“Is Britain a Nation of Lazy Scroungers?” (Randeep Ramesh, Wednesday, 24th April 2013 – The Guardian online). Critically discuss this statement and explore it in light of current statistics, policy and theory.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Britain today is quite clearly a nation of haves and have-nots. Whether it’s the workers not shirkers of Iain Duncan Smith’s fame the just about managing of Theresa May or the whatever of David Cameron, there is a clear divide between those who engage in gainful employment and those who ‘choose’? To ‘fritter ‘away other people’s taxes on booze, fags, betting, giant flat screen TVs and weddings – all paid for by the state. But even within the ‘idle ‘scroungers group, the state makes arbitrary divisions. Those who choose not to engage in meaningful employment are seen as scroungers, unless you happen to need £30 million to go towards your wedding. Then, you are seen as an asset and worth every penny. But if you’re on a basic Employment Support Allowance of £73.10 per week and struggling to navigate the labyrinthine portals of the welfare state, you run the risk of being ‘sanctioned‘ for anything up to 1092 days. That’s 156 weeks or three years! (HM Goverment, 2018) Which sometimes were sanctions mean your benefit is withdrawn

Be the product of the of the right person being the right place at the right time and by an accident of birth then by all means have £30 million for the security at your wedding, paid for by the state. The adage that those that have, get, and those that haven’t get nothing for, remains true today.

The total welfare bill for the UK in 2017 was £264 billion, and rising year on year. It is quite right that governments must take action to prevent abuse of the system and keep expenditure within manageable boundaries. If it means that choosing benefits over employment is an attitude to be deplored. (Check if have got the syntax). If people don’t work, they don’t pay taxes, and therefore the burden of subsidising them falls on fewer people in employment. But of the £264 million, 46% (£121 billion) goes on state pensions. A portion of the remainder is paid out in the form of working tax credits for the those already in employment but working for low wages or in precarious employment. Benefits paid for unemployment total only £2,227 billion or 0.84% of the total welfare bill. Figure 1 Whilst governments over the last 25 years raised the age at which people can get a state pension that comes, there comes a time when people do retire, and have the temerity to demand a pension.

How do you stop people asking very important and awkward questions of the government? Divide and rule is a well-rehearsed political strategy. Identify a small group of people, politically powerless and isolated, and loudly proclaim they are abusing the system. It worked in Germany in the 1920s and 1930s, and it is still working today. For example, The Daily Star in July 2016 highlighted the profligacy of a family claiming £38,000  on benefits  - 12 children plus themselves, and having the cheek to be pictured with 2 shopping trollies piled high with presents (Jolly, 2016). or appearing in court charge with the fraudulent claiming of disability benefits while working and being photographed taking part in sports. The tactics of finger pointing Imply this is a problem that is everywhere, but with no actual evidence, and sit back whilst the general population joined the (non-existent) dots encouraged by certain sections of the media.
[image: ]
(Google images)
As well as the tabloid papers, television programmes such as Channel 5’s Benefits Street, and other TV programmes of that ilk, are an example of what has come to be known as ‘poverty porn ‘, allowing some people to indulge in schadenfreude, repetitively fuelled by the ‘gleeful ‘tabloid press.

The issue of some people who preferred to not work but claim off the state goes back to the 14th Century. Sturdy beggars were those people capable of working but who chose instead to claim parish relief and were much fulminated against by the authorities. Even as early as this, we see the division of peoples into 2 groups -the poor, and ‘sturdy beggars ‘. During the 19th century the worsening condition of those at the lowest level of the population became increasingly pressing. Whilst the industrial revolution in Great Britain demanded more and more workers, crowded into unsanitary and unsavoury housing conditions, they became breeding grounds for large families because important infant mortality and lack of provision for old age meant that families needed to be large in order to provide those members who were unable to work through age or illness. The increasingly urgent need for social reform and an acceptance that the state had a responsibility to its own people, was in part the impetus for the social welfare reforms enacted by the 1906 Liberal government. As well as introducing old-age pensions for those over 70 the first time the Liberal Government had also introduced a national insurance act in 1911, which provided a small amount of income for those workers unable to work through illness or ill health. This was however, a contribution-based scheme, which meant that a person had to have paid into the scheme, before they were able to draw upon the scheme in certain circumstances later on. It was the effects of the great depression in the 1930s and grows in unemployment over 3 million people that put a severe strain upon the financial resources of government of the time. The response to this pressure, was to apply the means test - an invidious and deeply humiliating experience, endured by many. The possession of any saleable assets, such as an upholstered armchair, or a piano, for example, was deemed to be proof that a family had assets, and unless the items were sold, relief was likely to be refused.
 The election of the Labour Party in the 1945 landslide brought in a reforming party, committed to enacting the provisions of the 1944 Beveridge report (or should that be 1943). An understanding of the effect poverty had on the life of the working population led to the government making provision for those unable to work through consequences beyond the control. The preamble to the National assistance act of 1948 eight said it was:
	An Act to …provide in…for the assistance of persons in need by the National Assistance Board and by local authorities; to make further provision for the welfare of disabled, sick, aged and other persons …and for purposes connected with the matters aforesaid. (HM Government, n.d.)

