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Future Focus – Summary of Changes from 27 September 2010

Introduction

Future Focus was announced in March and comes into force from 27 September this year.
The goal is to create a fairer benefit system with an unrelenting focus on work.  A welfare system that continues to provide support for those in genuine need, while at the same time encouraging people who can work to do so.
The changes reinforce that paid work is the best route to independence and well being for most people.  It increases self esteem, provides financial independence and gives children positive role models. Research also shows that working is good for your health and that good work aids recovery from accident and illness.

Future Focus legislation was signed in to law by the Governor General on the 23rd of August 2010 and will come into effect from 27 September 2010.

The approach to proactively engaging with DPB and SB clients started from 1 July this year.  The first group of policy changes take effect from 27 September, with the next set (relating to SB clients) start in May 2011. 
Main changes being introduced include:

· Those still receiving an Unemployment Benefit after a year will be expected to reapply. They have to undergo a comprehensive work assessment to 

from us to be more successful in getting a job.
· All benefit rates will increase annually in line with the cost of living increases. This will now be enshrined in law.

· Sole parents with children six years and over will have work obligations and be required to look for part-time work. 

· Next year, Sickness Beneficiaries assessed as having capacity for part-time work will face the same part time work obligations. 

· Abatement rates will be increased for some benefits, providing a greater work incentive. The abatement threshold will increase from $80 to $100 per week. Part-time thresholds also increase by $20 from $180 to $200 per week.  An estimated 28,000 people will be better off because of changes to abatement levels.

· Changes are also being made to hardship and emergency assistance.  The process will be streamlined for occasional users while high users will have to show they're making every effort to manage their finances to get extra help.

· Obligations are being strengthened for people on the Independent Youth Benefit to make education and training the priority activities

· A graduated sanction regime is being introduced with safeguards so dependant children aren’t penalised  

· Childcare provisions will be targeted at those parents who most need it. This includes changes to childcare assistance thresholds for high income earners. 

· More rigorous assessments for Sickness Beneficiaries that focus on what people can do, not what they can't 

· Appropriate application of eligibility criteria for Invalids Benefit.


Work Obligations - Exemptions

Work obligations are changing from 27 September 2010. The intent of these changes is to signal that people should be actively seeking work if they can. 

Exemptions recognise that there are a number of common reasons why it is unreasonable to expect a client to meet their work obligations for a specified period.

Who can apply for an exemption?

Clients receiving the following assistance may apply for an exemption from their work obligations:

· Unemployment-related benefits

· Domestic Purposes Benefit – sole parents (DPB-SP) whose youngest dependent child is aged six years or older.
Partners and spouses of clients receiving an unemployment-related benefit, sickness-related benefit or Invalid’s Benefit, with no dependent children or children aged six years or older, may also apply for an exemption from their work obligations.

Note that from May 2011 these changes will also apply to clients receiving Sickness Benefit who have been assessed as having part-time work capacity.

Partial and full exemptions

Clients may qualify for a ‘full’ or ‘partial’ exemption from their work obligations. Some exemption reasons may be full and partial and where this occurs, unique exemption codes are available.

Partial exemptions

Clients who qualify for a partial exemption will not have to look for, or accept, a job but can still be required to plan and improve their work readiness so they can move into employment when their circumstances change.

Full exemptions

Clients who qualify for a full exemption are not required to meet any of their work obligations for a temporary period. However they are still required to attend any appointments regarding their benefit entitlement.

Exemption timeframes

Exemptions from work obligations are temporary and the duration will vary depending on the client’s individual circumstances and exemption reason. The initial expiry can be extended if appropriate. Clients will need to provide supporting documentation if they are applying to have their exemption extended. MAP will be updated to include examples of the information a client may need to provide.

Applying for an exemption

There are some situations where clients will need to provide evidence to support their application to be exempt from their work obligations. 

Disputes and Reviews of a work test failure

Work and Income has clarified the disputes process, as part of the Future Focus changes, by providing staff with clear policy guidelines and training. 

The Appeals process has been changed to use the more accurate term of ‘Dispute’.  The terminology used has been aligned with the terms used for the ROD process. For example:

· 'Upheld' will now mean that the original decision made by Work and Income was correct

· 'Overturned' will now mean that the original decision made by Work and Income has been overturned as the client provided a good and sufficient reason for the failure.

The guidelines are clear that:

· a client has the right to dispute or review if they disagree with any decision relating to a work test failure or sanction being imposed

· if a client disputes the decision to initiate a work test or impose a sanction that staff must respond immediately, take into account any new information provided by the client and let the client know of their decision straight away. The client doesn’t need to apply in writing

· there is a further protection for clients as they can apply for a Review of Decision within three months of the decision to fail or impose the sanction

· where Work and Income agree with the client’s dispute or review  (e.g. dispute overturned) the benefit is repaid from the date the benefit was stopped or reduced, and

· a client can dispute the decision after the sanction is imposed (within 20 working days).

