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White
Good Evening. Tonight: The winners and losers from the benefit cuts! Winners? Well, yes there are some; the question is, for how long. And Richard Lane has got his chef's apron on again. 

Clip
What do you think?

I think it's - I think I want a bit more.

Oh good. 

No, I didn't get anything on my spoon there Jill...

Oh didn't you.

... he lied.

White
More from "Can't See, Will Cook" later.

Now 18 months ago the Labour Government announced that after a long campaign they had agreed to an increase in Disability Living Allowance or DLA which would leave some visually impaired people around £30 a week better off. Those with the severest forms of blindness, either totally blind or with a "serious" visual impairment, would now qualify for the higher mobility component of DLA, which recognised our need for assistance when travelling in unfamiliar circumstances. The coalition has honoured that commitment - it comes into force from April 11th next year - and I've now seen the RNIB's leaflet which gives advice about entitlement to it. So what should people do now and what does the future hold? 

Well Andy Barrick of the RNIB - who has met with a team from the Department for Work and Pensions - explains:

Barrick
It's basically people who have got very severely visually impaired, less than 360, that's unable to see light and dark but actually unable to see someone's face from a distance of say three metres.

White
So we are talking about people with pretty severe disabilities.  And what do people need to do at this precise moment if they want to be considered to be eligible for this?

Barrick
Well at the moment obviously you need to work out whether or not you fall between the age range - that's the most important thing - in other words you do need to be under 65 when the change happens on April 11th 2011 or a child that's going to be three years or above at that particular time.  Then what you need to do is if you can dig out your certificate of visual impairment or for those people that have been registered blind for a long, long time it'll be the old BD8 form.  So if you can get hold of that and have to hand, if you can, before the Department of Work and Pensions team call up - they're going to start calling people at the end of November.

White
What if you haven't got it because I know quite a lot of people, for example, who are worrying about the BD8 because they're saying can I actually get hold of the BD8, I've even heard of local authorities who say you're not entitled to have it?

Barrick
Then it may well be worthwhile approaching your ophthalmic consultant at the hospital to see whether or not you can actually get a copy from them.  If you can't not all is lost basically because the Department of Work and Pensions, when they call up people, they will recognise that some people can't get hold of their CVIs or their BD8s and if the person is prepared to give their consent they will be contacting the ophthalmic consultant at the hospital where the person is actually seeing the ophthalmic consultant and they will be able to fill out a special form when the DWP sends it to them.

White
Now will anyone get this increased allowance automatically because I mean somebody like me, I've only got light perception, there are people who've got even less sight than I have, do they have to prove that?

Barrick
Yes they would have to send in the CVI or the evidence from an ophthalmic consultant. 

White
But they won't have - probably have to have another test?

Barrick
No they won't, no, no, what happens - hopefully - the vast majority of cases might actually be dealt with over the phone if the relevant evidence is there.  So if the person can actually say that they've got their BD8 or their CVI to hand then all they're need to do is send a copy of that into them and then that should be - make sure that the payment will be in place by April 11th 2011.

White
So what about the people who currently get the lower mobility rate component but who may not qualify automatically for the higher rate, what do they have to do and what's likely to happen to them?

Barrick
Well what's going to happen is that at the moment we've been working with the project team up in Norcross - the Department of Work and Pensions project team - they're going to be calling all 48,000 people who are actually getting the lower rate mobility component at the moment on the basis of blindness and they've got the records of all of those - all bar 4,000 of those for whom they haven't got the telephone numbers who are going to be sent out application forms, very basic application forms.  We think it's going to be done on an alphabetical basis during the period of the end of November up until the middle of March and they will be assessing people's claims on the basis of those calls.

White
And will the people who qualify for the lower rate but not the upper rate - will they continue to get the lower rate or could some people risk losing this altogether as a result of these tests?

Barrick
The actual script that the people are going to be using is relating to the change from the lower rate up to the higher rate mobility component.  They will be asking whether or not people have had a significant change in their circumstances but if people haven't then that won't trigger an automatic reassessment, so they should still be getting the same rate of benefit.