Even in times of full employment, successive governments understood that employment would never reach 100%. Some flat within the employment market was demanded in order that expansion and contraction could be accommodated, and that workers are sometimes out of work between employed for entirely legitimate reasons. For those of working age claiming benefits, only 1.435% in 2016 were claiming as a result of unemployment Table 2
Bit in spite of the actual statistics, the steady drip-drip of the sensationalist media, egged on by the Conservative governments desire for a shrinking of the state (and by extension the state budget) leads inevitably to the assumptions that ALL benefit claimants are idle scroungers. As Angela Neville says in the opening scene of her play, ‘Can This Be England?’:
		it opens with a scene where nosy neighbours spot someone on sickness benefits in the street and assume they must be skiving. Sometimes I think we are turning into a really mean, spying on our neighbourhood, type of society (Neville, 2016).
	

Scroungers do exist and will exploit weaknesses in any system. But no system is 100% perfect. There will always be those who take advantage of others, and who manipulate processes to suit themselves. Fraud is the unlawful taking of monies goods, goods belonging to someone else. Detecting fraud in the welfare system and preventing it by means of robust systems and prosecutions where necessary, is a reasonable approach. However, because those who administer the welfare system understand its vulnerabilities, and who see cases where someone has exploited the system, they start from the assumption that everybody is likely to defraud the state if it’s possible. Such suspicions though, colour the mentality of the administrators and lead them to make unjustified assumptions that fraud is much bigger than it is, it just hasn’t been detected. The pressure from the government on DWP staff to hit ‘target quote for saving money leads front line staff having to meet targets for applying sanctions. But these are the most vulnerable people in our society today. Ill, disabled, poor education, chaotic lifestyles sometimes, people in these situations are less likely to be able to make rational judgements and to engage positively in arguing their case. Someone may be sanctioned and taken off one particular benefit, but there may be alternative provision that can be made that person. However, DWP staff are often forbidden to tell people what alternatives there are, unless someone asked them, in which case if the relevant information will be given. Minor breaches of the role will lead to minor sanctions, maybe suspension of benefits for seven days or 14 days, but repeated minor sanctions can also trigger major sanctions whereby longer periods of benefits are applied repeated. Repeated major sanctions can lead to periods of up to 3 years being unable to receive benefits. 
Reality and perception are often far apart, but as always, we need to always refer back to the real picture. Britain threatened by myriad benefit scroungers – a veritable feral underclass of Untermensch – exists only in the poisoned imagination of self-seeking headline grabbers. 
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Appendices

Tables
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	£ million
	

	 
	National Statistics
	

	 
	2012-13
	2013-14
	2014-15
	2015-16
	2016-17
	

	 
	outturn
	outturn
	outturn
	outturn
	outturn
	2016-17 as a % of total

	
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	10. Social protection
	28,512
	28,657
	30,268
	30,458
	30,063
	11.37%

	10.1 Sickness and disability
	45,301
	46,887
	50,155
	53,281
	53,275
	20.16%

	10.2 Old age
	112,308
	114,454
	118,569
	120,096
	121,577
	46.00%

	10.3 Survivors
	792
	1,135
	1,153
	1,167
	1,160
	0.44%

	10.4  Family and children
	26,566
	24,631
	25,250
	25,340
	24,385
	9.23%

	10.5 Unemployment
	5,939
	4,945
	3,473
	2,698
	2,227
	0.84%

	10.6 Housing
	26,361
	26,424
	26,421
	26,202
	25,390
	9.61%

	10.7 Social exclusion n.e.c. (10)
	32,373
	31,916
	32,086
	32,097
	32,151
	12.16%

	10.8 R&D social protection
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	

	10.9 Social protection n.e.c.
	3,809
	3,578
	3,798
	4,099
	4,131
	1.56%

	Total social protection
	253,448
	253,969
	260,905
	264,979
	264,296
	

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	(10) Social exclusion n.e.c. includes Child and Working Tax Credits. Also included here are Universal Credit additional costs that were previously scored in 10.9 Social protection n.e.c.
	


[bookmark: _Ref514846327]Table 1

	Date
	Sick or disabled
	Unemployed
	Retired early
	Looking after family or home
	Study
	Other
	Total

