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WELFARE REFORM COMMITTEE 
 

AGENDA 
 

3rd Meeting, 2014 (Session 4) 
 

Tuesday 18 February 2014 
 
The Committee will meet at 10.00 am in Committee Room 3. 
 
1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether 

to take item 3 in private. 
 
2. 'Your Say' - long-term conditions: The Committee will take evidence from— 
 

Audrey Barnett; 
 
Donald McKenzie, Senior Mental Health Support Worker, Support in Mind 
Scotland; 
 
Rosena McKeown. 
 

3. Work programme: The Committee will consider witness selection, the subject 
of its chamber debate and an event with Glasgow Disability Alliance. 
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Welfare Reform Committee 
 

3rd Meeting, 2014 (Session 4), Tuesday, 18 February 2014 
 

Your Say – Long-term conditions 
 
1. In response to the Your Say call for views to those with long-term conditions 
affected by welfare reform, the written submissions of the respondents who will 
provide evidence to the Committee are attached to this note. 

2. The witnesses are— 

 Audrey Barnett 
 Donald McKenzie (Donald is a Senior Mental Health Support Worker who 

works for a charity – Support in Mind Scotland, which helps people affected 
by serious mental illness) 

 Rosena McKeown 
 

3. The witnesses will read their submissions into the record and then be available 
to answer questions. Given the personal nature of the evidence we have suggested 
that they answer questions at their discretion. 

Clerk to the Committee 
February 2014 
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WELFARE REFORM COMMITTEE 
 

YOUR SAY – LONG-TERM CONDITIONS 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION RECEIVED FROM AUDREY BARNETT 

I worked for the DWP from 1992 until 2007 when it had become impossible for me to 
continue, my health had become too bad and I had to take long term sick leave.  
Early in 2008 I was given medical retirement.  I claimed Incapacity Benefit from when 
I went down to half pay in December 2007. In November 2012 I received forms to 
change from Incapacity Benefit to Employment Support Allowance.  Filling in the 
forms was quite difficult,  I know how much I struggled with the forms even with my 
working background, and it must be even more horrendous for people with little 
experience of the benefit system.  The forms are only suitable for illnesses which are 
straight forward and consistent.  They are not designed to deal with fluctuating 
conditions such as Multiple Sclerosis (M.S) or Systemic Lupus Erythematosus 
(S.L.E.) both of which I suffer from.  They took me a long time to fill in, especially as I 
had details of 12 health conditions to put in.  It caused me a lot of stress trying to 
answer all the questions and I felt it was very hard for me to give a full picture of 
what it’s like to live with my health problems due to the nature of the questions.  They 
concentrate on certain areas but not all health conditions fit into their ‘boxes’.   One 
symptom that is caused by both MS and SLE is fatigue, this is also a common 
symptom in many auto-immune diseases, yet it is not taken into account anywhere in 
the claim.  It is extremely disabling, you just can’t keep going when it hits you; trying 
just makes you more ill and the fatigue gets even worse.   

Filling in the forms was exhausting as well as stressful, it is also very upsetting 
having to think about how badly I am affected by my health conditions, I try to be a 
positive person and having to focus on the negative was awful.  I suffer from anxiety 
and completing this form made it worse.  I also suffer from Benign Paroxysmal 
Positional Vertigo (BPPV) and this is brought on when I look down; completing this 
form made the dizziness come on and took quite some time to pass.  I did the form 
over a month to try to avoid this but I had so much writing to do that it was still 
enough to set it off.  As a result I couldn’t do much for a few weeks, my husband and 
mum had to do even more for me, I couldn’t go out and certainly couldn’t drive.  It is 
common knowledge that most people get put into the WRAG group for ESA and this 
knowledge made filling in the forms even more stressful; I had a fair idea that it was 
going to be the start of a lot of stress.     

