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SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE

 
AGENDA

 
24th Meeting, 2018 (Session 5)

 
Thursday 22 November 2018

 
The Committee will meet at 9.00 am in the Mary Fairfax Somerville Room (CR2).
 
1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether to

take item 4 in private.
 
2. Social Security and In-Work Poverty: The  Committee  will  take  evidence

from—
 

Shirley-Anne Somerville, Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older
People, Alison Byrne, Deputy Director Reserved Benefits Division, and
David Souter, Head of Fair and Inclusive Workplaces Unit, Scottish
Government.
 

3. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether to
take the following in private at its next meeting— 

 
Consideration of a draft letter to the Cabinet Secretary for Social Security
and Older People on the Young Carer Grant;
 
Consideration of an issues paper for the Social Security and In-work
Poverty inquiry;
 
Work programme discussion.
 

4. Social Security and In-Work Poverty: The Committee will consider the
evidence heard earlier in the meeting.
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Social Security Committee 

24th Meeting, 2018 (Session 5), Thursday 22 November 2018 

Social Security and In-work Poverty 

Introduction 
This is the sixth and final evidence session of the Committee‟s inquiry into in-work 
poverty and social security.   

While much of what the Committee has heard focused on issues which are the 
responsibility of Westminster, in its call for views the Committee also asked about 
what the Scottish Government could do.  This paper focuses on these devolved 
issues. 

In their written submission to the inquiry the Scottish Government refered to the: 

“limited powers the Scottish Government has over social security, employability 
and employment”  

and that their actions of particular relevance to those in low paid work include: 

 Promoting the (voluntary) living wage

 Devolved employment support – including Fair Start Scotland

 £12m for parental support as part of the Child Poverty Delivery Plan

 Increasing free early learning and childcare to 1,140 hours per year

 Policies within the Every Child Every Chance Delivery Plan including;

reducing the disability employment gap, tackle low pay in the public sector

and help with costs of the school day

Background 
The DWP submission states: 

“the number of working-age adults in the UK in poverty who are in working 
families has clearly increased since 2010 (from 2.8m in 2009/10, to 3.3m in 
2016/17, before housing costs). However, this is almost all due to the 
substantial increase in the number of adults in employment (an extra 3 million 
since 2010). The chance of being in poverty for adults in working families has 
remained stable at around 10% over this period. For working families with 
children, the picture is more nuanced. The chance of being in poverty when at 
least one parent is working has remained stable (at 15%) over the same 
period but has increased after housing costs (from 20% to 24%).” 

For couple families with children, there is only a 5% chance of being in 
poverty (after housing costs) if both parents work full-time. However, this 

SC/S5/18/24/1

1

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSS518IWP06_Scottish_Government.pdf


increases to 33% for families with someone in full-time self-employment, to 
34% for one earner couples, and to 63% for families with only part-time work. 

Labour market trends referenced in the written submissions include: 

 Most (64%) of adults in poverty now live in working households (JRF, Oxfam)

 In Scotland 18% of workers are paid less than the (voluntary) living wage

(JRF/Oxfam)

 There are c.63,000 on zero-hours contracts in Scotland (Oxfam) although

“some welcome evidence of reducing prevalence of zero hours contracts”

(JRF)

 Full time work at national minimum wage falls short of the JRF „minimum

income standard‟ (Oxfam)

 6% of workers are on temporary contracts (Oxfam)

JRF consider that: 

“reducing in-work poverty requires a clear strategy focused on securing 
decent wages, particularly in currently low paid sectors as well as social 
security.”   

This is reflected in many submissions to the inquiry which make the point that 
addressing in-work poverty is not a matter for social security alone. 

The following suggests themes for discussion with the Cabinet Secretary. 

