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Update on devolved Social Security

This circular provides an update on PCS involvement in Social Security developments in Scotland, following our last update in September. 

Responding to the public consultation

PCS has now responded to the public consultation “A new future on Social Security” following input from the Scottish Social Security Working Party and DWP GEC officers. The submission is twenty pages long, it can be shared with branches on request. 

Making our case in Parliament

Following representations to senior MSPs and Ministers, PCS was invited to give evidence at the Scottish Parliament’s Social Security Committee on 6th October, to contribute to their programme of work. During the debate, our PCS representative was asked more questions than any other organisation present, which demonstrates the high level of interest in what we have to say as the union representing the majority of staff in DWP and the Scottish Sector. 

In our contribution, we reiterated our belief that the heart of a social security system should be the desire to eradicate poverty and lift people out of poverty.

PCS made the committee aware that the DWP has cut 30,000 staff since 2010, so adequate staffing would be essential. Ensuring that there are fair working conditions, adequate staffing and fair policies for people who work in the agency is essential, as the Government cannot say that the users will be treated with dignity and respect if those who deliver the services are not also treated in that way.

We also strongly made the case that The Work Programme should be brought back into the public sector, to enable the staff who process the benefit to use and develop their skills and knowledge of the system, rather than just going on what an assessment provider says. 

Our representative said “The Work Programme in the UK was a disaster and a huge waste of public funds. It did not work for the vast majority of people who were put through it; 70 per cent returned to the DWP afterwards. Other data we analysed has shown that between 2011 and 2014 only 3% of the 1.5 million people referred to the work programme found lasting work and only 18% found at least three months’ or six months’ work from it.” The programme also had high levels of sanctions. Comparing data for similar periods, people were found to be five times more likely to be sanctioned in one year alone—2014—than to find a job from 2011 to 2014.

The official report of the hearing above can be found here: Social Security Committee Official Report 6 October 2016
Consultation with the Scottish Government 

A delegation of lay and full-time PCS officers met with the Minister for Social Security, Jeane Freeman, in September. Whilst the devolution is limited to just 15% of the current expenditure available, the Minister re-iterated the Scottish Government’s principles of having dignity, respect and fairness with a person-centred approach at the heart of the agency. She also agreed that the same principles should be applied to staff delivering social security. 

The Scottish Government want to adopt a co-production approach, to ensure that service users, advisory/welfare services, and staff who currently work in DWP have a key role in designing the agency and the benefits it will delivery. These will be the three main strands to the co-production. The Minister and her officials are also engaging with the STUC around the fair work framework.

Co-production will offer PCS, as the union representing the vast majority of workers in DWP and the Scottish Government, the unique opportunity to influence and shape social security in Scotland in a way the union has never experienced before.

PCS is in the process of agreeing initial meeting dates to begin discussions around co-production and to establish industrial relations consultation. 
Consultation with DWP

Through the DWP Departmental Trade Union Side (DTUS), a meeting recently took place at a national DWP level with the unions. PCS raised concerns over the lack of information shared with staff who may be worried about their current job role changing or disappearing.

DWP have estimated that the work transferring equates to staffing of approximately 600 full-time equivalents. DWP also do not envisage a mass transfer of staff from DWP to Scottish Government, and it is likely that the latter will recruit their own staff externally. Additionally, DWP informed DTUS that they do not envisage jobs being at risk from the loss of work. However, as Scottish Government have yet to make any decisions on how they want their agency to work, there is no certainty as yet. 

Employability (devolved work choice/work programme) and Carer’s Allowance will be the first areas where changes will be made, though how these will work is still being determined. It may be that the Scottish Government asks DWP to continue paying Carer’s Allowance with the additional £11 top up that they have already committed to implementing for the people of Scotland. Overall, DWP estimate that it will be at least five to ten years before the Scottish Social Security Agency is set up and fully operational.

More regular consultation meetings will now be established to ensure PCS can raise the concerns of branches and members. 

Campaigning 

PCS organised a public fringe meeting on the eve of the SNP Conference on ‘the Future of Social Security in Scotland’ which was attended by PCS members and SNP activists. We have also issued press releases highlighting our political work in Scotland. 

The release of I, Daniel Blake, is a hard hitting reminder of why we need to continue our campaigning work with other trade unions and organisations for a better social security system which protects the vulnerable and treats every single person with the respect and treatment they need. 

Further updates will be provided when available. Please contact your group office with any queries or issues in the first instance. 
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