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Overview of the Welfare Reform Green Paper

One of the main proposals in the Green Paper is the reform of the Incapacity Benefit [IB] system.  Here we reflect on changes which aim to reduce poverty by helping people back to work.
"After two years on the benefit, someone is more likely to die or retire than to ever find a new job. That is just not good enough," welfare secretary John Hutton said recently.
"While 80 to 90 per cent of people coming on to the benefit expect to get back into work quickly, many never do." 

Currently there are incentives for people to remain on IB, with payments increasing the longer you claim it, a situation Mr Hutton calls ‘one of the greatest barriers to social justice in Britain’.

By 2008 the government wants to replace IB with a new Employment and Support Allowance, paid to people in return for undertaking work-related interviews or activity. 

The name change, revealed in the welfare Green Paper, sends a signal that claiming the benefit does not make you ‘incapable’. But those with the most severe conditions or disabilities will continue to be paid without conditions. 

There will be measures to slow the number of IB claimants by helping employers provide healthier workplaces, and incentives for GPs to issue fewer ‘sick notes’. The Pathways to Work scheme will also be extended to give people more help to get a job.

And there will be more help for lone parents and older workers.
Mr Hutton says the new proposals, now up for consultation, would take a ‘something for something’ approach where people are responsible for taking advantage of the support on offer. 

The government has set clear welfare goals: to raise national employment to 80 per cent from 75 per cent; to remove 1 million people off incapacity benefit and help one million older people and 300,000 lone parents into work.

Maximising employment is seen as essential for Britain to cope with the demographic challenge of a nation where people are living longer and healthier lives.

Response to the Green Paper on Welfare Reform
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The government claims it wants to remove 1 million people from Incapacity Benefit.  Based on a working week of 35 hours, this equates to finding employment for one person every minute for the next ten years.  A slightly tall order?

Inclusion Scotland launched a Manifesto for Inclusion in February 2005, and in it, we reflected the views of a cross section of disabled people in Scotland who felt that:  “The current Incapacity Benefit system needs to be reformed.”  

We recognise that well paid, sustainable employment is the best form of social and economic welfare for disabled and non-disabled people alike.

The benefit, as it currently stands, has become a barrier to work. At the moment, in order to claim the benefit, individuals must demonstrate that they are incapable of work.  Therefore, if they look for a job they risk losing their benefit.  Yet, at the same time, claimants are required to attend work-focussed interviews. 

Incapacity Benefit is inadequate as it fails to ensure a decent standard of living for people with a health problem or impairment who cannot work, as the average payment totals just over £4,200 a year.  No-one ever got rich on Incapacity Benefit.

Incapacity Benefit has to be replaced by a guaranteed income for those who cannot work and an enhanced allowance for those who are seeking some kind of paid employment. 

Action agreements must be built into this reform.  These could be negotiated between personal advisers, who would be well trained in the social model of disability, and claimants.  Agreed actions could include steps towards social and economic inclusion for those people who cannot work and actions to enhance employability through training and education for those for whom some kind of paid work is an option.  There is the opportunity here to involve disabled people who are in employment in the voluntary sector to play a supporting role.

We welcome the Pathways To Work initiatives and would like to see more involvement of disabled people themselves, through their organisations, in their expansion.

Disabled people must be recognised as full and equal citizens in UK society and their contribution acknowledged properly.

We also welcome any initiative that supports disabled people already in work to stay in employment.  Good, well thought out, meaningful and sustainable employment schemes, with a positive end product, will attract disabled people to them without the need for conditionality.

Inclusion Scotland response continued

We would welcome a ‘one stop shop approach’ to welfare reform.  There are too many different agencies involved.

We are concerned about employment advisers being involved in any kind of intervention in the doctor - patient process.

We would hope the GPs would never consider financial inducements that would compromise their professional standing.

In short, it must be recognised that for some disabled people, paid employment is not an option and there must be a mechanism, which would remove people who are unable to work from Incapability Benefit and the accompanying obligation under the current system.  Disability Living Allowance could be enhanced to reflect the extra costs of living with a health condition or impairment.

Disabled people themselves have to be more engaged and involved in delivering services to other disabled people looking to get out of the benefits and poverty trap.