My ESA forms contained details of all my medical conditions and my 8 different 
Doctors and Nurses.  I explained about having to give up my job with the DWP and 
that I was awarded medical retirement.   I also enclosed a letter from my GP stating 
that I have both MS and SLE and that both are progressive, unpredictable, ongoing 
and incurable illnesses which I will never get better from.  She stated that ongoing 
symptoms of fatigue, anxiety, muscular aches and weakness are symptoms that 
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make it extremely difficult for a person to have any sort of regular employment.  She 
invited the DWP/ATOS to contact her if they required any further information – they 
did not do this, in fact they did not contact any of my medical professionals.   In time I 
received my decision letter from the DWP telling me I had been put in the WRAG 
group.  Enclosed with the letter was a leaflet ‘what to do if you think your Job 
seekers Allowance decision is wrong’!   I couldn’t believe or understand it, how could 
I be classed as not fit for work now but be expected to be fit within a year, it made no 
sense given the nature of my illnesses.  Receiving this letter brought on a full blown 
anxiety attack, something I hadn’t had for some time and they are horrid.  I wasn’t fit 
to do anything about it that day but next day I phoned the DWP for an explanation, I 
eventually got through to them and was told somebody would phone me back either 
that afternoon or the next morning – they didn’t.  I phoned back a few days later and 
the same thing happened again.   

A few days later while I was at the MS Therapy Centre for treatments, somebody 
from the DWP phoned 3 times, the 3rd message she left was very stroppy saying that 
I had asked for them to phone me back that day but hadn’t bothered to wait in!!  I 
phoned them again and managed to talk to somebody who said they would send me 
out an explanation of their decision.  All they sent was a single page telling me I had 
been placed in the WRAG group!  I arranged to go and see the CAB, the lady was 
horrified at how I had been treated and she took on my case.  She suggested we put 
in for a reconsideration which I agreed to and she took it from there.  I cried with 
relief to have her help me, she was very reassuring and made me much calmer.  
She contacted my MS nurse and got her to write a letter which she included in the 
reconsideration.  I was called into the jobcentre for a work focused interview but 
when I went in and explained my situation to the advisor, he said he would postpone 
any action until the result of my reconsideration came through. I waited and waited to 
hear from the DWP to see if the decision had been changed – I never did receive a 
notification letter.  In May I sent the DWP details of the rate of my occupational 
pension for this year and when they wrote to me to tell me what my ESA rate would 
be with this adjustment I noticed on the letter the words ‘because you are in the 
support group....’  I was so relieved to read this but also frustrated that I had spent so 
long worrying when my mind could have been put at ease sooner. 

I had worked for as long as I possibly could.  I was permanently exhausted and had 
no life outside work.  I was very depressed and cried a lot.  I kept working for longer 
than I should have but I didn’t want to be defeated.  Being made to feel like a 
scrounger by having to virtually beg for benefits from a system I had paid into for 
many years is horrid.  I certainly never chose to have health problems but the way 
ATOS & the DWP deal with people now you have to justify being ill.  I fully 
understand that benefit tests have to be done but if you get to the stage where a 
chronic, progressive illness has caused you to have to give up your career then 
common sense should come into it and you should be put into the Support Group 
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and left alone.  Stress has a detrimental effect on conditions such as MS so why put 
people, who are never going to get better, through regular re-assessments. 

Things for disabled people are only going to get worse when we are changed from 
DLA to PIP.  A very high number of people are going to find themselves on less 
money than at present and with the government estimating that 1 in 6 will lose their 
motability cars people are extremely worried.  Many of the people who lose their cars 
will become housebound leading to higher rates of depression and sadly more 
suicides.  Other people will have their money reduced preventing them from having 
treatments they depend on and getting help they require.  It will also affect their 
entitlement to some other benefits and things like bus passes, blue badges etc. 
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WELFARE REFORM COMMITTEE 
 

YOUR SAY – LONG-TERM CONDITIONS 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION RECEIVED FROM DONALD MCKENZIE 

Employment Support Allowance 

I have supported several people who suffer severe mental health problems but 
scored zero points in applying for ESA.  In each case they were supported by 
evidence from GP, CPN and / or Senior Mental Health Support Worker. 

