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Virtual Community Meeting hosted by Fife Voluntary Action on behalf of No 
One Left Behind (zoom)   
Thursday 29 October 2020 2pm to 3.30 pm 
 
Kate Smith and Lena Phalen – Community Outreach Team, Scottish Parliament 
 
Fife Voluntary Action 
No One Left Behind 
Fife Migrants Forum 
Greener Kirkcaldy  
EATS Rosyth 
Fife Gingerbread 
Families in Trauma 
 
Total number of participants: 11 
 
 
1. What is your relationship to social security? 
 

• Have you tried or are you claiming benefits? 
4 people held their hand up  

 
• Are you supporting people to claim benefits? 

6 people held their hand up  
 
 
2. What has the economic downturn looked like for the people in Fife? 
 

• What would you like to say to the Social Security Committee about your 
experiences during the Covid-19 emergency in relation to the benefits 
system? 

 
I was discharged from a long spell in hospital with nothing in place support wise. 
When started to feel better signed up to study, but Universal Credit called to say that 
they would cut the funds and to apply for a student loan instead. As a result, had to 
study part-time instead of full-time. The current system doesn’t encourage people to 
work or do anything with their lives.  
 
I felt at a loss when lockdown happened. It was difficult to find information, met with 
a wall of silence, a reluctance to help. Have been trying to get information about 
employment and benefits since August 2019. There didn’t seem to be a process in 
place for someone who hadn’t touched the benefit system before. Just kept being 
referred to the Government website. Received a small amount eventually. The 
uncertainty had a negative impact on mental health; will we be able to pay bills? Will 
we have a roof above our heads? The process was lengthy. I was in the navy for 40 
years and left last year, so was told to try the benefits for veterans, which took a long 
time. Started the process last August (2019) and over the next 5 months tried to find 
out how to do it. Managed to get through somewhere eventually but then it was put 
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on hold due to Covid. No contact again until June (2020). Trying to get medical 
reports for specific claims but can’t get a medical report at the moment as 
examinations put on hold due to Covid.   
 
I was on Limited Capability UC for 3 years due to mental health issues. During Covid 
was called up for a phone assessment, from blocked number and with no prior 
warning. Have fragile mental health, anxiety and psychosis. Had received a 
questionnaire in August and was expecting to get called to come in for assessment 
Sept-Oct time. Then Covid hit, and no word for a long time, then 2 weeks ago, out of 
the blue received a phone call for assessment. It was confusing. Triggered anxiety. 
Worried that had missed the assessment, although it did go ahead finally. Had to try 
and contact their job coach to find out if this was really the assessment as they had 
not been told it would happen. 
 
Clients (working with primarily the Roma community) have experienced issues with 
verifying identity and trying to get residential status. Issues with Verify.com. One 
person was here less than a year, could not verify identity. Appointments are made 
for a phone call but then no one phones. The client might then receive a call without 
appointment and if this is missed they get the message that they have missed the 
appointment, and if they miss 2 more their benefits will be stopped. Often need to 
arrange translator for the calls as well so it’s not straight forward. We need smoother 
processes for the more vulnerable. 
  
Supporting people with families in trauma. It’s often not recognised that Covid might 
have tipped people with trauma over the edge. The people who conduct the 
interviews often don’t have the training and methods to support people in difficult 
circumstances. Training needed to learn e.g. how to ask a question without putting 
the blame on the applicant for the situation they are in. A little bit of understanding 
needed. The interviewers might feel frightened themselves and have no experience 
or understanding of trauma. A little bit of training would make a massive 
difference.   
 
It is important to have an understanding of trauma beyond the most obvious and a 
gentler rather than confrontational approach needed. Adversarial. Almost as if 
the questions and how they are asked are set up for people to get caught out.  
 
Some clients are seasonal workers and receive weekly payments. They worry (and 
this happens) that if they take on extra hours their benefits, e.g. housing benefit, will 
decrease. This does happen. They have to go through repeated assessments as 
their income changes so much and then they lose benefits.  Could income be 
assessed on a 6 week average to try and even it out? 
 
 
What do you expect will happen in the future and do you have particular 
concerns? 
 
