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28 January 2021  
 
Dear Convener 
 
Thank you for your letter dated 11 November 2020 setting out the Pre-Budget report of the 
Social Security Committee.  
 
This year’s Scottish Budget is taking place in exceptional circumstances caused by a 
combination of the ongoing impacts of COVID-19, significant uncertainty around our 
relationship with the European Union, and the delay to the UK Budget. Each of these could 
have an ongoing serious effect on the Scottish Budget, and its introduction has been delayed 
as a result.  
 
As a consequence, the Scottish Parliament’s time for consideration of the Scottish Budget 
will be reduced if a new Budget Act is to be in force for 1 April 2021, which the Government 
considers essential.  
 
Scottish Ministers are appreciative of the Scottish Parliament’s understanding and flexibility 
in these circumstances. In keeping with this, I am providing this response to the Committee’s 
pre-budget scrutiny report today, on the day that the Scottish Budget is published, to inform 
the Committee’s consideration of the Budget. 
 
The Social Security and Older People portfolio has been allocated £4 billion in the 2021-22 
Scottish Budget. This includes £271 million for Social Security Scotland and £195 million for 
the Advice, Policy and Programme budget line. In setting this year’s budget the Scottish 
Government has worked closely with the Scottish Fiscal Commission, ensuring that the 
forecasts are as accurate as possible.  
 
As you laid out in your letter, the Scottish Government is building a social security system 
based on dignity, fairness and respect. In this unprecedented year, while we have continued 
to introduce new benefits as planned, we have also had to adapt and respond swiftly to the 
impact of COVID-19, undertaking a significant re-planning exercise and offering an 
enhanced range of assistance to support people throughout this pandemic. I would like to 
highlight a few of the measures which we have taken this year before addressing the issues 
raised in the Committee’s letter. 
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Social security is a vital element of the Scottish Government’s response to COVID-19 in 
supporting social and economic recovery from the pandemic. COVID-19 has led to 
significant increases in demand for social security assistance, in Scotland and across the UK 
as a whole. The introduction of measures to restrict the spread of COVID-19 has resulted in 
an unprecedented increase in the number of people relying on the safety net that social 
security and other forms of support provide. The number of people claiming Universal Credit 
in Scotland has almost doubled this year, from 244,000 people in January 2020 to 477,000 
in September. Social Security Scotland is forecast to spend £111 million this financial year to 
support around 260,000 people. We have introduced three new benefits (Job Start Payment, 
Scottish Child Payment, and Child Winter Heating Assistance) whilst also providing a raft of 
support to people to mitigate the pressures that the pandemic has caused. 
 
The pandemic continues to disrupt people’s lives, negatively affecting wellbeing and causing 
financial hardship. Be assured, however, that protecting and supporting people during these 
unparalleled times remains the focus of this government. Applications for the new Self-
Isolation Support Grant (SISG) opened on 12 October. The Self-Isolation Support Grant is a 
new grant of £500, delivered through the Scottish Welfare Fund, to ensure that people who 
are self-isolating don’t have to choose between following the rules and supporting 
themselves and their families financially, while helping to break the chains of transmission of 
coronavirus and protect public health. From 12 October when the scheme began, until 30 
November 2020, 1,862 Self-Isolation Support Grants awards were made totalling £931,000. 
Following early feedback from Local Authorities, we extended the Grant to be available to 
parents of a child who is required to self-isolate, and the parent fulfils the other eligibility 
criteria from 7 December. We have also extended the Grant to people who are eligible for 
Universal Credit, but have not claimed it. Because Local Authorities already administer the 
SWF, they can consider whether someone who is not eligible for SISG would be able to 
claim a general Crisis Grant. We have agreed with Local Authorities that a discretionary 
payment, equivalent to the Self-Isolation Support Grant, can be provided to people with No 
Recourse to Public Funds under their public health provisions. 
 
