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1. About the Welfare Reform Group  

The Welfare Reform Group is an umbrella grouping of organisations that campaign for positive 

and progressive 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. In this briefing we outline significant issues likely to be presented by 

implementation of the Welfare Reform Bill in Northern Ireland. 

This briefing has been endorsed by the following organisations:  
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Introduction 

The welfare reform agenda has been described as the most radical change to the social welfare 

system in a generation. Its most high profile measure will see a new benefit, Universal Credit, 

being introduced from April 2014, replacing six existing means tested benefits and tax credits 

for working age people. As enabling legislation, the Bill only provides an outline of Universal 

Credit with detail left to regulations, still to be published, including, most crucially, the amount 

of benefit, the details of how the size criteria for public sector housing will work in Housing 

Benefit and housing credit, how childcare costs are to be included, the rate at which benefit will 

be withdrawn as earnings increase and the role of passport benefits. Without more detail it is 

difficult to ascertain who will gain and who will lose under the new system.  

It is crucial to focus on the economic as well as the social security impact of the welfare reform 

changes with about £500 million being taken out of the Northern Ireland economy. The recent 

budget flagged up unspecified cuts to social security for 2015/2016 onwards, likely to take 

substantial further amounts out of the Northern Ireland economy. 

The Issue of Parity  

Section 87 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 provides that the Secretary of State (of Work and 

Pensions) and the Northern Ireland minister responsible for Social Security shall from time to 

time consult with one another with the view to securing that, to the extent agreed between 

them, the legislation to which this section applies provides a single system of social security, 

child support and pensions for the United Kingdom.  

The legislation does not require social security parity, but does signal the desirability of 

providing co-ordinated systems of social security and the requirement for consultation. Social 

security remains, however, a transferred matter with separate primary and secondary 

legislation with its own administrative arrangements. We also recognize the arrangements 

made between the Treasury and devolved administrations mean that savings made by doing 

things differently in social security go back to the Treasury while extra expenditure must be met 

with the Northern Ireland’s block grant.  

While benefit rates are universal across the UK, there are significant differences in the provision 

of social security locally which recognize the particular circumstances applying in Northern 

Ireland.  We understand that the Department for Social Development is unlikely to move away 

from the major thrust of the Westminster welfare reform proposals which will result in 

significant parts of the Northern Ireland Bill following provisions enacted in Great Britain.  It is 

possible, however, that a different approach may be taken to a number of the measures 

contained within the Bill and the subsequent regulations and guidance. In practice, we are not 

seeking an alternative social security system for Northern Ireland, but rather, a tailored 
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Northern Ireland approach to the issues presented in the Welfare Reform Bill. It is imperative 

that the proposed changes will work effectively in practice for Northern Ireland. In particular, 

the Northern Ireland Executive has established a Social Protection Fund of £20 million a year 

and this should be added to and used to ameliorate the worst effects of welfare reform. 

 

The Northern Ireland Context  

The NI Welfare Reform Group welcomed the Minister for Social Development’s announcement 

that changes had been secured in relation to the way Universal Credit will be paid. We are 

cautious that while these flexibilities have been achieved, the Department needs to closely 

examine what other steps can be taken to protect households affected by these changes.  The 

Department should carefully consider, for example, the under–occupation penalty in public 

rented housing, the level of conditionality and sanctions proposed under the Welfare Reform 

Bill and the impact of the lack of childcare provision across Northern Ireland as a barrier to lone 

parents and others getting back to work.  

DWP in Great Britain have yet to publish the final version of the Universal Credit regulations 

which will not be laid until after the pre-budget report on 5th December. Particular areas of 

concern to address are the crucial details governing entitlement to housing credit within 

Universal Credit, confirmation of the rates of personal allowances, and other additions, 

childcare costs, earnings disregards and the details of what will be required of people in all the 

work related requirements.  In addition, the details of the daily living activities and daily 

mobility activities which will govern entitlement to Personal Independence Payment are left to 

the regulations. These will clearly be central issues relating to work incentives and the level of 

support for people in and out of work and people with disabilities.  

