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‘They keep sending me to look for jobs that aren’t
there’

In June 2012, against a backdrop of rising
unemployment and what many are calling the most radical
reshaping of the welfare state in history, the Participation and Practice of

Rights (PPR) organisation began an initiative to organise people who are out of work
and on benefits in Belfast.

Building on a series of leaflets, art workshops, one-to-one and group discussions, on the
13" September 2012, 12 unemployed people met in the Golden Thread Art Gallery to
identify issues which affect them as people ‘signing on’ at North Belfast’s Social Security
office on Corporation Street.

Using PPR’s unique human rights based approach, the emergent Right to Work: Right to
Welfare group developed an ‘action research’ survey to capture the experiences of others
in similar situations to themselves.

The group held regular survey workshops from late October 2012 until early February
2013. They surveyed 163 people. Over 200 people took part in expressing their opinions
through art activities, video and audio interviews. Collectively, this work comprises the
exhibition entitled Right to Work: Right to Welfare launched for the first time on 25th March
2013 in the Golden Thread Gallery.

The group has used the findings to set human rights indicators and benchmarks to monitor
government activity from March 2013 to March 2014. They will measure whether things
are getting better or worse for people on the ground in line with government's
commitments and obligations under international human rights law.



WHAT ARE WE MONITORING?

#1: % OF PEOPLE ABLE TO WORK WHO HAVEN'T HAD A JOB
FOR OVER A YEAR

) #Z: % OF PEOPLE WHO GOT A JOB AFTER PARTICIPATING IN
A GOVERNMENT BACK TO WORK SCHEME

o
Where are\

s you supp?l’:f'} #3 9% PEOPLE WHO HAVE HAD A BENEFIT STOPPED
! 19,.}‘%@,& 2/ BECAUSE OF A SANCTION

#4 % OF PEOPLE WHO DID NOT FEEL THEY WERE GIVEN

SUFFICIENT INFORMATION ON THEIR RIGHT TO APPEAL
SANCTIONS




#1: % OF PEOPLE ABLE TO WORK WHO HAVEN'T HAD A JOB FOR
OVER A YEAR

‘How can I get a job? I've applied for about 200’

What are our rights?

1

1

1

1

»  “The principal obligation of States parties is to ensure the progressive realization of the
. exercise of the right to work. States parties must therefore adopt, as quickly as possible,
A measures aiming at achieving full employment”

:
1
]

Committee on the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
General Comment 18 para.19

[}

: “The primary objective of these efforts remains the effective targeting of resources
s towards those in greatest objective need” (Page 24)
L}
1

The NI Executive Programme for Government 2011-2015



Our monitoring:

80
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Baseline (March 2013) 0
Benchmark (Mérch 2014)

Baseline: During our research we found that 72% of people who were able to work haven't
had a job for over a year.

Benchmark: In twelve months this figure should have fallen to 36% to show that our right
to work is being progressively realised in line with government commitments.

This is a big deal because...

The group believe that the figure for long term unemployment can be tackled if
government target resources appropriately by using existing laws and policies to create
jobs specifically targeted at the long term unemployed.

The NI Executive spends over £2 billion every year on public procurement, with hundreds
of millions of pounds of public money being spent on projects across Belfast. It is clear that
this money is not being spent in a smart way to target long term unemployment.

The Good Friday Agreement created laws which enable paid jobs and apprenticeships to
be ring fenced for long term unemployed people.

Why is this not being done by every single public body?

The answer is political will.



#Z: % OF PEOPLE WHO GOT A JOB AFTER PARTICIPATING IN A
GOVERNMENT BACK TO WORK SCHEME

‘When the course is over you just end up back on the dole’

What are our rights?

1 The government is obliged to put in place training schemes and programmes which lead to
more people getting decent jobs

“The steps to be taken by a State Party to the present Covenant to achieve the full
realization of this right shall include technical and vocational guidance and training
programmes. policies and techniques to achieve steady economic, social and cultural
development and full and productive employment under conditions safeguarding
fundamental political and economic freedoms to the individual”

International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Article 6(2)

, The Department of Education and Learning’s Steps to Work scheme target':

1
]
25% of leavers to find employment (within 13 weeks of leaving) and to sustain that :
employment for a full 13 weeks .

L hitp://www.delni.gov.uk/index/finding-emplovment-finding-staff/fe-fs-help-to-find-employment/stepstowork/
stw-key-performance-indicators.htm
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Our monitoring:
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30
20

10

Baseline (March 2013) e
Benchmark (March 2014)

Baseline: During our research we found that only 5% of people got a job after participating
in a government back to work scheme Benchmark: In twelve months this figure should
rise to 37% show that our right to work is being progressively realised in line with
government commitments.

This is a big deal because...

Back to work schemes are the main way government spend money on getting people into
employment. Millions of pounds are spent on the schemes every year. But are they
working?

The Department for Employment and Learning’s own figures for April — September 2011
say that 37% of people got a job after completing their ‘Steps to Work’ scheme. In
contrast, Right to Work: Right to Welfare group’s survey showed that only one in twenty
people got a job at the end of a scheme.

Results also showed that for more than half of people back to work schemes were a wholly
negative experience

56% of people weren’t even given basic expenses like lunch money and travel costs, 57%
were forced on to the schemes under threat of having their benefits removed and

55% said it wasn’t helpful at all in developing work skills

57% said it wasn’t helpful at all in providing training and experience

Whilst the group thought that even the Department for Employment and Learning’s own
37% was a low figure, they also felt that it was reasonable to measure whether the
schemes match up to what the Department publicly state they achieve.
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#3: % OF PEOPLE WHO HAVE HAD THEIR BENEFIT STOPPED
BECAUSE OF A SANCTION

‘I was early to sign on but the queue was so long I ended up 10 mins late’
- This person had their welfare entitlements stopped for a week.

