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Dear Chair,

Re: The public health crisis created by UK social policy reforms
Justice, Power and Resistance *

| write in my capacity as the research lead for the Preventable Harm Project? to alert the
Health and Social Care Committee (the Committee) to an identified and ongoing public health
crisis directly linked to successive social policy reforms, and to the flawed assessment model
adopted to limit access to long-term disability benefit.® This public health crisis was
generated by social policy reforms using ‘a fiscal priority whilst disregarding health and
wellbeing’® which failed to attract political concern as thousands of those in greatest need
died, often by suicide, when refused financial support when too ill to work or when disability
benefit was removed, which has impacted on the mental health of those in greatest need.

The programme of reassessing people on disability benefits using the Work Capability
Assessment was independently associated with an increase in suicides, self-reported
mental health problems and antidepressant prescribing. This policy may have had
serious adverse consequences for mental health in England, which could outweigh any
benefits that arise from moving people off disability benefits[...] The WCA and
reassessment policy was introduced without prior evidence of its potential impact or
any plans to evaluate its effects|...] Given that doctors and other health professionals
have professional and statutory duties to protect and promote the health of patients
and the public, our evidence that this process is potentially harming to recipients of
these assessments raises major ethical issues for those involved.3

The human suffering and future loss of life generated by the enforced disability benefit
assessment was predicted by a government advisory body in 2006, who advised the
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) against the adoption of the Work Capability
Assessment (WCA). Their expertise and advice was disregarded,’ and the Employment and
Support Allowance (ESA) was introduced in the UK in October 2008 by the ‘New Labour’
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administration as the new out-of-work long-term disability benefit, which replaced Incapacity
Benefit. To access the ESA claimants would be subjected to the fatally flawed WCA,*® whose
design was influenced by corporate America.'* The DWP adopted the discredited Waddell
and Aylward biopsychosocial (BPS) model of assessment for the WCA, which disregards
clinical need and failed all academic scrutiny.'? Death, despair and suffering of many of those
in greatest need was guaranteed using the WCA as health and wellbeing is totally
disregarded.® This enforced human suffering has created a greater demand for the NHS.

Every clinical lead in the UK insisted that the WCA should be abolished, including the Royal
College of Psychiatrists, the Royal College of General Practitioners, the British Medical
Association, and the British Psychological Society who identified the WCA as being unfit for
purpose. They were all disregarded by the DWP, as are coroners’ reports linking the WCA to
suicide and the identified public mental health crisis directly linked to the fear of the next
WCA, and the constant DWP threat of sanctions.»* To date, the DWP have disregarded all
published independent research which identifies the ongoing and inevitable public health
crisis created by social policies adopted since 2010,** and it remains unclear how the DWP
expect those in greatest need to survive when the excessive use of sanctions guaranteed that
some claimants would be starved to death when too ill to attend an appointment?'* This, |
suggest, is ethically unjustifiable and morally reprehensible.

Released Cabinet minutes from 1982 identified the political ambition to eventually remove
the NHS and the welfare state, and recommended the use of ‘the politics of fear’*> to
encourage the purchase of private health insurance by the general public.

The breakthrough to justify introducing the ‘politics of fear’ followed the 2008 global
financial crisis. The Brown ‘New Labour’administration was obliged to fund a fifty
billion pound bank rescue package, which increased over time and significantly
increased the national debt. Elected in 2010, the Coalition administration used the
size of the national debt to justify the introduction of austerity measures, which were
designed to reduce the costs of the welfare state and guaranteed that those in
greatest need would endure preventable harm. This was the beginning of the end of
the UK welfare state as funding was removed from essential public services, which
generated human suffering on a vast scale.'®

