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Dear Bruce 

 

I am writing on behalf of the Social Security Committee with our response to the Finance and 

Constitution Committee regarding the Scottish Government’s Draft Budget 2018-19. 

 

The Committee took evidence from the Minister for Social Security on 21 December 2017.  

 

With regards to the scrutiny process, the Committee welcomes the recommendations made by 

the Budget Process Review Group. However, the Committee wishes to again note its concern 

regarding the limited timescale between publication of the Draft Budget and reporting to your 

Committee, which has limited the extent of our scrutiny. This timescale does not allow 

thorough committee scrutiny. The Committee understands this will be the last year of this 

arrangement and looks forward to a more effective process in future. 

 

Following its evidence session with the Minister, the Committee draws the attention of the 

Finance and Constitution Committee to the following points: 

 

First, the Committee raised concerns that the amount of money allocated to local authorities 

for the Scottish Welfare Fund may not meet demand in some geographical areas, in particular 

where Universal Credit will be rolled out. In some areas, local authorities have topped up the 

Fund with their own resources. The Committee raises concerns about the real-terms cut to the 

Scottish Welfare Fund (7% since 2013-14). 

 

Similarly, the amount allocated to local authorities for Discretionary Housing Payments may be 

inadequate in areas with high rents, due to the benefit cap. 

 

The Minister responded that the amounts allocated to individual local authorities for the 

Scottish Welfare Fund and Discretionary Housing Payments cannot be increased because 

they are set by the overall formula for local authority funding agreed with COSLA. She 

indicated that she is open to discussing the issue with COSLA. 

 



The Committee welcomes the Minister’s willingness to take into account the demand-led 

nature of the Scottish Welfare Fund and Discretionary Housing Payments and suggests that 

discussions with COSLA may now be necessary. 

 

Second, the interaction between the Fiscal Framework and the social security system. The 

Committee asked whether the Fiscal Framework is flexible enough to allow for in-year 

adjustments. The Minister responded that the Scottish Government is content with the Fiscal 

Framework. James Wallace, Head of Finance, Social Security, told the Committee that 

although in year adjustments had not originally been foreseen in the design of the Fiscal 

Framework, relationships with officials in HM Treasury are good and that officials are in 

regular contact and committed to solving issues as they arise. 

 

Third, the role of the Scottish Fiscal Commission (SFC) in forecasting social security 

spending. In its December 2017 report, ‘Scotland’s Economic and Fiscal Forecasts’ the SFC 

describes its role: 

 

“To support the Scottish Parliament and the public in understanding and scrutinising 

the Scottish Government’s policy the Commission will aim to produce forecasts of 

expenditure to accompany subordinate legislation relating to areas in our remit.”1 

 

The Committee questions whether the strength of the obligation on the SFC to provide 

forecasts should be increased from an “aim” to a “duty”. The Committee is concerned that, 

should the SFC be unable to forecast spend, the Parliament will be unable to scrutinise 

proposed spend effectively. 

 

Fourth, the Committee notes that with regards to budget spend on individual forms of 

assistance, it is still early days in terms of being able to both scrutinise budget allocations and 

measure performance. The Committee looks forward to scrutinising in more detail as the 

social security system matures. Furthermore, the Committee notes that transparency (e.g. on 

the costs of the social security agency) will be of vital importance as benefits are devolved to 

the Scottish Government. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 
 

CLARE ADAMSON MSP 

CONVENER  

                                            
1

 http://www.fiscalcommission.scot/media/1196/scotlands-economic-fiscal-forecasts-publication.pdf. Page 153, 

para 4.3. 

http://www.fiscalcommission.scot/media/1196/scotlands-economic-fiscal-forecasts-publication.pdf

