 

of welfare reform in Scotland through the Early Warning System (EWS); and are currently 

providing frontline welfare rights advice to food bank users in Tower Hamlets.  

 

2. We draw in particular from our work with food bank users in Tower Hamlets, where we have had 

at least one welfare rights adviser in place since August 2013. We also worked in partnership with 

the Church of England, Oxfam, and the Trussell Trust in conducting work into food bank use, 

drawing from three sources of evidence: in-depth interviews and telephone follow up with 40 

food bank users from 7 food banks; additional administrative data collection from more than 900 

food bank users from 3 food banks; and in-depth caseload analysis of 178 clients with whom a 

CPAG welfare rights adviser based at Tower Hamlets Foodbank worked during 2013/14. This led to 

the publication of a joint report, ‘Emergency Use Only’, in November 2014, some key information 

from which is included within this submission. 

 

The extent to which the DWP delivers benefit and Universal Credit payments correctly and promptly 

Promptly 

3. The clearance time targets for processing of new claims for DWP benefits, as per Ministerial 

answer, are flawed in two key aspects:1 

 for many people, waiting this length of time for benefit payment is likely to lead to 

hardship (the flaws in mitigating this hardship will be dealt with below); 

 even where targets are met, this may still leave substantial numbers of people waiting for 

an indefinite period of time. 

 

4. CPAG’s experience is that many claimants face substantial waits for benefits, often running into 

months. Particular causes of such an outcome include newly recognised refugees who lack a 

National Insurance number; EEA migrants; and those who have health – particularly mental health 

– barriers to providing correct information. 

Examples from CPAG research project into delays in processing benefit and tax credit claims by 

migrants, 2013 

 

Example 1, National Insurance number issue (from Refugee Council): On receiving his notification 

of refugee status, Mr G had 28 days to move from asylum support to work or mainstream 

                                                           
1 Hansard, House of Commons, 6 November 13, Column 188W reveals targets for a certain percentage of 
benefits to be processed within a certain number of days as follows: JSA – 90% within 16 days; IS – 90% within 13 
days; ESA – 85% within 16 days 



benefits. Only then would his housing benefit application be considered.  

 

Despite applying for a National Insurance number immediately, it took five weeks for one to be 

issued; his benefit application took a further week to be processed. He had two weeks with no 

income at all. This is a common occurrence with many clients unable to make a smooth 

transition from asylum support to mainstream welfare support. This represents a significant 

period of destitution risk for newly recognised refugees. 

 

Example 2, EEA migrants issue (evidence from a case in which CPAG has acted for migrant 

claimants in securing an end to administrative delay): YG is a Spanish national. She came to the 

UK on 22 October 2013, and began working on the day she arrived. She is a single parent with 

two daughters, MG (aged 13), and GG (born 4 March 2013). Her youngest daughter has Down’s 

Syndrome and a hole in her heart. It took HMRC 34 days to determine her claim for child benefit.  

It took DWP 55 days to determine her claim for income support, and then only after a pre-action 

letter was sent by CPAG.  A chronology for YG is provided in Appendix 1. 

 

 

5. There are particular issues with delays for those claiming disability benefits, notably ESA. During 

the fieldwork for the ‘Emergency Use Only’ research, mandatory reconsideration of ESA decisions 

emerged as a major cause of delay, a process which could take months, during which ESA was not 

paid, as well as delays for those refused mandatory reconsideration due to the time taken for the 

DWP to receive notice of an appeal, and then to act by reinstating payment. Other issues included 

medical certificates not being logged by the DWP during the ‘assessment phase’ or when an 

appeal is pending; and claimants failing to return a form or attend a medical, because such 

claimants’ entitlement cannot be established by providing medical certificates. 

