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Social Security Committee 

19th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Thursday 8 October 2020 

Note by the Clerk – pre-budget scrutiny 

1. The Cabinet Secretary for Finance is due to give an update to the Finance
Committee this week on the Scottish Government’s budget timetable. It is
assumed that the Scottish Government still intends to publish its budget for
2021/22 in December.

2. On that basis, subject committees write to their respective Cabinet Secretary by
the end of October, setting out their views on the delivery, impact and funding of
existing policy priorities and making the case for any proposed changes.

3. As part of that process, the Committee took evidence last week from the Scottish
Fiscal Commission and will take evidence this week from:

Panel 1  

Russell Gunson, Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) 

David Eiser, Fraser of Allander Institute  

Panel 2  

Bill Scott, Chair, Poverty and Inequality Commission  

Jim McCormick, Joseph Rowntree Foundation 

4. The attached SPICe briefing paper suggests possible areas of questions.

5. At agenda item 3 (in private) the Committee will discuss the evidence heard and
outline what should be included in the letter to the Cabinet Secretary. The draft
letter will be brought back to the Committee for sign-off at the meeting on 29
October.

October 2020 
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Agenda item 
2 

8 October 
2020 

SSC/S5/20/
XX 

Social Security Committee 

Pre-budget scrutiny 2021-22 

1. On 8 October 2020, the Committee will continue its pre-budget scrutiny,
following on from the evidence session with the Scottish Fiscal
Commission (SFC) last week. The Committee will hear from two panels:

Panel 1
• Russell Gunson, Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR)
• David Eiser, Fraser of Allander Institute

Panel 2 
• Bill Scott, Chair, Poverty and Inequality Commission
• Jim McCormick, Joseph Rowntree Foundation

2. Panel one will be more focused on the budgetary risks associated with the
social security budget and while the second panel will have a greater focus
on policy choices.  The following division of questions is suggested (with
some overlap for questions that would be relevant to both panels):

• Panel 1: Questions 1 – 13
• Panel 2: Questions 1 – 2 and 11 – 24

Background: 2021-22 budget timing 

3. The Cabinet Secretary for Finance indicated in August that the Scottish
Budget 2021-22 would be published in December, alongside the Medium-
Term Financial Strategy (originally planned for May 2020) and the next set
of Scottish Fiscal Commission forecasts.  However, since then, the UK
government has announced the cancellation of the UK Autumn budget.
As a result, the timing of the Scottish Government budget is uncertain,
although the SFC indicated in the Committee session on 1 October that a
December budget is still expected.

4. The Scottish budget would normally follow the UK budget and be informed
by block grant adjustments determined by the UK government on the basis
of OBR forecasts published alongside the UK budget.  Last year, a similar
situation was faced with the 2020-21 budget when the UK budget was

PAPER 2 SSC/S5/20/19/2

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Finance/General%20Documents/MTFS_2020_-_update_on_timing_to_Finance_Committee_-_August_2020.pdf


2 

delayed because of the General Election.  On that occasion, the delay to 
the UK budget meant that the Scottish budget was based on provisional 
block grant adjustment figures.   

 
5. This year, however, the UK government has confirmed that OBR forecasts 

will be set out in the Autumn.  The availability of OBR forecasts reduces 
much of the uncertainty around setting a Scottish budget in advance of the 
UK budget as it means: 

 
• In-year reconciliations affecting the 2020-21 budget in respect of the 

social security block grant adjustment will be confirmed 
 

• Social security block grant adjustments for the 2021-22 budget will be 
confirmed 

 
• There will be fuller context for the SFC in preparing their own 

forecasts. 
 

Theme 1: Social security budget and expenditure 
6. The 2020-21 Scottish Government budget published in February 2020 

included planned expenditure of £3.4 billion on social security benefits.  
The table below, taken from Scotland’s Economic and Fiscal Forecasts 
February 2020, shows the breakdown of this total, alongside the SFC 
forecasts (as at February 2020) for each benefit.  These are the most 
recent forecasts published by the SFC. 
 

