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Sinn Fein welcomes the opportunity to respond to a consultation on the mobility criteria in relation to the replacement disability benefit, Personal Independent Payment.

We note that the consultation relates primarily to England, Wales and Scotland with only an obligation on behalf of DWP to note responses from the north of Ireland.  

Sinn Fein believes that the profile and proportion of disability in the Six Counties and the legacy of the recent conflict requires specific consideration rather than a footnote in consideration of the impact in Britain.  

Sinn Fein urges the DSD Minister to conduct his own consultation and in doing so give proper consideration of local data and the needs of people here.

Sinn Fein shares the concerns of many disabled people and groups that the replacement of the 50 metre benchmark with the more restrictive 20 metres criteria to determine eligibility for enhanced mobility will adversely impact on many disabled people and their families. 

We also believe the decision to further restrict access to enhanced mobility is at odds with governmental obligations in relation to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities, most specifically the right to independent living.

The introduction of a more restrictive benchmark to determine the mobility component of PIP will deny access to Motability Schemes that provide either the leasing of a car, a wheelchair accessible vehicle, scooter or powered wheelchair or additional finance for another solution such as the use of taxis. 

Sinn Fein is concerned that the British government has not presented any justification for breaking with the established benchmark of 50 metres other than references to cutting costs and the further restriction of entitlement to those most severely affected by sickness and disability. 

We believe that the imposition of more restrictive criteria is at odds with international obligations undertaken by the British government to progress rather than curtail current access to the right to independent living. 

The proposed change from the established 50 metres benchmark to the more restrictive 20 metres will adversely impact on the right of disabled people to independent living and condemn many more disabled people to the isolation of being homebound. 

The proposal ignores legal precedence which uses the 50 metre benchmark to determine whether someone is “virtually unable to walk”. It also ignores the significance of the 50 metre benchmark with regards to entitlement to ESA and the Blue Badge system.

It takes no account of the established significance of the 50 metre benchmark in relation to the built environment through which it is judged that disabled people are able to navigate, such as the current stipulation by building regulations that benches should be no more than 50 metres apart in pedestrian walkways.

It even ignores DWP own estimation included in the second draft criteria of November 2011 which states that “50 metres is considered to be the distance that an individual is required to walk in order to achieve a basic level of independence”.

Cost cutting is not necessarily cost effective and despite the British government’s stated intention to reduce the cost of disability benefit, increasing dependency will generate additional public finance obligations. 

Sinn Fein urges the Minister to reconsider this proposal and retain the 50 metre benchmark as the most tried and tested criteria to determine a person’s mobility needs.