In the first case to reach appeal stage, The Tribunal chairman awarded the benefit 
on the spot without me having to present the appeal on the basis that the appellant 
was likely to self - harm if found "fit to work".  The Tribunal Chairman seemed less 
than happy at the number of cases being rejected! 

The other cases have all qualified for ESA at appeal or Tribunal stage. 

The impact of ESA has been devastating on the mental health of claimants who 
have been stressed and often traumatised by the process; made to feel like frauds 
for suffering poor mental health; disbelieved by the ATOS staff carrying out the 
assessments. 

I believe that many medical examiners have little experience of mental health issues, 
do not take into account any additional evidence from other mental health 
professionals and do not seek supportive evidence from GPs etc. 

Our service users are baffled and angry that they are subjected to this distressing 
and stressful process when they are clearly unfit to work.  The process itself causes 
deterioration in mental health and leads to further depression and anxiety. 

Personal Independence Payments 

I have assisted 5 Service Users in applying for PIP: the first was registered on 11 
July 2013 and PIP awarded approx.  20 Dec 2013 (A delay of 5 Months) 

The others were registered on 26 August, 01 October, 02 October 2013 and 20 
January 2014.  None of these have yet been decided by ATOS / DWP. 

These delays cause frustration and anxiety and suggest that the PIP decision 
system which has only recently been introduced is already in serious trouble. 

Hope this is of assistance - please let me know if you wish any further information on 
any of the cases. 
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WELFARE REFORM COMMITTEE 
 

YOUR SAY – LONG-TERM CONDITIONS 
 

WRITTEN SUBMISSION RECEIVED FROM ROSENA MCKEOWN 

I am a Polio Survivor, 54yrs old and am unfortunately now suffering the effects of 
Post Polio Syndrome (PPS) this is also referred to as Late Effects of Polio. The 
Scottish Government has released a report on this  

 http://www.scot.nhs.uk/App_Shared/frontpage/Condition%20-%20Polio%20-
%20SMASAC%20Working%20Group%20-%20P 

I was discharged from medical/orthopedic care age 15. I like every other survivor 
was told to 'get on with it' and forget I ever had Polio. This was not as difficult for me 
as it was for others, I was 'rehabilitated' and no longer used sticks or calipers. 

I have been fully employed since age 16. I married in my 20's and worked part-time 
while the children were growing up. 

My last employer was Glasgow District Council who, despite their efforts to assist me 
to stay in employment with ACCESS to work, changing my job description etc., I 
found myself unable to sustain my job. The fatigue and muscle weakness had 
become incompatible with even my job-share position.  

The chance of early retirement became available and I applied, I felt that this would 
be the best option rather than being possibly made redundant due to sickness 
absence. 

I first encountered the WCA in 2008 when I went to Jobcentre Plus. I was 
interviewed and they explained to me what would be required and that a letter would 
be sent in due course. 

The appointment came quite quickly and I didn't suffer any apprehension about the 
assessment, my GP and the Consultant I had been referred to agreed it was PPS.  

The Doctor I saw at the first assessment was courteous and seemed to have an 
understanding of the problems which were developing, his report reflected this, he 
stated I had Post Polio Syndrome. I have a copy of this report should you wish to see 
it.  

From then I was put into the WRAG group receiving ESA, to be reviewed in 12mths 
when my contribution had ended. 

 

My second WCA came 18mths later. I had a little apprehension when attending this 
assessment, mostly due to the information of other people who were being found 'fit 
for work'. 
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I was greeted at the assessment centre by a Physiotherapist, I did ask her when we 
were seated in the room if I should not be seeing a Doctorr as I had a Neurological 
condition, her answer was that she was allocated my case.  

We had only begun the questions she was asking when she stated she would have 
to stop the assessment as I was 'flagging' up warnings with my answers and would 
need to see a Dr. 

