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21st Century Welfare Consultation Response
The Scottish Homelessness & Employability Network is the national membership body in Scotland for organisations and individuals tackling homelessness via an emphasis on employability. Our members include voluntary sector providers, housing associations, local authorities, employability providers, academics and other professionals involved in homelessness prevention and the promotion of employability as a means by which to address homelessness. 

SHEN welcomes the opportunity to comment on the DWP consultation paper – 21st Century Welfare, particularly as those experiencing homelessness are often furthest from the labour market and therefore significantly affected by the ethos, principles and configuration of the welfare system as it stands now and in any new incarnation.

Following on from consultation with a broad range of members working in homelessness and/or employability we would like to respond as follows, and would hope that the needs and specific circumstances of an often marginalised group be considered when deciding upon the way forward in terms of welfare reform.
Foreword and Executive Summary
In addition to Iain Duncan Smith’s assertion in the foreword that “we are going to end the culture of weakness and dependency that has done so much harm to individuals, families, and whole communities” we would expect that an aim would also be to address the poverty, marginalisation and systemic barriers that have precluded such dependency where it exists.   
We endorse the assertion of the aim “that we do not aim to reduce the levels of support for people in the most vulnerable circumstances” but would welcome explicit definition of who is deemed to be vulnerable and in what circumstances. We would argue that those experiencing homelessness, or who are recovering from this experience should be considered vulnerable.

Whilst we would welcome any system of delivery in principle that would offer improved efficacy we would have some reservations around a fully automated system of payment, given the difficulties that many homeless people have both in terms of setting up and servicing bank accounts, for example, and in terms of the high levels of literacy issues, and lower skills base relative to the housed population which may make a fully automated service less accessible. People experiencing homelessness often have prior debt relating to their housing or other support needs and we would be concerned that a fully automated system would potentially recoup this debt at source at a level that would not be beneficial to either the ongoing recovery of the claimant or their entry to the labour market. 
Introduction

Whilst we would agree that there are considerable disincentives to work inherent in the current system and would positively welcome any system that ensures that being in work meant being better off, we would also argue that the fiscal underpinning of this should extend to a greater network of physical in-work support provision. Homeless people have been shown to better sustain EET opportunities when offered support and advice by a worker – funding for this area of work should be recognised as a necessary part of the longer term view of the better off in work equation.

Further to this we would welcome changes to the system that allowed for acknowledgement and addressing of the many additional barriers that people experiencing homelessness can face when attempting to move towards or into the labour market.  A robust system that takes in to account specific barriers such as lack of suitable jobs; lack of access due to additional support needs; stigma and employer discrimination; enhanced fear over impact on housing security, low skills base, marginalisation of aspirations, and that then combines this with the opportunity for a personalised, graduated and holistic approach is key.

Although acknowledging the current economic climate and need to have a more efficient and streamlined welfare system in relation to this, we would argue that blanket conditionality for all does not necessarily help all move into and sustain paid work. An individualised, tailored approach to employability is key to working with homeless people and the emphasis throughout the paper on strengthened and extended conditionality would suggest that mitigating personal circumstances in relation to homelessness would not be taken into account when assessing someone’s journey to work. Previous initiatives such as the New Futures Fund pilot in Scotland demonstrate that is not always that conditionality is negative but that how it is applied that is telling. This was an initiative that took a holistic approach based on conditionality that led to positive outcomes, and we would welcome a similar tailored and holistic approach.
We would like to register concern that conditionality is potentially to be extended to those currently in work and receiving benefits, and would question the probability of the economic context that would be needed to find both extra jobs for jobseekers and additional hours for part-time workers. In the context of homelessness the opportunity to have a gradual return to the workplace in terms of timescales and intensity of hours is often the difference between someone returning to the labour market or not, as often time outside of work is needed to engage with support services or work on other factors to increase confidence, esteem and longer term employability.  Part-time work is a choice made by some to balance short term circumstances with long term aims, for example, quality of early years family life, recovery from traumatic experiences, of which homelessness is one; exploration of learning or interest led development all of which can and do contribute to the longer term health of general society and potentially save in the long run from a prevention perspective.
We would like to see an explicit definition of who and what would be considered vulnerable and/or in vulnerable circumstances as the basis for decision making.

As stated elsewhere we would welcome a simplified system that was accessible, easily comprehended by all, and less likely to result in error. Homeless people are often poorly served by the current system wherein benefits staffs often have no understanding of the impact of housing need, a perceived inability to deal positively with additional need factors or simply find the system difficult to navigate due to literacy or skills issues; life experiences or negative attitudes towards them. 

The ethos of work and personal responsibility being at the heart of the new benefits system must be backed up by a commitment to a personalised, localised and graduated approach to support this.