Inclusion Scotland welcomes meaningful initiatives but has to pose the main question here: “How many employers, bearing in mind that government itself at all levels, is the largest employer in the UK, are signed up to these reforms?”
We hope to host some Policy Forums on the Welfare Reform Green Paper.  One of which is earmarked for Friday, March 31st in Greenock.  
If your organisation would like to co-host an event with Inclusion Scotland the consultation deadline for responses to the Department for Work and Pensions is 21th April.  Please contact our office by emailing info@inclusionscotland.org or tel 0141 887 7058.
SAMH Concern Over Welfare Reform Proposals 
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The Work and Pensions Secretary, John Hutton, announced the Government’s proposals to get 1 million people off incapacity benefit and back into work over the next ten years.  In Scotland, these proposals are likely to affect as many as 285,000 benefit claimants, up to one third of whom are claiming due to a mental health problem.  

Tony Blair said that these reforms will be a “big step change in moving people off benefit and into work”.  He said that these changes are “about fairness in terms of helping people off benefit into work and making sure that only those who should be on incapacity benefit are actually on the benefit.”    

SAMH questions how ‘fair’ these proposals will be and the effect they will have on people with mental health problems, particularly if we see the introduction of compulsion and sanctions used against people claiming incapacity benefits. 

SAMH promotes recovery from mental health problems.  We recognise that many people with such problems want to work, and are capable of doing so, but face many barriers, including those created by the current benefit system.  The Government’s proposals do not adequately recognise the particular difficulties and needs of people with mental health problems.  Rather than properly supporting people to recover from their health problems and move back into meaningful employment, the proposals introduce elements of compulsion that could add to the anxiety and stigma that they currently face. 

SAMH Chief Executive, Shona Neil, said:  “Most people with mental health problems do want to work and can do so successfully with the right preparation and support. Having a job can help people regain their confidence and self-esteem.  But a ‘big stick’ approach to compel people into work could worsen rather than improve their mental health problems.

Reforming the welfare state alone will not deliver the government’s ambition to get people off incapacity benefit and back into work. We need a robust and flexible system, offering a range of supports to help progress recovery, enabling and supporting people to access both full and part-time employment.  

For general information on mental health issues, contact SAMH on 0141 568 7000 or visit www.samh.org.uk 
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Welfare reform needs to be assessed against equality standards 

The Disability Rights Commission’s Chairman Bert Massie said in response to Tuesday’s green paper on welfare reform:

“This is a step in the right direction.  Disabled people who can work should do so, but only if the support is right and employers are fair. There are elements in the proposals which look helpful, but we need to see more detail before we can be reassured they will really improve opportunities for disabled people.

“We’re pleased that the important role of employers has started to be tackled. Reforming sick pay to help ease the transition back to work and providing support for people to manage their health conditions, are good first steps to prevent the slide onto benefit. 

“But we need to ensure the system is flexible enough to help disabled people make the transition back to work - such as part time working, volunteering, taking up positions on committees - without loosing benefit. 

“And that no one is written off, so that everyone has the opportunity to contribute to society. 

“We need a guarantee that contracts given to the private and voluntary sectors ensure a high quality service which meets new disability equality standards for the public sector later this year.

“As detailed plans are made, we urge the Government to undertake a proper scrutiny of these proposals with the DRC, to ensure the plans meet the new standards.”

Welfare Reforms – A Cynics View
By Dr J Midgley

It’s not enough being willing to work, it is necessary for employers to take people on from the ranks of those on the various ill-health related benefits. The Green Paper does not seem to offer enough in this direction.  A simple free market measure would be to abolish the employer's NI contributions for an employee taken from the ranks of these benefits.  It is an easy measure and the sums are attractive too as the treasury saves much more on benefit and could gain more in tax than it loses in NI contributions.  Such a measure would be highly attractive to many employers in an economy where wage costs often dominate the profitability of many businesses.  It simple and its obvious so why doesn't the government do it?  The answer is obvious also: Because there aren't the jobs available and if those jobs that are available are taken up by disabled people then there will be a net rise in unemployment and the benefit costs would barely change.  The government will not have the "incapacity excuse" card to wave at the electorate either.

For this reason the Government cannot allow its own welfare reforms to work.  They are dangerous for a government apparently running into economic heavy weather after years of abusing small businesses, criminalizing enterprise in the service sector, and over-regulating business all around.