Theme 1: Passported benefits 
The qualifying criteria for many passported benefits include receipt of UC with 
income below a certain threshold.  Issues arising from this are: 

 Delays in receiving UC payments can lead to delays in access to passported
benefits

 Fluctuating UC awards1 may result in families moving in and out of eligibility
for passported benefits

 Using a threshold creates „cliff edges‟. i.e if income is £609 then someone
gets free school meals.  If income is £611 then they don‟t.

The Committee held and evidence session on passported benefits on 14 June.  At 
that meeting Hannah McCulloch (CPAG) and others referred to the issue of 
fluctuating UC awards, delays in payments and the „cliff edges‟ created by income 
thresholds.  

1
 Whether moving in and out of UC entitlement because of the way the monthly assessment period works, or 

having fluctuating earnings recorded during the assessment period because it is ‘out of sync’ with your pay day, 

or UC uses the minimum income floor rather than actual earnings, or you actually do have fluctuating earnings 

over the month. 
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In the written submissions several organisations (LITRG, CPAG, Highland Council, 
North Lanarkshire Council) discuss the links between Universal Credit and 
passported benefits.   

CPAG suggested that any award of UC should entitle someone to passported 
benefits and that receipt of Council Tax Reduction also be considered as an 
entitlement condition2.  The LITRG note that: “Fixed thresholds, such as that for free 
school meals, create a cliff-edge and do not take account of the number of children 
in a family.”  They also suggested that: “It would be particularly helpful for Scottish 
UC claimants to be able to visit one website and easily see all the passported 
benefits that might be relevant or available to them” 

Another issue is delays in getting the first payment of UC.  The submission from 
Highland Council explains their approach of: 

“awarding applicants, in the UC assessment phase, their entitlements for 8 
weeks at which point, the evidence of UC entitlement can be submitted by the 
applicant and entitlement continued.” 

The current income thresholds set or proposed in devolved legislation are set out in 
the table below: 

Devolved Provision Earnings limit and application periods for those on UC 
Free school meals3 £610 in the monthly assessment period immediately prior to 

application for free school meals 

Best Start Foods4 
(proposed) (£4.25 per 
week) 

£610. 

Best Start Grant5 A UC award in their current or previous UC assessment 
period.  Applications must be made within a certain time-
frame. Eg. For the baby grant: from 24th week of pregnancy 
to 6 months after the baby is born 

NHS charges6 £435  (or £935 if get child element or limited capability for 
work) in the monthly assessment period immediately 
preceding the claim7 

Early learning and 
childcare (ELC) for two 
year olds8 

£610 in the monthly assessment period immediately prior to 
application for early learning and childcare.  Once a place is 
taken up, they will remain eligible regardless of whether 

2 This was also suggested by respondents to the consultation on the Best Start Grant.  In response 

(published 12 September) the Scottish Government said. “CTR is interlinked with UK benefits, in 
particular housing benefit and therefore has limited additional impact as a qualifying benefit, capturing 
a very small number of additional people. It is not a consistent proxy for low income. We have 
therefore decided not to include (CTR) as a qualifying criterion for BSG.” 
3
 Welfare Reform (Consequential Amendments)(Scotland) Regulations 2017.  SSI 2017/182 

4
 Scottish Government(2018)Welfare Foods Consultation on meeting the needs of children and families in 

Scotland 
5
 Scottish Government (2018) Early Years Assistance, Consultation on Best Start Grant Regulations and Early 

Assistance (Best Start Grants) (Scotland) Regulations 2018 . 
6
 National Health Service (Optical Charges and Payments)(Scotland) regulations 1998 (As amended), National 

Health Service (Travelling Expenses and Remission of Charges)(Scotland) No. 2 Regulations 2003. (As 

amended).  Most recently amended by SSI 2017/59. See policy note to those regulations for description of 

introduction of income thresholds. 
7
 National Health Service (Payments and Remission of Charters) (Miscellaneous Amendments)(Scotland) 

Regulations 2017. SSI 2017/59 
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financial circumstances change. 

