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Building ‘cash
first’ momentum
while breaking
the food bank
paradox from
the ground up

SABINE GOODWIN and MARIA MARSHALL

The cash first approach to reducing poverty
prioritises advice and support to maximise

income; families in need get cash, shopping
vouchers or gift cards in lieu of food parcels.
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BUILDING ‘CASH FIRST' MOMENTUM

ust over a decade ago, we didn’t hear about

large numbers of people struggling to afford

food, toiletries, rent and heating. Having to rely
on social security payments didn’t mean waiting for
at least five weeks for a first universal credit (UC)
payment, getting support for only two children, and
risking sanctions for being a couple of minutes late
to a Jobcentre appointment.! Being in work meant
security and adequate wages, not having to still
resort to a food bank to feed your family while
keeping a roof over your head.?

Back then, if people faced a crisis, it was possible to
rely on support from your local authority whether
you lived in England, Scotland, Wales or Northern
Ireland. In 2013, the UK government eliminated the
discretionary social fund that provided local crisis
support and left local authorities and their residents
in limbo except for unsatisfactory local welfare
assistance.? Now, for people in many local authorities
in England who run out of money because of an
unexpected event, there is no local crisis support at
all. In Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland the
discretionary social fund was replaced with
alternative crisis support systems.*

Fast forward 11 years and spiralling food bank
figures have made headline news again and again.’
As we head into a long-awaited election year, it’s
clearer than ever that the millions and millions of
emergency food parcels distributed by the Trussell
Trust, Salvation Army, independent food banks,
schools, universities, advice providers, housing
associations and hospitals haven’t been able to
prevent rising poverty in the UK. As many as 3.8
million people were classed as destitute by the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) in 2022.5

Demand now exceeds
donations and capacity

To make matters worse, food aid providers have
recently been running out of resources as the scale
of demand outstrips donations, surplus food and
volunteer capacity.” What's more, most households
struggling to cope with severe food insecurity —
cutting back on meals or running out of money to
afford food — don’t use food banks. The latest Family
Resources Survey data from the Department for
Work and Pensions (DWP) tells us that the vast
majority of households facing hunger, or severe
food insecurity, aren’t represented in food bank
statistics.® No matter how well intentioned,
investment in a charitable food response will never
address the problem of food insecurity or poverty.

As it's become clear that food banks are not the
answer to this problem, we have seen a proliferation
in alternative forms of charitable food aid such as
social supermarkets, food pantries or affordable
food clubs. While one can argue that it may be more
dignified to be able to purchase food at lower prices
in shop-like environments, these approaches are still
part of a second-tier system dependent on surplus
food, charitable donations and volunteer labour.

Similarly, there are other forms of ‘banks’ catching
the public’s attention. Baby banks received royal

What these ‘banks’, and charitable food retailers,
have in common is that their teams are swimming
against the tide. They can’t possibly stop the
poverty that’s driving the need for their services.
Neither food banks nor food pantries can prevent
hunger from happening. Baby banks cannot provide
parents with the regular income they need to buy
formula milk. Fuel banks won’t make electricity and
gas affordable as energy bills continue to rise.
Charity in response to poverty is neither effective
nor sustainable.

The ‘cash first’ approach

The solution that will reduce record-breaking
destitution figures, and take the pressure off
overwhelmed charity workers and volunteers, is
obvious. Going back in time is the way forward.
Increasing people’s incomes prevents hardship and
what we call a ‘cash first’ approach to food
insecurity is gathering credence.

The term ‘cash first” was originally popularised in
Scotland by the project A Menu for Change, a
collaboration of anti-poverty charities dedicated to

demonstrating that food insecurity was rooted in
people’s lack of income.

Cash first is an income-focused approach to reducing
poverty. Ultimately, a cash first approach would
result in everyone in our society being able to access
a living income through adequate social security
payments and wages, as well as find local support
through cash payments in times of crisis. In the
meantime, a cash first approach to food insecurity
involves prioritising advice and support to maximise
income over ‘sticking plaster’ food support
responses. Where charitable support is needed,
cash first calls for this to be made via cash, shopping
vouchers or gift cards in lieu of food parcels.

