
Last week was Welfare Action Week, focused on highlighting the impact of the government's welfare reforms on the most vulnerable in society. As part of our contribution to the campaign we hosted a pod cast for our residents, and wrote to MPs across the country to highlight the potential impact of the changes.

I spent Saturday afternoon in Manchester, at a protest rally in Albert Square, outside the Town Hall, organised by a number of disability groups to highlight how changes to disability benefits would hit these most vulnerable in society. This was one of a dozen such events across the country.

These rallies take place one year on from the Comprehensive Spending Review where the Government promised to protect the most vulnerable when making cuts, and as the Welfare Reform Bill, which will significantly reduce support for disabled people, continues through Parliament. 
There are 10.8 million disabled people in the UK and it has been estimated that they will lose £9 billion income as a result of proposed changes to the benefit structure. Hence the central message of these rallies: Disabled people are the HARDEST HIT. Stop these cuts.

Predictably, the event attracted some left-wing elements, but there was no denying the strength of feeling from all sides about proposals such as the replacement of Disability Living Allowance with a lower level Personal Independence Payment, and the failure of the Work Capability Assessment to objectively assess medical incapacity.

Combined with cuts in housing, social care and health services, the closure of the Independent Living Fund, caps on housing benefit and a stricter sanctions regime, plus huge increases in the cost of utilities and essentials, the future for disabled people and their families looks bleak if the welfare reform proposals become law.
This calls into question the integrity of the promise to protect disabled people from spending cuts. The last 12 months have seen a string of cuts that have hit vulnerable and disabled people the hardest, from benefits changes to local authorities slashing social care budgets and axing concessionary bus passes. 
I saw a performance of Robert Bolt's play "A Man for All Seasons" recently, and was struck by the words ascribed to Sir Thomas More as he faces sentence of execution for his opposition to Henry VIII's divorce;

 "It is a long road you have opened. For first men will disclaim their hearts and presently they will have no hearts. God help the people whose Statesman walk your road."
Jim Lunney
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