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About PLP
The Public Law Project (‘PLP’) is an independent, national legal charity which aims to improve access to public law remedies for those whose access is restricted by poverty, discrimination or other similar barriers. 
Within this broad remit PLP has adopted three strategic priorities in our strategic plan for 2017-2022:
· Promoting and safeguarding the Rule of Law during a period of significant constitutional change.
· Working to ensure fair and proper systems for the exercise of public powers and duties, whether by state or private actors.
· Improving practical access to public law remedies.
PLP undertakes research, policy initiatives, casework and training across a range of public law remedies.
Since 2016 a key focus area of PLP’s has been tackling issues of unfairness and discrimination in benefit sanctioning, with a view to ensuring that, at minimum: 
· Sanctions are imposed fairly, lawfully and in a non-discriminatory manner; and
· Benefit claimants have effective access to appropriate and timely remedies when things go wrong.
PLP’s work on benefit sanctions includes providing casework support with appeals and complaints in individual cases where claimants have been, or are at risk of being, unfairly sanctioned; bringing or supporting strategic litigation to challenge systemic issues through judicial review, appeals or county court claims under the Equality Act 2010; publishing information leaflets, guidance notes and tools such as templates for individuals and advisers on sanctions, conditionality, and means of challenging decisions; and providing training about public law remedies to welfare rights advisers and advocacy organisations.
Taken in the context of a wider body of submitted evidence, we hope that PLP’s experience in working closely with the welfare rights sector will assist the committee by contributing to the wider picture of how claimant commitment operates and the potential consequences of its failure adequately to reflect individual circumstances The evidence below describes PLP’s work on the claimant commitment and draws on information provided to us by frontline advisers during training sessions about their experiences in practice, which seems relevant to the Committee’s enquiry and in particular questions 1-3. PLP’s casework service in this context is low volume and as a result, PLP does not have sufficient evidence to provide a fuller response to the Committee’s questions in its call for evidence.
 The claimant commitment 
At the outset of our work on benefit sanctions, as a result of our literature review and discussions with frontline advisers and others working in the social security field, we identified that the agreement of mandatory requirements through the negotiation of the claimant commitment was a key interaction that could have a significant impact on a claimant and on the likelihood of future sanctions. If a claimant commitment fails to properly reflect the individual circumstances of a claimant, they are less likely to be able to comply with requirements, and more likely to be sanctioned.  
For this reason, our training aimed at welfare rights advisers and frontline advocacy workers includes information on the range of adaptations and easements than can be applied to claimant commitments to reflect the particular circumstances of a claimant. In the course of providing that training, we have become aware, from comments made by participants, that claimants are often not aware that their claimant commitments can be tailored, and that generic claimant commitments are being given to claimants with specific needs. Feedback from attendees at our workshops has also included concern that claimants are unlikely to seek advice at this stage of their claim.
When faced with a generic claimant commitment, or one which is not sufficiently adapted to their particular circumstances, claimants often feel that they have no choice but to accept the commitment. It is a condition of entitlement to Universal Credit that they do so. Without information about the adaptations that can – and should – be made to the claimant commitment they may accept commitments with which they cannot reasonably be expected to comply. 
In response to this, we have drafted five leaflets, including four aimed at particularly vulnerable groups of claimants who are at higher risk of being sanctioned and/or for whom sanctions would have particularly adverse consequences. The leaflets provide information about the claimant commitment, advice about the types of adaptations that can be made and how to request them, and advice on what to do if a request is refused. They are all available on our website:
· Universal Credit Claimant Commitment – general information
· Universal Credit Claimant Commitment – childcare responsibilities
· Universal Credit Claimant Commitment – homelessness
· Universal Credit Claimant Commitment – mental health
· Universal Credit Claimant Commitment – domestic violence
The aim of the leaflets is to provide claimants with the information they need to request appropriate tailoring to their claimant commitments, and ultimately to help claimants avoid the risk of unfair sanctions. This information should be provided to all claimants. 
A further concern raised by attendees at PLP training is the lack of an appeal right against a refusal to apply adaptations to a claimant commitment. The serious consequences of the imposition of mandatory requirements by an inappropriate claimant commitment mean that in PLP’s view, a refusal by the DWP to amend a claimant commitment should attract a right of appeal. This would enable claimants to effectively challenge unreasonable requirements before the imposition of a sanction for failure to comply. 
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