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Welfare Reform Green Paper

“No one written off: reforming welfare to reward responsibility”

Response from Social Firms Scotland
1
Who are we?

Social Firms Scotland the national support agency for Social Firm development. This response has been developed in consultation with our sister agencies: Social Firms UK and Social Firms Wales. We welcome the opportunity to comment on these proposals and have focused our response on areas of most relevance to Social Firms. Our purpose is to grow the Social Firm sector in Scotland in order to increase employment opportunities for severely disadvantaged people.

We strongly value the right of everyone to access work and see Social Firms as a means of achieving this.

2
What are Social Firms?

2.1
 Social Firms are a distinct type of social enterprise. They are recognised internationally
 as  market-led enterprises, working in a wide range of sectors, that have a specific social mission to create employment for people most disadvantaged in the labour market. This includes people who have a learning disability or a history of mental health problems as well as others who face major barriers to employment, for example because 
they have a criminal record or a drug or alcohol dependency.
2.2. A Social Firm is committed to:

· generating over 50% of its income through sales of goods/and or services, and

· 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.  

Most of the existing Social Firms are companies limited by guarantee with charitable status and increasing numbers of Social Firms are choosing the Community Interest Company (CIC) legal structure. 

2.3   The actual and potential growth of the Social Firms sector is significant. Between 1997 and 2007 the number of Social Firms in the UK grew from 5 to 151. In total these firms have some 1600 (FTE) jobs of which half are held by severely disadvantaged people, the majority of whom have mental health problems or learning disabilities. On top of this, more 
than 840 trainees on average participate in time-limited training at Social Firms each week.
.  
Social Firms in Scotland as in other countries cater for a wide variety of disadvantaged groups, and while some act as temporary 'springboards' into permanent employment elsewhere, others offer permanent jobs for seriously excluded people.
3 Proposals for “Work for your benefit” (paras 2.15 – 2.22)
3.1 The enterprises that Social Firms Scotland represents are committed to employing people who                    

want to work but face significant barriers that prevent them from finding and/or keeping a job in the open labour market. Some people work in Social Firms voluntarily on a part-time basis so that they can get valuable work experience and enjoy the increased self esteem that goes with having a job. 
Social Firms can also save the State money. The positive impact that work can have on a person’s mental health and wellbeing is well documented.  Recent Social Return on Investment (SROI) research
 supports this further by placing an economic value on annual health cost savings of up to £21K per person working at Six Mary’s Place, an award winning Social Firm Guest House in Edinburgh.
The way social enterprises can simultaneously achieve multiple objectives with multiple types of resources, allows them to produce outstanding results in many areas of employment and social inclusion.
3.2   Social Firms Scotland is not convinced that “Work for your Benefit” will achieve greater employment, particularly at a time when unemployment is increasing significantly.   Even if it does result in fewer people claiming benefit, it may well have unintended consequences. For example, an employer will not be more likely to take on a 
job applicant because that person has been compelled to work unpaid for fear of having their benefit cut. If “Working for your Benefit” becomes a stand-alone programme there is even a risk that someone “Working for Benefit” will be stigmatised.
3.3   Blurring the distinction between voluntary work and unpaid work for benefit could also 

result in negative assumptions being made about any unemployed person who has been working voluntarily when they are applying for a job. 
3.4   The proposal also raises the question of whether, and how, the person undertaking unpaid/voluntary work is protected under employment or discrimination law.  Currently the law is unclear and open to interpretation. (Guidance published by the Disability Rights Commission in 2007 advises that detailed legal advice is sought to establish whether or not a voluntary opportunity could be considered to be employment and thus within the current law’s scope).  It is vital, both for the individual and for any organisation involved in a “Work for your Benefit” contract, that this is clarified. The forthcoming Equality Bill provides an opportunity for this to be done. 

4 Skills for people on Jobseekers and Employment Support Allowance (para 2.61)  
4.1   Social Firms Scotland considers that the timing of any mandatory skills check for someone on ESA would need to take account of:

· the nature of their disability and/or health problem; 
· an assessment of the particular barriers they face in getting in to work; and
·  whether a lack of skills constitutes the first barrier that they need to overcome.
All this points towards taking a flexible approach, tailored to individual need. 
4.2   The proposal for mandatory training is too simplistic and may not achieve the intended outcome. Many people who have a disability or mental health condition are already highly qualified/skilled and it is the stigma they face from employers rather than any lack of skill that prevents them from securing work. 

