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____________________________________________________________________________ 

The Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland works for the one in four children in Scotland growing up in 
poverty. We collect evidence from families living in poverty and campaign for solutions to bring about a society 
where children have a fair chance in life free from hardship. We provide training, advice and information on social 
security to frontline workers to make sure families get the financial support they need. In this briefing we look at 
how the Programme for Government 2023 to 2024 and the 2024/25 Scottish budget can ensure the Scottish 
government makes further substantive progress toward meeting Scotland’s statutory child poverty targets. 

Summary 

The Scottish government’s Programme for Government 2023-24 must: 

• Increase the Scottish child payment at the very least to £30 per week from April 2024, as committed by 
the First Minister in his leadership campaign. To be sure of bringing child poverty below 18% analysis 
suggests a £40 Scottish child payment is needed. 

• Ensure sufficient resources are harnessed and allocated to fund the wider measures set out in the 
statutory child poverty delivery plan - Best Start, Bright Futures. 

• Provide additional cash payments to families impacted by the two-child limit and the under 25 penalty in 
universal credit. 

• Continue to provide sufficient investment in Best Start payments to, at the very least, ensure they retain 
their real terms value. 

• Expand income maximisation and advice services, including the training of new advisers. 

• Invest in childcare so not only can the actions in Best Start, Bright Futures be delivered, but every parent 
can access the childcare they need, when they need it.  

• Keep the commitment to increase the minimum school clothing grant in line with inflation. 

• Ensure that schools have sufficient resources to remove cost barriers, including to provide every child with 
a device and connectivity; remove costs for curriculum related trips and activities and ensure all pupils are 
able to attend ‘rite of passage’ trips. 
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• Roll out free school meals to all primary school pupils and create a timetable for the introduction of 
universal free school meals in secondary schools. 

• Make further investment in the Scottish welfare fund, including the administration and promotion of the 
fund to ensure it can meet demand.  

• Ensure local authorities receive sufficient funds and clear guidance to enable them to use local powers to 
provide payments to migrant families whose status limits their rights to social security benefits. 

• Be bold in using tax powers in a progressive way to ensure sufficient resources are available to fully 
deliver on the actions that are needed to tackle child poverty.  

 

Introduction 

Tackling child poverty in Scotland is a priority for the Scottish government, and the government’s policies are 
working to reduce child poverty. Institute for Fiscal Studies analysis concludes that, as a result of recent Scottish 
tax and benefit policies, “amongst the poorest 30% of households, those with children will see their incomes 
boosted by around a sizeable £2,000 a year” compared to those in England and Wales.1 Our Cost of a Child in 
Scotland report2 shows the investment in the Scottish child payment and other low-income benefits, free school 
meals, free bus travel, funded childcare and reducing the costs of the school day are all having a welcome impact. 
Analyses shows that child poverty in Scotland will start to fall significantly.3 However, more needs to be done to 
ensure Scotland meets its legally binding child poverty targets.4 

The commitment from the First Minister to use ‘all the powers we have to reach our targets of substantially 
reducing child poverty’5 is therefore very welcome. In his first budget these words must be matched by actions. 
The 2024/25 budget must at the very least harness and allocate sufficient resources to fund the measures set out 
in the statutory child poverty delivery plan - Best Start, Bright Futures. These measures are vital to both lift 
families out of poverty and prevent families falling into poverty. However, the Scottish government’s own analysis6 
shows that the interim child poverty target may be missed, and that its current policy package is not sufficient to 
meet the 2030 target of less than 10% of children living in poverty by 2030. Below we set out what the spending 
priorities should be to ensure child poverty targets are met. 

