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Introduction 

Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), our 61 member bureaux and the Citizen Advice 
Consumer helpline form Scotland’s largest independent advice network. Advice 
provided by our service is free, independent, confidential, impartial and available to 
everyone. Our bureaux deliver frontline services through more than 200 service 
points across the country.  

In 2014/15, the Scottish Citizens Advice Service helped nearly 274,000 people deal 
with over 900,000 advice issues. In this year, bureaux recorded a financial gain for 
clients of over £120 million. Our online self-help website Adviceguide received nearly 
5.4 million unique page views relating to advice and assistance.  

Citizens advice bureaux record the advice issues that clients present with when they 
seek advice. This gives the Scottish CAB service a unique insight into how policies, 
practices and processes are impacting on people in local communities across 
Scotland.  

In 2014/15, Scottish bureaux dealt with 337,720 issues relating to benefits, tax 
credits and national insurance, making up 37% of all issues brought to bureaux that 
year. This included 12,000 issues relating to the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF) – a 
66% increase on the previous year.  

Summary  

Since the introduction of the SWF, CAS has worked with both the Scottish 
Government and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) to improve 
the delivery and operation of the SWF, providing feedback of bureau and client 
experience. We have welcomed the open approach that has been taken to the 
development of the SWF so far. It is important that this approach, alongside 
continuous monitoring and review of the SWF, continues once the permanent fund is 
established. 

The SWF provides a crucial safety net for vulnerable individuals and families 
experiencing a crisis or who need support to live independently. While improvements 
have been made to the delivery and operation of the SWF since it was established, 
there are a number of issues which still need to be addressed. In particular, we 
continue to have concerns that many people who may be eligible are not accessing 
the SWF. Further, there is still insufficient preventative and holistic support available 
for vulnerable individuals and families.   

These issues must be addressed as the permanent SWF is established, particularly 
as people are likely to face additional pressures as a result of current and future 
reforms to social security, including the introduction of Universal Credit and proposed 
changes to tax credits.  
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In this consultation response, we address the following key issues and deal with 
specific consultation questions and proposals where appropriate.  

1. Overall access to the SWF 
2. Assessing low income 
3. Limits on awards 
4. Prevention and holistic support 
5. Fulfilment of awards  
6. Process and administration 
7. Other issues relating to the regulations and guidance 

 

1. Overall access to the SWF 

In 2014/15, bureaux in Scotland saw a 66% increase in the number of issues relating 
to the SWF. Anecdotal evidence suggests this may be because of an increased 
awareness of the scheme, as well as increased demand, particularly as a result of 
changes to social security.  

 No. of issues  

2013/14 

No. of issues 

2014/15 

% increase 

Crisis grants 4,551 7,911 73.8% 

Community care 
grants 

2,864 4,424 54.5%  

Total 7,415 12,334 66.3% 

 

In 28% of cases where a client is seeking advice on the SWF, one of the reasons for 
doing so is to check their entitlement to the SWF.  

However, we are concerned that our evidence suggests that in many cases where an 
individual or family may be eligible for support from the SWF, they are not accessing 
the fund or are relying on other emergency support, in particular food parcels.  

 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had to have repairs to her flat 
following a fire. She had no savings and not enough income to cope with this 
emergency, and therefore was left without enough money for basic living costs 
such as food and heating. The client was given a food bank voucher as she had 
no food, but was also advised to apply to the SWF.  

 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had recently had her ESA 
payments stopped because of failure to attend an assessment. She was then on 
a zero hours contract, but had been given no hours so was struggling financially. 
The CAB offered the client help to apply for a crisis grant, but she was in 
immediate need of food so chose to take a food bank voucher instead.  

 A North of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had not yet been reimbursed for 
travel expenses for travel to a training course for a new job, leaving him without 
enough money to buy food. The client was happy to make an application to the 
SWF but as he was told he may not get a decision until the next day, was given a 
food bank voucher.  
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 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was told that she may be eligible 
for a crisis grant, but a decision may not be made for 48 hours. As the client’s 
need for food was immediate, the adviser spoke to the food bank who agreed to 
provide her with a food parcel for three days until her next benefit payment. The 
client therefore did not make an application to the SWF.  

It appears that in many cases clients prefer to be referred to a food bank because of 
the time that it can take to process an application for the SWF. 

In response to question 9, we agree with the statutory guidance on timescales for 
processing crisis grants. The urgent nature of applications means that speed of 
processing is vital. It will be important to monitor the impact of this new timescale as 
the permanent SWF is established.  

