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Work Programme will replace paid workers with mandatory labour

Today, 10 June, grave concerns have been raised about the Work Programme on the day the government's flagship welfare reform is launched. Boycott Workfare, a coalition of unemployed people, anti-cuts campaigners, charity workers, trade unionists and allies, accuses the government of ignoring the evidence that the Work Programme undermines opportunities for paid employment and does not help people find work. 

The Boycott Workfare coalition, which has been mapping the experiences of people forced to work for their benefits under the Flexible New Deal, points out that the scheme creates job roles which can be carried out solely by unpaid workers. The overwhelming majority of claimants mandated to work without pay (receiving benefits equivalent to only £2.25 per hour worked) for companies including Primark and Poundland are simply replaced by other unpaid workers at the end of their placement.

Joanna Long, spokeswoman for Boycott Workfare said: 

“The Work Programme is a cash gift from the government to businesses which can replace employees with a constant free labour source mandated to work by the job centre at risk of destitution. It is a disgrace that the government and providers are talking about this as a boost to jobseekers' prospects when it is putting them to work - often in unsuitable roles - for far below the minimum wage.”

She added: 

“It is astounding that some of the larger voluntary sector organisations are collaborating with the government on the Work Programme to replace volunteers with mandatory unpaid labour. This flies in the face of the sector's values and will surely damage their reputations. And if it hasn't yet, our campaign intends to make sure it does.”

It is not only the advice of claimants' organisations and campaigners that the government is ignoring. The DWP's own research concluded that “there is little evidence that workfare increases the likelihood of finding work” and the Social Security Advisory Committee's report on 1 April was damning, making the following observations about the Work Programme: 

· “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...”

Notes to editors

1. Boycott Workfare coalition includes:  Arts Against Cuts, Disabled People Against Cuts, London Coalition Against Poverty, Single Mother’s Self-Defence and others. The coalition calls on organisations to refuse to accept non-voluntary unpaid labour via the Work Programme. They took action on Tuesday to launch the “Welfare Uncut” campaign which aims to take direct action against those organisations which do accept Work Programme placements. See: http://www.boycottworkfare.org/
2. The Work Programme gives 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). The placements are administered nationally by 16 private sector and two voluntary sector organisations, who subcontract to the public, private and voluntary sector organisations: http://www.dwp.gov.uk/newsroom/press-releases/2011/apr-2011/dwp037-11.shtml
3. Workfare already existed under the Flexible New Deal, where companies like Poundland have been able to benefit from unpaid labour, and many charity shop staff are no longer volunteers but mandated to be there in order to claim Job Seekers Allowance: http://www.boycottworkfare.org/?page_id=16 

4. Last year, 800 station staff on London Underground were cut, prompting concerns for passenger safety. Just months later, a new workfare initiative was rolled out by multi-million pound 'welfare to work' contractor A4E to provide 200 workfare wardens to make “people feel much safer” at North London tube stations.

5. The Social Security Advisory Committee's report on 1 April was scathing about the Work Programme - http://ssac.independent.gov.uk/pdf/MWA_report.pdf