Spending priorities 

The Scottish child payment 

A key cause of child poverty is inadequate social security7. The Scottish child payment, an additional social security 
payment to many low-income families, is proving a vital investment. It is forecast to reduce child poverty in 
Scotland by around five percentage points – lifting up to 50 000 children out of poverty.8   

However, it is essential that the Scottish child payment retains its real terms value. By April 2024 it will not have 
been increased for 16 months. Families have been facing inflation rates that haven’t been seen for decades - with 
costs still rising, and low-income households worst affected.9  The First Minister committed to increase the 
Scottish child payment to £30 a week in “his first budget if elected first minister”.10 This is the minimum extra 
investment that is needed to support families. Analysis11 suggests a payment of £40 per week will be needed to 
ensure child poverty levels fall below the 2023/24 interim target by 2024/25. The Scottish government must 
increase the Scottish child payment to at the least £30 per week from April 2024, as committed by the First 
Minister. However, to be sure of bringing child poverty below the interim target level a £40 Scottish child payment 
is needed. 
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The two-child limit  

Families already at increased risk of poverty are being badly affected by UK wide social security policies - the two-
child limit,12 the benefit cap13, the bedroom tax and the young parent penalty.14 The responsibility for these 
policies lies with Westminster and the UK government must abolish them at source. The Scottish government 
mitigation of the bedroom tax and benefit cap are extremely welcome.15 With CPAG analysis now showing the 
two-child limit affects over 80 000 children in Scotland and pushes up to 15 000 of them into poverty it is 
necessary for the Scottish government to now address its impact. The young parent penalty also reduces the 
income of families at particular risk of poverty.16 The most effective way to mitigate these policies in Scotland is 
through additional payments of the Scottish child payment to the families that are affected.17 The Scottish 
government must address the impact of the two-child limit and the under 25 penalty in universal credit through 
additional payments of the Scottish child payment. 

Other cash payments  

Other Social Security Scotland cash payments to low-income families - Best Start grants paid at key points in a 
child’s life, and Best Start food payments - provide vital additional financial support. However, at present not all 
families in poverty are entitled to all these payments. We therefore welcome the commitment to extend Best 
Start foods to all families entitled to universal credit in February 2024.18 The Scottish budget must provide 
sufficient investment in these payments, to, at the very least, ensure they retain their real terms value.  
Legislation19 should be amended to ensure they continue to retain their value in the future. 

The ever-increasing complexity of social security, along with rising costs and insufficient wages, mean more people 
than ever are seeking advice from welfare rights services. Evidence from our advice line consistently highlights 
that many people cannot access their maximum social security entitlement without expert help and advice. We 
welcome the colocation of advice services, and effective referral pathways, that we are seeing in local authorities 
and health settings across Scotland.20 However, we understand that there is a lack of capacity within advice 
services,21 as well as difficulty recruiting new advisers. The Scottish budget must provide sufficient investment to 
fund the expansion of income maximisation and advice services, including the training of new advisers. 

Employment and childcare 

The level of paid work in a family is a key factor in providing protection from poverty. In a family where one adult 
works full time and one part time, the risk of child poverty is 7%, compared to 40% where there is only part time 
employment.22 Yet more than two thirds of children in poverty live in working households.23 There is evidence that 
child poverty, gender and disability are linked.  Analysis suggests that removing barriers to work for mothers and 
for parents affected by disability, and tackling the labour market inequality they face, is necessary to address child 
poverty.24 The Scottish government’s child poverty delivery plans committed to reducing the gender, ethnicity and 
disability pay and employment gaps. The Scottish government must do more to tackle the structural employment 
barriers and inequalities that these groups face. 

Lack of appropriate childcare, and the childcare costs families face, continue to lock children in poverty, despite 
significant improvements in funded childcare in Scotland in recent years. We welcome the commitments the 
Scottish government has already made,25 and the recognition in the Best Start, Bright Futures: Tackling Child Poverty 
Delivery Plan 2022 to 2026,26 that tackling child poverty will require further investment in childcare. Government 
must now prioritise investment to ensure that the commitment (set out in the delivery plan) of a funded offer of 
early learning and childcare for children aged one and two and a system of school age childcare are 
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implemented.  However, it needs to go further and ensure every parent can access the childcare they need, when 
they need it. A strategy with adequate funding must be put in place toward delivering on the vision for childcare in 
Scotland developed by CPAG, Close the Gap, One Parent Families Scotland, Parenting across Scotland, Save the 
Children and others.27 In short, the Scottish government must fund and deliver the commitments in Best Start, 
Bright Futures, and go further to ensure every parent can access up to 50 hours childcare per week, when they 
need it. 

