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ACTUALITY OF LAST POST 

 

URRY: The Last Post for Steel has been sounded on 

Teesside. 

 

MORGAN: This area of North East England was the largest 

collection of heavy industry in Europe and now there’s very little left.  

 

URRY: Thousands will be looking for work as Corus 

closes the area’s one remaining steel furnace. 

 

MORGAN: We’re born with iron and steel in our blood. It’s 

not just the loss of a job.  You’re losing a piece of who you are. 

 

URRY: It’s not just a problem for the North East. 

Despite last week’s fall in the UK jobless total, the employment picture for the 

months ahead still looks very fragile. The Bank of England has been warning that 

sluggish consumer demand is likely to lead to a further sharp rise in unemployment. 

Public spending cuts will take money out of the economy and put more on the dole.  



The Government's looking to its own agency, JobCentre Plus, to support those 

without employment back into work. But is there any Plus for customers? 



SKELTON: Every day I’m spending three or four hours 

looking for work and I’d just like some backup and support with that and I just don’t 

feel I’m getting it.  It feels more like they’re just there to get you to sign that piece of 

paper, try and hope to get you off the figures and move you on. 

 

URRY: The agency increasingly uses the private sector 

in delivering back to work support for the long term unemployed.  But are the 

vulnerable being left behind because companies need to make a profit?  MPs tell this 

programme the Government must do more to safeguard the rights of claimants.  

Tonight we ask what’s really in store if you end up down at the Jobcentre. 

  

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY AT SOCIAL CLUB 

 

MAN: Are you after a pint, Ken? 

 

URRY: At the steelworkers’ social club in Redcar on 

Teesside, a handful enjoy an afternoon pint and a game of snooker.  The atmosphere 

is subdued.  It’s a town of only 34,000 and the mainstay, along with the chemical 

industry, has been steel. Now part of the local works, run by Corus, stands silent. 

Officially it’s being mothballed, but many fear that’s a prelude to full closure. 

 

CADDY: It’s the backbone of our area, you could say, 

you know, and that’s what they’ve done is taken a piece of our backbone away now 

really. 

  

URRY: Richard Caddy’s family have been in steel 

since the 19th century. His forebears went to India to build the first plant there for 

Tata, now the parent company of Corus.  Mr Caddy’s been campaigning for 

Government support to keep the steelworkers’ jobs on Teesside. But it hasn’t been 

enough. 

 



CADDY: The guys at the moment are going into 

meetings and they’re coming out of them meetings basically in tears and on the floor, 

the thought of their families and what they’re going to lose, what are they going to do 

next.  It’s something that 



CADDY cont: you really fear all your life, I suppose, but until 

it hits home you just, you’re not there, you know.  Everybody working at the plant is 

looking towards security, you know.  Just devastation, you know, like it’s already 

been calculated, the announcement of 1,700 immediate employees to Corus and 

everybody seems to forget that we have a very large contractor base over there.  They 

won’t get the big redundancies, so estimation in the area is up to about 8,000 people 

being affected from this mothball. 

 

URRY: It’s been mothballed, hasn’t it, rather than shut?  

So does that give you any hope? 

 

CADDY: No.  This is 1,700 skilled workforce and the 

majority of the guys over there have been in the business what, thirty, forty years.  

Once they’re gone there’s going to be no determination to come back to that, you 

know.  They’ll have all been sorted out with other jobs. 

 

URRY: Well are there jobs for people here? 

 

CADDY: No.  Big joke at work is on about people getting 

jobs for the likes of McDonalds or delivering newspapers and, you know, things like 

that, but in all honesty jobs like that you’re going to find hard to come by these days, 

you know, there’s a lot of competition out there. 

 

URRY: Half the Corus workforce is drawn from the 

Middlesbrough area, where for every one job there are thirteen people chasing it.  The 

other half from Redcar and Teesside district - and Redcar’s seen better days. 

 

ACTUALITY IN REDCAR 

 

URRY: It’s here in the town centre where the 

shockwaves from the steel closures are most likely to be felt.  It’s an area that’s 

already bearing the scars of the recession. If you look around you can see the visible 

signs of an economy that’s been on a downturn, and there’s no one better placed to 



assess the impact of that than a former steelworker of thirty years experience, who is 

now the borough council leader, George Dunning. 