 

Examples from CPAG Scotland’s Early Warning System of delays to payment of disability 

benefits 

 

Example 1: The client claimed ESA, failed the work capability assessment in January, asked for 

mandatory reconsideration, and got an oral response (by phone), but no written response. She 

made a new claim for ESA in April as her condition had worsened, and got a reply back in June 

stating that she did not have a limited capability for work. At the end of June, she received the 

mandatory reconsideration notice from January, so appealed that decision. The DWP incorrectly 

told her that she can't get ESA pending appeal because of the decision on her second application.  

 

Example 2: A client with mental health problems claimed ESA and PIP in June 2014. ESA was not 

put into payment until August as additional information was required, as the client had been self-

employed and he owns a share of a property. The client applied for a crisis grant from the Scottish 

Welfare Fund in the meantime, but it was initially refused as the client was not in receipt of a 

qualifying benefit. As of January 2015, the client was still waiting for a work capability assessment 

and PIP assessment. Due the client's remote rural location, he would be entitled to a home visit, 

but he has been unable to get any indication of timescales from the DWP, causing him great 

distress and further exacerbating his mental health problems. The delays have contributed to 



additional work for the CAB, and the social work and health services that support the client.   

 

 

Correctly 

6. Regarding new claims, there are issues present at various stages of the process. Claimants are 

often given incorrect advice from the DWP, which can then dissuade them from claiming the 

appropriate entitlements. The remedy for this is limited, insofar as redress via backdating is time 

restricted.  

Examples from CPAG’s casework at Tower Hamlets food bank 

 

Example 1: A client was told by JCP staff that she could not claim housing benefit until her JSA 

had been awarded. 

 

Example 2: A client with learning difficulties whose older children are in care and is pregnant was 

told she could not claim a Maternity Grant from the social fund as she has older children aged 

under 16. That is incorrect as this rule takes effect only if the client is responsible for the 

children. 

 

 

Examples from CPAG Scotland’s Early Warning System 
 
Example 1: A client tried to claim ESA while she was off work sick, but was told that she would not 

be entitled as she was in receipt of WTC. (She was not entitled to statutory sick pay because her 

earnings were too low.) However, the advice was incorrect, as you can be treated as not in full 

time work while off sick. The client has had one crisis grant of £32 from the Scottish Welfare Fund. 

 

Example 2: A lone parent was told by the Jobcentre that she needs to stop claiming income 

support now that her child is 3. 

 

 

 

7. With regard to processing claims that have been properly made, CPAG’s experience is that non-

routine claims are subject to a high rate of error. 

Examples from CPAG’s casework at Tower Hamlets food bank 

 

Example 1: A client was not getting child benefit (CB). She was responsible for a child under 3. She 

was claiming income support, and DWP checked whether she was getting CB, and then refused 

the claim on the basis that she was not responsible for the children. That is incorrect as, when no 

CB is awarded to anyone else, the person with whom the children live is the person responsible for 

them. 

 

Example 2: A client is a British citizen by descent. She did not have a passport. DWP refused her 



claim on the basis that she was subject to immigration control. DWP refused to look at our 

evidence that the client is British by descent, and demanded she produce a British passport (which 

she did not have). 

 

 

8. Data from successful appeals against decisions, notably sanctions and work capability 

assessments, suggest that a substantial number of errors are made initially. It should be noted 

that this data does not account for situations where claimants have chosen not to appeal an 

incorrect decision, whether through lack of knowledge, fear, or a lack of confidence.  

 

9. Regarding the administration of sanctions, there is substantial evidence of sanctions being 

imposed erroneously, or for trivial reasons. We would refer to the Committee to CPAG’s 

submission to its inquiry into benefit sanctions, submitted in December 2014. 