Housing 

Housing costs have an important impact on child poverty. In the period 2019 - 2022, before housing costs are taken 
into consideration 22% of children were living in poverty, after housing costs that figure rises to 24%.28 This reflects 
the inadequacy of the incomes families have at their disposal once housing costs, over which they often have limited 
control, are taken into account. Good quality, affordable family housing is still too often difficult to access. Reduced 
support for housing costs within the UK social security system leaves many families with a shortfall which they must 
cover from other means, including benefits not meant for housing costs. This can leave families with little or nothing 
to live on, pushing them into deeper poverty. The Scottish government must ensure an adequate supply of 
affordable, secure, good quality family housing. 

Free school meals  

The cost of school meals continues to be a significant pressure on increasingly hard-pressed household budgets, 
particularly for those just above the means-tested threshold for free meals. Research continues to show that 
universal provision is progressive and helps tackle inequality.29 It is disappointing that the Scottish government’s 
commitment to introduce free school meals to all primary school children by August 202230 has not been met. We 
are concerned that there is still no agreed timetable for the full roll out of this policy.  

The same approach should be taken towards school meals in high schools. We understand that there are capacity 
and logistical barriers to extending provision in high schools, but a commitment to a universal approach would give 
local authorities the confidence to invest in creating sufficient catering facilities in all high schools. An immediate 
first step could be the extension of free school meals to all families in receipt of universal credit, or an equivalent 
means-tested benefit31 as part of a roadmap towards universal provision. The Scottish government must roll out 
free school meals to all primary school pupils and create a timetable for the introduction of universal free school 
meals in secondary schools. 

School clothing grants 

Uniform is frequently cited by parents and carers as one of their most significant school costs. Uniform policies 
vary from school to school, and this has implications for affordability. The new statutory guidance on school 
uniform must be brought in as soon as possible. The national minimum32 school clothing grant is also welcome. 
The SNP manifesto committed to increase the minimum grant in line with inflation each year,33 but this has not 
happened. In real terms the value of clothing grants has fallen over the past two years.34 Furthermore many 
struggling families' have incomes that are above the income thresholds used to define eligibility for the grants. 
These thresholds have also not increased in line with inflation.  
The Scottish Government must: 

• Keep the commitment to increase the minimum clothing grant in line with inflation, lifting them to at least 
£150 for primary school and £185 for high school pupils by the summer 2024;35 and 

• Work with local authorities to ensure that income thresholds used for school clothing grants increase 
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at a minimum in line with inflation, as a step towards extending eligibility to all families in receipt of 
universal credit (or an equivalent benefits).  

 

Other costs of the school day  

The Scottish government has committed to ‘ensure access to a device for every school aged child’;36  to ‘support 
schools to provide inclusive trips and activities for all and ensure consistent practice across Scotland’, and to ‘ensure 
that schools and teachers are resourced to deliver [the Curriculum for Excellence]’. 37 With families continuing to 
face rising costs it is now more important than ever that costs of the school day are minimised. The Scottish 
government must ensure that local authorities and schools have sufficient resources to: 

• provide every child with a device and connectivity; 

• ensure families do not face costs for curriculum related trips and activities; 

• ensure all pupils are able to attend ‘rite of passage’ trips, such as P7 residentials; and 

• introduce minimum entitlement for all secondary pupils to attend at least one ‘optional’ trip during their 
time at school. 