DUNNING: As you can see on the left hand side here, 

we’ve got actually a 99 pence store that’s closed down.  It tried to undercut the pound 

shop and that’s a blot on the high street landscape, isn’t it?  We’ve got some money 

for uplifting town centres, about £200,000 to uplift our town centres in Redcar and 

also the rest of the borough, but … 

 

URRY: But if a 99 pence store can’t survive, then that 

tells you something about where you’re up to economically really, doesn’t it? 

 

DUNNING: There’s another one that’s a blot on the 

landscape … 

 

URRY: Well that’s three shops in a row that’s boarded 

up, isn’t it? 

 

DUNNING: Yes there is, yes.  You know, when you look at 

them two, pretty depressing.  We’re starting to pull back a little bit, we’re actually 

getting one or two shops in here, you know, we’re just climbing out of the recession 

and this may well knock us back in. 

 

URRY: When all those suppliers and contractors who 

also rely on the steelworks for their living are counted up, the predictions for job 

losses look stark, hence the estimate of 8,000 who’ll be affected. And for those 

seeking other work in this area, it’s not going to be easy. 

 

DIXON: I studied three years at Craven College of Art 

and Design and I got the National Diploma in Art and Design.  From then I used the 

skills I’d gained in various educational establishments. 

 

URRY: 42 year old Steve Dixon had a career working 

in schools and nurseries on environmental play projects, but early last year his work 

dried up and he’s been signing on at Redcar job centre ever since. We went with him. 

 

ACTUALITY OF FOOTSTEPS 



 



URRY: This is the place obviously where you go to 

look for work, but what sort of system do they have there? 

 

 

DIXON: The system they have at the job centre is there 

are a number of what they call job points, which are basically machines where you 

type in your interest, job interest, and it comes out with a number of search results. 

 

URRY: On a computer? 

 

DIXON: On a computer, yes.  You can search for jobs 

locally, hundreds of miles away or abroad. 

 

URRY: Shall we go in now, because we’re right outside 

the place now. 

Steve got a printout of available jobs and we went to a café nearby to review what 

was on offer.  Well these are the jobs then that were available under the section called 

‘Today’s jobs’ at the job centre.  There were twelve, all supposed to be local jobs.  

Here’s one for a support worker in South Shields which is, what, forty miles away? 

 

DIXON: Forty, yes, forty or fifty miles. 

 

URRY: If you got that job, could you get to South 

Shields and back every day on £6.93 an hour? 

 

DIXON: Certainly not, no.  You’d be using all your 

wage on fares basically. 

 

URRY: Cleaning operatives, just over £6 an hour, in 

Middlesbrough.  It’s only for four weeks. 

 

DIXON: No, that would be out of the question, that one. 

 

URRY: Soldering operative.  Can you solder? 





DIXON: No.  It’s a poor wage though. 

 

URRY: Yes, £5.85 per hour.  So of the twelve jobs that 

came up on the ‘Today’s local jobs’, four don’t look to be local at all.  I mean, this 

one looks as though it’s in the south west, the other one here is Scotland. So have we 

picked a bad day, do you think, in Redcar for looking for jobs? 

 

DIXON: No, I think you’ve picked a very good day, 

because over the past six months it’s been a lot worse than that. 

 

URRY: Worse than this? 

 

DIXON: Worse, yes. 

 

URRY: We asked Steve Dixon to apply for all the jobs 

advertised that day. He’s received no replies.  His search for work continues.  The 

Government says vacancies are going up, but what kind of vacancies are they? Some 

of those which appear in what’s now called Jobcentre Plus, the Government agency 

which is part of the Department for Work and Pensions, don’t seem real. In Redcar, 

Steve Dixon says some of those he’s seen on the agencies’ books are, at best, highly 

speculative.  

 

DIXON: It just says ‘job vacancy’, there’s a code 

number and they list thirty jobs that says ‘job position, part time’ but it doesn’t 

actually list what the job is, it just gives a code number.  Now they don’t exist, them 

jobs. 

 

URRY: How do you know that? 

 

DIXON: Well why would a job centre list thirty jobs 

with no job title at all, all with the same job description, all with the same salary?  The 

only reason would be to fill up their allocation.  There was one on the Redcar 

Jobpoint classed as a local job and it was submarine designer.  It said no experience 

necessary, which sounds a bit ridiculous really. 



 

URRY: Where was that based? 