We would question the merit in enshrining buying your own home as a positive behaviour in itself when the large scale sell off of social housing served not only to exacerbate homelessness but to further create an underclass of even more socially and economically marginalised people – one could argue the very people that the proposed new system would be attempting to include. We consider owner occupation to indeed be at times a barrier to social mobility and hence enhancement of employability.
Question 1 – What steps should the government consider to reduce the cost of the welfare system and reduce welfare dependency and poverty?

Employers could be incentivised to pay more than the minimum wage through tax breaks rather than having to give tax credits. Homeless people often re-enter the market at a low level jobs in terms of pay and skills base which can undermine their housing situation also. 
The general lack of knowledge around entitlements to benefits needs to be addressed within the context of a simplified system – this would lead to savings in terms of efficiency and positive engagement with the system. 
 The physical machinations of the system need to be underpinned by a philosophical strategy relating to a cultural shift from “loss” of benefits to the “gain” of the labour market. We believe that stronger conditionality will not serve to lessen but widen this current perceptual gap.
 An upfront investment in the up-skilling of people employed within the welfare system to enable them to perform in a specialised way within a uniform function would pay long term dividends in both human and financial terms.
More localised support with JCP staff feeling empowered to make decisions would increase efficiency and reduce cost.

The introduction of target led work within the welfare system has impacted negatively on those engaged with the benefits system and a return to an individualised, human approach would particularly benefit those homeless people presenting with complex needs and histories.

A solid commitment to the system introduced is needed as the piecemeal approaches prior to now have created confusion, financial inefficiencies, for example, in appraising and up-skilling teams on now defunct programmes and have led to lack of motivation particularly amongst those hardest to engage in moving towards the labour market. For example, the Future Jobs Fund anecdotally proved to be a relatively successful programme in terms of increasing employability for homeless people but is no longer an option leading to build up of aspiration with no defined avenues to channel them. 

We feel that if JCP were to adopt a key worker approach along the lines of voluntary sector agencies. We would advocate for specific skills sharing with the voluntary sector, with JCP staff gaining an understanding of the key worker role, and holistic approach via training and mentoring by appropriate voluntary sector organisations.
Making the language and terminology used more accessible would greatly help in minimising inadvertent fraud and/or non-adherence to rules with subsequent reduction in costs.

Currently access to certain options are blocked to many and there is inconsistent application of funding in relation to Community Care Grants etc. Access to beneficial components such as counselling via Pathways and FND, and certain financial benefits to being part of Progress2Work vary depending on eligibility and this is often on an individual agency or ad hoc basis. Greater access to all parts of the employability equation for all, in a way that is tailored for them from day 1 is required. The long term savings in terms of health, social well – being and a strong labour market would be the pay off.
Question 2 – Which aspects of the current benefits and tax credits system in particular lead to the widely held view that work does not pay for benefit recipients?

The tax credits system is for many overly complicated in terms of form filling and the advantages taken away by the impact on other benefits income. The lack of a meaningful HB disregard and graduated taper of withdrawal means that the prospect of moving into the labour market is for some homeless people too risky a proposition, particularly if they are still vulnerably housed or in expensive supported accommodation necessary for their ongoing recovery.

The 16 hour rule also greatly works against those seeking to enhance employability via volunteering or education, and we would welcome revision of this.

Young people are also greatly disadvantaged under the current rules and this must be addressed if intergenerational employability is to be enhanced.

 Question 3 – To what extent is the complexity of the system deterring some people from moving into work?

The system does need to be simplified and unified in the sense that different parts do not currently marry up causing unnecessary problems with a longer term financial cost. Community Care Grants, for example, do not always marry up with the payment on Housing Benefit on a new home. Homeless people are less likely to engage with the labour market until more stably housed because for many the actual move to be positively housed is fraught with difficulties thrown up by the current system. This can then lead to problems with tenancy sustainment which incurs substantial costs at financial and human level.

As previously stated the levels of literacy and skills attainment within the homeless population is not matched by ease of access to the current system. Where the “customer” is seemingly the person who has to drive and co-ordinate efforts between say, for example, JCP and HB the amount of bureaucratic procedures and forms and repetition of personal circumstances and history can be exceptionally off-putting leading to stress, negative behaviours or overtly negative outcomes such as disengagement and entrenched marginalisation. 

 The complexity of the current system also increases the likelihood of clerical errors which in turn causes frustration and non engagement with the system, and further marginalisation of those already most excluded.

 Question 4 – To what extent is structural reform needed to deliver customer service improvements, drive down administration costs and cut the levels of error, overpayments and fraud?

We believe that if “customer” is to be a meaningful term then the DWP should move away from customer driven efficiency and correspond to the private sector “customer” model.