 

Cash first support in a crisis – the Scottish welfare fund 

Despite the Scottish government’s welcome commitments to a cash first approach to supporting households in 
immediate crisis38 too many families in Scotland continue to rely on emergency food aid or charity handouts.39  

For those in immediate crisis the Scottish welfare fund should be the key source of cash first support. The 
government’s Scottish Welfare Fund Action Plan,40 should, if fully implemented, address many of the concerns that 
have previously been identified in the administration and promotion of the fund. The Scottish government must 
now provide sufficient investment in the administration and promotion of the Scottish welfare fund to ensure those 
who need it can get the support they need, and it can play the fullest possible role in ending the need for foodbanks. 

The government’s review of the Fund also notes evidence that demand for crisis support is now outstripping the 
funding local authorities are provided with, putting increasing pressure on wider Scottish welfare fund budgets.41 
The role of the Scottish welfare fund is not only to provide financial support in a crisis, but also to provide vital 
support through community care grants. The Scottish government must ensure investment in the Scottish welfare 
fund can meet demand for crisis support as well as the wider role of providing community care grants.  

Not everyone is able to access cash support via the Scottish welfare fund. The Scottish welfare fund is only able to 
help when someone has a crisis or has a need for ‘occasional support’,42 whereas many people are in need of 
ongoing access to emergency food. Some families are also excluded from accessing the fund, such as those who 
have ‘no recourse to public funds.’ The Scottish government must ensure local authorities receive sufficient funds 
and clear guidance to enable them to use local powers to provide payments to, for example, migrant families whose 
status limits their rights to social security benefits and who are at risk of destitution.43 

Using tax powers to tackle child poverty.  

Taxation policy needs to ensure sufficient resources are available to deliver on the Scottish government’s 
priorities, legal child poverty commitments and human rights obligations. It should not be assumed current 
taxation policy will be sufficient. Scotland has wide ranging powers over taxation, the full scope of which are 
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still to be explored. The Scottish government needs to review all devolved tax powers and identify how to make 
progressive use of those powers to fund the social infrastructure needed, not just to prevent more children being 
pushed into poverty, but to help end that poverty for good. The Scottish government must commit to undertaking 
and publishing a review of Scotland’s tax powers. The scope of the review should be bold and include, for 
example, opportunities to overhaul council tax and introduce Scotland specific taxes on wealth and inheritance.  

Income tax 

The next year will be financially challenging for government,44 but with prices and costs continuing to rise it will be 
even more challenging for low-income families.  The Scottish government must ensure it has the additional 
revenues needed to invest in preventing child poverty. The changes made to income tax in Scotland to date have 
been progressive and provided welcome additional resources to help meet government priorities, including the 
reduction of child poverty. However, there is more that the Scottish government could do. Changes to income tax 
are the quickest way for the Scottish government to raise more revenue in a fair and progressive way. Given the 
pressure on existing government resources this budget must make further progressive changes to income tax to 
generate the additional revenue needed to fully deliver action needed to meet child poverty commitments. 

In the longer term increasing the tax base in Scotland is important to allow sufficient revenue to be generated. 
Closing the gender pay gap would bring more women into the tax system, and create more higher rate taxpayers, 
as well as reducing child poverty. Investment in childcare helps increase employment and increases the tax base, 
whilst also reducing costs for families. Removing barriers to employment for people with disabilities, BME 
communities, low-income households, and women, would increase the income from work for many families at 
greater risk of poverty, whilst also increasing the number of taxpayers. 

Despite aspects of employment legislation being reserved to the UK government there is much that could be done 
in Scotland. The Scottish government must leverage the influence public procurement plays to promote more 
family friendly employment opportunities. There is also a key role for employers in Scotland to play in bringing 
about these changes. 

 

 

 

For more information contact:  Ed Pybus, Policy and Parliamentary Officer, CPAG in Scotland 

Email: epybus@cpagscotland.org.uk  
Phone: 0141 552 3545 Mobile: 07903 638 226 
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