 

Example of sanctions issue from ‘Emergency Use Only’ research, 2014 

 

One man interviewed in Tower Hamlets by a CPAG researcher as part of the project (but whose 

testimony was not published as part of the final report) had been sanctioned, and had his JSA 

stopped for two weeks, for failing to attend an appointment he received no letter about. His 

landlord, about whom he has unsuccessfully complained to the council, restricts his access to his 

letterbox, and he has learning difficulties which mean that he needs assistance to read the letters 

that he does receive. Explaining what happened when he told the Jobcentre about not having 

received his letter, he said: ‘they said we can’t do nothing about it; you will have to sort it out 

yourself. That’s not a very nice thing to say. They know my situation, they know about my illness 

[he is diabetic] and everything, but they don’t really bother’. As a result, he was left unaware of his 

right to appeal the decision. 

 

 

Examples from CPAG Scotland’s Early Warning System of incorrectly applied sanctions 

 

 A client was sanctioned for missing an appointment with his Work Programme provider. 

The letter informing him of the appointment arrived at his home on 27th June 2014. It was 

dated 26th June 2014 and informed him of an appointment which he had to attend on 

25th June 2014. Despite showing this letter to Jobcentre Plus staff and being assured a 

sanction would not be applied, he was subsequently sanctioned.  

 The client, who has a three year old and a fifteen year old, was sanctioned for being ten 

minutes late for an appointment because of problems with public transport. She was 

assured by the receptionist and an advisor at her Work Programme provider that she 

shouldn’t worry as she would not be sanctioned. Despite this, the client was subsequently 

sanctioned for three weeks.  

 A 19 year old woman failed to attend an appointment with Jobcentre Plus because she had 

been told to do unpaid work experience at the Commonwealth Games on the same day. 

Despite providing signed and date stamped evidence of this from her Work Programme 

provider, she was sanctioned for three months (because this was her second sanction).   



 

 

10. The in-depth interviews in the ‘Emergency Use Only’ research brought to light a range of 

difficulties in navigating the benefit system from the point of view of claimants. Some clients cited 

a lack of information about what help was available or what they needed to do to access it, 

leading in many cases to under-claiming. Many interviewed clients were dissatisfied with their 

experience of Jobcentre Plus, citing ‘judgemental’ and ‘unsympathetic’ treatment by staff, lack of 

support, and wrong or misleading information. 

 

11. Communication when navigating the benefit system emerged as an area of difficulty both in the 

in-depth interviews and as part of the welfare rights case work. For some food bank clients, 

difficulties were encountered in communicating with benefits processing offices, requiring access 

to a telephone as well as the persistence and confidence to pursue issues over the phone. Several 

clients of the welfare rights service at Tower Hamlets reported having insufficient credit to make 

phone calls, particularly significant since the removal of dedicated phone points to call benefit 

delivery centres from their local Jobcentre Plus office. 

 

The impact of errors and delays and how such effects are mitigated 

12. The quantitative evidence from the three food banks taking part in that element of the research 

(Durham, Epsom and Ewell and Tower Hamlets), gives a good indication of the extent to which 

problems with benefit delivery affect users of food banks. Between 28% and 34% of those for 

whom forms were filled out reported claiming a benefit that had not been decided yet. This is 

consistent with national figures from the Trussell Trust for the UK between January-April 2014, 

showing that 30% of vouchers cited ‘benefit delays’ as the reason for referral.  

 

13. Furthermore, of those awaiting a benefit decision, under half were aware that they could apply for 

a short-term benefit advance (STBA), ranging from 47% in Durham to 6 out of 25 and 6 out of 46 in 

Epsom and Ewell and Tower Hamlets respectively.2 Only 26% had applied for an STBA in Durham 

(and 5 each in Epsom and Ewell and Tower Hamlets, and only 9% had been awarded an STBA in 

Durham (and 4 and 1 in Epsom and Ewell and Tower Hamlets respectively). Knowledge of local 

welfare assistance schemes (LWAS) ran at similar levels, at between 36% and 51%, with between 

11% and 35% having received support from the LWAS in their area. This is not indicative of the 

emergency safety net support in these areas being fit for purpose. 

