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Content 
This briefing: 

• Provides an overview of the key changes to the welfare system being brought 

forward by the coalition Government.  

• Demonstrates the extent of the impact that some of these changes are likely to 

have on people living in East Sussex and its districts. 
• Updates some of the information contained within the recent Financial Inclusion 

Report, produced by East Sussex Advice Plus and endorsed by East Sussex 

County Council.  

 

The briefing has been produced by East Sussex Advice Plus, and Jacky Everard of HARC, 

with support from Sue Hennell of Brighton Housing Trust. It has made use of some 

analysis carried out by colleagues working for the revenue and benefits sections of the 
District Councils.  

 

Welfare Reform 
Most of the benefit changes discussed in this paper are set out in the Welfare Reform 

Bill introduced by the Government on 16th February 2011.  The Bill proposes a very 

extensive set of changes to the welfare system, probably the biggest since the creation 
of the modern welfare state over 60 years ago. Changes are being put into place across 

the system, and the process of change will continue for a number of years. A number of 

the changes which do not require primary legislation have already been enacted, or are 

on the point of being enacted.  

 

The Bill is still (as of 31st January) passing through parliament, and is subject to 

amendment and change. Given the Government’s stated determination to override a 
number of the amendments that have been passed in the House of Lords, the changes 

are described here as in the original bill.   

 

Local Housing Allowance and Housing Benefit Changes 

 

From April 2011 
• Capping of Local Housing Allowance (LHA). 

• Moving from the use of the median to the 30th percentile market rent as the basis 

for the calculation for Local Housing Allowance. 

• Removal of the £15.00 excess paid to some LHA claimants.  

• Non-dependant deductions for Housing Benefit and Council Tax Benefit to be 

increased and phased in over 4 years. 

 
From January 2012 

• Single under 25 rate for Local Housing Allowance (one bedroom in shared 

accommodation) extended to single people under 35.  

• The Government contribution to discretionary housing payments will be increased 

by £40 million in each year from 2012-13.  

 
From April 2013 

• Local housing allowance rates will be up-rated in line with consumer price index 

instead of the actual percentage market rents. 

• Housing entitlements for working age people in the social sector will reflect family 

size.  



Employment Related Benefits/ Tax Credits 

 

Migration from Incapacity Benefit to Employment Support Allowance 

Since October 2008 people who cannot work as a result of illness or disability have 

claimed Employment Support Allowance rather than Incapacity Benefit. From April 2011 
existing Incapacity Benefit claimants are being re-assessed for their fitness to work, 

before potentially being placed on Employment Support Allowance.  

 

Claimants being assessed or reassessed will go through the ‘Work Capability 

Assessment’. This will result in them being: 

• Categorised as fit for work. At this point they will be paid Job Seekers Allowance 

rather than Employment Support Allowance, and be required to look for work. 
• Place in the ‘Work Related Activity Group’, denoting that they are considered to 

have limited ability to work at present, but that they are capable of preparing for 

a return to work. People in this group will claim Employment Support Allowance.  

• Placed in the ‘Support Group’ denoting that they have limited capability for work 

related activity and for work. People in this group will also claim Employment 

Support Allowance.  
 

From January 2012 

• Lone parents whose youngest child is aged 5 or above will be eligible for 

jobseekers allowance rather than income support requiring them to actively seek 

work.  

• The maximum fee that local authorities can charge for a blue badge will go up 
from £2 to £10 for badges issued with a start date of 1 January 2012.  

 

From April 2012 

• Abolition of youth Employment Support Allowance for new claimants. Existing 

claimants at that date will be able to continue claiming, but entitlement will be 

limited to 12 months. Time spent on youth Employment Support Allowance prior 

to April 2012 will count towards the time limit.  
• Couples with children must work 24 hours a week between them, with one 

partner working at least 16 hours a week in order to qualify for the WTC.  

• Contributory Employment Support Allowance time limited to one year for those in 

the work related activity group.  

• The family element of the child tax credit will be withdrawn immediately after the 

child element.  
• The period for which a tax credit claim and certain changes of circumstances can 

be backdated will be reduced from three months to one month.  