DIXON: It didn’t say where it was based.  Just out of 

curiosity I decided to apply for it, sent off my CV.  There was no feedback because 

there was no reply. 

 

URRY: Whether that vacancy existed or not, others 

recognise that ads posted at the job centre aren’t always what they seem.  Paul 

Convery, an independent researcher and policy consultant on labour markets and 

welfare to work programmes, says it’s happening elsewhere.  

 

CONVERY: Jobcentre Plus probably does carry a number of 

what you might call ‘speculative vacancies’, so an employer says, ‘Theoretically we 

might hire ten people, so we’ll tell Jobcentre Plus that we want ten people.’  In 

practice they actually only hire a couple because they’d like their business to expand, 

but they can’t quite see the justification yet, so I think that some of the vacancies are a 

little bit inflated. 

 

URRY: Aren’t people entitled to feel disillusioned by a 

system that inflates the number of vacancies that are actually there?  Somebody is 

advertising for ten jobs, they only really want two. 

 

CONVERY: I think that’s absolutely correct.  People that go 

into job centres will still see, sometimes a little bit camouflaged, but what people call 

‘zero hours contracts’ – extremely flexible jobs where employers won’t even 

guarantee a minimum number of hours.  These are supposed to be outlawed, but I 

think they’re still out there camouflaged on the system. 

 

URRY: Why is Jobcentre Plus advertising that kind of 

job then? 

 

CONVERY: They’re advertising that kind of job because 

often employers pull the wool over Jobcentre Plus’s eyes, and Jobcentre Plus has a 

performance regime where getting the maximum number of vacancies in on the books 

is a sign of success, so I think there may be people in Jobcentre Plus who aren’t 

probing those vacancies quite as well as they should be. 



 

URRY: Not only that, when it comes to real jobs, Paul 

Convery says many employers go elsewhere. 



CONVERY: Jobcentre Plus and its predecessor, the 

Employment Service, have always wrestled with the fact that they’ve tended to cover, 

by and large, the bottom end of the labour market - skilled, semi-skilled, blue collar 

unskilled jobs, a lot of them short term placements, some are not even full time.  And 

I think they have struggled to increase what we might call their market share, and it 

varies from one part of the country to another.  For example, in parts of the west of 

Scotland they’ve got about 50% of all the vacancies; in London, they’ve got less than 

a quarter.  And I think that’s partly because, despite all their efforts, Jobcentre Plus 

still has a reputational problem.  Employers see them as broking the bottom end of the 

labour market.  And to be fair, even if Jobcentre Plus were to increase their market 

share, you then get a howl of complaint from the private sector recruiters, who say 

that estate agencies, if you like, moving into their business.  So Jobcentre Plus, I 

think, has tried to maintain a balance, but it’s true, if they lose market share, that’s a 

very serious problem for people who unemployed, because they have got, if you like, 

less pick of the available vacancies. 

 

URRY: That doesn’t seem like a good deal for people 

who want help finding work. But Employment Minister, Jim Knight, argues the 

service does have its advantages. 

Some people have raised concerns with us about the sort of jobs that are available in 

Jobcentre Plus, particularly that are said to be local jobs.  When you actually look at 

them, a significant percentage of them aren’t actually local jobs and some of them 

seem highly speculative to say the least.  So why is Jobcentre Plus not weeding out 

that sort of stuff? 

 

KNIGHT: It’s the largest jobs database in Europe.  About 

a third of jobs that are available are on that system.  Some will say you’re damned if 

you do and you’re damned if you don’t on this, in that people say to me, you know, 

they might be able to move to work and they want to be able to see jobs that are 

available nationally as well as locally.  I’m not pretending that I think as a system it’s 

perfect. 

 

URRY: You’re aware of this issue, are you? 



 

KNIGHT: Yeah, I am aware of the issue.  And we are in 

the process of evolving the whole job point system.  In doing so, we should be able to 

weed out any problems. 



URRY: Why do you think it is that only 30% of the 

vacancies that employers have are put into Jobcentre Plus? 

 

KNIGHT: I think we do need to much more be a universal 

service, but I think there is a perception amongst some employers that people who are 

unemployed are only of a certain sort of skill type, and that if you’ve got a higher 

level, a job with a higher level of skill then the Jobcentre Plus service isn’t for you.  I 

think that’s changed.  You know, during the recession we’ve seen a much broader 

range of people coming through the door and using our services. 