The flexibility to do things differently in a Northern Ireland context lies very much within the 

detail of the regulations. As a result the scrutiny process must find a way of addressing where 

the scope for specific flexibilities exists. It is unlikely that following ‘the bedding in period’ of the 

confirmatory procedure, that there will be much scope to amend the legislation in the future.  

 

Northern Ireland Circumstances  

Northern Ireland presents particular circumstances with regards to welfare reform.  In 

particular, the following overarching issues need to be addressed in the scrutiny process and a 

realistic debate held on what can be done differently:  
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Economic Climate and Unemployment 

All the economic forecasts demonstrate that Northern Ireland will come out of recession more 

slowly. The Department for Employment and Learning figures show a 22% reduction in job 

vacancies this year while Northern Ireland’s working age employment rate remained below the 

UK average (71.3%) and now has the lowest rate among the twelve UK regions.1 The 

employment rate for those aged 16-64 is estimated at 66.7%, this is down 0.6 percentage 

points over the year.  

 

Work Programme  

The Work Programme was introduced in Great Britain in June 2011, while any equivalent is not 

expected to happen in Northern Ireland until at least April 2013. The Steps 2 Success 

programme, recently out for consultation by DEL, and other initiatives will be less 

comprehensive than its equivalent in Britain given the limited resources and funding available. 

In Great Britain the policy approach has been that the Work Programme is the carrot and 

increased conditionality the stick. If Northern Ireland is getting less of the former then less of 

the latter is appropriate.  

 

Conditionality and Sanctions  

Sanctions arrangements is an area where operational flexibilities could be put in place and the 

Department should be pressed hard on this issue with specific undertakings given. 

There are a number of issues to consider.  They include; 

(i) is the increased level of sanctions proportionate given its impact on the rest of the 

household including children?  We would suggest the increase is disproportionate and that 

sanctions of 13 weeks, 26 weeks and 3 years are too long. 

(ii) regulations in Britain only provide five working days for a claimant to establish good 

reason before a sanction is applied.  The penalty for non-compliance will be increased sharply 

so therefore a longer period to provide details of a good reason should also be provided.  We 

would suggest an increase to at least 15 working days to show reasonable cause. 

                                                           
1
 DETI., Northern Ireland Labour Market Report October 2012   
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(iii) the DWP has introduced some of the increased sanctions arrangements for JSA and ESA 

in advance to broadly align with UC.  This seems unnecessary given that the apparent 

advantages of Universal Credit are not available to claimants in the interim. 

(iv) a sanction for failing to take up more paid work or better paid work is new and raises 

questions of the appropriateness of such a provision. 

(v) EU migrants will be placed in the ‘all work requirements’ category regardless of their 

circumstance. This is unjustifiable and almost certainly unlawful. 

 

Childcare 

The lack of a childcare strategy, statutory duty and development of comprehensive provision 

leaves Northern Ireland where Britain was in 1997 according to the former Chief Executive of 

the Daycare Trust. Arguments of parity must take into account the lack of provision of 

affordable childcare compared to Britain.  If the infrastructure to support the introduction of 

many of the clauses within the Bill is not in place, we would urge the Assembly to work on 

developing and implementing an effective childcare strategy to enable lone parents and others 

to take up work. Furthermore, with high unemployment the current economic climate will 

make it difficult for lone parents to secure jobs that allow them to combine their work and 

family life.  Finally, there is a potentially adverse impact on child poverty if lone parents are 

exposed to the risk of benefit sanctions.  

Being able to find affordable and accessible childcare can be the crucial factor in deciding 

whether to enter into work or remaining in employment is more financially viable for many 

parents. We already have operational differences with lone parents signing on every 13 weeks 

in Northern Ireland as opposed to every fortnight in Great Britain.  There is a need to explore 

what else can be done to ensure resources that are devoted to encouraging people back to 

work can be deployed most effectively. As a result, a light touch approach should be applied 

operationally to sanctions on lone parents and others with childcare difficulties.  

 

Child Poverty 

Child poverty stands at more than one in four children, recent figures from DSD show that over 

120,000 children, or 28%, were living in poverty in 2009/10 – an increase of 3%,  making 

Northern Ireland the only region of the UK where child poverty figures actually rose in 2009/10. 