Table 1: SFC social security expenditure forecasts, February 2020 
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Source: SFC, Scotland’s Economic and Fiscal Forecasts February 2020 
7. According to the forecasts made in February 2020, spending on social 

security was expected to increase from £3,435 million in 2020-21 to 
£3,578 million in 2021-22, rising to almost £4 billion by 2024-25.  However, 
these forecasts were made prior to the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, 
so spending might be expected to be quite different in 2021-22. 
 

8. Due to the coronavirus pandemic, the Scottish Government’s Medium-
Term Financial Strategy was delayed this year and it was agreed that the 
updated SFC forecasts that would normally accompany this would not be 
produced either.  As such, the next SFC forecasts would be expected 
alongside the Scottish Government’s 2021-22 budget, currently expected 
in December 2020.   

 
9. In addition to the amounts spent on benefits themselves, the social 

security budget includes administration costs (which do not form part of 
the SFC’s remit, so are not included in their forecasts).  In 2020-21, the 
budget for social security administration totalled £368.5 million, which 
includes costs associated with the implementation of Scotland’s social 
security system, the operation of Social Security Scotland, and the 
administration of the Scottish Welfare Fund and Discretionary Housing 
Payments. 

 
10. The Scottish Government stated in its 2020-21 budget that: 

 
“We believe social security is an investment in the people of Scotland. 
We are committed to delivering a system based on fairness, dignity 
and respect, which will play a key role in the creation of a fairer society, 
improving wellbeing and helping to reduce child poverty. Our focus on 
taking a rights-based approach to the delivery of social security in 
Scotland will support the human rights outcome and values of 
kindness, dignity and compassion.” 

 
11. The 2020-21 budget document notes that the social security portfolio 

contributes to the ‘Poverty’ National Outcome.  Indicators that underpin 
this national outcome show that performance against most of the 
supporting indicators relating to poverty is stable (relative poverty, wealth 
inequality, cost of living, unmanageable debt, satisfaction with housing) .  
However, the ‘persistent poverty’ indicator has shown worsening 
performance. 

 
Members may wish to ask the following: 
 

1. Is the Scottish Government doing enough to ensure its social 
security budget is targeted at relieving poverty and to evaluate 
performance? 
 

2. Does the Scottish Government’s use of its social security budget 
reflect the stated principles of fairness, dignity and respect and a 
rights-based approach? 
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Theme 2: Block grant adjustment for social security 
12. To reflect the devolution of social security powers, the UK Government 

provides funding via a block grant adjustment (BGA).  A social security 
BGA of £3,203 million was included in the 2020-21 budget.  That is, the 
Scottish Government budget was increased by £3,203 million to allow for 
the new social security powers.  In future years, this figure will be indexed 
in line with per capita social security payments in England & Wales.  This 
means that if the Scottish Government’s per capita social security 
spending moves in line with the rest of the UK, its budget should be no 
better or worse off.  More detail on the BGA process as it relates to social 
security can be found in this SPICe blog. 

 
13. When the Scottish budget is set (normally in December), the BGA is based 

on forecast social security expenditure (both in Scotland and in England & 
Wales).  As more accurate information on actual expenditure becomes 
available during the year, the BGA is revised, which can result in either a 
positive or negative adjustment.  There is then (normally) a reconciliation 
to the Scottish budget to reflect the differences between outturn and 
forecast expenditure.  A reconciliation in respect of the social security BGA 
for 2020-21 would be expected at the time of the UK Autumn Budget.   

 
14. In Autumn, we would normally expect the UK Government to provide an 

updated forecast for the social security BGA, based on latest OBR 
forecasts.  The SFC indicated in evidence to the Committee on 1 October 
that OBR forecasts (which inform the BGA calculations) are still expected 
in the Autumn, despite the delay to the UK budget.  This means that the 
reconciliations that will result from these revised forecasts should be made 
in-year to the 2020-21 budget.  This reconciliation could be positive or 
negative.  If it is positive, then the Scottish Government has additional 
resources at its disposal in 2020-21.  If it is negative, then the Scottish 
Government must find the means to cover the reduction in resources, 
either by reducing spending elsewhere, by borrowing or by drawing from 
the Reserve.  However, it should be noted that there are limits on the 
amounts that can be borrowed or drawn from the Reserve (see below). 