“My brother died — asked could I sign on half hour early instead, they gave me a warning”
“They sent a letter to my old address” (1month)

“I lost my benefit and rent due to being jailed for five days due to not being able to pay TV
licence.” (1 week)

“They stopped my payment because I owed too much in loans - it happened a few times” (3
months)

“I missed an appointment by 10 mins as [ was with my community psychiatric nurse and my
money was stopped. All my benefits ESA and DLA.” (8 weeks)

“It was stopped (ESA) because I was there at the wrong time.”

What are our rights?

“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

v
» Different rules for sanctions apply to different benefits, but government says in most cases
[ ]

it won’t apply sanctions without “good cause”.



Our monitoring:

40

30

20

10

Baseline (March 2013) : B
Benchmark (March 2014)

Baseline: During our research we found that 39% of those surveyed had received a
sanction for being late or missing an appointment.

Benchmark: In 12 months this figure should be 2%

This is a big deal because...

37% of people who had their benefits stopped had been ‘late’ or ‘missed an appointment’.
The group felt that taking someone’s last penny from them was essentially removing a
lifeline and was an unreasonable punishment for being late or missing an appointment.

Only 2% of people surveyed had their benefit stopped were accused of fraud.

According to official government figures, 256 people had their Job Seekers Allowance
sanctioned in Corporation Street Social Security Office in 2012. The average for each NI
Social Security office is 93. Such a wide difference shows that there are different rules in
place across different dole offices and suggests that unaccountable, non-transparent, and
inconsistent decisions are being taken about sanctioning people’s benefit entitlements.

Because of the clear discrepancy in sanctioning figures, the unreasonableness of the
sanctions, and the potentially devastating impact of financial sanctions on individuals and
families, the group want to see this figure reduced to 2%.



#4: % OF PEOPLE WHO DID NOT FEEL THEY WERE GIVEN
SUFFICIENT INFORMATION ON THEIR RIGHT TO APPEAL A
SANCTION

‘...very stressful, there was very little clarity in what was happening’ , ‘...they
should've helped me with forms’

What are our rights?

Because taking benefits off someone is such a drastic measure, it should only be done if
certain guidelines have been followed.

“Before any action is carried out by the State party, or by any other third party, that
interferes with the right of an individual to social security the relevant authorities must
ensure that such actions are performed in a manner warranted by law, compatible with the
Covenant, and include: (a) an opportunity for genuine consuitation with those affected; (b)
timely and full disclosure of information on the proposed measures; (c) reasonable notice
fpro actions; (d) legal recourse and remedies for those affected; and (e) legal
assistance for obtaining legal remedies. Where such action is based on the ability of a
person to contribute to a social security scheme, their capacity to pay must be taken into
account. 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 7

+ Decisions to sanction benefits can be appealed. There is no information however as to
» what information about this right to appeal the person will be given.
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Our monitoring:

70

52.5
35

17.5

Baseline (March 2013)
Benchmark (March 2014)

Baseline : During our research we found that 64 % of people did not have sufficient
information to appeal

Benchmark: In twelve months this figure should fall to 0%

This is a big deal because...

Almost two thirds of people surveyed who received sanctions did not believe that they
were given sufficient information to appeal. Those surveyed indicated that were not even
given the basic information on how to appeal and defend themselves against punitive
measures taken by the Corporation Street Social Security office, never mind actually take
partin an appeal.

The fact that the government appear to have produced no guidelines on this is also an
indicator of the arbitrary nature of the sanctions process. The right to information is very
basic. If you are in an employment dispute, or even a legal dispute, everyone involved has
a right to all information and assistance to help them fight their corner. This should be the
case in relation to benefits also.
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A NOTE ON “INPICATORS” AND "BENCHMARKS’

Government has a responsibility to respect, protect and fulfill the right to work and right o
welfare and to aim for the highest attainable standards including full employment and
social security protection for those who are unemployed or unable work.

They have committed themselves in international human rights law to take steps to
continuously improve these rights in our communities. The Right to work / Right to Welfare
group want to make sure this obligation is being lived up to. To do this, they will need to
know if things are getting better or worse.

The Human Rights indicators and Benchmarks are the group's way of measuring change
in how government creates employment opportunities and provides social security
protection.

When the group came together, they identified a long list of issues which they felt were
problems for them and for others in their community. The list was then shortened to reflect
specific issues which the group wanted to see change on and which were also reflected in
international and national standards. The issues were turned into INDICATORS - put simply
this means that they are issues supported by human rights law which are capable of being
measured to show whether things are getting betier or worse over time.

The group then carried out a survey of those with experience of unemployment and the
benefits system within the last six months (October 2012 — March 2013) to set a baseline
picture of the extent of the problem.

The group then set BENCHMARKS - these are specific targets about what improvements
should be made over the next year to ensure that government is meeting its international
obligations. The group will now monitor the sifuation over the next year to see if these
benchmarks are being met.

Human rights standards state that affected groups must be able to meaningfully participate
in the design, implementation and evaluation of government policy. The approach taken by
the group means that people who are unemployed or unable to work are able o set their
own timetable for change on issues which affect them and their community. In this way,
the Right to work / Right to Welfare group are working to ensure the human right to work
and welfare is made real where it is needed most.
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