• The 50 plus element will be removed from the working tax credit.  

• A disregard of £2,500 will be introduced in the tax credits system for in-year falls 

in income.  

 

From April 2013 
• The level of in-year rises of income that will be disregarded from calculations of 

tax credit entitlement will decrease from £10,000 to £5,000.  

 

From March 2014 

• Currently ongoing migration of existing incapacity benefits claimants (incapacity 

benefit, severe disablement allowance and income support on disability grounds) 
onto employment and support allowance should be completed by the end of 

March.  

 



 

Disability Benefit Related Changes 

 

From April 2013 

• Working age Disability Living Allowance (DLA) to be replaced by a new Personal 
Independence Payment.  

 

Council Tax Benefit Changes 

 

During 2013/14 

• Abolition of Council Tax Benefit in current form. Local authorities to be required to 

create their own scheme of support, operating within the constraints of a 10% cut 
to the central government grant paying for the scheme, and maintenance of 

current levels of support for pensioners.  

 

Universal Credit/ Benefits Cap 

 

From 2013 
• A new £500 a week cap on welfare benefits will apply to combined income 

derived from benefits including jobseekers allowance, income support, 

employment support allowance, housing and council tax benefits, child benefit, 

and carers’ allowance. Benefits like social fund loans and free school meals are 

not affected, and people with disability living allowance and war widows will also 

be excluded.  
• Child benefit withdrawn from households paying tax at the higher rate..  

 

From October 2013 

• National roll out of universal credit. Between October 2013 and April 2014 those 

making a new claim will receive universal credit in place of jobseekers allowance, 

employment support allowance, housing benefit, working tax credit or child tax 

credit. Existing claimants will also be moved onto UC if they are already receiving 
one of these benefits and their circumstances change significantly.  

 

From April 2014 

• Existing claimants may be given a priority move onto universal credit if it is 

considered that they will benefit from this.  

 
From end of 2015 

• Between the end of 2015 and the end of 2017 those who have not been moved 

onto universal credit already will be moved during this time.  

 

Social Fund 

 

From April 2013 
• The Social Fund will be abolished, and Crisis Loans and Community Care Grants 

will be replaced by new locally managed funds over which local authorities will 

have discretion. Budgeting loans will be replaced by a system of ‘payments on 

account’.  



 

Impact of the Changes. 
It is not possible to predict the extent to which welfare reform as a whole will impact on 

people living in East Sussex. The system is too complex, local circumstances too 

particular, and there will be too many unintended or unexpected consequences resulting 

from the changes.  
 

However, it is clear that: 

• The Government has an overarching agenda of seeing the benefits bill reduce; 

partly through its ambition to see greater numbers of people move into work, but 

also through a mix of the tightening of eligibility requirements, increased 

targeting of benefits, and both real terms and absolute reductions in payment 
rates.  

• Unless compensatory economic growth results from these changes, less money 

will circulating in the East Sussex economy as household budgets become more 

constrained. This has implications for local economic activity and employment.  

• Mistakes will be made as new systems and rules bed in. Such mistakes might not 

be expected to be generally in favour of the claimant. It is likely that a 

considerable demand for advice and support will be generated as a result.  
• Many claimants stand to experience a considerable financial loss because of the 

changes, with some being pushed into poverty. Those whose budgets have 

already been stretched tight by inflation budgets will be particularly at risk of 

problems as the affordability of current expenditures on priority bills may be 

called into question. Particular problems may be experienced in relation to 

housing and utilities bills, and in meeting previously affordable loan repayments. 
An increase in the use of borrowing to manage budgets is also likely.  

• Levels of debt amongst affected claimants are therefore likely to rise. Given the 

relationship between debt and problems such as mental health and 

homelessness, this will have consequences for the burden on various services 

provided by the County and districts, and for advice services.  

 
It should also be reflected that the vast majority of the changes will affect households 

headed by people of working age, with older people very much protected from benefit 

reductions in the proposals.  

 

Housing and Council Tax Benefit Changes.  

