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When financial
independence

buys real freedo:

We may resent having to deal with our cash problems but, '
reports Margaret Dibben, some people would be only too

MOST of us find that sorting
out money problems is con-
fusing. We Pmbabl y wish that
someone else would take all
the hassle and decisions out
of our hands.
However. 1 have been talk-
to one group of people to
whom this almost invariably
happens and they do not like
it They are members of
Mencap's London Region Par-
ticipation Forum who want to
look afler their own money.

| All are people with a learn-
| ing disability who speak most

eloguently about the prob-
lems they face and how they
cgpe with them.

. One_of the biggest difficul-
nearly all have is to-

ties th }
ersuade their parents. or
he staff at their residence. to
give them control over their
own money. It is. they are
told. far quicker and simpler
for those in charge. particu-
larly if thev are responsible
for a number of students. to
keep reins on all the money
coming in. whether wages
from a job or social security
payments.

Often they are given a to-
ken £1 a week pockel money.
But. as the group points out,
this does not help give any-
one the chance of discovering
how to be sensihle with
money and how to budget.

Tony Balster is one who is
beginning to learn now He
has just moved away from his
parents for the first time into
a shared flat. It has taken him
two years 1o achieve this. He
graphically explained
why:‘Parvents will not let go.
It's like in Libya. being kept
hostage.”

He added: “Once you are
an adult, you have to get
away or your life will be over
before you know it.”

When he moved addresses.
he had to make arrangements
to collect his social security
payments from a different

ost office branch This
nvolved filling out a form at
the new post office. the
counter staff would help if he
had difficulties.

Many people may be ner-
vous about attempting this
because they cannot sign
their name. The infirm and
those with learning disabil-
ities might think that. if they
cannot write their signature

neatly, they are not aliowed

" delighted to be granted that privilege

to sign for anything. This is
not so.

The signature does not
have to_be nice copperplate
handwriting: many places. in-
cluding certain banks. build-
i'x societies and post offices,
vill accept an “X" as a signa-

ture, usually provided that it
is witnesse igning for your
own money

iives vou control
over vour budgeting: you
quickly learn what happens if
you spend it all as soon as
you get it in your hands.

But for anyone who is com-
pletely unable to make a
mark for a signature. then
Parents or guardians can sign

or them and often do to
claim social security
payments.

Lorraine Bellamy used to
live in a hostel. then moved
to a hedsit. and now lives on
her own 1n a flat. She keeps
her money in a TSB account
where she goes to pay bills
because the giro system is
easy and effective.

“Kg P 3 b
Gary Bourlet. why not higher
mnterest?

She also visits the post ot
fice to collect her social secu-
rity payments. Gary Bourlet,
chairman of the group, ex-

jained that sometimes mem-

ers are not well enough to
pick u;_y social security pay-
ments for themselves. In this
instance they can nominate
an agent who they can ask to
collect the money on their be-
half. But this needs an addi-
tional signature on a form of

authorisation. They could, of
course, arrange for the
money to be sent by post.

At their discussion meet-
ings. the forum have identi-
fied some of the shortcomings
of the social security system.
One concerns eligibility for
the attendance allowance.
This 1s intended for people
who might be in danger if
they were left on their own.
and is given in two calego-
ries: one is for help either
day or night: the other for
those needing assistance both
day and night.

But often the tribunal as-
sessing an individual case
simpli{ does not ask the right
questions to gauge the
person’s need. And parents
who are answering the ques-
tions might not realise what
information they should give.

Or perhaps they try to
minimise their child’s
requirements.

The group recommends
anyvone applying for atten.
dance allowance to make a
24-hour note of what the indi-
vidual needs before seeing
the tribunal. and to ask the
school for back-up material
as well.

Paying bills is another com-
mon financial transaction.
The group liked buying gas
and electricity stamps to-
wards the cost of heating and
lighting bills. They had one
ingenious idea: a plastic card
for paying bills. This would
have a metal stripe as a nor-
mal cash card does, and
every time it was punched
into a machine to pay a bill,
the right amount of money
would be deducted. No form
filling; no signatures; no han-
dling cash. :

It is easy to be confused by
coins, as anyone who has
been abroad and handled for-
eign currency understands. It
is disconcerting not knowing
instantly how many coins to
hand over, or how much you
should be getting in change.

And, to show just how fi-
nancially aware the group is,
the chairman, Gary, argued
that people with a learnin
disabilily should be pai
higher interest on their sav-
ings than anyone else. And
why not?
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