 

URRY: But you’re not getting that message over, are 

you, because otherwise they’d be kicking your door down to advertise the jobs. 

 

KNIGHT: We have a good relationship with many 

employers.  We’ve got half a million people into work, into vacancies through our 

local employment partnerships, but there’s more we can do with smaller businesses to 

try and get those vacancies on. 

 

EXTRACT FROM ‘BOYS FROM THE BLACK STUFF’ 

 

MAN: Gissa job, go on, giss it.  Go ‘ed.  Yeah?  Giss 

it! 

 

URRY: For many, the job centre conjures up bleak 

images from the era of Alan Bleasdale’s ‘Boys from the Black Stuff.’ 

 

MAN: Go on, I know you’ve got one.  Arthur told me. 

 

URRY: Today it’s an agency keen to stress how much 

it’s changed.  Jobcentre Plus combined state benefits and employment services.  On 

its website, it says it strives to … 

 



READER IN STUDIO: … promote opportunity and independence for 

all through modern, customer-focused services.  We  aim to provide a high quality 

and efficient service to all our customers.  



URRY: And that’s never been more needed, especially 

in places like the West Midlands, which has the worst performing regional economy 

and the highest levels of unemployment in the UK.  

 

ACTUALITY IN JOB CENTRE 

 

PHILLIPS: We have a lot of primary colours in the office, 

in the front of house, and we have banners which are seven feet in height and clearly 

stating slogans such as, ‘Yes you can get a job.’ These are all positive messages. 

 

URRY: Paul Phillips is a job centre manager in 

Birmingham. He's proud of the transformation the service has undergone. 

 

PHILLIPS: Going back to the job centres of the 1980s, you 

were greeted with a bank of desks and a fairly, certainly an impersonal service by 

comparison to how things are at the moment.  It’s open plan, it’s brightly lit, it has 

light wooden furniture, and as soon as you come through the door you are greeted by 

a customer service manager, who asks you if they can help you and will signpost you 

to an appropriate person to suit your needs. 

 

URRY: You have security guards in these places now, 

don’t you?  Why them? 

 

PHILLIPS: We have customer care officers. 

 

URRY: They look like security guards to me. 

 

PHILLIPS: They are customer care officers and they assist 

the customer service managers in managing the floor really. 

 

URRY: It might look more welcoming, but not 

everyone’s happy. 



SKELTON: Every day I’m spending three or four hours 

looking for work and I’d just like some back up and support with that, and I just don’t 

feel I’m getting it.  

 

URRY: Ian Skelton began signing on almost a year ago, 

when he was made redundant from his job as a marketing and PR manager in 

Birmingham.  

 

SKELTON: I feel, going into the job centre, that there’s 

very little they can do for me.  I’ve been offered very little in the way of courses and 

information, yet I’ve met people who have actually come out with training courses, 

first aid courses, things they can add to their CV that add value.  I’ve had to figure out 

a lot of things for myself, which I don’t mind doing, but when I hear of people being 

offered these things where I’ve had to scurry around, make phone calls, talk to people, 

get them to agree to do things for me, it is actually very disheartening.  And I know 

there are courses, there are schemes set up to help people like myself, but are we 

being told about it?  Are the people in the job centres being informed? 

 

URRY: Does someone like you really need that help 

though?  You know, you’re a professional guy, well educated, quite capable. 

 

SKELTON: I think in the current climate, yes we do.  We 

need every bit of help we can get.  It is a very tough economic time, people don’t 

seem to be hiring.  The things I used to do in the past to stand out don’t seem to be 

working as well as they used to. 

 

URRY: Mr Skelton, who’s 42, wants to start his own 

business, an approach which isn’t uncommon during times when employers are 

shedding jobs. But he was dismayed to find that, even though a special course for that 

is available via his local job centre, no one he spoke to there seemed to know about it. 

 

SKELTON: I’ve actually been attending a course on self 

employment.  The course is on offer through the job centre, but I had to find out about 

it myself. 



 



URRY: What, nobody at the job centre told you about 

it? 

 

SKELTON: Nobody at all.  And I actually asked direct 

questions about this very course and the ideas that I have about self employment.  

 

URRY: And what were you told? 

 

SKELTON: ‘Oooh no.  How about a bank loan?’  And I was 

like, ‘No, I do not want a bank loan.  I want to see about how I go about self 

employment.’  In the end I found out about a course being run through Advantage 

West Midlands Business Link and the Birmingham Chamber of Commerce. 

