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Department for Works and Pensions talks in Torrevieja
The Department for Works and Pensions together with consular representatives conducted the first of a series of talks they are giving to groups in towns throughout the Costas. It was Open day for the British Consulate and an opportunity to explain not only the new working relations between the two departments here in Spain but also give attendees at the presentations the low-down on some of the latest changes in rules and legislation covering benefits and the state pension.

The session held in the Virgen del Carmen Cultural Centre was extremely well attended as benefits, health and pensions are of concern to so many living on the Costa and with so many changes to legislation and procedures it is comforting to be able to receive the latest most up to date views from those in the know rather that an ‘expert in the local bar’. Graham Knight from the OARI introduced the speakers, Liz Bell vice Consul from Alicante and Martyn Standing from the Department of Works and Pensions. Liz Bell described the work of the consular services and explained the main functions of the consulate and as well as describing want they can do she was able to point out what they cannot help with such as getting people out of prison and getting better treatment for British residents in local hospitals than Spanish nationals. A significant part of their work is providing replacement passports, carrying out notarial work and giving help and support to British nationals living and travelling in Spain.

One of the new consular services is called ‘Locate’ which replaces the older system of registering with the consulate if living or travelling abroad.

The service is there to allow the embassy to provide better assistance in an emergency situation such as a natural disaster or terrorist attack and make it easier for your family to get in touch if needed. Everyone living or travelling abroad is advised to register with the service even if you registered with the old service over one year ago.

There is no need to visit the consulate itself the registration can be carried out online at www.fco.gov.uk/en/travelling-andliving-overseas/Locate/.
Another service provided to British Nationals abroad is to make visits to hospitals and prisons where possible and be able to provide assistance if you are a victim of crime. They can also advise on complaints procedures to follow if you think you have been wrongly treated by the authorities. They also work closely with other organisations in the region such as Age Concern, Help and the Royal British Legion liaising with local groups particularly regarding social help. There is an excellent website www.ukinspain.fco.gov.uk with details of services provided by the Foreign and Commonwealth office in Spain together with much more general information and contacts.

The second part of the presentation was made by Martyn Standing from the International Pension Service who gave a run down on the major elements of the benefits and pension system as they stand now and in the near future. He began by explaining the new service offered in conjunction with the consulates in Alicante and Malaga where each has an office with people able to answer questions and provide assistance. He stressed that it is not possible for those offices to provide detailed answers on individual cases that is still the province of the department in Newcastle. With about one million British residents in Spain and 300,000 of them living in the Alicante province there is clearly a need for such a service and of the million British residents it is estimated that 650,000 of them are over 50 years old so either receiving a state pension or looking forward to receiving one and possibly in need of advice. Mr Standing also said they were more than happy to speak to groups in the region if asked to do so. He explained that the department was aiming to be much more proactive and place articles and information with local newspapers to ensure everyone is kept up to date with any important changes. He went on to clarify which benefits are payable if you live in Spain, which benefits are not payable if you are resident in Spain and which might be payable depending on your circumstances. For example the winter fuel allowance is payable if you are a resident in Spain provided that you were entitled to receive it before you left the UK even if you did not claim it; but it is not payable if you only became entitled to it having lived in Spain for a period.

When it comes to applying for your state pension you may have to apply initially through the Spanish Social Security system if you are resident in Spain and have ever worked here legally in the system. If you are living here but have never worked here then you apply though the UK and if you are living in the UK and have worked in both the UK and Spain then you apply through the UK. The Pension Reform Act has certain implications for those who will be applying for their pensions after the 6th April 2010.

Perhaps the most significant one is that only 30 years of contributions will be required to receive a full state on the downside the retirement age for women is increasing from 60 to 65 and the state pension age for both men and women will gradually increase from 65 to 68 between 2024 and 2046.

Mention was made of the new Employment support allowance which replaces the Incapacity benefit. Martyn explained that the focus of the new benefit is on assessing what a person could do rather than what they could not do.

Well over 50% of the calls the department receives are questions about health care and Martyn explained the options that are available to British nationals living in Spain. Do not forget that to be covered in the UK as a Spanish resident unless you have separate private insurance you will need a Spanish issued EHIC card to get emergency and any necessary treatment detailed by a doctor in the UK. Unfortunately for us living in Spain the Spanish EHIC is only valid for a year before needing to be replaced. Martyn stressed the need to be careful with visitors if they need medical treatment because the EHIC only covers payment for treatment given in state run hospitals not private establishments.

Finally if you are returning to the UK there are a number of things you will need to do before you leave and also in the UK before you can be considered for any benefits or receive healthcare.

It is not as simple as merely turning up!
You need to deregister here and then have lived ‘normally’ in the UK for a period of time to be considered as being a permanent resident. The time required can apparently can be a function of which local authority you are living under.

Each attendant at the presentation was given a folder with clearly laid out information sheets itemising the main points and there was an opportunity afterwards for one to one consultations with Liz Bell, Martyn Standing and Sara Munsterhjelm held in the adjacent exhibition gallery.
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