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Scottish Parliament Welfare Reform Briefing: 5 October 2011
About SCoWR

The Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCoWR) is a coalition of over sixty leading organisations
 including Action for Children, Capability Scotland, Citizens Advice Scotland, Child Poverty Action Group, Inclusion Scotland, One Parent Families Scotland, Oxfam, Poverty Alliance, SAMH, the Scottish Council of Voluntary Organisations and the STUC. Members work with people experiencing exclusion and poverty across Scotland. We support the need for a reform of welfare provision to increase support for those trying to get into the labour market and protect those unable to do so. 
Our Manifesto
 sets out five key principles for welfare reform agreed by our diverse membership. These are that our welfare system should be adequate to protect people from poverty, should respect human rights and treat people with dignity, should be simplified, should enable everyone to participate fully in society and should take account of the different legislative and service infrastructure in place in Scotland. 

 

We are concerned that the current approach to welfare cuts and welfare reform fails to deliver against these principles. This briefing summarises SCoWR’s general concerns in relation to current welfare cuts and reforms, and then sets out specific challenges and decisions facing the Scottish Government and Parliament (see p3). 
Welfare cuts and the UK Welfare Reform Bill 2011

The UK coalition government is making an unprecedented £18 billion of cuts to both in and out of work benefits and tax credits.
 These cuts both precede and will be built into fundamental reforms set out in the UK Welfare Reform Bill currently before the House of Lords. The Bill outlines proposals to combine means-tested benefits and tax credits into a new universal credit.  The detail is left to regulations still to be drafted – including, crucially, the amount of benefit, how childcare costs are to be included and the rate at which benefit will be withdrawn as earnings increase. However it is clear that the universal credit will be accompanied by a significant increase in conditions attached to entitlement. The Bill also replaces disability living allowance with personal independence payments, again in the context of making a 20% saving on DLA expenditure. Other provisions in the Bill include; time limiting entitlement to contributory employment and support allowance, introducing a benefits cap; a breakage of  the link between maximum housing benefit payable and the actual level of local rents and a restriction of housing benefit based on the numbers of rooms a claimant is deemed to need
.
Whilst SCoWR has welcomed much of the principle behind the new Universal Credit - the intention of simplifying the system and allowing people to hold onto more of their earnings as they enter and increase their hours of work - we believe these principles have been undermined by; 
· A failure to address the inadequacy of benefit levels. Universal Credit (UC) currently does nothing to bridge the gap between benefit rates and Minimum Income Standards (as calculated on the basis of what the public think is enough money to live on
), whilst the £2.1 billion cut in disability benefits associated with the introduction of Personal Independence Payment risks greater poverty for disabled adults. Most disabled children will be worse off by the proposal to introduce a disability addition within Universal Credit worth less than half the current disability element within child tax credit.
· An increase in conditionality and threat of sanction that risks undermining the dignity of those seeking financial support and that will create greater complexity without any evidence of efficacy in increasing employment rates;

· Proposed taper rates at which benefits will be withdrawn as earnings increase that will make many households worse off  (Promises to protect potential losers through transitional arrangements mean little when benefits and tax credits have already been so drastically cut).

· A failure to balance increased conditions with statutory entitlement to the high quality personalised support for those trying to get into work, 
· Cuts to childcare support that look set to be carried into the new UC.
Impact on devolved policy

These cuts and reforms will have significant, and too often very negative, impacts on individuals and communities across Scotland, and on devolved housing, childcare, health, social care, equalities and anti-poverty policy.  We are concerned, for example, that parents face increased risk of sanction if they are unable to work or participate in work related activity as a result of the lack of suitable childcare even though childcare provision, and the statutory framework underpinning that provision, is devolved. We support amendments to the Bill that remove increased conditionality or mitigate its effects, for example to ensure that where a claimant cannot access childcare suitable for their family’s sanctions may not be imposed.

Another example of the failure to take account of the devolved implications is the proposal to introduce, through regulations, cuts to the amount of benefit that working-age tenants can receive if they are deemed to have a spare bedroom in their council or housing association home. This will have significant impact on devolved housing policy, the provision of adaptations in disabled people’s tenancies and risk discouraging foster and kinship care arrangements unless specific arrangements are made to exempt them. 
Specific challenges and decisions facing the Scottish Government and Parliament

In addition to the consequential impacts on devolved policy areas the Bill requires specific decisions from the Scottish Government and Parliament. In particular, the current UK Welfare Reform Bill will:
· Abolish council tax benefit (CTB), and devolve responsibility for replacement council tax rebate schemes. The UK government proposes a 10 per cent cut in expenditure with, as yet, no commitment at UK level, or in Scotland, to ring-fence budgets 

· Abolish discretionary social fund community care grants and crisis loans, with responsibility devolved for developing provision to take the place of grants and crisis loans. The Scottish Government is currently consulting on such replacement.