 
15. Last year, the UK Autumn budget was delayed as a result of the UK 

election.  In order to inform the setting of the Scottish budget (which took 
place in February 2020), the UK Government provided provisional BGAs.  
So, the £3,203 million social security BGA was already a provisional 
figure.  This was subsequently revised downwards by £170 million to 
£3,033 million following the UK Budget in March 2020, as confirmed in a 
letter to the Finance and Constitution Committee.  However, the Scottish 
Government had agreed that it could continue on the basis of the 
provisional BGAs if it chose to do so.  As such, there is already a negative 
adjustment of £170 million to be dealt with in 2020-21.   
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16. In April 2020, the Cabinet Secretary for Finance wrote to the Finance and 
Constitution Committee regarding the need to deal with the adjustments 
that result from having based the Scottish budget on provisional BGAs: 

 
“The Scottish Government continues to plan for the management of 
any in-year reconciliations as part of our normal in-year budget 
management processes.  We are also engaged in discussions with HM 
Treasury on additional flexibility through the Fiscal Framework to 
support the management of in-year reconciliations resulting from the 
increased forecast error that might result from the use of provisional 
BGA.”  

 
17. The uncertainties created by changes to UK budget timings as well as the 

impact of the coronavirus pandemic (discussed below) has potentially 
significant implications for the Scottish budget in 2020-21, with the 
devolved social security budget much larger in 2020-21 than it was in 
previous years.  The provisional social security BGA of £3,203 million in 
2020-21 compares with a social security BGA of £286 million in 2019-20.  

 
18. In terms of managing the budgetary uncertainties, the SFC noted (prior to 

the announcement of the delayed UK budget): 
 
“The Scottish Government must manage any shortfall in tax revenues 
and any increases in social security spending during the financial year. 
These budget management risks remain despite the funding guarantee 
[in relation to Barnett consequentials] from the UK Government.   

The Scottish Government’s resource borrowing powers are for 
managing variations in tax and social security funding and spending or 
revenues. It can borrow for forecast error up to a limit of £300 million in 
normal times. The Scottish Government already plans to borrow £207 
million in 2020-21; predominantly to manage the income tax 
reconciliation from 2017-18 which has been applied to this year’s 
Budget. This leaves £93 million which the Scottish Government could 
borrow for forecast error.” 

19. As such, the Scottish Government has limited room for manoeuvre in 
relation to borrowing to manage any increased social security expenditure 
in 2020-21 resulting from forecast errors.  If the conditions for a “Scotland 
specific economic shock” are met, the Scottish Government’s resource 
borrowing powers are increased to £600 million per year, but it is not yet 
clear whether these conditions will be met.   
 

20. The Scottish Government can also (within limits) draw on its Reserve to 
manage expenditure in-year.  The SFC notes that the Scottish 
Government has £70 million resource Reserve available for draw down in 
2020-21, although also notes that “there have already been three 
occasions when HM Treasury has agreed to flexibilities to effectively allow 
the Scottish Government to by-pass the limits of the Reserve”.   
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21. The additional Barnett consequentials made available in 2020-21 and any 
upward revisions to the social security BGA might go some way to 
offsetting the budgetary impact of higher than expected social security 
expenditure.  However, the scale and direction of any adjustments to the 
BGA remain unclear.   The Scottish Government has argued for increased 
resource borrowing powers and other fiscal flexibilities to help it deal with 
the volatility in the budget resulting from the pandemic, but the UK 
government has not yet granted any such additional flexibilities. 

 
Members may wish to ask the following: 
 

3. The Committee understands that OBR forecasts are expected to 
be published in the Autumn, despite the cancellation of the UK 
Autumn budget.  Does this provide the certainty required for the 
Scottish Government in planning the social security budget for 
2021-22? 
 

4. How important are further fiscal flexibilities, as requested by the 
Scottish Government, to effective management of the social 
security budget?  
 

5. Are current borrowing powers and Reserve powers sufficient to 
manage the uncertainties inherent in a demand-led budget such 
as social security, particularly in the face of the current 
uncertainties brought about by the pandemic?   
 

