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News from Keep Volunteering Voluntary 

 

 
UNISON is one of over 600 not-for-profit organisations supporting Keep Volunteering Voluntary. We're asking 
Community activists to encourage their employers to sign up to the campaign and to resist forced 
'volunteering' schemes. You can read their latest update below. 
 

We're winning! Help us keep up the pressure! 

 

Workfare is not volunteering – whatever the name. 
Forced labour & destitution – charities can stop it happening. 
       

Back in November 2015, the Government announced in its Autumn Statement that the schemes known as 
Community Work Placements (CWP) and Mandatory Work Activity (MWA) will end in 2016. These schemes are 
part of government policies to force unemployed people to work unpaid or face ‘sanctions’ – in other words 
lose their benefits, for up to 3 years. CWPs were specially aimed at voluntary groups and charities, and often 
sold as “volunteering”. 
       
The CWP programme was set up to run for two years and scheduled to end in April of this year. Since each 
placement is intended to last for 6 months this means that people forced onto placements could still be there 
until the end of September. Though this scheme may be ending, therefore, it is important that we keep up the 
pressure to convince charities to refuse offers of placements. 
       
Is the scheme ending because the government now realise what a bad idea this is? No. All the indications are 
that the government remains as committed as ever to workfare and the brutal punishment regime at its heart. 
But the CWP scheme itself has flopped. Originally designed to create 125,000 placements, at a cost to the 
taxpayer of £125M, by end of September 2015 only 35,390 people had begun a placement, according to 
official DWP figures.  It would seem that more than double that number had been referred to a placement 
which then did not materialise. In no small measure this failure to find placements is down to the Keep 
Volunteering Voluntary campaign. Nearly 650 voluntary groups have signed the pledge to forswear workfare 
and the associated publicity has persuaded many more to avoid involvement with the scheme.  
          
But what about the people who do end up on a placement? Research undertaken by the DWP three years ago 
found that workfare 'was largely ineffective at getting people into jobs and that it had no impact on 
employment prospects’. We need to remember that CWPs are not there to help, but to punish and force 
people out of the benefits system. 
       
But if CWPs are to stop, what can we expect next? The government’s Autumn Statement revealed that CWPs 
and MWA will be replaced by a new 'Work and Health Programme for the longer term unemployed and those 
with health conditions'. As of now – February 2016 – we still know no more of these plans. However, given the 
way in which workfare currently operates, combined with a shifting focus onto people with health conditions 
and disabilities, there's a good chance the scheme will continue to entail forced unpaid work under a different 
name, whilst still being presented as 'volunteering' to charities. KVV will update you when we know more. But 
whatever the new names for workfare, it will stay at the heart of government policies. It won’t go away until 
we stop it.  
        
Behind all this there is a more sinister development – an increase in the use of workfare and sanctions (the 
stick) or inducements (the carrots) as a condition for entitlement to other basic rights – ‘conditionality’ in the 
language of government.  The roll out of Universal Credit will extend workfare/sanctions to other benefits such 
as housing benefit. Local authorities have already been urged by government to consider how they can use 
their housing allocation policies to give preference to households who want to work, as well as those who are 
contributing to their community in other ways, for example, through voluntary work. In London, Hammersmith 
and Fulham, and Newham Council already prioritise “hard working families” and those in work over those who 
are not. Some Housing Associations require applicants to show volunteering as condition for a tenancy. 
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Lambeth Council has just started a scheme which waives the bedroom tax, if you work for them free. And we 
have heard stories where the willingness to accept “treatment” for unemployed people with mental health 
difficulties is being linked to their benefits entitlements. As Boycott Workfare says… 
        

“Workfare in housing or welfare is about the same thing; it’s about further cutting and 
denying people meagre but vital benefits that allow people to carve out some existence for 
themselves. It’s about denying our rights to food, warmth, shelter, leisure, and meaningful 
activities and relationships and it’s about the imposition and normalisation of forced unpaid 
work”. 
         
Just last week, the government has announced (6.2.16) a ban on charities using any public money to influence 
policy or law, by placing restrictions as part of funding agreements. This is a clear warning shot, that charities 
should keep quiet and not stand up for their beneficiaries. It is not only unemployed people who are under 
threat. 
         
Here at KVV we’ve got our ear close to the ground, to see what appears next and how this will affect voluntary 
groups and the people they work with. The already complex plethora of DWP schemes makes it hard to give 
clear guidance to voluntary groups wishing to avoid workfare and sanctions. We suspect that future schemes 
will not distinguish between workfare in voluntary groups and elsewhere. We can see that workfare and 
“conditionality” is seeping into more and more areas of our basic entitlements. As people involved in charities 
and voluntary groups we will need to be vigilant, to avoid our own participation in these conditions which 
punish people. Without our vigilance, we will see damage not only to individuals affected by workfare, but also 
to our own reputations and autonomy.   
      
We hope that given all these facts, we can continue persuading charities to avoid involvement with these 
exploitative practices and make sure they use only genuine volunteers. So please continue to support our 
campaign. Continue to keep volunteering voluntary. Please sign our pledge if you haven’t already done so and 
encourage others to do so. Here’s the link. 

      
For further information please contact mail@keepvolunteeringvoluntary.net 
including your name and contact number... 
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