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1. Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland strongly supported the establishment of the 

Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) following devolution of the DWP discretionary social fund in 

2013/14. We welcome the continued investment in the Fund. Introduction of the Welfare 

Funds (Scotland) Act 2015 provided an important legislative underpinning to the scheme. The 

Fund compares extremely favourably with local welfare assistance (LWA) schemes in England 

and Wales where provision has become increasingly patchy and “at risk of collapse.” 26 local 

authorities in England and Wales have closed their schemes altogether and a further 41 have 

cut spending on LWA by over 60%1. This has resulted in increased destitution and made it more 

difficult for many vulnerable people to live independently.   

2. While Scotland’s approach can be compared favourably to development elsewhere in the UK 

there is room for continuous improvement of the Fund. CPAG  recommends: 

 Increased investment in the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) to respond to income crisis, and in 
particular to help stem growing reliance on foodbanks. 

 Action to ensure ‘gatekeeping’ is not preventing potentially eligible people from having 
access to the fund.  

 Clarification of the statutory guidance, e.g. in relation to repeat applications and living 
expenses. 

 Greater clarity and transparency on how decision making is undertaken at local level. 

 Further advice and support for local decision makers on the implications of SPSO decisions.  

 Action to ensure increased awareness of and referral to the Scottish Welfare Fund by local 
and national agencies. 

 Improved links between the Scottish Welfare Fund and local services including welfare rights 
and income maximisation advice services.  
 

The adequacy of the overall budget for the Scottish Welfare Fund 

3. CPAG believe additional investment in the SWF would help to ensure that more individuals and 

families in need of a community care grant, or crisis grant, are able to access them.  

4. Although most local authorities had a slight underspend in their SWF budget (and only 98% of 

the 2016/17 national budget was spent) evidence suggests this is not necessarily a result of a 

lack of demand but rather of a continued lack of awareness amongst potential applicants, as 

well as ‘gatekeeping’ on the part of local authorities. 

Awareness and referrals  

5. Cases received through CPAG in Scotland’s Early Warning System suggest many people, despite 

having had extensive interaction with public services, are not aware of the Fund’s existence. 

This lack of awareness has resulted in people being referred to or presenting at their local food 

bank in the first instance, instead of making an application to the SWF. Tellingly, while 
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applications for SWF awards have remained relatively stable across Scotland demand for food 

bank parcels has increased dramatically.  

6. Food banks may be able to meet short-term emergency food needs but they do not support 

wider essential costs such as heating, transport and clothing costs. Furthermore, foodbanks do 

not generally provide or refer individuals to income maximisation advice and wider services in 

the way that statutory guidance directs those administering the SWF to do. Furthermore, 

charitable provision cannot provide the rights based support based on dignity that underpins 

the Scottish Parliament’s ambitions for Scottish social security. CPAG therefore supports the 

recommendations of the Independent Working Group on Food Poverty that “The Scottish 

Government, along with local authorities and all those responding to acute food insecurity, 

should ensure widespread use of the SWF as the first port of call for emergency support and 

ensure the Fund is administered in a way that allows this” and that “If demand for the Scottish 

Welfare Fund grows, the Scottish Government should increase investment in it accordingly.”2 

7. As an example North Lanarkshire Council has developed a Food Poverty Referral Gateway to 

ensure that people can access crisis grants from the SWF before they are referred to food banks 

for help. All agency staff who could offer a food bank voucher have agreed instead to refer 

individuals to the local authority SWF in the first instance (as well as offering an income 

maximisation check where possible). There have been some very positive results, with 

participating food banks reporting a 22% drop in referrals and an increase in the number of 

applications for crisis grants.  

8. CPAG would recommend that other local authorities consider implementing such an approach. 

We are working (in partnership with Oxfam, Poverty Alliance and Nourish), through the Menu 

for Change project to support local partners ensure people are able to access statutory sources 

of financial support, including the Scottish Welfare Fund, as part of wider action to reduce the 

need for foodbanks.  

9. At the very least, all local authorities should implement para 2.8 of the SWF guidance which 

notes “that local authorities should ensure that they build and maintain relationships with a 

range of local partners, including NHS, third sector, advice agencies and money advice agencies, 

including credit unions.” 

