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Welfare reforms risk hurting the poorest, warn anti-poverty groups
CONTROVERSIAL Government proposals to reform welfare benefits neither provide enough support for those wanting to move into work or enough protection for those who are unable to, and may force vulnerable people into deeper poverty.

The warning comes from a broad coalition of over thirty leading Scottish organisations working in the field of social exclusion and poverty, including Citizens Advice Scotland, the Child Poverty Action Group, Capability Scotland and the Poverty Alliance.

In a letter being sent today [Tuesday, 18th April] to every Scottish MP, the consortium details three areas of particular concern in the forthcoming Green Paper on welfare reform: the threat of greater compulsion, the adequacy of current benefit levels, and the resources available to make reform happen.
Coming from such a high-profile platform of bodies, the concerns expressed raise the hurdle for Ministers in achieving consensus.  And the letter pulls few punches.
“Compulsion and sanctions risk alienating people who genuinely wish to return to work and could force them into inappropriate and unsustainable jobs,” the letter warns, insisting there is no evidence to show compulsion is necessary or effective to encourage people into work.

“We would contend that if the right support is available at the right level and at the right time, people will be empowered and enabled to move into and stay in work,” it adds.  

Nor does the Green Paper address the responsibilities of employers or government in providing greater job opportunities.  “Employers are often reluctant to take on lone parents, older people, disabled people or people with long term health problems,” the letter points out, “yet there is little mention of how they will be encouraged to change their attitude and practice as part of these reforms.
“Similarly, there need to be strict requirements on government agencies to honour their responsibilities towards benefit recipients, for example, by ensuring that all personal capability assessments are conducted within 12 weeks.”
The Green Paper is also criticised for failing to address what the consortium insists is the current inadequacy of benefit levels, which leave too many households on poverty incomes.  “Whilst there is a welcome proposal to increase income for people with “severe health problems and disabilities” who cannot work, we are disappointed that the Green Paper does not quantify this increase.” says the letter.
Meanwhile, plans to cull 30,000 jobs across the Department for Welfare and Pensions, alongside the closure of some JobCentre Plus offices in Scotland, will leave the Government hard-pushed to deliver the substantial additional staff and resources required to help more people move from benefits into work.

The £360m pencilled-in to roll out the Pathways to Work initiative is also likely to prove inadequate, the consortium says.  “If current spending levels within Pathways to Work pilots were rolled out nationally, the cost would be nearer £500 million,” it calculates. “As it is, we are concerned that these pilots may have engaged easier to help groups, and that if all new claimants are involved costs will be higher.

“We are concerned that there are currently no safeguards in place to protect claimants and their benefits should resources prove inadequate.”
Many of the organisations who are joint-signatories to the letter to Scottish MPs will also be making individual responses to the Green Paper.  But there is a firm consensus on the issues raised with the proposed reforms. 

“Unless these issues are addressed, the reforms risk becoming a missed opportunity to radically improve the benefits system and the lives of thousands,” the letter emphasises.
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The Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform is a broad coalition of organisations concerned at the current UK Government’s proposals.  The following organisations have signed the Scottish Campaign for Welfare Reform letter:
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Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland
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Dundee Anti Poverty forum

Enable Scotland
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