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Why campaign for better benefits?
The government and media would have us believe that life on benefits is
too easy – that claimants are “work-shy”, live in a “culture of 
dependency”, or simply choose to live on benefits which are too 
generous to give them any “incentive” to work. In other words, they 
seek to turn public opinion against the jobless, blaming them for
unemployment and for what they claim is a “soaring welfare bill” which 
the country “cannot afford”. 

The facts tell a very different story. For example:

The amount spent on Job-Seekers Allowance is less in real 
terms than it was in the 1990s

Job-seekers Allowance only accounts for around 3% of the 
benefits bill (with pensions accounting for around half, and 
Disability Living Allowance around 7-8%)

The UK spends 12% less per head than France and 19% less 
than Germany, on unemployment and disability-related benefits

Only around 0.7% of expenditure results from fraud

Benefits are generally insufficient to cover the cost of 
basics such as food and heating. For example, a single person
under 25 receives £57.35 per week in JSA; an adult couple  
receives £113.70 between them. From this, they will have to pay 
26% of the Council Tax bill, and probably a large part of their rent
as well, as most rents are higher than the maximum Local 
Housing Allowance. If they have been placed in a 2-bedroomed 
council flat, they will be paying 14% of the rent as “bedroom tax”.
They will not receive any help with the costs of job-search.

Claimants – including many sick and disabled, and single parents 
– can and do get their benefits cut or stopped altogether 
(sanctioned), often for reasons entirely beyond their 
control. The shortest period without any benefits – even if the 
claimant wins an appeal – is 4 weeks. The maximum is 3 years.

So how do sanctions work?
Job centres have always been able to stop people's benefits if they 
didn't believe they were looking for work. However, from October 
2013 the government has introduced stricter rules which for most 
people will mean spending 35 hours each week on job-search and/or 
work preparation. The steps they have to take are set out in great 
detail, and any breach of these instructions will result in a sanction.

The most common reason for JSA sanctions is ‘not actively seeking 
work’, which does not mean what it says but that the claimant 
has not done exactly what they were told by their Jobcentre adviser –
even if they have actually done more than required.

Real life example: the claimant has applied for more jobs 
than required by her jobseeker's agreement, but forgets to 
write down that she has checked the newspaper, as instructed 
to do by her advisor. Her money is stopped for 4 weeks.

The “offences”which carry the most severe sanctions (13 weeks, 26 
weeks or 3 years, depending whether it is a first, second or third 
“offence”, are things like “refusing to apply for a job that Jobcentre 
Plus have pointed out to you”, or “failing to participate in a Mandatory 
Work Activity”, Again, these don't mean what they say – they can
apply to the most trivial or unavoidable situations. More examples:

• Not applying for a job which specified skills which the claimant
didn't have

• Not applying for a job because the vacancy had already gone 
out of date

• “Missing” (ie being a few minutes late for) an advisor interview
due to being at a job interview which overran

• Missing an interview due to sickness and not having any 
phone credit to tell the Job-centre

Do sanctions get more people into work?
In a word – no. Harassing the unemployed does not create more 
jobs; but the problems created by a sanction do actively prevent 
people seeking and finding suitable work. Also, forcing people to 
accept low-paid jobs and insecure working conditions leads to
worse pay and conditions across the whole labour market. 

The recent drop in jobless figures has been almost entirely due to a 
rise in self-employment, yet the indications are that many of these 
people remain underemployed, simply preferring poverty earnings to 
the constant harassment and complete destitution threatened by JSA.



And where does workfare come in?
One of the main uses of sanctions is to force people on benefits to work 
for free. “Workfare”, as it is known, profits the rich by providing free and
flexible labour, whilst depriving others of properly paid work. Workfare 
goes hand-in-hand with the growing use of zero-hours contracts, and 
part-time contracts where the bulk of the employee's wage comes from 
overtime. Under these conditions, workfare can very easily be used to 
replace the paid hours on which employees rely for a liveable income.