6. Are the borrowing and reserve powers sufficient under more 
‘normal’ circumstances?   

 

Theme 3: Impact of coronavirus pandemic on social security 
expenditure in 2020-21 and implications for 2021-22 
22. The coronavirus pandemic has had a major impact on the Scottish budget 

for 2020-21.  In its September 2020 Fiscal Update, the SFC said: 
 
“The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound effect on the fiscal 
outlook in Scotland and the UK. The 2020-21 Scottish Budget has 
increased by 14 per cent since February 2020, reflecting increased 
spending to mitigate the effects of the pandemic on households, 
businesses and public services.”  
 

23. In total, the Scottish Government has received guarantees of an additional 
£6.5 billion in Barnett consequentials resulting from increased spending in 
devolved areas by the UK Government.  The Scottish Government’s 2020-
21 Summer Budget Revision and 2020-21 Autumn Budget Revision set 
out information on the planned use of the majority of these Barnett 
consequentials.   
 

24. In her June 2020 letter to the Committee, the Cabinet Secretary for Social 
Security and Older People said: 
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“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.” 

 
25. There were also reductions in other parts of the administration budget, as 

explained by Audit Scotland in their report on the impact of Covid-19 on 
the public finances: 
 

“Following a re-planning exercise (resulting in a delay to the 
introduction of planned changes to some disability assistance benefits), 
£26 million for the Social Security Programme (mainly for staffing 
costs) was redeployed to provide additional funding for the Unpaid 
Carers Allowance supplement and the Scottish Welfare Fund.” 

26. Writing to the Committee in June 2020, the Cabinet Secretary for Social 
Security and Older People said: 

 
“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.” 

 

27. More recently, the Scottish Government announced plans to introduce a 
Self-Isolation Support Grant.  The scheme is expected to open for 
applications from 12 October, and will offer a £500 grant to eligible people 
on low incomes who have to self-isolate due to Covid-19.  The new grant 
will be delivered through the Scottish Welfare Fund, administered by local 
authorities.   Those eligible are expected to include those in receipt of 
Universal Credit or legacy benefits, but with some discretion for local 
authorities to make awards to others in financial hardship.  In a letter to the 
Committee, the Cabinet Secretary noted that estimating costs was difficult 
in such an unpredictable environment, but that current cost estimates 
suggest costs of around £11 million.  The Scottish Government is awaiting 
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confirmation of whether it will receive Barnett consequentials from a similar 
scheme announced by the UK Government for England. 

 

28. Audit Scotland’s report also identified several emerging risks on Scottish 
Government finances including: 

 
• Ensuring measures are effective, help people through the pandemic 

and provide value for money 

• The need to take robust and transparent decisions in a fast-moving 
environment, but with a clear rationale 

 
Members may wish to ask the following: 
 

7. To what extent would witnesses expect the impact of the 
pandemic to result in increased social security expenditure in this 
year and the next financial year? 
 

8. Do witnesses consider that the Scottish Government’s response 
in relation to social security within its remit has been appropriate 
and proportionate? 
 

9. To what extent have the Scottish Government’s decisions about 
social security policy and spending in response to the pandemic 
been transparent with a clear rationale?  

 
Devolved benefits 
 
29. The social security BGA for 2020-21 of £3,203 million only relates to those 

benefits where responsibility is transferring from the UK Government to the 
Scottish Government.  This includes benefits such as PIP, Attendance 
Allowance, Disability Living Allowance and Carer’s Allowance. 

 
30. In respect of the social security expenditure funded by BGAs, the SFC 

notes in its September Fiscal Update that there might be both upward and 
downward influences on expenditure as a result of the coronavirus 
pandemic, with the net impact uncertain as yet: 

 
“Most of the people who have died of COVID-19 have been people 
aged 75 or over with underlying health conditions. It is likely that a 
significant proportion will have been receiving disability benefits, 
usually Attendance Allowance, and that spending on disability 
assistance will be lower as a result. There is also some evidence of 
lower numbers of new applications for disability benefits in April, 
perhaps because of potential applicants having less access to support 
with the application process during lockdown and less diagnoses of 
new conditions.  
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We expect that these effects will be smaller than the additional 
spending because of policy and operational changes by the 
Department for Work and Pensions, which has suspended face-to-face 
assessments and postponed reassessments and award reviews. It is 
also possible that COVID-19 may increase the need for disability or 
carer assistance, for example through long-term health effects for 
survivors, or through greater reliance on care from family members in 
response to the large number of deaths in care homes.   