The proposed changes to Housing Benefit will have a significant impact on claimants in 

both the social and private rented sectors.  
• Analysis from District Councils suggests that the changes to local Housing 

Allowance will cost claimants in East Sussex around £5m.  

• The change from the use of the median rent value to the 30th percentile rent as 

the basis for the calculation of Housing Benefit has now been brought in. 

o Families are particularly badly affected. Those living in the High Weald 

market area and renting a three bedroom property being £24.23 a week 
worse off in the coming than the current year, those doing the same in the 

‘East Sussex’ market area being £11.54 a week worse off.  

o Single people and couples are also likely to be negatively affected, 

someone renting a 1 bedroom self contained flat in Eastbourne being £5.77 

a week worse off in the coming than the current year. 

o Increasing market rates have meant that those renting homes within a 
small number of categories of property in the Eastbourne market area are 

unaffected by the changes.  



 

• DWP analysis of the impact of restrictions to the level of benefit that can be 

claimed by people in social rented housing with non occupied bedrooms suggest 

that around 32% of social renters who are claiming housing benefit will lose out. 

4 in 5 of those people will be ‘under-occupying’ by one room, losing an average of 
£11 per week. 1 in 5 of those people will be ‘under-occupying’ by two rooms 

losing an average of £20 per week.  

 

Without rents falling in response to renters’ reduced household budgets, those affected 

by the changes may struggle to pay rents, or meet other essential household costs. 

Rents for social housing will not fall, and there is little evidence of rents falling in the 

private sector.  
 

There is likely to be a resultant increase in court actions and evictions against renters in 

both the social and private sectors, and increased homelessness. Alternatively, as 

indicated above, those still paying their rent in full will have to cut back on other 

expenditures, or fall into debt.  

 
Impact of Migration from Incapacity Benefit to Employment Support Allowance 

Table 1 sets out the predicted destinations of current claimants of Incapacity Benefit/ 

Severe Disablement Allowance in East Sussex going through the Work Capability 

Assessment.  

 

The figures relate to claimant numbers as of May 2011, the most recent available. Some 
of those counted within the table will therefore have already have gone through the 

assessment. The predictions are based on DWP figures relating to the experience of the 

migration pilots, and of the rate of appeals and successful appeals amongst new and 

reassessed ESA claimants.  

 
District Number of 

Claimants 
IB + SDA 

Prediction 
of 

Allocation 
to WRAG  

Prediction of 
Allocation to 

Support 
Group  

Prediction 
of 

Designated 
Fit for 
Work 

Prediction of 
Number of 

Appeals 
Against 

Decisions 

Prediction of 
Number of 
Successful 

Appeals 

Eastbourne 3,220 1,224 966 1,030 751 300 
Hastings 4,360 1,657 1,308 1,395 1,016 407 
Lewes 2,300 874 690 736 536 214 
Rother 2,480 942 744 794 578 231 
Wealden 2,650 1,007 795 848 618 247 
East 
Sussex 15,010 5,704 4,503 4,803 3,499 1,400 

 

The assessment process itself has been criticised as being deeply flawed, indicated by 
the fact that 40% of appeals against initial decisions are determined in favour of 

claimants. ATOS, the company carrying out the assessments has been subject to 

particularly severe criticism. Concerns have included: 

• Inappropriate referral of seriously ill and disabled people to the assessment 

process, with fewer exemptions granted. 

• Inappropriate decisions not to allocate people who are seriously ill or disabled to 
the Support Group. 

• A failure to take proper account of the impact of pain, medication, difficulty in 

making a physical effort, compounding and variable conditions, fatigue. 

• A failure to take proper account of mental health problems.  



• Inaccurate reporting of findings, and ineffective and unsophisticated assessment 

tools.  

Negative impacts of the process on those affected, with a potential impact for the 

County and districts, may include: 

• Reductions in income for already poor claimants, sometimes inappropriate 
reductions.  

• Increased demand for support and advice from claimants in respect of their 

claims, appeals against decisions, and to deal with resultant debt issues.  

• Mental health problems and stress affecting vulnerable people, with potential 

implications for physical health for those going through the process.  