Compared to 28% in Northern Ireland, the UK figures are 20% - this differential between 

Northern Ireland and GB is the biggest ever seen.  Moreover 21 % of children live in persistent 
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child poverty which is more than double the GB rate, and severe child poverty stands at 40,000 

or almost 10%. 2 

With high unemployment rates, the current economic climate will make it more difficult for 

parents to secure jobs that allow them to combine their work and family life. In addition, there 

is a potentially adverse impact on child poverty if families on benefit are exposed to sanctions.  

 

Disability 

Northern Ireland has a higher incidence of disability than anywhere else in the UK with 21% of 

adults and 6% of children having a disability. 

The completed Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA)3  relating to the new Welfare Reform Bill 

was published in April 2012.   The EQIA does not contain sufficient information to monitor the 

impact on disabled people and carers.  The report states that “the Analytical Services Unit will 

continue to work with DWP to develop a Policy Simulation Model which will better equip them 

to analyse the impact of policies across various section 75 groups”.  The Welfare Reform Group 

understands that this work has yet to be completed. We are, therefore, concerned that the DSD 

has not met its duties in relation to monitoring the impact of the proposed reforms on disabled 

people and putting in place mitigating actions.  In addition, the EQIA did not refer to any data 

from the NISALD4 survey.  

With regards to persons with dependants and persons without dependants there was little 

consideration in the EQIA about the impact on people with caring responsibilities.  For example, 

in relation to the time-limiting of Contributory ESA for claimants in the WRAG it states about 

the proposed changes “that no adverse differential impact will arise as a direct consequence of 

this measure”.  However, if an individual is to lose ESA as a result of this measure, the person 

with caring responsibilities may be impacted due to the requirement to financially support 

individuals if they do not qualify for income-based ESA. 

Further consideration needs to be given in all areas of reform to impact on those with caring 

responsibilities to ensure that mitigating measures are put in place for people with disabilities.  

 

                                                           
2
 Save the Children commissioned the persistent child poverty research - 'Persistent Child Poverty in Northern 

Ireland' Marina Monteith, Katrina Lloyd and Patricia McKee, Feb 2008 Save the Children, ARK and ESCR 
 
3
 http://www.dsdni.gov.uk/index/publications/other_reports/equality.htm 

4
 Northern Ireland Survey of Activity Limitation and Disability, NISRA, 2007 

http://www.dsdni.gov.uk/index/publications/other_reports/equality.htm
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Some of the other details that warrant scrutiny  

Social Fund  

The future of the Social Fund is uncertain with the abolition of discretionary social fund loans 

and the Office of the Social Fund Commissioner. Budgeting loans for advance payments of 

benefit will instead be absorbed in Universal Credit as will Sure Start Maternity grants. In Great 

Britain these payments will be administered by local authorities from April 2013.  In Northern 

Ireland a replacement scheme will be introduced alongside discretionary housing payments 

administered by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE).  We understand that the 

Department is considering the retention of the Social Fund beyond April 2013 as its 

replacement scheme will have to be consulted on and may require additional legislation which 

will be time consuming. We are aware that IT systems in Britain governing the Social Fund will 

continue to be in use for a considerable period after April 2013.  

 

 

Passport benefits 

How will these be incorporated into the new system?  What opportunities are there for 

adopting a tailored approach to passport benefits?   

 

Housing:   

The new legislation will introduce size criteria for working age claimants in social rented 

housing. This is also referred to as the “bedroom tax”.  Rent will be restricted if a claimant’s 

dwelling is deemed larger than they need. In Great Britain, this will lead to a debate between 

central government and local authorities, whereas in Northern Ireland it will lead to a debate 

between two parts of the same Department and any detrimental impact is likely to have the 

potential to create internal political sensitivities.  The NIHE has projected this measure will 

affect approximately 26,168 tenants, 7,000 of whom will be underoccupying by more than one 

bedroom 

Creative solutions to the introduction of the bedroom tax in the public sector need to be found 

particularly with 50% of NIHE’S housing stock having three or more bedrooms.  When 

introduced, in April 2013, it could result in £7 to £14 per week reductions in Housing Benefit. 

