How you can support RNIB's campaign to allow people with severe sight loss to access the higher rate mobility component of Disability Living Allowance. 

"I consider myself as having far greater mobility problems than most people with physical disabilities who can drive a car – but I receive less benefit. It’s unfair and unjust." Jenny, 54.

Disability Living Allowance (DLA) is a benefit that was introduced in 1992. One of its core objectives is to assist people who have difficulties getting out and about safely and independently. There is a lower and a higher rate of benefit. The higher rate is focused on those who are unable to walk or who cannot walk to their intended destination outdoors without assistance. 

Despite facing some of the biggest barriers to independent mobility, blind people have been excluded from receiving the higher rate mobility component of DLA.  

This unjustifiable anomaly was recognised by the Government back in late 2006 and over the past 18 months RNIB has been working closely with DWP Ministers and officials to find a way forward.

As a result of these discussions a workable solution has been found.  This would cost in the region of £30 million a year and would benefit those who have little or no useful sight for orientation purposes.

However, despite saying that they understand the arguments and are sympathetic to our aims, the Government say that they are unable to make a commitment to change things at this time.  We believe that this is unacceptable.

What Next?

We need to keep the political pressure on the Government to make these changes.  We have cross-party Parliamentary support for the campaign and over 90 per cent of the public agree that people with severe sight loss should receive the same level of financial support as wheelchair users.  We need to encourage MPs to further press the Government on this issue.  

Why Should People With Severe Sight Loss Receive the Higher Rate Mobility Component of DLA?

By any objective test, this higher rate mobility component of DLA should be available to people with serious sight loss. They face some of the greatest difficulties moving around independently in the external environment. Even with the aid of a white cane or a guide dog, the streets are a hostile and potentially dangerous place – a journey can include crossing busy roads, navigating pavement and road works, avoiding street furniture and dodging cyclists and cars parked on the pavement. A Government survey carried out in 1995 highlighted the frequency of accidents and injuries in the street environment. Even if it is possible to get to the bus stop or train station, blind people often find that public transport is inaccessible.

The inability to get about safely and independently has a massive impact on the lives of blind people. Amongst other things it erodes self-esteem, reduces the ability to obtain and retain employment, restricts access to public services, limits leisure activities and constrains the opportunities that parents with sight loss can offer their children. 

Welfare Reform

Of particular relevance to the current debate on welfare reform is the impact that barriers to independent mobility have on the employment prospects of blind and partially sighted people. This was highlighted in a report from Leonard Cheshire that examined the impact of inaccessible transport on disabled people’s access to employment. The report concluded that visually impaired people were the group most adversely affected in terms of missing job interviews and not being able to take up offers of employment due to transport difficulties.

This exclusion from the higher rate mobility component is unjustifiable. In particular, the differentiation between someone who is physically unable to walk and someone who is effectively unable to walk due to their sight condition is wholly unjust. The current legislation makes an arbitrary distinction between the two and limits people with serious sight loss to the lower rate. For benefit purposes any inability to move around in the external environment independently and safely should be treated equally.

The higher rate mobility component is almost £120 per month more than the lower rate and this has a major impact on the income of a visually impaired individual and therefore their ability to overcome the barriers they face to moving around independently and safely. Just as a wheelchair user can put their higher rate allowance (£46.75 per week) towards the cost of a Motability vehicle enabling independent travel, so could someone who is blind put the additional money towards private transport, guides or taxis enabling independent door to door travel.

RNIB, together with other visual impairment organisations including the National Federation of the Blind, National League of the Blind and Disabled, Action for Blind People, Guide Dogs for the Blind Association and the National Association of Local Societies for Visually Impaired People (NALSVI), is calling for an amendment to Section 73(3) of the 1992 Social Security Contributions and Benefits Act. The amendment would mean that people who are under 65 and have serious sight loss would be able to claim the higher rate mobility component of DLA.

With any alteration to the benefits system there will be a concern that it will “open the floodgates” and that other groups will claim similar treatment. However this is not the case here. The exclusion of blind people from the higher rate mobility component of DLA is a striking and unique anomaly. There is no other group among disabled people that is in the same position of being unable to get out and about independently and safely but excluded from the higher rate.

This injustice should be addressed as a matter of urgency. Access to the higher rate will provide much greater freedom of movement and therefore enhance life experience, skills and self-confidence leading to increased employment opportunities and social inclusion. The cost of the change is minuscule when set against the total social security budget. However it will have a hugely positive impact on the quality of life of blind people.
How Can You Help?

· Write to your MP asking them to sign the latest Early Day Motion on DLA (EDM number 1982)

· Ask your MP to write to the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions to press for the changes to be made.

· Contact RNIB to be added to our list of Campaign Supporters, we can then keep you updated on developments on the Campaign.  Contact RNIB DLA Hotline on 020 7391 2096 or dlacampaign@rnib.org.uk
