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9 May 2019 
 
Dear Convener 

 

Social Security and In-work Poverty report 

 
I am writing to follow-up on the Committee’s recent report into Social Security and In-work 
Poverty. I was grateful to be invited by the Committee to give evidence on this important issue 
last November. As you know, I followed the inquiry closely and I was eager to read the 
Committee’s final report and recommendations.  
 
The Committee is right to take a holistic view of in-work poverty, and to recognise that several 
factors have played a role in its increasing prevalence. As you know, one of the most crucial 
factors is that wages have failed to keep pace with the cost of living. It is worth noting that 
Scotland remains the best performing Living Wage country in the UK with 80.6% of employees 
paid the Living Wage, ahead of England at 77.1%, Wales at 74.0% and Northern Ireland at 
72.3%. We are also committed to supporting 25,000 additional workers who do not currently 
do so to receive the Living Wage by 2021, through Living Wage Accreditation - this is a target 
agreed with the Poverty Alliance. 
 
The second crucial factor is the reduced generosity of the welfare state. I welcome that the 
Committee’s final report sets out several recommendations to the UK Government regarding 
the way in which Universal Credit could be improved to help address this problem. The 
Committee will be aware that we have raised our concerns about Universal Credit with the UK 
Government on numerous occasions. Please allow me to reassure you that we will continue 
to urge them to make the necessary changes to make Universal Credit fit for purpose. 
 
I also welcome the Committee’s recognition that the Scottish Government cannot be expected 
to mitigate every UK Government cut - which we have estimated will reduce spending in 
Scotland by approximately £3.7 billion by 2020/21. You may recall that United Nations Special 
Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Professor Philip Alston, described the 
need for devolved administrations to shield people from UK Government policies as 
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“outrageous”. Nonetheless, the Scottish Government wholeheartedly agrees with the 
Committee’s assessment that devolved policies have a role to play in addressing poverty. That 
is why we spent over £125 million on mitigation measures and support for those on low 
incomes in 2018/19, and why our investment will be maintained at similar levels in 2019-20.  
 
Turning now to the recommendations the Committee set out for the Scottish Government 
regarding devolved responsibilities, I will address each one in turn: 
 
The Scottish Welfare Fund and the Fair Food Fund 
 
The Committee reiterated their position that more needs to be done to increase awareness of 
the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) and the Fair Food Fund.  
 
The Scottish Government is committed to maximising the uptake of the SWF by raising 
awareness and understanding of the fund at local level. We are also currently seeking the 
views of users of the SWF through experience panels and social media platforms. This 
feedback will provide a monitoring tool to assess the effectiveness of the fund. Information on 
SWF has, as of December 2018, been added to the financial benefits/services section for 
parents, on the Parent Club website and will also be detailed in the ‘Supporting Disabled 
Children, Young People and Their Families’ resource, which will take the form of a website 
and app due to go live Spring 2019. 
 
The Fair Food Transformation Fund (FFTF), which directly funds organisations that are 
delivering dignified responses to household food insecurity, is sometimes mistaken with the 
Fair Food Fund, which is the Scottish Government’s wider budget for tackling the causes of 
household food insecurity. The FFTF is a subset of the Fair Food Fund.  
 
The FFTF directly funds work which evolves the response to food insecurity from emergency 
responses towards rights-based dignified access to nutritious food and support to tackle the 
root causes of poverty. The Scottish Government is currently in the process of updating the 
FFTF’s webpages on the ScotGov website in order to better demonstrate the range of 
important activity the fund has enabled. There is significant awareness of the fund, as may be 
ascertained by the number of organisations who have previously applied for funding and the 
number of organisations who have registered for further information on the 2019-20 funding 
cycle. The FFTF is currently in the process of transitioning, alongside several other legacy 
funds, into a single harmonised “Investing in Communities Fund” which is due to open later 
this year. 
 
The launch of the fund will be announced on the Scottish Government’s website on the 
Empowering Communities webpages and initially publicised via press release and circulated 
via social media. In addition policy officials will raise awareness through their as well as 
individual policy teams engaging widely with their networks. Full information regarding the new 
fund will be available on the website including the documents for applying to the fund. 
 
Passported Benefits 
 
The report also recommended that Scottish Government look again at the criteria for 
passported benefits with the aim of addressing problems that can arise from any link to 
Universal Credit. 
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This is an issue that we are aware of, and I can confirm that there has been on-going work for 
some time - within a number of policy areas - to prepare for, and take account of, the impact 
Universal Credit will have on passported benefits. 
 
Income Maximisation 

 
The Committee asked the Scottish Government to set out in detail what action it is taking to 
support income maximisation and take-up of entitlements.  
 
In November last year, we launched the Financial Health Check (FHC) service backed by 
funding of £3.3 million over two years.  The FHC offers families and older people access to 
free personalised advice on money matters and covers things like benefit take up and reducing 
household energy costs to accessing grants such as the Best Start Grant and the School 
Clothing Grant. This will help people avoid the ‘poverty premium’ of paying more for essential 
goods and services.  At least 15,000 households each year are expected to benefit from the 
service.   
 
To raise awareness of the new check, we undertook a national marketing campaign in January 
2019 which included radio adverts, national and local press coverage and social media 
activity.  Citizens Advice Scotland is working with stakeholders at a national level and local 
bureaux are also undertaking their own specific local promotional events and awareness 
sessions at key forums and other collaborative groups with partner organisations.    
 
We are also exploring options for creating an on-line FHC resource aimed at those people with 
the ability to access advice services in this way.  Our goal is for the FHC to be as accessible 
as possible, day or night.  
 

Scottish Ministers recognise that independent advice services can play a critical role in helping 
people to understand and access their rights, and to seek solutions in a range of areas. That 
is why the Scottish Government provided £1.46 million of funding for Welfare Mitigation to CAS 
and the Citizens Advice Bureaux network in 2018-19 to enable it to provide independent advice 
to the people of Scotland on reserved and devolved benefit matters. 
 
The Scottish Government also provides funding to support the most vulnerable people as part 
of the block grant, which we provide to all local authorities as part of the annual local 
government finance settlement.  This provides flexibility to local authorities and it is for each 
of them to allocate their resources in the way that best meets local needs.  
 
To support uptake of devolved benefits, we will prepare a benefit take-up strategy, to be 
published by 21 October 2019. This will outline our plans to promote take-up and support 
individuals to access devolved benefits. In parallel to this, Social Security Scotland is working 
proactively to promote the benefits that it will be delivering.  This will be done through 
developing and delivering coordinated stakeholder, digital, media and marketing campaigns.   
 
In addition Social Security Scotland aims to build up a network of locally-based staff.  These 
staff will provide people with one-to-one support and help them understand what devolved 
benefits they are entitled to, help complete applications, support people through the process 
and any follow up actions relating to their case. By the time the Agency is fully operational, it 
expects to employ around 400 people to work on local delivery of social security services 
around Scotland. 
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Income Supplement 

 
Finally, the Committee asked for assurances regarding the way in which the Scottish 
Government’s new income supplement will affect those in work. 
 
The letter I sent to the Committee on 4 April 2019 sets out the most up-to-date information on 
the income supplement. An update on this work will be provided to the Scottish Parliament by 
my colleague the Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Local Government in June. 
 
I hope the information I have provided has reassured you, and I would like to sincerely thank 
the Committee for their work highlighting this important issue. 
 
Best wishes, 
 

 
 
SHIRLEY-ANNE SOMERVILLE 
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