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30th October 2015

PLEASE READ CAREFULLY AND RESPOND

Dear decision-maker,

In the last year decisions were made to reduce or stop social security benefits 21,386 times. The impact on communities and families, adults and children has been devastating. 

Under the Steps to Success sanctions regime a person can have their income stopped entirely for 2, 4 and even 26 weeks.  Under both the sanctions regime and Work Capability Assessments a person can have their income stopped before they even have a chance to view all the evidence against them, make a case or seek the help and support of legal or other advice. 

As a result, people have been left without food, unable to provide decent clothing for their children, made homeless and accumulated crippling debts to make up for the shortfall in reduced benefits and increased cost of living.  

These are clear abuses of people’s internationally recognised human rights to social security and due process:

“Qualifying conditions for benefits must be reasonable, proportionate and transparent. The withdrawal, reduction or suspension of benefits should be circumscribed, based on grounds that are reasonable, subject to due process, and provided for in national law.” 
Committee on the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment #19 Para 24

Furthermore, because taking benefits off someone is such a drastic measure, it should only be done if the following guidelines have been followed;

(a) An opportunity for genuine consultation with those affected; 
(b) Timely and full disclosure of information on the proposed measures; 
(c) Reasonable notice of proposed actions; 
(d) Legal recourse and remedies for those affected; and 
(e) Legal assistance for obtaining legal remedies. 

And there is a minimum standard below which social security payments should never fall:

“Under no circumstances should an individual be deprived of a benefit on discriminatory grounds or of the minimum essential level of benefits as defined in paragraph 59(a).”
Committee on the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment #19 note 78

We know that government policy drives these processes, but decision makers like you have a critical role to play in either protecting or abusing the rights of the most vulnerable in our society. 

We have been monitoring human rights abuses at Belfast dole offices for over three years and our investigations show that your failure to protect human rights is driving people into poverty, destitution and ill health. In 2013 we found that 39% of people had their money stopped unfairly, in 2014 this rose to 50% and now in 2015 it has reached 59%.

In employment situations, industrial tribunals, police investigations, legal cases – any investigations which have the ability to adversely impact people’s lives - there is an entitlement to due process. Our research at Belfast’s dole offices demonstrates clearly that people in receipt of social security are denied these basic and fundamental rights.

Our surveys found in 2013 that 64% did not have appropriate information and support to appeal, this rose to 77% in 2014 and now is at 83%.

Please consider this a Stage 1 warning for decision makers in Royston House and Ingeus alongside decision makers in the Department for Employment and Learning and Department for Social Development. We ask you to respond to the evidence and allegations made against you in this letter. We will guarantee a fair hearing, access to all of the evidence against you and will afford you ample opportunity to seek advice and support before taking further action.

As the information provided in these allegations are of relevance to the general public, we will make your response public. 

Please respond no later than 30th November 2015.

Regards, 
 
The Right to Work: Right to Welfare campaign

