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Section 1: Schemes for assisting persons to obtain employment: “work for your benefit” schemes etc.
Gingerbread believes that applying this scheme to lone parents with children over seven is unreasonable.  We believe that without childcare provision and payments being guaranteed this will be disadvantageous to lone parent claimants and will discriminate against them directly.  Both Government and Gingerbread NI’s research indicated that while 56% of lone parents are currently working outside the home over 90% have indicated that they wish to work outside the home.
  We are concerned that the scheme will cause job displacement and that lone parents will be discouraged from taking advantage of current employment support schemes to undertake such work.  
Section 2: Work-related activity: income support claimants and partners of claimants

While Gingerbread NI and lone parents subscribe to ‘progression to work’ we are disappointed that the Bill offers no additional premium for lone parents in receipt of Income Support who take part in work related activity.  Both Government and Gingerbread NI’s research indicated that while 56% of lone parents are currently working outside the home, over 90% of lone parents have indicated that they wish to work outside the home.  Research also shows that many lone parents have to rely on part-time work to enable them the meet their caring responsibilities.  This inevitably leads to them being low paid.   Rather than creating incentives to encourage the ‘progression to work’ the Bill imposes sanctions on lone parents where they do not undertake sufficient work related activity. This Bill appears to fly in the face of the Gregg report approach which was to tailor support to the individual needs and circumstances of lone parents.
Section 3: Lone Parents
Gingerbread NI believes that the proposals to require lone parents with children aged under seven years of age to actively seek work as a condition of JSA is discriminatory and unworkable.  Northern Ireland has the lowest level of childcare provision in Britain and Ireland which means that many lone parents currently in work rely on children’s school time to enable them to access work.  Gingerbread NI’s research with lone parents has highlighted the practice of primary schools having different finishing times for classes as an issue specific to Northern Ireland.  This practice makes it difficult for lone parents to co-ordinate work time and children’s pick-up time.
  The long summer school holiday also causes lone parents to have to take extended periods of unpaid leave to meet their caring commitments during this period.  While we support a policy of positively encouraging lone parent into paid work efforts to move lone parents back to work should be through measures tailored to support and encourage lone parents rather than through sanctions.  This should also be done at a time of the lone parents choosing as we believe that lone parents have already outlined their willingness to work outside the home.   The current economic climate with its high unemployment will make it difficult for lone parents to secure jobs that allow them to combine their work and family life.  This will adversely impact on child poverty if lone parents are exposed to the risk of benefit sanctions.  We believe that the inclusion of such sanctions without providing the required infrastructural support for lone parents to implement their willingness to work is unjustified and would be detrimental to the welfare of children within the family.  It is also counter productive in light of the Assemblies commitment to the eradication of child poverty by 2020.
Section 15: Community care grants relating to specified goods or services and section 16: Community care grants: reviews and information
Gingerbread NI believes that these sections should be removed from the Bill.  We believe that the proposal to make payments to third party suppliers will reduce choice for individuals, prevent competitive pricing, increase stigmatisation of lone parents and other claimants, interfere with individual independence and will impact on lone parent’s willingness to claim.  As an organisation provided advice, representation and information to lone parents on numerous social welfare and benefit issues we are aware, at first hand, of the difficulties lone parents already face in accessing Social Fund Loans and Community Care Grants.  To introduce further obstacles to claims will be detrimental to the well-being of children and will increase the work load of the independent advice sector in terms of representation.  
Section 20: Jobseeker’s allowance: sanction for violent conduct etc. in connection with claim
Gingerbread NI does not support the proposal to use sanctions in response to aggressive claimants. Assault is a criminal matter and so a matter for the Criminal Justice System and should be dealt with through due process.  Where benefits are the sole income of an individual or family and are relied on for the provision of food, clothing, warmth and shelter any sanction in these circumstances would detrimental to well-being and will impact not just on the individual concerned but on the whole family including children.
Section 23: Exemption from job-seeking conditions for victims of domestic violence
Gingerbread NI welcomes the recognition by the Government of the extreme stress and difficulty faced by victims of domestic violence, however we would argue that 13 weeks will not be a sufficient time period  for those experiencing ‘domestic violence’ to be ready to engage in job-seeking or to be work ready.  We do not believe that discretion is appropriate in this as claimants would then be reliant on the approach taken by individual Personal Advisors.  Our experience of the ability of JBO personnel to give consistent interpretation to legislation particularly where discretion is involved is not good and we believe that claimants could be significantly disadvantaged leading to further victimization and detriment to the well-being of the family. 