White
Now this good news for some can't disguise the fact that the government, particularly the Chancellor, has made it abundantly clear that they want to cut benefits substantially.  Now you've met with DWP officials, what were you told about the future of Disability Living Allowance generally?

Barrick
One of the items that was on the agenda was actually about the changes to Disability Living Allowance that are being thought about from 2013-14.  And the civil servants at that particular meeting were asking us to comment and get views from our members and users about what was most important to them about Disability Living Allowance.  And on the basis of that they were then looking at what they might be able to do in terms of ensuring, according to them, that the benefit was paid to those most in need.  I could see why they wanted to involve groups at a very early stage but I thought it was much too early and I think that Disability Living Allowance is a well-targeted benefit that actually does go to people that are in need.  So our impression at the moment is that we don't really want to help them make cuts to people that are disadvantaged and haven't got the resources anyway.

White
I mean bluntly they were asking you to help them identify people who were getting the benefit and shouldn't get it?

Barrick
That's right, that's right and as I say that's why we were reluctant to actually feedback on that basis, simply because we didn't want to heed the harpoon into other groups who we felt might not be eligible.

White
I mean you could argue, and no doubt the government would, that it isn't in anyone's interest for people to get the benefit who genuinely don't qualify?

Barrick
Absolutely, absolutely but in practice and certainly our experience with blind and partially sighted people is that very, very, very few people are actually getting the benefit on a basis other than they should.

White
Now did they give you figures?  I mean we know that they want to cut the amount of money that's spent on these benefits, did they give you figures relating to Disability Living Allowance?

Barrick
They didn't give us figures, the estimate that we've heard is that they, in the first year, they wanted to take a billion pounds out of the budget but they came up with the figure at the particular meeting of 20% reduction in DLA spend on working age people by the year 2017, which is a significant reduction in costs and that's I think why we're fairly loathe to actually say what should be done, bearing in mind the fact that we're not quite sure what they're proposing and by the looks of it the cuts are going to be deep and hard.

White
Andy Barrick of the RNIB. 

Well this programme has had a permanent request in to talk to DWP Secretary of State Iain Duncan Smith and that's been in since June.  His department say he will talk to us but not until the publication of the white paper on welfare reform which will follow the comprehensive spending review.  But in a statement today this is what the DWP told us:

Statement
Over the last five years the amount paid out in DLA has risen by £2.3 billion.  This is financially unsustainable.  More importantly we want to ensure that money continues to reach those who need it the most.  That's why we'll reform the current system of assessment.

Well listening to that with me is Kevin Mulhern, journalist, broadcaster who's watched the benefits system closely for over 30 years, and who has been talking to some of the main players over the last few weeks. Kevin, first of all, this 20%, I mean what do you make of that and what's the implication of that for visually impaired people specifically?

Mulhern
Well I think when the RNIB got the government to agree to give the higher rate mobility allowance to that small group of blind people I was stunned, I didn't think they'd ever achieve that but they did do it.  I think there was a quid pro quo going on, which I don't think they necessarily said at the time and that was to get some money back.  And I think the area where they're trying to get the 20% back is in another component of DLA which is the care component, which blind people tend to get at the middle rate.  Now I think that is the most obvious place where the government would go and get the money back.  In other words they'd say blind people under the age of 65 are fairly competent do they really need the care component.  

White
So if that happened effectively the government would have given with one hand and maybe taken away with the other?

Mulhern
Absolutely and I think a lot of officials at the - well in the Work and Pensions Department, a lot of people behind DLA have always thought this, this is not a popular benefit in government, it really isn't because it's one of those unique benefits which you have to remember you get it because you need it, it doesn't matter how much other income you've got, it's not means tested and it's paid even if you've never paid into the social security system, it's a very, very unusual benefit.

