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  28 August 2018 
 
 
Dear Convener 
 
Scottish Welfare Fund 
 
Thank you for your letter of 22 June 2018 to Jeane Freeman, then Minister for Social 
Security about the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF).  As the new Cabinet Secretary with 
portfolio responsibility for social security, I welcome the Social Security Committee’s inquiry 
into the SWF and the opportunity to comment on the points and questions raised in your 
letter.  
 
The SWF provides a vital lifeline to people on low incomes in crisis situations and, since the 
fund was established in April 2013, it has helped 285,720 individual households.  This is 
why, despite the UK Government imposing welfare reform measures which are expected to 
reduce annual spending in Scotland by £3.9 billion by 2020/21, the Scottish Government has 
continued to maintain the SWF at £38 million per year.  
 
In addition, we are committed to actively promoting and encouraging people to access the 
SWF, as well as ensuring that there is fairness, consistency and transparency in decision 
making.  We do this by publishing, on an annual basis, statutory SWF guidance which local 
authorities must have regard to.  The guidance sets out the Scottish Government’s 
expectations about how the SWF should be delivered by local authorities to ensure that it 
meets local need.  We also produce leaflets and posters on the SWF that local authorities 
display in public areas, and hold quarterly SWF Practitioners Forums that all local authorities 
attend, where joint workshops with the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman (SPSO) are 
held to promote good practice and consistency of approach.   
 
By working closely with local authorities, the SPSO and third sector organisations, as well as 
seeking the views directly from users of the SWF, we can ensure that the most vulnerable 
people in our society receive help when they need it, and that the performance of the SWF, 
at a local level, is continually improving.  
 
I note that your letter asks a number of specific questions about the SWF and, for your ease 
of reference, I have set out my response in the annex to this letter. 
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I hope it is helpful and please feel free to contact me if you require any further information.  
 
Best wishes 
 

 
 
SHIRLEY-ANNE SOMERVILLE 
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     Annex A 
 
What is the Scottish Government doing to publicise the availability of the SWF? What 
more can be done to raise awareness and to ensure that the language used to 
describe its purpose and the circumstances in which it can be accessed is made 
meaningful and easily understood? 
 
The Scottish Government is committed to maximising the uptake of the Scottish Welfare 
Fund (SWF) by raising awareness and understanding of the fund at a local level.  We have 
produced leaflets and posters on the SWF which local authorities display, in public areas, 
and local authorities also include details of how to apply for the SWF on their websites.   
 
The Scottish Government actively promotes the SWF to other public and third sector 
organisations, such as Citizens Advice Bureaux, NHS, Scottish Prison Service, money 
advice agencies etc.  As part of this, we regularly invite representatives from these 
organisations to attend our quarterly SWF Practitioners Forum.  This Forum provides an 
opportunity to network, exchange ideas and make links at a local and national level.  My 
officials also have regular bi-lateral meetings with stakeholders, for example, they recently 
met with the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) to discuss the evidence it gave to the 
Social Security Committee and how the Scottish Government can work with the CPAG to 
raise awareness of the SWF.   
 
As you may know, we intend to run a benefit take-up campaign in 2019 to promote our new 
Best Start Grant for low income families.  We are exploring whether it would be possible to 
use that campaign to also raise awareness of the SWF to low income families who may be 
eligible for assistance, or if we need to do something separate.   
 
Turning to the point you raise about ensuring that the information about the SWF is easy to 
understand.  We plan to engage with users of the SWF scheme through our social security 
experience panels.  It is our intention to seek their views on awareness of the SWF, for 
example are the posters and leaflets prominently displayed in local communities, as well as 
whether people understand the purpose of the SWF, the process for applying for a grant, 
and how easy it is to make an application.  We will use the insights gathered to work with 
local authorities and third sector organisations to consider what changes we can make to the 
SWF posters and leaflets.  
 
The Committee is concerned to hear about ‘gatekeeping’ and that statutory guidance 
is not being applied consistently across local authorities.  How does the Scottish 
Government ensure that the statutory guidance for the SWF is followed and applied 
consistently across local authorities? 
 
As you know, we have produced statutory SWF guidance for local authorities which provides 
a framework for decision making in order to promote consistency.  The guidance is reviewed 
on an annual basis, following consultation with a wide range of stakeholders, and we would 
be happy to include the Committee in that consultation.  
 
Local authorities have a legal requirement to have regard to the SWF guidance.  There is, 
however, an element of discretion to enable local authorities to address local needs and 
priorities, and this sometimes results in a variation across local authorities.  That said, we 
want to continue to embed good practice and consistency of approach across all local 
authorities, and that is why last year, in conjunction with the Scottish Public Services 
Ombudsman (SPSO), we ran three workshops on decision making.  These were well 
attended by local authorities and provided an opportunity for decision makers to network and 



 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 
  

 

discuss cases.  We plan to hold further workshops later this year and, in the meantime, my 
officials will continue to work closely with the SPSO to identify performance issues and 
implement any necessary changes.  We also actively encourage local authorities that may 
be unsure of a decision it is making, to contact either the SWF team at Scottish Government 
or the SPSO for advice. 
 
This is in addition to the new role taken on by the SPSO in April 2016 to carry out 
independent reviews (sometimes known as tier 2 reviews).  As you know an individual can 
request the SPSO to carry out an independent review of the decision made by the council 
regarding their SWF application, if they are unhappy with the council’s first tier (i.e. appeal) 
review decision.  The feedback from these reviews is discussed with the local authorities and 
Scottish Government and helps inform a uniformed approach to decision making. 
 
