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1. More than one in five (210,000) of Scotland’s children are officially recognised as 
living in poverty, a level significantly higher than in many other European 
countriesi. In 2013/14 the proportion of children in Scotland experiencing poverty 
remained at 22%, after increasing from 19% in 2011/12ii. This increase is in-keeping 
with independent modelling by the Institute for Fiscal studies (IFS) which forecasts a massive 
increase in child poverty in the coming yearsiii. Rates of child poverty for every local authority area 
and council ward in Scotland are available from the End Child Poverty website.  
 
2. Despite the IFS’s deeply worrying projections, the UK government has set out policies in the 
Welfare Reform and Work Bill and 2015 Summer Budget which, if implemented, would increase 
child poverty even more dramatically, with devastating consequences for children and families in 
Scotland.  

3. Measures of extreme concern include the UK Government’s plans to repeal most of the Child 
Poverty Act, reduce the benefit cap, freeze the value of working age benefits and limit eligibility for 
tax credits to the first two children in a family. CPAG is also deeply concerned about the increased 
incidence of acute income crisis and the impact this will have on child wellbeing in Scotland.  
 
Repealing the Child Poverty Act 2010 

4. Clauses 1 to 6 of the Welfare Reform and Work Bill would repeal most of the Child Poverty Act, 
abandoning poverty-reduction targets and proposing new measures of poverty that do not include 
income. Proposed new reporting requirements include worklessness, educational attainment, 
apprenticeships, troubled families and social mobility. While measuring progress in these areas is 
important, it is not an effective means of measuring poverty. Poverty is a condition marked by a lack 
of adequate resources. Whilst some of those resources may not be financial, an inadequate income 
remains the decisive characteristic of poverty and must remain central to any poverty measurement.  
 
5. CPAG in Scotland opposes the removal of the child poverty functions of the Social Mobility and 
Child Poverty Commission, which suggest a lack of commitment to reducing child poverty and 
remove a valuable source of independent advice and expertise to the government.  

6. We therefore urge Scottish MPs to oppose the UK government’s plans to repeal key sections of 
the Child Poverty Act. In the event that the UK government does repeal these provisions, it is vital 
that the Scottish Government commits to ensuring that the current income measures continue to be 
used in Scotland, that there are clear targets in relation to reducing child poverty and that 
commitment to prevent child poverty retains a legislative underpinning. 

Reducing the Benefit Cap 

7. The benefit cap was first introduced in the Welfare Reform Act 2012, capping the total amount of 
benefits that workless families could receive to £26,000 pa (£18,200 for households without 
dependent children). At its current level it is estimated to remove £4 million per year from Scottish 
familiesiv. Clauses 7 and 8 of the Welfare Reform and Work Bill would reduce the cap to £20,000 pa 
(or £13,400), except in Greater London where the cap will be £23,000 pa (or £15,410). The Secretary 
of State is given the power to review the future level of the benefit cap. Currently, the cap is 
implemented by reducing the amount of housing benefit paid to a household, which as a knock on 
impact on local authorities which often supplement the income of affected families using 
discretionary housing payments.  
 

http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/why-end-child-poverty/poverty-in-your-area


8. The benefit cap policy severs the historic link between what families need to live on – as assessed 
by Parliament in its setting of benefit levels – and entitlement. Lowering the cap would mean 
families could be left with less than enough for their basic needs, such as food and warmth. Evidence 
on the current cap suggests that fiscal savings have been small (under 4 per cent of the total savings 
to the social security budget) and the effect on movement into work weak. A lower cap would 
compromise the wellbeing of more children, as housing security is compromised, school life is 
disrupted and community links are broken.  
 
9. Case evidence collected through CPAG’s Early Warning System highlights the dramatic effect that 
the existing cap can have on vulnerable families in Scotland. Cases of this kind will become more 
common across Scotland if the cap is lowered.  

A lone parent with 5 young children who has been living in temporary accommodation, 
secured with the assistance of Women’s Aid, since she separated from her husband early last 
year due to domestic violence. She is currently on the waiting list for a permanent property. In 
the meantime she has had her housing benefit cut to 50p per week as a result of the benefits 
cap. 

Freezing the value of working age benefits 

10. The UK government is proposing extending the freeze on working age benefits from two years to 
four years, ending in April 2020. This would end the link with both prices and earnings and 
effectively cuts benefit support loose from the cost of living. It would ensure the lowest income 
households continue to get poorer over the coming years. Between 2010 and 2020, for example, 
child benefit is projected to lose 28 per cent of its value.  