There should also be a way to challenge local authorities where they are not meeting 
the target processing times, both for crisis grants and community care grants. Local 
authorities should give applicants as much information as possible on the progress of 
their application.  

 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client whose application for a community 
care grant had not been processed within the 15 working day target time. The 
client was still waiting after 33 working days but when the adviser called the SWF 
they were unable to give any indication of when a decision would be made.  

In relation to crisis grants, it will be important to monitor if the shortened timescale 
results in more applications being rejected because of a lack of evidence. The 
evidence required by local authorities to make a decision must be realistic and take 
into account the individual circumstances in each case. Urgent cases should be 
prioritised.  

It is unclear whether, in cases where a client receives a food parcel, they then go on 
to make an application to the SWF. CAS will be conducting work later in the year to 
find out whether bureaux clients are aware of alternatives to food parcels, particularly 
the SWF, and, if so, the reasons they choose food banks instead of a crisis grant.  

2. Assessing low income 

Under the interim SWF, local authorities have been able to adopt their own approach 
to assess whether someone is on a ‘low income’. While this can sometimes result in 
a ‘postcode lottery’, our evidence shows that it is crucial that local authorities have 
the flexibility to respond to the individual circumstances and needs of an applicant.  

In response to consultation question 2, we would therefore support option 1 – 
continuing to use the same method as for the interim SWF. In particular, we do not 
think that the Scottish Government should set a level of income above which grants 
should not be made. This could, for example, deny support to a working household 
who is in crisis and in need of immediate support for other reasons.  

However, continued efforts must be made, through both guidance and training, to 
improve consistency of decision-making across all local authorities. Feedback from 
both first and second tier reviews should play an important part in this process.  

CAS previously welcomed changes to the guidance which made it clearer that 
applicants do not have to be in receipt of qualifying benefits to be eligible for the 
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SWF. However, we continue to see cases where applicants are refused a grant on 
the basis that they are not in receipt of a qualifying benefit.  

 A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was from the EU but had been 
working in the UK for 11 years. The client had recently lost his job and had 
claimed contribution-based JSA for six months. He was then told he was not 
eligible for income-based JSA. He applied for a crisis grant, but was told that as 
he was not in receipt of a qualifying benefit, he could not get a grant.  

 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who thought she was ineligible for a 
crisis grant because she was receiving contribution-based ESA. The local 
authority’s website had stated that if an applicant was not in receipt of a qualifying 
benefit (in this case, income-based ESA), that it would be “unusual” for an award 
to be made. This had deterred the client from making an application. 

In response to questions 18 and 19, we think that the draft regulations and 
guidance need to be amended so that there is no room for uncertainty.  

As currently drafted, regulation 5(2) states that a “local authority is not to consider a 
person ineligible for assistance by virtue of paragraph (1)(a) of that person is entitled 
to” certain listed means-tested benefits. We believe that this reference to means-
tested benefits should be removed from the regulations, as it only has the potential to 
lead to confusion. It could be interpreted to exclude any person not in receipt of one 
of the listed benefits (and our case evidence suggests that this can be the approach 
taken by some local authorities).  

The guidance should be strengthened to emphasise that receipt of means-tested 
benefits is not a requirement for eligibility. While receipt of such benefits is a factor to 
be taken into account, the guidance should emphasise that the individual 
circumstances need to be considered in each case.  

Further, any reference in either the regulations or guidance should be to people 
‘entitled to’ certain means-tested benefits, rather than ‘in receipt of’. This would 
ensure that people experiencing, for example, a delay in their benefit applicant or 
benefit sanction would not be excluded.  

In response to question 22, the application form for the interim SWF should also be 
amended to ensure that applicants are not deterred from applying simply because 
they are not in receipt of one of the benefits listed. As currently drafted, the 
paragraph under ‘Who can get a Crisis Grant or a Community Care Grant’ suggests it 
will only be in exceptional cases that a person will be awarded a grant where they are 
not in receipt of one of the means-tested benefits listed.  

3. Limits on awards 

Questions 3 to 5 of the consultation concern proposals to further limit the number of 
awards available to individuals and families by: 

 limiting crisis grants awards to three per household (as opposed to per 
individual) (question 3) 

 limiting community care grants to three per household (question 4) 

 limiting the number of times that a community care grant can be given for the 
same item in a set period (question 5). 



5 

The Scottish Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux - Citizens Advice Scotland  
(Scottish charity number SC016637) 

In response to questions 3 to 5, CAS is concerned that the overall direction in the 
draft regulations and guidance appears to be to limit the amount of support available 
to vulnerable individuals and families. It is crucial that there remains sufficient 
flexibility within the regulations and guidance so that the individual circumstances and 
needs of an applicant are taken into account in every case, to ensure that people are 
not left without vital support.  