 

14. Evidence from our welfare rights caseload at Tower Hamlets food bank suggests that, unless a 

person seeks advice or highlights their difficulties to the DWP, they have little chance of even 

finding out that they can claim an STBA. When the ‘Emergency Use Only’ research was originally 

conducted, people were not automatically told about them when making a benefit claim; and 

there was no information, other than the regulations published on the ‘.gov’ website, about their 

availability. The government has since committed to providing more information to claimants 

                                                           
2 Percentages are given for Durham and numbers for Epsom and Ewell and for Tower Hamlets due to differences 
in sample sizes. 



online, updating staff guidance, and reminding staff of the process for applying for an STBA. CPAG 

welfare rights advisers at Tower Hamlets food bank report that there has been no observable 

impact of these changes on the awareness of clients with whom they work at the food bank. It is 

vital that the DWP conducts a rigorous assessment of the impact of these changes nationally. 

 

15. The caseload analysis allowed us to identify typologies of the benefit issues faced. In particular, we 

identified problems associated with waiting for benefits: 

 

 a lack of access to short-term benefit advances when delays occur;  

 significant issues with the sanctions regime; and  

 problems associated with disability benefits.  

 

16. Many of these findings were bolstered by evidence from the in-depth interviews, with all three 

sources of evidence thus giving a consistent picture of the issues around benefit delivery. 

 

17. Analysis of the Tower Hamlets caseload identified that extensive waiting periods can occur 

between benefit claim and decision; between award and payment; and where an award had 

ended but that decision was being challenged. 

 

18. It regularly proves difficult to remedy problems that have arisen that lead to errors and delays. 

Placing calls is difficult, and even when a claimants gets through to an operator, they are not 

speaking to decision makers. The process for contacting the Department by letter is slow, due to 

the processes involved, e.g. it takes the DWP ten days to receive a letter. 

 

Example of judicial review intervention by CPAG due to official error 

 

Ms B had been in receipt of income-related employment and support allowance (ESA) for 

more than eighteen months, as she was suffering from serious mental health problems. She 

was initially placed in the work-related activity group, but was later moved to the support 

group. After an anonymous allegation via the national benefit fraud hotline, Ms B was sent a 

letter requesting that she attend an interview. However, she did not receive the letter, and 

therefore did not attend the interview. A second letter was sent, suspending her benefit, and 

requesting that she contact the compliance officer dealing with her case, but without 

requesting any evidence or information from Ms B. Again, she did not receive this letter. 

 

CPAG advisers contacted the appropriate benefit delivery centre on her behalf. They explained 

that they were seeking a revision of the termination decision on the grounds that the 

information requirement for termination had not been met. The delivery centre staff 

explained that the question was one for the compliance officer involved (based the claimant’s 

local Jobcentre Plus). The compliance officer responded that the matter was one for the 

decision maker in the benefit delivery centre. CPAG advisers contacted the delivery centre, 

requesting to pass the matter to a decision maker. The delivery centre responded that the 

decision could not be changed unless the compliance officer dealt with the substantive issue 

which had caused benefit to be suspended. 

 



As a result, the claimant was not able challenge the decision. In spite of the second letter 

stating that Ms B had a right to request a mandatory reconsideration, her attempt to do this 

was met with responses from both the compliance officer and the decision maker placing 

responsibility on each other for this. This confusion forced CPAG to intervene in the form of a 

judicial review, seeking a revision of the decision, and resulted in hardship for the young 

woman concerned.  

 

 

 

How the Department’s performance in this area might be monitored and improved 

 

19. Regarding monitoring, a fundamental problem with the existing clearance time target is that there 

is no information regarding the 10% of claimants (15% in the case of ESA) who do not need to 

have their claims processed within the current target times in order for those targets to be met. 

We would urge the DWP to publish data on how long it took those claims not processed within the 

target times to be resolved. At present, there is a lack of protection for a significant minority of 

claimants, and further information on how the DWP is performing with regard to this claimants is 

an essential element in ensuring accountability.  