Originally conceived as an excuse to end the National Insurance based Incapacity Benefit with its 1.4 million recipients, Blair's witch hunt against disabled people was like all witch hunts designed to entrap the witch hunters, the general public, deceived by the endless sycophantic bleating of a tame and unintelligent media.  Month after month we have heard how there are 2.7 million claimants of "The Benefit" who see living on "The Benefit" (worth far less than the backstop means tested benefits like Income Support and non contributory JSA) as an attractive alternative to getting a job and earning a living.  The truth is at odds with the propaganda:

Between 1975 and 1995 the number of people paying National Insurance (NI) contributions doubled so the number of people eligible for Incapacity Benefit doubled also1.  If we assume a constant rate of incapacity per head (despite an ageing population) we should expect to see the doubling of the number of claimants that we have today.  In fact it was inflated at the end of the Tory years but the claimant count has been falling by forty thousand a year for the last decade as this benefit has suffered repeated reductions since 1995.
So where you may ask does the government get its 2.7 million from?  Well in the 1970s if you were one of the very many people who could not get IB because you were paid below the then NI threshold or not working e.g. a housewife or a child or between jobs you ended up "on the social" or supplementary benefit as it was then called. 
Cynics View continued

However, in the 1980s the Conservative government in a witch hunt against social security benefit claimants announced that every one who was capable had to prove they were looking for a job.  The incapacitated people on social security were allowed to remain there, most of everyone else bar lone parents had to become a "job seeker" and Job Seekers Allowance was born.

So how has that affected the Incapacity Benefit Claimant Count?  The answer is simple:  When Blair and Co. talk of cutting or means testing Incapacity Benefit they mean the National Insurance based Incapacity Benefit.  When they are talking of the claimant count it becomes Incapacity Benefit plus Income Support (IS) plus Severe Disablement Allowance (SDA), a benefit designed for young people who could not claim NI based IB as they could not have worked to build up the necessary NI premiums.  "The Benefit" constantly repeated by politicians and the media is actually three benefits.

The numbers of people on IB have not increased so much outside of expectations and are roughly in line with the numbers paying the needed contributions.  Most of the remaining people on "The Benefit" were discovered in the 1980s when JSA was introduced, prior to that they existed as a nameless group.  The numbers haven’t changed but the visibility of sick and disabled people to the benefits system has.

So what was the point of Blair's witch hunt?  Well if he had managed to abolish, time limit or means test IB he would have achieved his stealthiest tax to date.  The witch hunters would keep paying their NI contributions but would never see any benefit from them!  After all, did Blair once ever say he would cut people’s NI contributions after he cut the benefit it pays for?

The welfare reforms have gone off at half cock.  But for a few additional sketchy details the recent Green Paper is a simple repeat of the 1998 Green Paper on Welfare Reform.  The result of an aborted political battle will be access to work for a few at the margins of disability but in the main it will be an expensive circus to be endured by hundreds of thousands of sick and disabled people and their carers across the country for years to come.

1 Disability benefits: A review of the issues and options for reform by Richard Berthoud, is published by YPS for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation ISBN 1 899987 77 0

New rules on incapacity include tougher checks and job interviews 
The Guardian newspaper

· Lower initial payment but extra occupational help
· Warm response from MPs but disability groups wary

A tough regime for most new incapacity benefit (IB) claimants will start from 2008, with a lower initial benefit, a more stringent medical assessment, and more frequent interviews leading to tougher requirements to seek work or lose benefit. 
The proposals by John Hutton, the work and pensions secretary, received a warm reception from Labour backbenchers as they focused on the extra occupational help for claimants.  More draconian proposals leaked in the summer have been rejected. 
Mr Hutton said his reforms were ‘fair to claimants and to taxpayers’.  Leaders of past disability backbench rebellions in the 1990s such as Roger Berry warned the scheme would only meet its ‘magnificent’ aims if the government came forward with extra cash.  Philip Hammond, the shadow work spokesman, said he feared ‘Mr Hutton is offering very little to existing claimants, and we know one million of them want to work’.
Mr Hutton was only able to announce an extra £350 million, all from his department's own resources.  He had been looking for £500 million from the Treasury.  He provoked union anger by suggesting that large parts of the scheme would not be administered by the department's JobCentre Plus, but instead by the private and voluntary sector, many organised in consortiums run by city councils. 