Setting limits on the number of awards, even where there is the option to offer further 
support in exceptional cases, risks becoming the norm. Our evidence suggests that 
this is often the case with crisis grants, where there is already a limit of three awards 
per year. Bureaux often see clients who have already received three crisis grants and 
are turned down for another grant, even though they have no money to fulfil the most 
basic needs such as being able to eat or heat their home.   

 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who lost her benefit money and would 
not get another payment for two weeks. The client was looking after her three 
young grandchildren and had no money to do so. However, she was turned down 
for a crisis grant because she had already received three in the last year.  

4. Prevention and holistic support 

When the SWF was first being established, one of the ideas was that by localising 
the scheme, local authorities could take a more preventative and holistic approach to 
providing support and link up with other services. While this has happened in some 
cases, our evidence shows that too often people are not given the support they need 
to prevent future crises, as evidenced by repeat applications to the SWF or reliance 
on other emergency support such as food banks.  

 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was claiming JSA but had 
received a sanction. The client had already had three crisis grants in the last 12 
months, and therefore was given a food bank voucher.  

 A North of Scotland CAB reports of a client who continued to struggle to manage 
her finances and to make her benefits last between payments. The client has 
alcohol problems and had received three crisis grants and a number of food 
parcels in recent months. The adviser felt that there was a lack of support 
available to the client to break this cycle, and was concerned that eventually she 
would be left without any source of help in crisis.  

In response to questions 18 and 19, CAS would like to see the commitment to 
prevention and holistic support strengthened in both the guidance and regulations. 
This is particularly so if there is a limit on the number of awards available. It is crucial 
that people at risk of future crises are identified as early as possible and appropriate 
support put in place.  

5. Fulfilment of awards 

In response to question 7, the options listed appear to be suitable cash equivalents 
for local authorities to use. However, in response to question 8, CAS believes that 
cash should always be the default option, with the applicant’s needs and preferences 
taken into account. Where an alternative to cash is given, this should not be because 
of administrative convenience: it must be because in that individual case, it is 
appropriate to the needs of the applicant.  
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Dignity and choice should be paramount. The options for payment should be 
discussed with the applicant and full consideration given to their preferred option. In 
response to questions 18 and 19, it should be made clear in the regulations and 
guidance that the applicant has the right to state their preference and that the local 
authority has a duty to take this into account.  

We think it would be helpful to set out in the guidance some practical circumstances 
in which a cash equivalent may be the more suitable option. 

There should be further training for staff to ensure that all clients are treated with 
dignity throughout the process.  

 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had gone to the Council to apply 
for a community care grant to buy a mattress for her daughter’s bed. Her 
daughter had severe health issues and the client had been left short of money 
due to additional heating costs during the winter. The client felt demeaned by the 
way she was spoken to by staff at the Council and left distressed and upset, 
without making an application. The client came to the bureau for assistance 
because she did not want to go back to the Council to make an application.  

6. Process and administration 

Our evidence shows that problems with the claims process and administration often 
cause difficulties for people in accessing the SWF and obtaining vital support. Over 
50% of SWF issues brought to bureaux in 2014/15 related to the claims process.  

A key issue is how people can make an application, in particular, where local 
authorities limit the different ways a person can make an application. For example, 
some local authorities require an application to be made by telephone. However, 
most people are making an application because they have little or no income and 
therefore are unable to make that call.   

 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had his pension credit stopped 
until he provided proof he was not in receipt of another pension. He had been left 
without any income but had been unable to make an application to the SWF 
because he had no money to make a telephone call or to get a bus to make an 
application in person. The client lived in a remote village and it was too far to 
walk.  

 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who needed support to make an 
application for a crisis grant. The adviser was unable to get through on the 
telephone as the lines were too busy. The client had mental health problems and 
was anxious to speak to someone directly, but he could not call himself as he had 
no money to pay for a telephone call.  

CAS would like to see local authorities offering a flexible approach to how people 
make applications, recognising that there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach and that 
individuals may have different needs and circumstances which need to be taken into 
account.  

CAS would also like to see greater out of hours provision and support. In particular, 
we often see cases where people are left extremely vulnerable because they are 
unable to access support over a weekend.  
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 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who came to the CAB on a Friday as 
she had no money for food or heating after her benefit payments had been 
stopped. The client had mental health problems and was very distressed. The 
adviser could not get through to the DWP to find out why her benefit payments 
had stopped. The adviser helped the client to make an application to the SWF but 
was told that they closed at 3.30pm and could not guarantee that a decision 
would be made before then. The client was also given a food bank voucher, but 
the food bank closed at 2pm on a Friday. The client was therefore at risk of being 
left without any money for basic living essentials over the weekend.   

