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WELFARE REFORM COMMITTEE 
 

AGENDA 
 

11th Meeting, 2015 (Session 4) 
 

Tuesday 9 June 2015 
 
The Committee will meet at 10.00 am in the Sir Alexander Fleming Room (CR3). 
 
1. Cabinet Secretary for Social Justice, Communities and Pensioners’ 

Rights: The Committee will take evidence from— 
 

Alex Neil, Cabinet Secretary for Social Justice, Communities and 
Pensioners’ Rights, Jamie MacDougall, Head of Social Security Policy and 
Delivery Division, and Edward Orr, Senior Policy Officer, Social Security 
Policy and Delivery Division, Scottish Government. 
 

2. Parliament Day Craigmillar: The Committee will report back on the Parliament 
Day Craigmillar event held in May. 

 
3. Citizen's Advice Bureaux Visits: The Committee will report back on visits to 

Citizens Advice Bureaux recently undertaken by members. 
 
 

Simon Watkins 
Clerk to the Welfare Reform Committee 

Room T1.01 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
Tel: 0131 348 5228 

Email: simon.watkins@scottish.parliament.uk 
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The papers for this meeting are as follows— 
 
Agenda Item 2  

Note by the Clerk 
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Agenda Item 3  
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Welfare Reform Committee 
 

11th Meeting, 2015 (Session 4), Tuesday, 9 June 2015 
 

Parliament Day Craigmillar Event 
 
 

  
1. On Monday 18 May the Committee hosted a meeting in the Jack Kane Centre in 

Craigmillar, Edinburgh to listen to residents’ experiences of welfare reform. The 
research that the Committee commissioned from Sheffield-Hallam University 
found that the Craigmillar / Portobello ward is the one in Edinburgh on which 
welfare reform has had the greatest impact.  The meeting was part of the wider 
Parliament Day event organised by the Presiding Officer. 
 

2.  Around 50 people attended the event, most from the local area, although some 
from further afield.  The majority were people who had been directly affected by 
welfare reform, or were concerned that they would be, although there were also a 
number of people from local organisations that supported those affected by 
welfare reform. 
 

3. The session was organised around a series of tables hosted by Members or 
other Committee representatives and notes were taken - largely on an 
anonymous basis - of the experiences shared.  The attached note combines the 
output from each table and draws out some themes that emerged.  It is currently 
being produced in an easy-read version and will be distributed to all those 
organisations that attended for onward transmission. 
 

4. Members who attended the session are invited to share their impressions 
of the event. 

 
 
Annexe A - key points / recommendations and summary of main points raised. 
 
Annexe B - anonymised case studies from some of those who attended. 

 
 
 
Simon Watkins 
Welfare Reform Committee 
3 June 2015 
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Annexe A – Key points / recommendations and summary 

1. The key points / recommendations to come out of the discussions are outlined 
below along with a more detailed summary of each of the main points raised: 

 Forms should be shortened and made easier to understand as they are      
seen as being too complex and claimants often need additional support to   
complete them.  Different forms should be available to suit the type of 
condition or illness being assessed. 
 

 Assessments also need to be tailored towards individual illnesses or           
conditions.  Claimants should be allocated a caseworker to see them all the 
way through the system.  This would allow them to get to know the claimant 
and thereby improve the quality of the overall assessment. 

 There needs to be investment in the training and development of DWP staff to 
make them more supportive so that claimants feel like they aren’t just being 
treated as a number but as ‘real people’ whose individual circumstances are 
taken into account. 

 The DWP’s perceived over reliance on digital communication was seen as 
being problematic as many claimants do not have a computer or internet 
access at home or the IT skills needed to access the information successfully. 

 The DWPs signposting to schemes that can offer help such as the Scottish 
Welfare Fund could be improved as this role is currently being picked up by 
third sector organisations. 

 Claimants should be offered training on basic budget management to prepare 
them for the changeover to monthly Universal Credit payments. 

