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___________________________________________________________________________ 

Too many people in our society are locked in the grip of poverty, restricted from playing a full role in society. But in 
Scotland we all agree that poverty can, and must, be solved. 
  
Challenge Poverty Week is designed to show that a society without poverty is possible, and to showcase solutions 
we can all get behind. That’s why each year, united by common values of justice and compassion, hundreds of 
organisations in Scotland take part in the week. 
 
This report is released in challenge poverty week on the day that devastating cuts to universal credit come into 

effect – “the biggest overnight cut to social security since World War II1”. It looks at the impact of the cut in 
Scotland, what now for families affected and what policy changes are needed as a result of the cut.  
 
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. 
 

The impact of the cut 

Over the past decade a series of UK government policies have led to large cuts to social security entitlement – 
totalling billions of pounds each year in Scotland.  Analysis2 by CPAG, commissioned by Action for Children, shows 
the importance of the £20 increase to universal credit and tax credits in mitigating the damage caused by social 
security losses over the previous decade for a typical working family. So, for example, a care-worker who is a sole 
earner in a couple with two children has faced a loss of £733 a year since 2010, compared to a loss of £1773 if 
there had been no £20 a week universal credit uplift.  
 
The UK Government has now cut universal credit and tax credit by £20 a week, reversing this increase, and plunging 
families into poverty. Universal credit claimants will see this drop in income from the first week in October, at the 
same time as they are being hit by soaring fuel bills and the removal of much of the pandemic support that has 
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been in place over the last 18 months. Our care-worker and their family now face a loss of £1773 in social security 
support compared with 2010.  
 
An estimated 220,210 households with children in Scotland will have their income cut by £1040 a year as a result 
of the cut3 pushing an estimated 22,000 children into poverty4.  This money has been a lifeline for families across 
Scotland and the UK.  

 
More than a £20 cut for some families 

The £20 cut will also have the effect of reducing the income threshold for universal credit. Analysis by CPAG 
suggests that 8000 children will lose entitlement to universal credit completely.5 Because of this, they will also lose 
entitlement to other benefits that depend on receipt of universal credit for entitlement including: Scottish child 
payment, best start grants, best start foods and funeral expenses payments.     
 

EXAMPLE: 
Mhari is 23. She and her partner have a two year old son. Mhari works part-time and her partner works full 
time at the National Minimum Wage, earning just over £1900 between them. They get £19.45 per week 
from universal credit and are entitled to £10 per week Scottish child payment. If universal credit is cut by £20 
per week they will lose entitlement to both their universal credit support and Scottish child payment. This 
means their household income will drop by £1531 per year. They will also lose an £18 every four weeks Best 
Start Foods payment card and they will not be entitled to the Best Start Grant early learning payment, worth 
£250, when their two year old turns three.  
This highlights that for some families the £20 cut to universal credit will result in a much larger loss in overall 
household income.  

 

What now for families? 

As these cuts, on top of additional cuts6 and increases to the costs of living, further increase financial pressure on 
families it is important that organisations and frontline workers are aware of the help that is available to them, 
and that families are supported to access that support.  

Many families do not receive all that they are entitled to. A referral for a comprehensive benefits check, for anyone 
the cut has affected, may help maximise their income. Other support may be available, even if they are getting 
some benefits already. For example, people often do not claim Council Tax Reduction or contributory benefits that 
they are entitled to. There may also be additional support for people with disabilities or long term illness or for 
carers.  

Local authorities can also provide a range of supports for families, whether it is help with school costs like free 
school meals or school clothing grants, discretionary payments like the Scottish Welfare Fund or Discretionary 
housing payments, or local schemes like local food fund payments. 

If a claim for assistance is refused, either a social security payment, a statutory payment or a discretionary 
payment, it is important to remember that decisions can often be challenged.  

More details of the support that families affected by the universal credit cut may be entitled to can be found in a 
blog by CPAG Welfare Rights Workers, Barbara Donegan and Kirsty McKechnie. It looks at some of the supports 
that are available to families, and resources frontline workers can access to support those they work with.   

https://cpag.org.uk/scotland/welfare-rights/scottish-benefits/council-tax-reduction
https://www.mygov.scot/school-meals
https://www.mygov.scot/school-meals
https://www.mygov.scot/clothing-grants
https://cpag.org.uk/scotland/welfare-rights/scottish-benefits/scottish-welfare-fund
https://cpag.org.uk/scotland/welfare-rights/scottish-benefits/discretionary-housing-payments-scotland
https://cpag.org.uk/scotland/welfare-rights/scottish-benefits/discretionary-housing-payments-scotland
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/%C2%A320-cut-what-now-families
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Action is now needed 

The cut to universal credit has been described as a “breach of the UK government’s international human rights 
obligations”7. The primary responsibility lies with UK government to reverse this cut. However, the Scottish 
Government also has an obligation to progress the realisation of rights8 in Scotland and a statutory requirement to 
meet its own child poverty targets9. 

