
SCoWR Response:

Introduction
1. The Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCoWR) is a coalition of leading civil society
organisationsi. Members work with people experiencing exclusion and poverty across
Scotland. This response outlines the consensus of opinion which exists among SCoWR
members over key concerns with the UK Government’s proposal to reform provision of
Housing Benefit to those people living in supported accommodation. Many of our members
are also providing their own, detailed responses. This response is intended to complement
those provided by individual members.

Our response
2. The SCoWR manifesto1 sets out the five reforms that our members believe are necessary
for an adequate welfare state:

• Increase benefit rates to a level where no one is left in poverty and all have sufficient
income to lead a dignified life
• Make respect for human rights and dignity the cornerstone of a new approach to welfare
• Radically simplify the welfare system
• Invest in the support needed to enable everyone to participate fully in society
• Make welfare benefits in Scotland, suitable for Scotland

Increase benefit rates to a level where no one is left in poverty and all have sufficient
income to lead a dignified life

1. The Government states that the objective of the consultation is not to cut expenditure.
Despite this, many of the proposed policy changes involve capping or restricting the
amount of Housing Benefit made available to tenants of supported accommodation. The
Government uses terms such as ‘control’, ‘limit’ and ‘fix’ in relation to costs repeatedly
throughout the document. It also states that there is a need to “find the right balance
between protecting reasonable rents and providing effective expenditure control for the
tax payer.”

2. We are extremely concerned that the consultation doesn’t go in to any detail about the
rates at which Housing Benefit for those in first category of supported accommodation
(lower level support) will be paid. Without this information it is impossible to gauge what
the impact of the proposed changes will be. In relation to the second category of
supported housing (for those with more intensive support needs) there is a need for
more specific information about the size of the proposed local Supported Housing Fund
and how it will be administered. Will the fund be ring-fenced or will local authorities have
complete discretion over how it is spent? Past experience with the Scottish
Government’s Supporting People fund has shown that without ring-fencing, there is a
real risk that funds will fail to reach those most in need.

1 A full copy of the SCoWR manifesto can be downloaded from the Poverty Alliance website here:
http://www.povertyalliance.org/campaigns_detail.asp?camp_id=8



3. It is also difficult to assess the impact of the changes when there are currently so many
uncertainties relating to support for disabled people and others likely to require
supported accommodation. We would ask the Government to delay any further reform
until the full impact of recent changes to Housing Benefit, the Welfare Reform Bill and
local authority spending cuts are better understood.

4. It is also essential that the Government makes it clear what the objectives for these
reforms are. There appears to be an underlying assumption that rising supported
accommodation costs are a result of landlords charging more than is necessary or
reasonable. In the experience of SCoWR’s members, which include providers of
supported accommodation, there is absolutely no indication that this is the case.
Increased public expenditure on Housing Benefit in exempt accommodation is the result
of a movement towards supporting independent living and enabling people to live and be
supported in the community rather than being institutionalised or hospitalised. The UK
Government’s own research has concluded that there has been “a significant increase in
the numbers of ‘exempt accommodation’ claims since 2003/04.”2

5. The cost of providing relevant services in supported accommodation3 is also increasing
as a result of inflation. This increasing cost has arisen at the same time as contributions
from many local authorities for support services have decreased as a result of the
economic downturn. It is likely that this has resulted in supported housing providers
closely examining their finances and making a more accurate division between housing
support (claimed from the local authority) and housing management services (claimed
through Housing Benefit). It is likely that this may result in higher – but still entirely
justified - Housing Benefit claims.

6. If the Government does plan to cap or restrict Housing Benefit for those in supported
accommodation then it must provide a reasonable justification for doing so. The
Government argues that the reforms are needed to make the system fairer given that,
currently, those tenants whose landlords do not provide care and support are not
classified as exempt and to not qualify for higher rates of housing benefit. We agree that
the current system is unfair in this respect. However, we do not believe that entitlement
should be ‘equalised down’ and entitlement to Housing Benefit reduced for every one in
supported accommodation. Rather, the Government should take steps to ensure that
discretionary Housing Benefit is available to all to ensure that relevant housing
management costs can be covered.

