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Welcome
Judith Paterson welcomed everyone to the meeting.  This was an extended meeting of the group, organised together with Poverty Alliance, to which non-members had been invited, to discuss how to take forward the Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform in light of ongoing legislative changes.
Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCoWR)
1. Background to SCoWR

Judith Paterson provided a brief overview of the background to SCoWR.   SCoWR was formed in 2006 in response to the last green paper on welfare reform, the focus of which was replacing incapacity benefits.  Over thirty Scottish organisations signed up to the campaign, and agreed on key priorities which they all shared.  A variety of campaigning activities took place, including:
· A postcard campaign targeted at MPs, to allow claimants themselves to become involved in the process

· A letter issued to all Scottish MPs from SCoWR, outlining the key concerns

· Media work

· Attendance at a Scottish Parliamentary Labour Party meeting at Westminster
· Supporting amendments to the Welfare Reform Bill

2. In work, better off – summary of main issues

Lindsay Isaacs then provided the group with a brief overview of the key points included in the latest green paper.

Jobs pledge
Local Employment Partnerships (LEPs) were introduced in the 2007 Budget statement, to build on and formalise the partnership working that JCP does with employers.  The green paper adds to this, with the proposal of a new Jobs Pledge to “build momentum”, put employers at the heart of reforms and build partnerships with business.  The aim is for major employers in both private and public sector to offer a quarter of a million job opportunities to people who are at a disadvantage in the labour market eg lone parents and those on incapacity benefits.  Claimants must demonstrate they are engaging with support and ready, willing and able to work.
Lone parents
Under the proposals, from October 2008 lone parents whose youngest child has reached the age of 12 will no longer be entitled to income support simply because they are a lone parent.  Some lone parents will continue to be eligible for income support on the grounds of ill-health or disability, and some will transfer to incapacity benefits.  However, in practice, many lone parents will transfer to jobseeker’s allowance and therefore have to fulfill the requirements of being available for and actively seeking work.  They will also, of course, be subject to the jobseeker’s allowance sanction regime should they fail to comply with these requirements.  The new rules will be extended, from October 2010, to those whose youngest child has reached the age of seven.

The green paper indicates that some aspects of the jobseeker’s allowance conditionality regime might be tempered for lone parents, but is short on detail about what these might be.

The green paper states that the DWP is attracted to the Australian idea of only obliging certain groups of parents to accept an offer of work which will make them financially better off than they are on benefits.  However, it does not explain how “better off in work” is defined, and whether ‘soft’ factors will be taken into account such as costs of travel, work clothing and eating outside the home.  
Flexible new deal
The green paper proposes moving away from the rigid distinctions of the current New Deals between age groups, through the introduction of a new, flexible, personalised approach for more disadvantaged claimants, with help focused more on retention and progression in work

The flexible New Deal will replace the existing New Deal for Young People (NDYP) and the New Deal 25 plus (ND25+).  It is not clear, though, whether it will also ultimately replace other existing programmes such as the New Deal 50 plus and Employment Zones

The flexible New Deal would be mandatory, and the majority of claimants would be eligible after a year on jobseeker’s allowance.  The first year of their claim would see the claimant moving through a series of time-defined stages - including self-help and directed job search – delivered by Jobcentre Plus.  After a year in receipt of Jobseeker’s allowance, the claimant would move onto the flexible New Deal, delivered by an externally contracted provider. 

The green paper also contains a proposal to ‘fast-track’ certain groups of claimants onto the flexible New Deal.  This might apply to “those customers facing particularly severe barriers to work”, but the green paper does not detail who these might be or how claimants’ relative need will be assessed or prioritised.  
3.SCoWR response to In work, better off
John Dickie outlined what work SCoWR has thus far done in relation to the current welfare reform proposals.  Due to time constraints, we had been unable to have an open meeting for all interested parties in advance of the green paper consultation deadline.  Instead, the lead organisations (CPAG in Scotland, Poverty Alliance, Capability Scotland, Citizens Advice Scotland and One Parent Families Scotland) held a meeting and agreed key concerns.  These were then turned into both a briefing and a response to the consultation, and issued to existing SCoWR members to ask if they wished to re-sign up to the campaign.  Due to the focus in the current reforms on lone parents, the briefing was also circulated to ‘new’ organisations to see if they wished to become members of SCoWR.  A press release was also issued on the day the consultation closed.
The key concerns identified by SCoWR are:

· Gaps in provision in Scotland

· Availability of good jobs

· Increased conditionality

There was a general group discussion about whether or not there were other issues on which SCoWR should be campaigning or key messages we should be promoting.  It was agreed that last time some of SCoWR’s work was quite contentious, and so it might be worth trying to identify some positives in the green paper.  For instance, we could welcome the fact that there is some emphasis on employers as well as claimants (even if not as much as we would like).  In addition, there was discussion about whether or not SCoWR was opposed to increased conditionality for lone parents per se, or opposed specifically because necessary support services such as childcare will not be in place.  It was agreed we could say both that we do not like the ‘stick’ of conditionality at the same time as saying we want and need more ‘carrots’, such as increased availability of childcare and good quality jobs. 
4. Where do we go from here?
Peter Kelly led a general group discussion about how we now should be progressing the work of SCoWR.  

There was significant debate about the fact that, since the last green paper, there is a new SNP Scottish Government.  This could be advantageous from a campaigning point of view, but it could also lead to tensions and so we will need to manage our relationships with both Governments carefully, and have clear justifications for whatever campaigning work we choose to undertake.  It is important that we get the Scottish Government on side, particularly as we are asking for delays in implementation.  It was suggested that we could approach the Scottish Government and offer our services to help think through what the implications of the reforms might be for Scotland – in other words, putting ourselves in the position of trusted and expert advisers.  We also need to consider if we want to get the DWP talking to the relevant Scottish civil servants, or if this will simply lead to a more efficient and streamlined introduction of proposals we do not actually want to see in place.
It was agreed that it would be useful to try and widen support for SCoWR.  Approximately 22 organisations have signed up to this second phase of the campaign, compared with over 30 organisations last time.  One way to do this would be to try and engage people working in different sectors that are relevant eg child care providers, trade unions etc.
The group discussed what was likely to happen next, from a legislative point of view, as this will have an impact on how we can campaign most successfully.  It is possible that there will not be a Bill, but that all the changes will be made via secondary legislation.  This is significant, as there is far less opportunity to get regulations amended.  The UK Government should definitely be publishing a response to the green paper consultation – this is likely to happen in December or January, and it would be useful to have a SCoWR press release ready to issue in response. 
It was noted that the Scottish Affairs Select Committee’s enquiry into poverty in Scotland had not yet been concluded, and that it would be a good idea to see if they would accept SCoWR’s response to the green paper as evidence.
It was agreed that there are many other possible routes forward eg finding a supportive back bencher to put down an EDM and asking MPs to sigh as a gesture of support; trying to get a Westminster Hall debate on a Scottish angle of the reforms; sending a SCoWR letter to all Scottish MPs outlining our concerns; undertaking another postcard campaign or online petition to get claimants involved; arranging a meeting with Maureen Watt MSP, Minister for Schools and Skills.  However, we need to be very clear about why we are engaging with politicians and what we are asking them to do.  It is hard to make these decisions until we know more about the Government response to the green paper consultation and the legislative timetable.

The following action points were agreed:

· Lindsay will draft a press release ready to be issued when the UK Government publishes its response to the consultation

· Peter Kelly will try and establish the legislative timetable

· Peter Kelly will talk to PCS and STUC to establish the scope for broadening support for SCoWR amongst trade unions

· David Mc and Hazel will contact the Scottish Affairs Select Committee, and draft a letter to send to them with the SCoWR green paper response
· David and Lindsay to request a meeting with Maureen Watt, Minister for Schools and Skills, once we know more details about the legislative timetable etc.

Matters arising
Matters arising was not covered due to the fact that this meeting of the SSSC was focusing on SCoWR work.
Information Exchange

Information exchange was not covered due to the fact that this meeting of the SSSC was focusing on SCoWR work.
AOB
There was no AOB.

Date of next meeting
The next meeting will be Wednesday 20 February, at the CPAG in Scotland offices in Glasgow 
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