 

URRY: But this course was available, was it, at the job 

centre? 

 

SKELTON: It has been available, yes, for several months, 

and last year around September.  It’s a fantastic course.  The people that run it really 

know what they’re talking about. 

 

URRY: So why weren’t you offered it at the job centre 

then? 

 

SKELTON: I wish I knew. 

 

URRY: Ian Skelton’s journey back to employment, as 

the jargon now describes it, seems to have been made more difficult by failures at the 

Selly Oak job centre in Birmingham.  Mr Skelton was among a new wave of 

professional people who found themselves on the dole when the recession hit.  

Jobcentre Plus was criticised for being unresponsive to such people.  But manager 

Paul Phillips, who is responsible for Selly Oak, argues they’ve got much better. 

 

PHILLIPS: That was early criticism, in the early days of 

the recession. We were in the process of putting together packages for professionals. 



And what we do now, and we have done for the last 12 months, is to serve those 

people in the same way as we serve any other of our client groups in referring them to 

partners, so that they can facilitate their return to work. 



URRY: So if I come through your doors at one of your 

job centres here, all your staff are going to know everything about what is on offer to 

me, are they? 

 

PHILLIPS: All of the advisers will know all of the offers 

for every client group at every different stage of the claim. 

 

URRY: See, we have been with a guy this morning who 

is complaining about just that.  

 

PHILLIPS: Okay. 

 

URRY: He is a professional man, he goes to Selly Oak, 

has ended up on a self employed course, but wasn’t …. 

 

WOMAN: Sorry, can I just stop that? 

 

URRY: Our question was interrupted by a press officer 

for the Department for Work and Pensions, but we persisted, and got an answer. 

 

PHILLIPS: We can’t comment on individual cases, but 

certainly all of the advisors, and I am concerned to hear that that was the case, but 

certainly all of the advisors are provided with the full raft of information with regard 

to whether people want to go on voluntary options or whether they want to seek self 

employment, and I think also to a great degree the onus is on the customer to discuss 

with their advisors what is in their mind. 

 

URRY: I wonder why it seems to have broken down 

with him then.  He says there are others on the course who too had to find their own 

way there and weren’t steered there through Jobcentre Plus. 

 

PHILLIPS: I find that very difficult to believe. I’m not 

doubting what he’s saying obviously, but there is no reason why that system should have 

broken down with regard to him wanting to go into self employment.  For 12 to 18 



months now we have been catering for that need. So that’s an individual case that 

obviously I would like to know more about. 

URRY: It may be an individual case, but it speaks to the 

wider findings of the statutory body which is set up to champion the needs of the 

customer.  Consumer Focus has carried out two surveys into the service provided by 

JCP, and found it hard to find the Plus in Jobcentres. Last year the organisation 

published a critical report, highlighting an inconsistent and unresponsive service.  The 

Government responded with a charter. And in follow-up research, Consumer Focus 

tested that against what customers were actually experiencing. Their findings are new, 

only published this week, but seen by File on 4. 

According to senior policy officer, Henny Abuzaid, nothing’s changed. 

So this is the customer charter produced by the Department for Work and Pensions.  

The first paragraph, in very bold letters – “We will give you the right information.” 

 

ABUZAID: Customers told us they weren’t getting the right 

information. 

 

URRY: “We make it clear what you can expect from us 

and what your responsibilities are in return.” 

 

ABUZAID: Again, customers told us that they didn’t know 

what to expect from the service, they didn’t know what the conditions were on them, 

they didn’t know what services they could access. 

 

URRY: “We will do our best to listen to you and make 

sure you feel comfortable dealing with us.” 

 

ABUZAID: Again, customers told us that they weren’t 

being treated with the respect they thought they should be and that they weren’t 

having their situation, their individual circumstances addressed, so they weren’t 

having their work aspirations addressed.  Customer advisors weren’t able to provide 

the services that customers wanted. 

 



URRY: So this charter is promising quite a lot, isn’t it?  

Is it actually delivering to anyone? 

 



ABUZAID: Customers told us that it wasn’t delivering on 

most of the promises that it sets out.  Customers aren’t getting the service that they 

want, and they’ve told us that on two different occasions, and I think it’s important for 

DWP to address some of our findings. 