11. This will have a dramatic impact on rates of child poverty in Scotland. Whilst the causes of child 

poverty are complex, the IFS has made it clear that projected increases in rates of child poverty are 

largely a result of changes to the UK social security system. In particular, the IFS has noted that, at 

UK level, ‘real cuts to working-age benefits are a key reason behind rising child poverty’.v  

12. In addition, the cost of many of the items needed to provide a minimum standard of living for a 

child are rising faster than inflation. CPAG undertook research on how the cost of essentials has risen 

in comparison with benefits. This found that while the value of benefits was largely protected by 

relatively low rises in costs for food, fuel and lighting through the 1990s and early 2000s, since 2008 

the cost of these essentials has risen much faster than the uprating of benefitsvi. Families are hit by 

the ‘double whammy’ of sharply rising costs and stagnating incomes.  

 

13. Case evidence collected through CPAG’s Early Warning System highlights the extent to which the 

falling value of family benefits is already putting a huge strain on families’ ability to budget and to 

cover basic essential costs. Liam, is the lone father of a disabled child from Edinburgh. He is in 

receipt of ESA and told CPAG in Scotland,  

“You've got to live. But it's hard when you have to make choices. Do you cut down on the 

electricity you’re using or do you cut down on the food? And when you're cutting right down 

to the bare minimum it's hard to cut back any more. Heating it over the winter time, it costs 

a fortune. I shut one bedroom door without heating the bedroom and then that leads to 

dampness in the bedroom. It's a ground floor flat and the dampness is really bad.” 

14. Cases also illustrate how falling income can affect the health and wellbeing of children, with 

children’s nutrition, safety and security being undermined.  

Rebecca lives in Inverness and has a 16 month old baby. She says, “I am £120 to £150 per 
month in electricity. The storage heaters have made the baby ill since we’ve moved in there. 



She’s got crackled breathing. Doctors have tried to give me an inhaler but I know fine well it’s 
not the inhaler, because the next day elsewhere she’s fine. It’s due to the storage heaters.” 

Mary, mother of a teenage disabled son from Fife told us, “We'd love to have fruit and veg 
every day... and chicken, instead of junk and junk and junk. Like I say, you get five packets of 
biscuits for £1, what you pay for a melon. So it's just easier but it’s not good for your health…I 
think that’s why I’ve been so ill, having to eat it because there was nothing else but 
processed foods” 

15. CPAG in Scotland believes that the UK government should withdraw clauses 9 and 10 of the 
Welfare Reform and Work Bill and that, instead, children’s benefits should be given the same 
‘triple-lock’ protection as basic state pensions enjoy. 

Limiting access to tax credits 

16. Limiting child tax credit to the first two children would have a dramatic impact on a minority of 

families. Clauses 11 and 12 of the Welfare Reform and Work Bill will remove entitlement to child tax 

credit for the third and subsequent children born in a family after 6 April 2017. Currently, 872,000 

families in the UK (548,000 of whom are in work) receive an average of £3,670 a year by way of 

support for third and subsequent children.vii 

 

17. This provision is of particular concern given that the risk of child poverty is already significantly 

higher among larger families. Currently, a third (34 per cent) of children living in poverty live in 

families with three or more childrenviii. The policy therefore threatens to undermine the financial 

security of thousands of vulnerable families already experiencing, or at heightened risk of, poverty. 

The proposal will affect a small, but significant, minority of families in the UK. Currently, 21 per cent 

of families currently in receipt of tax credits have three or more childrenix. Case evidence collected 

through CPAG’s Early Warning System highlights how large families can struggle with the basic costs 

involved in raising a family. 

 

Jamie works in a school and has 4 children of school age. “Straight away there, if you take into 

account the two wee ones, they’re at primary school, and the two older ones at secondary school, 

you're talking, just for their lunches, about 50 quid a week’. ’Even if you go down the packed lunch 

route it's still close to 50 quid a week for the four of them. Then you got bus fares and things like that 

as well’. ‘I don't think they take stuff like that (expenditure) into account’. 

18. In addition, a statutory instrument being voted on by MPs on the same day as this debate on 
child poverty, seeks to implement deep and far-reaching cuts to tax credits. The draft SIx seeks to 
implement announcements in the July Budget to withdraw tax credit support from families earlier 
(by reducing the allowance for how much people can earn before tax credits start to be withdrawn) 
and at a faster rate as the incomes of the low paid rise (by increasing the taper rate). Analysis by the 
House of Commons library, commissioned by Frank Field MP,  finds: 

 3.2 million people will lose an average of £1350 next year 

 754,900 families earning between £10,000 and £20,000 a year will lose up to £2,184 next 
year. Families earning £10,226 will be exactly £1500 worse off. 

 51,600 families earning between £20,000 and £30,000 will be made worse off by up to 
£2,884 next year.  