I did get very upset at this point, I had no idea what her warning flags were and she 
didn't explain it to me. She left the room in search of a Doctorr who might be free. 
When she returned she said I could either wait until a Doctorr was free or re-
schedule the appointment. I told her that I honestly didn't think I would be able to 
return there given the stress/distress I was now in, I also stated that I didn't think I 
would be able to sit in the waiting area given the stress/distress I was in. 

A Doctorr became free within a few minutes and I was taken to another room. 

His first questions to me were regarding Epilepsy, this is something I've never 
suffered from. I had stated in my ESA50 that the fatigue when especially bad can 
cause problems with recall and that I find myself unable to do anything. 

This Doctor in my opinion, made no effort to hide his annoyance at being called to 
see me. He was very curt to the point of rudeness. He was very dismissive of what I 
was telling him, he insisted that he wanted to see how I would retrieve something 
from the floor, this was extremely distressing as I have a splint on my right leg to the 
knee, then a knee brace, it is very awkward for me to get up and down but I did this. 

This Doctor actually laughed at me when he asked what I did if I found I couldn't 
push the hoover, I told him I would tend to pull it backwards. 

After the assessment, which lasted less than 15mins, I left in a very distressed state. 

I was informed by the DWP that I had been found 'fit for work', I informed them 
immediately that I would be appealing this decision and requested a copy of the 
Medical Report from ATOS. 

To say I was shocked at what I read in this report is an understatement, it was as if I 
was reading about someone else. At the end he had stated I was suffering from 
Back Pain. 

As soon as I was able to I reported this Doctor to the GMC, his report had only a 
cursory mention of Polio, no mention of new muscle wasting, fatigue or the other 
symptoms he had been informed about. I have heard no more from the GMC and 
can only assume that they are taking the complaint no further. 

I took the decision to Tribunal, I had the decision overturned with the stipulation that I 
do not be assessed for 24mths. 
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My condition has deteriorated markedly since, I now have to use a walking stick as 
the muscles in my right thigh have wasted so much my balance is impaired. 

I was approached by my Housing Association in December 2012 as I had a 3 
bedroom flat, they asked if I would be prepared to move to a smaller property. I was 
agreeable to this as I was on the first floor and would have been approaching them 
to find something on the ground floor with no stairs. Obviously the Bedroom Tax was 
also a factor, I am in no position to pay out extra money. 

My Housing Association have been extremely helpful, they have a Benefits Advisor 
and try to help their tennant's as much as possible. I filled out the application and 
kept my fingers crossed. My Housing Officer called in April, she said she had a 
property in mind but there might be a delay of around 8wks. Unfortunately due to 
circumstances, I did not actually get moved until September, I had no choice but to 
pay the Bedroom Tax as if you have any arrears you are not offered a move. 

This new tenancy is exactly what I need, the Housing Association have definitely 
done well, I could not have chosen better myself. Unfortunately it has taken so long 
that my son has now left home to a property of his own. 

The Housing Association were fully aware that he would be leaving anon, their 
Benefits Advisor has told me that I can apply to have the 'spare' room for a carer to 
stay overnight and it can be a family member.  

I do need help with shopping, changing bedding etc and of course I am unable to 
decorate so my children are doing what they can at the weekends. 

I am in the process of doing all this now. 

I expect to be re-assessed for ESA in 2015. I will also be migrated to PIP at this time 
I suspect as I have an Indefinite Award for DLA. With all the changes taking place 
and the 20m rule that has been introduced, I cannot be certain that I will be awarded 
the 'enhanced' rate which would enable me to keep my Mobility Car, thus losing my 
independence. 

I failed to receive the Discretionary Housing Payment when I applied in April as I did 
not fit the criteria, I shall apply again but I'm not confident that I will fit the criteria 
now. 

Given all of the above and taking into consideration the cost of energy/fuel/food all 
rising, I feel that the future looks rather bleak. 
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