We have significantly increased investment in the Scottish Welfare Fund, distributing £57.5 
million to ensure support is available for those in need. This includes £22 million which was 
distributed to Local Authorities in response to the Coronavirus outbreak and is in addition to 
the £35.5 million already committed to the Fund for 2020/21. On 20 October we announced 
that a further £30 million of funding will be made available to Local Authorities over the winter 
period to tackle financial insecurity. This includes over £10 million to continue the provision 
of Free School Meals to Easter Holidays for around 156,000 children and £20 million from 
Scottish Welfare Fund reserves, as a flexible fund to tackle financial insecurity. Local 
Authorities can use this funding to top-up Scottish Welfare Fund and Discretionary Housing 
Payment allocations and to support people unable to afford the likes of food and fuel. We 
have also provided significant additional funding through the Communities funding package, 
initially worth £350 million, and through our Winter Plan for Social Protection backed by 
investment of up to £100 million. 
 
Throughout the pandemic, social security has continued to ensure people are paid the 
money they rely on, while responding to the challenges of COVID-19 through re-planning the 
safe and secure delivery of the remaining devolved benefits. The Scottish Child Payment for 
under 6s opened for applications on 9 November and so far over 69,000 applications have 
been received. This is an entirely new benefit which has been described as “game changing” 
in tackling child poverty and will pay families £10 per week for every eligible child, with no 
limit on the number of children that can be claimed for. We are also now delivering additional 
support to families of a child on the highest rate care component of Disability Living 
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Allowance this winter through Child Winter Heating Assistance – the only part of the UK to 
do this, helping an estimated 14,000 children and young people in 2020/21.  
 
To provide additional support to carers, we made a Coronavirus Carer’s Allowance 
Supplement payment of £230.10 this year, doubling the ordinary Carer’s Allowance 
Supplement that eligible carers received in June. Along with the December payment Carer’s 
Allowance Supplement, this means around 83,000 of Scotland’s carers, who have some of 
the most intense roles and on some of the lowest incomes, will receive up to £690.30 on top 
of their Carer’s Allowance. 
 
As planned, we introduced our new Job Start Payment, providing £250, or £400 for people 
with children, which is estimated to support around 5,000 young people each year when 
starting a new job after a period of unemployment. In the current crisis, getting a job will 
represent a massive turning point for many young people – this payment will help ensure it 
does not also bring additional financial pressures. 
 
On 21 December a consultation on the draft Regulations for the new Adult Disability 
Payment launched. Adult Disability Payment will replace Personal Independence Payment 
for disabled people of working age in Scotland, and will represent a significant milestone in 
the development of the Scottish social security system. This consultation reflects our 
commitment to designing Disability Assistance in partnership with disabled people and 
disabled people’s organisations so that we can make meaningful changes to the way in 
which our new benefits are delivered. 
 
Uplift to Universal Credit 
 
I very much agree with the Social Security Committee’s call for the retention of the £20 uplift 
to Universal Credit and Working Tax Credit, and to extend this to legacy benefits. I have 
repeatedly written to the UK Government on this issue, most recently on 12 November.  
 
In these letters I have also called on the UK Government to remediate the existing 
shortcomings of the UK welfare system, which have been further exposed during the 
pandemic. This includes punitive policies such as the two-child limit, benefit cap and the five-
week wait. I have also called for greater flexibility in the welfare system to support people at 
this difficult time.  
 
As the Committee will be aware, the Scottish Government does not have the powers to 
change these policies whilst we only have responsibility over 15% of the Department for 
Work and Pensions’ (DWP) benefit spend, and whilst income replacement benefits remain 
reserved to Westminster. Nonetheless, we are doing all we can within our powers to support 
the most vulnerable at this time.  
 
Uprating The Scottish Child Payment 
 
The statutory approach to uprating of Scottish Child Payment was agreed at Stage 3 of the 
‘Social Security Administration and Tribunal Membership (Scotland) Bill 2020’ on 29 
September 2020. It was proposed that the duty under section 77 of the Social Security 
(Scotland) Act 2018 (‘the Act’) to consider the effects of price inflation on assistance under 
Part 2 Chapter 2 of the Act would be extended to all top-up assistance and the duty to uprate 
under section 78 of the Act would extend to the Scottish Child Payment.  I also stated that as 
the first payments of the Scottish Child Payment would start from the end of February 2021, 
the duty to uprate annually would be made effective from April 2022 and would be brought 
into force by commencement regulations, likely to be in late 2021. We have always been 
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clear since its announcement that the SCP would be worth £10 per week per child when it 
launched in 2020/21 – that has not changed. The payment of £10 per week is already double 
what was originally asked for through the “Give me Five” campaign.  
 
