SCOTTISH CAMPAIGN ON WELFARE REFORM

IN WORK, BETTER OFF – A RESPONSE
Introduction

The Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCoWR) is a broad coalition of third sector organisations working with people experiencing poverty and exclusion in Scotland. The campaign brings together organisations representing and working with lone parents, disabled people, children, homeless people and other groups facing barriers to moving into work. This response highlights the consensus of opinion which exists among SCoWR members over key concerns with the Westminster Government’s current welfare reform proposals.

Context

The Westminster Government’s Green Paper ‘In Work, Better Off’ is designed to build on the recent Welfare Reform Act to support more people into employment. Its main proposals include a ‘Jobs Pledge’ whereby major employers promise to work with people excluded from the labour market to fill vacancies; more individualised back-to-work support for claimants facing multiple barriers to work; and a greater emphasis on skills development both in and out of work. However, with this promised support comes a significant increase in ‘conditionality’ for claimants, whereby they will be expected to engage in prescribed activities or see their benefits cut. If the proposals are implemented lone parents, for example, will soon be expected to claim jobseekers’ allowance (which requires them to be available for and actively seeking work immediately) when their youngest child reaches the age of seven. According to One Parent Families Scotland these proposals will affect around 35,000 lone parents and over 50,000 children in Scotland. 
Concerns

SCoWR members are concerned that benefits claimants will be facing increased conditionality without the necessary support being in place to allow them to meet their new responsibilities. This risks leading to increased poverty as claimants face financial sanctions as a result of circumstances out with their control. Our key concerns are as follows:

· Gaps in provision in Scotland – Major policy areas encompassed by the Green Paper, such as childcare and skills development, are devolved to the Scottish Government. It is not clear when – or whether – the support envisaged by the green paper will be in place in Scotland.

· Availability of good jobs – Good jobs, which provide flexibility and support to develop, are key to the realisation of the Government’s agenda. The Government states this explicitly in the Green Paper. However, jobs at the bottom of the careers ladder often do not provide the support necessary to allow people to develop their potential. Unsustainable employment leads to a cycle of low pay and no pay, which creates in-work poverty. It is notable that the ‘Jobs Pledge’ focuses on the retail sector and includes companies which do not have a reputation for supporting parent employees.

· Increased Conditionality – The Green Paper provides very little evidence to support the introduction of the policies it proposes. SCoWR believes that ‘conditionality’ – requiring claimants to participate in prescribed activities – is not necessary. Indeed, it risks alienating already excluded groups, or compelling people into unsuitable and unsustainable jobs. If the right support is available to the right people at the right time, it should not be necessary to force people to comply. Increasing conditionality without ensuring that the right support is in place - which we believe the Green Paper is at serious risk of doing – only serves to drive excluded groups into deeper poverty.

Recommendations
SCoWR is calling for the following actions:
· A reconsideration of proposed increases in the level of conditions attached to benefits given the lack of evidence that such conditionality is effective and the serious concerns that increased conditionality will lead to increased risk of poverty.   
· Clear proposals on how the Government will ensure devolved childcare and skills support policies are in place before the removal of current benefit rights, and provision for implementation to be delayed in Scotland – if required – until the right support policies are in place.

· A requirement for proposals to be piloted in Scotland before they are rolled out nationally to allow an effective evidence base to be built up about what works and what doesn’t.

· An extension of the ‘better off pledge’ – which states that lone parents will not be required to take a job unless they will be better off in work – to all claimant groups.
· Agreement that the commitment to lone parents being better off in paid work is measured on the basis of lifting children out of poverty, rather than simply being better off than on income support (which can currently be a matter of pennies after in-work costs are considered).

Membership

The following groups are supporters of SCoWR:
	Barnardos 
	One Parent Families Scotland

	Capability Scotland
	Poverty Alliance

	Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland
	Professor Adrian Sinfield

	Church Action on Poverty
	Public and Commercial Services Union

	Citizens Advice Scotland
	Scottish Churches Housing Action

	Dundee Anti Poverty Forum
	Scottish Council for Single Homeless

	Energy Action Scotland
	Scottish Local Government Forum Against Poverty

	Leonard Cheshire Disability
	Scottish Low Pay Unit

	Margaret Blackwood Housing Association
	Scottish Trades Union Congress

	NCH Scotland
	Scottish Women’s Convention

	The Iona Community
	Shelter Scotland


Further information:

SCoWR is co-ordinated by the Poverty Alliance, Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), Capability Scotland, Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) Scotland and One Parent Families Scotland. 
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