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EDDIE MAIR: 

The government got a bloody nose in the courts this week over some of its Back to 

Work programmes and what became known as the “Poundland case”. Undeterred, it’s 

determined to tweak the benefit system further in preparation for the arrival of who 

knows how many Romanians and Bulgarians next year. As from January 1
st
, there 

will be no restriction on how many choose to come to the UK to seek work and claim 

benefits like anyone else who lives here. The Prime Minister this week said that he 

feared people might come to Britain to “take advantage of us” and added that there’s 

“a lot more to do to make sure we’re not a soft touch”. Well the Work and Pensions 

Secretary, Iain Duncan Smith, is here. Good morning to you. 

  

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Good morning. 
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EDDIE MAIR: 

We’ll talk about all of that in a minute … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yuh. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

… but what about that Mail story today? We’ve got Theresa May planning to 

introduce primary legislation to force judges to keep foreign criminals in this country.  

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well I think the point that she’s making is a very strong one. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Rather to get rid of them, I should say. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(laughs) I was going to say, the point she’s making is about getting rid of them, not 

keeping them in the country, but we can debate that later. The reality is that the point 

she’s making I think is generally supported by pretty much anyone in parliament who 

has any commonsense and that is this: that over a period of time judges seem to have 

moved across to the idea that somehow this right to have a family life trumps all other 

rights. And the point she’s making - parliament made it very clear previously under 

previous legislation and the guidance particularly - that they wanted to know that if a 

criminal commits a crime, then they should be in a much stronger position to be able 

to extradite them and kick them out if they came from overseas. And that’s what she’s 

saying today and that’s what she is going to ensure again in further tightening up of 

the guidance. But … 

 

MAIR:  

(over) I wonder … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

they’ve also got to realise they cannot use that as a trumping mechanism. 
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EDDIE MAIR: 

Well I wonder if she isn’t closing the stable door after the … Well let’s not talk about 

horses. Labour, when this new guidance came in last July, Labour said you’re going 

to need primary legislation for this and, by the way, we’ll back it.  

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Why has it taken her till now to come round to this? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well I think the general view here is that we want the judges to be reasonable and 

react properly to what parliament says. What parliament …  

   

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Well in the intervening months, how many … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) Eddie, but with respect … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) … foreign criminals are still here? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

With respect, if you go back a few years, the courts would have reacted strongly to 

what parliament said. It’s a little bit different now in what we now see - and this is 

what Theresa is saying - is that apparently we have to do a lot more to get the courts 

to make sure that they do the right thing. The truth is the judges know very well the 

mood and the mind of parliament, but they’ve continued to trump that with this 

business of the right to a family life. Now parliament made its views clear. You’re 

right, both big political parties agreed that this was the right direction and she’s now 

determined to enshrine that in legislation, which is what we’ll do. 
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EDDIE MAIR: 

I’m just suggesting to you that she was told to do this last July … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah. 

    

EDDIE MAIR: 

… and has waited to February to write a pungent article in the Mail on Sunday. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well she’s not really. I mean you have to understand … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Well she has. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

… that the pressures on legislation in parliament are huge. I mean there’s lots of 

things going on. So what she’s trying to do quite … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Oh so it’s less important than other things? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

No, no, no, no, no, no. What she believed and I believed - I agree with her, no-one 

would be stronger on this than myself and many others - is that it was enough for 

parliament to express its strong view and opinion, and in the past courts would have 

stuck to that. They haven’t, we’re going to have to legislate, but we’ll do it quickly. 

And she’s right. Most of the public out there will agree with her. 

 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Let’s turn to Romanians and Bulgarians. The Mail today says there’s a secret 

Chequers summit planned for Thursday on scroungers and illegal immigrants. The 
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Prime Minister will be there, George Osborne will be there, the Chief of Staff at No. 

10 will be there, the polling guru Lynton Crosby will be there. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

And I searched the article. I didn’t see your name. Are you in on this secret meeting 

or … ? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well I have to tell you that I’ve already had a meeting with the Prime Minister and the 

team of people last week about coordinating this and I had a separate meeting with the 

Home Secretary. She, myself, Eric Pickles and others are all discussing how to make 

sure that there are no loopholes and that we close down as many as possible. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

So what have you come up with? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well exactly let’s get the position right. We have under benefits a thing called 

“habitual residency” tests, which we apply to anybody coming in whether they be 

from Europe or elsewhere, and it is the idea that are you here genuinely to be a 

resident or are you simply coming here to get hold of benefits. My Job Centre staff 

have a lot of flexibility as to how they apply that. They look at things like leasing 

arrangements, they look at the time they’ve spent here, what kind of work they’ve 

taken up.  