 DLA claimants who receive a lifetime / higher rate award should continue to 
receive this under PIP and not face reassessment.  The lengthy PIP appeal 
process should also be simplified and speeded up. 
 

 The DWP should provide public transport vouchers or travel passes to enable 
claimants to travel to interviews.  This could also be continued after the        
individual has secured a job but is awaiting their first wage. 

 Job Centres should have play areas for young children to make interviews 
more accessible to parents. 

 There should be staggered support approach to claimants attempting to find 
work, with an emphasis on self-directed support, where the claimant has a key 
role in determining their own access route back into the workplace. 
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 Using DHPs to mitigate the effects of the ’bedroom tax’ has led to those who 

may previously have been eligible for help no longer able to access it as there 
is no money left. 

Forms 

2. Concern was expressed at the complexity of the DWP forms in terms of the 
language used in them, their length and the repetition of similar questions 
throughout the form.  Attendees reported that they found them impossible to 
complete without some form of additional support.  It was suggested that in 
addition to simplifying them by making them shorter and easier to understand 
there should be different forms for specific types of illness or disability that ask 
questions relevant to the condition instead of the current ‘one size fits all’ 
approach.   

Assessments 

3. As with the forms several attendees felt that the assessments should be more 
tailored towards their individual illness or condition and not just be a ‘tick box 
exercise’.  It was suggested that claimants should be allocated a caseworker to 
see them all the way through the system, regardless of which benefit they were 
claiming.  They would be able to get to know the claimant during the process and 
therefore improve the quality of the overall assessment. 
 

4. There was also feeling that assessment agencies such as Atos are making it 
difficult for people to attend assessments by organising them in centres outwith 
their local areas when there are centres nearby that they could go to.  One 
individual who was present lives in Edinburgh but had to travel to Fife for their 
assessment when there was a centre in Edinburgh that they could have gone to.  
Another attendee was invited to an assessment in Glasgow when she lives in 
Falkirk.  Although claimants can claim their travel costs back not everyone can 
afford the upfront cost.  Some of the attendees also reported feeling anxious 
travelling to areas they are not familiar with. 

Communication with DWP 

5. Communication between DWP departments was generally felt to be poor.  
Attendees reported that they often felt like they ‘were going round in circles’ or 
being ‘passed from pillar to post’ when trying to find someone prepared to take 
responsibility for their case.  It was suggested there needs to be investment in the 
training and development of DWP staff to make them more supportive so that 
claimants feel like they aren’t being treated merely as a number but as ‘real 
people’ whose individual circumstances are being taken into account. 
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6. There was also a common feeling that the DWP has become too reliant on digital 
forms of communication.  This can be problematic as many claimants do not 
have a computer or access to the internet at home so have to use local library 
facilities which are often time limited and do not offer any privacy.  There is also 
the assumption that people have the IT skills needed to access the information 
successfully.   
 

7. Several attendees reported not being able to read communications received from 
the DWP due to literacy problems or learning disabilities.  They advised that they 
are either too scared to ask for the literature in a style suitable to their needs (e.g. 
in easy read format or on coloured paper) or see it as another added hassle in an 
already complex process. 
 

8. Signposting to organisations that could offer help and support or schemes such 
as the Scottish Welfare Fund was felt to be poor.  Attendees advised that this role 
is currently falling to third sector organisations.   

Sanctions 

9. Attendees reported that benefits are often sanctioned without prior warning which 
leads to individuals having to borrow money and accept food from their families, 
friends or neighbours to get through the periods in which they have no money. 
They advised that this had led to increased feelings of stress, isolation and 
humiliation. 
 

10. A couple that were present told how their benefits were sanctioned unexpectedly 
while the husband was in a rehab clinic.  This led to them building up a number of 
debts including bank charges received when Direct Debits they had set up were 
returned unpaid.  They did not have a chance to cancel them in time as they were 
unaware that their benefits were going to be stopped. 

