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traipsing after a job       

why the Government’s plans to change the Jobseeker's Allowance rules are unfair and won’t work 

Summary

This briefing explains why the TUC opposes the Government’s plans to change the Jobseeker’s Allowance rules, even though we agree with their objective: cutting the number of unemployed people who remain unemployed for a long time.
 

We believe that benefits for unemployed people need to be supported by effective penalties for people who break the rules. Unfortunately, the “sanctions” (where claimants lose some or all of their benefit if they break the rules) are frequently ineffective, and often hit vulnerable people who aren’t trying to play the system and need help, not punishment. 

If the Government’s proposals go ahead, there is a real risk that unemployed people will face a set of unfair rules backed up by unfair penalties.

Background 

At the end of 2003 the Government announced plans to introduce three changes to the rules about what unemployed people have to do to qualify for Jobseeker's Allowance:
· At present, unemployed people can turn down a job or refuse to apply for it if it will take them more than an hour to get to work. The Government plans that, once someone has been unemployed for 3 months, this limit will rise to an hour and a half each way. People who turn down a job because it will require less travelling time than this will face sanctions, and could lose all or some of their JSA.

· At present, unemployed people are expected to do at least two things each week to look for a job. This will rise to three – people who fall foul of this rule will not face a sanction, but they will cease to qualify for Jobseeker's Allowance in that week.

· At present, unemployed people ‘sign on’ (come in to the Jobcentre and explain what they are doing to get a job) once a fortnight. The Government plans to require people who have been unemployed for 13 weeks to sign on every week for the next 6 weeks. Again, people who fail to turn up to the weekly meeting will cease to qualify for JSA.

The TUC supports the Government’s objectives, but we do not think that these changes will help to reduce long-term unemployment, and that the first of the proposals is very unfair.

Unemployed people’s commitment to jobs 

The TUC believes that the large majority of unemployed people want jobs, and are serious about trying to return to employment. There are some people who will try to defraud the system, or to avoid work, which is why we accept that the rules must be supported by effective penalties. But these rules are needed only for a very small minority of people claiming Jobseeker's Allowance, and they should also take into account the very positive attitudes of most claimants.
There is strong evidence that unemployed people desperately want jobs and remain committed to seeking work regardless of their duration of unemployment:

· A large survey of people receiving income-replacement benefits found that people claiming JSA were very committed to employment; 86% said they currently didn’t have a job of at least 16 hours a week but were looking for one – compared with 11% of Income Support claimants and 3% of people claiming Incapacity Benefit and Severe Disablement Allowance.

· A major survey of low-income families found that 54% of lone parents, 58% of women in couples and 63% of their partners agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “having almost any job is better than being unemployed.”

· A qualitative study of low-income families (some in low paid jobs, other not in employment) found that “the vast majority….had a positive attitude towards work.”

· A study of employers’ experiences of recruiting Jobcentre Plus clients found a high level of satisfaction: “some of the long-term unemployed recruits had a few problems with a lack of confidence and nerves, which was centred on the whole issue of getting back into working life. However these were minor problems and were all overcome through additional support …… Problems with lack of motivation and speed of work were less common.”

· Previous attempts to change unemployed people’s behaviour through penalties or disqualifications have not been impressive. A DSS study of the impact of the more punitive regime introduced with Jobseeker's Allowance found that the changes brought about by JSA were ‘marginal’. There was a ‘small increase’ in the amount of time spent looking for jobs, a ‘slight increase’ in the number of people applying for jobs and even these improvements were ‘short-lived.’
“There is no evidence that jobseekers were more flexible about the kind of jobs that they are prepared to accept than they were before the introduction of Jobseeker’s Allowance. Indeed, slightly fewer were willing to take any job, to move away from home or to try self-employment. Reservation wages, the minimum that respondents said they would work for, remained roughly the same in real terms but in the post-Jobseeker’s Allowance sample tended to drift upwards between the first and second wave interview.”

· A TUC briefing, describing some of the other academic research on this subject, is available on our website, at http://www.tuc.org.uk/welfare/tuc-7371-f0.cfm
The problem with benefit penalties 

An obvious response to these points is that the people who are avoiding work may be a small minority, but the system has to have sanctions available to deal with them.