    

EDDIE MAIR: 

Sure, this is how the system works at the moment. I’m talking about how do you close 

the loopholes? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) Exactly my point. Well what I’m trying to say to you is we are able to be 
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reasonably tight with these people. What we can do, and it’s what we’re doing, we’re 

looking at the way we apply some of those benefits - for example whether or not they 

are contributory benefits or not, whether we can enlarge that process; and whether or 

not those individuals, we can lengthen the time that we look at in terms of their 

leasing arrangements - for example is it feasible for us to look at whether somebody 

has a leasing arrangement lasting nine months, a year, rather than just a matter of 

months. So these are areas we’re tightening up before this starts next year and I 

believe we will be able to tighten this up. We have, I must say though Eddie, we have 

one big battle here. It’s all to do with the European Union. They are already …  

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Take on Europe again. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well of course, I love to do that. They’re already trying to infract me over the strength 

of our position on the habitual residency tests. They’re trying to say that we don’t 

have a right to have any kind of test. So that’s a big battle that I’m having with the 

Europeans. But it’s not just us though, I have to say. You know people like the Dutch 

and the Scandinavians are all on our side. So there’s a big fight. We think, all of us - 

those Northern European countries - we need to tighten up. So we’ve got a number of 

countries on our side and I think we will be able to tighten up and make those 

regulations much tougher for people coming in just to take advantage of our benefit 

system. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Well, look, I might suggest some helpful possibilities to you … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) Always ready to hear … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

… in just a moment, but I’m interested. We know the government hasn’t released any 

figures for the … 
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IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

… estimates of Romanians and Bulgarians who might come here. It’s one thing not to 

release them, but have they been compiled? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Not to my knowledge.  

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

You haven’t seen any statistics? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

No, no, no, I’ve asked whether or not there is any reasonable or rational figure that 

can be gained. And to be honest with you, the last government got it so badly wrong, 

it just shows you that estimating the numbers coming through is incredibly difficult. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Is it pointless? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

I think it is pretty pointless trying to estimate it because the last government said 

there’d only be a few thousand and we ended up with some couple of million people 

actually coming in from different countries. Can I say that if you look at where the 

Romanians have gone already, you get a better picture. For example, the majority of 

the Romanians have settled at the moment in Germany and ironically in Spain where I 

thought there was a real problem with jobs, but they’re settling in Spain. 

  

EDDIE MAIR: 

Nicer weather. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well probably better weather. I don’t know about the benefits, but the Spanish 



 

8 

government is trying to work with us now to tighten that up. So the majority have 

shown that they wanted to go to Germany and Spain. We are ready though to make 

sure that they can’t come here and claim benefits. And can I just say one thing. The 

last government did not - and this is important - they did not record which migrants 

coming in here were then receiving benefits. We’re going to record that now, so we 

will know exactly how many people are here and if they get access to benefits who 

they are, and then we’ll be able to tighten up on it. 

  

EDDIE MAIR: 

In your opinion, are Roma potentially more of a problem than other Romanians and 

Bulgarians? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

No, I don’t look at any one sub-category of groups of people. I just look at people 

coming in who we think don’t and shouldn’t have a right to claim benefits because 

they’ve made no contribution to the tax bill, national insurance bill. So that’s really 

the guiding figure I have. I don’t sub-divide any particular group. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Because you’ll remember President Sarkozy in France managed to repatriate dozens 

of Roma. Don’t you fancy that?  

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah, I’m not in France and I’m not President Sarkozy. My view on life is very 

simple: that we make sure that our door is shut to those who want to come and claim 

benefits and is open to those who want to come and contribute and help work and 

make this economy good and strong. And you know there is good economic reason 

for some migration coming in and it’s important to notice that we’ve actually 

approached this on a wider range. The Home Secretary, through the changes that 

we’ve made, has already cut net migration by a quarter, so that’s really important. So 

we’ve begun to get a grip of what was a system completely out of control under the 

last government, and that’s the key thing. I wouldn’t start picking on individual 

groups. I don’t think there’s point in that. 
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EDDIE MAIR: 

Alright, so you’re going to make sure that the only people who are here are the people 

who should be here. What about what they can … well not only what they can claim, 

but what they can send back home when they’re here. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