 

Replacement of Disability Living Allowance.  
Table 2 sets out information relating to the replacement of Disability Living Allowance by 

the new Personal Independence Payment. The Government intends that the new system 

will result in 20% savings from the budget for people of working age.  

 

The transfer of people from Disability Living Allowance to the New Personal 

Independence Payment will take a number of years, and will involved current claimants 
going through a new assessment process.  

 

It might be expected that changes will be designed to leave many of those with greater 

support needs entirely unaffected, and that many of those affected will not lose their 

entire DLA entitlement. The percentage of current claimants who will lose some benefit 

is therefore likely to be greater than 20%. 
 
District Number of 

Working Age 
DLA 

Claimants 

Total 
Amount 
Claimed 

Annually in 
East Sussex 

Number of 
People 

Negatively 
Affected- 

20% 
Estimate 

Number of 
People 

Negatively 
Affected- 

30% 
Estimate 

Number of 
People 

Negatively 
Affected- 

40% 
Estimate 

Amount of 
Annualised 
Benefit Lost 

Eastbourne 3,150 £11,533,158 630 945 1,260 £2,306,632 
Hastings 3,870 £13,788,965 774 1,161 1,548 £2,757,793 

Lewes 2,380 £8,793,148 476 714 952 £1,758,630 

Rother 2,440 £8,966,610 488 732 976 £1,793,322 
Wealden 2,770 £10,074,158 554 831 1,108 £2,014,832 
Total 14,610 £53,156,038 2,922 4,383 5,844 £10,631,208 

 

Disability organisations fear that:  

• Problems experienced as part of the migration of claimants from Incapacity 

Benefit to Employment Support Allowance will be repeated in this new 
assessment process, in particular in relation to inaccurate decisions and stress 

experienced by vulnerable claimants.  

• By extending the qualifying period for the new benefit, some disabled people, 

particularly those with mental health problems, may find themselves in crisis or 

losing their job whilst they wait for financial support.  

• Disabled people losing support may be unable to maintain themselves in work.  

• Given the overall restricted financial climate, some disabled people may see their 
lack of qualifying for support from health and social care services compounded by 

a loss of benefit. 

• Increased requirement to inform of changes to circumstances, possibly backed by 

stricter sanctions may leave some people vulnerable.  

 

 



 

 

Taken together these pressures risk: 

• Increasing the demands on services provided by the County and Districts as 

disabled people and people with mental health problems become more vulnerable 
and more at risk of falling into crisis.  

• Increasing the demand on advice services as people seek redress against 

decisions they consider unfair and inaccurate, and as some struggle financially to 

cope with a substantial loss of income.  

• A considerable reduction of the income flowing into the East Sussex economy 

based on the figures in the table above.  

 
Social Fund Abolition 

The proposals to abolish the Social Fund and hand local authorities the responsibility for 

new arrangements for providing financial support to people in crisis and people needing 

financial support to live independently are clearly very significant for the County and 

districts.  

 
Responding to these needs will require the development of new bureaucracy locally, and 

the taking of responsibility to draw up of new rules about access to support. Concerns 

have been expressed at a national level about: 

• The possibility of resource restricted local authorities using the non ring-fenced 

fund for general budget purposes. 

• A tight focus on existing social care/ social care clients leaving others who may 
need the type of support provided by the Social Fund without assistance.  

• The continuation of problems with the Social Fund which led to decisions being 

based on budgets rather than need.  



 

Updating the Financial Inclusion Report. 
This section updates some of the key financial inclusion data contained in the ESAP 

report ‘Financial Inclusion in East Sussex’ relating to benefit underclaiming and debt.  

 

Benefit Underclaiming.  
Data in this subsection is based on the most recent available estimates of benefit 

underclaiming and the most recent nationally available caseload and average claim data 

available from the DWP. 

 

Tackling benefit underclaiming may form part of a strategic response to the benefit 

changes outlined above in a number of ways: 
• By counterbalancing the economic impact of the predicted drops in income 

resulting from the benefit changes discussed above.  

• By compensating (the relatively small proportion of) individuals who may lose as 

a result of one benefit change, but may be underclaiming another benefit.  