Universal Credit 

11. Concern was raised that monthly payments being made in arrears could lead to 
those who are used to receiving money weekly or fortnightly, struggling to budget 
properly.  It was suggested that basic personal money management training 
could be provided to claimants in preparation for the changeover. 
 

12. There were also concerns that a single payment being made to one person in a 
household could lead to a lack of financial independence for those who are not in 
receipt of the payment and could be open to abuse.  For example, if payment 
was made to someone with an alcohol or gambling problem a household’s 
monthly money could be spent in one day.   
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Personal Independence Payments 

13. The threat of reassessment is causing many current DLA claimants to feel 
anxious and afraid of the changeover, particularly as it could mean losing their 
Motability cars as well as income.  Fears were raised that this could lead to a lack 
of personal independence and increasing isolation for disabled claimants.  It was 
suggested that claimants who receive a lifetime / higher rate award under DLA, 
(e.g. those with chronic or degenerative conditions) should continue to receive 
this under PIP and not be reassessed. 
 

14. Concerns were also raised that as there are now so many levels of appeal to go 
through for PIP (and other benefits) the process can take months if not years to 
get a final decision.  It was therefore suggested that this process needs to be    
simplified and speeded up.   

Job Centre / Job Seekers Allowance 

15. Attendees reported that people are being forced to apply for jobs ill-suited to 
them and their personal circumstances (e.g. in terms of their physical disabilities, 
mental health problems, recovery from addiction etc.) in order to meet a quota of 
20 applications per week.  They also advised that failure to meet this target leads 
to benefits being sanctioned. 
 

16. When they do manage to secure a job, individuals still face income problems as 
their benefits cease as soon as they are in employment and they usually have to 
wait a full month before they get paid.  During this period they still have all of their 
day-to-day living expenses to pay.  It was suggested that the DWP could provide 
vouchers or passes for use on public transport to enable claimants to travel to 
interviews and for this to be continued during the initial period after the individual 
has secured a job but is awaiting their first wage. 
 

17. The attendees felt that there is no support for parents with young children who 
have to attend the Job Centre for interviews which they believe shows a lack of 
awareness of the vital issue of childcare when trying to find work.  It was 
suggested that Job Centres should have play areas for young children.  This 
would make the interviews more accessible to parents and help make the visit 
less uncomfortable and intimidating. 

Work Programme 

18. There was some criticism of the Work Programme amongst attendees, with some 
saying it was 'degrading', and that assessors weren't there to play a supportive 
role, but rather 'a pressurising one'.  However, it was noted that claimants are 
able to change their assessor should they wish to and there was 
acknowledgement of the value of the back-to-work skills training provided, such 
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as help to develop a CV, assistance with clothes for interviews and interview 
skills. 
 

19. It was suggested that there should be a staggered support approach to claimants 
attempting to find work, with a strong emphasis on self-directed support, where 
the claimant has a key role in determining their own access route back into work. 

‘Bedroom Tax’ / Discretionary Housing Payments  

20. It was reported that while Discretionary Housing Payments have been successful 
in mitigating the effects of the bedroom tax it has meant that others, who would 
previously been eligible, are no longer able to access the help as there is no 
money left.  For example, a single man, living in a one bedroom flat when he lost 
his job, applied for DHP but found out he no longer qualified.  This led to him 
going into arrears with his rent.  It was also suggested that this could affect 
people with disabilities or those suffering from ill health who would have used 
their DHP to cover extra transport or medical costs but now receive too much to 
qualify for it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WR/4/15/11/1 
 

7 
 

Annexe B – Case Studies 

Case Study A 

A has undergone various operations on his leg over last 18 months none of which 
have been successful.  He has been getting the assessment rate of ESA for 2 years 
as he has still not undergone an assessment.  He has now taken legal action with 
the help of a support organisation and his case is at first tier review stage.  He 
advised that during the application process the DWP claimed that forms and 
supporting documents had been lost only for them to be found again a few weeks 
later.  He is keen to be assessed but, from previous experience, doesn’t think the 
assessments are fit for purpose as they don’t examine you or take into account the 
information that has been provided on the form.  He feels like there is no 
communication between DWP departments and that it is very difficult to speak to 
anyone.  When you finally do get to speak to someone it seems as though they are 
reading from a script with prepared answers.  He also advised that he had not been 
able to get face to face appointments and described the whole situation as a being a 
‘bureaucratic nightmare’. 