Mr Hutton said he planned to cut the total of Incapacity Benefit (IB) claimants by 1 million from the current total of 2.7 million in 10 years.  Much will come from slowing the pace at which they join the benefit.  Some 850,000 of existing claimants are aged over 55 and will leave IB within 10 years. 

The regime comes into force from 2008.  New claimants will face a tougher entry route and more demanding tests on the benefit, renamed the Employment and Support Allowance.  Qualification will be tightened by requiring GPs to record sickness certification, inserting employment advisers in GP surgeries, rewarding those GP practices successful in assisting people off benefit, and simplifying statutory sick pay.  The government will also make it more difficult for claimants on job seekers allowance to transfer to IB.  All new claimants will have to satisfy a revised personal capability test, dividing them into those deemed permanently incapable of work and those that, with advice, could find work.  Definitions of ‘incapable’ will be revised so that it does not automatically include blind people. 
New Rules article continued

Rules on appeals against assessments will be tightened to reflect the fact that nearly 50% succeed.  The green paper also suggests existing claimants will progressively be put on a more demanding regime, including an action plan. Changes are also proposed to make it easier to try out work without suffering benefit loss. 
Proposals are set out for lone parents to attend quarterly interviews when their children reach 11, as opposed to 14 as now. Currently there are 150,000 lone parents with children aged 11-16 on income support. Those participating in return-to-work interviews will receive a £20 a week premium. Those with children under 11 will attend twice a year instead of once. 
The Disability Rights Commission said the reforms were a step in the right direction, but the Disability Alliance warned against sanctions. Mr Hutton avoided a row with doctors by rejecting suggestions they be offered financial incentives to reduce the number of sick notes issued. 
Hamish Meldrum, chairman of the BMA's GPs' committee, said, "That proposal would have seriously undermined the relationship between patients and their doctors." Macmillan Cancer Relief feared "workfare-style compulsion" for sick and disabled people, saying it had already had to intervene to stop chemotherapy patients and those with a terminal diagnosis being called to work interviews.

---------

A range of measures is needed to address incapacity benefit issues 

Karen Buck, MP for Regent's Park and Kensington North
Concentrate for a moment on visualising those communities you associate with large numbers of incapacity benefit (IB) claimants. The former coalfields of Co Durham and the Welsh valleys will almost certainly come to mind, perhaps also Liverpool docks and Glasgow. But what about the part of London that is home to the Notting Hill Carnival, London Zoo and Lord's Cricket Ground? 

Regent's Park and Kensington North may not fit with your mental image of older, manual workers left behind as the tide of heavy industry receded; but it is in the top 10 constituencies in the country, ranked by the numbers of people on IB - 8,800 in total. 
Look more closely still at the figures and something else emerges that puts pay to the notion that IB is a financially attractive option for the workless. Almost three-quarters of the reported IB caseload in my constituency are not actually in receipt of IB because they have not built up sufficient national insurance contributions. 
A range of measures continued

They only appear in the IB figures because they are being credited with national insurance contributions on the grounds of sickness or disability while living on income support. 
Across London, this pattern is broadly repeated. In other words, whatever is putting my constituents on to IB, it is not the lure of extra money. 
This aside, the challenge facing a government concerned with the delivery of a "fit for purpose" 21st century benefit system is to ensure that it responds to reality in all its complexity. The characteristics and needs of the thousands on IB in my home boroughs of Kensington and Westminster differ in many important respects from those of say, the former coalfields. Similarly, the measures we need to take to assist my constituents will also be different. 
Snapshots from a few weeks' worth of advice surgeries illustrate the point. Take the architect, now on IB, who is a refugee from the Taliban. He speaks good but hesitant English. His severe back injury causes him constant pain, but he would still love to return to work in his field of expertise. Sadly, the fact that his family of six are crammed into a one-bed flat is doing nothing for either his physical health or his depression. 
Then there is Agime, who has a degree in accountancy but since arriving in England from Kosovo has only been able to get work as a cleaner. Now her depression has engulfed her so deeply that she can scarcely leave her flat, and she admits that, were it not for her three children, she would have contemplated suicide. 
Ahmed was a lawyer in the Sudan, where he suffered horrific injuries while under torture. He, too, would love to work, both for the money and for the meaning. 
Unsurprisingly, jobcentre and New Deal performance, impressive overall, is significantly lower in areas such as mine where the challenges - of higher than average mental ill-health, high-skilled refugees unable to transfer their qualifications, an above average incidence of drug- and alcohol-related conditions compounded by bad housing, overcrowding and homelessness - are so profound. Yet we need to break the cycle, not least to help the 3,800 children in my constituency who are growing up in families on IB. 
Yesterday the government published its welfare reform green paper. What I look forward to seeing is real targeted assistance that rises to the difficult challenge of getting many of my constituents into employment. Many excellent initiatives across the country have not quite got under the skin of poverty in inner London. It is time for that to happen. 

