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Social Firms UK comments on proposals contained in 21st Century Welfare Reform
About Social Firms UK
1
Social Firms UK is the national support agency for Social Firms. Our vision is that everyone has the opportunity to be employed and our mission is to support, strengthen and grow the Social Firm sector so more people facing the most significant barriers to work can gain employment. 

2
We are a membership organisation and our members are Social Firms themselves or organisations who have an interest in the Social Firm sector generally or who are considering setting up Social Firms. We have surveyed our members to canvas their views on some of the proposals set out in “21st Century Welfare Reform” and our response reflects the 20 replies we received.

About Social Firms and the Social Firm sector
3
Social Firms are social enterprises that exist in order to create jobs and employment opportunities for people that most other employers would not even consider taking on.  They are predominantly small businesses that generate at least 50% of their income through trade and re-invest their profits to help create more jobs. Social Firms work in all industrial sectors. Many Social Firms have the potential to be specialist providers for the Work Programme.  What really makes them different is that at least 25% of their employees face major barriers to work because for example they have a learning disability, mental health problem, a prison record or they are trying to overcome an addiction. In many Social Firms that percentage is far higher. 
4
Our latest mapping shows that there are over 180 Social Firms in the UK, employing over 2600 people, some 58% of whom face major labour market disadvantage. We estimate that the employment created by the Social Firm sector already saves some £40million in welfare payments every year.
General comment
5
We want to make a general point about the transition from benefit to work, before commenting on the proposals for changes to the welfare benefits system itself. Moving off benefits and into work depends on the availability of accessible jobs (accessible in terms of geographical location or and/or in terms of the individual having the skills or attributes that an employer wants). 

6
Since 2008 the impact of the economic down turn has meant that the number of people without work and receiving benefits (JSA, ESA, IB. IS) has risen dramatically. In 2010 many people who were furthest from the labour market before “the crash” (for example, people with mental health problems, learning disabilities, drug or alcohol addictions, or prison records as well as people living an geographical areas of economic and social disadvantage) now find it even more difficult to get work. Despite recent reports that the UK economy is making a gradual recovery, the impact of imminent public expenditure cuts will result in job losses in both the public and private sectors so that even more people will be chasing even fewer jobs. 

7
We are deeply concerned that the Department for Work and Pensions does not see itself as having any role in helping to create jobs. In our survey 100% of our members thought that the Government should do more to support job creation. 

We recommend that:
The appropriate Cabinet Committees ( Social Justice and/or Economic Affairs) should consider collectively how to support an increase in the supply of accessible jobs for people furthest from the labour market and agree which Government Department(s) do have a role to play and what action they can take. 

Comments on the proposals set out in “21st Century Welfare Reform”
Universal Credit
8
We generally welcome the proposal to simplify the benefit system. 80% of our members who responded to our survey were in favour of simplifying the system through a Universal Credit which enables people to take small steps towards work, if that is what suits them best. It fits much more closely with the reality for people who may want to work but have to overcome multiple barriers to do so. However some queried whether it would really be simpler in practice. There were concerns that the time involved in the system responding to changes in someone’s circumstances could result in an individual being indebted and in arrears, particularly if housing benefits were included as part of the credit.  
Bridging welfare and work and building communities
9
Building a bridge towards work is something that has long been called for. For people with disabilities the permitted work rules have offered some opportunities but they are incredibly complex and create so much financial uncertainty that they just put people off.  The negligible disregard available to people on JSA simply serves as a disincentive to work. That’s why the CREATE consortium
, of which Social Firms UK is a member, developed proposals for a Community Allowance that would enable unemployed people to undertake temporary or sessional work of community benefit as a way of developing people’s skills, experience and a recent work history to help them secure longer term work. See http://www.communityallowance.org. 
10
We urge the Government, as a first step, to move forward quickly to introduce an earnings disregard linked to community based work in line with the community allowance proposals.  It is a practical way of making the Government’s aspirations for the Big Society a reality and it could realise a social return 10 times greater than the financial investment made.
    

Household or Individual payments?

12
The consultation document does not make clear how the proposal to make the Universal Credit payable to the household member making the application would work in practice, particularly if one or more of the household members were disabled. Our respondents were unanimous in their view about the importance of  safeguarding the financial support for a disabled person and that a news system  should not create any risk that the support would be directly or indirectly reduced as a consequence of another household member moving into work.  90% of our survey respondents felt that payments should be made on an individual basis and not on a household basis. 
Conditionality
13
 More detail is also needed about how conditionality would be applied to: 
· someone who works a small number of hours a week because that is all they are able to do; or
·  someone who moves in and out of work due to a fluctuating health problem.  
All of our respondents felt that a person should not be penalised for refusing to look for full time work if they simply could not do so because of limited capability due to a disability or health problem.  2 of our 20 respondents felt this could, if necessary, be clarified by an independent, professional, medical assessor  in an actual working environment to see whether an individual had the ability to undertake full time work or not and what  type of work they could do.  
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� CREATE consortium members are the Development Trust Association, Community Links, the National Community Forum, Social Firms UK and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 


� A Social Return on Investment analysis undertaken by nef (New Economics Foundation) predicted that for every £1 invested in the Community Allowance £10.20 of social value would be created.
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