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24 January 2012
ERSA BRIEFING IN RESPONSE TO THE NATIONAL AUDIT OFFICE REPORT ON THE INTRODUCTION OF THE WORK PROGRAMME
The Employment Related Services Association (ERSA), the representative body for organisations delivering welfare to work services, including the Work Programme, has issued the following statement in response to today’s publication by the National Audit Office of its report into the procurement of the Work Programme. 
On the introduction of the Work Programme
· The welfare to work industry welcomed the ambition of the Work Programme, believing that its design and scale will help to facilitate high quality support to jobseekers.   The Work Programme is a major departure from previous welfare to work programmes, combining many welcomes elements – including the focus on the black box, longer contracts and payment by results. 
· Providers have done as much as they can to facilitate the swift introduction of the Work Programme in response to the government’s rapid procurement and implementation timetable.   A great deal has been achieved in a short period of time. 
· Undoubtedly, the process of transition from previous welfare to work programmes to the Work Programme was difficult for many providers, with largescale TUPE transfers taking place across the sector.  This has necessitated industry-wide collaboration and it is only now that the sector can be seen as entering a more settled state.   This collaboration has minimised disruption and maximised benefits to customers. 
On performance levels
· ERSA does not recognise the performance levels anticipated by the National Audit Office.  These do not appear to be based on performance information.   ERSA would wish to see the basis on which the figures have been reached.  ERSA believes that it is too early to draw any conclusions on likely performance levels across the life of the contracts.
· Providers are working hard to achieve the best possible performance levels for all customers and early indications of job entry levels are in line with expectations.  
· Clearly, however, the economic backdrop has worsened since providers submitted tenders in spring 2011.  In particular, regional variations in economic outlook may have an impact on performance levels over the next two to three years.  ERSA will therefore track the UK’s economic performance very carefully and is ready to help facilitate dialogue with the Department for Work and Pensions if this were to become necessary.   ERSA does not believe that this is the case at present. 
On current referral numbers
· ERSA welcomes the recognition by the National Audit Office of the problems faced by the industry of the lower than expected level of customers on Employment and Support Allowance (ESA).  ERSA believes that this is currently the number one problem that the government needs to solve.
· The low level of ESA referrals has a number of implications: first on provider cashflow, as ESA customers attract a higher payment level from government; secondly on voluntary and community sector providers of the Work Programme, as the sector disproportionately provides the specialist support many of these customers need; and third on customers themselves, as low referrals mean that they will not be accessing the specialist support to find and sustain employment to which they are entitled. 
On sustainment levels
· Clearly the payment by results regime of the Work Programme, which transfers financial risk from the government to providers, requires providers to access significant working capital to make delivering contracts financially viable.   The Work Programme is financially more finely balanced than previous contracts because of the low reimbursement for referrals and job outcomes, with the bulk of the income being in sustainment.   At present, there is limited data available across customer groups on likely sustainment levels.  This will be closely tracked by all providers over the course of the contract.  
On quality of services
· ERSA regrets the implications of the statement by the National Audit Office that providers will act unethically in the delivery of services in order to stay in profit.  ERSA members are asked to sign up to a code of conduct, while all providers are subject to the Merlin standards of responsible supply chain management.  In addition, the sector is introducing its own set of qualifications and setting up a dedicated professional institute to ensure the very highest quality standards across the entirety of the industry. 
In conclusion
· ERSA, on behalf of providers, welcomes many of the findings of the National Audit Office report, particularly the focus on referral numbers and type.  However, it believes that its conclusions in relation to the likely performance over the life of the contract are premature and unsubstantiated.  Clearly, however, the deteriorating economic backdrop means that there needs to be a strong partnership with the Department for Work and Pensions to ensure that the Work Programme delivers for all customers.  
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