4.3   For people who do need to develop their skills, making training mandatory does not automatically mean guaranteed learning. It will be vital to have sufficient quality assured training provision, which takes account of individual learning needs. Providers clearly need expertise in training people who, for example, may have a visual or auditory impairment or learning difficulty. Some of our members have had bad experiences of training providers who focus solely on paper-based targets that they need for their output-based contracts, rather than on learning outcomes.
5 Volunteering (paras 2.82 – 2.87)
5.1   Many Social Firms enable people to gain valuable experience in a real working environment on
a voluntary basis. For some people this can be the first stage in a progression towards paid employment on a part-time or full-time basis within the Social Firm or elsewhere.  
6  ESA as a temporary benefit for the majority (paras 3.12 – 3.16)
6.1 Increasing employment for people at most disadvantage in the labour and focussing on what
people with disabilities or health problems can do is at the heart of Social Firms’ social mission. 
6.2  While we welcome the proposals to increase work-related support, it is vital that this fits
properly with a person’s needs. For example, some people need to take a series of small steps on the road to work and full time work may not be a realistic option for all. Recent DWP research has confirmed this, and has also shown how the benefits system itself can act as a barrier to work
. We want the Government to update the earnings disregard limits so that part-time work for those who need it can become a feasible part of a longer term employment plan.
6.3 We have serious concerns that, at a time of economic downturn and consequent job losses,

simply offering employment support will just set many people up to fail in the mainstream labour market. 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
.  Indeed 66% of people with mental health conditions who are dependent on state benefits are out of work, compared with 35% of disabled people generally.
  There is a real risk that thousands of people identified as eligible for ESA because of a learning disability or mental health problem will continue to be left frustrated and feeling worthless because they cannot get a job. 
If DWP is serious about achieving the target it has set itself to reduce the number of people claiming Incapacity Benefit or Employment Support Allowance by 1 million, then it must make more concerted and proactive efforts to generate employment for people who have the greatest problems getting a job. Government investment in the growth of the Social Firms sector would be one way of doing this.  

Social Firms’ commitment to enterprise and the market-led focus of their operations underscores their sustainability and thus distinguishes them from some supported businesses. In terms of cost, Social Firms UK has calculated the average annual cost of supporting a very disadvantaged person working at a Social Firm is just under £7,000, which compares very favourably with other forms of employment support.
7
    Higher expectations of people on Work Related Active ESA (paras 3.31 – 3.35)
7.1 Social Firms Scotland considers that job search could be part of the action plan that someone

draws up in their Work Focused Interview as long as this is a realistic and suitable expectation for the individual. For example, it would be completely inappropriate to expect a person with a mental health problem to take up a job that would ultimately lead to a worsening of their condition. It is therefore vital that personnel conducting the Work Focused Interviews are well trained and are able to call on additional expertise for advice.
  8       Increased support for Access to Work (paras 3.36 – 3.42)
  8.1 Social Firms Scotland welcomes the increase in Access to Work funding and notes that some of this funding is now to be used to support new initiatives to help people stay in work. 
  8.2    We would like to see sufficient flexibility in the funding rules so that if an employer has several employees with similar access needs, it should be possible to pool Access to Work funding, for example, to fund a support worker to support a group of employees. 

9         Keeping  people in work when they have been absent due to health problems  

      (paras 3.57 – 3.58)
9.1 A decision on whether or not an action plan is drawn up, and the form it takes, should be a

matter for the employer and employee. We think this is good practice but we consider it would be excessive if government intervention were to result in a statutory requirement. 

9.2 As most Social Firms are small enterprises any action planning process needs to be simple and
avoid being overly bureaucratic. Many Social Firms already demonstrate good practice in this area by using regular phone contact or visits to keep in touch with employees who are off sick and offer flexibility in working hours, allowing people to return to work gradually and with appropriate support.
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