 

20. Furthermore, we recommend that the DWP produce data on how long claims take, broken down 

by whether a client has a protected characteristic under equalities legislation. Without such data 

being produced, it is impossible to assess whether discrimination has occurred.  

 

21. Relatedly, maximum processing times should be imposed for dealing with mandatory 

reconsideration requests. Currently, there are no set criteria for processing these requests and 

despite some apparent improvements in administration more recently, it remains the case that 

many requests can take weeks, if not months, to have a decision made upon them. 

 

22. Regarding communication, a simpler, more transparent and efficient process for sending and 

receiving post and email is required both to speed up benefit delivery, and to speed up the 

resolution of problems. At present, these systems are compounding problems and acting as 

barriers to seeking redress.  

 

23. CPAG have previously presented (in conjunction with partner organisations as part of the 

‘Emergency Use Only’ research) a number of technical improvements to the administration of the 

benefit system that we believe would lead to a significant reduction in delays and hardship for 

claimants. These are available in full in the report, but we summarise some key recommendations 

below: 

 

 improve access to short-term benefit advances: increase awareness, simplify the claim 

process, and improve data collection to identify support needs; 

 reform sanctions policy and practice: increase access to hardship payments, clarify 

communications about sanctions, mitigate the impact whilst a sanction is being 

reconsidered and address issues for housing benefit; 



 improve the ESA regime: ensure claimants are not left without income whilst challenging a 

decision, or because of missing medical certificates or missed appointments; 

 sustain and improve access to emergency financial support through local welfare 

assistance schemes and the Scottish Welfare Fund; 

 ensure that Jobcentres provide an efficient and supportive service for all clients, including 

through reinstating access to telephone lines in Jobcentres and making email addresses 

available for claimants to correspond with the relevant office within Jobcentre Plus. 

 

24. Where at all possible, changes to policy and practice around benefits administration should be 

enacted within legislation. This will help to ensure that government announcements are followed 

through, that there is full accountability, and that improvements to benefit administration are 

framed in terms of rights for claimants. 

  



Appendix 1: Chronology in YG’s case 

22 October 2012 YG arrives in the UK and starts work as a cleaner 20 hours a week for three 

employers. 

28 February 2013 YG goes on unpaid maternity leave for 52 weeks. 

4 March 2013 Her daughter GG is born.   

26 March 2013 GG is discharged.  They are accommodated by social services who make ad hoc 

payments of £50 vouchers every two weeks.  YC applies for Child Benefit. 

27 March 2013 YG applies for Income Support by telephone. 

15 April 2013 YG receives a copy of her statement to sign.  She goes to the Job Centre the 

same day and hands it in together with her Spanish passport, letters from her 

employers, her employment contract, payslips and confirmation of her NINO. 

22 April 2013 CG is taken into hospital because of breathing difficulties. 

24 April 2013 YG is requested to attend the Job Centre again to complete a change of 

address form.   

25 April 2013 YG applies for Child Tax Credits. 

29 April 2013 First payment of Child Benefit made (DELAY: 34 days) 

3 May 2013 YG is again requested to attend the Job Centre.  She takes all her documents 

and a letter from her adviser requesting them to make a decision by 10 May. 

9 May 2013 YG receives forms HRT2 11 (requesting information on how she meets the 

habitual residence test)and HRT2(R) (requesting information on the right to 

reside test).  She returns them immediately. 

13 May 2013 Client sees CPAG’s solicitor 

14 May 2013 CPAG’s solicitor writes pre-action letter to DWP explaining that they have 

enough evidence that YG is a worker on maternity leave and therefore not a 

person from abroad.  The letter warns of legal proceedings unless a decision is 



made within 14 days. 

16 May 2013 YG is granted an interim payment of income support. 

21 May 2013 YG is granted income support and first payment made (DELAY: 55 days) 

 

 