Unless households can meet the shortfalls, they will have to transfer to smaller social housing, 

of which there is limited supply in Northern Ireland, or relocate to the private rented sector 
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where rents are higher and where there is little security of tenure.  Indeed, in evidence to the 

Social Development Committee, a representative of the NIHE stated:  

‘If they all presented tomorrow morning, the evidence shows that we would not have the 

accommodation for them.  If all of those people who are underoccupying presented at the front 

door of the Housing Executive in the morning, could we, within a week or so, move them to 

suitable accommodation?  The answer to that is no, we could not.’5 

Therefore there is a particular need to consider the impact of these proposals for Northern 

Ireland. 

In addition, we also recommend that there is an extension of Discretionary Housing Payments 

(DHPs) to social housing tenants. These are available in Great Britain where an additional £30m 

has been allocated to households with disabled occupants and foster carers. DHPs are not 

currently available in Northern Ireland for social housing tenants. We believe that this 

inequality needs to be addressed. 

Housing Benefit for Rates: under Universal Credit in Great Britain, council tax benefit is being 

transferred to local authorities with a 10% cut in funding to be met through operational savings.  

Guidance from DWP suggests the savings must not come from people of pensionable age.  Will 

the scheme in Northern Ireland face a 10% cut? Will it come from DSD rather than Annual 

Managed Expenditure?  Does this come out of DFP’s budget or DSD?  Will older people be 

protected?   If so, the 10% will be considerably higher for those affected i.e those of working 

age.   As yet, it is unclear as to how all these issues will be managed. 

 

Lack of Evidence 

Impact of marginal deduction rates/participation tax rates: there is a real lack of essential data 

on the impact of the changes which will inform planning for the implementation of Universal 

Credit in Northern Ireland, i.e what will be the marginal deductions rates and participation tax 

rates broken down by the household numbers for Universal Credit in Northern Ireland.  Figures 

have been produced for Great Britain and adjusted as changes have been made to the Universal 

Credit proposals.  No figures have been produced to date for Northern Ireland.  The scale of the 

Universal Credit Programme is extensive.  It is crucial that data is gathered to understand the 

characteristic of the customer base in Northern Ireland and to gather information to highlight 

                                                           
5
 Please see SD Committee 25

th
 October: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/Assembly-Business/Official-

Report/Committee-Minutes-of-Evidence/Session-2012-2013/October-2012/Welfare-Reform-Bill-Northern-Ireland-
Housing-Executive-Briefing/ 
 

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/Assembly-Business/Official-Report/Committee-Minutes-of-Evidence/Session-2012-2013/October-2012/Welfare-Reform-Bill-Northern-Ireland-Housing-Executive-Briefing/
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/Assembly-Business/Official-Report/Committee-Minutes-of-Evidence/Session-2012-2013/October-2012/Welfare-Reform-Bill-Northern-Ireland-Housing-Executive-Briefing/
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/Assembly-Business/Official-Report/Committee-Minutes-of-Evidence/Session-2012-2013/October-2012/Welfare-Reform-Bill-Northern-Ireland-Housing-Executive-Briefing/
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regional characteristics.  As mentioned above, there is a lack of detailed data in the EQIA which 

will need to be remedied as clauses of the Bill are examined to allow for informed discussion.  

 

Universal Credit Payments  

Universal Credit is designed to be a monthly benefit in two respects. First, the default payment 

frequency will be monthly in arrears. Secondly, awards will be based on a monthly assessment 

of a claimant’s circumstance. Although the Minister announced that flexibilities have been 

achieved that may allow for the payment to be split and paid twice monthly, the detail of these 

arrangements has yet to be fleshed out.  

Claims for Universal Credit will normally be made through the internet and most subsequent 

contact between recipients and the delivery agency will be conducted online. This form of 

delivery is likely to have an adverse impact on vulnerable clients, many of whom may not be 

able to access or be comfortable using the internet. It is important that the functionality of 

Universal Credit is explored further and that robust systems and arrangements are put in place 

to support these clients.  There is an opportunity to pilot a different approach in Northern 

Ireland as a path finder pilot. This may be of value to both DSD and DWP.  

