
Written Evidence 

Scottish Welfare Fund 
 

 

1 Background 

 

1.1 Inclusion Scotland Inclusion Scotland is a ‘Disabled People’s Organisation’ (DPO) –  

led by disabled people ourselves. Inclusion Scotland works to achieve positive 

changes to policy and practice, so that we disabled people are fully included 

throughout all Scottish society as equal citizens. 

 

2 General Comments 
 

2.1 When we learnt that the Social Security Committee wanted to hear oral evidence 

from ourselves on the Scottish Welfare Fund we conducted a straw poll via social 

media. We would not make any claims to this being scientific research but some of 

the responses were interesting and comments from them are included as an 

illustration of some of the ongoing issues with the fund.  

 

2.2 The majority of the responses we received indicate that the stigma of using the Fund 

and ensuring that disabled people are treated with dignity and respect are still live 

issues.  In particular, the supply of help “in kind” is still viewed as very stigmatising.   

 

3 “The adequacy of the overall budget for the Scottish Welfare Fund”  

 

3.1 Inclusion Scotland believe that extra pressure is being brought to bear on the 

Scottish Welfare Fund due to - 
 

 the increase in the proportion of claimants subjected to conditionality and 

therefore sanctions;  

 the increase in the average length of sanctions;  

 the imposition of the Benefit Cap with its particular impact on larger families;  

 the increasing number of people being subjected to benefit delays (partially 

due to Universal Credit roll-out) and  

 the increasing proportion of claimants subjected to large deductions from their 

Universal Credit before they receive it. 
 

3.2 All of the above make it likely that the Scottish Welfare Fund will either have to raise 

the threshold at which help is offered – thereby denying assistance to increasing 

numbers of those in desperate need - or the amount of Scottish Government funding 

supplied to local authorities to administer the Fund will have to increase. 

 

 

 



3.3 Sanctions, Disabled People and the SWF:  A recently published research study 

has found that since 2010 disabled people have been subjected to over 1 million 

sanctions1. The vast majority, more than 900,000 claimants, were on JSA (often 

these sanctions were imposed on those found “fit for work” at Work Capability 

Assessments).  The other sanctions, 110,000, were on those claiming ESA. As the 

rate of sanctions is higher in Scotland than most other parts of the UK this means 

that over 100,000 disabled Scots have been sanctioned. 
 

3.31 The study found that disabled people are up to 53% more likely to be sanctioned 

than claimants who are not disabled and that there is a “culture of disbelief” amongst 

Jobcentre staff. This means that disabled people are likely to be disproportionately 

dependent on Scottish Welfare Fund support via Crisis Grants. This is partially 

confirmed by recent research undertaken by the Trussell Trust which found that 2 in 

5 Foodbank users were ESA recipients and over half were disabled people2. 
 

3.32 The introduction and roll-out of Universal Credit has actually seen an increase in the 

proportion of those being sanctioned. Although it has been falling, the monthly rate of 

sanctions under Universal Credit (UC) remains extremely high at around 4% - 5% of 

all claimants subject to conditionality.  
 

3.33 Some 290,000 (71%) of all the estimated 390,000 sanctions in the 12 months to 

October 2017 were on UC claimants, although, because Universal Credit is not fully 

rolled-out, UC claimants only accounted for under one third of all claimants subject to 

conditionality. 
 

3.34 Length of sanctions: Universal credit has similar lengths of sanction to those of 

JSA, ESA, etc. – that is one month initial sanction, six months for a second sanction 

and 3 years for a third sanction - but there are important differences.  
 

3.35 Sanctions of UC are affectively lengthened because hardship payments under UC 

are repayable. Repayments are then recovered at the rate of 40% of benefit, that is 

the same as the amount by which a hardship payment is lower than the benefit, this 

results in UC sanctions being effectively 2½ times as long as their nominal length. 
 

3.4 The Benefit Cap and the SWF: The introduction of the lower Benefit Cap of £20,000 

for families in January 2017 has also had an impact on the numbers likely to request 

either or both Crisis and Community Care Grants.  
 

3.41 The cap is applied by reducing the amount of housing benefit or UC payable. This 

leaves claimants with a shortfall between the rent they are charged and the benefit 

they receive to help pay rent. If they prioritise rent payments they are not left with 

enough to meet other costs such as feeding their families or heating their homes. 
 

3.42 Sheffield Hallam University estimates that the lower cap affects 11,000 households in 

Scotland, resulting in a loss of £25 million a year to Scots claimants by 20213. Ninety 

percent of households affected are families with children of which two thirds are 

headed by a lone parent.  
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3.43 Households where someone is in receipt of one of the main disability benefits such 

as DLA or PIP are exempt from the Benefit Cap, but this does not mean that all 

households where someone is disabled are. Households where an adult is in receipt 

of ESA and in the Work Related Activity Group (WRAG) are subject to the cap and, 

of course, households where someone is found fit for work at a Work Capability 

Assessment (WCA) not only lose entitlement to ESA but are then subject to the cap.  
  
