Dear (name of MP)

I am writing concerning the new DWP booklet, 'A Guide to Volunteering While on Benefits': www.dwp.gov.uk/publications/volunteering. Whilst I am glad to see a document that clarifies the issues around volunteering and welfare benefits, and lays to rest some persistent myths (like the non-existent 16 hour rule), I am disturbed that on pages 11 and 13 the leaflet states that volunteers may not legitimately claim lunch expenses: 


Page 11: 'You normally won’t be able to claim for buying your lunch.'
Page 13: 'Q: Why doesn’t my normal lunch count as an expense? A: Because the amount of Income Support or Jobseeker’s Allowance you get is already meant to cover the cost of your basic needs, including lunch.'

I am writing as one of your constituents but also as (explain your link to volunteering).  I am sure you recognise the importance of volunteering, both in creating and supporting services which help some of the most vulnerable people in society, and in building safe and empowered communities.  Volunteering also helps the individuals who volunteer, often acting as route out of social exclusion, helping people to increase their confidence, form social networks and increase their employability. (you might want to add a personal example)

By not allowing people on benefits to claim lunch expenses the DWP is creating a huge barrier to involvement. Lunch (or any other meal taken during the course of an activity) is seen as a legitimate expense as it costs more to buy a takeaway meal, or eat out, than it does to eat at home.  For example it is difficult to get a takeaway sandwich for under £2 where as a simple meal prepared at home would cost well under that. (You may want to put your own personal example in here – this is what I put: “I know from talking to current clients (and from previous experience supporting socially excluded groups to volunteer) that people choose not to volunteer for organisations who do not pay lunch expenses because they feel they could not afford the additional expense of purchasing a meal.” ) Not reimbursing lunch expenses creates a barrier to people on low incomes volunteering.

Previous guidance (JobCentre Plus leaflets, WK1 ‘Financial help if you work or are looking for work' and  ‘Volunteering while unemployed helps others and can help you’) has stated that people on benefits can claim "expenses incurred or to be incurred" as a result of their voluntary activity. It is a precedent (Inland Revenue, National Minimum Wage Act, Employment Tribunals) that meals that have had to be bought whilst volunteering are a legitimate expense. According to this precedent organisations have always assumed that they can pay people's lunch expenses without putting their benefits at risk.

Indeed the new NHS guidance, ‘Volunteers across the NHS: Improving the patient experience and creating a patient-led service’, has a chapter on expenses which says that reimbursement for meals is a legitimate expense. This guidance was published in March 2006, and the chapter on expenses was cleared by the DWP/Jobcentre Plus. 

If the information contained in the new DWP leaflet is correct then it means that people on benefits will be much less likely to volunteer. This guidance does not seem to be in keeping with the Active Communities Directorate's new £3million programme to 'break down barriers to volunteering and in particular to remove barriers to volunteering for socially excluded adults' to address the PSA6 target of increasing volunteering by adults at risk of social exclusion in England. It seems ridiculous that a government that is on the one hand talking about breaking down barriers to volunteering, on the other introduces one.

It would seem grossly unfair that whilst, in terms of income tax and employment law, organisations can pay for the lunch of people who are not on benefits, they can not pay for the lunch of people who are.  This will lead to situations where a lawyer volunteering can receive reimbursement for their lunch but someone on incapacity benefit could not. (you might want to put your own personal example in here)  

Reimbursing volunteers for any costs they incur as a result of volunteering has long been seen as a way of recognising and appreciating their input.  If people give their time, they should not have to give their money as well.  If we are unable to reimburse the lunch expenses of volunteers receiving benefits then we are asking them to give money as well as time.  This is blatantly unfair.

I would be grateful for any pressure you could bring to bear on the Department for Work and Pensions in this regard, and ensure that ALL volunteers are reimbursed their expenses fairly.

Yours sincerely,

