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ROAD NETWORK MANAGEMENT – KEEP BRITAIN MOVING – 11 June 2009 – The Barbican, London

Road Network Management 09 – Keep Britain Moving will focus upon the key issues raised by the

‘Managing our Roads’ strategy and highlight the importance of providing secure and well planned roads, 

utilising subject matter experts within the transport field, government officials and executive agencies.

McNulty – everyone must
Last month saw the biggest growth in jobless figures in the UK since
1981 – leaving Tony McNulty facing an increasingly tough task. He
tells Lynda King Taylor what the government is doing to tackle the
rising tide of unemployment and explains his belief that welfare
reform must go hand-in-hand with helping people get back to work

Ipreviously interviewed Tony McNulty as Home

Officer minister responsible for policing, when

he enthused about the need for youngsters and

the vulnerable to be in constructive work. For him,

motivated membership of the labour market avoid-

ed criminality and the lowering of self-worth.

Meeting McNulty again as minister for employ-

ment and welfare reform at the Department of

Work and Pensions (DWP), he is grappling with

figures from a recent Eurofound report that the UK

suffered the highest announced job losses – 63,314

– recorded across the EU in the first three months

of 2009.

His immediate reaction is to state that the gov-

ernment is “doing everything we can to help peo-

ple who have become unemployed during this

global economic downturn. Despite the recent rise

in unemployment, the UK continues to have one of

highest employment rates in the world. In the last

Budget the Chancellor set aside £3bn to help peo-

ple back into work, on top of the £2bn allocated

from last November’s pre-Budget report.”  

On the defensive maybe, but the burden to bear

is obvious as he acknowledges that job losses are

outnumbering job creation in Europe by almost

three to one.

McNulty says his visits round the UK underline

the necessity of keeping jobseekers engaged, and

not drifting into long-term unemployment and

benefits dependency, and he is committed to indi-

vidualised and tailored development plans focus-

ing on areas the jobseeker needs to address to

gain employment, rather than a one-size-fits-all

approach.

He argues that understanding the context of the

economic downturn and how very different it is

from the last dozen years of the labour market is

also essential.

“Previously we said, quite properly, that our

focus would be on the long-term unemployed and

what we could do for people at 12 or 18 months in

terms of the New Deal and various other measures.

As unemployment has gone in the wrong direction

we have had to really review that. That means in

the first instance making sure that Jobcentre Plus is

robust and resilient enough to deal with the

increase in unemployment, which I think it is.” 

He won significant extra investment from the

Treasury. “The Budget will deliver an extra £3.1bn

to help people look for work – including a guaran-

teed offer of work or training for every 18-24 year

old at risk of becoming long-term unemployed. We

will look at that again around the 12-month mark.

More than £1bn will be invested in young people

and others to ensure that generation not written off.  

“We are keenly aware of the previous history of

whole generations being left to one side in the

depths of recession.”

McNulty aims to fund 250,000 jobs in the pri-

vate and public sectors, including 150,000 new

jobs created through a “future jobs” fund. This

fund is aimed at allowing local authorities and the

third sector to submit “hopefully innovative bids

for jobs to make Britain a better place and improve

local communities”. 

“This is difficult, but important,” McNulty says.

“We must, in the midst of a downturn, be very

clear what the economy is going to look like after-

wards.” 

The growth areas will include the greener, low-

carbon economy, the care sector, and digital tech-

nology, he suggests, reinforcing Gordon Brown’s

comment that the digital revolution “lies at the

heart” of Britain’s economic recovery. 

So far, the response to the proposals has been

“encouraging”. National sports organisations have

pledged 5,000 jobs for young people, “which we are

trying to build into the overall Olympic legacy and

our broader commitment to have at least five hours

a week of PE for every child in every school”.

Before becoming an MP McNulty was a senior

lecturer in organisational behaviour at the

University of North London and he believes  lack

of self-esteem and motivation are strong predictors

of unemployment. He says he is acutely aware that

a big problem with long-term unemployment is the

loss of self-worth, with individuals then not in the

right state of mind to get new jobs.  

Improved performance assessments, coaching

techniques and tools to tackle rising unemployment

during the downturn have already been trialled and

he says the Jobcentre Plus network is standing up

to the challenge “remarkably well”.

“They are doing a very good job in difficult cir-

cumstances, particularly in the sense that there are

now people coming to them who have never been

Whatever your background, whatever the context, we know that
work isn’t simply about subsistence and paying for life, it’s about
emotionally and psychologically being in a better condition than
not working
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have the chance to work

near a Job Centre before,” he says. “I have spoken

with people who had 20 years in a job and who are

sadly now unemployed for the first time in their

lives. We need to ensure that Jobcentre Plus is

recast in what it does, to better understand what

these unemployed people want in the first instance.”

McNulty says the most difficult thing in the mid-

dle of an economic crisis is “to say to people, and

mean it, that you are not going to leave the most

vulnerable groups behind”.

The easiest thing would be to concentrate on the

recently unemployed, who are easier to get back

into work, he says. 

“We must help the most vulnerable back into

work. I am absolutely wedded to that. Now is not

the time to put them to one side while we deal with

everyone else. The longer you leave them the hard-

er it is for them to get back into work. 

“Whatever your background, whatever the con-

text, we know that work isn’t simply about subsis-

tence and paying for life, it’s about emotionally

and psychologically being in a better condition

than not working.”

But it is a two-way deal, and job-seekers will be

expected to play their part and earn the assistance

they receive. “We think now is the wrong time to

pull back from what we are trying to do on welfare

reform,” McNulty says.

And the Welfare Reform Bill will reinforce

“conditionality” in the benefits system. 

“For example, we know there are people out

there with serious drug dependency. We think

there now needs to a be a contract, a deal between

them as unemployed people and the state to help

them get to a stage where they are on treatment

courses, or receiving a treatment allowance as part

of their benefits. The deal will be that you get as

clean as you possibly can, and at least ready to get

back into work, and we will give you all the sup-

port we can.”

Using the same kind of approach, “it is probably

not right to say any more to lone parents that you

do not have to do anything about getting back into

the labour market till your children are over 16. 

“In fact, many of our European colleagues

wouldn’t understand that at all. We don’t

think that is in the interest of the

lone parents themselves, so we are

dropping the age of children in

terms of those obligations to ini-

tially 12, then 10, then seven, over a

fairly rapid period.”

He cites Professor Paul

Gregg’s recent report suggesting

that such conditionality regimes

help raise employment levels and

reduce child poverty.

McNulty says lone parents

should start thinking

about a return to

work and assessing

their job potential

before their chil-

dren start school. 

“When the

child is about

three, lone

parents

should at least start thinking about preparing for

returning into the labour market by the time

the child is going to school. It’s not

about saying to lone parents

‘once your children are such and

such an age get a job, any

job, or else’. In our

model it’s saying that

between the ages of three

and five, get more involved

in preparation for returning

to work and we will give

you all the support and help

we can to get you back in to

the labour market.”

MCNULTY:
“we must 
help the most
vulnerable back
into work. I 
am absolutely
wedded to that”