Few families on Working Tax Credit would have earnings low enough to benefit from 
these rates.  For example, in 2019/20 the National Living Wage for people over 25 
will be £8.21.  Someone would need to be working fewer than 18 hours a week at 
£8.21 in order to fall within the £610 per month income threshold for free school 
meals. 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 
 Whether passported benefits should be available to families in minimum

wage work of more than 17 hours a week
 Whether and how to build in flexibility to the eligibility for passported

benefits in order to avoid the problems caused by fluctuations in UC
payments

 Whether there are alternative entitlement criteria that would still target
low income families, but avoid the problems of a specific link to
Universal Credit

Theme 2: Scottish social security and related payments 
Many of the written submissions made suggestions for how Scottish social security 
powers and related payments (such as the Scottish Welfare Fund, Discretionary 
Housing Payments (DHPs) and Council Tax Reduction (CTR)) could be used to 
mitigate the impact of UC on working families. 

Suggestions included: 

 Top up reserved benefits (Inverclyde Financial Inclusion Partnership, North

Lanarkshire Council, Scottish Commission on Welfare Reform(SCoWR)).

Specifically, top up child benefit by £5 (Close the Gap)

 Widen eligibility to the Best Start Grant (Close the Gap, CPAG).

 Use the proposed „income supplement‟ to address child poverty within

working families (eg JRF, Oxfam) .

 Create a new benefit to support households below the „Minimum Income

Standard‟ (CIH).

 “use social security powers to address the impact of inflation” (Shelter)

 “Strengthen” the Scottish Welfare Fund (SCoWR, Poverty Alliance), promote

Scottish Welfare Fund (CAS, Menu for Change, North Lanarkshire Council)

 Further investment in Discretionary Housing Payments (STUC, North

Lanarkshire Council)

 Promote „Scottish Choices‟ (Poverty Alliance, Menu for Change, North

Lanarkshire Council, CRISIS).

 Bring in split payments for UC (Close the Gap, Church of Scotland, STUC)

While some organisations suggested the Scottish Government use their tax powers 
to address in-work poverty (Shelter, NHS Ayrshire and Arran) the LITRG cautioned 

8
 Provision of Early Learning and Childcare (Specified Children) (Scotland) Order 2014.  SSI 2014/196 as 

amended by SSI 2015/268 and Welfare Reform (Consequential Amendments)(Scotland) Regulations 2017/182 

reg 3(3)SSI 2017/182. 
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that reducing the tax rate won‟t help those on UC because UC is based on net 
earnings. (i.e if net earnings increase because of tax cuts, then the amount of 
earnings taken into account in the UC calculation will increase).   

The Committee may wish to discuss: 
 Whether topping up reserved social security benefits would be an 

effective way to address in-work poverty 
 The role of Discretionary Housing Payments and Scottish Welfare Fund 

in ensuring people can sustain employment through an income crisis 
 Whether there has been any early thinking on the proposed income 

supplement in relation to its availability to people with low earnings (as 
opposed to households where no-one works) 
 

Theme 3: Council Tax Reduction 
A person‟s UC calculation is used to calculate entitlement to Council Tax Reduction.9 
Following a rule change10 in April this year, local authorities can use estimated 
income rather than actual income if income is “subject to frequent change during a 
period of entitlement to council tax reduction”.  

The Scottish Government doesn‟t issue any guidance on Council Tax Reduction so 
there is a degree of discretion as to how local authorities interpret the rules. In their 
written submission Falkirk Council suggested stronger guidance and possibly new 
regulations for Council Tax Reduction. 

CTR was considered by the Committee on 22 March this year when looking at 
amendments to the Council Tax Reduction regulations. In answer to a question from 
Mark Griffin on the impact on self-employed people Robin Hayes (Scottish 
Government) replied: 

“The council tax reduction scheme calculations of entitlement have benefited 
from the fact that the case load to date has been made up of less complicated 
cases. However, it looks as though the interaction between universal credit 
and self-employment could well be a complex problem. The regulations do not 
seek to address that, but I and my colleagues, and people who are more 
expert than I am, are already giving some thought to how we might be able to 
deal with such circumstances.” 