David Blunkett, former Home Secretary, thinks it’s crackers that taxpayers are 

funding child benefit for children who don’t even live in this country. Are you going 

to stop that? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well I love … I’m very fond of David Blunkett and I love it when he expounds about 

how terrible it is when he sat for thirteen years and did absolutely nothing about it. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Whatever, let’s talk about the policy. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well you know let’s be clear about this. Labour criticises us. They did absolutely 

nothing to cut net migration. So I’m happy to take this question. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Child benefit. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Let me explain what the reason is here. Under the European Free Movement rules, 

that if an individual comes to work in another member state then what happens is the 

child provisions for that state are then netted out against what they would receive in 

their own home country; and if it’s a higher figure, the net figure is then transferred 

across to their family in that country. Do I agree with that? Absolutely not. Does the 

government agree with that? No. Our problem is we will have to change that by 
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speaking and going very strongly in terms of the commission to say this is really 

absurd now that people will come over simply to attract a benefit which is higher than 

theirs. And so there’s a big issue here for us, for countries that have big and good 

support for children, like we do and Germany does. You know there is a sense … 

we’re discussing with them about how we can change that, so we’re already on that 

case and we’re trying to reverse and to change that process. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

It’s going to be part of David Cameron’s big European … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) Absolutely, it’s critical to this. And I have to tell you, the Prime Minister’s very 

strong on this one. And I made this point to him the other day when we were speaking 

- this is completely crackers - but of course this is what we inherited after thirteen 

years of a Labour government that let the floodgates open to everybody coming in 

who wished to. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Turning to the attitude you think this might portray or perhaps betray about the British 

government’s view of Romanians, I mean the leaders in Romania say look we are 

European citizens and they wonder why they are being singled out. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

They’re not actually being singled out because this rule and the changes that we make 

to our habitual residency tests and the tightening up that we’re talking about would 

apply to everybody, and this is a whole process of saying, look, people shouldn’t use 

the Free Movement rules just to travel around looking for the best benefit that they 

can get. And that’s the critical bit that the commission’s got to understand. That’s why 

when you asked me the question about the Roma, etcetera, I don’t see it like that. I see 

it simply on this basis - that social security and welfare has never been in the province 

of the European Union and now they’re trying to reach in to make that happen, so 

they can take control of it - and we should say no, this is set by national government.  

 

EDDIE MAIR: 
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Have you considered just using Britain from the Free Movement directive? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

No because what happens then, of course, we are beneficiaries as much as anybody 

else is about many British people going to work abroad. So it’s getting the balance 

right. We want people to be able to travel to work, but we don’t want them to be able 

to travel to take benefits, and so it’s locking the door to people’s access to benefits 

simply because that’s all they wanted to come here. And I think most people - most 

British people certainly and I suspect most Germans, most Swedes, most Danes - 

would nod their heads in agreement with me when I say that because that’s what we 

get from their governments when we talk to them. They’re all kind of in agreement 

something needs to change. 

  

EDDIE MAIR: 

I want to move on to benefits … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

… in terms of the famous “bedroom” tax. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well there’s no such thing as a bedroom tax. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

No, I know you don’t … I know you don’t like the name. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well it’s just nonsense. There is no bedroom tax. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

But your department’s confirmed to the Sunday People today that some pensioners 

with spare rooms … Because the story to date has been about people of working age. 
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IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yeah. 

   

EDDIE MAIR: 

Some pensioners with spare rooms will be hit by the bedroom tax, whose name you 

don’t like. Not existing claimants … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

No. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

… but new claimants. Is that true? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well no because what The People has done is extrapolated … 

  

EDDIE MAIR: 

Why is your department confirming it then? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well no, no, what they’ve asked is a very hypothetical question and they got a 

hypothetical answer. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Alright.  

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Let me give you exactly what’s happening. This is about under-occupancy. Let’s be 

very clear what this is about. For years and years and years, the last government did 

nothing about this very simple fact, which is we have in social sector housing a very 

large number of people in houses where they have many more bedrooms than they 

actually need. Something like a million spare bedrooms are sitting around in social 

housing. Meanwhile, I have over a quarter of a million people in overcrowding and a 
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million people on the waiting list trying to get into housing. The last government let 

housing building fall to the lowest level since the 1920s. We’ve inherited a bill, 

believe it or not, that doubled from about 11 billion to 20 billion, set to rise to £25 

billion a year. So what I’ve said - this is one of a number of changes I’m making in 

housing benefit - what we want is those who are under-occupying their properties, we 

need to help them to be able to move to property that they would occupy … 

     

EDDIE MAIR: 

You mean force them? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

No, no. What we’re saying to them is, look, you can stay where you are … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

But cough up. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

… but if you do, you’ll have to pay more. Now hold on a second … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) We know you’re very poor, but pay more.   

 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yes, but … No, no, but wait a minute. Exactly the same people in the same criteria 

who rent in the private sector under housing benefit, they’re not allowed to have extra 

bedrooms, they’ve never been, so they are only paid in the private sector for the 

number of bedrooms that they occupy.  

