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30/09/2010

Benefit Reform Division

Department for Work and Pensions

1st Floor

Caxton House

Tothill Street

LONDON SW1H9NA

Dear Sir/Madam,

21st Century Welfare reform consultation 

1. This letter sets out 4Children’s response to the consultation on 21st Century Welfare. 
2. 4Children is the national charity all about children and families.  We have spearheaded a joined-up, integrated approach to children’s services and work strategically with Children’s Trusts and a wide range of partners around the country to support children and families in their communities.  We run Sure Start Children’s Centres and nurseries across England.  We develop, influence and shape national policy on all aspects of the lives of children, young people and families.  
3. 4Children is not an expert welfare advice agency, however, we do know how the system is viewed and what families think about it. Through our eighteen month national Family Commission inquiry, which will be publishing its final report this month, families up and down the country have told us they want economic independence, they want to work and to contribute, and most of all they find the current system of welfare and benefits confusing, too complex and disempowering. It simply isn’t working as it should, not doing the job it was set up to do. In our submission to the Department’s consultation on the welfare system we want to set out a clear set of principles for reform. 

4. Our set of principles for reform are based around helping parents do the best they can for their children. Most families want to work, to act as a positive role-model to their children and to be able to be financially independent.  Families have told us that a life on benefits is hard and not a ‘lifestyle choice’.  But as 21st Century Welfare points out too often the current system puts barriers in the way for families.  

5. Our first principle is to highlight the importance we place in the universal starting point for the welfare state.  Universalism has the great benefit of being simple to understand and inexpensive to administer.  Reductions to the cost of the welfare system should not be made by simply means testing more benefits – this will add to complexity and reduce take up.  

6. Our second principle flows straight from the conversations we have with families.  Families believe strongly that there is a fundamental fairness in a system that ensures they are better off in work.  A system devised for this must be simple and straightforward, with families able to see how they are better off working with incentives embedded in the system.  

7. Reforms must not penalise those who are unable to work, or who are unable to find a job, especially in this climate of high unemployment, but changing the mechanisms and entitlements to ensure families know they will be rewarded for taking that job. 
8. Through our events and visits across the country, from Blackpool to Cardiff, Edinburgh to Weston-super-Mare we have heard time and time again that families who had moved from benefits to work, or were considering doing so, were very concerned at the impact this would have on their ability to look after their children – particularly older children who were at risk of falling into anti-social behaviour or truanting.  Parents want to know that if they make this trade-off that they will be able to improve their children’s lives in other ways, to make up for it.  At the heart of our set of principles is the importance of making work pay. Work should be a route out of poverty and the fulfilment of the aspiration to improve life for their family.   
9. There will be an upfront cost in achieving this but with considerable savings achievable down the line.  Such reforms exemplify the commitment towards ‘long-termism’ made by the Deputy Prime Minister made in a recent speech.  
10. The other major concern we have heard from the families is that the bureaucracy of the system is too complicated and soul destroying. One person summed it up with the comment ‘you need to have a degree in form filling to complete it’. There are lots of different benefit options and numerous forms, many of which ask for duplicate information, to be filled in. It is also a minefield of potential errors of over payments, underpayments, or losing other entitlements altogether.  
11. Parents with disabled children have been particularly strong in their criticism of the system which is an unnecessary and additional burden.  One parent with a disabled child told us the system was so complicated they felt like they were ‘drowning’, another said you had to become an ‘expert’, which favoured the more eloquent and confident.  This unnecessary pressure piles the pressure on families who are already stretched.  

12. We are supportive of the notion that families should keep more of the money they earn as they increase their hours – as long as this is always consistent with their caring responsibilities.  This is key to raising not just the income of families – important as that is – but also raising aspiration by clearly demonstrating that application and hard work are rewarded. 
13. A key part of the equation for helping make work a real option for more parents is help with the cost of child care.   While take up of Child Tax Credit is 84% and Working Tax Credit 59%, take up of the childcare element is only 28% of families using formal childcare and in receipt of WTC. The Family Commission heard repeatedly that childcare was both costly and a huge burden on the parents, often putting the main carer off going back to work. 44% of respondents to the Family Commission survey of 1600 families across the country said that more affordable childcare would help them to balance work and home life. A reformed benefit system should look at a way of incorporating support for childcare as a key part of a comprehensive, universal payment system. 

14. In the Principles and options for reform chapter the consultation sets out ideas for reform, including for a universal credit. 4Children thinks this is the best way forward – and would resolve many of the problems that are present in the current system. This should be part of wholesale reform of benefits to include things like childcare, housing costs, tax credits and the disability living allowance. However as we have stressed continually, this must be done in a fair and balanced manner. People who remain on benefits for disability or health reasons must not be worse off under the scheme, or nudged further down below the poverty level. 

15. 4Children believe that the investment now of £3billion, quoted widely by the media, is a price worth pay for long term reform and fairness.  It is also an investment today in families, not just getting parents back into work but also reducing poverty and the impact of poverty which scars too many communities.  
16. If you would like to any further information about what we have set out here please feel free to contact our Director of Public Affairs, Claire McCarthy, on 02075226929 or Claire.McCarthy@4children.org.uk .  We hope you will consider the comments set out in this letter and we look forward to seeing the response for this consultation in the next few months. 

Yours sincerely,

Anne Longfield

Chief Executive, 4Children  
