For people on benefits, civic involvement is an unaffordable fantasy
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The government says it wants citizens to get involved in their communities, in health and in social care. There is cross-party support for this 21st-century extension of civic rights and responsibilities, putting the service user at the heart of public provision. Yet, in another corner of the government there is benefits policy, which flies in the face of this vision, discriminating against some groups so they cannot participate as they would like to, and preventing public organisations properly involving them as they are required to by law. 

People receiving state benefits are some of the most disempowered and disadvantaged in society. This was the message from a recent national seminar, Benefit Barriers to Involvement: Finding Solutions, bringing together the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), service users and statutory and other bodies keen to involve them. 

It is not only the inconsistency of benefits policy that is hard to understand but also the mean-spirited nature of its detail. So for a disabled person, for example, who wants to get involved in, say, a consultation on regeneration, the reimbursed expenses for travel, personal assistants and replacement carers can be looked on as earnings, and the money is deducted from their benefits. 

The government is in favour of people being paid to get involved. But with limits on "earnings" for many people on benefits - set variously at £5, £10 and £20 a week - this not only creates inequities but, bearing in mind minimum wage legislation, means that attending even one meeting may be out of bounds. 

Even if people on benefits turn down any payment and attend as volunteers, their benefits can be affected by the "notional earnings rule", where the idea that they could be paid means they are treated as though they are paid. Again, money is deducted from their benefits accordingly. 

Meanwhile, people receiving incapacity benefits who get involved in civic life have been treated as if this signifies they should be in paid work, but while involvement can offer a pathway back to employment it certainly does not correlate with their "capacity" to work. 

The system is so complex and contradictory that it is very difficult for service users to be sure when it is OK to get involved. And, it seems, the framework is no clearer to those working in the benefits system: Jobcentre Plus officials often wrongly question claimants' involvement. 

All this shows that the benefits system is preventing people from making their contribution to society and getting involved as the government wants them to, and they themselves want. 

Participants at the seminar identified a series of solutions to overcome the benefit barriers to involvement. Included in them were: treating involvement as a civic responsibility rather than the equivalent of work (as with local councillors' pay), getting rid of inequalities and anomalies in the benefits system, simplifying and making it more flexible, and improved training for Jobcentre Plus staff. 

The DWP now has a clearer picture of the problems that people receiving benefits face when it comes to doing their civic duty, and the aim is to continue having discussions with relevant ministers to bring about reform. At the heart of all this is the fact that being on benefits should not mean people are excluded from involvement activity. 
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