We know that a cash first approach to food insecurity
works. Food banks in IFAN’s network have reported
that recent UK government cost-of-living payments
have seen food bank numbers temporarily drop. For
example, IFAN member The Welcome Centre in
Kirklees saw only two months in 2022 when fewer
people were supported than in 2021. These months
were July and November just as cost-of-living
payments were issued (see Figure 1).

Cash First: Ending the need for charitable food aid

Adequate benefit payments, wages and secure work

would mean everyone could afford food.

Ensuring access to cash in a crisis reduces food
insecurity and pressure on food banks.

Vouchers/cash via
advice agent

Potential for more choice
and dignity, still a stop gap
measure.

provider
Charitable food

aid provider

Such as a food bank, food pantry,
social supermarket, larder or
soup kitchen.

Cash payments via
local authority

Vouchers/cash via
charitable food aid

Adequate social
security & wages

Advice is key...

Adequate advice and
support is fundamental
to a cash first approach.
Properly funded advice
services and referral
pathways will ensure
everyone can access
their full entitlements.

INDEPENDENT
FOOD AID
NETWORK

www.foodaidnetwork.org.uk

Figure 1: Number of people supported with food parcels by month in 2021 and 2022 (The Welcome Centre, Kirklees)
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patronage last year while bed banks, data banks and
fuel banks disaggregate poverty and further entrench MONTH
a charitable response to people’s lack of income.*° Source: The Welcome Centre, Kirklees
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In 2013, the UK
government eliminated
the discretionary
social fund that
provided local crisis
support and left local
authorities and their
residents in limbo
except for
unsatisfactory local
welfare assistance.
Now, for people in
many local authorities
in England who run out
of money because of
an unexpected event,
there is no local crisis
support at all.

In Scotland, the Scottish child payment, which was
raised to £25 per week per child in November 2022,
is a direct cash payment to low-income families with
children under 16 that is bringing child poverty rates
down.! Latest child poverty statistics for April 2021
to March 2022 demonstrate the difference this
intervention was making even before it was
increased — 24 per cent of children in Scotland lived
in poverty as opposed to 31 per cent in England.'?13

We can also see the effect of cash first in the DWP’s
own data. Family Resources Survey figures show
there was a 16 per cent fall in moderate and severe
food insecurity in households on UC while the short-
lived £20 a week uplift to the main social security
payment was in place.**

As this reality becomes more apparent, the real
solution to poverty is beginning to gather
momentum. Not necessarily in the media or in the
plans of political parties about to vie for
parliamentary seats in Westminster, but in local
communities where hunger, poverty and hardship
are real, and the stakes are highest.

How cash first is working in
Scotland

Local energy for a cash first approach has been
noticeable in Scotland where, in June 2023, the
Scottish government unveiled its plan Cash First:
Towards ending the need for food banks in Scotland.*®

The plan resulted from sustained third sector
campaigning in Scotland for a cash first approach
to food insecurity rooted in the work of the project
A Menu for Change. A consultation on the draft
plan ran from October 2021 to January 2022 and
received over 400 submissions, including many from
food banks. Before the publication of the Scottish
government’s final strategy towards ending the
need for food banks, local cash first approaches
were already being taken across Scotland. IFAN and
the Trussell Trust ran a joint conference in Glasgow
in March 2023 bringing together food aid
providers, support workers, local authority teams
and campaigners and showcased how communities
were not waiting for the Scottish government to
direct them towards taking a cash first approach.
This was already being delivered at a local level.

While there’s much in the plan that means it falls
short of eliminating the need for charitable food aid
in Scotland, such as its failure to increase
investment in the Scottish welfare fund, there is also
much to celebrate, including the focus and
investment in cash first local partnerships to tackle
food insecurity.

Cash first partnerships are building pathways
towards income-focused solutions at the heart of
their local communities. Newly formed or existing
partnerships in nearly every local authority in
Scotland made applications to receive funding from
the Scottish government’s Cash-First Fund,’
showing both the need and the appetite for building
local and collaborative cash first approaches.

Many food banks have long been distributing
shopping vouchers or gift cards as a more effective
way to support people facing food insecurity than
giving out food parcels. One of the Scottish
government’s cash first actions is a food insecurity
pilot run by Citizens Advice Scotland through which
people accessing a Citizens Advice Bureau in some
local authorities can receive a shopping voucher or
cash payment directly, alongside or as an alternative
to a food bank referral. This is a positive step that
will prove the effectiveness of moving responses up
the cash first ‘hierarchy’ and will hopefully be rolled
out in further areas.