To justify the adoption of austerity measures, which were adopted without ethical approval,
the Coalition administration (2010-15) excelled when using the ‘politics of fear.”*> A negative
public reaction to austerity measures was predictable, so the Coalition administration
provided a distraction to give the public someone else to blame for the hardships which were
about to be created. The Coalition administration vehemently challenged the integrity of the
chronically ill and disabled community and routinely accused disability benefit claimants of
fraud; while failing to produce evidence to support their claims. The often hostile political
rhetoric was reproduced by the tabloid press which encouraged a 213 percent increase in
prosecuted disability hate crimes, including murder, and successive administrations
disregarded the thousands of deaths directly linked to the WCA. Influenced by corporate
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America since 1992, the UK social policy reforms guaranteed that many of those in greatest
need were destined to die when, covertly, ‘killed by the State’.* By 2015, DWP mortality totals
identified that 90 ESA claimants per month died after being found ‘fit for work’ by the WCA?®
and in 2016 NHS statistics identified that 50 percent of ESA claimants had attempted suicide.?’

The latest DWP announcement that the WCA will be abolished by 2026 gives little hope given
the disturbing decision to restrict all future disability benefit claimants by using the flawed
Personal Independence Payment assessment. Consequently, many chronically ill people who
are currently on higher rate ESA and too ill to work will no longer qualify for DWP financial
support.'® Clearly, this is another social policy reform designed using a fiscal priority and
destined to cause more preventable harm with more disturbing implications for public mental
health, which | trust is of concern to the Committee. Thank you for your time.

Yours sincerely,

et

Mo Stewart
Fellow, Centre for Welfare Reform
Research Lead, Preventable Harm Project

Winner!

Qutstanding Paper 2020

Author of: Cash Not Care: the planned demolition of the UK welfare state
Creator of: The Preventable Harm Project
Designer of: Influences and Consequences

Copied to:

Professor Kamaldeep Bhui, Professor of Psychiatry & Hon. Consultant Psychiatrist
Rt Hon Sir Stephen Timms MP, Chair - Work and Pensions Select Committee
Professor Sir Michael Marmot, Director of the Institute of Health Equity
Professor Stephen H Powis, National Medical Director of NHS England
Professor Benjamin Barr, Professor in Applied Public Health Research
Professor Kevin Fenton CBE, President of the Faculty of Public Health

Dr Jed Boardman, Senior Policy Adviser- Centre for Mental Health

Dr Adrian James, President of the Royal College of Psychiatrists

Professor Martin Green OBE, Chief Executive, Care England

Dr Henrietta Hughes OBE, Patient Safety Commissioner

Dr Michael McBride, CMO, Northern Ireland

Dr Tammy Boyce, Institute of Health Equity

Ms Rachel Power, CEO Patients Association

Professor Sir Gregor Smith, CMO, Scotland

Professor Sir Chris Whitty, CMO England

Sir Frank Atherton, CMO, Wales

Amanda Pritchard, CEO, NHS


https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cash-Not-Care-planned-demolition/dp/178507783X
https://www.mostewartresearch.co.uk/
https://www.centreforwelfarereform.org/library/influences-and-consequences.html

\Y% N

References

1 The public health crisis created by UK social policy reforms

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

Justice, Power and Resistance DOI: https://doi.org/10.1332/GQDH4178

The Preventable Harm Project (2009- ongoing) Mo Stewart Research

‘First do no harm’: are disability assessments associated with adverse trends in mental health?

A longitudinal ecological study.

Journal of Epidemiol Community Health 2016; 70:339-345 DOI: 10.1136/jech-2015-206209
Preventable harm: creating a mental health crisis

Journal of Public Mental Health Vol. 18 No. 4 2019, pp. 224-230 DOI: 10.1108/JPMH-07-2019-0070
Dismantling the social safety net: social security reforms, disability and mental health conditions.
BJPsych Bulletin, Volume 44, Issue 5, October 2020, pp. 208-212

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1192/bjb.2020.79

Burden and benefits-related suicides: “misperception” or state crafted reality?
Journal of Public Mental Health, Vol. 21 No.1, pp. 46-56

