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The Rt Hon Iain Duncan Smith MP 
House of Commons 
London 
SW1A 0AA 

07 August 2014 

 

Dear Iain, 

I am writing to you to highlight my grave concerns regarding the impact of the UK 
Government’s welfare reforms upon a number of my constituents. 

On the 29th of July, I visited a food bank run by a charity called First Base located in 
Dumfries, where I spent the day helping to distribute food parcels and speaking with 
the individuals and families unfortunate enough to require such a service.  

While I have many concerns relating to the Department for Work and Pensions’ (DWP) 
overhaul of the welfare system I would like to take this opportunity to draw to your 
attention specifically to the consequences of increased sanctioning on those claiming 
Job Seekers Allowance. 

I was concerned to hear from the owners of the First Base charity that they have seen 
the number of sanctions claimants requiring food aid soar in the last year. 

This seems to be related to the huge increase in people relying on zero-hours contracts 
for an income as the contracts result in a variability of earnings which throws into 
doubt an individual’s eligibility to claim benefits. 

For example, at First Base I met one woman who was given a job believing it was full 
time - only to discover that she had instead been given a zero-hours contract. She was 
offered three hours of work the first week and four the second.  Predictably, this 
resulted in her rent going into arrears and she was forced to attempt to go back onto 
benefits.  However, when she tried to claim she was denied any benefits as she was 
deemed to have deliberately made herself unemployed.  She now depends on the food 
bank for her meals. Press reports and anecdotal evidence suggest her experience is far 
from uncommon.  

It/… 



 

It seems that we now find ourselves in the ludicrous situation that job seekers who 
accept these controversial zero-hour contracts which do not provide them with enough 
of an income to afford the basic necessities are then sanctioned due to circumstances 
completely outwith their control.  

During my visit I was also shocked by the number of people asking for non-cooking food 
parcels because they could not afford to pay for gas or electricity.  Some of these people 
had young children which caused me grave concern.   

I also heard stories about people with children who in the depth of winter did not have 
money to heat their homes.  The owner of the charity told me about a young family; 
whose new baby was released from hospital after several weeks in intensive care.  The 
infant required apparatus to help it breathe but they had less than £4 in the meter and 
needed electricity to run the baby’s life-saving equipment. It fell to the local community 
to donate the money. 

I want to emphasise that the people I met did not wish to be claiming, they were 
embarrassed by their situation and attend the food bank as a last resort.   

I put it to you that the overwhelming majority of people would never willingly attend a 
food bank to feed themselves and their children.  It is a degrading experience - and yet 
there has been a 400 per cent rise in the use of food banks in Scotland in the last year.  

Do you accept that the hardship experienced by my constituents is a direct result of the 
DWP’s increasingly draconian sanctions regime and benefits cuts, and what action will 
you take to reverse this trend?  

Furthermore, what measures are in place to ensure that claimants are not being unfairly 
sanctioned because unreliable zero hours contracts are forcing them back onto 
benefits?  

I look forward to your reply. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 
 

Joan McAlpine  
MSP for South of Scotland 
 
 

 

 