IFAN's ‘Worrying About Money?’ cash first referral
leaflets,'® which have been co-developed in
Scotland since 2020, are also featured in the plan.
Based on learning from the project A Menu for
Change, the leaflets are three-step resources to
guide both people facing money worries and
support workers to locally available cash first
options and the local agencies best placed to help.
Food aid providers have played integral roles in the
co-development and dissemination of these leaflets
in individual communities across Scotland.*®

One of the Scottish
government’s cash
first actions is a food
insecurity pilot run
by Citizens Advice
Scotland through
which people
accessing a Citizens
Advice Bureau in
some local
authorities can
receive a shopping
voucher or cash
payment directly,
alongside or as an
alternative o a food
bank referral.

Why Cash First?

UK with no need for

charitable food aid

Referral agent
distributing vouchers

Food aid providers

distributing vouchers v

Cash first approaches

Potential to provide more
choice and dignity

Charitable food aid provision
as a stop gap measure
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Developing cash first in
England and Wales

IFAN has also helped to spread some of the cash
first message in local authorities in England and
Wales. ‘Worrying About Money?’ leaflets are in
circulation in more than 80 local authorities in
England and Wales. Following the co-development
of Cornwall’s ‘Worrying About Money?’ leaflet,® a
dialogue was opened between Cornwall Council and
local third sector groups on how the local welfare
assistance scheme could better support residents
facing a financial crisis. These conversations have
led to several positive changes in the local delivery
of this scheme in Cornwall and have contributed to
Cornwall Council’s decision to take a cash first
approach in its latest distribution of the household
support fund (HSF).

Cornwall Council is certainly not alone in prioritising
direct support for people when distributing the HSF.
The DWP, which funds the HSF, has recently issued
more flexible guidance about how local authorities
can disseminate the fund. The initial rubric for local
authorities frequently referred to food banks as a
route to distribute the funding, while now the
guidelines explicitly suggest the use of the funding
for direct cash or voucher support. Alongside the
loosening of the rules, we’ve seen local authorities
using HSF funding not to bolster food banks to
distribute food parcels but to provide cash payments
directly to people struggling to afford the essentials.

A crisis for crisis support
in England

IFAN's new project, Can you get cash in a crisis?,
tracks the availability of local authority cash support
in a sample of areas in England. This work
demonstrates the patchwork nature of cash first
support in England compared to the Scottish welfare
fund, discretionary assistance fund and discretionary
support in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland
respectively. But it also shows the local authorities
successfully delivering crisis support in cash through
local welfare assistance schemes and/or distribution
of the HSF. For food banks in these areas, this is
positive progress indeed.

Ultimately, a ‘cash first’
approach would result in a
living income for all through
adequate social security
payments and wages, as well
as local support through cash
payments in times of crisis.

However, crisis support in England currently stands
on a precipice. Sixty-two per cent of all local welfare
spending in England is from the HSF,?! yet the DWP
has refused to confirm its extension, or whether it
will be abandoned, beyond March 2024.22 To truly
tackle food insecurity, we need structural change to
prevent financially induced crises from happening in
the first place, not just to respond to them. However,
when it comes to reversing the institutionalisation
of charitable food aid, how crisis support is provided
at a local level matters a great deal. The potential
abandonment of the HSF risks the removal of local
cash first responses before they have had a chance
to cement themselves in communities. Without the
resources to support people in crisis, local
authorities will have no choice but to continue to
rely on overstretched food banks to support
increasing numbers of people falling into hardship.

And as food bank teams continue to do their utmost
to meet the needs of people unable to afford the
bare essentials in their communities, they know
their help can only ever temporarily fill the gap. This
paradox has already spanned more than a decade:
more and more food bank teams, on top of fire-
fighting, have been working hard to make their
voices heard.? In many cases, local authorities have
listened to these voices and taken action to provide
cash first support and embed income-focused
referral pathways to help people facing financial
crises. Now, more than ever, our government — and
any government in waiting — must listen too.

Sabine Goodwin is director and Maria Marshall is
project manager at the Independent Food Aid
Network (IFAN).
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