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WELFARE REFORM BILL – SECOND READING BRIEFING

Wednesday 29 April 2009
Introduction

Working Families receives over 5,000 calls a year to our free legal helpline from disadvantaged parents and carers seeking advice about their rights and benefits in work.  

We welcome the aims to help more families into work, and recognise that for most people work is the best route out of poverty.   However, work is not a guaranteed route out of poverty and the work needs to fit around family life, particularly for lone parents.  Parenting time is valuable and few parents want to substitute income poverty for time poverty in long and inflexible hours of low paid work.  Research by Joseph Rowntree Foundation
 has shown that half of lone parents are not in a position to generate sufficient income to be above the income poverty line while meeting their basic obligations to their children (for example by paying for their children to be looked after) “however long or hard they work.”
We are concerned that the sanctions based approach for parents who do not comply with job seeking conditions will cause hardship for already disadvantaged families.  At a time of high unemployment and fierce competition for the available jobs, the priority should be to ensure the necessary support systems are in place for parents who wish to work.  This means making more flexible and affordable childcare available and job redesign so that jobs fit around families, not the other way around.  It also requires an improved service from Jobcentre Plus as our callers complain of limited advice about flexible options.  We hope the increase in funding announced in the budget this week will improve advice available to parents, including lone parents.
Choices not sanctions
Lone parents of children aged 12 or over are already required to claim Jobseekers’ Allowance, and this will be extended to lone parents of children of 10 and over from October 2009, and to lone parents of children aged seven and over from October 2010.  The Bill proposes that the “conditionality” approach should be extended to partners of Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants.  The Government has also announced an intention to test proposals to extend work related activity to parents of children as young as three years old.

There is a danger that this approach towards younger children creates a new inequality:  parents who are not in receipt of benefits may choose to look after their own children, while parents on benefits should seek work.  Research by DWP
 looked at the disposition towards parental care and found that for some mothers not in work, “looking after their children was by far the most important reason for staying at home”.  Some mothers – particularly those in higher income groups - stated that no changes would have made them consider going back to work.  Others would be more inclined to return to work if help with childcare and family friendly working arrangements were available.
Childcare
The Government has agreed that lone parents will not face sanctions for refusal to take up work if appropriate childcare is not available.  It is important that the discretion to decide what is “appropriate” remains with the parent.  In Committee on the Bill, the Minister for Employment and Welfare Reform suggested that engaging with parents when a child reached three was appropriate because


”three is increasingly—it is not yet 100 per cent. there throughout England and Wales—the age at which the state provides full-time child care. The duty on local councils is newish, and the absence of such provision will be taken fully into account when discussing the details of an individual’s work-related activity at three”.  Hansard 24.2.09 col 120.
The state does not currently provide full-time child care:  at present all three and four year olds are entitled to up to 2 ½ hours of early education per weekday during school term time (39 weeks per year).  However, while 15 hours of childcare are free, parents are not entitled to help from Working Tax Credits until they work for 16 hours a week.  The extended schools proposal - for all schools to provide access to childcare places for children aged 3 to 14 -  is not due to be fully implemented until 2010, and the childcare will be chargeable.  Formal childcare is rarely available to parents working at weekends or atypical hours, yet many lone parents do so
.
Flexible Working 
Parents need flexible jobs to fit around their family commitments.  Working Families warmly welcomes the recent extension of the right to request flexible working arrangements to parents of all children aged 16 and under.  However, the right to request only applies once a parent has been in work for 26 weeks and this limits its potential in helping parents into work.  Few jobs are advertised on a flexible or part time basis so the pool of jobs which suit a family with children may be limited.

Over 40% of women in employment work reduced hours to combine caring and working, but there is a lack of “good quality” part time work.  Much more work is needed to encourage employers to look at job design and consider whether a full time, 9-5 job is the only option.    Discussions about flexible working patterns should begin at the recruitment stage, and more jobs need to be advertised as available on a flexible basis.  

Jobcentre Plus is ideally placed to identify the local need for flexible working patterns and to liaise with businesses in Local Employment Partnerships.  While there are welcome proposals to increase the skills of lone parents and long term unemployed people, attention should also be paid to the need to equip employers with an understanding of the potential workforce.  Employers, particularly in the current economic climate, need to ensure that they attract the widest range of talents and this means considering options other than full time work.
Further information from elizabeth.gardiner@workingfamilies.org.uk 020 7253 7243
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