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Photo opportunity and interviews: 1.15pm, Wed 19th October, outside the Welfare to Work Conference at the Business Design Centre, Upper Street, Islington, N1 0HQ. 

Forced labour protest to target welfare to work conference

On 19th October from 1pm,  unemployed people, anti-cuts campaigners, charity workers, trade unionists and allies will stage a visual demonstration at the “Welfare to Work” convention. They will dress as prisoners in a chain gang adorned with corporate logos to highlight that welfare reforms are rolling out forced labour in the UK, whilst big business “gets something for nothing”.

This convention brings together those profiting from welfare reforms and the government department responsible for instigating them. These reforms include rolling out mandatory work for benefits, “workfare”, schemes across the UK. It is a key event in the “welfare to work” industry's calendar, which campaigners see as highlighting the extent to which welfare provision has been privatised and social security eroded. 

Joanna Long, spokeswoman for Boycott Workfare commented: 

“Workfare schemes are not about getting people back to work: they are about plugging the gaps left by cuts to public services and boosting the profits of corporations. They displace blame for unemployment from the both government and economy onto individual jobseekers. Workfare is part of an ideological attack on social security, which seeks to criminalise claimants, whilst boosting business profits through what amounts to forced labour. We condemn this networking jolly at taxpayers' expense.”

Boycott Workfare are taking action to remind delegates that forcing people to do unpaid work whether for Tescos, local councils, or “welfare to work” providers (such as A4E) themselves, whilst making huge profits from doing so is totally unacceptable. There is a growing movement willing to take direct action to highlight those organisations involved in rolling out workfare. Taking part in such schemes risks damage to their public profile.

This is not the first “welfare to work” conference Boycott Workfare has targeted. In June,  Inside Government's “Making Work Pay” conference was forced to relocate from the Royal Society at short notice in response to Boycott Workfare's demonstration.

Ends

Notes to editors

1. The demonstration has been called by the Boycott Workfare coalition, which includes:  Arts Against Cuts, Disabled People Against Cuts, Single Mother’s Self-Defence and others. The coalition calls on organisations to refuse to accept mandatory unpaid work placements from the job centre and “welfare to work” providers. The coalition intends to take direct action against those organisations which do accept workfare placements. See: http://www.boycottworkfare.org/
2. The conference on Wednesday is organised by GovNet Communications and will bring together delegates who are involved in implementing the Work Programme and other welfare reforms. Speakers include James Purnell who helped introduce workfare for New Labour, as well as contributions from many of the companies to have been handed multi-million pound contracts to deliver the new government's Work Programme: http://www.welfaretowork-conference.co.uk/index.php 

3. Recent welfare reforms give job centre advisers discretion to mandate people claiming Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) to undertake up to 30 hours' unpaid work per week for a period of up to 4 weeks (see SSAC report below): equivalent to £2.25 per hour (based on JSA of £67.50 a week) or £1.78 per hour for someone under 25 years old (who receives £53.45 JSA a week). While these are meant to be of “benefit to the community”, the criteria for this include “working towards the profit of the host organisation”. There is nothing  to prevent any 4 week period being extended and no guidelines on how many placements can be undertaken. This could mirror these 12 week+ Mandated Work situations:
http://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/82746/response/218804/attach/html/2/FoI%202776%2017.10.11.pdf.html 

4. Workfare – work for your benefits – is also a component of the Work Programme which has handed private companies like A4E, G4S and SERCO arbitrary powers to make whatever it considers necessary for a claimant's return to work mandatory. Campaigners are very concerned that claimants will be mandated into unpaid labour for large corporations, since many of these “welfare to work” providers established workfare schemes under the Flexible New Deal.

5. Workfare already existed under the Flexible New Deal, where companies like Poundland, Asda, Sainsburys and Primark have been able to benefit from unpaid labour: http://www.boycottworkfare.org/?page_id=16 

6. The Social Security Advisory Committee's report on 1 April was scathing about workfare - http://ssac.independent.gov.uk/pdf/MWA_report.pdf
· “Published evidence is at best ambivalent about the chances of ‘workfare’ type activity improving outcomes for people who are out of work.”

· “We are concerned that mandating an individual to this scheme could also have the opposite effect to the one intended.”

· “This seems to us to signal that being mandated to mandatory work  activity is regarded as a punishment...”

7. The Welfare Reform Bill is now at Committee Stage in the House of Lords: http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2010-11/welfarereform.html 

