[image: image1.jpg]



YWCA England & Wales is the leading charity working with the most disadvantaged young women in England and Wales. We want a future where disadvantaged young women can overcome prejudice against them and take charge of their own lives. We run services for young women and campaign with them to overcome the discrimination they face. 
YWCA’s main concerns on the Welfare Reform Bill lie within Part 1 – Social Security. This part covers ‘work for your benefit’ schemes and ‘work-related activities’; the abolition of income support – moving claimants onto either jobseeker’s allowance or employment and support allowance; and external providers of social loans. YWCA supports the principle that increasing a person’s skills can improve their employability prospects and increase social mobility. However, we do have concerns about the increased use of conditionality. 
Work for you benefit schemes (Clause 1)- This clause enables regulations to be made which may impose a requirement on Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants to undertake work or work-related activity as part of a ‘work for your benefit’ scheme
We are concerned that the scheme will be unworkable in the current economic climate. With rising unemployment and companies already cutting jobs, we cannot see where these positions are going to come from. We do not want to see employers using this as a way to replace the existing workforce with a form of cheap labour. This does not mean that we should not support people who are long-term unemployed to increase their skills but we cannot see how sanctions applied to such a scheme would be fair in these circumstances. We also believe that making people work for less than the minimum wage is a retrograde step. 
If the Government does proceed with these proposals we want to see:

1. Quality controls on placements. We are very worried that the focus will be on placing people into whatever position becomes available as opposed to one that will help build the skills and confidence of the claimant to enable them to progress further in the future. These quality controls should include:
· Targets for non-traditional placements. The Government must use this as an opportunity to help women move off the bottom rung of the career ladder. Evidence already suggests that women will be hardest hit by the recession. Women should not all be placed in traditionally ‘female’ placements which will offer them little chance of progression but instead should be given the chance of taking and being supported into atypical placements. A target should be set for every woman in this position to be offered an atypical placement.

· A skills matching system. A system must be in place to match the claimant’s skills profile to those required and to be learnt in the placement. Employers must be explicit about the skills the position offers. People should not be pushed into whatever placement is available as this could have a negative effect on future employability and could destroy any confidence they may already have
2. Mentors within the workplace to support disadvantaged young women. If, for whatever reason, the claimant has not been in employment for two years, they are likely to need increased support and skills. A designated person in the workplace to support them would provide an extra support mechanism and would be able to identify any problems the person may have at an early stage

3. Any financial support available to the claimant for extra costs incurred by working needs to be readily available in advance. Young women on benefits need to be able to cover the costs of transport, appropriate clothing, childcare, etc necessary to take part in these schemes. The schemes must not make young women financially worse-off
Work-related activity (Clauses 2,3,4,7,8) – These clauses give the power to direct Employment & Support Allowance claimants and partners of benefit claimants and lone parents to take part in work-related activity
YWCA works with some of the most disadvantaged young women who often have multiple and complex needs. We work with many mothers and know that there is a widespread misconception that lone mothers lack aspiration to work. Our experience shows that lone mothers are like any other parent in wanting to make a good life for their children. They want to be able to make a choice about returning to work when they feel it is appropriate for them and their children. Rising employment rates for lone parents show that a voluntary system for parents to take up offers of increasing skills and returning to work has been effective.  We do not therefore see the necessity to make such a system mandatory and sanctionable. We oppose the use of sanctions on parents with younger children who are unable to carry out these activities. This would increase both women’s poverty and child poverty.
We do however welcome the Government’s recognition of the complex barriers many people face in returning to work and welcome the moves towards personalisation, particularly focusing on the importance of building self-esteem, working out debt problems, providing childcare, etc. Increased conditionality should not come into effect without significantly improved childcare provision and flexible working conditions. We hope that the focus on personalisation will not be lost. 
We want to see:

1. Each individual person’s circumstances taken into account. People face different barriers to work and it is important that ‘work-related activity’ is varied to the individual’s needs eg, increased financial capability; resolving debt problems; parenting support classes for those who need it; helping people deal with violence, abuse or controlling partners 
2. Work-related activity must be flexible to the needs of people in this category, including lone parents and disabled people. Appropriate childcare must be provided for people undertaking work-related activities. It is important to recognise that it is not always appropriate to deliver this in the same form. Trusted centres such as YWCA are a good model of places to deliver such support as they have on-site crèches and provide access to a wide range of other services which a mother might also choose to take up.
Clause 13, 14, 15 – External provider of social loans – These clauses will allow external providers to make loans to individuals receiving prescribed benefits or have prescribed needs.
YWCA welcomes the Government looking at new ideas for the social fund as we have long been concerned that it has not been wholly effective. We support accompanying a social loan with budgeting and money advice and welcome the idea of rooting it in the community. YWCA has extensive experience of working with young women to improve their financial capability in a setting where they can access a variety of other services. A recent YWCA survey showed that two thirds of young women respondents had been offered a loan or credit in the preceding 6 months and that a fifth of those had been from a non-mainstream and often unregulated lender. We welcome all steps towards isolating loan sharks and providing alternative sources of funding is one of them. 
We do however caution against the move to remove central provision of social loans where an external provider has been established. People who need the social fund are often the most socially excluded and it is therefore dangerous to assume that all of these people have access to the same external provider. We would support access to a variety of provision.

Benefit sanctions for offenders (Clause 19) – This clause amends the imposition of the disqualification period for people on a second offence of benefit fraud to the first offence. 
We are concerned that this proposal may affect people who have been overpaid benefit due to a DWP mistake or genuine error on their part, but who lack the ability to seek advice or challenge poor decisions. We would like to see confirmation that this will not affect those people who experience mistakes by DWP.
For more information please contact
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