The Committee may wish to discuss whether the rules for Council Tax 
Reduction need any further change to take account of the way Universal Credit 
is calculated for people in work. 
 
Theme 4: Work progression and in-work conditionality 

Concern about in-work conditionality was the most frequently mentioned issue in the 
written submissions to the inquiry.  In oral evidence Pete Searle (DWP) was very 
clear that this policy was still being developed and that: 

                                            
9
 Council Tax Reduction replaced Council Tax Benefit in 2013 when it was devolved.  While there have been 

changes, overall the rules remain largely the same as they were prior to devolution and are also largely similar to 

the rules for Housing Benefit. 
10

 Reg 3 of The Council Tax Reduction (Scotland) Amendment Regulations 2018 SSI 2018/69 
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“We need to do a lot more research before we can say what the best way 
forward is on this.” (OR 8 November, col 6) 

Some submissions to the inquiry referred to the role of devolved employment 
support services in addressing in-work poverty (Inclusion Scotland, Close the Gap, 
Church of Scotland, Oxfam).  For example, Oxfam suggested the government:  

“offer incentives for employers to create progression routes for low paid 
workers and consider how future devolved employment support programmes 
can be designed in ways that recognise the different barriers faced by 
different groups.” 

In oral evidence the Pete Searle (DWP), commented on the general desirability of 
supporting people to increase their earnings: 

“If we had a customer who is in work and is poor, and we feel that they could 
do more work and increase their earnings, would it not be a failure in our 
organisation not to think about them, work with them, try to develop a 
programme and test things that could help that person to progress?” 

In oral evidence the PCS and others distinguished between a system which 
supported people to progress in work and a system which required them to do so. 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 
 The role of governments in supporting people to increase their earnings 

from work 
 The role of devolved skills and training policies to support in-work 

progression 
 How the Scottish Government would seek to engage with the DWP as 

the DWP develops its policy on in work progression 

Theme 5: Early Learning and Childcare  

Childcare costs are of particular relevance to working parents. 

UC is more generous than Tax Credits in reimbursing 85% rather than 70% of 
childcare costs.  It is provided regardless of hours worked rather than only when 
someone is working more than 16 hours a week.   

The Scottish Government has a target to increase free childcare for 3 and 4 years 
olds and some 2 year olds from 16 hours a week to 30 hours a week (in school term 
time). 

The policy has the twin aims of supporting parents‟ employment and providing early 
learning for children. 

One of the issues for working parents is the flexibility of the available hours.  A 
problem with the current 16 hours provision is that it may not be available at a 
location and at times that are convenient for working parents.  Local authorities must 
have regard to flexibility of provision when planning their early learning and childcare 
service11. 

Eligibility criteria for two year olds mirrors that for free school meals.  For Universal 
Credit claimants, this means they can only get free childcare (via the Scottish 
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 S.51 Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 
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Government funded provision) if their income in the month before they apply is £610 
or less12.  As mentioned above, this means that most working parents would not 
qualify for free childcare until the term following their child‟s third birthday. 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 
 The role of devolved early learning and childcare policy in helping 

parents sustain employment or increase their hours 
 The extent to which childcare availability needs to fit around working 

hours if it is to contribute to addressing in work poverty  
 In order to address in-work poverty, whether free childcare eligibility for 

two year olds should be extended beyond the £610 income limit for 
those on Universal Credit 

Theme 6: Promoting the living wage 
In the written submissions there was frequent reference to the work done by the 
Scottish Government to encourage Fair Work and promote the Living Wage.  (For 
example, CAS, Adrian Sinfield, Oxfam, NHS Ayrshire and Arran, Aberdeenshire, 
Menu for Change).  For example, CAS suggested: 

“continuing to encourage employers to pay the Scottish Living Wage, ensure 
that public sector pay keeps pace with the cost of living, and continue to keep 
a focus on Fair Work, in particular, actions to discourage employers from 
inappropriate use of zero hours contracts.” 