 
Statistics have been published up to April 2020 for Personal 
Independence Payment, but only run to February 2020 for the other 
caring and disability benefits, so it is too soon to tell how big the effects 
will be or how they may vary between Scotland and the rest of the UK.” 

 
31. Although social security spending is undoubtedly set to increase in 

2020-21, the overall effect on the Scottish budget (both in the current 
financial year and in 2021-22) is not yet clear because, for the devolved 
benefits, the net effect will depend on how Scottish social security 
expenditure on devolved benefits moves relative to spending on equivalent 
benefits in England and Wales.  As the SFC explain in their SFC Fiscal 
Update: 

 
“Overall we expect tax revenues to fall and social security spending to 
increase, but because of the Block Grant Adjustments, the net effect on 
the Scottish Budget depends on how these changes in Scotland 
compare with changes in the rest of the UK and at this stage it is still 
too early to know how these relative changes will turn out. We will 
produce updated forecasts to accompany the 2021-22 Scottish Budget, 
expected in December.  These forecasts, combined with the OBR’s 
updated forecasts for the UK Government’s Autumn Budget, will 
provide a more comprehensive assessment of the position of the 
2020-21 Scottish Budget as well as for future years.” 

 

Members may wish to ask the following: 
 

10. In respect of devolved benefits, are there factors that might result 
in relevant social security expenditure growing at a faster per 
capita rate in Scotland than in England and Wales, requiring 
additional resources to be found in the Scottish Government’s 
budget that would not be covered by the block grant adjustment? 

 

New benefits 
 
32. For new benefits introduced by the Scottish Government – such as the 

Carer’s Allowance Supplement, Best Start Grant/Best Start Foods and the 
Job Start Payment – there is no block grant adjustment from the UK 
Government and costs are met entirely from the Scottish Government’s 
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block grant.  As such, if costs for these go up (or down), the risk sits fully 
with the Scottish Government.  The Scottish Child Payment will also have 
no block grant adjustment associated with it and will need to be fully 
funded by the Scottish Government. 

 
33. The SFC said in their September Fiscal Update: 
 

“We expect to see increases in eligibility and take-up for low income 
benefits such as: Best Start Grant and Funeral Support Payments and 
higher spending on DHPs to mitigate the bedroom tax.  

 
The data published so far do not show a big increase in spending but 
we do expect the rise in Universal Credit claims to start to feed through 
to Social Security Scotland, with a further rise expected as the UK 
Government’s furlough scheme and support for the self-employed are 
phased out. We’d expect this effect to peak in 2021, and for the 
subsequent decline to be slow with spending likely to remain elevated 
through most of our five year forecast horizon.” 

 

34. In a statement to Parliament at the outset of the pandemic, the Cabinet 
Secretary announced delays to the roll out of the disability benefits 
service: 
 

“We cannot introduce the child disability payment or the new personal 
independence payment until the social security programme and Social 
Security Scotland return to something approaching normal operations. 
Given the uncertainty, I can offer no precise timescale for how long that 
will take. It is likely that it will be several months before I will be able to 
do that—I might not be able to do it until after the summer—but I will do 
it as soon as possible.” 

35. The introduction of the Scottish Child Payment has also been delayed (by 
two months to February 2021) and the Job Start Grant was delayed from 
March to August. 
 

36. In a letter to the First Minister in May, over 100 campaigners including the 
STUC, Scottish Women’s Aid, Scottish Association for Mental Health, 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation, IPPR, Barnardo’s, Poverty Alliance, Child 
Poverty Action Group in Scotland and One Parent Families Scotland 
called for an emergency package of support, equivalent to at least £10 per 
week per child to provide families with “a lifeline now to help them weather 
the storm.”  The campaigners set out a range of ways in which this support 
could be delivered, including via increased Best Start Grants, changes to 
the Scottish Welfare Fund, top ups to existing benefits and use of DHPs. 

 
37. The Cabinet Secretary responded to these proposals in a letter to the 

Committee in June, concluding that: 
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“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.” 
 