3.44 Although nearly two thirds of ESA appeals are upheld in the claimants’ favour this 

does not prevent disabled people from being subjected to the Benefit Cap in the 

interim period between the DWP’s initial decision and the eventual appeal hearing 

(that is after Mandatory Reconsideration). 
 

3.5 Benefit Delays and the SWF: The most common reason given for a Crisis Grant 

application (13%) is a delay in receipt of benefit payments. This reason for 

application has been increasing gradually since it was first introduced in 2016.  

 

3.51 Scottish Government analysts are not yet sure why this increase has occurred but 

Inclusion Scotland would suggest that it may be connected to the gradual roll-out of 

Universal Credit.  

 

3.52 This would seem to be supported by the Trussell Trust’s finding that applications for 

Foodbank support from themselves have increased by over 50% in UC roll-out areas. 

As claimants now have to wait at least 5 weeks for their first UC payment (and one 

month between payments), they are much more likely to run out of funds before they 

receive their benefits4. 

 

3.6 Deductions from Benefits: As referred to earlier Universal Credit payments can be 

subject to a 40% reduction over long periods due to the imposition of sanctions and 

the recovery of hardship payments (more properly loans as they are now repayable). 

According to statistics released in answer to a UK Parliament Written Question 6% of 

all Universal Credit “full service” claims were having 40% deducted from their 

standard allowance. 

 

3.61 In comparison under tax credits, the maximum deduction is 25% of the benefits 

award for those whose total income is less than £20,000 a year. Under Universal 

Credit 20% payments can be deducted to pay for rent arrears, compared to a 

standard rate of 5% on legacy benefits. 

 
4 “Whether crisis grants are being used in practice to provide ongoing rather 

than one-off support, and if so how that situation could be resolved” 
 

4.1 In the period Oct – Dec 2017 the number of Crisis Grant applications throughout 

Scotland increased by 8% (2,870) compared to the same quarter the previous year. 

In some local authorities, including those affected most by the Benefit Cap, the level 

of the increase was much larger (for example in Edinburgh, the increase was 42%).  

 

4.2 Between Oct - Dec 2017 nearly two thirds of all Crisis Grant applications (64%) were 

repeats. However just over half of Crisis Grants (55%) awards in the same period 
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were repeat awards - contrasting with 88% of awards in the same quarter the 

previous year.  

 

4.3 In the first quarter of 2017 (Jan – Mar), 4,195 of applications (29%) for Crisis Grants 

were rejected due to “previous application history”. Up from around 25% the year 

before and 20% in 2015/16. This suggests that the number of people seeking help 

multiple times is increasing rapidly whilst their chances of receiving a payment is 

decreasing just as rapidly. 

 

5 Budget allocation between local authorities 
 

5.1 There is still a huge variation in the proportion of the Welfare Fund being used by 

different Local Authorities with East Dunbartonshire spending about twice as much of 

its budget as Scottish Borders by the end of the 3rd Quarter of 2017/18.  

 

5.2 Whilst there is a disproportionate impact of different welfare reforms in different areas 

the rate of spending by authorities does not always seem to match these impacts.  

Inclusion Scotland remain unconvinced that all councils are promoting the Scottish 

Welfare Fund effectively to potential beneficiaries. We are also concerned that gate-

keeping may be being used to deter people from completing applications and thus 

obscuring the level of unmet need.  

 

5.3 Since Oct - Dec 2016 the number of applications from ‘Families facing exceptional 
pressure’ has increased by 23%, while the number for ‘Helping people to stay in the 
community’ has decreased by 19%. More worryingly the trend over the 9 months 
from Jan 2017 to Dec 2017 is one of more applications from families under 
exceptional pressure (up by around a third) and far fewer applications from people 
wanting help to stay in the community (down by around the same number, though a 
smaller proportion).   

 

5.4 There is no explanation offered in the official statistics for what are quite dramatic 
changes in reasons for applying to the SWF. For example, it could be that the lower 
Benefit Cap and/or the roll-out of Universal Credit are putting more families under 
exceptional pressures (especially if evictions are taking place). 

 

5.5 However, there seems to be no good reason why applications from disabled people 
and their families (that is households who apply on the grounds of “help to stay in the 
community”) should have fallen. Could it be that disabled people and their families 
are being discouraged from making applications in order to deal, within budget, with 
a huge increase in applications from families under exceptional pressure? We don’t 
know as nothing is said within the official statistics about an increase or decrease in 
the number of households containing disabled people who are being assisted. 

 

 

Quote: “I’ve used it...made a big difference but it's not commonly known about...the worry 

with that is these initiatives end up ending if it can't be evidenced they are being used!”.  Another 

who had used the Fund and valued it described it as a “well-kept secret”. Several other disabled 

people responding to our straw poll, including one local councillor, said that they had never heard 

of the SWF. 