White
And yet in the short term, interestingly in the RNIB form that I've seen and the advice that it gives, it suggests that if you get at the moment - if you get middle rate care then that is more or less evidence that you should get upper rate mobility allowance and that those two would go together.  So in the short term visually impaired people - the ones who got it - would be better off?

Mulhern
That's not going to happen immediately, I'm saying where they might be able to get the money back.  But what you've got to remember is that this benefit when it first came out, over 20 years ago, when it first came along the idea was you and I would apply for it, we both might have a BD8 saying the thing about us, but it wouldn't necessarily go to both of us because you were meant to fill in the form - the individual blind person - and say I need this, I need this and I need this and on that it was catered to your individual needs, so it wasn't a medicalised benefit - it wasn't you took a medical certificate and gave it to people, it was - if you had a guide dog did you really have as many mobility problems as somebody without a guide dog.  It was a very complex argument and it was self-assessment - you told them what you needed.  Now what's changed with this particular award, talking about BD8s and whether you've got very little vision, is it's become slightly medicalised, so already it's beginning to change.

White
The other point I suppose it's important to make is nothing here for older visually impaired people because if you're over 65 you don't get the upper rate.

Mulhern
No older blind people at the moment tend to get the care component of DLA and that won't be changed at all but older blind people are the vast majority of the population, as we all know, so to give it to younger blind people is always a cheaper option.  What interested me in the statement you got from the government was this line - "those who most need it" - because I would read into that people are thinking of means testing.  In other words will we in 10 years' time have this benefit in the same form as it is now - well the answer is absolutely not.


White
Kevin Mulhern thank you very much indeed.

And after all that time for some much needed sustenance I think.  So it's another in the
 series "Can't See, Will Cook", where people share with Richard Lane their favourite recipes and methods.  Today Richard's in Altrincham, Cheshire in the kitchen of Jill Burrington. 

Burrington
Today it's Spanish pork stew with chorizo, cooked in my electronic wok.  We've got olives, we've got red peppers roasted and we've got potatoes and tomato frito.

Lane
Great.  And you've already mentioned Jill - the electric wok - I just wanted to say that it's something I'm not familiar with, so I want us to have a good look at this wok Jill.

Burrington
Come and have a feel, it's turned on so don't put your hand inside, it's a reasonable size.

Lane
Okay, feels a good size - it's a reasonable size but presumably - and this is what, certainly what other people have been saying - is that electric wok is popular among visually impaired people from the safety angle, is safety a consideration for you?

Burrington
Yes it is much safer than say a naked flame with gas.  It's very easy to control.  It fits nicely on its top so I can't easily knock it over.  No big handles as you would have with say a frying pan.

Lane
How do you know when the oil in the wok is hot enough?

Burrington
I put my hand over it, not in it, just put my hand over it and also you can smell it.

Lane
And because it's a slower heat you can put your hand on the wok quite safely and estimate the heat of the oil inside - that is good actually.  Terrific.  The wok is heating up, so presumably - what's the process?

Burrington
You can do this all in one and just put all your ingredients in then turn the heat on but I'm actually going to fry the onions and the meat first because I find it a bit easier and it also cuts down on the cooking time and you're hungry because you've been travelling a long way.  So when I find my onions, which - and pork.

Lane
And you've got pork - lean pork - and you've got chorizo so are you going to - are you going to brown the meat off first?

Burrington
I'm going to brown the meat off first.

Lane
Both the pork and the chorizo?

Burrington
Yes indeed.

Lane
Great.

Burrington
Right now …

Lane
What's next?

Burrington
… going to put the seasoning in.  I've got here - that's got a rubber band round it so that's my oregano or I suppose as it's Spanish I should say oregano.

Lane
Oregano?  Si.

Burrington
As I always say oregano.  Now that is one of these wonderful mixtures of green peppers, red peppers and sea salt and black pepper all mixed together.

Lane
Could I feel that?  Is that a dried …?