38. The Committee also heard from the SFC on 1 October that access to 
advice services might be having an impact on take up of benefits. 
 

Members may wish to ask the following: 
 

11. In terms of the Scottish Government’s plans for further roll out of 
new benefits, what should be the priorities for the 2021-22 
budget? 

12. Has the Scottish Government used the powers available to it to 
respond to the pandemic in an appropriate and proportionate 
way? 

13. In their September Fiscal Update, the SFC expressed a view that 
spending on the new benefits introduced in Scotland will remain 
elevated throughout their five year forecast horizon as a result of 
the pandemic.  Would witnesses agree with this assessment?   
 

14. What are the implications of the changes to the social security 
programme resulting from the pandemic? (For example, new 
support has been introduced, such as the Coronavirus Carer’s 
Allowance Supplement and Self Isolation Support Grant, but others 
have been delayed, such as the Scottish Child Payment and disability 
payments) 

15. Campaigners (including the IPPR, JRF and Poverty Alliance) 
called for an emergency package of support for families, 
equivalent to £10 per week per child.  The Cabinet Secretary 
responded by saying that support is being delivered via the 
Communities Fund and this is quicker than using social security 
powers and that resources are focused on delivering the Scottish 
Child Payment. Would witnesses agree with the Cabinet 
Secretary’s response?  
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16. Would the panel agree that access to advice services might be 
having an impact on benefit take up during the pandemic?  What 
measures should the Scottish Government take to address this? 

Theme 4: Administration of social security benefits 
39. One of the social security principles is that the social security system is to 

be efficient and deliver value for money.  The 2020-21 budget provided 
£368.5 million in relation to administration of social security benefits.  This 
was broken down as shown in Table 2. 

 
Table 2 
Social security administration budget, 2020-21 
 £m 
Scottish Welfare Fund – administration 5.5 
Discretionary Housing Payments – administration 1.2 
Social Security Advice, Policy and Programme 
Costs 

175.4 

Social Security Scotland 186.4 
Total 368.5 
Source: Scottish Budget 2020-21 

40. At present, the Scottish Government has agency agreements with the 
DWP where they continue to deliver some benefits on behalf of the 
Scottish Government.  This was to ensure a safe and secure transition 
while Social Security Scotland was being established.  In answer to a 
recent written question, the Cabinet Secretary indicated that progress in 
transferring powers to Social Security Scotland had been delayed by the 
pandemic: 
 

“…the COVID-19 pandemic has had a major impact on the Scottish 
Government, Social Security Scotland and DWP, whose support we 
need to transfer social security powers. As a result, we are having to 
rework our timetable for delivery of the remaining devolved benefits, 
which is a complex exercise. We need to take into account the impact 
of the pandemic not only on our own services, but also on the 
availability of health and social care professionals to bring their 
expertise to the co-design of disability and carer benefits at a time 
when many are still needed on the frontline, and on DWP’s capacity to 
support the transfer of social security powers. I will update Parliament 
later this year.” 

41. Earlier this year, in its Business Case for the delivery of the social security 
programme, the Scottish Government indicated that the use of agency 
agreements with the DWP resulted in limitations to the Scottish 
Government’s flexibility: 
 

“Safe and secure delivery means it is necessary to link our systems 
with DWP’s, in turn meaning we must run a joint programme with DWP. 
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Timing and design decisions must be agreed between the Scottish and 
UK Governments before we can proceed, limiting our choices.” 

42. In August 2020, the Poverty and Inequality Commission published a 
briefing on The role of the Scottish Welfare Fund during the pandemic. It 
notes that when the extra resources for the Scottish Welfare Fund were 
allocated, this was money for grants not to cover any administration costs. 
The Commission noted that it, “is not clear what impact this had on local 
authorities’ ability to successfully administer the fund. However, at the 
beginning of lockdown local authorities were facing substantial pressures, 
so it is likely their ability was somewhat hampered which may have 
impacted on the number of grants they were able to award.” 

 

Members may wish to ask: 
 

17. What are the implications of continued delivery of many benefits 
through agency agreements with the DWP, rather than via Social 
Security Scotland?  
 