 



6  In Kind Support and Stigma 

 

6.1 When the SWF was first introduced one of the key concerns of disabled people was 
that payment in kind would increase the stigma that they were already experiencing. 
The most common payment method for Community Care Grants (CCG) was by the 
provision of new goods. However, the use of previously used goods has been 
increasing since the introduction of the re-use scheme in Fife. In the last quarter, 7% 
of CCG payments were made in previously used goods.  

 

6.2  Our straw poll on the SWF occasioned some very troubling responses. It seems that 

it is not only Jobcentre staff who suffer from “a culture of disbelief”. Several disabled 

people indicated that they were either disbelieved when applying for assistance or 

treated with contempt as undeserving of support.  

 

6.3  Other disabled people felt that the whole system of providing in kind assistance was 

stigmatising in and of itself.  The Fife system of recycling goods came in for 

particular criticism - 

Quote: “My mum applied for a grant from the Welfare Fund on my behalf when I moved into a 

supported flat …. They assumed I 'might have had previous drug problems' and that's why they 

didn't offer actual money to buy what I needed. I have never used drugs in my life and the only 

one I do have is my medication…”. 

 

Quote: “I contacted the welfare fund only to be told it was not for people like me, (I am blind and 
have dupuytrens syndrome) after the DWP stopped my benefit for 8 weeks, so vowed I would 
never beg for help again from this organisation, lucky for me that I was able to get help from the 
local money lender, which I was grateful for, my treatment from the welfare people was nothing 
short of disgraceful”. 
 

Quote: “….we needed a specialist mattress as our current one got damaged by a leaking roof in 

our council house the Edinburgh council sent round two men to our house to look at our stained 

mattress and we felt humiliated. Then they sent us a letter telling us we couldn’t have a 

community care grant … as we get enough DLA or PIP and to buy one ourselves. They were 

very rude and unhelpful…. we would rather die than ask those b*****ds again for anything”. 

 

 
 

Quote: “Due to past trauma I suffer from PTSD, Chronic anxiety and Depression ….I try to keep 
my financial situation to myself so having a Glasgow council van arriving at my door delivering 
these items, I felt, would mark me out as a failure at coping and my neighbours would know that 
I was accessing help in this way - to me it felt like I was being stigmatised”.  
 
Quote: “I am a disabled person who regrettably had to approach Fife Council for assistance last 
Feb. 2017. The whole process was traumatic and undignified. Initially refused help.  Took case to 
review and had award approved. Fife Council agreed that I needed Washing Machine and 
Freezer.  These were second hand re-furbished items….  
 
Washing machine fitted by Furniture Initiative flooded my home as it had not been fitted properly. 
Freezer had cracked and broken shelves and internal surfaces. It was also not clean.  Council 
accepted freezer was not in proper working order but only offered to replace from same source.  
Council would not contemplate payment by either cash or voucher to allow purchase from 
another provider. I took case to SPSO who upheld Council’s decision to offer replacement rather 
than cash or vouchers. I had to borrow cash to get damage from flooding repaired and to buy 
new freezer as dietary requirements such that I need to be able to store food in cold, hygienic 
place”. 

 

 
 



6.4 By no means were all of those responding (to our straw poll) negative about their 

experiences of the SWF. Several disabled people said that it had helped them when 

they had most needed assistance and that staff were unfailingly kind and helpful. 

 

 

6.5  Inclusion Scotland are well aware that our straw poll is likely to be unrepresentative 

of disabled people’s experience of the Fund. People who have had negative 

experiences were far more likely to respond rather than those who had no 

complaint.  Nevertheless, even as isolated incidents some of these cases raise 

troubling concerns.   

 

6.6 That is that at least on some occasions disabled people’s specific needs were not 

catered for but they were instead told that they had to accept the pre-purchased 

goods; at least one disabled person was refused assistance for an essential item 

because they were in receipt of DLA/PIP; at least one person was forced into using 

a money lender after being refused assistance from the SWF and some disabled 

people, far from being treated with dignity and respect, were instead dealt with in a 

rude and dismissive fashion by SWF staff.  

 

6.7 We believe that even isolated issues of this nature must be addressed in guidance 

– to exercise discretion allowing some latitude in the provision of help in kind - and 

ensuring that the training of staff includes poverty awareness and disability equality. 

 

 

For further information contact: 

Bill Scott, Director of Policy  

Inclusion Scotland 

bills@inclusionscotland.org 

0131 281 0861 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Quote: Until that day I had never heard of the Scottish Welfare Fund and how to use 

them, but they are absolutely brilliant in my opinion and so nice to deal with.  They were 

a god send for us and I would have no hesitation whatsoever in recommending them to 

anyone else who was struggling financially and has no other means.  
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Quote: “Due to past trauma I suffer from PTSD, Chronic anxiety and Depression ….I 
try to keep my financial situation to myself so having a Glasgow council van 
arriving at my door delivering these items, I felt, would mark me out as a failure at 
coping and my neighbours would know that I was accessing help in this way - to me 
it felt like I was being stigmatised….”. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 