Burrington
It's a dried one, yes you can feel it.  Bought at our local supermarket.  I think it's time to put the wine in - this is an Italian wine.  One of my favourite measuring things - two yoghurt pots is the exact amount of wine that I need.  And it's starting to bubble.

Lane
Now this is progressing really well Jill, I'm getting extremely hungry - no pressure on serving this up quickly.  What have we got to go in?

Burrington
… salad potatoes which are chopped quite small because otherwise they don't cook in the length of time that the rest of it cooks, so they're going in now.  

Lane
So salad potatoes - raw salad potatoes.

Burrington
Yes raw.

Lane
Raw, you chopped quite small into little sort of inch cubes sort of thing.

Burrington
So that's the peppers in and now the olives and we stir it round again and put the lid on and leave it until it's ready to serve.

Lane
So Jill while the lovely Spanish stew is cooking and bubbling away tell us the background to this recipe because it's a new one on me but clearly it's Spanish, although we have put Italian red wine and oregano into it - sorry Spain.  What's the …

Burrington
And Greek olives actually.

Lane
And Greek olives, let's just call it - let's call it Mediterranean Stew.  What's the background to this dish for you Jill?

Burrington
Well we go to Spain a lot because years ago when the children were small we had a couple of Spanish au pairs who liked to cook, then we went to stay with one of them in Grenada and we ate lots more Spanish food and since then we've gone to Spain a very great number of times.  So we started cooking the Spanish way and I just want nice food and things with good taste and things that are easy to do, things that are difficult to wreck.

Lane
Jill - a little bit more about your visual impairment.  When you're not cooking with the electric wok how are you cooking?

Burrington
When we refurbished the kitchen about four years ago my husband got an induction hob because that's - it wouldn't have the problem of setting fire to the house if I left it turned on inadvertently because you can't have it on unless you've actually got a pan on top of it, the hob never gets really hot only as hot as the pan above it.  So I use the induction hob.  I don't very often use the oven, I find I'm not happy getting heavy things out of the oven.  I put things in it and now I've got some nice long gloves that come up to my elbow to stop me burning myself on the oven as I'm putting things into it.

Lane
I must get some of those.

Burrington
They are fantastic.

Lane
Any other tips or special adaptations or dare I say it gadgets that you use just to make life a bit easier for yourself in the kitchen?

Burrington
If I'm cooking pasta or potatoes, anything that's got a lot of water, in a pan instead of just putting the things straight in the water have a chip pan insert and put them in the chip pan insert then all you have to do is lift the insert out, you're not carrying the water, and then you can put it - transfer it straight to the - what dish you're putting it in because they're ready drained.

Lane
Right, well what can we do in the next 15 minutes.  Oh we've got a bottle of wine open haven't we Jill?

Burrington
We have a bottle of wine open and I'll find some glasses.

Lane
Okay Jill the lid is off, let's have a little taste.

Burrington
It's very hot.

Lane
Okay, I'm hoping I'm not spilling this, I've got my hand underneath it.  

Burrington
What do you think?

Lane
I think it's deli - I think I want a bit more.

Burrington
Oh good.  Let's serve.

Lane
No I didn't get anything on my spoon there Jill - he lied.  Mmm fantastic, absolutely terrific and I've just had a little bit of that pork and I think it's absolutely delicious.  I think we're good to go aren't we?

Burrington
I think we are Richard.

Lane
Jill Burrington and your lovely Spanish pork and chorizo stew, it's been a pleasure meeting you, thank you very much.

Burrington
Thank you Richard.

Lane
Cheers - salut!

Burrington
Salut!

White
A convivial scene.  Jill Burrington with Richard Lane.  You can head to our website if you want that recipe or if you'd like to volunteer for another future edition of Can't See Will Cook. And that's bbc.co.uk, then go to In Touch via Radio 4. 

That's it for today.  You can e-mail us or call with your comments and queries on 0800 044 044.  There's a podcast of the programme from tomorrow. From me, Peter White, producer Richard Hooper and the team, goodbye.
  

