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Thanks v much for inviting me today. I know Paula has been canvassing opinions on what I should speak about and I’ve ended up with a list that covers the importance of indep welfare rights advice, welfare reform and what I think of it, an update on the budget, and progress on reducing child poverty and what more needs to be done. With material that complicated to deal with I'm not surprised the sec of state hasn’t turned up, but I’ll do my best to cover, well, most of that.  
Anyway I'm really pleased to have the chance to speak to you today because - tho you might not be aware of it - this year is a big birthday for the social security system   – its 60th - the National Assistance Act was passed in 1948. In CPAG we have been talking about whether we ought to be holding a party – or whether, rather worryingly, it feels more like a retirement do, whether we’re seeing the end of social protection as we’ve been used to it since the post war years. Certainly Mins are in full flow, talking about modernising welfare, a new social contract between the citizen and the state – but I don’t see much public debate about any of this, instead what we have is an alarming level of political consensus that the provision of financial support through the soc sec system should be some sort of “deal”, something for something, with rights increasingly marginalised, increasingly downplayed. And so what I want to do today is give a bit of a wakeup call before we find ourselves sleepwalking into what could turn out to be a pretty fundamental redefinition of the role of the welfare state and the principles that lie at its heart. 
Right now nobody seems to be asking what for CPAG is the really basic question - whether the modern welfare state Mins are envisaging can bring about the eradication of child poverty that the gvt desires. Mins seem to treat this as a given, that their so called “active” welfare means that people will move off benefit and into employment, and that families will escape poverty as a result. But that fails to acknowledge that still half of all children in pov are growing up in a family where at least one adult is in paid work. It fails to grapple with the structural causes of poverty, discrimination and disadvantage in the labour market, and the need to ensure adequate protection for those for whom work isn’t poss. And it takes for granted that receipt of benefit is somehow “passive”, yet adequate benefits actively prevent poverty and offer a platform from which people can make the move into paid work.  
So a debate that decries the role of the welf state in protecting fams from poverty has somehow gone awry. Yet as many of us know, our own families were lifted out of poverty thanks to the post war reforms that brought about a system of security and social protection that previously families lacked. Those reforms: family allowances to help parents meet the costs of raising children; financial protection when jobs were lost through unemployment, family breakdown, illness or bereavement; the promise of a secure retirement; free healthcare; and access to free fulltime education, have transformed our prospects compared to those of our parents and grandparents, and have ensured that many of us escape the poverty, and the fear of poverty, that earlier generations knew. 

The other part of the debate that is missing is about a welfare state that offers dignity, fairness and reliability, you get what you’re entitled to - in other words a system that is concerned not just about ends but also about means. And that too I'd suggest is profoundly not where ministers are at the moment – the new labour mantra of what matters is what works has led to a real lack of interest in – even a contempt for -  good quality process – with I’d suggest very real risks for the most vulnerable in society and for protection of their rights.
It seems to me therefore that we need to restate very clearly now what we see as the core princs that should lie at the heart of welf reform:

 - That first the welf state provides a sys of social protection for every one of us, that it's a system of universal provision – not just a poor people's welf state

 - Second, that it is there first and foremost to prevent pov, not just alleviate its effects, and that its role as a safety net in picking up the pieces must be seen not as its basic purpose but as a sign of its failure, something about which we ought to be concerned and ashamed

 -Third –goes without saying but doesn't by any means happen always in practice – that it treats everyone fairly and transparently, with dignity, w/o stigma or prejudice, is clear about what you ought to receive, has clear processes for challenge, redress and remedy when things go wrong

 - And 4th that it’s a sys based on a notion of entitlement – that comes with citizenship (tho of course its protection may be extended beyond those who are citizens)  -  that what we must have is a rights-based sys, not some sort of bargain whereby you can access those rights  - or more in the  watered down language that Ministers now favour, you receive support – only if you comply with the ever more onerous responsibilities that the state one-sidedly chooses to impose on you

These princs that I’ve laid out seem to me to be the prerequisites of a system that can bring about an end to pov – but it’s not at all where we are today. Let me give you some eg’s

· we’re seeing the downplaying of universalism, more means testing, more targeting – leading to lack of clarity about entitlement, and the risk of lower take-up as a result of the complexity that means testing and targeting bring