 

URRY: Are they being addressed? 

 

ABUZAID: So far, DWP hasn’t addressed any of our 

findings. 

 

URRY: But the Government’s been saying the agency 

is world class, an outfit which received a special civil service award last November 

for the way it coped with the big increase in those claiming jobseekers allowance.  

Time, then, for Employment Minister Jim Knight to explain what’s going on. 

 

KNIGHT: The people who work in Jobcentre Plus have 

seen a doubling of the number of people coming through the door.  We’ve increased 

the staffing, we had to increase the funding to do it by about 16,000 during the 

recession, so it’s gone up to just over 80,000, but there’s nowhere near a doubling of 

the workforce to cope with the doubling of the people coming through the door.  And 

yet, still people have got their benefits paid on time and they are still managing to get 

70% back into work within six months, over half within three months.   The headlines 

are pretty good.  But that said, and as we set out in a White Paper, it did expose some 

problems with a system that was designed largely in a period of full employment, and 

we now have a much broader range of customers and we’ve got to adapt the system to 

be more personalised and to deal with the customer’s individual concerns and their 

collective concerns. 

 

URRY: Consumer Focus finds, when it does its survey, 

that customers are not at the centre of the service at Jobcentre Plus.  How come? 

 

KNIGHT: It is useful to get that consumer feedback and 

we’ve produced things like a consumer charter in order to try and drive more 

responsiveness to our customers through the Jobcentre Plus system.   



 



URRY: Again, Consumer Focus don’t seem to think 

much of that.  It’s not really speaking direct to the customer. 

 

KNIGHT: Well I read the report carefully on that.  We’ll 

make sure that we listen to those concerns that are expressed. 

  

URRY: Although the Department increased staff 

numbers, they were needed, because after the recession struck, the Government had to 

reverse a controversial programme of redundancies and closures at the Agency. 

Professor Dan Finn, a special advisor to the Parliamentary Work and Pensions 

Committee, says it had to be retooled. 

 

FINN: They’ve spent the last two years busily 

reconfiguring it to actually deal with the recession that nobody was anticipating.  What 

that’s involved has actually included increasing the capacity of Jobcentre Plus simply 

to handle the number of people coming through the door, the number of people 

claiming benefits and then also to reconfigure the services available, because the 

previous model of Government has worked on the basis that in the first period of 

unemployment people should really be looking after themselves, and that Government 

assistance only becomes available after a long period of unemployment.  As a result of 

the crisis, a number of kind of programmes have been brought forward to actually try 

and put in place services for people from day one, but the reality is they’re fairly 

minimal, they’re fairly limited and many people signing on and experiencing the 

system for the first time have been pretty dissatisfied with the level of service they’re 

getting. 

 

URRY: Not working too well so far then? 

 

FINN: Indeed. 

 

URRY: Why is that? 

 

FINN: Partly because the resource isn’t there, partly 

because Government makes the assumption that people really should be looking after 



themselves.  It should only intervene – and by and large they do, and lots of people do 

get jobs when they’re at risk of losing work.  Many people will never sign on, they’ll 

move from one job to 



FINN cont: another, and partly with scarce public 

resources, the argument is that we should at least wait until people have been 

unemployed for six months or maybe a year before that’s a sign that we actually need 

to invest seriously more money in their employment and training. 

 

URRY: Behind last week’s headline fall in the UK 

jobless total, there’s a more worrying statistic.  The numbers of long term 

unemployed are beginning to rise. 27% of that total have been without a job for more 

than a year. And that’s a big test for the welfare to work policies, which shift people 

from Jobcentre Plus into employment programmes run by the private sector.  Once 

you’ve been on the dole for a year, it’s commercial companies which will deal with 

you. And, if you don’t attend, you lose benefits.  

The mainstay employment programme introduced last autumn is called Flexible New 

Deal. It’s the bigger brother of New Deal, which after 13 years is widely accepted to 

have run out of steam. Now the Government gives private providers much more 

flexibility to do it their way, in return for payment by results. Policy consultant Paul 

Convery says most of the risk has been shifted onto their shoulders.   

