
To: [name of charity or trustees of charity]

A list of organisations that were involved in using workfare in 2011-12 was recently released by the Department for Work and Pensions after it lost a lengthy legal struggle, as has been widely reported.[1] It is clear from this list that your organisation has been – and perhaps still is – involved in using some form of workfare. In view of this fact, please could you take the time to respond to the questions below.

As a charity that uses volunteers, how do you see the role of the forced ‘volunteers’ on workfare placements, where the threat of losing one's benefits is used to make people volunteer?  How does this change the nature of what it is to be a volunteer at your organisation?  
What are the rights and responsibilities of these forced volunteers compared to genuine volunteers?  Does this have any implications for your insurance cover? 
There are many reasons a person might refuse workfare or be unable to do it. These range from ethical objections to mental health issues, care requirements, and physical capabilities. Those who don’t or are unable to complete a workfare placement are sanctioned – their benefit payments are completely stopped for a period of at least four weeks. Considering the terrible consequences of benefit sanctions (loss of a person’s only income for food, bills, clothing) how do you feel this fits with your purpose of positive change in society? 
Do you think that a person who does not wish to volunteer at your organisation should be sanctioned?

Although some people on workfare find the experience useful, the vast majority are there under duress. Furthermore, in government-commissioned evaluations, workfare has repeatedly been shown to be ineffective in increasing the number of people in work.[2] Research commissioned by the DWP themselves in 2008 concluded that ‘there is little evidence that workfare increases the likelihood of finding work’ (p. 1).[3] 

If your organisation that hosts unemployed people on workfare placements, then you are directly involved in the benefit sanctions regime. Reporting a workfare ‘volunteer’ for lateness (something workfare placement hosts are required to do) frequently results in them being sanctioned. People with dependents – mostly children – can also be sanctioned for not attending workfare. Delays and changes in benefits (including sanctions) accounted for 42% of all referrals to foodbanks in 2015-16.[4]

We know voluntary sector organisations have been misled by the organisations contracted by DWP to arrange workfare placements. Companies like Seetec and Pinnacle People and charities like Groundwork and the Salvation Army have told charities that they can provide them volunteers, without mentioning the coercive aspects of workfare. Over 600 voluntary sector organisations have already committed not to be involved with government workfare schemes by signing up to the Keep Volunteering Voluntary agreement not to participate in government workfare schemes.[5] 

If you no longer use workfare, or are going to pull out, then would you join these other organisations and commit to this agreement too? 

Regarding the effects of benefit sanctions you may find these reports useful. 

http://www.socialpublishingproject.com/uploads/9/6/1/1/9611868/punishing_poverty_-_sanctions_and_their_impacts.pdf

http://www.crisis.org.uk/data/files/publications/Sanctions%20Report%202015_FINAL.pdf

http://www.homeless.org.uk/sites/default/files/site-attachments/A%20High%20Cost%20to%20Pay%20Sept%2013.pdf

As an organisation with charitable status, you have certain responsibilities regarding transparency and public communication of your policies. Therefore I look forward to receiving a full response to these enquiries. 

Yours faithfully,

[your name]
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