Council housing for disabled people often substandard, with old storage heaters, 
some without lifts, difficult to access with ambulance. Hear that privately rented 
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properties higher standard than the council properties. Quality of housing and sizes 
not good. 
 
Fife has a distinct population divided into west, central, north-east. There are 
deprived areas that have often not had any investment. Who makes the decisions on 
investment and distribution after Covid? How do the people who live in these areas 
get a say? 
 
Wonder about concessionary travel, travels to work with the bus pass which is a 
massive help, but will that be cut back on? Will buses still run after Covid?  Travel 
links are important and there is a need for better transport in Fife.  
 
I need a companion added to the bus pass but Fife council can’t provide that 
currently due to C-19 and there are no clear answers on when they can start again.  
 
I have disabled family members, both with degenerative conditions that can’t 
improve had to re-apply for blue badges. Lengthy process to re-apply. Threatening 
process that people has to go through. Adds to the work load of the assessors as 
well.  
 
Client was unable to work due to health condition and we tried to apply to PIP, but 
the worry is that Universal Credit will be cut if receiving PIP.  
 
(working with lone parents) Referrals are currently more about wellbeing than 
money. At the moment there is good emergency food provision. Concern about 
when that goes away. Very hard for lone parents. For example, lone parents getting 
abuse for going to the shop with their children during lockdown. Isolation is a 
problem.  
 
 
3 How should Scottish social security support people through this? 
 
 
As result of Covid received a £80 top up (monthly) on Universal Credit. Made big 
difference to wellbeing, and to mental health. Don’t want it to end, it should be that 
amount or higher. 
 
People shouldn’t be afraid of exploring benefit options and e.g. Applying for a new 
benefit such as PIP can lead to cancellation of Universal Credit. Hard to know in 
advance exactly what you are entitled too in advance and by the time you find out it 
is too late and you have to go through the whole process again. 
 
Relative with chronic asthma had phone assessment last month. Was prepared for 
the call and at home, relaxed. Answered all the questions but the benefit was cut. 
The reason given was that they didn’t seem out of breath during the call. Something 
should be put in place to prevent sudden cuts. The letter arrived a week or so after 
the money arrived. How can someone at the end of the phone tell about someone’s 
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condition? Safeguarding should be put in place to prevent this. (suspension of face 
to face assessments). 
 
We talk about benefits over and over again. Universal Basic Income is the answer.  
 
People should feel secure.  
 
Working with migrants we have issues with NI numbers, not able to apply for them 
during Covid (face to face suspension due to Covid). Means that clients can’t get 
their Universal Credit in place. Employers don’t trust them without the NI and people 
are refused employment.  
 
Interpersonal problems in the job centre in terms of listening, attitude, the whole 
process, that there are bouncers. People are asked to make a case for themselves 
when already in difficulty and feel like they’re getting punished for their situation. 
Their approach is adversarial. Training is needed.  
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Appendix 1 
 
Taken from the meeting ‘chat box’: 
 
14:06:14  From  Participant A  : Hi Everyone, many thanks for coming along today! 

14:23:04  From  Participant E : Hello Participant A, thanks for keeping us where we should be 
today :-) 

14:32:14  From  Participant C  : Thank you for inviting and accepting me to be able to speak for 
myself and for other experiences. My first thought is feeling sorry for those on Universal Credit 
because this is impossible to live on. Even though I have age related EESA since 1981 which makes 
my income better than some but not as much as some pensions, I have usually been thrifty and 
coping but I am experiencing financial embarrassment because of the increase of fuel eg gas electric 
travel using petrol or diesel. If this meeting is to encourage and support disabled back to work such as 
delivery driving, the council needs to allow this work as volunteer with expenses and not a paid 
income unless someone signs up to an hourly wage. I think we need to raise the £20 non-declaring 
work amount so that someone can do unofficial caring or allow tips or 16 hours part paid and part 
volunteering. Applying for PIP is still traumatic and they are still discarding the effort to enclosing 
genuine hospital, doctors, support worker, psychologists etc letters. 

14:35:13  From  Participant A  : Thanks very much for that Participant C, and I'd like to 
reassure everyone that we will be recording the chat for this meeting as part of it so if you would like 
to use the chat to raise issues, please feel free to do so. 