Gatekeeping  

10. CPAG is concerned that some local authorities may be ‘gatekeeping’ by making it too difficult 

for individuals to make an application to the scheme. This is reflected in our case evidence and 

feedback from frontline advisors, many of whom tell us that in practice the application process 

is focussed primarily on the ability of local authorities to handle the volume of applications with 

limited resources, rather than the needs of applicants. 

11. Concerns relate, for example, to the process of submitting an application for an award. In many 

cases practice in this area falls far short of the standards laid down in the statutory SWF 

guidance. This states that applications should be available via three channels and that as a 

minimum, face to face applications should be available for vulnerable claimants. However, one 

local authority’s website, for example, says:  “Access to the application process will be available 

using the online application form. If you do not have internet at home, you can use the 
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computer facilities at any Community Access Point. You should take proof of your name and 

address.  Only in exceptional circumstances will applications be accepted by any other method.” 

12. Furthermore some local authorities are not advising applicants that a face to face option is 

available.  Websites invite applications online or by telephone, sometimes restricted on the 

basis of the type of grant you want.  

13. Some local authority websites also use “eligibility checkers” which sometimes incorrectly 

suggest that an applicant will not be eligible.  For example, using one online checker, if you 

complete the screening questions and indicate that you are escaping domestic violence and 

need money for living expenses you may be told that you appear to be ineligible.   

14. Given the case evidence of incorrect decision making on eligibility, CPAG would welcome 

further information on: 

 the extent to which local authority decision makers are relying on bought in software 
packages (such as those provided by Northgate and Capita), rather than making direct 
reference to the statutory SWF guidance when making decisions; 

 whether software packages are being updated every time statutory guidance is changed. 
 

This may help explain why some applicants are incorrectly told when they try to apply for a 

grant that they are not eligible. 

15. It is difficult to assess the extent of demand for SWF awards, and the budget required to meet 

that demand. It would be helpful if there were greater transparency on the priority level local 

authorities are requiring applications to meet before awards are made. This would make it 

easier to track the extent to which demand is impacting on the number of awards being 

granted. If over time the level of priority which local decision makers are operating to is 

increasing to ‘high’ this would suggest that current levels of funding are inadequate to meet 

demand. Information is available on the number of individual applications that are unsuccessful 

because priority is not met.  This is not in itself sufficient to gauge the extent to which changing 

levels of demand are responsible for changes in priority levels met over time and across local 

authority areas. 

 

 

 

 

A housing association that assists tenants to make SWF applications is finding that they 

are being asked to provide an increasing amount of information in support, which is 

taking an increasing amount of time to provide and isn’t always available. 

Communications from the local authority seem to suggest if the information is not 

provided the application will be deemed to be incomplete and refused, which is at odds 

with SWF guidance which states if the local authority cannot obtain all the information it 

seeks, a decision should be made based on the information that they already have, rather 

than refuse or deem the application invalid. 

 



 

Future demand 

16. It is particularly important that the SWF is accessible and adequately funded given that both 

rates of poverty and instances of income crisis are rising. Independent modelling by the 

Institute for Fiscal studies (IFS) forecasts that more than a third of children in the UK will be 

living in poverty by 2021/223. Increased poverty is likely to mean less financial security and 

resilience in many households, increasing the threat of financial crisis. There is also widespread 

concern about the impact that the ongoing roll out of universal credit (UC) will have on 

household income, with extended waiting periods and administrative errors again resulting in 

income crisis. Cases gathered through our Early Warning System already show the impact that 

difficulties with the administration of UC are having on demand for the SWF4.  