If they were the only people who were going to be affected that would be fair enough, but when claimants lose their benefits they their families will be at risk of hardship, and some of the people who are penalised are very vulnerable:

· In the 1990s, the National Association of Citizens’ Advice Bureaux reported that benefit penalties caused families very real hardship.

· Research carried out for the Government established that these sanctions forced people into debt, and certain groups were at particular risk of being penalised, especially ethnic minority claimants, people with caring responsibilities and those with health problems.
  
· There are special hardship payments to guarantee a minimum income for vulnerable claimants (such as disabled people or pregnant women) but further official research found that many of those who qualified for these payments were not informed.

Any organisation concerned about poverty will see this as a problem, and the fact that vulnerable groups seem to be particularly likely to face penalties makes it even more worrying. We can see why this is a subject we should be worried about if we look at the New Deal programme, which has the toughest sanctions regime we have ever seen in this country - people who persistently break the rules can lose their benefits for up to six months. The Government’s own evaluation of the impact of this change found that there were at least four grounds for concern:
  

· There was a group of people who were vulnerable, and for whom work was probably not appropriate in any case – “those who might be considered ‘vulnerable’ or in difficult situations, perhaps because they had learning difficulties or personal problems, and such people were unlikely to cope with a job if they could secure one.”

· There were significant numbers who were surprised to lose their benefit – “Awareness and understanding of the content of New Deal and the 26 week sanctioning regime was generally poor amongst sanctioned jobseekers, despite them having received written and verbal information about it. There appeared to be a communication breakdown regarding the sanctioning process.” It is hard to see how these rules can act as a deterrent when people do not realise they are risking the loss of their benefits.

· There was a significant group that was, effectively, penalised by accident – “for many others the reason was specific and possibly avoidable, for example ensuring that they notified their NDPA if they could not attend the Option interview …..”

· And there was a group whose failure to comply with the rules suggested a problem with the programme, rather than an attempt to avoid work – “a major difficulty for those sanctioned respondents who were well motivated was the lack of choice afforded in the Options available to them locally. When faced with problems, such people were often happy to change Option but this did not seem to be a possibility for them and consequently they were sanctioned.” (Emphasis in original.)

The TUC and welfare-to-work   

The Government wants to cut the number of unemployed people who stay unemployed for a long time. Most unemployed people get jobs quickly, but once someone has been unemployed for three months it becomes harder and harder for them to get a job, so the Government wants people to look harder for jobs before they are in this position. It is fair to tell unemployed people they may lose their Jobseeker's Allowance if they do not do this, the Government believes, because unemployed people have a responsibility “to take the steps necessary to get into work” in return for their right to benefit.
  

The TUC accepts these principles. All unemployment is hateful, but long-term unemployment is particularly horrid. We have argued for a long-time for extra measures, early in unemployment, to help people who are at risk of becoming long-term unemployed. The TUC has always agreed that it is fair to require unemployed people to be available for employment, and it is a well-established interpretation that availability is “not a passive condition.”

That is why the TUC has been one of the strongest supporters of the New Deal programmes, and of the Government’s decision that, when unemployed people are offered four options of effective routes back to employment, there is “no fifth option” of passive reliance on benefits. 

What is at issue here is not the objective of reducing long-term unemployment, but we do not believe that these proposals will do much to achieve it. We agree that the benefit system should balance rights and responsibilities, but do not believe that these proposals represent a fair balance.

Increasing the travel to work area  

The TUC opposes all the proposed changes to the JSA rules, but we are particularly opposed to the increase in the travel to work area over which jobseekers are expected to travel in order to find work.  

We do not deny that tightening the jobsearch obligations of unemployed people will get some people jobs more quickly than they would have done otherwise. The question is whether these obligations are a fair price to pay for the amount of good they will do.

Increasing the travel to work area to one and a half hours each way may be reasonable to a metropolitan policy analyst, used to commuting over an hour each way. In the rest of the country a working day of 11 – 11.5 hours, including travelling time, would be exceptional; in rural areas it could imply 500 miles a week or more of commuting.

The average time taken travelling to work in Autumn 2002 was 25.4 minutes.
 This is the mean, and almost certainly distorted by the minority of commuters with very long journeys. Most workers will actually have a journey to work that is shorter than this. Only 15% of jobseekers are prepared to spend more than an hour travelling to work, and 36% think they should spend less than half an hour
  – in other words, they expect much the same as the people they see in employment. These regulations are likely to come up against claimants’ beliefs about what is fair and what is not, and this evidence suggests that most non – unemployed people will share these beliefs. The chances that they will change many claimants’ behaviour must therefore be small.

