The Work Programme – A view from the Third Sector

It is easy to forget, when we discuss policy decisions and models, that we do so with two enormous elephants occupying the discussion place.  One of these is that once you have put in place a commercial approach to addressing a social policy, it becomes impossible for organisations which previously may have seen themselves as championing the rights and needs of their service users to speak, without being acutely aware that as potential beneficiaries of at least some of the available funding, they cannot simply dismiss the idea or cast blame without potentially damaging their own market position.  Most third sector organisations now rely on their position as potential sub contractors and struggle to be the outspoken champions of their client group and innovative approaches, which just a few years ago was seen as the essential added value of our sector.  This brings us to the second elephant which of course is that if we, having taken our shilling, can no longer speak out for the client group and the issues they face, then who does?
Despite repeated assurances from Department of Work and Pensions that the Work Programme would eventually result in the third sector’s increased involvement as sub contractors, to date there has been little indication that any significant resource transfer is happening between private and third sector entities.  While some progress is being made in establishing specialist activity agreements it has to be noted that any sub contracting reduces the profit margins of the Prime contractors which in Scotland are Ingeus and Working Links.  The loss of highly successful programmes such as Progress2Work/Link-Up have left thousands of people with multiple barriers to employment such as criminal records, substance misuse and mental health issues with little in the way of specialised services.  Figures issued to date indicate that only a small number of these will actually find their way into and stay with the work programme, but funding bodies up and down the land claim that since employability is now being dealt with by the Work Programme they no longer need to find finance for such activity.  The levels of service cuts across the sector in this field are staggering and have led SCVO to comment recently that the whole initiative is contributing to the effective dismantling of the third sector’s role in offender employability.
Surveys show many organisations running on dwindling reserves hoping that something will come right but not holding their breath.  Various attempts at social enterprise are being put in place but inevitably these will cater for relatively few clients, and increasingly contracts are being made which offer activity only payment with no allowance for core funding.  This also is unsustainable as central costs simply become unaffordable and the structure needed to hold together an organisation collapses.  Any future engagement with our sector is going to have to recognise that management costs have to be factored in as of course they would be for both public and private contracts.  
There are serious questions to be asked about the very high numbers of offenders who are not ready for work and who may not even qualify or be bothered by the Work Programme.  Equally there are those clients with high multiple needs issues who will be uneconomic for providers to take on because their likelihood of sustained employment is poor, and those who fail to engage with the Programme and drop back into offending as a means of support.  The Scottish Government has recognised some of the complexities in creating the Strategic Employability Pipelines and a Youth Employment minister but at local level where funding is disbursed it is difficult to see where those most in need of services are being considered.  
It is not the fault of the Work Programme contractors that the programme was brought into being without adequate attention being paid to what happens to those who were left with no services, until such time as this vast idea wound up to full capacity.  Neither is it their fault that those tasked with stewarding the public purse see an opportunity to save money based on an unresearched yet appealing idea.  In fact there is little point in asking whose fault anything is, we have a window of opportunity to combine the best of public, private and third sector resources and resourcefulness into a matrix of complementary services commissioned and planned to offer interventions at all the key points and to all those that need them.  This will need to include early intervention and youth programmes based around desistance and reducing offending behaviour, properly validated and evaluated community interventions which are geared to behavioural change and not simply payback, and offender management processes which transition through prisons and maintain engagement based on individual needs and circumstances.  The Govt reforms have brought the private sector to the table, and there is much we can learn from each other and that the clients can benefit from, if we are able to start with the needs of those clients and how to get the best outcomes for the available money.  Apex has 25 years experience in Scotland working with some of the hardest to engage and motivate, and building up the respect and trust of communities and employers.  We and others in the sector may have been badly damaged by the speed of the reforms, and be cautious about how effective they will prove to be, but we are still able and willing to be part of getting the outcomes right.
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