17. There is a concern that some local authorities are fettering their discretion in order to deal with 

the likely increase in demand as a result of UC’s introduction. One council’s website, for 

instance states (4/5/18) that “If you are applying for a Crisis Grant because you have made an 

initial claim for Universal Credit through the fully digital service, please be aware that we will 

only pay for a maximum of 12 calendar days to enable you to apply and receive a benefit 

advance.    No additional help will be given until you provide proof via your online journal with 

the outcome of this application.” This is clearly not in the spirit of the initial aims of the Fund – 

creating rather than removing barriers to support. Para 7.9 of the statutory guidance states that 

“If an applicant on Universal Credit applies for living costs and it is known that their next 

payment date is more than two weeks away, a decision maker can make an award to cover a 

period longer in duration, for example, four weeks. This action will remove barriers faced by an 

applicant when reapplying for the same items within 28 days”.  Support and advice should be 

provided to ensure individuals are able to access DWP benefit advances where appropriate, but 

individuals should not be left without support if there are problems in demonstrating 

applications for, or accessing, such advances. 
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Client claimed UC but two months later he has still not had a claimant commitment 
interview because the Jobcentre has not been able to confirm his identity. Client does not 
have photographic I.D. and has never claimed benefits before. DWP issued a form to the 
client's previous employer to confirm his identity which has been completed and returned to 
the service centre but has not yet reached UC. The client has not been refused UC but is in 
limbo until such time his identify is verified. In the meantime he has no income. The client 
has been advised to apply for a SWF crisis grant in the meantime. 

 
A lone parent of two boys will have no money for five weeks over Christmas because she is 

being moved to UC (reason for move unknown.) She was refused a SWF crisis grant because 

she did not have a letter confirming that she is being moved to UC and was referred to a 

foodbank instead. 

 

http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/comms/R136.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG_EWS_UC%20full%20service%20May%202017.pdf


18. CPAG would therefore recommend resources are allocated to increase investment in the SWF 

over the coming years to ensure the fund is accessible to all those in legitimate need. It is vital 

that the likely increase in demand, as UC is rolled out and wider cuts to social security put 

further pressure on household finances, does not lead to local authorities creating further 

barriers to full use of their discretion in responding to need.  

 

Whether there is the right level of discretion in the scheme 

19. There are problems related to a) discretion for decision makers described within the statutory 

guidance and b) discretion applied at local authority level. 

20. Scottish Welfare Fund decisions involve the exercise of discretion.  This allows decision makers 

to take the facts of each particular case into account, rather than applying a “one size fits all” 

approach. Discretion also exists at local authority level. Individual local authorities can decide 

for example, what level of priority an application must reach before a grant can be made.  This 

means that an application can meet all of the eligibility criteria in the Scottish Welfare Fund 

guidance (income, savings, personal circumstances etc) but still not be successful because the 

local authority has decided it can only meet high priority applications that month, and that 

particular application is considered to be medium priority.   

21. The extent of such discretion, and advice on how it can be exercised, are described in the 

Scottish Welfare Fund guidance. The guidance is amended from time to time.  Consultation with 

stakeholders about any changes can improve the clarity of the guidance, and help identify 

potential problems.   

a) Decision makers’ discretion 

22. One such change is the inclusion of a recommendation that, where there is a gap in an 

applicant’s income, awards should normally cover no more than two weeks costs. The guidance 

also notes that if the applicant’s circumstances do not change and they make a further 

application this should be treated as a separate application and award. Given that people are 

normally limited to only three crisis grants each year this can have significant consequences. It 

can also result in additional time and expense processing additional applications (both for the 

individual concerned and the local authority). 

23. CPAG would ask that the Scottish Government ensure there is clearer consultation where 

changes to guidance might have a negative impact on applicants – for example setting out the 

specific changes proposed and the reason for the changes.  

b) Local authority discretion 

24. There may be legitimate variation between local authorities as a result of local geography and 

demographics. We are, however, concerned about the extreme variation. The latest SWF 

statistics show, for example that compared to the same quarter last year the number of crisis 

grant applications increased by 8%. At local level this varied from a 42% increase in applications 

in City of Edinburgh to a 12% decrease in applications in Angus. In relation to community care 

grants the highest acceptance rate was 82% in East Renfrewshire and the lowest was 33% in 

Clackmannanshire. The latest annual statistics also showed huge variation in the nature of 

awards made, with the average community care grant in Aberdeen City valuing £299 compared 

with £1,492 in the Scottish borders.  



