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National

Hodge demands inquiry into denials over jobcentre targets 
 John Domokos and Patrick Wintour

 Margaret Hodge, the chair of the public 
accounts committee, is to demand why a 
senior offi  cial at the  Department of  Work 
and  Pensions (DWP) denied that staff  at 
 jobcentres were being given targets to 
enforce sanctions on benefi t claimants’ 
money. 

 Her action comes as the Guardian pub-
lishes  more  signs  of a targets culture  : 
internal documents show evidence of this 
at more than a dozen  jobcentres around 
the country. Civil servants  had said previ-
ous  cases  were isolated incidents.

But mounting evidence, including 

reports from jobcentre workers, suggests 
that the system results in targets and pres-
sure on staff .

        Hodge is to write to Robert Devereux, 
the DWP permanent secretary,  who, with 
his offi  cials, assured the  public accounts 
committee (PAC) in evidence on 18 March  
that no targets or league tables existed. 

 Yesterday   Lord Freud, the employ-
ment minister, accepted that the DWP 
gathers management information on 
the number of sanctions,  which can be 
shown to department staff  if their results 
are anomalous.          

On 18 March , Devereux said : “All the 
manager is trying to do when looking at 
the rates at which people are sanctioned 

is to try to think whether that sounds 
reasonable.” 

 Today   new evidence of targets  is 
revealed, which includes:  
• An email  from jobcentre manage rs in 
Cheshire   that tells their team they are fall-
ing behind others on their sanction rates. 
Apologising for the “harsh message”, it 
says sanctioning is “in the key work objec-
tives, it’s part of our target.”
• Another offi  ce in Kent emailed its staff  
off ering overtime on a Saturday for “both-
erability” interviews – a phrase currently 
in use in some offices meaning to trip 
claimants up or “hassle them into giving 
up claiming benefi ts at all ”, according to 
one staff  member. 

• Several examples of “Performance 
Improvement Plan” [PIP] forms, where 
 employees are being hauled in for not 
stopping enough claimants’ money, refer-
ring to a “minimum expected level” .  
• There are also written reports of “expec-
tations” or pressure being put on staff  in 
Macclesfield, Burnley, Dagenham, Bir-

mingham, Glasgow, and several more in 
Derbyshire.
• Another email sent by a senior manager 
in the Derbyshire area says that sanctions 
 are a top priority .         

In other developments, the shadow 
work and pensions secretary, Liam Byrne, 
 has  wr itten to Lord Freud asking him to 
agree the terms of reference of an inde-
pendent review into sanctions. 

Freud saw off  a Labour attempt in the 
Lords to require the review to look at the 
issue of DWP staff  being disciplined for 
failing to sanction a suffi  cient number of 
clients. He said he did not want the terms 
of the review to be locked down at this 
stage.                    

Drug lord guilty 
as police shut 
down £300m 
smuggling ring

 Jim Norton 

The last remaining kingpin of an inter-
national network of organised criminal 
gangs that flooded the UK with £300 m 
worth of illegal drugs has been brought 
to justice.

At Liverpool crown court   yesterday 
 Phil ip  Baron, 57, pleaded guilty to drug 
traffi  cking and money laundering, which 
had funded a lavish lifestyle for 15 years in 
his adopted home of Co Kildare, Ireland. 

The case is the fi nal piece in the jigsaw 
of Operation Beath; a five-year  investi-
gation by the Serious Organised Crime 
Agency  (Soca) that spanned 22 UK and 
international police forces. Police said 
the smuggling operation was among the 
 10 biggest ever uncovered in the UK. 

Irish authorities believed Baron ran a 
company that rented out deckchairs in 
Spain. But the former HGV driver from 
Salford was actually at the helm of a 
  smuggling operation that imported  more 
than 52 tonnes of cocaine and cannabis 
into the UK. 

The gang labelled the drugs with the 
logos of well-known international compa-
nies – such as the construction company 
Taylor Woodrow – and disguised them in 
machinery and the back of a safe. They 
then used the details of legitimate com-
panies and stolen identities to rent  virtual  
offi  ces in the UK. 

Baron was arrested at his home near the 
fi ve-star golf resort the K Club in 2011 and 
was extradited to Britain two years later. 

Twenty-eight other gang members have 
been sentenced so far and will be in prison 
for a combined total of 189 years. 

Paul Hewett, 55, from Hampshire, 
owned a 64ft yacht and a Porsche ; and 
 Walter Callinan,  60 , from Stoke, had 
amassed a £5 m fortune. Both arranged 
the importation of drugs from Spain 
and were jailed for 20 years and 11 years 
respectively. 

 Former council worker Paul Yearsley, 
44, was sentenced to fi ve years in 2011. 
He owned a seven-bedroom  house in 
Heaton, Bolton, worth around £4 m,   which 
was  featured in Lancashire Life magazine, 
despite his only legitimate income coming 
from a council disability pension.

Baron’s  two children with his second 
wife in Ireland  enjoyed luxurious upbring-
ings. Both went to boarding school and 
owned a horse. But his first daughter, 
Rachel, 30,  lived in poverty  in Bolton. 
Baron was accused of manipulating her 
into moving £1 m in drugs money. She 
was subsequently jailed for three years 
for money laundering. 

Steve Baldwin,  head of  investigations 
in the  north- west for Soca, said: “There  
is no doubt Baron and his associates 
were operating at the top end of organ-
ised crime. 

“There is clear evidence that  [Baron’s] 
criminal activity was having a direct 
impact on communities in many of our 
towns and cities. He recruited people 
whom he could trust to perform specifi c 
roles and moved drugs and cash around 
in a business-like fashion.”

Baron will be sentenced later this 
month. 

From his adopted 
home in Ireland 
Philip Baron ran 
an operation that 
imported 52 tonnes 
of cannabis and 
cocaine into the UK
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