 

CONVERY: There’s a phrase the Government often uses, 

what they call a ‘black box approach’.  In other words, they simply say, ‘Here’s your 

contract, here’s the funding specified, this is what you’ll get if you succeed.  You get 

off and do it.  We won’t fiddle with how you do it.’  I think there’s a belief that, given 

that flexibility and freedom, those private agencies who’ve got a balance sheet which 

will help them take risks, but somehow the private sector will find solutions.  Then 

the risk is that, even though at the highest level some of these big organisations 

understand the theory behind what the Government’s doing, in practice, they’ve got 

managers on the ground who are having to make very crude tactical decisions day to 

day about who they’ll help and who they won’t help and how they can make the 

contracts and the business model work without necessarily taking risks or helping the 

harder to assist. 

 

URRY: And that’s already happening, according to a report 

published last week by the Commons Work and Pensions Committee, a report which got 

little attention. MPs have heard evidence of what's known in the trade as “creaming and 



parking”.  Commercial providers cream off the easier to place claimants into jobs and park 

those who are too challenging. Liberal Democrat member, Jenny Willott, says the 

vulnerable are being left behind. 



WILLOTT: The way that the contracts are drawn up is 

designed that if you hit your target, then as a provider you can make a profit.  Because 

no one is close to hitting their targets at the moment, they are wanting to maximise the 

amount of money that they can make from the contracts, so the people that are closest 

to the job market are the most likely to be able to find work, are being pushed as 

much as possible to make sure that they do get into work.  But it does mean that the 

staff are being encouraged to push them into the first job that they can find rather than 

necessarily what’s the best job for them and the most sustainable job in the long run. 

 

URRY: So even with those are notionally easier to get 

into work, they are not being best served by the system as it stands? 

  

WILLOTT: There is some evidence of that, yeah, that’s 

right.  And then for those that are furthest from the job market who’ve been 

unemployed for a long time or who have very low skills, health problems and so on, 

because it’s much more expensive to .provide the support that they need to get into 

work because they’re much less likely to be able to find work in the current economic 

climate, there is evidence that they’re just being dumped, they’re not getting the 

support they need, because that means that the providers aren’t spending money on 

them, which is a way of maximising their profit within the contract. 

 

URRY: You found evidence, didn’t you, that more 

people are moving into that system now who’ve got greater difficulties? 

 

WILLOTT: There is a real issue with the way that the type 

of people that are now going into these programmes is changing.  There’ve been 

changes in the last year or so to the way that disability is assessed, so that if you 

applied for what used to be incapacity benefit and is now employment support 

allowance, the number of people that are getting through the medical and getting onto 

the benefit designed for somebody with a disability has dropped hugely, so most 

people that would have ended on incapacity benefit before are now going onto 

jobseeker’s allowance.  So the number of people that are ending up in Flexible New 

Deal who have health or disability issues is much much higher than originally 

expected. 





URRY: Some of them are not being treated very well. 

We’ve spoken to one jobseeker suffering a bowel condition, who says he was told by 

staff on his course that for a man with his problem, he should be applying for a job as 

a toilet attendant. 

After he complained, the company accepted the remark had been inappropriate and 

later offered an apology. What worries MP Jenny Willott is that the Department of 

Work and Pensions doesn’t have a clue about what’s going on with people like him. 

 

WILLOTT: In out latest inquiry we were really quite taken 

aback by how little information was being passed on.  A lot of it sounds techy and 

boring, but actually if you don't know who is being helped into work and what the 

type of issues are that those who are not getting into work are facing, if you don’t 

know, for example, whether you are helping people with disabilities into work or not 

or if everybody with a disability is getting parked, you don’t know whether your 

programme is actually being effective or how well the provider is supporting people.  

There really does need to be a lot more information made available to the Department 

and they need to be keeping a closer eye on what the providers are actually achieving 

and a much better breakdown of the type of people that are getting into work and 

those that are not. 

 

URRY: But if they are paid by results, doesn’t that lead 

to the main concern, which is that the difficult ones to get back into work get left 

behind? 

 

WILLOTT: Which is absolutely why there needs to be far 

more oversight of the way that providers are operating and the results that they are 

getting, so that they can identify where there are people who are just being dumped at 

the side and being left, because that clearly is happening, everybody knows it’s 

happening, but there’s not enough being done to make sure that providers don’t carry 

on doing it. 