Health and safety

On the other hand, if the regulations do lead to more unemployed people entering jobs that demand long commutes then the TUC will be very concerned about the health implications of increased stress levels.  

The additional strain on family life through longer travel time increases the possibilities of stress related illnesses such as heart disease, respiratory infections, high blood pressure and indeed clinically identifiable mental health problems caused by anxieties over the likes of childcare, travel costs, spousal relationships or dealing with domestic arrangements. All this exacerbated by a low income; contrary to popular belief, stress related illness is lowest among professional and managerial groups and highest among shop-floor workers and more junior management levels – precisely the jobs unemployed people are most likely to get.

When the cost of stress to the NHS and of stress-related absenteeism to business are added up, it has been estimated that stress costs the economy in the region of £3 billion each year. Adding travelling time of three hours a day to a shift of up to twelve hours can only increase the occurrence of accidents due to fatigue. (And this assumes an employer complying with the Working Time Directive). If unsocial hours are added to the equation then the effects on the circadian rhythm, or body clock, could be severe again leading to ill-health.  

Such pressures lead to excessive use of tobacco and alcohol and recent government studies have shown that it is those from low-income families, such as Job Seekers, are most susceptible to cancer arising from tobacco dependency. Given the long hours and overtime culture in the UK, additional travelling time in hours of darkness, particularly in winter months, places workers at risk from assault. Many of the jobs that are open to unemployed people, such as care assistants, security guards public transport staff and lone night workers are already at a high risk from violence at work,
 and security problems will be exacerbated if claimants move into jobs that require them to travel at times when public transport is difficult or infrequent. 

Family life and childcare costs

This proposal flies in the face of Government policies on work-life balance. Britain already has the longest working hours in Europe, and these regulations will send out the message that the Government believes that people who want a reasonable amount of time with their families are shirkers.

In addition, requiring claimants to apply for jobs that involve more travelling will increase their childcare costs. The childcare credit in Working Tax Credit only covers 70% of approved childcare, up to a maximum of £135 a week for one child, £200 for two or more. Many workers prefer to use informal childcare, and so do not qualify, and many other low paid workers will find it difficult to pay their 30% contribution to this cost. These problems will be more severe for workers in jobs with 10 hours a week more travelling time than the 4¼ hours average. 

Most family responsibilities in our society still fall to women, including responsibility for childcare. These proposed regulations can therefore be seen as having an unfair disproportionate impact on women. 

The availability of public transport

In many areas public transport is patchy, unpredictable and infrequent. The Department for Transport is already concerned that transport problems are a cause of social exclusion, and evidence collected by DfT indicates that unemployed people who move into low paid work will be particularly hard-hit.

Firstly, of people who live in rural areas, low paid workers and unemployed people are among those most likely to have no car; the DfT research quotes a Scottish study which found that 89% of rural households owned at least one car, but that “there was a small minority that faced mobility problems because of the constraints of public transport options. These were typically those on low incomes, including job seekers, those unable to drive, such as the young and older people, and mothers with young children.”

Secondly, the distance between a claimant’s home and a prospective job might give a misleading impression of the actual travelling time, and the other difficulties of commuting to that job.

“A common feature was that while main road and radial services might be quite good, and possibly even quite frequent, other services were not. It was therefore often necessary to travel to a centre and then out again even when making a fairly short "as the crow flies" journey. 

“There was at least one instance of a bus that was supposed to go off the main road, but did not do so if it was behind schedule; there was also a problem with buses that were cancelled.
“In each urban area there tended to be one rather local bus for which people had to spend a very large amount of time waiting, and which was known to be unreliable, crowded etc, as well as quite frequent services down the nearest main roads. In several areas there were problems of getting to work because of bus changes which led to quite excessive amounts of time being spent getting there and back, and also to a great variability in journey times. There were some problems with early morning buses, and often very few evening and night buses.”