25. Local authorities also differ in the way they treat different types of potential applicants. By way 

of example: one authority continues to record no applications for community care grants from 

people looking after prisoners on temporary release.  This is not the same as saying that they 

haven’t made any awards: this is reporting that they are receiving no applications for 

community care grants in this category. Yet in the last two years of the operation of the social 

fund (2011/12, 2012/13) there were 80 and 90 applications for this purpose recorded for this 

area, respectively. It is possible that such applications are being treated as applications for crisis 

grants: but applicants would have to show that they were experiencing a disaster or emergency 

to qualify for a crisis grant, so might not meet the criteria.  They could also be caught by the 

three awards in a rolling twelve month period rule, which doesn’t apply to community care 

grants, and tougher savings rules apply. Other local authorities are recording such applications.   

26. There is also evidence that some local authorities may be fettering their own discretion in order 

to limit applications. Some local authority websites state you won’t get a grant if you are 

waiting for a decision on a DWP benefit claim.  This contradicts para 2.20 the national guidance. 

27. Given the evidence of inconsistency in outcomes and variation in practice across Scotland, CPAG 

believe there is a strong case to consider national delivery of the Scottish Welfare Fund. At a 

time when Scotland is gearing up to deliver newly devolved benefits, consideration should be 

given to whether the Scottish Social Security Agency should have a role in delivering the Fund, 

ensuing national consistency for claimants.  National delivery would also help to tackle cases in 

which local authority boundaries result in complexity and confusion for applicants.  

28. In the meantime further work is needed to understand why there is such variation across local 

authorities. Is it a result of inaccurate recording? Is it a result if local gatekeeping? Is it due to 

lack of understanding of the guidance?  

How effective links to other local services from the SWF are 

29. CPAG are aware of good practice in several local authority areas to ensure the Scottish Welfare 

Fund is linked into local services. Initiatives such as North Lanarkshire’s Food Poverty Referral 

Gateway helps to ensure potential applicants are directed towards the SWF by other agencies 

and that – once an application has been made – applicants are again referred onwards to other 

relevant local services.  

30. This is particularly important given the fact that many people using the SWF might be doing so 

as a result of problems with the administration and delivery of UK benefits. Some of these 

issues might be addressed in the longer term through engagement with a welfare rights 

worker or income maximisation service. 

Client lives in one local authority but her severely mentally impaired adult son lives in 

sheltered accommodation in another local authority, paid for by the local authority that the 

client lives in. Client tried to apply for a community care grant on behalf of her son but was 

turned down by both local authorities on the basis that he is not resident in either. Whilst the 

SWF guidance covers what should happen if someone is moving from one local authority to 

another, or is stranded in one local authority and requires assistance to get home to another 

local authority, it is not clear what should happen in this situation. As a result a solution has 

not been identified.   

 



31. There is also good practice in terms of online materials. One SWF page, for example provides 

links to both a welfare map and a list of local organisations if you are not eligible for a grant5.  

32. Generally speaking, however, CPAG’s case work suggests that active referrals to relevant local 

services are relatively rare. Any information about relevant local services is often provided in 

decision letters using generalised wording. This approach is of limited value for vulnerable 

and/or destitute applicants, who may not have the ability to contact the organisations listed.  

33. CPAG therefore suggests that the SPSO might consider addressing, on an ongoing basis, the 

adequacy of the referral process in its reports on its independent reviews of SWF decisions 

and complaints. This will be particularly helpful where the SPSO has agreed with a local 

authority’s decision that no grant is payable.  The SPSO has already addressed the adequacy of 

decision letters and non-specific information sheets in its report into a February 2017 review6 .  

If this issue could be revisited routinely, referral processes across Scotland could improve. 

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 

34. CPAG is aware that crisis grants are sometimes awarded more than once to individuals to 

avoid severe hardship during an extended episode of financial difficulty. We also appreciate 

that this is not necessarily the kind of support the Scottish Government envisioned being 

delivered via the Fund, a scheme largely intended to provide short term assistance in the 

event of crisis, disaster or exceptional circumstances. In reality, however, the SWF does 

sometimes provide a vital source of support to people who are experiencing extended income 

crisis through no fault of their own. As noted above, the number of people finding themselves 

in situations of extended financial crisis is rising as a result of lengthy waiting times built into 

the social security system and maladministration and error. In the absence of the support 

provided by the SWF these individuals might otherwise find themselves hungry and destitute. 