In their written submission the Scottish Government refers to their support for the 
living wage including £340,000 for the Scottish Living Wage Accreditation Initiative. 
The submission states that Scotland has proportionately more than 5 times as many 
accredited living wage employers as the rest of the UK. The Scottish Government 
also promotes the „Scottish Business Pledge‟ which encourages businesses to 
support fair work. 

The UK Government sets the minimum wage rates based on the advice of the Low 
Pay Commission. In 2018 the Government asked the Low Pay Commission to 
recommend the 2019 rate of the National Living Wage such that it reaches 60% of 
median earnings by 2020, subject to sustained economic growth. 

Increases from 2017/18 to 2018/19 are: 

 Over 25: increase from £7.83 to £8.21 

 21 – 24: increase from £7.38 to £7.70 

 18 – 20: increase from £5.90 to £6.15 

 16 – 17: increase from 4.20 to £4.35 

 Apprentices: £3.70 to £3.90 

Separately from this is the voluntary living wage (currently £8.75 per hour).  In 2018 
19.4% of working age people aged over 18 in Scotland earn below the living wage 
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 If their income increases during the year, they do not lose eligibility. Provision of Early Learning and 

Childcare (Specified Children) (Scotland) Order 2014 
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rate of £8.7513.  Low wages are more common for young people.  The same survey 
shows that 53.8% of 18 to 24 year olds earn below the living wage. 

The Committee may wish to discuss: 
 How the Scottish Government can encourage employers to pay the 

(voluntary) living wage, particularly to younger workers for whom the 
National Minimum Wage is significantly lower 

 What the Scottish Government is doing to promote the living wage in 
low paying sectors such as retail and hospitality.  

 What the Scottish Government doing to ensure people can work the 
number of hours they need to so they can afford a decent standard of 
living, in jobs that offer security and opportunity 

Theme 7: Income Maximisation 
A common suggestion in written submissions was to ask for more funding for advice 
services. (CPAG, CAS, NHS Ayrshire and Arran, Inverclyde Financial Inclusion 
Partnership, Menu for Change, Glasgow Centre for Population Health, SCoWR, 
Poverty Alliance).   

For example CPAG suggested the Scottish Government:  

“Invest in advice and information and ensure this is available to people who 
are in work”. 

The Poverty Alliance asked for funding for local authorities to help them support UC 
claimants. 

On November 2nd, the Scottish Government launched the „financial health check‟ run 
by Citizens Advice Scotland. The health check will cover issues such as access to 
free school meals, benefit uptake, council tax reduction and cheaper deals on energy 
and other utilities to reduce household costs.    

The Committee may wish to discuss the role of income maximisation 
and advice services for those in low paid work. 

Theme 8: Addressing issues to the DWP 
A common suggestion in the written submissions was that the Scottish Government 
should continue to ask the DWP to change various aspects of UC design and 
operation.  Organisations raising this point included: Falkirk Council, Shelter, Church 
of Scotland, NHS Ayrshire and Arran, Inverclyde HSCP, Highland Council and One 
Parent Families Scotland. 

The Committee may wish to discuss the role of the Scottish Government 
in seeking to influence Universal Credit policy 
 

Camilla Kidner 
SPICe Research 
16 November 2018 
 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish Parliament 

                                            
13

 Scottish Government Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings ASHE (October 2018) 

SC/S5/18/24/1

8

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSS518IWP22_CPAG.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Social_Security/Inquiries/SSS518IWP33_Poverty_Alliance.pdf
https://news.gov.scot/news/financial-health-checks-begin
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Labour-Market/Earnings/ASHE-SCOT-2017


committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond to specific questions 
or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer comprehensive coverage of a 
subject area. 
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