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Purpose 

1. This report provides an update on the implementation and on-going 
development of the Scottish Welfare Fund (SWF). 

Recommendations 

2. COSLA Members are asked to: 

i. note the levels of spend of the SWF to the period ended 31st July 2013; 

ii. note the opportunity for Local Authorities (LAs) and community planning 
partners at a local level to increase access and targeted deployment of 
the fund, particularly with respect to Community Care Grants (CCGs); 

iii. agree the approach to on-going work at officer level to identify possible 
enhancements to the national guidance; and 

iv. note that work continues generally to improve the delivery and customer 
experience of the SWF. 

Background 

3. The Scottish Welfare Fund is a national policy and fund, which provides a 
safety net for some of Scotland’s most vulnerable, helping to mitigate the 
impact of the UK Government’s welfare reforms.  It is locally delivered in 
partnership with the Scottish Government and intended to offer grants or in kind 
support for two purposes: 

   to provide a safety net in an emergency when there is an immediate threat 
to health or safety (Crisis Grants) 

   to enable independent living or continued independent living, preventing 
the need for institutional care (Community Care Grants) 

 
4. Scottish Ministers added £9.2 million to the grant funding that was transferred 

from the DWP for 2013/14. Programme funding for the new scheme in Scotland 
is £33m. Total programme funding for 2014/15 will be confirmed in the 
settlement announcement. An update on this will be provided at the meeting. 

 
5. COSLA Leaders agreed in February 2012 to accept Scottish Government’s 

proposal that Local Government take the lead role in the delivery of the Scottish 
Welfare Fund for an initial period of 2 years from April 2013, after which a 
longer term statutory scheme will be developed, informed by experience of the 
interim arrangements.  COSLA Leaders have subsequently agreed to the 
principle that Scottish Local Authorities will continue to deliver the new service 
when it is set out in legislation subject to specific assurances around funding. 

 
6. To allow the interim arrangements to be delivered, a S30 order was raised to 

modify the necessary schedule of the Scotland Act 1998, amending the Social 
Security reservation. The amendment only covered the circumstances in which 



a person would have been entitled to either a Community Care Grant or a 
Crisis Loan for living expenses under the previous discretionary Social Fund 
and allows the Scottish Parliament to consider how it can appropriately legislate 
for this set of circumstances in the future. The Scottish Welfare Fund is 
delivered under the Local Government Scotland Act 2003, Section 20, the 
“Power to Advance Well-Being”. 

 
7. Scottish Government have commenced the development of a SWF Bill 

planned for introduction by Summer 2014 and allowing for consultation on the 
draft Bill this Autumn. 

 
Activity Levels 

8. Over 29,000 people have been helped by the SWF from April to July 2013, 
with grants awarded to a cumulative value of £5.3 million to the period.  Whilst it 
remains early for the new fund only around half of the budget available as been 
spent at this point in the year.   

 
Community Care Grants (CCGs) 
9. CCGs are typically the more significant and also the more proactive forms of 

assistance from the Scottish Welfare Fund, providing opportunity to join up a 
number of other forms of advice and support some of which will already be in 
place. The average award value for a CCG is £520. 

 
10. The trend of CCG spend levels is steadily upward as awareness of the fund 

increases and linkages improve. The initial month of CCG spend is artificially 
suppressed simply because it was the first month of the new scheme and 
reflects the lead time involved in processing a CCG application.  CCG awards 
are being made at a higher proportion nationally (53%) than was the case 
previously under the DWP Social Fund arrangements for 2011/12 (44%). 

 
11. The total number of applications for CCGs to the period at 15,149 is at 58% of 

the number of applications for CCGs under DWP Social Fund arrangements for 
2011/12. 

 
Crisis Grants (CGs) 
12. CGs are typically last resort funds provided to cover living expenses as a 

response to an emergency or a disaster. The average award value for a CG is 
£56.  

 
13. As can be seen from the appendix, the trend of CG expenditure remains 

relatively static.  CG awards are being made at a lower rate nationally (64%) 
than was the case previously under the DWP Social Fund (loan) arrangements 
for 2011/12 (78%). 

 
14. The total number of applications for CGs to the period at 33,136 is at 56% of 

the number of applications for CGs under DWP Social Fund arrangements for 
2011/12. 



Possible Reasons for Downturn 

15. The current underspend of the SWF was not anticipated when the scheme 
was launched, indeed many perceived that the fund would be under substantial 
pressure from the outset. Whilst there are a number of factors that have been 
suggested that may have contributed to a greater or lesser extent to this 
outcome (as listed below) the main factor is the fundamental drop-off in 
application activity when the opposite was envisaged. This drop-off is difficult to 
understand but is similarly presenting in Local Welfare Provision delivery 
across England and Wales. 

 
16. Factors (affecting application activity and award level comparison) 

 The SWF is a new scheme and awareness of it needs to develop. 