Finally, following evidence taken by the Committee on ‘gatekeeping’ (where people are 
actively discouraged from making a SWF application), my officials put this issue on the 
agenda for discussion at the most recent meeting of the SWF Practitioners Forum on 28 
June.  We received reassurances from all local authorities that they did not recognise any of 
the ‘gatekeeping’ issues raised at the Committee evidence session.  This appears to be 
supported by the SPSO who, as you know, gave evidence to the Committee that it had only 
seen a couple of examples of gatekeeping in practice.  That said, it is imperative that no-one 
is prevented from making a SWF application and, if the Committee has specific examples of 
gatekeeping, please forward them to me and I will ask my officials to explore further.  
 
What is the Scottish Government’s role in ensuring that access to the fund is fair, 
transparent and consistent?  What monitoring is undertaken?  The Committee 
recommends that the Scottish Government undertakes a review of the procedures 
followed and the information provided by each local authority to ensure a consistent 
and accessible approach is taken. 
 
As mentioned earlier, there is a legal requirement for local authorities to have regard to the 
SWF statutory guidance.  Although the scheme is discretionary, the guidance is very clear 
on accessibility and also promotes fairness, transparency and consistency in decision 
making.  
 
On accessibility, the guidance requires local authorities to offer a minimum of three channels 
for applicants to apply to the SWF (face to face, online, telephone and postal) in order to 
meet varying needs, for example in terms of literacy, access to (and skills to use) the internet 
and the ability to travel to appointments. All local authorities must provide a face to face 
option for more vulnerable individuals and people who have support needs or impairments.  
My officials are currently looking into the comments given to the Committee by the CPAG 
that not all local authorities are providing the three channels and, if this is found to be the 
case, we will write to local authorities seeking an explanation.  
 
In relation to fairness, transparency and consistency, the SWF statutory guidance stipulates 
that a decision on whether to award a grant, or not, must be made within the expected 
timeframe (15 working days for community care grants and 24 hours for crisis grants).  In the 
latest published quarterly statistics for the period 1 October 2017 to 31 December 2017, 95% 
of Community Care Grants and 98% of Crisis Grants were processed within the timescale. 
 
Further, when awarding a grant, local authority decision makers should have an open 
discussion with the applicant about available cash and cash-equivalent options in order to 
select the most appropriate method.  In addition, when deciding to make a cash equivalent 
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payment, local authorities should seek to understand any potential for stigma and take 
reasonable steps to minimise this.  
 
You raised the question of crisis grants potentially being used in practice to provide ongoing, 
rather than one-off support.  The SWF statutory guidance allows an applicant to receive a 
maximum of three awards in a rolling 12 month period, with any subsequent applications 
only being considered if there were exceptional circumstances.  Where repeated applications 
are received for the same reasons, the decision maker would consider whether these 
circumstances are now normal for the applicant, and whether they are common for those on 
a low income or exceptional compared to the previous applications.  Importantly, the 
decision maker would also look to support the applicant to identify and address any 
underlying problems which are resulting in repeated crisis situations, by signposting them to 
other local services.  
 
More generally, my officials monitor, through quarterly data returns from local authorities to 
the Scottish Government, the number of SWF applications made, granted and appeals 
(known as 1st tier reviews), as well as financial spend.  Where there are issues, Scottish 
Government officials follow up proactively with the local authority concerned and, if the issue 
is of wider applicability to other local authorities, it is raised at the quarterly SWF 
Practitioners Forum.  
 
What consideration has the Scottish Government given to the future administration 
and delivery of the SWF in light of the establishment of the new Scottish Social 
Security Agency? 
 
The Scottish Government is of the view that, overall, the delivery of the SWF by local 
authorities is working well.  In particular, local delivery ensures that the fund can be tailored 
to meet the specific needs of that locality; and that the links to other public and third sector 
services which may exist in specific local authority areas, can be made.  At an individual 
level, this means that people applying for a SWF grant can be signposted to services to 
address their wider needs, e.g. housing, money advice services, mental health and so 
receive a more holistic service.  There will also be a role for the new social security agency 
local relationship advisers who, when in post, will signpost clients to the SWF and other 
relevant support.  We will keep the delivery arrangements for the SWF under review to 
ensure that local authorities continue to provide an effective, fair and speedy service.  
 
In light of the evidence received by the Committee, how is the Scottish Government 
assessing the sufficiency of funding for the SWF? 
 
The welfare reform measures passed by the UK Government are expected to reduce annual 
spending in Scotland by £3.9 billion by 2020/21.  In addition, local authorities are reporting 
that the introduction of Universal Credit has caused, and continues to cause, hardship and 
rent arrears which, in turn, is increasing demand on local services, including the SWF.   
 

Against this backdrop, the Scottish Government is committed to maintaining the SWF budget 
of £38 million per year.  As you may know, it was agreed between the Scottish Government 
and CoSLA, in November 2015, to change how the SWF was distributed amongst local 
authorities to base it on the Income Domain of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 
(SIMD) to ensure that the SWF helps the most deprived areas.  The change was phased in 
over three years, with 2018/19 is the first year that local authorities have had the SWF 
budget allocation based solely on the SIMD.  I am aware that some local authorities may feel 
that the allocation is unfair, especially if the number of SWF applications is rising due to the 
roll out of Universal Credit.  It is important, however, that we allow the new funding 
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methodology to bed down, and gather evidence of both its positive and negative impact, 
before we make any changes.  We will review, in due course, how the SWF is distributed to 
local authorities, in consultation with CoSLA, and once Universal Credit has fully rolled out in 
Scotland. 
 
As part of the future budget process and considerations, we will also consider the funding 
requirements for social security and, in particular, the overall allocation for the SWF.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