 

The Welfare Reform (NI) Order 2010- A Recent Deviation from Westminster Measures 

The last reform of social security to come before the Assembly, the Welfare Reform (NI) Order 

2010, contained a number of provisions that are not found in the equivalent legislation, the 

Welfare Reform Act 2009, enacted in Britain.  Northern Ireland did not, for example,  

 Take powers to require those addicted to specific drugs to accept treatment in order to 

continue to qualify for benefit.  These powers were included in the Westminster Act 

though subsequently not pursued. 

 Take powers to contract out the provision of Social Fund loans either in specified areas; 

 Introduce a pilot scheme to allow pension credit to be awarded without a claim being 

made to improve take up of the benefit.  This was included in the Westminster Act but, 

not in the Northern Ireland Order.  

 Take powers to enable people with disabilities, aged 18 or over, to have a greater choice 

and control over the way services are provided by local authority social services 

departments and other providers.  These powers were taken in the Westminster Act but 

equivalent powers were not included in the Northern Ireland Order.  
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 Take powers for the Child Maintenance Enforcement Commission to have powers to 

apply to a court to withhold the right to a driving license or a passport from anyone who 

has arrears of child maintenance.  These powers were taken by the GB Act but not the 

Northern Ireland Order.  

The experience of the Welfare Reform (NI) Order 2010 demonstrates that, in effect, there is not 

absolute parity between the two social security systems.  Differences have emerged on a 

number of minor and more substantive issues to reflect the different circumstances that apply 

in Northern Ireland.   

Impact monitoring 

The Welfare Reform Group believes that it is important that the impact of significant benefit 

changes on vulnerable claimants is monitored from the outset. Unfortunately, this has not 

always happened in the past. For example, the number of sickness and incapacity benefit 

claimants finding employment after being found fit for work under Employment and Support 

Allowance (ESA) was not initially monitored, despite this being the key aim of the welfare 

change. A number of outputs were recorded, including the results of the assessments, but not 

the final outcome for the claimant. It is essential that outcomes rather than just outputs are 

monitored.  

We suggest the following outcomes, based on the points raised in our response, should be 

monitored and subject to statutory scrutiny by the Committee for Social Development under 

the Welfare Reform Bill.  

 The impact of increased sanctions on jobseekers, including whether this had a positive 

effect on employability and whether sanctions lead to increased demand for charitable 

support.  

 The impact of Universal Credit on claimants with disabilities or illness who are fit for 

work. Analysis of the draft regulations in GB suggests that these claimants will be worse 

off under Universal Credit although it is difficult to estimate the scale of this loss of 

support. 

 The impact of Universal Credit on child poverty levels given the commitment in the Child 

Poverty Act to end child poverty by 2020 

 The direct and indirect consequences of the implementation of welfare reform, in 

recognition of the significant impact on the working age population and the knock on 

impact within other sectors creating increased ‘displaced expenditure’.  

 The performance of the medical given its central role in the implementation of PIP and 

the knock on consequences of below par performance.  
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 An analysis of the impact on people with other specific vulnerabilities (for example, how 

can deaf/blind people claim UC online?).  

 

Conclusion  

The Welfare Reform Group believes it is appropriate to tailor a Northern Ireland approach to 

issues presented by the Welfare Reform Bill.  Given the wide range of reforms, the 

implementation of the changes will impact upon a significant percentage of the working age 

population in Northern Ireland.  Different arrangements could be made and we argue that, in 

previous circumstances, different arrangements have been made that have not in effect, been a 

breach of parity.  

The challenge posed by these proposed reforms provides the NI Assembly with a unique 

opportunity to impact on the formation of social security policy here for the next generation. 

We hope that this opportunity is seized and maximized and we look forward to working with 

the Assembly on this important task. 

Georgina Ryan - White  
Convener of Northern Ireland Welfare Reform Group 
Policy Officer  
Law Centre NI  
124 Donegall Street  
Belfast  
BT1 2GY  
02890244401 
Georgina.Ryan-White@lawcentreni.org  
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