· Require new criteria to be set for devolved passported benefits including free school meals, the energy assistance package and school clothing grants, all of which play a crucial role in supporting families across Scotland. 

· Require a legislative consent motion to enable Scottish Ministers to amend Scottish legislation to take account of UK benefit changes. 

SCoWR would urge you to consider carefully the five principles for welfare reform outlined in the attached manifesto when considering how government in Scotland should respond to these challenges. 

 

Specifically we urge Members of the Scottish Parliament to ensure that;

· Any scheme developed  to replace current council tax benefit entitlement is adequately funded within the Scottish budget, does not reduce the level of support low income households depend on and does not introduce a myriad of differing taper rates at which benefit is withdrawn that could provide further work disincentives.

· If responsibility for the replacement of social fund community care grant and crisis loans is to be devolved, a national framework is set out that protects the conditions of eligibility in law and allows for a right of independent review of adverse decisions. Scottish budget decisions must ensure that funding for any replacement scheme is maintained to recognise the vital support that it provides to families in need. 

· The setting of new criteria to establish entitlement to passported benefits ensures that support for those in and at risk of poverty is maximised and barriers to take up minimised, with, at the very least current levels of entitlement retained. 
· When considering the forthcoming legislative consent motion required to implement universal credit and replace disability living allowance with personal independence payments, the Scottish Parliament takes the opportunity to ensure fuller details are made available of the reforms and scrutinizes their impact on Scotland and their wider implications for devolved responsibilities before making any decision on whether to approve or reject legislative consent. 
· Advice and information services in Scotland are adequately resourced and supported to support vulnerable claimants to access new systems and entitlements, understand the interaction between increasingly devolved sources of financial support and UK benefits and maximise their incomes.
For further information please contact John Dickie, head of CPAG in Scotland, on 0141 552 3656 mobile 07795 340 618, or Maggie Kelly ScoWR co-ordinator on 0141 353 0440 
� SCoWR members include: Action for Children Scotland, Action Group, Afreshe, Archibald Foundation, Barnardos in Scotland, Bipolar Scotland, Capability Scotland, Carr-Gomm Scotland, Children 1st, Child Poverty Action Group, Choices - One Parent Families West of Scotland, Church and Society Council of the Church of Scotland, Church Action on Poverty, Citizens Advice Scotland, Ecas, Edinburgh Coalition Against Poverty, Energy Action Scotland, Faith in Community (Scotland), Glasgow Council for the Voluntary Sector, Glasgow Disability Alliance, Glasgow University Students' Representative Council, Headway UK, Hillcrest Housing Association, Inclusion Scotland, Iona Community, Leonard Cheshire Scotland, Margaret Blackwood Housing Association, Momentum, National Autistic Society, One Parent Families Scotland, Oxfam in Scotland, Poverty Alliance, Public and Commercial Services Union, Quarriers, RNID Scotland, Salvation Army, SAMH, Save the Children in Scotland, Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and Young People, Scottish Council for Single Homeless, Scottish Drugs Forum, Scottish Federation of Housing Associations, Scottish Homelessness & Employability Network, Scottish Out of School Care Association, Scottish Poverty Information Unit, Scottish Womens Convention, SCVO, Sense Scotland, Turning Point Scotland.


�See  � HYPERLINK "http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/SCOWR-Manifesto.pdf" ��http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/SCOWR-Manifesto.pdf� . Hard copy available on request. 


� for details see � HYPERLINK "http://www.cpag.org.uk/CPAG_The_Cuts_what_they_%20mean_300311.pdf" ��http://www.cpag.org.uk/CPAG_The_Cuts_what_they_%20mean_300311.pdf�


� For further details see � HYPERLINK "http://www.cpag.org.uk/welfarereform/welfare_reform_bill_2011_factsheet.htm" ��http://www.cpag.org.uk/welfarereform/welfare_reform_bill_2011_factsheet.htm� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.jrf.org.uk/focus-issue/minimum-income-standards" ��http://www.jrf.org.uk/focus-issue/minimum-income-standards� 