Structural reform is clearly needed to improve take up of entitlement opportunities; improve efficiency and simplify an overly complicated and bureaucratic system. We would welcome a system that removed the error margin caused by the need to multiply report change of circumstances.
Question 5 – Has the government identified the right set of principles to use to guide reform?
We would like to see a definition of vulnerability bolstering the principles. As previously stated we are concerned by the apparently overreaching conditionality enshrined in the principles and would welcome a balanced approach based on individual circumstances and need. 

We consider it to be a glaring omission that a commitment to the learning and development of DWP staff to a level that enables universal, consistent implementation of the system is not embodied as a principle. We would advocate for a system that supported a cultural shift in attitude within JCP, where supporting individuals rather than administering conditions of entitlement or processing people, was seen as beneficial to all.
As a principle we would also have welcomed an enshrined commitment to service user involvement and targeted consultation.

We feel that there is too much emphasis on fraud and stopping entitlement and not enough on rewarding endeavour and people improving their situation outwith concept of conditionality. 

Question 6 – Would an approach along the lines of the models set out in chapter 3 improve work incentives and hence help the government to reduce costs and tackle welfare dependency and poverty? Which elements would be most successful? What other approaches should the government consider?

We would welcome a model that simplified the system and provided increased accuracy and efficiency for the customer. 
We would have concerns with any model that operated on the basis of “the credit being paid to the household member making the application”, on the grounds that this would imply that other benefits such as DLA would be potentially be factored into the equation, and also on the basis of potential for negative control and abuse of funds by a single household member.

We would advocate for a higher initial disregard level and longer, graduated taper for homeless people on the grounds of vulnerability and as a preventative tool in saving potential future housing and social breakdown costs.

Homeless people living in hostels and other supported accommodation often have to pay high rent charges which can make it difficult to benefit by working, a higher earnings disregard in situations of acute housing need such as these would have far reaching impact on the employability aspirations and reality of homeless people. 

We feel that the Mirrlees model would increase child poverty and aggravate the other negative factors such as poor educational attainment and health and well-being that can emanate from this.  We would also have great concern at the introduction of any model that cuts benefit rates from their already meagre amount, as this would also significantly impact on the aforementioned factors and indeed on levels of homelessness.
Streamlining the system via any of these models will only make it more accessible and efficient if there is in-built flexibility to individually assess and support those on the margins who are hardest to reach, the paper offers no suggestion that the necessary safeguards would exist.
Question 7 – Do you think we should increase the obligations on benefit claimants who can work to take the steps necessary to seek and enter work?

We object to the underlying notion that most claimants are ‘at it’. We believe that conditionality as a blanket force does not work long term but would again reiterate the importance of a tailored approach. We would prefer an investment in employability as opposed to a target led focus on employment as this would better incorporate those people furthest from the labour market, and support those closer to it that still face additional barriers.  Non-financial sanctions that support a person’s employability as part of the process would be preferable.  A drive towards buy in for work placements by employers would be preferable but not necessarily achievable. There is a fundamental lack of preparation for work that is not provided in a coercive context.

Question 8 – Do you think that we should have a system of conditionality which aims to maximise the amount of work a person does, consistent with their personal circumstances? 

No. We believe that, in the both the short and long term, taking a strong arm approach to maximising hours will alienate people from the employability process and create more problems than it would solve. Access to ongoing advice and support to those on lesser working hours would be more beneficial.

Question 9 – If you agree that there should be greater localism what local flexibility would be required to deliver this?

There would need to be a greater opportunity to holistically assess customers through frontline worker up-skilling and training and empowerment to make decisions based on local factors such as the local job market, housing and travel costs. This should also be tied into awareness raising of social areas in local areas, and more formal dialogue with contracted agencies and sharing of good practice. Any localised approach would have to have in built safeguards to avoid reinforcement of the postcode lottery culture.
Question 10 – The government is committed to delivering more affordable homes. How could reform best be implemented to ensure providers can continue to deliver the new homes we need and maintain the existing affordable homes?
We would welcome opportunities linked to training and support around self build projects to meet demand in this area. We would argue that stopping the sale of existing social housing and investing in the infrastructure and upkeep in tandem with building new social housing would be the preferred way forward.
Question 11 – What would be the best way to organise delivery of a reformed system to achieve improvements in outcomes, customer service and efficiency?
As previously stated we would welcome a system that was simplified in its working yet afforded inbuilt flexibility to take account of individual need and circumstances. We feel particularly with regard to tapers and conditionality that homeless people should have extended periods of being outwith conditionality where appropriate   and graduated taper periods when entering the labour market. 
 Question 12 – Any other ideas
Given that skills are a devolved area we would be interested to know if the effect of reform on devolved employability strategies has been considered.
