NEWS

‘Invasive’ welfare plans
given easy ride by MPs

A controversial welfare regime that
threatens the civil rights and healthcare of
people with drug problems is set to become
law - after being virtually ignored by MPs.

By Max Daly

Under plans contained within the
Welfare Reform Bill, which has now
progressed to the House of Lords,
claimants who job centre staff ‘suspect’
of having drug problems will be
required to disclose details about their
substance use.

Job centre workers, most of whom
have little experience in helping people
with drug problems will, in some
circumstances, be responsible for
requiring claimants to undergo drug
tests and placing them on treatment
programmes. If claimants do not comply
they face losing some or all of their
benefit. Around 240,000 of the 330,000
problem drug users in England are
estimated to be in receipt of either
Jobseekers Allowance or Employment
and Support Allowance.

The plans, initially aimed at problem
heroin and crack cocaine users, will in
addition give job centres and the
Department of Work and Pensions
unprecedented powers to share
sensitive and ‘confidential’ information
about claimants with the police.

Work and Pensions secretary James
Purnell has said that benefit sanctions
were being introduced because the
government can no longer “abandon
people to long periods on benefits
without help to overcome problems”.

But opponents of the Bill warn there
is no evidence to show benefit sanctions
will work, no additional investment in
the treatment system to give services
the capacity to deal with a potential
influx of referrals and a lack of adequate
safeguards on the sharing of personal

information and over people’s rights
under the NHS constitution.

In addition, there is concern that
inexperienced job centre staff will be
out of their depth in making decisions
on complex health matters such as drug
misuse and drug treatment.

A spokesman for the Public and
Commercial Services Union, which
represents the country’s job centre
workers, told Druglink: “Job centre staff
are highly skilled people whose
expertise is in helping people back into
work, not using benefit sanctions to
dump people out of the system. They
are certainly not trained drug
counsellors. The reforms would put
them in a very difficult position.”

Martin Barnes, chief executive of
DrugScope, which has opposed the
introduction of benefit sanctions for
problem drug users since the plans were
outlined in a Green Paper last year, said:
“Despite the fact these proposals raise
serious concerns around people’s civil
rights and healthcare needs the matter
has been the subject of so little debate
by MPs.

“While we are in favour of enabling
people to become more self-sufficient,
this can be achieved without the state
resorting to policies which have the
potential to be either invasive or
detrimental to people’s recovery. There
is no evidence to show that benefit
sanctions will work in this context,”
added Barnes.

The government recently abandoned
benefit sanctions for offenders on
community sentences who faced

welfare penalties for failing to comply
with court orders. A pilot study
concluded the approach had been an
expensive failure - resulting in only a
1.8 per cent improvement in compliance
and costing £5.60 in public money for
every £1 saved.

DrugScope’s campaign to amend the
Bill has been backed by several other
organisations in the field, including
Release and the UK Drug Policy
Commission.

® A voluntary drug treatment referral
scheme to get drug users off benefits
and back into work began operating
across England last month.

Welfare reform minister Tony
McNulty unveiled the new programme
whereby heroin or crack cocaine users
claiming benefits will be able to access
advice and referral from their job centre
to a drug treatment service. The scheme
is a joint initiative by the Department
for Work and Pensions and the
Department of Health.

Commenting on the upcoming
Welfare Reform Bill, McNulty said:
“From next year our offer of help comes
with an obligation for drug addicts to
actively find out about the support
options available to them - if they don't
they could be sanctioned and may lose
their benefits."

Drug coordinators have already taken
up their posts in every region across
England to ensure the local links
between job centres and drug services
are seamless and that problem drug
users receive more integrated support to
help them tackle their drug use.
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