Social Firms UK Response to
“Supporting People into work:

 the next stage of Housing Benefit Reform”
1 About Social Firms and Social Firms UK
1.1   Social Firms are a distinct type of social enterprise. They are market-led enterprises, working in a wide range of sectors, that have a specific social mission to create employment for people at greatest disadvantage in the labour market. This includes people who have a learning disability or a history of mental health problems or a prison record or a drug or alcohol addition. 
 1.2  A Social Firm is committed to:
· generating over 50% of its income through sales of goods/and or services; 
· ensuring that at least 25% of the  people it employs are  at a particular     disadvantage in the labour market and  face particular barriers to  securing “mainstream” employment;

· paying all its employees at the market rate.  
1.3 Between 1997 and 2009 the number of Social Firms in the UK grew from 5 to over 170, employing over 2000 people. Over half of people employed in Social Firms are severely disadvantaged in the labour market, many because of mental health problems or learning disabilities or prison records or addictions.
1.4 Social Firms UK is the national support agency for Social Firm development. We are one of the strategic partners of the Government’s Office for the Third Sector. 

2   Our response
2.1 Our response focuses on the proposal to introduce a Transition into Work payment and the relevant part of the Impact Assessment, particularly the Disability Equality Impact Assessment.

2.2 The current complex system of welfare and housing benefits often serves as a disincentive rather than encouragement to work. While this applies to non-disabled and disabled people alike, it has an even greater impact on people who face the most complex barriers to work. In our Manifesto
, Social Firms UK is calling for a simplified benefits system that supports people into work.
2.3   There is clear evidence that people with certain types of disability or health problems are less likely than others to be in work. In comparison with an employment rate of 47% for disabled people generally
, only 17% of people with learning disabilities are in paid work
 and only 20% of users of community mental health care services are in work
.  Also it is well documented that 75% of people leaving prison are without jobs, and their disadvantage in the labour market can be compounded by mental illhealth or learning disability.  For example, some 70% of  prisoners suffer at least 2 types of mental health disorder and 20% of prisoners have at least 4 of the 5 major mental health disorders. Studies have also shown that some 20% of prisoners have a learning disability. Employment and housing are critical factors in reducing the rate of re-offending. Given that the total cost of recidivism has been calculated at around £11bn, any steps that help to ease the transition from welfare into work, including essential support with housing costs are to be welcomed. They are also likely to lead to more comprehensive public expenditure savings in the longer term.

2.4 Streamlining and simplifying Housing Benefit claims is bound to be beneficial, especially for people who have chaotic lifestyles or who, perhaps because of a learning disability or mental health problem, face difficulties in dealing with complex and detailed bureaucratic demands. People in such situations often do not know what in-work benefits are available, and in any event may be wary of taking steps that will result in a loss of income/benefits because of an unwitting break in the claim, leaving them unable to pay their rent. We welcome the awareness campaign and anything else DWP can do increase access the support  available. 
2.5 An extended Transition into Work period for Housing Benefit and the fixed period within which minor changes of circumstance no longer needed to be reported would certainly be an improvement. We have canvassed our members about the proposal to extend the period of support and although the response rate was low,  all respondents were in favour of it.
 2.6 However, while we agree that the Transition to Work period should be targeted at people who are “furthest from the labour market”, we do not agree with the proposal to use length of unemployment as the only qualifying factor. As the evidence above shows, some people face additional barriers to work, and although this often means that it will take longer for them to secure employment, we would want to see an arrangement where other factors, such as having a learning disability or mental health problem, qualify a person for this transitional support. Using length of unemployment as the sole qualifying factor will create perverse incentives for a person to remain on welfare benefits in order to become eligible. The extended Transition to Work period would then not be as effective as it could be because the system would generate additional costs because welfare payments would continue to be made before a person became eligible for Transition to Work.   
2.7  From a human perspective it is the people who face the most barriers that need the most support. Widening the qualification factors as we propose could help increase the numbers of such people moving into work and, because they face the most barriers to employment, we gauge that there is little risk of “deadwood”. There is no point in adding to the barriers they face by extending the period they have to be unemployed before they can gain some form of assistance with Housing Benefit to help them move into work.
2.8 Finally, and tellingly, information at para 22 of the consultation’s Disability Equality Impact Assessment shows that disabled people are less likely to benefit from the in-work Housing Benefit proposals, because there are fewer disabled people in employment. Meanwhile, many disabled people want to work and the proposals should be framed in a way that meets the policy aim of benefiting those “furthest from the labour market”.
2.9 There is an opportunity now to design more equitable policy and create a more equal society. If the qualifying factors for the Transition to Work period were widened as we suggest, then there would be more disabled people in employment, who would then also be able to benefit from the “in-work” fixed period awards. DWP is under a statutory duty to promote equality for disabled people. Measures such as those we propose would help them fulfil it.
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