18. To what extent does the use of agency agreements limit the 
Scottish Government’s flexibility in policy choices around 
benefits? 
 

19. Whether the administration arrangements are efficient and deliver 
value for money, or are there opportunities for efficiency savings? 
 

20. Are councils sufficiently resourced to administer the Scottish 
Welfare Fund and Discretionary Housing Payments?    

 

Theme 5: Scottish Child Payment  
The SCP will provide £10 per week to up payment for each child under six in 
families in receipt of qualifying UK reserved benefits (universal credit, the 
benefits it replaces and/or pension credit). Applications can be made from 
November 2020 with the first payment made to eligible families from February 
21.[2]  This is two months’ later than originally planned due to COVID related 
disruption. The payment will be uprated in line with inflation, from April 2022. 

The Scottish Fiscal Commission estimate[3] that spending on the SCP will be 
£11 million in 2020-21 and £77 million in 2021-22, and around £184m in 
2023/24. The Committee held an evidence session with stakeholders on the 
draft Scottish Child Payment regulations on 17 September 2020. During that 
session, some stakeholders suggested that the adequacy of the £10 payment 
should be reviewed given it was first announced a couple of years ago.  
 
  
                                                 
[2] Scottish Government news release 20 August Action to tackle child poverty  
[3] Scottish Fiscal Commission Supplementary Costing: Scottish Child Payment, 
September 2020 
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Members may wish to ask the following: 
 

21. To what extent will the Scottish Child Payment help to meet the 
Scottish Government’s child poverty targets? 

22. Does the adequacy of the £10 Scottish Child Payment need to be 
reviewed given the level of the payment was proposed a couple of 
years ago?  Given the impact on the budget an increase would 
have, whether this would be an effective way of tackling child 
poverty?  

Theme 6: Local authority administered benefits, Scottish Welfare 
Fund (SWF) and Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs) 
Councils are responsible for administering the Scottish Welfare Fund and 
Discretionary Payments, worth around £161m in 2020-21.   
 
The Scottish Welfare Fund provides support for people on low incomes 
through crisis grants and community care grants.  The initial budget of £35.5m 
for 2020-21 was increased by £45m at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Councils were also given more flexibility in how it is used to ensure they can 
fully support people in financial crisis, including workers in the ‘gig economy.’ 1 
 
Discretionary Housing Payments help those in receipt of housing benefit or 
the housing element of universal credit and have difficulty meeting their rent 
payments. These are paid at the discretion of councils. They are also used to 
mitigate the impact of the bedroom tax. The initial budget of around £73m was 
increased by £5m in May2 and a further £3m was announced in the 
Programme for Government.  
 
In August 2020, the Poverty and Inequality Commission published a briefing 
on The role of the Scottish Welfare Fund during the pandemic. It looked at the 
statistics on spend on the fund at the end of June 2020. The Commission 
raised some concerns about the proportionately low spend of the fund at that 
point. It suggested various reasons for this such as low awareness of the fund 
and barriers in applying for the fund. It made five recommendations including 
standardised minimum payments for crisis grants and a legal duty for councils 
to meet minimum standards around, for example, publicity and 
communication.   
 
In its July 2020 paper, A stronger Scottish lifeline in the economic storm, the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation welcomed the additional resources for DHPs 
but noted they were restricted to those in receipt of universal credit or housing 
benefit excluding students, those with savings or high recent earnings, second 
earners in the house, those without recourse to public funds and with limited 

                                                 
1 Scottish Government news release 18 March 20 Helping communities affected by COVID-
19,  
2 Scottish Government news release 20 May 20 Extra funding to support tenants  
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support for young people under the age of 35. They said that, ‘there is 
anecdotal evidence that some tenants are not getting access to DHPs which 
may reflect problems of eligibility and/or gatekeeping. ‘ 
 
Members may wish to ask the following: 
 

23. Whether the Scottish Welfare Fund is operating as effectively as it 
can, or are improvements needed?   
 

24. Whether the non-bedroom tax element of Discretionary Housing 
payments the budget is adequate and is reaching all those that 
need it? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nicola Hudson / Kate Berry 
SPICe Research 
05 October 2020 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or 
respond to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not 
intended to offer comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 
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