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Amendments to the Welfare Reform Bill

Committee Stage, the House of Commons
Amendment to the Welfare Reform Bill regarding participation in “Work for your benefit” schemes
Committee Stage, House of Commons, February 2009
Part 1 Social Security

“Work for your benefit” schemes

Clause 1, Page 1, line 12

After (“circumstances”) insert (“and where claimants have guaranteed and predictable access to good quality, affordable and flexible child care which meets the needs of the parents and the child or children in the claimants’ household”).

Effect

The Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCoWR) believes this amendment is necessary to ensure that the process of assessing a claimant’s suitability to participate in “schemes of any prescribed description that are designed to assist them to obtain employment” takes into account the gaps in child care provision in Scotland.  SCoWR would therefore welcome an undertaking from the Minister to explore a delay to commencement in Scotland until such time as he is satisfied that adequate good quality, affordable and flexible childcare is in place.  
Reason

SCoWR continues to be opposed to the increasing levels of conditionality for claimants that are a consistent theme in the Welfare Reform Bill.  The proposals focus almost exclusively on the responsibilities of individuals, without commensurate attention paid to the responsibilities of both Government and employers in helping people from welfare into work.  Little attention is paid to the often significant structural barriers that impede progress into, and retention within labour markets.  SCoWR does not believe that conditionality and sanctions are the most constructive or effective means of working together to support more people into work.  The proposal of full time work for benefits treats claimants in a punitive and undignified manner.  All the evidence suggests that if the right support is available at the right time and the right level, people will be empowered to move into, or stay in, sustainable work.

In this regard the proposals are also disappointing since there is genuine and widespread concern regarding the lack of high quality flexible and affordable childcare in Scotland. This means in effect that there is insufficient support for returning to work at a time when the consequences of not engaging in the labour market are more severe.  

There is an urgent need to improve the level and availability of child care provision in Scotland, particularly for older children requiring out of school care.  This need has been raised with officials in consultation responses and meetings at both the Green Paper and White Paper stages.  It was recognised by Tony McNulty MP, the Minister for Employment and Welfare Reform, during the 2nd Reading debate on 27 January 2009:

“On the broad gist of what hon. Members have said, the removal of barriers that get in the way of people getting back into work is absolutely key. The measures are not, as billed, “Any job at any cost,” regardless of whether there is child care provision or other elements. I take on board what many of my Scottish friends have said about the paucity of child care provision in some areas of Scotland, not least Glasgow”.

House of Commons, Hansard, 27 January 2009, Col.268

Whilst SCoWR would prefer not to see increasing conditionality at all in the benefits system we certainly believe that the requirements to participate in work for your benefit schemes as well as conditions attached to work focused interviews should not be implemented in Scotland before the existing significant gaps in childcare provision are addressed.  We believe it is the responsibility of UK Ministers to ensure UK reforms imposing new conditions on claimants take into account the very different childcare arrangements in Scotland.
There is precedent for such a situation.  In 2000 the implementation in Scotland of provisions in the Children Leaving Care Act regarding removal of benefit entitlement was delayed for four years.  This was because the removal of benefit entitlement was based on provision of alternative through and after care arrangements in England and Wales, which were not in place in Scotland.  
In moving the Government amendment at that time, Lord Hunt of Kings Heath said:

“My Lords, this is a technical amendment to make clear that the ancillary provisions of Clause 8 also extend to Scotland. Noble Lords will be aware that the intention is that Clause 6 in respect of welfare benefits will not be commenced in Scotland until there is Scottish legislation in place to provide support for care leavers. This amendment will allow Clause 6 to be commenced in Scotland by order at the appropriate time. I beg to move.”
House of Lords, Hansard, 22 May 2000, Col 490

Transitional provisions for Scotland that enabled a similar deferral would give time for the UK Government, Scottish Government and other key stakeholders to address and resolve the gaps in Scottish childcare provision.  SCoWR would therefore welcome an undertaking from the Minister to explore a delay to commencement in Scotland until such time as he is satisfied that adequate good quality, affordable and flexible childcare is in place.  
Part 1 Social Security

Amendment No.2 - “Action plans in connection with work-focused interviews”
Clause 2, Page 6, line 24

After (“plans”) insert (“including the level and type of guaranteed and predictable access to quality affordable and flexible child care which meets the needs of the parents and the child or children in the claimants’ household, available to the claimant”)

Effect

SCOWER believes this amendment is necessary to ensure that work plans confirm, and outline, the level and type of guaranteed and predictable access to affordable and flexible child care available to the claimant, and which meets the needs of the parents and the child or children in the claimant’s household.
Reason

Whilst SCOWR would prefer not to see increasing conditionality at all in the benefits system we certainly believe that the conditions attached to work focused interviews should not be implemented in Scotland before the significant gaps in childcare provision are addressed.  We believe it is the responsibility of UK Ministers to ensure UK reforms imposing new conditions on claimants take into account the very different childcare arrangements in Scotland.
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