 580,100 of Britain’s poorest working families earning less than £6,420 a year face the 
prospect of being ‘taxed’ for the first time. Those earning between £3,850 (the level of the 



proposed allowance) and £6,430 (the current level) will lose 48p in tax credits for each 
pound they earn. Families earning £6,410 a year will be £1200 worse off as a result.  

These measures will clearly have a devastating impact on low income families, including thousands 
in Scotland. CPAG in Scotland therefore call on MPs of all parties to contribute to the debate and 
oppose cuts to tax credits. 

Increased incidence of income crisis 

19. As well as the growing pressure on family resources as a result of welfare reform and the falling 
value of family benefits, the increase in food bank use in Scotland is demonstrative of the growing 
number of households experiencing acute income crisis, whereby something has happened to 
completely stop or dramatically reduce family income. Research conducted by CPAG in Scotland in 
partnership with the Trussell Trust and Oxfam strongly suggests this increased incidence of income 
crisis is largely a result of problems with the social security systemxi. For between half and two thirds 
of the users involved in the research, the immediate trigger for food bank use was linked to 
problems with benefits (including waiting for benefits to be paid, sanctions, problems with ESA) or 
missing tax credits.  

20. Case evidence gathered in Scotland suggests that children – as well as adults – are adversely by 
income crisis of this nature. For example; 

- A pregnant woman with two young children failed to complete mandatory work activity 
because she did not have access to a computer. Her sanction was applied on Wednesday but 
she was not informed that she could apply for a hardship payment until the Friday. She was 
told on the Friday that she would not be able to apply for the payment until the following 
Monday and had no money to get through the weekend. 

- A couple with three children accessed the food bank after a change in circumstances meant 
their JSA was suspended and their income was reduced to £44 per week. This was placing a 
serious strain on the mother’s mental health.  

21. Indeed, in February, the DWP published Freedom of Information response showing that – across 
the UK - there were at least 93,410 children in households affected by sanctionsxii.  Dr Webster of 
Glasgow University noted that, “It can be inferred that one dependent child will be affected for 
approximately every six JSA claimants who are sanctioned.xiii” 

22. It is therefore essential that the UK Government takes immediate steps to reduce the incidence 
of income crisis by reconsidering its approach to fixed term sanctions and by investing in 
administration of the social security system to minimise error and delay.  

Current UK Government policy creates a very real and present danger to children in and at risk of 
poverty in Scotland. We urge MPs to reject the proposals outlined above and instead argue for the 
UK government to: 

 Make ending child poverty an economic and social policy priority 

 Develop, fund and implement a long term plan to end child poverty 

 Back working parents by helping them bring home a decent income and by strengthening 
universal credit 

 Reduce the demand for foodbanks by ending costly delays and poor decision making in the 
benefits system 

 Protect families from rising living costs by restoring the value of children’s benefits, 
protecting them with a ‘triple lock’  



 Develop and fund an ambitious childcare strategy 

For more information contact Hanna McCulloch, Policy and Parliamentary Officer, Child Poverty 
Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland, 0141 611 7090, hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk  

i International comparisons are for 2011 on a before housing costs basis under which 15% of Scotland’s 
children live in poverty. Poverty in Scotland 2014 see Chapter 5 Figures 5.3, p90 and 5.6, p94 
ii Latest 2013/14 Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland figures, Table A1: Relative Poverty in Scottish 
Households 1994/5 to 2013/14, www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/06/7453/10 
iii The most recent modelling (January 2014) by the Institute for Fiscal Studies suggests that up to 100 000 
children will be pushed into poverty by 2020 with the proportion of children living in poverty in Scotland 
forecast to increase to 26.2% by 2020, after housing costs are taken into account see 
http://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/7054 Appendix Table B2 
iv http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/87136.aspx  
v Child and Working-age Poverty in Northern Ireland Over the Next Decade: an update, Institute for Fiscal 
Studies, September 2014 
vi D Hirsch, The Cost of a Child in 2015, CPAG, 2014, 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Cost_of_a_child_2014.pdf  
vii A Hood, Benefit Changes and Distributional Analysis, Institute for Fiscal Studies, July 2015,  
 http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/budgets/Budgets%202015/Summer/Hood_distributional 
_analysis.pdf   
viii Households Below Average Income: an analysis of the income distribution 1993/94 –2013/14, supporting  
data Table 4.3db 
ix Child and Working Tax Credits: finalised annual awards 2012 to 2013, HM Revenue and Customs, 
Table 2.2  
x http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2015/9780111138946 
xi http://www.trusselltrust.org/resources/documents/press/foodbank-report.pdf  
xii The full FoI response is at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/405799/4805-2014.pdf  
xiii BRIEFING: THE DWP’S JSA/ESA SANCTIONS STATISTICS RELEASE, 18 February 2015 
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