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SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 

By email: 
Jeane Freeman MSP 
Minister for Social Security 
Scottish Government   
 
 
 
 

 
 

T3.60 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

 
Direct Tel: 0131 348 5228 

  SocialSecurityCommittee@parliament.scot  

  
 22 June 2018 
Dear Jeane 
 

Scottish Welfare Fund 
 
As you may be aware, the Committee has undertaken a short enquiry into the 
operation of the Scottish Welfare Fund. We intend this to inform our scrutiny of the 
draft budget. 
 
The Committee requested written submissions from those invited to give evidence 
and heard from witnesses at its meetings on 17 and 24 May. The written 
submissions, including two from Shelter Scotland and Menu for Change are 
available here and the official reports of those two meetings can be found here: 
17 May: http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11545 
24 May: http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11560 
 
In preparation for taking evidence, the Committee asked witnesses to consider the 
following seven issues: 
 

• The adequacy of the overall budget for the Scottish Welfare Fund, 

• Budget allocation between local authorities and any changes noted at local 
level, 

• Whether there is the right level of discretion in the scheme, 

• How effective links to other local services from the SWF are, 

• 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, 

• Whether there are any changes to the guidance that might make the SWF 
more effective, 
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• How effective the SPSO review service has been, for example in promoting 
consistency of decision-making and continuous improvement. 

 
Following consideration of the evidence, the Committee agreed to write to you 
seeking your views on the points above and your responses to the particular issues 
and concerns raised in evidence with us. 
 
Public awareness of the Scottish Welfare Fund 
Two of the fundamental and reoccurring concerns in the written and oral evidence 
were around accessibility and awareness of the SWF. It is not clear that there is 
sufficient public awareness of the Social Welfare Fund and whether it is adequately 
publicised consistently across all local authority areas. Evidence from both CPAG 
and Inclusion Scotland suggested people who would be eligible to apply are not 
aware of the SWF’s existence. We know that demand for foodbanks has significantly 
increased. The Committee agrees with witnesses that the SWF should be the first 
port of call, before charitable aid and food banks. More needs to be done to ensure 
people know about the SWF and what support can be provided through it.     
 
We heard evidence about some of the language used to describe the circumstances 
in which the SWF can be accessed such as ‘disaster’, ‘crisis’, ‘threat’. This can be 
misleading and result in people feeling that the SWF route is not available to them 
as, in some cases, they do not associate their own hardship with those descriptions.  
 
We are aware of good practice, for example in North Lanarkshire, where anyone 
seeking assistance through a third sector organisation such as a foodbank or a 
citizens advice bureau will be referred to a welfare rights officer who can assist with 
access to the SWF.   
 
What is the Scottish Government doing to publicise the availability of the 
Scottish Welfare Fund. What more can be done to raise awareness and to 
ensure that the language used to describe its purpose and the circumstances 
in which it can be accessed is made meaningful and easily understood.  
 
Accessibility and application of statutory guidance 
We heard concerns about how accessible the application process is and we were 
told of some local authority information about eligibility being at odds with the 
statutory guidance. A question arose about whether the software packages used by 
local authorities adequately reflect the statutory guidance and any changes made to 
it. The Committee was made aware of gatekeeping; barriers to discourage some 
applications from even being made. An example is a local authority requiring 
applications to be made online, unless in exceptional circumstances. As you know, 
the statutory guidance requires that provision is made for applications to be taken via 
three delivery channels (for example online, by phone or face-to-face). If applications 
are discouraged or the process is made difficult, this leads to an inaccurate picture of 
the true demand.  
 
The Committee is concerned to hear about “gatekeeping” and that statutory 
guidance is not being applied consistently across local authorities. How does 
the Scottish Government ensure that the statutory guidance for the Scottish 
Welfare Fund is followed and applied consistently across local authorities? 
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What is the Scottish Government’s role in ensuring that access to the fund is 
fair, transparent and consistent? What monitoring is undertaken? The 
Committee recommends that the Scottish Government undertakes a review of 
the procedures followed and the information provided by each local authority 
to ensure a consistent and accessible approach is taken.    
 
Central V Local Delivery 
With the establishment of Scotland’s new Social Security Agency, there is the 
opportunity to consider whether access, through local authorities, remains the best 
model for the efficient delivery and operation of the Scottish Welfare Fund. The 
Committee sees arguments on both sides. Local delivery has the advantage of 
providing links to local services and providers but centralised delivery through the 
new Agency would ensure that the new social security principles, agreed during the 
passage of the Act, would apply to the provision of the SWF as they will to the rest of 
the Scottish Social Security system. As the new Agency will be headquartered in 
Dundee, with a hub in Glasgow and a local presence throughout Scotland, it could 
be argued that access to the SWF, through the Agency, could improve consistency 
and accessibility of delivery whilst maintaining local links. 
 
What consideration has the Scottish Government given to the future 
administration and delivery of the Scottish Welfare Fund in light of the 
establishment of the new Scottish Social Security Agency?  
 
Sufficiency of the Fund 
It was clear from our evidence, that the SWF is seen as preventative spend; a 
relatively small spend accessed through the Fund, can prevent a larger spend further 
down the line. Homeless Action Scotland told us that a community care grant can 
make the difference between a tenancy succeeding or failing, and it can cost 
between £16-20k to rehome a family who have been evicted. 
 
Demand on the SWF is expected to grow and as already noted, it is not clear what 
the current degree of unmet demand is. The core funding for the SWF has been 
frozen in cash terms since 2013. Cuts to benefit entitlements will continue to be felt 
and pressure on the fund will increase. 
 
In light of the evidence received by the Committee, how is the Scottish 
Government assessing the sufficiency of funding for the SWF?   
 
Finally for now, the Committee heard from the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman 
and welcomed the work being done to develop a quality assurance tool for welfare 
fund decision makers. The Committee notes that development of a quarterly digest 
of case decisions and summaries is underway and again welcomes this.  
 
The Committee would be grateful for your thoughts on the evidence we received and 
your responses to the particular points raised. We look forward to hearing from you. 
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Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
 
 


