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Purpose of the Report 

The purpose of this report is to provide committee with an update on North Lanarkshire’s 
progress in contributing to national targets to reduce poverty and joblessness as set out in 
national policy documents, Closing the Opportunity Gap and Scottish employability Framework 
- Workforce Plus. 

Background 

From September 2004, the Scottish Executive’s social justice strategy was refocused towards 
‘Closing the Opportunity Gap’ with new targets introduced to replace the social justice 
milestones. 

The aim of the Closing the Opportunity Gap is: 

0 To prevent individuals or families from falling into poverty; 
0 To provide routes out of poverty for individuals and families; and 

To sustain individuals or families in a lifestyle free from poverty. 

Six Closing the Opportunity Gap objectives were launched in July 2004: 

0 To increase the chances of sustained employment for vulnerable and disadvantaged 
groups - in order to lift them permanently out of poverty 
To improve the confidence and skills of the most disadvantaged children and young people 
- in order to provide them with the greatest chance of avoiding poverty when they leave 
school; 
To reduce the vulnerability of low income families to financial exclusion and multiple debts 
- in order to prevent them becoming over-indebted and/or to lift them out of poverty; 
To regenerate the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods - in order that people living there 
can take advantage of job opportunities and improve their quality of life; 

0 To increase the rate of improvement of the health status of people living in the most 
deprived communities - in order to improve their quality of life, including their employability 
prospects; and 

0 To improve access to high quality services for the most disadvantaged groups and 
individuals in rural communities - in order to improve their quality of life and enhance their 
access to opportunity. 

These six objectives are underpinned by 10 targets, which identify the key areas where 
improvement is required. Target A sets the target for Workforce Plus: 

0 To reduce the number of workless people dependent on DWP benefits in Glasgow, North 
& South Lanarkshire, Renfrewshire & Inverclyde, Dundee, and West Dunbartonshire by 
2007 and by 2010. 
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3. North Lanarkshire Target 

3.1 In August 2004, 41,800 workless people were dependent on DWP benefits in North 
Lanarkshire. This figure has been used as a baseline position from which progress is being 
measured. North Lanarkshire has been tasked with reducing the number of people claiming 
benefits by 3,974 by the year 2007 and by 8,311 by the year 2010. These are ambitious 
targets with a 20% reduction in the number of local people claiming benefits required by 2010. 
The Lanarkshire Routes to Inclusion group view this as a shared agency target and are 
developing a range of projects and services to ensure the services needed to achieve 
sustained reductions in the number of people claiming benefit are in place. 

3.2 The table below shows North Lanarkshire's progress in meeting the above targets. 

The figures show a sustained reduction in the number of individuals claiming benefits and by 
February 2006, 38,900 people were making claims, giving an overall reduction of 2,900 (- 
6.9%) on the baseline figure. 

3.3 The latest figures do however show an increase of 500 claimants between November 2005 
and February 2006. This is consistent with a general trend across Scotland and UK, which has 
shown a rise in the number of people out of work claiming benefits. A seasonal variation may 
be influencing the figures, with all seven Closing the Opportunity Gap Local Authorities 
showing an increase in the number of claimants made over this period. 

3.4 Despite this good progress has been made towards the achievement of the initial 2007 target. 
The introduction of Pathways to Work provision, by the Department of Work and Pensions, will 
provide an added impetus to efforts to reduce the number of people claiming benefits. The 
Pathways to Work provision provides customised services to those who have been claiming 
benefits over the long-term, particularly those in receipt of Incapacity Benefits. 

3.5 In order to meet the 2007 target, the number of individuals dependent on DWP benefits still 
requires to be reduced by 1,074. 

4. Links to Employability Services 

4.1 North Lanarkshire is showing consistent progress in meeting the Scottish Executive Closing 
the Opportunity Target A. Projects and services delivered through the Routes to Inclusion 
group have contributed positively to the overall reduction of 2,900 in the baseline figure since 
August 2004. 

4.2 The Lanarkshire Routes to Inclusion group has developed a range of employability projects to 
promote the transition from welfare to work and the achievement of the Closing the 
Opportunity Gap targets. This includes: 

Customised training projects that have opened up employment opportunities within the 
council, 
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0 The development of a construction skills project that maximises training and employment 
opportunities through public procurement, 

0 A range of business support programmes that encourage employment growth, 
0 The delivery of a range of Working for Families Fund projects, and 
0 Community engagement projects (Routes to Work Ltd and the Full Employment 

Initiative) that promote training and employment opportunities within North Lanarkshire’s 
most disadvantaged communities. 

These Routes to Inclusion group services are delivered through an effective partnership that 
seeks to share finance, data and the aim of getting people back to work. An annual Routes to 
Inclusion action-plan is developed to ensure that improvements to services are carefully 
considered. This ensures that the partnership plans carefully the range of employability 
services available. The effectiveness of the Routes to Inclusion group model was mirrored in 
the Scottish Executive’s recently published WorkForce Plus, An Employability Framework for 
Scotland. 

Sustainability Implications 

The Scottish Executive’s Closing the Opportunity Gap policy is consistent with the 
development of a ‘Prosperous Economy’ and an ‘Inclusive Society’. 

Corporate Considerations 

The Closing the Opportunity Gap policy promotes ‘Social Inclusion’, a key corporate theme of 
North Lanarkshire Council. 

Recommendations 

Committee is asked to note the contents of this report and agree to be kept informed of 
progress towards the Closing the Opportunity gap targets. 

David M. Porch 
DIRECTOR OF PLANNING AND ENVIRONMENT 
Local Government Access to Information Act: for further information please contact Hazel Graham 
at 01236 616368. 
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