 

URRY: We wanted to question the provider’s trade 

body, the Employment Related Services Association, about their members’ approach 

to those more difficult to help back to work, and about some of the other issues raised 



in this programme. But we were told everyone was too busy to be interviewed. In a 

statement the organisation told us it’s … 

 



READER IN STUDIO: …. encouraging the Government to press ahead 

with reforms that improve the system.  This means giving employment providers 

more flexibility in how they help people into work and paying providers more for 

helping those with the most complex needs.  This will be the best way to address the 

reported creaming and parking.  Providers are also signing up to ERSA’s promise on 

customer care, which helps jobseekers to understand what they can expect from 

employment programmes and what’s expected from them in return.   

 

URRY: The Work and Pensions Committee points out 

that customer charter is voluntary and unenforceable. It calls for customers’ rights to 

be given a much higher status with monitored and enforceable conditions.  

Employment Minister Jim Knight appears rather less troubled by these concerns. 

Where are the real safeguards for the people who are in receipt of these services, the 

claimant, the person on the dole? 

 

KNIGHT: The safeguards come with obviously proper 

complaints processes and those are there, with ensuring that, I mean our customer 

charter that we talked about earlier on has now been adopted by the private providers 

too. They looked at what we’d done and wanted to learn the lessons because they 

thought we’d done a good job. 

 

URRY: The customers don’t.  That’s my point. 

 

KNIGHT: Yeah, but that, that customer charter gives them 

some safeguards and some guarantees as to the sort of service that they should expect, 

whether it comes from us in Jobcentre Plus or from the providers that we use.  We are 

designing something called the ‘personalised employment programme’ and what that 

will do is test a new model of payment and make sure we’ve got a system that works, 

because it’s not without its risks.  You’ve got to make sure that the market’s going to 

respond properly and not find a different way of gaming the system, if that’s what 

they’re doing at the moment. 

 

URRY: You recognise the vulnerable are getting left 

behind in some cases? 





KNIGHT: I think inevitably in such a big system there 

will be some, and I regularly meet with some of the people that speak for them in the 

charitable sector who tell me of their concerns and, you know, we continue to try and 

address those vulnerable people too.  

 

URRY: Whoever forms the next Government, the 

private provider model looks set to stay. The Liberal Democrats say they’d adjust the 

balance, including allowing more scope for using specialist organisations from the 

voluntary sector.  The party says those providers who go deeper into the pool of long 

term unemployed would get paid more money.  For the Conservatives, Shadow 

Secretary of State Theresa May says if elected, her party would also put more money 

into helping the disadvantaged who might otherwise get left behind.  

 

MAY: Our work programme will bring together a 

number of programmes that currently exist into a single integrated programme of 

welfare to work, using private sector providers and, of course, third sector providers 

with whom they often subcontract, to give real personalised, individualised support to 

get people back into the workplace.  And crucially in our scheme, which is different 

from the Government’s, we would pay those providers a different fee, so a higher fee 

for those people who had been perhaps long term unemployed, those people for whom 

there were particular difficulties in getting them into the workplace. 

 

URRY: But to make a real difference to that system 

you’re going to have to put more money in, aren’t you? 

 

MAY: Well, we’ve set out absolutely clearly how we will 

fund our work programme. We think it makes sense to use the money that we save from 

the benefits bill, if we get people into work, to actually pay for programmes to help get 

them into work, because your assumption is that you can only deal with this issue by 

putting extra money in.  There will be some extra money.  But actually what we’re talking 

about is partly taking money that the Government is currently spending, but not spending 

very well, because it’s not getting the outcomes.  People who have extra needs to get into 

the workplace, the long term unemployed particularly are not being helped.  So it’s not 



always about extra money, it’s about actually spending Government’s money, taxpayers’ 

money more wisely to achieve results. 



URRY: For Professor Dan Finn, a specialist advisor, 

however that model is adjusted, the bigger problem is that unemployment won’t be 

going away anytime soon. 

 

FINN: The key thing is that there’s more pain to come, 

that the pain we’ve experienced and the unemployment that people are experiencing 

at the moment, it’s going to take a long time for people to get back into the labour 

market and get back to the kinds of wage levels that many of them were previously 

enjoying.  The public sector is clearly in line as and when we start to move out of 

recession, as and when whichever Government is in power decides to start cutting 

back on public expenditure significantly, then that inevitably is going to impact on job 

levels in the public sector.  One of the things that’s been protecting us up until now 

has been the strength of jobs in the public sector and some marginal growth in sectors, 

like the health sector. That will disappear and go into reverse.  When that happens 

then clearly more people will be joining the unemployment queue. 
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