• Investing in services aimed at the general promotion of take up of benefit 

entitlement supports services that will be of use in dealing with the increased 

demand for advice in the wake of the ‘bedding in’ difficulties that will accompany 
the implementation of welfare reforms.  

 

Benefit Underclaiming for Older People 

The County’s Financial Inclusion Steering Group is currently looking at piloting methods 

of increasing benefit take up amongst older people. The following two tables provide an 

indication of the extent to which key benefits targeted at older people are currently 
underclaimed.  

 

Table 3 sets out estimates for underclaiming of Attendance Allowance, the key benefit 

designed to support older people who need care and support because of ill health or 

physical disability. Table 4 sets out the estimates for the underclaiming of Pension 

Credit, the main income related benefit for older people.  
 
District Number 

of 
Claimants 

Amount 
Claimed Per 

Year 

60% Estimate 
Underclaimant 

Numbers 

65% estimate 
underclaimant 

numbers 

60% estimate 
amount 

underclaimed 

65% estimate 
amount 

underclaimed 

Eastbourne 3,620 £11,855,355 2,413 1,949 £7,903,570 £6,383,653 
Hastings 2,410 £7,935,262 1,607 1,298 £5,290,175 £4,272,834 
Lewes 3,120 £10,169,203 2,080 1,680 £6,779,469 £5,475,725 
Rother 3,920 £12,913,264 2,613 2,111 £8,608,843 £6,953,296 
Wealden 4,480 £14,699,776 2,987 2,412 £9,799,851 £7,915,264 
E. Sussex 17,550 £57,572,861 11,700 9,450 £38,381,907 £31,000,771 

 
District Number 

of 
Claimants 

Amount 
Claimed Per 

Year 

Lower 
Estimate 

Underclaimant 
Numbers 

Higher 
Estimate 

Underclaimant 
Numbers 

Lower 
estimate 
amount 

underclaimed 

Higher 
estimate 
amount 

underclaimed 

Eastbourne 5,120 £14,829,568 1,894 2,757 £3,478,541 £6,057,147 
Hastings 5,200 £16,529,552 1,923 2,800 £3,877,302 £6,751,507 
Lewes 4,140 £11,528,244 1,531 2,229 £2,704,156 £4,708,719 

Rother 4,760 £13,492,315 1,761 2,563 £3,164,864 £5,510,946 
Wealden 5,360 £14,577,056 1,982 2,886 £3,419,309 £5,954,009 
East Sussex 24,580 £70,956,735 9,091 13,235 £16,644,172 £28,982,328 

 



 

Underclaiming of Housing Benefit 

 

Table 5 sets out estimates for the number of people who are underclaiming Housing 

Benefit.  
 
District Number 

of 
Claimants 

Lower 
Estimate 

Underclaimant 
Numbers 

Higher 
Estimate 

Underclaimant 
Numbers 

Number of 
Claimants 

Lower 
Estimate 

Underclaimant 
Numbers 

Higher 
Estimate 

Underclaimant 
Numbers 

Private 
Rented 

   Social 
Rented 

  

Eastbourne 4,240 1,568 2,599 5,200 452 777 
Hastings 4,650 1,720 2,850 6,610 575 988 
Lewes 3,210 1,187 1,967 2,870 250 429 
Rother 3,160 1,169 1,937 2,690 234 402 

Wealden 3,350 1,239 2,053 2,860 249 427 
East 
Sussex 

18,610 6,883 11,406 20,230 1,759 3,023 

Total       
       
Eastbourne 9,440 2,020 3,376    
Hastings 11,260 2,295 3,838    
Lewes 6,080 1,437 2,396    
Rother 5,850 1,403 2,339    
Wealden 6,210 1,488 2,481    
East 
Sussex 38,840 8,642 14,429 

   

       
 

Debt.  

 

Risk Creating Events 

The key life event that puts someone at risk of falling into debt is the loss of 
employment. Table 6 sets out information relating to the number of occasions on which 

people have experienced such an event since the beginning of the recession in October 

2008.  