 Given that the processing of Crisis Loan awards was under a wider 
umbrella within DWP, that a significant proportion of alignment payments 
were coded as Crisis Loans for living expenses incorrectly. These 
circumstances are now handled by the DWP through a Short Term Benefit 
Advance (STBA).1 

 
1 Crisis Loans for Alignment were retained by DWP and not included as part of 
the resource transfer for the new arrangements whereas Crisis Loans for Living 
Expenses were. 

 The perception of applicants that a Social Fund Crisis Loan was an 
advance of benefit that could be drawn upon when needed whereas a 
Crisis Grant is not and needs to be justified. 

 That offering a “local” service has reversed the increase in claims activity 
that came about following the switch by DWP in 1996 to a national contact 
centre. 

 That the focus of the voluntary sector is on other Welfare Reforms, 
particularly the “bedroom tax”, and not on the SWF. 

 That applicant(s) and applicant(s) circumstances are generally known to 
the LA. Applicants know this and this has affected their behaviour. 

 Concern about giving personal information around circumstance to the 
LA, particularly in relation to Social Care. 

 That awarding goods and other alternatives to cash is also affecting 
applicant behaviour. 

 Following advice, LAs generally launched their schemes with award 
priority set at “high”. 

 
Factors (affecting expenditure comparison) 

 LAs have been able to secure substantial savings through their 
procurement arrangements and re-use initiatives in comparison with 
previous cash awards.  

 That other Welfare Reforms, particularly Universal Credit, have slipped 
and the additional £9.2m to top-up the fund and address the resultant 
adverse impacts has not yet been called on. 

 



17. There are some inconsistencies between LAs in relation to application activity.  
Work is on-going at an officer level through the LA Practitioners Network to get 
a better understanding of these variances and any reasons behind them. Many 
LAs have now reduced their priority award level. 

 
18. Whilst there are issues being highlighted around the application of the 

guidance in particular cases, no one has identified significant representations 
being made from other sectors in relation to the inaccessibility of the fund. 

Opportunities 

19. As reflected within paragraph 4.4 of the national guidance, it was always “the 
obvious aim of the national scheme over time to seek a real terms reduction in 
expenditure on crisis and witness an increase in the proportion of such 
expenditures as are necessary on preventative spend in terms of Community 
Care Grants.”  

 
20. Opportunities exist to target specific areas of CCG take up nationally but 

specifically locally through partnership working across sectors, thereby 
enhancing levels of CCG support. LAs can also further improve linkages with 
Homelessness and Social Care teams where there exist areas of expenditure 
overlap. 

 
21. The potential exists for LAs to take greater advantage of the flexibilities in the 

guidance and the discretionary nature of the scheme as well as for Government 
and LAs to look collaboratively at improving and potentially widening out the 
guidance from the benefit of early experiences. 

Risks 

22. In securing the relaxation of the Social Security reservation to deliver the 
scheme in Scotland, a number of technical restrictions were placed on the use 
of the fund. Work is on-going at officer level to ensure that the fund is used fully 
and effectively but also remains capable of sustaining further resource pressure 
when other Welfare Reforms bite. The scheme must also be delivered within 
the terms of the legislation, the main aspects of which are that SWF cannot be 
used for regular items of expenditure and there is a specific exclusion in 
relation to its relationship with Discretionary Housing Payments (DHPs). 

 
23. There is an obvious risk that badly targeted publicity or publicity that is too 

general could result in misleading expectations and an increase in speculative 
CG applications. 

Administration Costs 

24. Scottish Ministers have recognised local authority concerns with respect to 
administrative resources. COSLA have underpinned these concerns at joint 
ministerial meetings in February and June 2013. Work is on-going at officer 
level and through Directors of Finance to identify actual administration costs in 
order that we can further inform our political discussions around appropriate 
resourcing. 



On-going Improvement 

25. Along with looking at aspects of guidance, LAs have been able to add to their 
initial delivery alternatives and improve joined up service delivery.  IT providers 
have continued to develop their software through the first quarter of the scheme 
and are working with and on behalf of LAs to provide more detailed monitoring 
information and have improved access to the scheme through web based 
application. 

 
26. Joint COSLA officer and Scottish Government visits designed to share good 

practice, support consistent implementation of arrangements and inform the 
iterative improvement of the interim and permanent scheme have commenced. 
The Practitioners Network will subsequently discuss findings and share practice 
experience as well as considering any emerging issues. 

Permanent Arrangements 

27. Scottish Government are continuing to work in partnership with COSLA and 
Scottish local  authorities. A reference group, co-chaired between COSLA and 
Scottish Government and with strong local authority participation,  has been 
established to reinforce the joint commitment to the development of the Bill and 
Regulations for the permanent scheme.  

 
28. The Communities & Well Being Executive considered the report and agreed 

the recommendations. 

Conclusions 

29. The Scottish Welfare Fund is currently underspent. There are a number of 
factors that may have contributed to this early position, the most significant of 
which is the drop-off in application activity in comparison with the previous 
arrangements. 

 
30. The current underspend presents an opportunity to target specific areas of 

CCG take up and improve linkages. LAs can take greater advantages of the 
flexibilities in the guidance and utilise early experiences to improve the national 
guidance in partnership with Scottish Government. 
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