· we’re seeing increasing discrimination in the system – ADF, the intro of the ESA bringing a double whammy of discretionary decisions establishing both your entitlement to and  the amount of your benefit, and now the proposals for LPs to be placed on what the gvt  envisages will be some sort of “personalised” JSA. More personalised support can of course be a good thing, but let’s remember in this negotiation that the parties don’t come from an equal bargaining position, not least because one party is there to some degree at least under coercion and facing ever increasing conditionality, greater use of sanctions. We should be worried about that, not least as evid from the US suggests perversely  that sanctions are more likely to be applied to the most vulnerable and disadvantaged – and to make the poorest children poorer as a result

· appeal rights are being weakened – the fact that you can’t appeal recovery of a TC overpayment for example, or DWP’s recent attempts to recover at common law , now subject to legal challenge by CPAG, and I’m pleased DWP has put that on hold for the moment while the courts consider our case 
· info sharing –some well intentioned – the Wallsend project, CMEC using HMRC data to track down NRPs’ income, but what of issues of privacy or checks on reliability – what care is being taken about that? not to mention use of tech - voice recog software, the talk of profiling of claimants - where is the debate?

· too much stigmatising language– I don’t need to name them, you know which Ministers I mean . constant carping about fraud, scroungers and cheats, yet redcg fraud in the soc sec sys is one of the great unsung achievements of this gvt – it’s error, and the £14bn of unclaimed bens and TCs that resulted that we have to tackle now

· localising, city strategies, devolution – fashionable, certainly in many senses highly desirable – but where are the processes to secure transparency in local decision making and accountability for what is done

· and finally and most damningly a safety net that is in practice full of holes – that leaves fams in receipt of state support raising their children in pov. Mins should be ashamed not only that they have allowed such a state of affairs to continue this far, but that they will not even contemplate a commitment to a level of finl support in the future that will ensure that every family will be lifted out of pov  whether parents are in or out of work

So that’s not a rosy picture, and leads me to ask with some urgency what  the welf rights and anti poverty lobbies need now to be doing, what are the priorities,  how do we reframe the debate. it’s certainly a challenge, but let me suggest some things that we need to start on right away before it gets too late. 
The first is to reassert as loudly and forcefully as poss the need for good quality advice, information and advocacy for individuals to assert their rights.  Welfare rights provision is woefully underfunded, the LSC strategy undermines the importance of high quality and expert advice in favour of volume over quality, privatisation threatens vol orgs’ role as indep advocates for vulnerable clients and places the profit motive above social justice, and the child poverty strategy seems completely to have overlooked the importance of adequately funded and sustainable indep advice. It’s very welcome that the work and pensions select committee in their recent report stressed the importance of improving benefits takeup, but complexity, more discretion, harsher sanctions all militate against that, and without access to indep welf rights advice, it’s the poorest in society who are most likely to lose out. 
The second point I want to make is about public attitudes. In this birthday year particularly I think it’s important that we celebrate, take pride in our welfare state, acknowledge that it’s there for all of us, and here I think WRAs are in the front line. In securing indivs’ entitlements, not only are you protecting them and their fams from poverty but you also have an important role in defending the dignity and autonomy of indivs and that poor people also have rights. 
That thinking seems to me to be very much under attack at the moment – rights are becoming ever more conditional on behaviour, and yet if Mins are serious about ending child poverty and finding the necessary inv to do so, I’d argue that this kind of approach is totally the wrong one to take. You don’t build individual autonomy by imposing extraneous conditions on benefits recipients. And you certainly don’t win the public’s backing by rubbishing financial support for those who need it  - language that is punitive, presents poor people as bad parents, scroungers, lazy or workshy, is never going to win hearts and minds among the public, never going to persuade them of the case for the investment in benefits and tax credits to tackle child poverty  that we need. 
So we desperately need you working at the frontline to join and inform this currently very ill-informed debate.  The time now is vital for welfare rights advisers to act as both a source of knowledge and information for the lobbying and campaigning we do in CPAG, and be part of that campaigning voice. We need you now as the champions before it gets too late.  And so I very much hope today can be the start of a conversation with you about how we might build a campaigning welf rights movement that promotes a welf state to be proud of, one that ends child pov for good. 
