
WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM INCLUSION SCOTLAND 

 
1 Introduction 
 
1.1 Inclusion Scotland (IS) is a national network of disabled peoples' organisations and 

individual disabled people. Our main aim is to draw attention to the physical, social, 
economic, cultural and attitudinal barriers that affect disabled people’s everyday lives 
and to encourage a wider understanding of those issues throughout Scotland. 
Inclusion Scotland is part of the disabled people’s Independent Living Movement. 

  
 
2 Welfare Reform & Benefit Sanctions 

 

2.1 The total number of sanctions against benefit recipients reached its highest ever 

annual level in the year ending September 2013.  In that period 897,690 benefit 

claimants were sanctionedi.  Of those sanctioned 874,850 were receiving Job Seekers 

Allowance (JSA) and is the highest total since JSA was introduced in 1996. 

 

2.2 More than half (54%) of the 874,850 JSA claimants who were sanctioned had their 

benefits taken away for low level problems such as missing a single appointment with 

Jobcentre staff .  

 

2.3 Young people seem to be being unfairly singled out. Despite making up only 27% of 

JSA claimants 18-24 year olds account for 42% of all sanctions handed out. 

 

2.4 A further 22,840 of those sanctioned were in the Work Related Activity Group for 

Employment Support Allowance (ESA). This is the highest annual total for that group 

since sanctions were introduced for them in 2008.  

 

2.5 Analysis of the figures by Prof David Webster of Glasgow University shows that JSA 

claimants are now being sanctioned at twice the rate per month (+5% of all claimants) 

as under the previous Labour Government. 

 

2.6 Research shows that claimants who face sanction are often unable to comply with 

conditions rather than unwilling. The reasons why claimants receive sanctions include: 

lack of awareness, knowledge and understanding of the sanction process; practical 

barriers and personal barriersii.  

 

2.7 Those who are particularly vulnerable to JSA sanctions are also the most 

disadvantaged. This includes people that lack work experience; those with health 

problems and lone parents ii. DWP figures released in Feb 2012 show that around 

45% of ESA sanctionsiii  are given to people with mental health, learning difficulties or 

behavioural conditions (such as autism) even though they only make up about 30% of 

ESA recipients.    

 

2.8 The DWP have undertaken to contact those with mental health issues and learning 

difficulties before imposing a sanction but that depends on the condition being 



recognised. However if the DWP are aware of a disabled person’s difficulty in 

understanding the conditions placed on them then one might fairly ask why they are 

considering sanctioning the person in the first place? 

 

3 Harsher Sanctions Regime and Destitution 
 
3.1 Recently Cardinal Nichols of the Roman Catholic Church and 27 Anglican Bishops 

have criticised the benefit sanctions regime as becoming increasingly punitive and 
leaving people destitute. 

 
3.2 In 2012, the Government made changes to the sanctions regime. From 22/10/12, the 

length of Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) sanction periods was increased from between 

1 and 26 weeks, to a minimum sanction of 4 weeks and a maximum of 3 years.  

 

3.3 Since Dec.2012 Employment Support Allowance (ESA) claimants in the Work Related 

Activity Group can also be sanctioned for longer. Before these changes, ESA 

claimants were given an open-ended sanction until they began to meet their 

requirements again. At that point the sanction stopped. Now they receive a fixed 

length sanction of 1, 2 or 4 weeks following the open-ended sanction.  

 

3.4 Those sanctioned lose all of their personal allowance for JSA or ESA for the entire 

length of the sanction (e.g. for up to 3 years). Claimants are no longer automatically 

entitled to Hardship Payments from the DWP. These are now only available in limited 

circumstances to those considered “vulnerable” and are usually paid at only 60% of 

personal allowance rate of the benefit (or 80% if anyone in the household of the 

person sanctioned is pregnant or seriously ill).   

 

3.5 According to an FOI response supplied by the DWP only around one person in seven 

(14.6%) of those who are sanctioned (or disallowed) receive a hardship payment. In 

October 2012 of 56,950 people then either sanctioned (40,040) or disallowed (16,910) 

only 8,300 were receiving a hardship payment. That suggests that during that month 

over 48,000 people were left with nothing to live on. 

 

3.6 Hardship payments are also normally only payable from the 15th day after the sanction 

began. This means that those sanctioned face a full fortnight without any benefits and 

with limited recourse to the Scottish Welfare Fund.  

 

3.7 Generally, those who are sanctioned cannot get a Scottish Welfare Fund grant if the 

DWP has reduced their benefit due to sanctions.  Though the Welfare Fund may help 

them get food for their children or because they have had a disaster like a fire or flood.  

 

3.8 According to Independent on Sunday analysis of DWP figures since October 2012, 

more than 45,000 young people have been hit with an incorrect benefit sanction. Of 

79,924 young people who asked for their case to be reconsidered since the system 

changed on 22 October 2012, 38,969 had the decision overturned. A further 6,455 are 

recorded as successfully appealing a sanction. 



 

3.9 The YMCA reportiv that more than 80% of the vulnerable young people that they saw 

who had been sanctioned went without essential items.  The most common items that 

were cut back on, or totally gone without, were – food (84%) and housing costs (81%). 

