Choice 0 what choice?

Caroline Morrison, Dundee Anti-Poverty Forum and member of the
CHEX Editorial Board, highlights the implications of moving benefit
payments from Post Offices to Bank Accounts.

Assurances have been given that, after Department of Works
and Pensions proposed changes to the way benefit recipients
receive their payments, the oviability of Post Offices should not
be threatenedo.

Yet, petitions abound. Citizens, local and national user
organisations and bodies, MPjs and MSP{s are challenging the
DWP proposal to abolish the Post Office Card Account (POCA),
when the electronic accountis current contract expires in 2010.
Introduced in 2003, the POCA was designed to receive state
pensions and benefits.

The National Federation of sub-postmasters, fear that the
proposed abolition will sound not only the death knell for many of
the UKis sub-post offices but will also hit hard already vulnerable
and disadvantaged groups and the communities in which they live.
The DWP are introducing three pilot schemes, that the NFSP
fear will see the demise of the POCA sooner rather than later.
As seems likely, new benefit claimants coming on stream will be
denied access to the account.

Around the UK, we have already seen a round of post office
closures. In March 2001, there were 17, 846 post offices in
the UK - four years later, the figure had dropped to 14,609. In
Scotland, there was an 11% decrease over the same period.
Earlier this year, the Royal Mailis Chief Executive raised concerns
that 10,000 post offices could close in the UK over the next four
years. There are questions too, over whether the Post Office can
meet the conditions of its Universal Service Obligation, (USO)
a requirement of its licence to operate, if some of its users are
receiving a lesser service.

Those concerns are shared by Liberal Democrat Shadow DTI
Secretary, Norman Lamb MP who said, 0We are witnessing the
collapse of the Post Office Network.0 (POSTCOMM Annual
Reports cited www.libdems.org.news) At the same time, the
Scottish Executive is continuing to work with the UK Government

Treasury and Finance Sector to promote the uptake of Basic Bank
Accounts. The push towards opening Basic Bank Accounts is set
against a backdrop of bank closures throughout Scotland.

So what does that mean for those who utilise and value the
service that they receive from their local post office? And how
feasible is access to a bank for our ageing population, disabled,
single mothers or chronically sick citizens? Firstly, itis a question
of consultation versus compulsion; provision versus restriction.
Choice is more limited and less likely if you are experiencing
poverty and disadvantage. The furore around the proposed
change could see those who currently use the account prohibited
from exercising individual choice, as they are compelled to open
up a basic bank account.

Individuals and consumer groups have identified an array of
issues that they wish the Westminster government to consider.
There are issues around monies being drawn away from the
local economy if people have to travel further to access banking
facilities. Concerns too, over accessibility of banks in terms of
distance from home, for those whose physical capacity is limited,
for example by disability or infirmity in our increasingly aging
population. Another facet is the inability, of some citizens, to
provide the documentary evidence required to open a basic bank
account. The cost of using fee-charging ATMis is variable and
ranges between A1.25 and A1.75 per transaction and the number
of these ATMis is increasing across the UK. Often situated in rural
or what are deemed more thigher risk areas, the financial burden
these machines impose weighs heavily on those who can least
afford it.

Each of us is responsible for managing our own finances. The
introduction of any system that potentially could drive already
marginalized citizens with already limited choice in terms of
spending power to endure greater levels of financial hardship has
to be questioned.

For further information, contact Caroline Morrison,
Dundee Anti-Poverty Forum
(dundeeantipoverty@hotmail.com)
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The Westminster based Scottish Affairs Committee is planning
to undertake a major inquiry into poverty in Scotland, starting
after the summer recess. The work will be done in several
stages and begin by addressing the nature and extent of poverty
in Scotland, contributing factors and impact of government policy
on poverty. The Committee welcomes written evidence from all
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interested parties and should be submitted by 6th October 2006.
Submissions should address the terms of the inquiry and be no
more that six sides of A4. For further information, please visit
www.parliament.uk/parliamentary_committees/scottish_affairs_
committee.cfm
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elfare Reform 8 what does it
mean for Community Health?

In this issue of CHEX-POINT we have approached community health and community development from a slightly different angle. In this
publication, we often discuss anti-poverty work in terms of new techniques and new services provided by different agencies. In this issue,
we continue to highlight models of good practice as the articles by Energy Action Scotland, the Greater Glasgow and Clyde NHS and the
Midlothian Financial Inclusion Network demonstrate. However, we have also given space in this issue to a far older and more traditional
type of anti-poverty work: campaigning.

The Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform is a coalition of over 35 anti-poverty organisations fighting against the Governmentis recently
published Welfare Reform Bill. Across Britain 2.7 million people are out of work and claiming incapacity benefit (IB). Glasgow has the
dubious honour of having the highest number of individuals claimingfi 55,000 people are on IB in the city with the East End and the North
East of the city topping the charts with highest number of individuals claiming. Of the almost 3 million people on IB, the Government
believes around 1 million of these claimants can and should work.

Whilst the Campaign agrees that the welfare state is in desperate need of reform, there are different opinions about the type of change
required. The Campaign is calling for more support for those who want to work in terms of childcare, job training and employment
advice and more protection from poverty for those who are unable to work because of a disability. The Campaignis central concern is the
tcompulsioni of pushing people into unsuitable employment in order for the Government to reach its target of an 80% employment rate.

Related to the Campaign is an article written by Dundee Anti-Poverty Forum on the threatened closure of Post Office accounts. These
accounts are often the link many pensioners and people with limited mobility have to banking facilities; closure of the accounts could be
mean further and deepened financial exclusion for some of Scotlandis most vulnerable groups.

So what does all this mean for community health and community development? Those with an interest in social justice should be concerned
about the proposed changes in the welfare state. If 1
million people are to enter the labour market, questions
should be asked in terms of the type of employment that
will be available and the support mechanisms in place to
support a work-life balance. Will individuals be pushed into
work before they are ready? Will individuals be working
in low-paid, unstable jobs? What are the provisions for
further education? How can community health projects
raise awareness and support their users in taking action
on these issues? How can community development

strengthen the capacity of community members to address  [§& R 72 gg?éﬂi?gn
these issues in partnership with public sector agencies? In | B AR . \\clfare

order to support the governmentis modernising agenda %l Reform
we must move beyond the temployment at all costs ‘
agenda and at look at employment in the wider context
of adequate incomes, affordable childcare, further and
higher education and most importantly, the choice not to
work if an individual does not have the capacity do to so.

Akwugo Emejulu
Lecturer, University of Strathclyde
Member of CHEX-Point Editorial Board

Campaigners on the steps of the Scottish Executive (see pages 2-3)
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