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What is HUG (Action for Mental Health)? 

 

HUG (Action for Mental Health) is a network of people who have experience of mental 

health problems.  

HUG has several hundred members and 13 branches across the Highlands. HUG has been 

in existence since 1996.  Between them, members of HUG have experience of nearly all 

the mental health services in the Highlands. 

HUG wants people with mental health problems to live without discrimination and to be 
equal partners in their communities. They should be respected for their diversity and who 

they are.   

 

We should: 

 Be proud of who we are 

 Be valued 

 Not be feared 

 Live lives free from harassment 

 Live the lives we choose 

 Be accepted by friends and loved ones 

 Not be ashamed of what we have experienced 

 

We hope to achieve this by: 

 Speaking out about the services we need and the lives we want to lead. 

 Challenging stigma and raising awareness and understanding of mental health 

issues. 
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HUG’s Aims: 

 

 To be the voice of people in Highland who have experienced mental health 

problems.  

 To promote the interests of people in Highland who use or have used mental health 

services. 

 To eliminate stigma and discrimination against people with mental health problems. 

 To promote equality of opportunity for people with mental health problems 

irrespective of creed, sexuality, gender, race or disability. 

 To improve understanding about the lives of people with mental health problems. 

 To participate in the planning, development and management of services for users 

at a local, Highland and national level. 

 To identify gaps in services and to campaign to have them filled. 

 To find ways of improving the lives, services and treatments of people with 

mental health problems. 

 To share information and news on mental health issues among mental health service 

user groups and interested parties. 

 To increase knowledge about resources, treatments and rights for users. 

 To promote cooperation between agencies concerned with mental health. 
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Universal Credit Summit 

Friday 3rd November 2017 

 

When I attended this summit, I knew the situation was bad, I didn’t realize how bad. 

The scale of suffering the Universal credit is causing is truly ghastly.  

The summit was attended by various organisations from the area. I was invited through 

my involvement with HUG Action for Mental Health. It was disappointing, but not 

surprising that there was no one from the cabinet there, despite them being invited. 

Drew Hendry MP opened the summit, and then we heard personal experiences of users 

of the system. We have all heard about the problems with the six-week wait for the first 

payment, and the phone line, which can cost up to 55p a minute. These we soon found 

out are only the tip of the iceberg.  

The payment a user will get is only notified four days before the payment is made. 

Meaning that any corrections will not be paid for almost five weeks at a minimum. The 

amount one user had been paid, had varied month to month by up to 50%. This, 

combined with the short notice of payment, meant he found it impossible to budget. He 

explained that, if he remains on the same rate of Universal Credit, it will take him 18 

years to pay off the debt he has been forced into. As a result of this experience he is 

now on anti-depressants. 

We heard from a Polish immigrant support group. They only meet for 2 hours a week. As 

many of their clients do not have much English they provide translators. Often the 

assistance of the translator with the security questions, is taken as “prompting”. The 

person taking the call then hangs up. As it takes in excess of 45 minutes to get through 

to anyone on the help line, this often means a further week’s delay. 

People claiming Universal Credit are required to submit a photo of themselves, and of 

their proof of identity online. However, they are then required to attend a Jobcentre Plus 

office for an identity interview. One person was told that this would have to take place in 

either Edinburgh, Glasgow, or Aberdeen. This is not the case, they are done in 

Inverness, but it is typical of the lack of knowledge of the people on the DWP helpline. 

Their only available answer when a problem is beyond their scope is to “escalate” it. 

Then the user must wait for a response from someone further up the chain.  

To navigate the Universal Credit system requires a high level of computer literacy, and a 

good internet connection. Users are given an identifying number, with which to log to 

the system. If a mistake is made entering the number, the user is locked out for an 

hour. Someone on benefits, who cannot afford a home internet connection, may access 

the system through the local library. If they are locked out that is their session wasted. 

They often cannot get another session that day. One lady has 30 escalated questions 

awaiting a decision, and 24 unanswered in her on line journal. 

Natalie, and her husband, both worked full time in their own business. They received 

Working Tax Credits, which they used to pay for childcare. As self-employed people they 

have to submit their accounts to the DWP, in order for an assessment to be made. The 
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Universal Credit system will not accept books in the format that the tax system requires. 

