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Briefing in advance of Scottish Government debate on Welfare – 13th August 2014 

1. Welfare reform and child poverty 

More than one in five (220,000) of Scotland’s children are officially recognised as living in 
povertyi, In 2012/13 the proportion of children in Scotland experiencing poverty increased 

from 19% to 22%ii. This increase is in-keeping with independent modelling by the Institute for 

Fiscal Studies (IFS) which forecasts a massive increase in child poverty, with up to 100,000 
more children pushed into poverty in Scotland by 2020iii. Welfare ’reforms’ having most 

impact on children include:  

1.1 Real term cuts: Since April 2011, benefits previously uprated in line with the 
Retail Price Index (RPI) have been uprated using the generally lower Consumer 
Prices Index, and have been subject to a 1% uprating cap since April 2013 compared 
to an RPI inflation rate now running at 2.6%iv. In addition, child benefit and selected 
elements of child and working tax credits were frozen for three years from April 2011. 
Of all ongoing welfare reforms changes to how benefits are uprated will have the 
most marked impact on child poverty in Scotlandv.  
1.2 Reduced entitlement to tax credits: Numerous restrictions have been placed 
on access to both child tax credits and working tax credits. Between 2012 and 2013 
there was a 26 per cent decrease in the number of children in households in 
Scotland in receipt of in-work tax creditsvi. 
1.3 Reduced value of child benefit:. By the end of the current UK Parliament, the 
real value of child benefit will have fallen by 15%.  It is estimated that over 600,000 
families in Scotland will lose an average of £360 a year as a result of child benefit 
changesvii. 
1.4 Sanctions and benefit delays: As well as changes to benefit rates and eligibility 
criteria, increased conditionality and changes to decisions making processes have 
resulted in long delays, with some households being deprived of income for extended 
periodsviii. Increased use of sanctions has also resulted in the income of many 
households being slashed, often unexpectedly, for extended periods of timeix. 

Looking ahead, the UK government’s planned roll out of Universal Credit (UC) is, in itself,  
forecast to reduce levels of child poverty, albeit leaving many families worse off. However 
this overall poverty reducing impact of UC is hugely outweighed by the impact of the wider 
cuts outlined above and by cuts to the UC budget – including the three-year freeze to work 
allowances that was announced in the Autumn Statement 2013x 

2. The ‘Cost of a child’ in 2014 and the support provided by benefits and tax credits 

CPAG’s ‘Cost of a Child in 2014’ report published yesterday (12/08/14) shows that families 
working full time at the national minimum wage and receiving all entitled in-work benefit and 
tax credit support are 18 per cent short of the basic amount needed to provide themselves a 
minimum standard of living. The shortfall for out-of-work families is even more stark, 
standing at 43 per centxi. Child benefit and tax credits are providing a declining 
contribution towards the minimum cost of raising a child.  

3. The need for a new approach to social security  

The current UK government approach to social security is the major contributing factor to the 
dramatic increase in child poverty which is projected for Scotland.xii. Whichever government 
holds social security powers following the referendum must use those powers to: 
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3.1 Restore the value and universality of child benefit – the most effective and 
efficient mechanism for supporting families with the additional costs of bringing up 
children and recognising the value of children to society as a wholexiii.  

3.2 Uprate in work and out of work benefits in line with inflation, and move 
toward benefit levels that reflect the income the general public believe is needed for a 
minimum socially acceptable standard of living. 

3.3 Remove excessively punitive sanctions and conditionality rules.  These 
have become part of an approach to social security which demonises and 
stigmatises people, as well as exacerbating poverty and hardship. Genuinely 
personalised support has been shown to be the most effective way of helping and 
encouraging people to find decent, sustainable employmentxiv.  
 

4. Existing devolved powers and welfare reform mitigation 

CPAG welcomes the action taken by the Scottish Government to mitigate the impact of UK 
‘welfare reform’ through investment in the Scottish Welfare Fund, discretionary housing 
payments, the council tax reduction scheme, advice and information services and 
commitment to extend free school lunch  provision. Nevertheless more can and must be 
done with existing powers to minimise the impact of welfare reform on children and families 
in Scotland. This includes action to maximise household income, reduce essential outgoings 
and mitigate the impact that increased child poverty will have on child health and wellbeing.  

4.2 Maximising uptake of benefits: The complexity and pace of change in relation 
to the social security system means that it is vital that families can access accurate 
information and advice about their entitlement. According to research conducted in 
2011, almost a third of eligible people in the UK were not claiming the means-tested 
benefits they were entitled toxv. Just over half of the estimated £10 billion of 
unclaimed benefits could have been claimed by working age familiesxvi. 