 

Figures on the moves off benefit have been added to demonstrate the churn in the 

labour market, itself a major challenge to household money management, and because 
moving back into work can itself result in people being more vigorously pursued by 

creditors.  

 
District Average Moving Onto 

Work Related Benefits 
in Month since 
October 2008 

Total Moves Onto 
Work Related Benefits 

since October 2008 

Average Moving 
Off Work Related 

Benefits in 
Month since 
October 2008 

Total Moves Off 
Work Related 
Benefits since 
October 2008 

Eastbourne 483 18,830 463 18,060 

Hastings 566 22,075 531 20,710 

Lewes 367 14,295 352 13,720 
Rother 303 11,830 286 11,155 
Wealden 368 14,350 351 13,680 



East Sussex 2087 81380 1983 77,325 

‘The Squeezed’ 

Considerable political attention has been focused recently on people in employment but 

on relatively low wages, a group that has been termed ‘the squeezed’ by the Resolution 

Foundation. People in this group are too well off to access extensive support from the 

benefits system, but have not benefited from economic processes driving increases in 
incomes for people higher up the income scale.  

 

Many households in this situation may rely on a part time income from a second earner 

to maintain living standards. They are likely to currently face particular pressures on 

household budgets resulting from relatively static incomes in the context of rising 

prices. Those within this group already on the tightest budgets may be particularly at 

risk of falling into debt.  
 

East Sussex may be characterised as having an economy characterised by relatively 

high levels of employment, but also one of generally lower than average wages, with 

high levels of reliance on part time employment.  

 

Table 7 sets out some of the data which suggests strongly that many people in East 
Sussex are likely to belong to ‘the squeezed’.  

 

District Full Time 
Weekly Pay 

Male Full Time 
Weekly Pay 

Female Full 
Time Weekly 

Pay 

Percentage 
Workforce Part 

Time 

Female Part 
Time Hourly 

Pay 
Eastbourne £440 £492 £429 37.2% £8.35 
Hastings £419 £451 £385 36.4% £6.88 
Lewes £501 £518 £458 33.4% £9.68 
Rother £470 £577 £381 36.8% £7.68 
Wealden £570 £637 £495 33.3% £8.54 
East Sussex £488 £540 £428 35.3% £8.29 
South East £554 £607 £464 31.0% £8.70 
Great Britain £503 £542 £446 31.2% £8.12 
 
The numbers of people in part time employment are particularly significant in the 

context of the changes to the tax credit hours threshold described above; from April 

2012 couples with children must work 24 hours a week between them, with one partner 

working at least 16 hours a week in order to qualify for Working Tax Credit. 

 

National figures suggest that as many as 212,000 people in the UK may be affected by 

this change, with over 80,000 potentially losing their entire entitlement to working tax 
credit of £3,870. There are fears that the change, which impacts on a group of people 

with average household incomes of less than £17,000 , will have perverse employment 

and domestic incentives. 

 

It is impossible to estimate the extent to which this change may have on people on East 

Sussex based on limitations in the data available. However, around 35% of those 
working part time in East Sussex work between 16 and 24 hours per week, the group 

who will be affected.  

 



 

Mortgage Struggles 

Table 8 captures data relating to one of the particular struggles that many people who 

can be characterised as ‘squeezed’ may be facing, the struggle to pay the mortgage.  

• The figure in the second column relates to an estimate, based on recent national 
research by YouGov/ Shelter, of the numbers of local households who have paid 

for their mortgage through their credit card or another loan over the last 12 

months, a clear indication off financial stress.  

• The figure in the third column is an estimate of the number of local people who 

are in arrears of 2.5% or above, based on national figures from the Council of 

Mortgage Lenders.  This figure has fallen since the financial inclusion report.  

 
District Estimate of Numbers of 

Mortgage Holders Struggling 

to Meet Mortgage Costs 

Estimate of Total 

Mortgages in Serious 

Arrears 

Eastbourne 2,588 248 

Hastings 2,081 200 

Lewes 2,816 270 

Rother 2,624 252 

Wealden 4,374 420 

East Sussex 14,481 1,390 

 


