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Passported Benefits Consultation
1. This letter sets out 4Children’s response to the Passported Benefits consultation.
2. 4Children is a national charity committed to supporting children and families. We have spearheaded a joined-up, integrated approach to children’s services and work strategically with Children’s Trusts and a wide range of partners around the country to support children and families in their communities. We run Sure Start Children’s Centres as well as family and youth services across Britain. We also work to develop, influence and shape national policy on all aspects of the lives of children, young people and families. 
3. We welcome this examination of the approach to passported benefits under the Universal Credit, and the opportunity to respond to it. Decisions on these matters will have significant impacts on families across Britain.  
4. Passported benefits are a vital support to families by providing additional support – in cash and in kind – to cover the cost of items that would otherwise put unmanageable financial pressure on families.  Families on low income have to constantly micro-manage their finances in order to make ends meet.   
5. Parents and families are currently experiencing substantial economic pressures – including high inflation, static employment prospects, and reductions to government and local authority services that many rely on. In these circumstances, losing the support offered by any passported benefits, without a suitable replacement, is likely to have a significant negative impact on the life, and life chances, of children and families across the UK. 
6. As such, 4Children suggest that the introduction of the Universal Credit should be taken as an opportunity to increase the uptake of these vital benefits, and ensure all those who are eligible to receive passported benefits.  Therefore, any new system should incorporate as much ‘auto enrolement’ for benefits as possible with families not having to fill out additional forms to receive the support they need.  
Universal Credit

7. One factor which currently affects the take up of passported benefits such as Free School Meals is the issue of public perception. There have been a number of reports from the Department for Education (and its predecessors) which have found that the take up of Free School Meals is reduced substantially due to perceived social stigma: “A third of pupils surveyed and over two fifths of parents identified embarrassment or fear of being teased as a key factor which put people off taking their free meal.”

8. The introduction of the Universal Credit provides an excellent opportunity to address this stigma. Since the changes introduced under the Universal Credit are likely to substantially increase the number of families in receipt of benefits – including those who are in work– it is likely that the attached stigma of claiming benefits could be dramatically reduced. As such, allowing any child whose parent is claiming an income related aspect of Universal Credit to claim Free School Meals would substantially reduce the stigma attached and increase the take up of the service.  
9. While in the short term this may appear to increase the cost to the exchequer, it is very likely that access to proper, balanced nutrition for as many pupils as possible would substantially reduce costs associated with poor nutrition to the Department of Health in the long term. The Department spent an estimated £6.2bn
 in 2008 to treat obesity, and spends an estimated £13bn
 every year to tackle malnutrition. In comparison to these figures – the additional costs of an increased take-up of Free School Meals is likely to be negligible.
10. This logic would also apply to benefits such as Help with Prison Visiting Costs. Though the cost to the economy of allowing prisoners to become further detached from their families is difficult to quantify, the Prison Reform Trust’s extensive research has demonstrated time and again that “social exclusion is a major cause of crime and re-offending.” By supporting prisoners to remain in contact with their families, we substantially reduce the risk of prisoners becoming socially alienated – and thus reduce their recidivism rate, and save the taxpayer £37,000 for each person who doesn’t return to prison.

11. As such, it makes good pecuniary sense to extend access to free prescriptions, Free School Meals, Help with Prison Visiting Costs, and all passported benefits to all of those claiming income related aspects of the Universal Credit, rather than risk an increased health, justice or education bill as a result of decreased access to vital services.

Work Incentives
The current withdrawal rate of passported benefits, including cliff-edge withdrawal at certain incomes, pose barriers to parents returning to work by increasing the income required to make a return to work worthwhile. By extending access to passported benefits to everybody claiming an income related aspect of Universal Credit, this disincentive to work will be removed and parents will find returning to work easier.   This will provide the exchequer with additional revenues from National Insurance and Income Tax contributions which over time will offset additional costs from increased access to passported benefits.  
12. Simplification

13. Where passported benefits are cash benefits, rather than payments in kind or discounts on charges or fees, 4Children recommend that, where it is convenient to do so, that the cash benefits reduce at the same rate as payments of Universal Credit reduce – i.e. for each additional pound earned above a certain level of payment, the cash benefit reduces by 65p.

14. By aligning all passported benefits in kind, and passported discounts, to the receipt of Universal Credit, and tying all cash passported benefits to the same reduction rate as Universal Credit, it seems likely that passported benefits will be substantially simplified, and administration costs reduced as a result.
15. While 4Children supports the broad principle of replacing all benefits in kind with payments in cash, such a change would have to be carefully handled to ensure that regional and local variations in the cost of, for example, school meals, is taken into account to ensure that children continue to have access to an appropriate standard of nutrition throughout the school day, no matter their location. We would invite the Department to suggest how such reforms would be managed, before commenting in more detail.

16. If you need any more information, please do not hesitate to contact Anne Longfield, Chief Executive from 4Children on anne.longfield@4children.org.uk or 020 7522 6914.
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