They had to employ an accountant to try to translate the accounts. Of course time and 

effort spent sorting this out was time and effort not spent with clients. Eventually she 

was forced to give up her job to care for the children. It took from October to the end of 

January for a first payment to arrive. Meanwhile her husband was forced to take on the 

work Natalie had done. Under these circumstances it was agreed that the advanced 

payments should be recovered over 9 months rather than the usual 6. This was 

processed correctly by the DWP. However, the inability of the Universal Credit system to 

interact with the tax system resulted in the higher rate payments being deducted for a 

further 3 months. When all this was finally resolved the system took the Husbands “year 

to date” income figure as the monthly earnings. Again stopping payment.  

The end result of what I have only summarised is that their business turnover is down 

30%, their home is at risk, as are the jobs of their 13 employees. 

After these stories, which no one with a soul could fail to be moved by, we heard from 

Margaret Davidson, Leader of Highland council. Highland council is losing millions of 

pounds in late and missing payments because of this system. She stated that she had 

never seen the benefit system in such an acute state. She does not blame the DWP staff 

for this. They have been given an ill thought out system to try to work. They are doing 

all they can, but are restrained by the UC system. The upturn in tourism, while bringing 

in more money, is putting up rents beyond what the system will pay. Accommodation for 

homeless people is running at almost full capacity, the council is being forced to dedicate 

some of its housing stock to homelessness provision. Of the 4500 claimants in the 

Highland Council Area, 40% are in employment. The average arrears of a claimant is 

£800. 

The money in advance of the first payment, which you may have heard about, is for 

“living expenses” only. It does not cover rent or Council Tax payments. It is far too easy 

for people to get into financial trouble with this system. Of those living in temporary 

“homelessness” (B&B etc.) accommodation 100% are in arrears. Mrs. Davidson said, “I 

am now seeing similar conditions as I did as a girl in the 1950’s, pawn shops etc.” 

Alan Kane, area manager from the DWP spoke next. They have learned lessons from the 

5 areas that have gone live in his area. 80% of claims are now paid on time at the end 

of the first award period (6 weeks) [that means 900 people in the Highland Council area 

did not get their first payment on time]. 49% of claimants are using the advanced 

payment system to get through the 6 week wait. This is then recovered over the next 6 

months. [In Scotland this can be extended to 9 months.]  

Mr Kane told of one claimant, who was particularly computer savvy and switched on, 

whose claim was complete and ready to make a payment at the end of the first period in 

5 hours. This of course is a best-case example.   

The budgeting advice offered is not being taken advantage of. [Hardly surprising]. He 

also mentioned that a “Landlord Portal” had been opened so that landlords may better 

communicate with the DWP. 

Maree Todd MSP was next to speak, describing the reforms as “brutal” and saying, “The 

intention of Universal Credit is to make work pay. It does not. If they [the government] 

wanted to make work pay they would enforce a living wage. This system is about 

making benefits punish.” 
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The Scottish Government has only 15% control of the benefits system so can do nothing 

about this. It is already spending £350 million mitigating benefit cuts. The two 

concessions that Scotland has, extending repayment of any advance from 6 to 9 months, 

and paying landlords directly, are charged to the Scottish Government. 

Two representatives of the Citizens Advice Bureau spoke. They highlighted several areas, 

which are problematic. Digital skills are not easy for many people. The lack of broadband 

coverage is another problem. Food banks are being asked to provide food that does not 

need cooking, as people have no money for power with which to cook. The usual period 

for people to be reliant on food banks required 3 vouchers. The average under Universal 

Credit is 12 vouchers. In the change to Universal Credit two benefits have been lost. 

Disabled Working Benefit and Severe Disability Benefit. Two of the most needed benefits 

have been totally removed. Badenoch and Strathspey CAB is getting 200 new requests a 

week for help with Universal Credit. 

 

 

In Conclusion 

Universal Credit is not fit for purpose. Not only must it’s roll out be stopped but urgent 

measures must be put in place to mitigate the suffering it is causing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please feel free to photocopy this report. However, if you use this report or quote 

from it or use it to inform your practice or planning please tell us about this first. 

This helps us know what is being done on our behalf and helps us inform our 

members of the effect their voice is having.  

 

 