Section 24: Good cause for failure to comply with regulations etc.
Gingerbread NI welcomes the acknowledgement of the difficulty faced by those with physical or mental health conditions in undertaking mandatory activities.  We agree with the Law Centre (NI)’s submission in that:

‘We recommend that stronger safeguards need to be put in place within the legislation to ensure that personal advisers implementing the Bill are not given full discretion to determine whether a claimant has ‘good cause’ for failure to comply with regulations particularly in regards to claimant with mental health and/or learning difficulties.  A claimant’s mental health and ability to engage in the return to work process may be highly complex and sensitive and should not be left to the discretion of frontline staff without the relevant expertise or understanding of a claimant’s condition.’  
Studies across the UK and elsewhere have indicated that lone parents are more likely than the general population to experience poor health.  Recent research by Gingerbread NI indicated that stress was a major problem for lone parents with more than two-thirds of lone parent’s surveyed reporting chronic stress.  Recent analysis of the Northern Ireland Household Panel Survey showed that mothers of children in poverty were significantly more likely to have poorer mental health and well-being than parents of children who were not in poverty.

Gingerbread NI believes that Northern Ireland does not have sufficient childcare infrastructure in place to facilitate this and many other clauses within the Bill.  Gingerbread NI is in agreement with Law Centre (NI)’s submission: - 

‘Northern Ireland does not have a childcare infrastructure in place and the lack of a childcare strategy for Northern Ireland continues to impact upon the introduction of welfare reform in Northern Ireland.  Public Bodies in Northern Ireland are under no obligation to assess and meet local childcare needs as is required by the Childcare Act 2006 in England and Wales.  If the infrastructure to support the introduction of many of the clauses within the Bill is not in place we would urge the Assembly to first work on developing the infrastructure required to support and enable the enactment of the Bill rather than passing the Bill as it stands.’  
Section 25: Jobseekers’ agreements and action plans: well-being of children
Gingerbread NI believes that the welfare and well-being of children must be paramount.  We believe that parents are, in the main, best placed to determine the best interests in the welfare of their children.  We welcome the acknowledgement of the well-being of children but believe that the inclusion of the potential use of sanctions and the increased pressure on parents, particularly lone parents to move into work where they would disagree is counter productive and flies in the face of the well-being of children.  We also believe that imposition of a mandatory scheme and the removal of ‘choice’ directly discriminates against lone parents.
Section 27: Attendance in connection with jobseeker’s allowance: sanctions

Gingerbread NI believes that the increased use of sanctions will have substantial adverse implications for dependents as well as claimants. We believe this counters the Assembly’s commitments made in the programme for government to eradicate child poverty by 2020.  In fact the imposition of sanctions will result in an increase in child poverty levels and will counter any improvement in benefit uptake.
As a general observation Gingerbread NI believes policy and legislation impacting on lone parents needs to take account of gender divisions in work and employment and the way in which women’s choices about paid work are shaped by social and political assumptions and expectations about their domestic and caring role.  Legislation that attempts to move lone parents and especially lone mothers into employment without addressing other fundamental gender equality issues is unlikely to succeed.
  

Gingerbread believes that the implementation of this legislation will have a detrimental adverse impact on at least one category within Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.   To this end we would agree with the Law Centre (NI)’s and others who have expressed this in a position paper to be submitted collectively:-

‘We note that an Equality Impact Assessment was completed on December 2009 based upon the Welfare Reform Bill 2009 in Westminster.  We query the decision to conduct an EQIA based upon the Westminster version of the Welfare Reform Bill and note that there were a limited number of responses to the EQIA perhaps because it was not based upon a NI Bill.  We are concerned therefore, that the potential impact on section 75 groups has been fully considered and assessed as part of the previous EQIA.  

We note the original EQIA consultation documents provided very limited break down or analysis of any potentially adverse effect on the section 75 groups of a number of the proposed changes to the benefit system in Northern Ireland.  As stated above we have considerable concerns that the proposals could have a negative impact on lone parents and those with caring responsibilities, therefore raising concerns of potential inequality between men and women as the majority of lone parent and those with caring responsibilities are women and between persons with dependents and persons without’.  
In conclusion, Gingerbread NI also believes that the implementation of this Bill to Northern Ireland on the basis of pilots carried out in England would be erroneous.  
As we have already pointed out Northern Ireland does not enjoy the childcare, training or jobs support infrastructure that exists in England and to implement legislation on the basis of evaluation of how it worked in England provides no clear comparison.
We would submit that any attempt at reading across legislation should at the very least be piloted in Northern Ireland if any accurate or reasonable comparison is to be achieved.
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