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) But the point of social housing is to help these poorest … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Yes, exactly, but that’s exactly what we do. All we’re saying is people who work on 
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marginal income, who don’t receive housing benefit, those who are in the private 

rented sector, they know very well that you occupy a house that you can fit into 

because, look, the taxpayer is paying about £900 per household to help people stay in 

social housing. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

So tell me about pensioners. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

The point about the pensioners is they are not included in this. No pensioner is going 

to be included in this. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Existing? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Exactly, existing pensioners. And going forward, even where somebody is in work - 

where there is a pensioner who, for example, is not retired and is working and another 

one where somebody is in receipt of the means tested pension, the pension guarantee - 

then they won’t be included either. The reality is that they’re looking at universal 

credit further down the road and they’ve asked a specific question about that and 

we’ve yet to set finally what we do with that group.   

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Ah, well alright … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) So that’s all I’m saying - is it is not our intention that pensioners in any way 

will suffer under this particular thing. It’s not about punishing people, Eddie. This is 

about trying to reallocate the housing, so that people live in a home that they occupy; 

and others who are overcrowded, as I said of which there are a million on the waiting 

list, a quarter of a million looking for homes, that they can have extra rooms, and we 

have a million spare bedrooms kicking around … It’s not punishing. It’s about getting 

the balance right and councils are already beginning to sort this out now. 
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EDDIE MAIR: 

Alright. Now we started talking about judges in another context. The appeal court 

gave the government a bit of a kicking this week. What do you think of those judges - 

on Poundland? 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Well actually interestingly the high court upheld all of our position first time round. 

The appeal court comes in and what they’ve actually … The important thing is to 

know what they didn’t do. What they said to those … The people that actually went to 

the appeal, they said - this woman particularly - it’s against her human rights to be 

told in a work experience programme that she should work and only paid by her 

benefit; that this is something against her human rights. The court said rubbish, that’s 

not true. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Well let’s talk about what the court did say. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) The court then said the regulation … No, they said the regulations were set too 

wide and weren’t specific enough. The high court said they were. They’ve said they 

weren’t. I’ve already put emergency regulations down. That’s ended it. I am not going 

to give way on this. I absolutely clearly tell you this - that people who think that it is 

their right to take benefit and do nothing for it, those days are over, so mandation … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Well hold on, that’s not what happened … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) Hold on a second, these people were sent on … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) That’s not what … 
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IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) Hang on, they volunteered … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) … happened in the case of Kate Riley … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) … for a work experience programme. Volunteered for a work experience 

programme which many young people want to do, and then decided that actually she 

didn’t want to do it anymore. It was made pretty clear at the time … 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

(over) Well look let’s … No, no, forgive me, let’s look at the case of … Sorry to 

interrupt … 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

(over) … that they would suffer a withdrawal of benefit if they didn’t do what they 

were asked. 

  

EDDIE MAIR: 

Kate Riley, the woman who brought the case, she has a degree in geology. Do you 

think it makes sense … She was doing voluntary work in a museum and then she’s 

told you must go and stack shelves in Poundland. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

No she wasn’t told that at all. What happened was work experience … Let me explain 

what work experience is. When I first came in, I was asked by thousands of kids up 

and down the country who said, “we can’t get jobs because the first thing they ask us 

for: ‘what experience do you have?’ We can’t get the experience if we don’t have a 

job.” So what we did is we allowed people on benefits to have two months in a 

company work experience - just working, doing what other people would do. They 

can put that in their CV. Do you know, it’s been so successful that over half of those 

kids have left benefits. It’s the most successful programme we’ve got. But what we’ve 

said to them is once you commit to doing that programme - because companies have 
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to make arrangements around it, then if you don’t do this you may suffer a benefit 

withdrawal because you have messed them around and they are therefore going to 

suffer as a result of that. It’s a point that anybody out there listening to this will know. 

You have to learn early that if you commit to something, you stay by and do it. And I 

understand she said she wasn’t paid. She was paid jobseeker’s allowance by the 

taxpayer to do this. Most young people love this programme. And I’m sorry, there is a 

group of people out there that think that they’re too good for this kind of stuff. Let me 

remind you, Terry Leahy started his life stacking shelves. And the next time 

somebody goes in, one of these smart people that say there’s something wrong with 

this, they go into their supermarket, ask themselves this simple question. When they 

can’t find the food on the shelves, who is more important - them the geologist or the 

person that stacked the shelf? 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

It may have been cleared off the shelves. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Absolutely. 

 

EDDIE MAIR: 

Iain Duncan Smith, thank you very much indeed. 

 

IAIN DUNCAN SMITH: 

Thank you very much. 

 

INTERVIEW ENDS 