4.3 Evidence gathered by CPAG also suggests that there is a high level of 
misinformation and maladministration from both the DWP and HMRC in relation to 
the administration of benefits and tax credits. This often means that families are not 
accessing the benefits and tax credits they are entitled to. Cases collected through 
CPAG’s Early Warning System highlight the negative impact of misinformation and 
maladministration on households.xvii 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4.4 The availability of accurate, accessible information and advice is essential to 
ensure that claimants can challenge decisions which are incorrect, unfair and/or 
unreasonable. Scottish Government must continue to invest to ensure such advice 
and information is available and accessible to low income families and that referral 
pathways are in place to ensure it can be accessed by the most vulnerable families. 

4.5 Promoting access to devolved support for families at risk of poverty: It is 
essential that devolved supports, such as the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF), are 

Case study: A client mistakenly turned up 24 hours late for a working links 
appointment. She has received a 13 week JSA sanction, reducing her income by 
£72.40 a week. The local jobcentre plus has since been unable to confirm why 
offence has attracted a 13 week (rather than 4 week) sanction but say it might be 
because it is a second offence. The client says she did not miss any other 
appointments and has received no communication from the job centre in relation to 
this. The client was forced to borrow from family and friends and access a food 

bank as a result.   
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available and accessible to families at risk of poverty. The annual SWF figures for 
2013/14 show that only 20% of those applying for a community care grant in 
Scotland were families under exceptional pressurexviii. The UK Social fund figures for 
12/13xix (which relate to expenditure rather than applications and are not therefore 
directly comparable) show that 53.6% of the community care grant budget was spent 
on families experiencing exceptional pressure. As noted, the figures are not directly 
comparable but they do raise a concern that families at risk of poverty may not be 
benefiting from the Scottish welfare fund to the extent they benefitted from the former 
social fund. Scottish Government should analyse existing information on local uptake 
and  take steps to ensure that the scheme is more accessible to families with children  

4.6 Tackling in work poverty: More than half of all children in poverty in Scotland 
live in families where at least one adult is in workxx. Furthermore, CPAG’s Cost of a 
Child Report 2014 has found that many working families face a significant shortfall in 
income to meet their basic needs. Families in which all parents work full-time on the 
national minimum wage now have only 82% (couples) or 87% (lone parents) of the 
minimum income required to meet their needs. Given that low pay is a key factor in 
the existence of in-work poverty, the Scottish Government should take further steps 
to ensure that all employees and the employees of contractors receive a Living Wage 
and that the Living Wage is promoted more widely. Local authorities should also use 
their influence to work more proactively with employers to encourage adoption of the 
Living Wage across Scotland.  

5. Reducing essential household costs  

As well as maximising the income of families, an important means of mitigating the impact of 
welfare reform is through minimising the cost of living for families. Research published by 
CPAG has found that, across the UK the minimum cost of a child has risen by nearly 8% for 
a couple to £164.19 per week (to £153,679 overall); and, has risen by more than 11% for a 
lone parent to £184.50 per week (to £172,694 overall) since 2012xxi. It is essential that the 
Scottish Government takes steps to reduce the financial pressure on families by:  

5.1 Minimising the cost of education: CPAG in Scotland has welcomed the 
Scottish Government’s decision to provide free school lunches for all children in P1-
P3 and the inclusion of an enabling provision in the Children and Young People 
(Scotland) Act. Free school meals can make a massive difference, saving a family 
with two children in up to £817 a yearxxii . Universal access to a free and nutritious 
school meal has also repeatedly been shown to decrease attainment gapsxxiii and 
increase uptake amongst those who had already been eligiblexxiv.  

5.2 The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act gives the Scottish Government 
the power to introduce regulations requiring local authorities to provide universal free 
school lunchesxxv. We urge the Scottish Government to use this power as soon as 
possible and ensure that secondary legislation is in place by January 2015 at the 
very latest. The benefits of enshrining universal free school meals for P1-P3 in 
secondary legislation include the fact that it will: 

- immediately relieve stress by ensuring that parents are confident their 
children will receive a free healthy school lunch wherever they live.  
- put eligibility for free school meals for P1-P3 on a similar legislative footing 
as all existing entitlement to free school lunches.  
- provide a means of holding local authorities to account if, for any reason, 
they fail to implement the Scottish Government’s policy commitment. This is 
necessary because, despite a previous and very similar pledge to provide a 
free healthy lunch to P1 to P3 pupils being contained in the 2007 Concordat, 
the policy was not delivered.  
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5.3 Reducing the cost of childcare and early learning: Since 2008 the cost of 
child care in the UK has risen by 44%xxvi. Currently in Scotland, the average cost of 
full time for child care for a child under two is £5514 a year, rising for £8819 for 40 
hours of carexxvii. Given that child care is a huge expense for families it is essential 
that the Scottish Government works with local authorities and child care providers to 
increase availability and reduce the cost of flexible, high quality child care.  

For more information contact Hanna McCulloch, Policy and Parliamentary Officer, 
CPAG in Scotland Email: hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk   Tel: 0141 552 3303 
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