Our evidence suggests that current resources made available to administer the fund 
may not be sufficient to deal with the level of demand. In particular, we see a number 
of cases where advisers are unable to get through to the SWF to make an application 
on behalf of a client.  

 A North of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had to came to the CAB on two 
occasions but on both occasions the adviser was unable to get through to the 
SWF as the line was constantly engaged.  

 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had come for support to apply for 
a Community Care Grant online. However, the system would not respond and 
therefore the client could not make the application at that time, leaving him very 
distressed.  

 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had been sanctioned and had no 
money to clear a debt on his electricity meter, so he had no heating and was 
unable to cook. The adviser tried to called the SWF to make an application for a 
crisis grant but was unable to get through. Face-to-face or email claims were no 
longer being accepted, so telephone was the only way to make an application. 
The client had no money to buy credit for his mobile. The adviser tried calling the 
SWF a second time, but after 20 minutes was still not put through.   

We also think that improvements need to be made to how the SWF interacts with the 
wider benefits system. Our evidence shows that people are often applying for grants 
because of issues relating to their benefits. In particular, clients who have received a 
benefit sanction are often left with little or no income to eat or heat their homes and 
come to bureaux for support.  

We welcomed clarification in the guidance that ‘applicants subject to a suspension, 
disallowance or a sanction by DWP can apply for crisis grants and community care 
grants, in the same way as any other applicant’. However, we still see a number of 
cases where people are refused a grant on the basis that they have been sanctioned. 
In response to question 19, we think that the guidance needs to be amended to 
make it clear at the outset that the fact a person has received a benefit sanction 
cannot be a reason for refusing to award a grant. 

 A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had been sanctioned and had no 
money to feed himself or his three young children when they stayed with him 
during the week. He applied for a crisis grant but his application was refused as 
the Council told him they did not award grants to sanctioned benefit claimants as 
this would undermine the DWP. The client was given a food bank voucher. 
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 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client with three young children in receipt of 
ESA who had been sanctioned. The adviser called the SWF to make an 
application for a crisis grant and was told that no grant could be made as the 
client had been sanctioned. The adviser double-checked that this was not the 
case and spoke to the SWF again, and the client’s application was eventually 
accepted. Without assistance from the bureau, the client may have simply had 
her application refused.  

In this context, we are also concerned about the impact of clause 23 of the Scotland 
Bill on the ability of the SWF to provide support to people who have been sanctioned. 
Clause 23 devolves the power to make payments to people to meet a short-term 
need in order to avoid a risk to their well-being. It also allows grants to be made to 
those who have been or might otherwise be in prison, hospital, a residential care 
establishment or other institution, homeless or otherwise living an unsettled way of 
life, who appear to require assistance to establish or maintain a settled home. Similar 
powers have already been devolved to the Scottish Parliament through the Scotland 
Act 1998 (Modification of Schedule 5) (No.2) Order 2013. These powers enabled the 
Scottish Government to establish the interim SWF and the Scottish Parliament to 
pass the Welfare Funds (Scotland) Act 2015, which gives the SWF a permanent 
statutory basis.  
 
We are concerned that clause 23 adds a restriction to the existing devolved powers 
to exclude individuals who are subject to a benefit sanction, unless the requirement 
for it arises from ‘some exceptional event or exceptional circumstances and the 
requirement is immediate.’ This provision would therefore significantly limit the ability 
of the Scottish Government to continue to provide assistance through the SWF to 
people who have had their benefit payments suspended or sanctioned. This is of 
particular concern given the harm caused by an increasingly punitive sanctions 
regime, which often puts people into crisis. 

7. Reviews 

In response to questions 17 and 18 on the draft regulations, the consultation 
document states that, in relation to reviews by local authorities, the applicant ‘must 
usually ask for the review in writing but the LA can take requests in other ways if the 
applicant finds it difficult to ask in writing’ (p.14). However, this flexibility is not 
obvious from the face of the regulations: regulation 15(2) states ‘any request … must 
be made in writing and, unless the local authority considers that there are exceptional 
circumstances, must be signed by the applicant’. This suggests that the only flexibility 
is around whether the request is signed by the applicant, not whether it is made in 
writing in the first place. CAS believes there must be flexibility in how people can 
make a request to ensure that those who, because of their individual needs, find it 
difficult to make a request in writing are not disadvantaged.  
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