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SOCIAL SECURITY COMMITTEE 

By email: 
 
Rt. Hon Damian Green MP 

Secretary of State for Work and Pensions 

 
 
 
 

 
 

TG.01 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

 
Direct Tel: 0131 348 5182 

  SocialSecurityCommittee@parliament.scot  

  
 23 February 2017 
 
Dear Mr Green 
 
As you will know, the Social Security Committee has been looking at the roll-out of 
Universal Credit in Scotland. The purpose of this work was to identify what lessons 
need to be learned from the early roll-out areas and flag-up issues to be resolved. 
The Committee agreed the focus of this short piece of work would be Musselburgh, a 
full-digital service area. On 10 November we took evidence from advice workers and 
Councils. On 19 January 2017 we visited Musselburgh Jobcentre Plus, spoke to staff 
there and were given a presentation.  
 
The third evidence strand of our evidence-gathering was an informal event in 
Musselburgh where we met and spoke with claimants (some with their support 
workers). We heard their direct, personal experience of the digital full-service. I am 
speaking for the whole Committee when I say we found this evidence particularly 
powerful and in some cases shocking. The written-up notes of that informal event 
are attached. I would urge you to read and reflect on them. 
 
In the main, people understood and agreed with the principles of Universal Credit; 
simplifying the benefits system and making work pay. Our evidence tells us in 
practice people find the system far from simplified, eligibility is unclear and it is more 
difficult than before to even initiate a claim. 
 
The issues brought to us fell broadly under three headings: firstly, transitional 
problems for claimants that ought to resolve over time, secondly, systemic problems 
related to the design of the system that, in the view of most members of the 
Committee, need to be addressed in order to ensure Universal Credit is workable 
and fair and thirdly the availability of support for vulnerable or less able claimants.  
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Transitional problems 
 

 The move from “live” to “full service” is a significant change. It is extremely 
important that local, fully trained DWP support is readily available. We 
found this was not the case in Musselburgh. Local DWP staff were not in a 
position, at the time of roll-out, to effectively advise claimants. Lessons 
should be learned from this. Too much reliance is being placed on third 
sector advice and support workers to ensure people are supported and 
assisted through what can be a frustrating and bewildering process. Third 
sector organisations are struggling with increasing, more complex 
caseloads caused by the UC roll-out. We are extremely concerned that the 
closure of jobcentres will simply exacerbate this.  

 

 The change in implied consent from live to full service was not clear in 
advance. Since the move to live service, advice and support workers have 
not been able to make enquiries about a claimant’s entitlement, contrary to 
previously agreed data-sharing protocols. We know Neil Couling has now 
written to welfare advice workers on this point setting out the explicit 
consent procedures. We are disappointed that the change and the explicit 
consent process were not communicated and explained ahead of full 
service roll-out. 

 

 It had not been made clear that a claimant moving from a “live” service area 
to a “full service” area would have to make a new claim. 

 
Systemic problems 
 

 The built-in delay before the first payment is received is causing problems. 
Advances are available but these are repayable in fixed instalments. It is 
the view of most members of this Committee that these advances should 
not be repayable and should be treated as grant monies.   

 

 Calls to the Universal Credit helpline are expensive, particularly so from 
mobiles. Local DWP staff do not have authority to take decisions and 
claimants have no option other than to call the helpline, often at great 
expense. Calls to a helpline such as this should be free.   

 

 A 7 day waiting period for new claims coupled with payments being made 
monthly in arrears is resulting in real hardship for people. Claimants are 
waiting too long to receive the money they are entitled to. We did not meet 
anyone who had been paid within 5 weeks; 8 or 9 weeks was the norm. 
People are finding themselves in rent arrears unnecessarily due to these 
delays. This is causing understandable anxiety. The delays in people 
receiving the money they are entitled to and the increasing demands on the 
Scottish Welfare Fund were unsustainable in Musselburgh. Claims must be 
dealt with more quickly. 

 

 We see benefits in the use of the Journal but more care needs to be taken 
when communicating with claimants. Sufficient notice of changes to 



3 

appointments and payments must be given, particularly when non-
attendance could result in a sanction. It cannot be assumed that claimants 
are able to access the Journal on a daily basis. 

 
Availability of support for vulnerable or less able claimants 
 

 The digital by default approach must do more to recognise that not 
everyone has ready access to a computer or digital device. Even people 
who do have access are not necessarily equipped with the skills to enable 
them to assimilate information, make decisions and complete forms online. 
For more vulnerable people, this is simply beyond them. More must be 
done to take people’s differing needs in to account and ensure the 
application process is a fair one. 

 
We know the DWP is keen to learn from experience; the approach has been 
described as “test and learn”. As part of that learning process, we would ask that 
attention is focussed on the issues we have raised. We would also be grateful if you 
would consider what delivery standards could be put in place and whether the 
current complaints process is adequate. We look forward to hearing back from you.     
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
 
SANDRA WHITE MSP 
CONVENER 