35. It is essential that in resolving this situation, the Scottish government and local authorities 

seek to address the cause of ongoing financial difficulties or identify alternative avenues of 

support before taking steps to further limit access to the SWF.  

36. Recent changes to the guidance seeking to reduce extended support have in fact resulted in 

some confusion. Para 6.1 of the guidance now states that “a local authority does not need to 

consider an application if a person has applied for a community care grant or a crisis grant for 

the same items or services within the last 28 days, where a decision has already been made 

and there has not been a relevant change of circumstances.”  The guidance does not make it 

clear that applying for a grant for food or electricity for a different period than was covered in 

an earlier application is not a repeat application (because the food a person needs for April is 

not the same item as the food they needed for March, for example).  

37. The rule about repeat applications within 28 days is being misunderstood with regard to crisis 

grants in particular.  Where someone applies for living expenses, and is given a crisis grant 

covering a two week period, we are hearing that when they reapply two weeks later, they are 

being told this counts as a repeat application and that their application cannot be considered.   

Repeat applications should only relate to those applications for specific items, not those for 

ongoing living expenses (e.g. food and electricity). Initial training for local SWF decision 
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makers was clear on this, and such applications were not excluded from consideration as 

repeat applications under the former UK social fund.  

38. As well as local authorities failing to consider certain applications, changes to paragraph 7.8 

mean that, even where they are successful, subsequent applications are treated as separate 

from the initial application. This is problematic given that a person can only be awarded three 

crisis grants in a 12 month period.  

39. Where a crisis is a result of a gap in income of an unknown duration, for example awaiting 

action by DWP, an award should usually be made for two weeks of living expenses at a time. If 

an applicant's circumstances have not changed and they make a further immediate 

application for assistance this should be treated as being a separate application for the 

purposes of calculating the number of times an award has been made. 

Whether there are any changes to the guidance that might make the SWF more effective 

40. As noted above more clarity is needed in relation to paragraphs 6.1 and 7.8 in the guidance 

with regard to living expenses and repeat applications. 

41. SWF guidance should also encourage decision makers to consider the extent to which applying 

for a grant, providing evidence and collecting the award reduces the effective value of the 

award (because of associated costs). Decision makers should, for example, increase awards to 

reflect travel costs and the costs of producing evidence. This is particularly important in rural 

and semi-rural areas where the costs involved in applying for and collecting an award can be 

significant. 

42. Above all more work is needed to support and ensure decision makers and other local 

authority staff are aware of the guidance and that they actively use it when making SWF 

decisions. Engagement with decision makers through CPAG training (and cases received 

through the CPAG Early Warning System) suggest that the guidance is not routinely referred to 

and that in some areas decision makers are overly reliant on software to inform the decision 

making process.  

How effective the SPSO review service has been, for example in promoting consistency of 

decision-making and continuous improvement 

43. The SPSO provides a high quality review service. However more could be done to ensure its 

findings and decisions lead to continuous improvement across local authorities. CPAG has 

examples of problematic decision making where it appears that despite the issue having 

arisen before and having been heard by the SPSO – sometimes repeatedly - no action is being 

taken to address the problem across the Fund as a whole. It’s not clear that local decision 

makers are routinely referring to the SPSO Scottish Welfare Fund web pages and using SPSO 

findings to inform their practice.  

44. CPAG would welcome further activity from the SPSO in inviting feedback about the operation 

of the fund, and encouraging local authorities to identify and value complaints.  

45. We would also urge the Scottish Government and SPSO to consider how SPSO decisions can 

be more effectively communicated to local decision makers to ensure the implications for 

local practice are understood and acted upon. The Journal and reports published by the 

Independent Review Service (which heard reviews in relation to the UK Social Fund before 



powers were devolved) provides a good model for disseminating detailed information on 

cases and their implications for policy and practice.  

For more information please contact Hanna McCulloch, Policy and Parliamentary Officer, Child 

Poverty Action Group on 0141 611 7090 hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk 
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