Case Study from the Herald Newspaper

Rosemary Woods has been claiming incapacity benefit for more than 15 years.  The former machinist is a wheelchair user and is also depressed.  

Alan Dick, 49, has cerebral palsy and has never worked.  Both attend the Penliee community centre in Glasgow, which runs a service for disabled people.

Although they are genuine claimants of incapacity benefit, they are deeply worried that they will be unfairly victimised by the government’s reforms.  

“They always come after the long-term disabled first,” Ms Woods, 52, said.  “We need more care and increased benefits but the government constantly checks up on us and gives us the third degree.  There are too many people claiming who should be working . They know how to play the system but people like us are being penalised.”

Mr Dick is convinced he will be one of the first to suffer when the government gets tougher on claimants.  “We will be the first targets because we are long-term disabled making us easier to contact.  Their only concern is balancing their books.”

Ms Woods also resents the countless letters she receive from the Department for Work and Pensions, which encourage her to seek employment.  “If I could go back to work, I would.  I can’t work.  It’s hard enough to cope as it is and I’m not going to apologise for being disabled because I never asked for it.  They need to target the scroungers.”

The People Who are Really Abusing Incapacity Benefit
Iain MacWhirter, Herald Newspaper

‘Hutton to cut incapacity by one million in 10 years’  10 years!  Whenever a politician promises a decade long policy arc you just know they aren’t serious.  This latest initiative has all the hallmarks of a disposable policy, the effect of which will be minimal and the results of which will not emerge until the ministers responsible are long gone.  Headlines are never more cheaply bought than when they involved welfare reform.

The test is to recall what happened the last time the government promised to cut ‘the cost of failure’ as Tony Blair put it, nearly a decade ago.  Not a lot, is the answer.  More people are on incapacity benefit today than in 1997, when Labour came to office.
The read people who are abusing incapacity benefit are not the recipients but the government.  It is peeved about how the nasty Tories disguised unemployment by getting people on to incapacity benefit – largely a myth, as it happens – but completely ignores the extent to which labour has been playing the same game.

If one million people on the IB register are available for work, then why don’t they appear on the government’s own unemployment figures?  Answer: because that would automatically reveal that Britain’s unemployment, officially under a million, is actually more than two.

In Germany, the unemployment figures reflect the ‘economically inactive’ which is one reason why their jobless rates always look so much worse than ours.  They are simply being honest, whereas this government wants it both ways.

But are there really one million claiming illegitimately?  If so, it would be an extraordinary boon.  We keep being told about the pensions time-bomb and how, with an ageing population, there aren’t enough workers to go round.  But suddenly, here we are with 2.7 million potential workers – if the government is to be believed.  If one million of them really went back to work tomorrow, the whole problem would be solved.
So, who are they?  Well, we all know that Glasgow is supposedly the IB capital of Britain, with 55,000 on the sick, on-in-five of the working population. In wards such as Calton, 54% of adults don’t work.  Many are on long-term sick leave from jobs that ceased to exist years ago.

It’s easy to dismiss them all as work-shy and feckless ingrates who have been duping doctors with phoney ailments.  There is no doubt that a lot of malingering goes on.  We live in a society where people are expected to cut corners and those who live by the rules are regarded as stupid.  Have you ever employed a handyman, cash, no questions?  Come on, honestly.
Abusing incapacity benefit continued

However, not everyone agrees that IB claimants are on the fiddle.  The British Medical Association insists that 90% of IB claimants are genuinely sick.  Remember that any of the long-term unemployed have long-term illnesses, as a result of the years they spent working in long-gone factories, which didn’t take much notice of things such as noise, dust asbestos, damp, repetitive strain etc.