The cuts to universal credit and tax credit makes further immediate investment in the Scottish child payment even 
more urgent. We welcome the commitment to double the Scottish child payment as soon as possible. The crisis 
facing families across Scotland means that the Scottish Government must commit to an immediate doubling of the 
Scottish child payment. Doubling the Scottish child payment would reduce child poverty in Scotland by 24,00010. 

Bridging payments to families in receipt of free school meals provide some welcome support for low-income  
families whilst they wait for the full roll out of Scottish child payment, and will lift an estimated 12,00011 children 
out of poverty. But our analysis shows 130,000 children who will be entitled to a Scottish child payment, including 
55,000 children living in poverty12, will miss out on these payments because they are not entitled to free school 
meals. The Scottish Government should immediately extend the criteria for free school meals so that any families 
getting universal credit or child tax credits is entitled to free school meals – this support is needed now more than 
ever.  

To maximise the impact of the Scottish child payment the Scottish Government must guarantee sufficient funds 
are available to local authorities to fully mitigate the UK social security benefit cap, as has been done in relation to 
the ‘bedroom tax’. It should also consider how the two-child limit could be mitigated13. Analysis shows that 
removing the benefit cap and mitigating the two-child limit in Scotland would cost £80m and reduce child poverty 
by 17,00014. 

It is a national disgrace that so many families in Scotland are reliant on foodbanks. We welcome the Scottish 
Governments commitment to bring forward a plan to end the need for food banks15. But more needs to be done 
now. And we know that there are immediate steps that can be taken. There needs to be a commitment to 
maintaining enhanced investment in the Scottish Welfare Fund, ensuring a cash-first approach to income crises 
replaces the distribution of emergency food, and ensuring that emergency support is easy to access and 
supportive. A new dedicated support fund or entitlements should be developed to support people leaving an 
abusive partner, when financial pressures can be especially acute, with clear guidance, capable of delivering short-
term recurring payments. Local authorities and Scottish government should also work together to ensure 
sufficient funds and clear guidance enable councils to use local powers to provide payments to migrant families 
whose status limits their rights to social security benefits and who are at risk of destitution.   

Even without the cuts to universal credit and tax credits, these measures are needed. As these cuts take affect 
they are needed more than ever. However, above all the UK Government should reverse the universal credit cut. 

CONTACT : Ed Pybus | Policy and Parliamentary Officer 
Mobile: 07903 638 226 |Main: 0141 552 3303 | Email: epybus@cpagscotland.org.uk 

  

mailto:epybus@cpagscotland.org.uk
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Notes: 

1 ‘UK heading for the biggest overnight cut to the basic rate of social security since World War II’, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2021 
2 ‘Importance of the £20 a week Universal Credit increase in mitigating social security losses to families since 2010’, CPAG 2021 
3 ‘Universal credit - the impact of cutting the £20-a-week’, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2021 
4 CPAG internal analysis 
5 CPAG internal analysis 
6 The benefits freeze for working age, means-tested benefits and the reduction in levels of means tested benefits for certain groups through 
policies such as the two-child limit and the benefit cap. 
7 ‘Proposed cut to Universal Credit a breach of the UK’s human rights obligations’ Justfair 2021   
8 For example under Art 3.1, 26 and 27 of the United Nations Charter on the Rights of the Child  
9 Child poverty targets were introduced by the 2017 Child Poverty (Scotland) Act 
10 CPAG internal analysis 
11 CPAG internal analysis 
12 CPAG internal analysis 
13 By, for example, paying increased amounts of Scottish Child Payment to affected households or using Discretionary Housing Payments to 
make up any short fall.  
14 CPAG internal analysis 
15 A Fairer, Greener Scotland: Programme for Government 2021-22, The Scottish Government 2021 

                                                           

https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/uk-heading-biggest-overnight-cut-basic-rate-social-security-world-war-ii
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/report/importance-%C2%A320-week-universal-credit-increase-mitigating-social-security
https://www.jrf.org.uk/universal-credit-cut-impact-%C2%A320-a-week
https://justfair.org.uk/proposed-cut-to-universal-credit-a-breach-of-the-uks-human-rights-obligations/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2017/6/contents
https://www.gov.scot/publications/fairer-greener-scotland-programme-government-2021-22/pages/5/