Case Study B 

B moved to Scotland from Ireland and applied for Child Benefit and Job Seekers 
Allowance but as she was an EU national had to prove her income in her previous 
country of residence.  The right to reside rules meant there was a 6 month delay in 
payment of her benefits.  She had 5 children and during the period of delay had to 
use food banks.  She was able to get help from the Scottish Welfare Fund and 
access training from Cyrenians through the Job Centre.  She is now in work 

Case Study C   

C has been moved on to PIP and has been recently reassessed.  Her original 
assessment was supposed to last until December 2015, but she was reassessed in 
March 2015.  She was assessed as eligible at the standard rate only, rather than the 
enhanced rate she was previously on and has therefore lost her Motability car as 
well as income.  Her original assessment lasted 3 hours, but the most recent one, 
which took place in her home, was much shorter.  She was particularly surprised at 
the outcome as she finds it very difficult to walk the 20 metre stipulated distance. 
She has hundreds of pages of documents relating to the assessments and appeals 
and feels like there are now so many levels to the process that it can take months or 
even years to get a decision. 

Case Study E 

E was signing on for Jobseekers Allowance when she was sanctioned.  She was not 
told at the time that she had been sanctioned and only became aware when her 
money stopped 2 weeks later.  With the help of a support organisation she applied 
for a hardship loan, but was refused, despite the fact she is the mother of a young 



WR/4/15/11/1 
 

8 
 

child.  She appealed the decision as she felt the advisor had been racist, but was 
eventually persuaded, under pressure, to withdraw her appeal by the Job Centre 
manager. 

Case Study F 

F had been receiving DLA but is moving onto PIP.  She was assessed as only being 
eligible for the lower rate of PIP and was therefore appealing as she had previously 
been on the higher rate.  The appeal was made in January but she was still awaiting 
the outcome at the present time in May.  In the meantime, she has lost her 
entitlement to a free bus pass which has had a major impact on her daily life and led 
to her feeling isolated.  She felt the assessment process was too standardised and 
impersonal and did not take her individual circumstances (including her mental 
health issues) into account. 

Case Study G 

G receives Local Housing Allowance.  Due to reforms to LHA her benefit was £200 
less than her rent so she now has to pay this money out of her other benefits.  She 
advised that she didn't want to try to renegotiate a lower rent with her landlord as she 
feared that they would end the tenancy and did not want to risk this as she felt 'lucky' 
to have a tenancy in the current market.  She did apply for a DHP but only received 
this for 3 months of the year. 
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Welfare Reform Committee 
 

11th Meeting, 2015 (Session 4), Tuesday, 9 June 2015 
 

Citizen’s Advice Bureaux Visits 
  

 
1. It was agreed at the Committee meeting on 10 March 2015 that members would 

undertake visits to Citizen’s Advice Bureaux either in their local areas or in areas 
suggested by Citizen’s Advice Scotland.  The purpose of the visits was to learn 
about the work of the CABs and what their clients present with by sitting in on 
welfare benefits advice sessions and listening to their experiences. 
 

2. Members visited the following CABs during May and June – 
 

 Michael McMahon: Easterhouse 
 Clare Adamson: Stirling 
 Annabel Goldie: Perth 
 Joan McAlpine: Dumfries  
 Margaret McDougall: Irvine 
 Christina McKelvie: Hamilton 
 Kevin Stewart: Lewis and Harris 

 
3. As all of the visits have now been completed members are invited to report 

back on their experiences. 
 

 
 

 
Suzanne Lyden 
Welfare Reform Committee 
3 June 2015 
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