Affordability

In the last ten years bus and rail fares have risen at nearly twice the rate of inflation.
 Weekly travel cards, where available, typically cost from £15 to £20.
 For a single person, working for 30 hours per week at the minimum wage, this would be about a sixth of her/his disposable income. Again, the DfT study is very relevant:

“We had the impression that those who are having the most difficulty are working people on low incomes who have to travel to work. Their travel costs can be a significant part of their take-home pay and they have no choice but to pay it. They are also sometimes penalised by not being able to buy a (cheaper) return before 9 a.m. They are also financially penalised by restricted hours of service operation, which means that they may sometimes have to take a taxi.

“Where there is no concession available for job-seekers, and even, in some instances, where there is, travelling to look for work can take up quite significant proportions of their income. As an example, someone who is on the minimum level of £50 in hand who wanted to spend time seriously job-hunting could easily spend £8-10 a week even with a concession; this would be nearly a fifth of his/her income and leaves very little indeed.

“Many people who were on extremely low incomes and/or unemployed said that if ticket prices were cheaper, or better deals were available, they would be more likely to use transport more often. They were likely to be spending 10% of their very low weekly incomes on transport.”

How reasonable will the proposals be in practice?

Now, it is true that Decision Makers are expected to make a reasonable judgement, taking into account factors such as disproportionate costs, caring responsibilities and the actual route to be taken. But this expectation of reasonable decision making cannot always be relied upon. As the National Association of Citizens’ Advice Bureaux reported in 1997, unreasonable decisions are by no means rare: 

“A thread running through many of the cases seen by CABx is the poor quality of decision making, where the intricacies of the jobseeker's allowance rules are being ignored in favour of an over-zealous, cruder approach. People unable to meet the jobseeking conditions for legitimate reasons are left to find out for themselves what other income might be available, and the ‘get tough’ attitude to voluntary unemployment – whether at the start of the claim or later – is leading to people’s justifiable reasons for their behaviour being discounted and the imposition of sanctions out of all proportion to the alleged ‘offence’.”

The other Government proposals 

The other reforms planned by the Government have aroused less anger, but they are unlikely to have a positive impact. The planned increase in the number of "steps" an unemployed person is required to take a each week is blind alley for future policies, suggesting as it does that the number of steps a claimant takes is more important than their quality. 

We would be terribly disappointed to move towards a situation in which an unemployed person gets less credit for an approach to a company based on detailed, time-consuming research to discover than for two or three random applications “on spec”. But increasing the number of "steps" may have the unfortunate effect of encouraging officials to believe that a purely mechanical numbers game is precisely what the Government wants. 

It would be more useful to widen the range of activities treated as steps towards finding a job. Education, training and voluntary work do not count at present, but all do contribute to increasing an unemployed person’s employability.  

Weekly signing

Requiring claimants to sign weekly would effectively double their travelling expenses. For people, both single and families, living on benefits the outlay of twice as much in fares over a fortnight as currently has a significant impact on their resources. People who live in areas of poor or non-existent public transport – especially those from rural areas – will be particularly hard hit; unless, of course, they are excused from attendance at the Jobcentre. 

The recent closures of a number of Jobcentres as part of the move to Jobcentre Plus has already meant increased travelling and added costs for many Jobseekers and the move to weekly signing would rub salt in the wounds of these people. 

Many Jobseekers acquire other domestic responsibilities whilst off work, especially if their partner is in employment. Doubling the frequency of signing-on would significantly add to their problems.

This proposal should have a significant impact on staffing. If extra interviews are to be effective (and not merely a way of penalising claimants) then staff resources must be available to meet the extra need. Forthcoming reductions in Jobcentre Plus staff numbers have already been announced, and the Department has not indicated how an agency with fewer staff will be able to spend more time on interviews.

Final comments 
It seems particularly unfair that the proposed measures are being introduced at points (from the start of a claim and from 13 weeks) when no extra help is available to JSA claimants to increase the effectiveness of their jobsearch. Most claimants will not become eligible for New Deal support for at least another 3 months. 

These measures will undoubtedly increase the tensions between claimants and JCP staff. Claimants presented with what they see as unreasonable demands are more likely to take out their frustrations on the nearest person – the officer conducting the interview. It is reasonable to predict that these regulations, if introduced, will re-awaken staff’s concerns about health and safety risks and they may revive the demand for safety screens. 

There are good reasons to be cautious about any extension of sanctions in the benefit system – eliminating the tendency to penalise the most vulnerable should be a much higher priority. The use of sanctions to back up an unfair and unreasonable new obligation is particularly dubious.
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