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8. Welfare Reform: Single Gateway, Disability, Pensions 

For the best part of two years piecemeal information has emerged about how 
the government wishes to deal with the welfare response to the problems of 
deprivation and social exclusion that had accumulated: 1 999 was proclaimed 
the 'year of delivery' . A number of reforms, foreshadowed in ( consultative) 
Green and in White Papers were in the Spring of 1 999 translated into legislati
ve proposals. The step-by-step process of changes in the welfare system is 
seen as characteristic of the government's approach to controversial reforms. 
lt 'regards policy formation and presentation as inseparable: it does not waste 
its time developing ideas in a form that cannot readily be sold to the public'.48 
Steve Richards, Political Editor of the Labour-supporting 'New Statesman' has 
described it as follows: 'This government instinctively seeks consensus for 
change before openly advocating it.. .Any new set of... proposals is announced 
with a fanfare . . .  and . . .  kite-flying and reassuring noises where protests are 
raised. ln this way the government keeps the voters on board'. He sees some 
dangers in this method, but concludes that 'for a young government following 18  
years of Tory rule, reform by osmosis works rather weil'. 49 Some key areas of 
the latest instalment of welfare reforms are discussed below. 
1 )  At present welfare claimants face a confusing array of agencies. To 

streamline arrangements, a single point of access to welfare is to be 
created. The single gateway approach is intended to g ive claimants 
access to a personal adviser to guide them through their benefit options 
but also to see that 'everyone who has the potential to work is provided 
with help to find it' . Attendance at work-finding interviews with in three 
days of making a claim will generally be a condition for receiving benefits. 

2) The government maintains that its two key principles for welfare, 
encouraging 'work for those that can' and providing security for 'those 
who cannot', are not being met by the payments l inked to disability and 
incapacity that mi l l ions of people of working age receive. lt argues that 
these payments have become for many simply a more generous form of 
unemployment benefit (the Conservatives achieved lower unemploy
ment figures by transferring older claimants to the disabil ity register) and 
an enhanced early retirement subsidy. ln future, the medical test on 
which entitlement depends will no Ionger focus on the degree of people's 
disablement but on the degree of their employability. For those with the 
greatest needs there will be a (means-tested) 'income guarantee' of :E1 29 
a week for a single person and of :E1 69 for a couple, still weil below the 
'poverty l ine'. Substantial public savings are expected. 

3) The existing pension system is widely seen as complex and also unfair. 
A section of the population is able to continue comfortable working-age l ife 
styles into comfortable retirement. At the same time, mil l ions of retired 
people find it increasingly difficult to make ends meet and are left behind 
in the general advance in l iving standards. The new system, to be 
introduced in stages, and to become effective over the coming decades, 
will be even more complex, but promises to be fairer. 
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