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High Court finds workfare sanctions were unlawful

Boycott Workfare will continue to campaign against the schemes

Today, judgment was handed down in a case which challenged the legality of workfare – forced unpaid work schemes [1]. While the ruling is a positive outcome for tens of thousands of people whose sanctions were unlawful, Boycott Workfare [2] is disappointed that the schemes will be allowed to continue.

The judge found that the letters sent to the two claimants in this case failed to set out the necessary information for sanctions to be lawful. These were standard letters, sent to thousands of people who may now be entitled to reimbursement. However, the judge deemed that, despite few details being in the public domain, the schemes were validly made, and are not “forced labour” according to human rights legislation.

The ruling comes at a time when despite multiple studies [3] which show workfare does not help people find work, the government intends to roll out the Community Action Programme [4]. This could see 1.06 million people forced to work for six months without pay, potentially replacing thousands of paid jobs. 

Joanna Long, a member of Boycott Workfare, has said: 

“Today's ruling vindicates the thousands of people who have known that their sanctions were unjust, and Boycott Workfare will do what we can to ensure that everyone gets what is due to them.

“However, it is deeply disappointing that this ruling condones the government practice of constituting multiple, confusing schemes and not publishing sufficient information about them. We hope this will be overturned in the coming appeal. 

“The High Court may not have found that forced unpaid work contravenes human rights, but the public know that it does. Our campaign does not rely on judges to challenge the impact of workfare. Thousands of people are taking action online and on the streets and are succeeding in pushing back workfare in the UK. Tens of organisations have already pulled out, and workfare is rapidly losing all legitimacy.”

Boycott Workfare is calling a UK-wide day of action on 8th September, which will challenge the use of forced unpaid work on threat of sanctions which push people further into poverty.

[Ends]
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[1] The Judicial Review was heard on 26-27 June in the High Court. Public Interest Lawyers' response to today's ruling can be found here: http://www.publicinterestlawyers.co.uk/news_details.php?id=268 

The original press release from Public Interest Lawyers sets out the three grounds on which workfare schemes were challenged:

http://www.publicinterestlawyers.co.uk/news_details.php?id=260
The full text of the ruling can be found here: http://www.judiciary.gov.uk/Resources/JCO/Documents/Judgments/reilly-wilson-sec-state-work-pensions.pdf 

[2] 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, whilst 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/ 

[3] DWP research has repeatedly found that workfare has no impact on job outcomes. In June 2012, peer-reviewed research by the DWP concluded that Mandatory Work Activity had “no impact on the likelihood of being employed compared to non-referrals”: http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2012/jun/13/mandatory-work-scheme-government-research 

2008 DWP research concluded “it can even reduce job outcomes”: http://research.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd5/rports2007-2008/rrep533.pdf 

[4] The government intends to roll out the Community Action Programme: http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2012/jul/29/long-term-unemployed-unpaid-work 

[5] For more information on workfare schemes and links to key documents, see the Boycott Workfare “The Facts” page: http://www.boycottworkfare.org/?page_id=663
[6] This photo of the Boycott Workfare support action at the court on 26 June 2012 is available for use (please credit Boycott Workfare): http://www.boycottworkfare.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/forfacebook.jpg 