There are a number of workfare schemes in place, all enforced by the 
threat of sanctions. These are just some of them:

Mandatory Work Activity (MWA) – This scheme mandates four weeks’ 
unpaid work for up to 30 hours a week. Although the government claims it
is “community work”, its definition of this includes working “for the profit
of the host organisation”. Claimants can lose benefits for 3 months
the first time they do not take part, and for up to 3 years for the 
third time. Claimants can be referred to MWA at any point in their claim.

The Work Programme – This is a for-profit Job Centre you are forced to 
attend normally after 9-12 months on JSA, where you can be forced into 
any workfare decided by the private provider. 90% of sanctions for 
“failing to participate in a work or training programme” (the 
second biggest reason for being sanctioned) relate to the Work 
Programme. Contracting out parts of the benefits system to private 
providers constitues a massive public subsidy to the corporate sector; the
Work Programme is set to cost the taxpayer £5 billion pounds. 

Community Work Placements (“Help to Work”) – People who return to 
the Job Centre after the Work Programme are faced with the Help to Work
scheme. This will involve: daily sign-ons at the Job Centre, ‘intensive 
training’, or 6 month long workfare placements. 

But does workfare help people back into work?            
In June 2012, research by the DWP concluded that Mandatory Work 
Activity had “no impact on the likelihood of being employed compared to
non-referrals.”. The trial of a scheme involving 6 month long workfare 
placements was found to also have no effect on helping people 
find work. Workfare may well reduce employment chances by limiting 
the time available for job search and by failing to provide the skills and 
experience valued by employers.

Claimants on workfare schemes or mandatory skills training still 
have to meet job-search requirements (in the remaining hours of
the week) and can still be sanctioned if they are deemed not to.

What about those who are sick or disabled?          

Claimants who are too sick to work can still be placed in the Work 
Related Activities group of Employment Support Allowance, and have 
their benefit stopped if they “fail to attend” a mandatory interview or 
participate in a prescribed activity (including the Work Programme). 
Once they “re-engage” they can be sanctioned for up to 4 weeks. The
number of ESA sanctions almost tripled between September 
2013 and March 2014 (from 2,369 to 7,507).  About 60% of 
those sanctioned have a mental health problem or learning disability.

In addition, many JSA claimants are actually sick or disabled but have
been wrongly refused or thrown off ESA by the notoriously unfair 
Work Capability Tests. Because their chances of finding paid 
work are more limited, they are particularly vulnerable to 
being exploited through workfare. They are also frequently 
sanctioned due to unmanageable requirements being placed on them.

And what does all this achieve                                     
Well.... Thousands relying on foodbanks; GPs reporting a rise in
malnutrition cases; people with special dietary needs literally 
dying of poverty 343,744 people under 25 having their benefits 
stopped since 2012 – going short of food (84%) and being unable to 
pay the rent (81%). A bonaza for loan-sharks;  threat of 
homelessness due to rent arrears  A huge increase in the 
difficulties and discrimination faced by people with disabilities already 
hit by massive service cuts Fuel poverty putting sick people's 
lives at risk Family breakdown; stress, depression; suicide …......etc

But do these policies save public money?                  
No! These policies are just part of a wider long-term programme of 
cuts, privatisation and removal of social and environmental 
protections, aimed at easier profits for the rich, and resulting in a 
widening gap between rich and poor not just in the UK but globally. 

Sanctions and workfare transfer wealth from the public into the 
private sector – directly, through the big fees paid to private workfare
providers, and indirectly by using workfare to reduce labour costs. 
Rather than providing security for those in need, the welfare system 
is manipulated to help establish unemployment, low pay and insecure
working conditions as normal features of the economy – along with a 
culture of worry and fear amongst workers and jobless alike. This 
destroys solidarity, breeds scapegoating of vulnerable groups such as 
disabled people, migrants and single parents, and stops us coming 

together to demand better lives – but only if we let it!!

http://www.boycottworkfare.org/?p=1867
http://www.boycottworkfare.org/?p=1867


        
                                                                                     