Doctors deeply resent the accusation that they are conniving with the unemployed to defraud the welfare state and they were rightly furious when John Hutton, the work and pensions secretary, suggested on TV that he was considering offering financial incentives for doctors to curb their sick lists.  They point out that the present system is monitored by an independent advisory service.

There may, indeed, be hundreds of thousands of people allegedly incapable of work owing to nebulous stress-related conditions and depression.  Some 38% of IB claimants are mentally ill.  But it’s not always easy to identify the con artists.  Doctors would like nothing better than to help these people re-enter the world of work, if only because employment would be the best cure for their condition.

But what can they do?  Why should they say someone is fit for work when they are clearly presenting recognised symptoms of mental illness?  You can’t simply turf people with motivation-sapping physical or psychological conditions on to the employment market.  Or rather, you can, but they would be very unlikely to find any company willing to take them on.

Preparing people for the workplace, especially today’s hire-and-fire, low-pay, long-hours job market, requires a lot of trouble, expense and time, as the government’s own Pathways to Work project confirms.

Most employers are intensely reluctant to hire anyone who has been on incapacity or any long-term benefit.  Which is one reason why people who have been on IB for more than two years are more likely to die or reach retirement than ever work again.  So, as well as the claimants employers need to ask themselves some searching questions.
It’s easy to girn a about how many Glaswegians don’t wan to do service jobs, but how many of them actually get the chance?  If you are running a bar in central Glasgow and you have a choice between employing a 55-year-old overweight former factory worker or a pert 23-year-old Polish woman, who are you going to choose?
Abusing incapacity benefit continued

The incapacity figures are, in part, a measure of our ageist society.  It’s no accident that more than 50% of IB claimants are over 50.  Most employers aren’t interested in employing older workers.  And, yes, in some ways the feeling is mutual.  If you look at the quality of the jobs on offer in our brave new flexible labour market, rather a lot seem to involve flipping burgers or guarding buildings for minimum wage.  Until we restore some dignity in work, and some security in the new economy, it is going to be hard to fit the older long-term unemployed back into the system.  They’re just not equipped for a dog-eat-dog economy saturated with ageism, fuelled by low pay and run by employers who increasingly regard their employees with contempt.

That said, all the evidence suggests that it is preferable to get the long-term unemployed back in the labour market, even though the terms and conditions are worse than they enjoyed back in the days of heavy industry.  The isolation associated with long-term unemployment is extremely damaging psychologically.  

Ask any doctor and they will say that one of the principal causes of incapacity is unemployment.  Once you fall out of the disciplines of time-keeping and productivity, the brain starts to deteriorate in subtle ways.  Being unemployed is extremely hard work and few people are good at it.

This is why most Labour MPs are cautiously supporting the Hutton proposals, so long as he delivers on the government’s intensive employment support for IB claimants.  Tony Blair’s wilder proposals – such as lifetime cap on benefits or means-testing IB – rightly have been dropped.

But the government should be very wary of easy headlines.  Kicking away the sticks of the disabled was a disaster in 1998 and it would be even more of a vote loser today.

From the Herald Newspaper, January 2006.
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Links to other organisations responses to the Welfare Reform Green Paper 

SDEF Comments On Green Paper On Welfare Reform (24/01/06): www.sdef.org.uk/News&Events/NewsItems/SDEF%20welfare%20reform.htm
RNID Welcomes Reform Of Incapacity Benefit (25/01/06):

www.rnid.org.uk/mediacentre/press/2006/welfare_reform_green_paper_response 

SCOPE:  Scope Responds To Incapacity Benefit Reform (24/01/06):

www.scope.org.uk/cgi-bin/np/viewnews.cgi?id=1138276586
RADAR and Remploy reaction – No One is Unemployable
http://politics.guardian.co.uk/homeaffairs/comment/0,,1693886,00.html

Inclusion Scotland is interested in hearing your views on Welfare Reform.  If you have a opinion that you would like to share with us either email Liz Ross at Lizr@inclusionscotland.org or tel 0141 887 7058.    
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