 

3.10 The Work & Pensions Committee of the UK Parliament have criticised the sanctions 

regime and called for an independent review into conditionality and sanctioningv. After 

conducting an inquiry they concluded that sanctions are one of the key reasons behind 

the rise in the number of people requiring help from Foodbanks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.11 Even the right of centre think tank, Policy Exchange, say that people who break job 

search conditions for the first time face unnecessary hardships because of sanctions. 

They estimate that 70,000 claimants had their benefits withdrawn unfairly , Policy 

Exchange say that a third of all people who break their job search conditions for the 

first time have their benefits taken away “by mistake” – being sanctioned when instead 

they should have received a warningvi.  

3.12 Between 1 April and 30 June 2013, over 150,000 people received three days’ 

emergency food from a Trussell Trust foodbank – 200% more than the same period 

last year. Fifty-two percent were referred due to problems with benefits an overall 

increase of 21% in people referred to foodbanks with benefits problems.  

3.13 The number of Scottish families asking food banks for help in January 2014 was 

equal to half the number turning up to food banks in the whole of 2013. The Trussell 

Trust helped more than 7700 people in Scotland in January. During 2012-13, a total of 

14,318 people were helped by the trust's food banks. 

3.14 Prof Elizabeth Dowler an expert on food security and health inequalities said that 

poverty stricken families who cannot afford to buy sufficient food are overtaking 

unhealthy eating as the most pressing public health concernvii (BBC, Panorama 

3/3/14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case example: A coroner’s inquest found that a "Vulnerable and fragile" man 

starved to death 4 months after he was found fully fit for work at an Atos 

assessment. Mr Wood had obsessive compulsive disorder, Aspergers syndrome, 

phobias and cognitive behavioural problems. He lost most of his benefits and was 

left with just £40 a week to survive on. He weighed just 5st 8lbs when he died of 

malnutrition in August last year. 
http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/11043378.Man_starved_after_benefits_were_cut/  

 

 “Evidence suggests that JobCentre Plus staff have referred many 

claimants for a sanction inappropriately or in circumstances in which 

common sense would dictate that discretion should have been applied”- 

Work & Pensions Committee of the House of Commons 

 

http://www.oxfordmail.co.uk/news/11043378.Man_starved_after_benefits_were_cut/


  
4 Sanctions and Disabled People:  

 

4.1 Since November 2012, when sanctions were tightened, 90,004 disabled people have 

had their benefits suspended. This breaks down as 82,860 disabled people on 

Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) and 7,180 disabled people on Employment Support 

Allowance (ESA). This means that 1 in 7 of the total number of JSA claimants who’ve 

been sanctioned are disabled people, and 4 in 5 of the total number of ESA recipients. 

By June last year 120 disabled peopleviii who were receiving Jobseekers Allowance 

had been given a 3-year sanction. 

 

4.2 A Scottish Government review of all available research evidence concluded that 

individuals who are sanctioned do not tend to enter ‘sustainable employment’ and tend 

to have low earnings. Further negative outcomes over the long-term include: debt and 

hardship; poor physical and mental health; negative impacts on children; a potential 

increase in crime; and sanctioned claimants entering informal workii 

 

4.3 Inclusion Scotland are extremely concerned that the interaction between the Work 

Capability Assessment regime and conditionality sanctions is  disproportionately 

impacting on disabled people – particularly those with mental health issues, learning 

difficulties and cognitive impairments such as autism.  

 

4.4   In May 2013 the High Court ruled that the Work Capability Assessment regime put 

people with mental illness, autism and learning difficulties at a disadvantage. In 

December the Court of Appeal upheld the High Court’s decision.  

 

4.5 According to figures obtained through a Freedom of Information (FOI) requestix 

between August 2010 and June 2013 Atos found 158,300 benefit claimants fully fit for 

work after a Work Capability Assessment only for the DWP to reverse the decision on 

review. These figures are on top of the estimated 100,000 claimants who have had 

their Atos assessment overturned on appeal to an independent tribunal. A further 

500,000 appeals are awaiting decisions. 

 

4.6  Thus hundreds of thousands of sick and disabled people are, wrongly, being found fit 

for work and forced to claim JSA. When they do claim JSA they are unable to meet the 

conditions placed on them because their impairments limit their work search activities 

and their suitability for certain types of employment or full time work.   

 

4.7 Because of this  they are then subject to sanctions and, because their impairments are 

permanent, may face repeated penalties leading to the maximum 3 year sanction. As 

such increasing numbers of disabled people are facing hunger and destitution. This 

penalisation of the sick and “vulnerable” should not be acceptable in a civilised society. 

 



                                                            
i
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2014/feb/19/record-number-sanctions-benefits-claimants  

ii Scottish Government, Welfare Analysis December 2013 
iii http://research.dwp.gov.uk/asd/workingage/ esa_sanc/esa_sanc_feb12.pdf 
 
iv “Signed on and Sanctioned”, YMCA, March 2014 
v “The role of Jobcentre Plus in the reformed welfare system”, House of Commons, Jan. 2014 
vi “Smarter Sanctions: Sorting out the system”, Policy Exchange, March 2014 
vii BBC, Panorama, 3/3/14, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-26369558  
viii http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/3-year-   benefit-ban-hits-120-disabled-people-under-new-sanctions-regime   
 
ix http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/atos-wrongly-assessed-thousands-sick3159343#ixzz2uovqYph8  
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