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Claimant Commitment

Feeding Birkenhead, Supporting Wirral is a coalition of churches, food banks, community groups, and other organisations that serve families in our area. We meet quarterly and work together on a co-ordinated series of projects that enable households on low incomes to access food and other essentials with dignity in their local community. We also seek to apply the lessons from these projects, to ensure the root causes of the injustice giving rise to poverty and destitution are addressed.

At our most recent meeting, the following observations were given in respect of the Claimant Commitment:

· The system is not only inflexible and one-sided, it is setting people up to fail and be sanctioned. People are given targets that are totally unreachable and do not reflect their circumstances or health. In this respect, it is callous and helps to explain why people are destitute. 

· There is no room for discussion or negotiation; it is a list of commands to which people think they have to agree straight away in order to establish an income. To say it is negotiated is to change the common meaning of negotiation. 

· Mental health, in particular, is not reflected adequately in the Claimant Commitment. Where is the flexibility in the system to allow for poor mental health? This failure pushes some people even further away from the labour market and increases the strain on mental health services.

· The volatility and uncertainty that accompany Universal Credit and the Claimant Commitment can all too often trigger and exacerbate periods of poor mental health. Much more care needs to be taken, through the Claimant Commitment, to ensure people are offered reliable support that counteracts any volatility or uncertainty.

· The Claimant Commitment is very difficult for some parents and carers to complete; this is a result of a range of issues, including: acting as carers for extremely vulnerable children; multiple medical appointments and frequent trips to school; poor levels of literacy and ICT skills (our MP even admits his IT skills are inadequate, but that he has an office to help); poor mental health and no access to support services; and a lack of financial literacy and reliance on high interest loans.

· Officers who draw up the Claimant Commitment should be given a series of options reflecting whether the person can reasonably be considered to be available for work or not, and the accompanying level of support that is required from the state. It seems as though officers are working with a blunt instrument which causes a great deal of hardship. We need the Claimant Commitment to be built upon new principles which reflect the reality of people’s circumstances and health.  

· Work Coaches appear to be given insufficient time and training to discuss and negotiate each Claimant Commitment.

· More reliable and accurate Work Capability Assessments, as well as a look at each person’s previous benefit receipt, would prevent some of the worst injustices arising through the Claimant Commitment.

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Nowhere near enough thought is given to the impact of the Claimant Commitment on local authorities’ objectives for improved health and wellbeing in our communities.

· The receipt of benefit should not be made conditional on a set of terms that the person cannot fulfil.  
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