From Monday 27th September Manuals and Procedures will be updated on the Work and Income external website, below is the link.

►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/
Budget 2010 Changes 

From 1 October 2010:

· Net payments of New Zealand Superannuation and Veteran’s Pension increase as a result of the reduction in personal tax rates. 

· Clients who receive New Zealand Superannuation or Veteran’s Pension will automatically receive a fortnightly payment of Temporary GST Assistance

· The maximum rate of Disability Allowance and the rate of Child Disability Allowance will increase. 

· Clients with dependent children will have an increase to their Working for Families - Family Tax Credit. 

· Maximum rates of Childcare and OSCAR Subsidy will increase. 

For more information please go to the Budget 2010 – Tax changes and Rates Comparison tables: 

►http://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/newsroom/factsheets/budget/2010/tax-changes-table.html
►http://www.msd.govt.nz/about-msd-and-our-work/newsroom/factsheets/budget/2010/tax-package-overview.html
Future Focus Flyers  

Work and Income have sent out flyers to help clients understand the changes and how they might be affected. 

These are available in all service centre’s and regional offices. They have also been sent to other groups that work closely with clients, like the Citizen's Advice Bureaus, Advocacy Groups and District Health Boards. Copy the link below to view this flyer:
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/documents/things-are-changing-flyer.pdf 
Report Writers and Panel Members Information Packs 

The Information Packs are currently being updated to reflect the relevant Future Focus changes. 

We took this opportunity to review the existing policy, process and procedural guidelines and have clarified and/or added information to ensure that these resources continue to add value for you and Ministry staff. 

Full replacement copies of the above packs will be sent out to you shortly for your Resource Folders.

How to result a review where the decision is upheld in part internally

It was brought to our attention that there is some confusion about how an ROD should be resulted where the decision is upheld in part at internal review and the committee agrees with that decision.  

Section 10A Social Security Act 1964 allows for a BRC to confirm, vary or revoke a decision of the Chief Executive.  That is, they can uphold, partially uphold or overturn the decisions that we make for our clients.  A review of decision is actually lodged with the BRC and the internal review process is purely an administrative function. 

As a Ministry we are committed to correcting a decision at the earliest possible stage.  This is why from time to time the internal review will result in the decision changing in part.  This decision will then proceed to a committee.  It is important to remember that the committee can confirm, vary or revoke the original decision which means that if they agree with the internal review, they have in effect upheld that decision in part.  The report should reflect this by stating it is partially upheld.

Performance Monitoring issues

When completing the report of the BRC ensure you are satisfied with the contents of the report before signing it.  
If the Applicant and the Ministry attended the hearing their cases need to reflect this – such as, under the relevant headings, i.e. Case for Applicant, at the hearing the Applicant advised of 
the following, or at the hearing the Applicant didn’t provide additional information.  
The report needs to be transparent, everything discussed at the hearing needs to be supplied in the report. 

· To ensure the Committee’s report meets the required standard, look out for the following: 
· Have you included details of the decision as well as the date the decision was made under the heading "Decision being reviewed"? 

· Have you included all the facts of the case?  Are they neutral and without opinion? 

· Have you taken the law you have identified and applied it to the facts of the case?

· Does your conclusion sum up the key reasons for the decision as well as whether it is upheld/overturned/partially upheld? 

The Report of the BRC must address both the case for the Ministry and case for the Applicant. Are there any recommendations and if so, have they been clearly explained?

Remember if you’re not satisfied with the contents of the report don’t sign it. The report must accurately reflect the deliberations and conclusions reached by the Committee during the hearing.

Consolidated Legislation updates

If you have a consolidated legislation, updates were sent June 2010, please contact us if you didn’t receive these.  

The next updates for future focus changes will be sent in October.

Summary of relevant Legislation and Policy changes May 2010 – 31 August 2010 

MAP - Special Needs Grant

Amended to reflect that a bank overdraft facility is not considered a cash asset for a single client applying for a Special Needs Grant for assistance during an initial stand-down and/or application process.

MAP – Current Debt

When arrears and a debt are established for the same period you do not need to contact the client to recover the debt in full from the arrears.

MAP – Initial stand-down period

Initial stand-down periods have regard to the Gross Average Ordinary Time Weekly Wage (AOTWW), which is regularly updated and comes from the Quarterly Employment Survey produced by Statistics New Zealand. The current AOTWW rate is $943.81 as at 3 August 2010.

MAP - Orphans Benefit and Unsupported Childs Benefit

The meaning of "Parent" in Orphans Benefit and Unsupported Childs Benefit has been updated to include adoptive parent (OB and UCB); and step-parent (UCB only). 