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1108/JPMH-09-2021-0124

Seeking recognition for people with severe disabilities on benefits.
Journal of Poverty and Social Justice Vol 30, No 3, pp. 250-267

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1332/175982721X16564332055242

When benefit eligibility and patient-led care intersect. Living in the UK with chronic iliness: Experiences of
the work capability assessment. Journal of Health Psychology 2022, Vol. 27(2) 456-469

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105320953476

‘Ruthless’ DWP ‘forced through WCA despite knowing of harm’. Disability News Service, December 2015
The Work Capability Assessment is the adoption of disability denial. BJGP LIFE, October 2021

‘Cash Not Care: the planned demolition of the UK welfare state’. New Generation Publishing, 2016
Blaming the victim all over again: Waddell and Aylward’s biopsychosocial (BPS) model of disability.
Critical Social Policy 2017, Vol. 37(1): 22-41 DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018316649120

Shaping Future Support: the Health and Disability Green Paper. A briefing in response to Shaping Future
Support. The Centre for Welfare Reform 2021
The death of Errol Graham: Man starved to death after DWP wrongly stopped his benefits.

Disability News Service
The Adoption of Psycho-Coercion to Manipulate the UK Disabled Community. The Creation of the Politics of
Fear. The Centre for Welfare Reform, 2022
Thousands have died after being found fit for work, DWP figueres show. The Guardian, 27% August 2015
Thousands have died after being found fit for work, DWP figures show | Benefits | The Guardian
‘Shocking’ NHS stats show nearly half ESA claimants have attempted suicide.

Disability News Service
Scrapping Work Capability Assessments could lead to even more broken benefits system.

Scrapping Work Capability Assessments could lead to even more broken benefits system-Mind



file:///C:/Users/Mo%20Stewart/Documents/PERSONAL/2023/LETTERS/Justice,%20Power%20and%20Resistance
https://www.mostewartresearch.co.uk/
https://www.mostewartresearch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/First-do-no-harm-Ben-Barr-et-al-2015-1.pdf
https://www.mostewartresearch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Journal-Public-Mental-Health-2019.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/bjpsych-bulletin/article/dismantling-the-social-safety-net-social-security-reforms-disability-and-mental-health-conditions/B73ED8C6EBEBD1A663EE964146451705
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjb.2020.79
https://www.mostewartresearch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Mills-JPMH-v3-Nov-2021.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPMH-09-2021-0124
https://www.mostewartresearch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Seeking-recognition-for-people-with-severe-disabilities-on-benefit.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1332/175982721X16564332055242
https://www.mostewartresearch.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/When-benefit-eligibility-and-patient-led-care-intersect-William-Day.pdf
https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/ruthless-dwp-forced-through-wca-despite-knowing-of-harm/
https://bjgplife.com/the-work-capability-assessment-is-the-adoption-of-disability-denial/
file:///C:/Users/Mo%20Stewart/Documents/PERSONAL/2023/LETTERS/Critical%20Social%20Policy%202017,%20Vol.%2037(1):%2022-41
https://citizen-network.org/library/a-response-to-shaping-future-support.html
https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/the-death-of-errol-graham-man-starved-to-death-after-dwp-wrongly-stopped-his-benefits/
https://citizen-network.org/uploads/attachment/823/the-politics-of-fear.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/aug/27/thousands-died-after-fit-for-work-assessment-dwp-figures
https://www.disabilitynewsservice.com/shocking-nhs-stats-show-nearly-half-esa-claimants-have-attempted-suicide/#:~:text='Shocking'%20NHS%20stats%20show%20nearly%20half%20ESA%20claimants%20have%20attempted%20suicide,-By%20John%20Pring&text=%E2%80%9CShocking%E2%80%9D%20NHS%20statistics%20have%20revealed,some%20point%20in%20their%20life.
https://www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/news/scrapping-work-capability-assessments-could-lead-to-even-more-broken-benefits-system/