The Scottish Government’s ambition remains to roll out Scottish Child Payment to under 16s 
by the end of 2022. But in order to deliver the payment to time we are absolutely dependent 
on the DWP to give us the data we need for 6-16 year olds in order to make top up 
payments. We cannot proceed without it. We are able to introduce the under 6s payment 
earlier because it builds on the existing infrastructure for our Best Start Grant payments. As 
part of Scottish Child Payment’s development we explored the range of alternative payments 
solutions available.  None of these would be straightforward or quick to administer, with 
dependencies on the UK Government and legislation required in the Scottish Parliament. For 
Local Authorities to deliver Scottish Child Payment for over 6s with the same eligibility 
criteria, as opposed to a one-off emergency payment, they would require the same data from 
the DWP in order to confirm ongoing eligibility of families.  
 
Benefit Take-up Strategy 
 
Maximising the take-up of benefits is a legal duty, but it is also a moral one. We published 
our first benefit take-up strategy in October 2019, and will publish the next one by October 
2021. We are absolutely committed to maximising the take-up of Scottish benefits. However, 
in many cases this is reliant on individuals already being in receipt of benefits paid by the UK 
Government. Because of this, we have consistently invited the Secretary of State for Work 
and Pensions to mirror our commitment to ensuring people get all the support they are 
entitled to.  
 
On 12 November, I joined with Welsh and Northern Irish Ministers in sending a letter to the 
Secretary of State for Work and Pensions urging a more considered and collaborative 
approach to maximising benefit take-up across the reserved and devolved benefits systems. 
Our approach to working with DWP on take-up is contingent on the Secretary of State’s 
response. Only once we are able to agree a shared commitment in principle, will we be in a 
position to discuss any funding arrangements.  
 
Scottish Welfare Fund 
 
Following discussions with COSLA, we commenced an exercise at the start of 2020 to 
gather evidence from local authority teams on how they operate the Welfare Fund in their 
local areas. This also looked at changes in patterns of demand and expenditure which they 
have experienced since the Welfare Fund was introduced in 2013.  The impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has meant that that work had to be paused to ensure local authorities 
could focus on the administration of the Fund and the delivery of the Self-isolation Support 
Grant, which was introduced at pace in October. However, our intention is to return to it this 
year, as soon as priorities and resources permit.   
 
With regard to the promotion of the Welfare Fund, the statutory guidance already requires 
Local Authorities to make provision for applications to be taken via three different delivery 
channels and to actively promote these channels.  The guidance also recognises that Local 
Authorities have extensive discretion over how the scheme is delivered, precisely in order to 
enable them to take a holistic approach tailored to the needs of individual applicants and in 
the context of broader local service delivery.  We will continue to work with local government 
to ensure that those who need support from the Welfare Fund know about it and are easily 
able to make an application. 
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Discretionary Housing Payments 
 
As part of our ongoing work with councils, and other stakeholders we closely monitor the 
delivery and take-up of Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs). We continue to work with 
COSLA to ensure that the methodology used for distribution is fit for purpose and we will 
jointly keep that under review.  The Scottish Government has made an additional £8 million 
available in response to the pandemic to meet pressures in Local Authorities areas. 
Additionally, we continue to engage with local stakeholders in the housing and third sector, 
which, along with published monthly statistics on DHP usage, informs the Scottish 
Government’s strategy for developing a system that meets the housing needs of people on 
low incomes. As previously identified, the 5-week wait for Universal Credit inhibits people 
from accessing DHPs, an issue that we continue to raise with the Secretary of State for Work 
and Pensions. Going forward Discretionary Housing Payments will be transferred to 
Communities and Local Government portfolio, to better align with policy responsibilities.  
 
I look forward to appearing before the Committee on 18 February 2021 to provide evidence 
as part of the post-budget scrutiny process.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 

  
 
SHIRLEY-ANNE SOMERVILLE 
Cabinet Secretary for Social Security and Older People 
 