Recoverable Assistance Payment

Changes have been made to the criteria when considering an application for Recoverable Assistance Payment to buy a fridge or washing machine.

MAP - Residential Care Subsidy

Debts that are incurred to purchase exempt assets (whether secured or unsecured) are not included as debts and cannot be deducted from the client's assets. 

MAP - Special Needs Grant - Civil Defence Payment

The information for Civil Defence Payment has been reviewed and updated. See:

· Civil Defence Payment
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/special_needs_grant/special_needs_grant-78.htm
Summary of relevant Legislation and Policy changes May 2010 – 21 September 2010 

Special Needs Grant - Rural sector assistance

Rural sector assistance has been activated in areas of North Canterbury and Wairarapa for farmers in a land-based industry who are adversely affected by the current drought. See:

· Special Needs Grant Rural assistance payments 
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/special_needs_grant/special_needs_grant-62.htm

· Special Needs Grant Drought 2010 
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/special_needs_grant/special_needs_grant-65.htm

· Deskfile Special assistance to the rural sector rates 
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/deskfile/extra_help_information/special_needs_grant_tables/special_needs_grant_category_limits-15.htm

· Special Needs Grant Rural Assistance Payment Application
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/documents/rural-assistance-payment-application.pdf

· Special Needs Grant Continuation of the Rural Assistance Payment Application
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/documents/rural-assistance-continuation-form.pdf
Legislation
The following Acts have been updated, and are now current as at 1 April 2010:

· New Zealand Superannuation and Retirement Income Act 2001
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/legislation/acts/new_zealand_superannuation_and_retirement_income_act_2001-02.htm

· Social Security Act 1964
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/legislation/acts/social_security_act_1964-03.htm
Due to the annual general adjustment on 1 April 2010, some income limits and payments increased. These have been amended in the relevant welfare programmes, regulations and directions.

MAP - Advance Payment of Benefit

Changes have been made to the criteria when considering an application for Advance Payment of Benefit for fridges, washing machines and other appliances. See:

· Appliances and furniture
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/advance_payment_of_benefit/advance_payment_of_benefit-16.htm

· Fridges and washing machines
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/advance_payment_of_benefit/advance_payment_of_benefit-29.htm
MAP - Special Needs Grants - Designated Doctor Assessment Travel

This information has been updated to reflect the legislation and includes travel costs assistance for Sickness Benefit clients who are referred to a Designated Doctor. See:

· Designated Doctor assessment travel
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/special_needs_grant/special_needs_grant-30.htm

Special Needs Grant
Rural sector assistance has been activated in areas of Great Barrier Island (within the Auckland City Council District), Bay of Plenty, Otago, South Canterbury and Taranaki for farmers in a land- based industry who are adversely affected by the current drought. See:

· Special Needs Grant Rural assistance payments
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/special_needs_grant/special_needs_grant-62.htm

· Special Needs Grant Drought 2010
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/extra_help/special_needs_grant/special_needs_grant-65.htm

· Deskfile Special assistance to the rural sector rates 
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/deskfile/extra_help_information/special_needs_grant_tables/special_needs_grant_category_limits-15.htm

· Work and Income forms - Special Needs Grant Rural Sector Assistance Rural Assistance Payment Application
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/documents/rural-assistance-payment-application.pdf

· Work and Income forms - Special Needs Grant Rural Sector Assistance Continuation of the Rural Assistance Payment Application
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/documents/rural-assistance-continuation-form.pdf
Legislation

The reciprocal order with the Netherlands has been added. See:

· Netherlands Order 2003
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/legislation/reciprocal_orders/netherlands_order/netherlands_order.htm

MAP - Relationship status for benefit

The information about relationship status for benefit has been reviewed and updated to provide extra guidance when considering if a relationship exists or has ended. This information has been moved from the Changes and reviews in Main benefits and Extra help and is now located in Core policy. See:

· Relationship status for benefit
►http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/income_support/core_policy/relationship_status_for_benefit/relationship_status_for_benefit.htm
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What’s new?


Just a reminder that all Legislation, and Policy changes through “What’s New” is available on the MSD external Website – follow link below to access MAP, Legislation and Policy changes on line.


►� HYPERLINK "http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/help/changes.htm" ��http://www.workandincome.govt.nz/manuals-and-procedures/help/changes.htm�
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A reminder


Social Security Appeal Authority decisions are published and can be found on the below link


►� HYPERLINK "http://www.nzlii.org/nz/cases/NZSSAA/2010/" \o "http://www.nzlii.org/nz/cases/NZSSAA/2010/" �http://www.nzlii.org/nz/cases/NZSSAA/2010/�

