Make respect for human rights and dignity the cornerstone of a new approach to
welfare

7. Our main concern in relation to the reform is that capping Housing Benefit will result in
vulnerable and disabled people – particularly those with the most profound disabilities
whose housing costs are likely to be highest - being unable to afford the housing and

2 http://research.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd5/rports2009-2010/rrep714.pdf ‘Exempt and Supported
Accommodation’, Department of Work and Pensions, 2010
3 Such as enhanced housing management; provision of fire alarm and security system; provision of
emergency lighting; provision of concierge staff; provision of warden call and / or community alarm
system; HMO licensing; increased repairs and maintenance; replacement of furnishings and furniture
in communal areas including kitchens

http://www.povertyalliance.org/campaigns_detail.asp
http://research.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd5/rports2009-2010/rrep714.pdf


related services which allows them to live independently. SCoWR members believe that
while some services might be able to absorb a tiny reduction in their budget, most would
soon get to the point where they wouldn’t feel comfortable delivering a supported
housing service and would not agree to continue. In many cases this would result in
tenants who currently live independently being forced to move into residential care. This
would not only be detrimental to individuals, it is also likely to be extremely costly to local
authorities and the NHS.

8. There is no evidence that a reduction in expenditure can be achieved without detriment
to supported accommodation and the people who live in it. Groups who would be
affected by the reforms include homeless teenagers, women fleeing violence, care
leavers, those with mental health problems or learning disabilities and older people. The
Government has specific duties under various human rights treaties such as the
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) to make positive steps to protect these groups. The
Government also appears to have failed to consider its duty under the Equality Act 2010
to take steps to promote the interests of disabled people. It is likely that, if implemented,
the measures would discriminate against those people with more severe and high level
care needs who may be unable to meet their basic housing costs as a result of Housing
Benefit caps.

Radically simplify the welfare system

9. The Government believes that the proposed reforms will result in a simplification of the
Housing Benefit system. This is to be achieved by the creation of two broad categories
of supported accommodation. In relation to the first category of supported
accommodation (conventional supported housing such as hostels and certain types of
sheltered housing) Housing Benefit should be paid at the rate of Local Housing
Allowance with a set additional percentage to cover additional relevant housing
management costs.

10. We believe this to be an oversimplification which is likely to be problematic for several
reasons. Firstly, the category of ‘conventional supported housing’ brings together a very
broad range of accommodation and services in a way which may not seem logical in
terms of associated costs.  Sheltered housing, for instance, tends to consist of self
contained flats whereas hostels typically consist of individual rooms and shared facilities.
The types and levels of costs associated with each will vary.

11. Secondly, factors which influence costs include the facilities provided, the age of the
property, as well as the nature and intensity of support needed by tenants. For example,
in one hostel, service users may have more complex needs and exhibit more erratic
behaviour, whilst in another hostel, service users may require less support because they
have low level needs. In this instance, two very similar hostels could present significant
different costs because, in the first case, that hostel may be experiencing higher costs
associated with replacing furniture and providing security systems.



12. To have a set percentage increase applied to local housing allowance rates for all
‘conventional supported housing’ is therefore likely to result in some claimants having too
little Housing Benefit to cover costs. This uncertainty about recovering costs will lead to
some providers being unable to continue their service. This is particularly unacceptable
given that reducing uncertainty is one of the stated objectives of the reforms. Such an
arbitrary approach will also result in some claimants being allocated more Housing
Benefit than required. Given the difficult economic climate this is surely something the
UK Government is keen to avoid.

