
 
 
 
Ml/JC/JD 
 
The Lord Smith of Kelvin KT 
The Smith Commission 
7th Floor One Atria 
144 Morrison Street 
Edinburgh 
EH3 8EX 
 
 
12 November 2014 
 
 
 
Dear Lord Smith 
 
Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS) was pleased to be able to participate in the Smith 
Commission which seeks to find agreement on strengthening the powers of the 
Scottish Parliament and I am looking forward to taking part in the plenary session with 
Commissioners on Thursday 13 November.  
 
I very much welcome the Commission’s work so far which has been able to unite the 
political parties in one aim and has managed to continue the engagement of the 
referendum process with individuals and organisations providing over 14,000 
submissions. The referendum opened a huge and exciting political discussion in 
Scotland that has been maintained through your Commission.  
 
I write to ask you – and the political parties which established and are part of the 
Commission – to continue the Commission to its logical conclusion which is to oversee 
the discussions and debate on the detail of devolved powers beyond November’s  
announcement and January’s legislative clauses publication.  This is especially in the  
area of social security (welfare benefits) which is outlined as one of the key areas along  
with financial and taxation powers as an area that will be part of the strengthening of  
powers for the Scottish Parliament. 
 
CAS’s submission argues for the devolution of social security (apart from the state  
pension).  I do not seek to make that case here.   Instead I think it’s clear from  
submissions already made that there is an appetite for devolving part of, if not all, of 
social security.  I therefore take this opportunity to urge the Commission to continue 
its work beyond November to ensure that a full and genuine public debate can take 
place on what and how social security should be devolved in Scotland.  I am sure that 
the Heads of Agreement can be made with recommendations for further devolution 
in this area whilst still allowing for a full and frank discussion to take place that would 
afford genuine consultation, debate and time to consider this hugely significant area 
in the months ahead.   Importantly also, is to take this major social policy area out 
of the political arena to allow for genuine public discourse away from the heat and 
light of party politics and elections.   I would need call for the final report of such a 
Commission to be after the general election of 2015. 
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For over 100 years since the 1906 Liberal government marked the first radical shift in 
public policy from laissez-faire to a more interventionist social approach, society has 
realised that there must be a system of social support for the citizens of the country: 
that those who work and live within the UK must be able to rely on policies provided by 
the state such as free schooling, a pension, and employment support. So free 
schooling, National Insurance, and the Labour Exchange were born. 
 
From those days of Lloyd George, through the post war years of massive social reform 
and change with the advent of the policies of John Maynard Keynes on the mixed 
economy, with social conscience a key part of economic thinking, and William 
Beveridge, who came up with the blueprint for our social security system, we now take 
it for granted today that we can rely on the state for social security, employment 
benefits and help into jobs, tackling poverty, pensions, and free education for our 
children. 
 
These massive social changes of the past were not carried out quickly or without major 
thought and detail. That is what is needed now. Alongside the major constitutional 
changes we may see over the coming months, we cannot forget that it is not speed that 
is of the essence but thought and discussion; time and perspective. It is robust and 
practical debate and consultation that is needed so that for those who are to be in 
charge of the devolution of social security, and then of the devolved powers 
themselves, that they listen to all those across Scotland and the UK who can contribute 
to the thinking on social security. 
 
As we have seen from the referendum debate in Scotland, the people have a voice 
they want to use, they have views they want aired, and they have policies they want to 
debate. There was time and consideration given to the referendum debate – something 
that is lacking in the speed of which strengthening the powers of the Scottish 
Parliament through the Smith Commission is being carried out. 
 
As we say in our submission: 

 
‘CAS would rather time was taken to ensure the right approach,  and full and 
proper establishment of powers and relevant structures were put in place rather  
than legislation rushed through which result in holes that need mending in 
future years.  
 
‘Whilst we understand fully the need and desire to outline the areas which 
should be devolved, we believe this can be done in the agreed timetable.  
However we consider  that it may take further time for the full detail of how and 
when powers should be devolved, what structures would be needed for those 
powers to be exercised by the Scottish Parliament and whether existing 
structures can be transferred or will need to be set up from scratch. We must 
bear in mind current examples of how long it can take to fully realise new 
structures and/or powers. For example the time taken for the Scotland Act 2012 
to be both passed by parliaments and then implemented.  A further example is 
the time taken to establish new social security systems  and the subsequent 
issues that have arisen; for example, seven years from introduction of 
legislation to the full roll out of the new Universal Credit system and at least five 
years for Personal Independence Payment from legislation to the full migration 
to all that qualify.’ 



 
The Scottish Citizens Advice Service deals with over a million issues every year. 
Benefits remains the biggest area of advice that people seek our help with. 37% of the 
work of our network of Scottish Citizens Advice Bureaux deals with benefits, tax credit 
and national insurance issues – nearly 325,000 issues annually. 
 
It is our long experience and detailed knowledge of this area that means we know how 
changes in policy, legislation, and administration of benefits can hugely impact on the 
lives of people. We cannot let this area be left to discussion behind closed doors or by 
parliamentarians alone.  
 
There must be space for a genuine public debate on how social security should be 
delivered in Scotland.  This is an area that must be done in the full transparent and 
considered view of a Commission such as yours – or its equal – which has the time to 
consider fully all the options available. 
 
CAS hopes that our submission to the Smith Commission will encourage other 
organisations to consider what social security policies and delivery mechanisms might 
work better in the Scottish context where a larger proportion of our population is sick or 
disabled, and where cyclical economic trends impact on job availability, unemployment 
and underemployment.  
 
The current range of options on offer from Scotland’s political parties is fairly narrow, 
and probably represents where the thinking on social security was a year or more ago. 
There is an appetite to open up this discussion and perhaps test a wider range of 
options than those currently on offer. We would hope that a Commission and time 
would allow for and encourage a broader range of voices to enter the discussion.  
 
The key thing that matters is that people who are sick or disabled in Scotland get the 
social security they need to live a dignified life; that those who rely on out of work 
benefits are not faced with a punitive sanctions regime but are supported back into 
suitable employment; and that those who rely on in work benefits know that their 
government is working on economic and employment policies which will deliver a better 
deal for the working poor.  
 
I strongly urge all those I write to today, to discuss this option and consider what is best 
for Scotland.  Ultimately we want to arrive at a national consensus on social security 
that the majority of Scots can support. That can only be done away from the glare of 
politics and with space and time to consider fully the options available. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
Margaret Lynch 
Chief Executive  
 
cc:  
The Rt Hon Gordon Brown MP 
The Rt Hon David Cameron MP 
The Rt Hon Alastair Carmichael MP 



The Rt Hon Nick Clegg MP 
Ruth Davidson MSP 
Rt Hon Edward Miliband MP 
Willie Rennie MSP 
Anas Sarwar MP 
Nicola Sturgeon MSP 
 
 
Smith Commissioners:  
Cllr Maggie Chapman  
Linda Fabiani MSP 
Annabel Goldie MSP 
Iain Gray MSP 
Patrick Harvie MSP 
Gregg McClymont MP  
Michael Moore MP 
Tavish Scott MSP 
John Swinney MSP 
Prof Adam Tomkins 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