14:35:53  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : Scottish Charter Institute of 
Housing states equality and non-judgemental however I am still finding the Housing Department is still 
very restricted by the Occupational Therapist decision and they do not have a clear understanding to 
individual disabled people needing to be homed. The system is still not listening to individual 
preferences or choices and are being offered the usual old remit is disrespectful. The space the 
housing expects people to live in is no bigger than a garage instead of more spacious properties 
including baths and not just wet rooms or walk in showers. Disabled people need extra storage and 
space and adaptations for hidden disabilities not necessarily with wheelchair useage. 

14:39:06  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : The Government and Council do 
not realise the height of fear wanting to and needing to have an ability to consider work or 
volunteering because there is too much judgemental departments quick to file Change of 
Circumstances and still instantly stop housing benefits and stop benefits putting people not only into 
loss of benefits while reassessing their circumstances but this can also quickly cause depression fear 
and suicidal thoughts. 

14:39:51  From  Participant A   to  Participant C (Privately) : Hi Participant C, thanks for that, 
but did you mean to send that to me privately?  Or is it OK to share what you've said to me with the 
rest of the Participants in the chat? 

14:41:13  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : The benefit money only goes up 
approximately £1.20 a year or less.  

14:42:25  From  Participant A   to  Participant C (Privately) : Thanks Participant C, do you want 
me to bring these observations to the attention of the meeting? 

14:44:46  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : I usually very independent but I 
have had to accept support from friends because the benefit and welfare support is not enough and 
during covid-19 has limited the welfare distribution for crisis and community grants. People on low 
income are supporting others on low income causing them to give until they have nothing and left with 
heightened anxiety. 
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Zoom chat record (details of participants redacted) 

14:45:20  From  Participant F  to  Participant A (Privately) : sorry I will have to leave the 
meeting to have another meeting with [PARTNER ORGANISATION]. thank you. 

14:46:02  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : Thank you for asking Participant A. 
I am happy to share these details within this topic of discussion to help with Tenant or Residential 
community assistance. 

14:47:13  From  Participant A   to  Participant C (Privately) : OK, I will let Main Facilitator know 
and ask her to invite you to speak. 

14:48:00  From  Participant A   to  Participant G (Privately) : Hi Participant G, I see Participant 
F  has had to leave, please thank her for attending and thank you for inviting her. 

14:48:08  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : If a vulnerable person has had to 
be re-homed on numerous occasions, the new doctor medical records get lost or destroyed during 
transfer to other doctor surgeries and therefore PIP is failing because the rely too much on new doctor 
records which are no longer up to date therefore disabled are being short changed for years back 
dated. 

14:49:47  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : I refused the anonymous phone 
call and told the telephone assessor for PIP the day before because I did not know they were going to 
phone and I had no support on that day. I refused to be upset on 2 days instead of the official 
assessment which is terrifying. 

14:51:05  From  Participant E : I can relate to Participant B’s point entirely here - I struggle 
massively with using the phone and ask people to text me before they phone so that I know who it is. 
They know that I still mightn’t answer the phone. There’s a taken for grantedness that people will 
always react positively to phone calls 

14:52:41  From  Participant A  : Just to reassure everyone once again that I am going to record 
the chat to append to the notes for the meeting.  Feel free to use the chat, privately to myself if you 
would prefer! 

14:52:57  From  Participant A   to  Participant C (Privately) : Many thanks for all your insights 
Participant C! 

14:53:42  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : There is an unacceptable 
procedure that PIP expect to procedural refuse the first application and expect chronically ill disabled 
people to have the strength physically and mentally and psychologically to go for the request for the 
forum to reconsider their first decision and it is also terrifying because the letter is no clear for the 
ordinary English speaking person let alone someone with limited communication.  I was told by 
Scottish Mental Health Debt Helper which is now closed down, all PIP applicants have to be strong 
and brave enough to take it to a procedural 3rd stage of being prepared to appeal to the Court !! 

14:55:45  From  Participant B  : Yes participant E. I always respond well to responsibilities I 
have when I'm given notice before hand 

14:56:10  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : I have told the PIP staff that they 
are inhumane and have treated people similar to mafia. 

