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   17 June 2020 
 
Dear Convener 
 
Thank you for your letter of 9 June regarding the demand-led pressures on the Scottish 
Government, in light of the increase in claims of Universal Credit in Scotland and regarding 
the additional proposals made by stakeholders to the First Minister to support those on low 
incomes impacted by Covid-19.   
 
The Scottish Government is keeping the budget position under close scrutiny given Universal 
Credit claims were six times higher over the period 13 March to 9 April than they were in the 
previous reporting period. It is still too early to be precise about the knock-on effect on Scottish 
benefit payments.   It is clear, however, that the costs of these demand-led benefits are likely 
to be higher and the Scottish Government is managing that cost along with the whole range 
of pressures and demands arising from the Covid-19 situation.  
 
Some benefits, such as Disability Living Allowance, Personal Independence Payment and 
Carer’s Allowance have an associated Block Grant Adjustment (BGA) with increases in UK 
expenditure giving rise to proportionate increases in the amount of funding provided to 
Scotland for those benefits.  Other benefits either receive only part funding via BGA, where 
the Scottish Government has increased an existing benefit, for example Best Start Grant and 
Best Start Foods, or do not benefit at all from BGAs where a new benefit has been introduced.  
Carer’s Allowance Supplement, the additional Coronavirus Carer’s Allowance Supplement 
and Scottish Child Payment fall into this latter category.  This means that any additional funding 
for those benefits needs to be found from within the overall Scottish budget. 
 
We are currently undertaking detailed modelling to understand the impact of Covid-19 on 
Scottish benefit take-up, assessing the implications of the likely rates of recovery on continued 
caseload and expenditure.  Our sources include Universal Credit data from the Department 
for Work and Pensions and modelling of various unemployment scenarios, depending on the 
shape of Scotland’s recovery, to enable us to estimate how costs might change over time.   
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You reference the recent letter to the First Minister from stakeholders, calling for emergency 
financial support for those on low incomes.  I was pleased to meet with a group of these 
stakeholders on 15 June to discuss their proposals in greater detail, particularly the 
implications for Social Security Scotland’s resources and our already full delivery programme, 
including the priority Scottish Child Payment.  
 
At that meeting I set out our response to Covid-19 where the Scottish Government has sought 
to do all it can within its powers to support the most vulnerable.  We have provided significant 
additional funding through the £350 million Communities Fund, which included an additional 
£45 million to the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF), enabling local authorities to support those 
most in need. We have recently increased this fund further, providing for children eligible for 
free school meals over the summer through a package of support worth £27.6 million and have 
invested a further £5 million in Discretionary Housing Payments. We have also introduced a 
Coronavirus Carer’s Allowance Supplement payment, increasing the amount paid to unpaid 
carers by £230 in recognition of the added pressure that Covid-19 has put them under.  
Funding for this was provided through the re-prioritisation of budgets as part of the Scottish 
Government’s response to Covid-19 and was reflected in the recent Summer Budget Revision. 
This will be paid from Friday 26 June. 
 
At the same time, Social Security Scotland is successfully delivering the seven existing low 
income benefits and, to enable that, supporting staff to work in a radically different and 
unexpected way.  This has included the rapid introduction of a new telephony solution for 
inbound calls, whereby clients are able to contact the original telephone number to request a 
call-back, and the successful introduction of a webchat facility. All of these measures are to 
give clients additional means of accessing our service.  The focus is on helping staff look after 
both their physical and mental health and that of their colleagues, and manage caring 
responsibilities, whilst they continue to provide the service our clients need during this 
challenging time.  
 
The Social Security Programme will continue to deliver at pace for the remainder of 2020. This 
involves delivering a suite of improvements and fixes to the Agency’s live running systems, 
and developing the Scottish Child Payment functionality and delivering that over three releases 
in July, September and before the end of the year. These releases will deliver vital functionality 
to process the volume of applications we anticipate for Scottish Child Payment, including 
changes to fraud, error and debt, redeterminations and appeals and management information 
and reporting.  
 
Commencing in June this year, we are taking forward a range of continuous improvement 
activity to increase the effectiveness, resilience and efficiency of Social Security Scotland 
whilst also making improvements to client experience. We are also bringing forward delivery 
of a range of cross cutting services to support and enhance delivery of low income benefits 
and the future disability benefits, and we will complete the build of Job Start Payment and 
Child Winter Heating Assistance and plan to launch both of those benefits before the end of 
the year if we can. Finally, we have developed and will ‘switch on’ the code to trigger the 
issuing of invitations to apply for Best Start Grant when the moment is right and the Agency 
can manage the demand.  
 
The proposals that were highlighted in the letter to the First Minister are neither quick nor easy 
to deliver and would detract resource, indeed many a significant resource, from Social Security 
Scotland and the Social Security Programme at a time when safe and secure delivery of the 
existing benefits is more critical than ever.  Uprating Best Start Grant (BSG) would increase 
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the amount paid to all new qualifying benefit applicants, however, it would not provide 
assistance to families who have already received BSG.  If we were to make a brand new 
payment of BSG it would require a new application based process and the associated 
infrastructure to verify eligibility, process and pay applicants. Secondary legislation would also 
be required, alongside policy input from stakeholders and scrutiny from the Scottish 
Commission on Social Security. 
 
Some have suggested that we might introduce a further strand to the Scottish Welfare Fund, 
moving from a flexible, discretionary fund that provides immediate, short-term financial 
support, to something akin to a regular top up payment to all families on a low income.    As 
well as fundamentally changing the nature of the Fund, providing  a new specific grant for a 
specific client group could require changes to primary and secondary legislation, as well as 
changes  to statutory guidance. Introducing such changes would require considerable 
development and parliamentary scrutiny, and their implementation would put additional 
pressure on already stretched local authority delivery resources, at a time when they are 
working hard to process an increased volume of Crisis Grant applications as quickly as they 
can as this again would require a new application process, verification of eligibility and so on.  
 
A further suggestion was that we should increase school clothing grant payments.  It is worth 
noting that Scotland’s national minimum school clothing grant is currently the most generous 
scheme of its kind in the UK.  In England and Wales the grant is only paid to specific year 
groups and, in many local authority areas in England, there is no provision at all. Another 
suggestion was to provide families who are eligible for the school clothing grant with a lump 
sum of £250 this year. With respect to the proposal that eligibility for the school clothing grant 
be used to determine who should receive this payment, the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 
does give local authorities the powers to make provision for school clothing, but it cannot be 
used to make provision for anything which is not related to school clothing under the terms of 
this legislation. 
 
I recognise the need for action laid out by the stakeholders in their letter to the First Minister 
and I am conscious people need our support right now– that is exactly why we are taking 
action through the £350 million Communities Fund. Indeed this is a quicker way to assist 
families than the use of social security powers. In the meantime we will focus our available 
resources on delivering the Scottish Child Payment by the end of the year.  This will help some 
of the poorest families and contribute to tackling child poverty in Scotland on a systemic basis.  
At a time where we are seeing thousands more need help from social security, this will be an 
even more important form of financial support than ever.  I cannot therefore allow the focus or 
resources of the Social Security Programme to be deflected from the delivery of this game 
changing benefit.  To do so would jeopardise its delivery by the end of this year, and undermine 
our shared goal of providing support to those in need.    
 
Yours sincerely  
 

 
 
 
SHIRLEY-ANNE SOMERVILLE 
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