13. Where distinctions have been proposed between different types of supported
accommodation in this category, there is concern that these distinctions will lead to
arbitrary and inequitable outcomes. Paragraph 49 of the consultation states that
Temporary homeless accommodation is subject to different rules for Housing Benefit
purposes. This raises the possibility of different schemes applying depending on the
person's referral route into the accommodation. Different people with exactly the same
sets of support needs within the same hostel or refuge could have different amounts of
HB paid dependent on whether they were referred under statutory homelessness
provisions or not. This could potentially mean that providers of temporary housing have
to restrict access to those referred under statutory homelessness duties to protect their
funding, vulnerable people will not be able to have direct access as a result and so be
put at risk, and people could in fact be referred to other more high cost temporary
accommodation, thereby incurring higher expenditure. This all amounts to greater
expenditure and complexity, as opposed to the aims of these reforms.

14. Instead, the Government should base Housing Benefit rates on the actual costs faced by
supported accommodation providers. This does not mean the benefit should be unlimited
or that inspections cannot be performed; rather that self assessment should form the
basis of the system. The Government has stated that such an approach would result in
complexity, uncertainty and a lack of transparency. However these problems can be
overcome through publication of guidance, a duty on providers to publish their finances
in a transparent, straightforward way and intermittent inspection and assessment.

15. Furthermore, the need for this consultation is clearly linked to the planned replacement
of Housing Benefit with a centrally administered housing element to be delivered as part
of Universal Credit. Some SCoWR are members seriously concerned about the impact
the inclusion of Housing Benefit in Universal Credit will have on vulnerable and disabled
people. Housing Benefit is currently delivered locally and staff generally provide one-to-
one help to claimants, explain the claims process and verify documents such as tenancy
agreements. The face to face contact can be very helpful to people with communication
or literacy problems and/or learning difficulties who may struggle to navigate a centrally
administered service, delivered entirely online and via the telephone. We therefore call
for any Housing Benefit reform to take the needs of individuals with communication
difficulties and learning disabilities into account.

Make welfare benefits in Scotland, suitable for Scotland

16. We are concerned that the consultation fails to acknowledge sufficiently the critical role
of the Scottish Government in determining the future direction and implementation of



Scottish policy in the devolved areas of housing, health and social care – all of which will
be impacted by changes outlined in this consultation.

17. The proposed reforms are likely to contradict the Scottish Government’s direction of
travel on supporting independent living. The Scottish Government has acknowledged it is
essential that early intervention and low level support is provided in order to prevent
more expensive crisis point interventions4. A National Strategy for Housing for Older
People is being developed, with key objectives including the prevention of emergency
hospital admissions and prevention of early entry to residential care homes.  The
provision of sustainable supported housing is crucial to pursuing these objectives and we
are concerned that the suggested reforms will undermine the Scottish Government’s
progress to date.

Further information
For further information about this response, please contact
Hanna McCulloch (Capability Scotland) hanna.mcculloch@capability-scotland.org.uk Tel:
0131 347 1025
If you want to learn more about SCoWR’s work, or join the campaign, please contact:
Maggie Kelly
The Poverty Alliance
162 Buchanan Street
Glasgow
G1 2LL
0141 353 0440
maggie.kelly@povertyalliance.org

i SCoWR members include: Action for Children Scotland, Archibald Foundation, Capability Scotland, Carr-
Gomm Scotland, Choices - One Parent Families West of Scotland, Citizens Advice Scotland, CPAG in Scotland,
ECAS, Energy Action Scotland, Faith in Community Scotland, Glasgow Disability Alliance, Headway UK, Inclusion
Scotland, Margaret Blackwood Housing Association, Momentum, One Parent Families Scotland, Oxfam in
Scotland, Public & Commercial Services Union Scotland, Quarriers, RNID Scotland, Scotland’s Commissioner for
Children and Young People, Save the Children in Scotland, Scottish Association for Mental Health, Scottish
Council for Voluntary Organisations, Scottish Drugs Forum, Scottish Federation of Housing Associations,
Scottish Trade Union Congress, Scottish Women’s Convention, Sense Scotland, The Action Group, The Church
and Society Council of the Church of Scotland, The Iona Community, The Poverty Alliance, The Salvation Army
in Scotland, Turning Point Scotland and the Welfare Rights Officers’ Forum.

4 For Example, The Strategic Background to the Spending Review; The Scottish Government, 2011
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/09/22135416/2
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