14:58:29  From  Participant B  : I was very lucky, and it shouldn’t be down to luck, that when I 
got my phone call assessment last week, the lady was absolutely great. She just knew how to get 
more information out of me, but in a really great way. Like I said this shouldn’t be down to luck 
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15:00:35  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : Social Housing is limited but the 
Housing Benefit system does not pay full rent for those who have either had to or chosen to go into 
Private Rental to get what they require rather than be forced or categorised by the limited criteria by 
Council departments. 

15:01:43  From  Participant E : Absolutely Participant B! 

15:01:48  From  Participant D to  Participant A (Privately) : I haven't heard anything from DWP 
since before Covid which on the one hand is good because usually when they contact me it is to carry 
out the medical assessment for my benefits which is a very stressful time but at the same time it does 
feel as if I have been forgotten about 

15:03:02  From  Participant A   to  Participant D(Privately) : Thanks Participant D!  Keep going 
if you want, say as much as you like... 

15:05:25  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : I am shocked that special needs 
sheltered amenity housing for vulnerable are sub-standard eg no lifts or too small or have removed 
Wardens. I couldn't believe there is still storage heating. 

15:06:29  From  Participant B  : wary of how much i ramble so i'll use the chat, i got food 
parcels during the lockdown from march to july, my mum is my main source of support and i give her 
and my uncle money to do my shopping because i struggle with environments i can't control, so 
supermarkets are totally out of the question for me at the moment. now my mum is my grans actual 
carer but has had to take on me too, so the food parcels were such a respite for her but they stopped 
when lockdown ended 

15:07:20  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : Participant D has inspired me to 
realise that most of us are self-isolating and don't want to risk within the covid-19 pandemic going on 
public transport, therefore blue badges and bus passes need to be reconsidered with maybe funding 
to help some to support their car usage for disabled needs. 

15:08:10  From  Participant B  : i didn’t get the government given one because i wasn't an at 
risk person, not physically, this was a great relief like i said so on a positive note that was really very 
helpful, i got that through the foodbank due to being unable to leave my flat 

15:10:52  From  Participant A   to  Participant B (Privately) : Thanks Participant B! 

15:11:50  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : Safer Community staff are still 
using the useless procedure of asking residents who are already at the end of their tether with anti-
social behaviour to try to record the noise nuisance with their faulty or unreliable equipment. They are 
given too much control for issuing emergency housing points to put a distressed house hold on 
council housing. I have to praise the local police in [LOCAL AREA] for calming the neighbourhood 
because they have a local knowledge and have applied other methods to the anti-social behaviour 
culprits. 

15:20:58  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : Social Security and Housing etc 
are 0345 numbers where you are left on hold for over an hour and most vulnerable adults are 
distressed and needing to talk to a real person and may run out of credit or battery power waiting for 
someone or once connected to departments are treated like trash and disrespectfully and may be cut 
off but Council departments never phone that person back. Trying to get to Citizens Advice Bureau is 
almost impossible because they refuse walking into offices from the street and they have to phone for 
appointment which is also a 0345 or 0845 number. Even an 0800 number can be waiting for over an 
hours. People at this level are in tears and distressed needing help quickly and sympathetically. 

15:22:34  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : The Trussell Trust Foodbanks 
should not be so restrictive by having to have referrals because now in this covid-19 with people just 
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lost their jobs they feel they can not get foodbank assistance because they think it is just for people on 
Social Work referrals. 

15:27:43  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : JobCentrePlus offices is like being 
restricted by the security guard and if you are not sure what you are asking, you are refused an 
advisor and if you go to the local Housing office, the free phones still leave you waiting for over an 
hour which is stressful because there is a limit on parking if you don't have a blue badge. The 
computers are not accessible in the housing office to prevent the public access and forcing them to try 
to fill in on-line forms in libraries which are not confidential enough and the computers can crash 
during form filling. 

15:29:11  From  Participant D: I always feel  I have had to justify my disability and its impact on 
me everytime I spoke to someone in the Jobcentre/medical assessment people. 

15:29:18  From  Participant B  : lack of awareness of what we're entitled to! as mark said it's a 
wall of silence 

15:29:27  From  Participant C   to  Participant A (Privately) : I praise the welfare department for 
being kind caring and helpful but I presume the Government has limited them to give a maximum of 
£31 for crisis no matter what distress story. 

 


