
 
 

Tackling Poverty, Scottish Government Debate: 08/06/2021 
Briefing for MSPs 
 
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. We provide training, advice and information on social security to frontline 
workers to make sure families get the financial support they need. 
 
Poverty in Scotland – the facts 
Poverty means lacking the resources needed to live in contemporary Scotland, with income 
the primary resource that is lacking. In practice this means people making impossible choices 
between paying bills, putting food on the table or getting into debt. It means children being 
unable to fully participate at school and experiencing poorer education and health outcomes. 
It too often leads to the indignity of relying on food banks or going hungry. 
 
The key indicator used for measuring poverty is the number of people living in households 
with less than 60% of UK median income1.  The latest official statistics2 show that: 

 over one million people in Scotland are living in poverty (1,060,000 – 20% of the 
population),  

 children face a higher risk of poverty - 260 000 children (I in 4) are living in poverty 

 some children are at even greater risk, including children living in single parent 
families (38%), children in families affected by disability (29%) and children in 
minority ethnic families (38%). 

 68% of children in poverty are living in working families (at least one adult is working) 

 Scotland has lower levels of poverty than most other UK nations and regions but, as 
elsewhere, poverty is rising, primarily as a result of cuts to UK social security. 

 Child poverty is rising in every local authority area in Scotland. Local estimates for 
each local authority area can be found here  
 

The drivers of poverty are inadequate income from work; inadequate income from social 
security; and household costs. Poverty is not inevitable. Policy interventions have successfully 
reduced poverty, particularly amongst children and pensioners. Between the mid-1990s and 
early 2010s child poverty in Scotland fell from 33% of all children to 19%. 
 
Progress in Scotland 
In 2017 all political parties in the Scottish Parliament unanimously passed the Child Poverty 
(Scotland) Act. The Act sets legal targets that require the Scottish government to ensure 
fewer than 18% of children are living in poverty by 2023/24, with less than 10% in poverty by 
2030. All parties also supported the introduction of the Scottish child payment. Since Feb. 
2021 this provides an additional £10 per week for each child under 6 living in families in 
receipt of universal credit or equivalent legacy benefits. It will be rolled out for children under 
16 by the end of 2022. This is a game-changing use of Scotland’s social security powers to 

                                                           
1 For a couple with two children aged 5 and 14 this poverty line amounts to living on weekly income of below 
£462 after housing costs are taken into account. For a single person with no children below £166. 
2 https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty (latest data is for the year 2019/20 so pre-pandemic) 

http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/ECP-Scotland-release-FINAL.docx
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/#Poverty


 
 

directly tackle child poverty.  Other welcome support is being provided 
through e.g. Social Security Scotland best start payments and additional 
Covid hardship grants for low income families. However the stark 
reality is that even before Covid-19 child poverty rates were rising.  The pandemic has pulled 
families even deeper into hardship, and many are living in poverty for the first time.  
 
What needs to be done? 
CPAG welcomes that all parties are committed to at least doubling the value of the Scottish 
child payment to £20 per week. To ensure interim 2023/24 child poverty targets are met the 
evidence3 now shows this needs to happen urgently and as a first step. Doubling the Scottish 
child payment in the first year of the new parliament is the top priority to keeping families 
afloat, and the next step needed to ensure statutory child poverty targets are met. Budgets 
need to ensure the payment is increased so that, whatever the impact of other policies, less 
than 18% of children are living in poverty by 2023/24. Meeting the targets set out in the Act 
must be at the heart of the Programme for Government and Scottish budget process. 
Reducing child poverty is critical to wider economic, health and education recovery.  
 
Child poverty will not be ended through social security alone. Increasing the Scottish child 
payment must be the foundation on which wider action to end child poverty is built. CPAG in 
Scotland’s Programme for Government sets out the policies that must be made to ensure 
families have the resources they need to give their children a decent start in life. 
Employment, education, housing, and childcare policies must be developed with the goal of 
preventing and ending child poverty at their heart. 

  Economic recovery and business support policies must contribute to achieving child poverty 
targets - companies accessing public money must offer good quality work opportunities, and 
support those with caring responsibilities. 

 Barriers to work for mothers and for parents affected by disability must be removed, and the 
labour market inequality they face tackled head on. Public procurement and public body 
wage setting powers must be used to drive improvements in the quality of work, including 
addressing low pay, particularly in female dominated sectors such as social care and childcare 

 The need for foodbanks must be ended by 2026 including by maintaining enhanced 
investment in the Scottish Welfare Fund and ensuring a cash-first approach to income crises 
replaces the distribution of emergency food. 

 The provision of funded, good quality and flexible childcare must be boosted, including 
comprehensive, out-of-school and holiday childcare. 

 Manifesto commitments to remove financial barriers to education, including the costs of 
curriculum materials, digital devices and connectivity, school trips, clothing and healthy 
meals, must be implemented. See also Talking about Costs and Money at School. 
 
Questions? 
If you have any questions ahead of the debate or would like to organise a meeting to discuss 
CPAG in Scotland’s Programme for Government please don’t hesitate to contact Dave Morris, 
Policy and Parliamentary Officer, at dmorris@cpaginscotland.org.uk  
 

                                                           
3 See for example https://fraserofallander.org/poverty-and-inequality-looking-pre-and-post-pandemic/ ;    
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/turning-tide-child-poverty-scotland and  
https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/securing-a-living-income-in-scotland . 

https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/programme-government-2021-2026
https://cpag.org.uk/talking-costs
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/programme-government-2021-2026#:~:text=start%20in%20life.-,Employment%2C%20education%2C%20housing%2C%20and%20childcare%20policies%20must%20be%20developed,2021%E2%80%9326%20Scottish%20parliament%20to%3A&text=develop%20Scotland's%20social%20security%20system,benefits%20they%20are%20entitled%20to.
mailto:dmorris@cpaginscotland.org.uk
https://fraserofallander.org/poverty-and-inequality-looking-pre-and-post-pandemic/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/turning-tide-child-poverty-scotland
https://www.ippr.org/research/publications/securing-a-living-income-in-scotland

