Boycott Workfare
www.boycottworkfare.org
info@boycottworkfare.org
07840 381195
Monday 30th September - Media release – For immediate release
Interviews available

Osborne’s plans ‘criminalise unemployed people’
Unemployed people and campaigners have condemned George Osborne’s announcement that long-term unemployed people will be forced to work unpaid or face losing their social security as a criminalisation of unemployed people.

 

The maximum community sentence that a judge can hand out is for 300 hours, but claimants on six-month workfare schemes are already being forced to work without pay for 780 hours. The four-week Mandatory Work Activity scheme is already the equivalent of a medium level community service order that a person might receive if they were found guilty of drink driving or assault.

 

When a similar scheme was introduced in the US, thousands of jobs in the Parks Department were lost in New York alone – to be replaced with forced unpaid workers. [2] Similar case studies have emerged in the UK, where workfare placements are already taking place in hospitals, council offices, charities and businesses. [3]

 

Campaigners accuse Osborne of rehashing existing schemes, which DWP research has repeatedly found to fail in helping people find work. [4] The pilot of the scheme announced today was found to have no effect on helping people find employment. 71% of people sanctioned on the scheme reported going without food; half went into debt. [5] The requirement for daily visits to the Job Centre for people leaving the Work Programme is already in place for many people – though Osborne’s announcement is rebranding the current ‘Hit Squad’ and ‘Mandatory Intervention Regime’ as ‘Help to Work’. [6]

 

This latest workfare scheme may become unworkable as charities and voluntary organisations refuse to take part. Tens of large charities have already quit workfare schemes: Oxfam stated that the schemes were incompatible with its goal of reducing poverty in the UK [7]. The government is currently appealing the Information Commissioner’s decision that it must reveal the names of the organisations involved. If it loses, charities involved in sanctioning unemployed people will face further public pressure to withdraw. [8]

 

Commenting on today’s announcement, Joanna Long, member of Boycott Workfare said:

 

“Community workfare schemes literally treat the unemployed as criminals – with far harsher sentences than if they had committed a crime. Osborne’s announcement is a PR rehash of schemes that are already failing to help people find work on a massive scale. It’s bad news for people who will be forced to work at far below the minimum wage – and it’s terrible news for the people whose jobs they will be replacing. This is about cutting the safety net for unemployed people, and handing something for nothing to charities, companies and councils which should be paying wages and taxes.”
 
Notes to editors
 

[1] Boycott Workfare is a UK-wide campaign network to end forced unpaid work for people who receive welfare. Workfare profits the rich by providing free labour, while threatening the poor by taking away welfare rights if people refuse to work without a living wage. We are a grassroots campaign, formed in 2010 by people with experience of workfare and those concerned about its impact. We expose and take action against companies and organisations profiting from workfare; encourage organisations to pledge to boycott it; and actively inform people of their rights. We are not affiliated to any political party and are open to all who share our aims. More info:
http://www.boycottworkfare.org/
 

[2] A study by the Russell Sage Foundation found that 30,000 workfare placements in New York alone would cause 20,000 job losses and reduce the wages of the bottom third of wage earners by 9%.

 
[3] Boycott Workfare maintains a list of organisations where people have been sent to do workfare. There is evidence that even in the voluntary sector, workfare is replacing paid work.
 
[4] DWP studies into existing workfare schemes in the UK have found them to have zero effect on helping people find work. See a survey of the evidence here.
 
[5] The Community Action Programme, a six month workfare scheme designed for people leaving the Work Programme was piloted and found to have no effect on helping people find work. Read the outcomes of the pilot here.
 
[6] When the Mandatory Intervention Regime for people leaving the Work Programme was announced at the end of May, it was branded as the ‘hit squad’. This blog records what that has meant in practice.
 

[7] Oxfam’s statement upon quitting the scheme: “Oxfam does not offer placements for participants in the mandatory work activity, or compulsory elements of ‘work for your benefits’ schemes…We do this for two reasons: firstly, because these schemes impact unfairly on the support people receive, and so are incompatible with our goal of reducing poverty in the UK.”

 
[8] In May the government was ordered to release the names of the organisations which use workfare. It is appealing the decision, due to concern that if the information is in the public domain, organisations using free labour will be less likely to take part.