	Jan-Dec 2006
	3.804%
	1.658%
	2.459%
	2.324%
	1.189%
	1.059%
	12.492%

	Jan-Dec 2007
	3.840%
	1.578%
	2.541%
	2.268%
	1.367%
	0.944%
	12.538%

	Jan-Dec 2008
	3.829%
	1.748%
	2.541%
	2.210%
	1.400%
	0.922%
	12.651%

	Jan-Dec 2009
	3.763%
	2.425%
	2.579%
	2.221%
	1.603%
	0.916%
	13.506%

	Jan-Dec 2010
	3.782%
	2.503%
	2.506%
	2.199%
	1.536%
	0.995%
	13.522%

	Jan-Dec 2011
	3.738%
	2.626%
	2.510%
	2.128%
	1.623%
	0.896%
	13.521%

	Jan-Dec 2012
	3.565%
	2.572%
	2.334%
	2.044%
	1.607%
	0.855%
	12.977%

	Jan-Dec 2013
	3.406%
	2.463%
	2.075%
	1.962%
	1.541%
	0.904%
	12.351%

	Jan-Dec 2014
	3.397%
	2.017%
	1.971%
	1.865%
	1.424%
	0.854%
	11.528%

	Jan-Dec 2015
	3.359%
	1.623%
	1.882%
	1.761%
	1.374%
	0.870%
	10.869%

	Jan-Dec 2016
	3.355%
	1.435%
	1.775%
	1.754%
	1.375%
	0.941%
	10.635%


[bookmark: _Ref514846591]Table 2

(Office for National Statistics, 2017) Table 2
Notes - The proportion of 16 to 64-year-olds in working-age workless households decreased by almost 3 percentage points from 2011 to 2016, following a 1 percentage point increase in the five years before this. The most common reason for not working in these households has continued to be sickness or disability but the pattern of change was most driven by increases and decreases in unemployment.
The percentage of people who are not working due to retirement before the age of 65 has decreased since 2009, partly as a result of the increase in the female state pension age.
(Office for National Statistics, 2017)

Reasons for Benefit claims as a percentatge of the Working population 2006 to 2016.


Sick or disabled	Jan-Dec 2006	Jan-Dec 2007	Jan-Dec 2008	Jan-Dec 2009	Jan-Dec 2010	Jan-Dec 2011	Jan-Dec 2012	Jan-Dec 2013	Jan-Dec 2014	Jan-Dec 2015	Jan-Dec 2016	3.8038344580000001E-2	3.8404038639999999E-2	3.8289943309999998E-2	3.763470008E-2	3.7816789000000003E-2	3.7379541669999995E-2	3.5652003379999998E-2	3.406365569E-2	3.3972794270000002E-2	3.359006464E-2	3.35461944E-2	Unemployed	Jan-Dec 2006	Jan-Dec 2007	Jan-Dec 2008	Jan-Dec 2009	Jan-Dec 2010	Jan-Dec 2011	Jan-Dec 2012	Jan-Dec 2013	Jan-Dec 2014	Jan-Dec 2015	Jan-Dec 2016	1.6577403799999998E-2	1.578033974E-2	1.747826395E-2	2.425422629E-2	2.5028671160000002E-2	2.6263416049999998E-2	2.5716937940000004E-2	2.4625770799999998E-2	2.0173116169999998E-2	1.6228055630000002E-2	1.4354225160000001E-2	Retired early	Jan-Dec 2006	Jan-Dec 2007	Jan-Dec 2008	Jan-Dec 2009	Jan-Dec 2010	Jan-Dec 2011	Jan-Dec 2012	Jan-Dec 2013	Jan-Dec 2014	Jan-Dec 2015	Jan-Dec 2016	2.4586511749999998E-2	2.5412849979999999E-2	2.5410538279999999E-2	2.5785548370000001E-2	2.5064872750000002E-2	2.5096834509999999E-2	2.3338162230000001E-2	2.0753734520000001E-2	1.9711619E-2	1.882316601E-2	1.7752372839999999E-2	Looking after family or home	Jan-Dec 2006	Jan-Dec 2007	Jan-Dec 2008	Jan-Dec 2009	Jan-Dec 2010	Jan-Dec 2011	Jan-Dec 2012	Jan-Dec 2013	Jan-Dec 2014	Jan-Dec 2015	Jan-Dec 2016	2.3239729109999999E-2	2.2676492879999999E-2	2.2101592490000002E-2	2.2206205030000002E-2	2.1993320619999999E-2	2.1278015599999998E-2	2.0442995740000001E-2	1.9619583659999999E-2	1.8645189329999999E-2	1.7609222989999999E-2	1.75415337E-2	Study	Jan-Dec 2006	Jan-Dec 2007	Jan-Dec 2008	Jan-Dec 2009	Jan-Dec 2010	Jan-Dec 2011	Jan-Dec 2012	Jan-Dec 2013	Jan-Dec 2014	Jan-Dec 2015	Jan-Dec 2016	1.1888830180000001E-2	1.366521622E-2	1.400287452E-2	1.6026063450000003E-2	1.5363814910000001E-2	1.622906692E-2	1.6072688030000001E-2	1.540998398E-2	1.4235936959999999E-2	1.3742796370000001E-2	1.374608785E-2	Other	Jan-Dec 2006	Jan-Dec 2007	Jan-Dec 2008	Jan-Dec 2009	Jan-Dec 2010	Jan-Dec 2011	Jan-Dec 2012	Jan-Dec 2013	Jan-Dec 2014	Jan-Dec 2015	Jan-Dec 2016	1.0586502559999999E-2	9.4419004500000004E-3	9.2228901800000002E-3	9.1569979599999997E-3	9.9503252499999993E-3	8.9614604899999999E-3	8.5454131799999992E-3	9.0352118699999987E-3	8.5412768299999997E-3	8.6998515100000003E-3	9.4127925100000003E-3	
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