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Renfrewshire Tackling Poverty Commission Call for Evidence 

More than one in five (220,000) of Scotland’s children are officially recognised as living 
in poverty

i
, a level significantly higher than in other European countries.

ii
 In 2012/13 the number of 

households in Scotland experiencing poverty increased from 19% to 22%
iii
. This small but significant 

increase is in-keeping with independent modelling by the Institute for Fiscal studies (IFS) which 
forecasts a massive increase in child poverty with up to 100,000 more children living in poverty in 
Scotland by 2020

iv
. 

Question1: What are the main causes of child poverty? 

1.1 Child poverty is a complex phenomenon caused by a range of factors which work together and 

result in inadequate household resources. Factors which contribute to insufficient income include: 

 Low wages and underemployment: In 2012/13, 59 per cent of children in poverty were living in 
households with at least one adult in employment

v
, confirming that employment is by no means a 

guaranteed route out of poverty.  While rates of employment in Scotland are growing, changes to 
the quality and nature of work (including the decline in full time employee jobs, rapidly increasing 

under-employment and increased use of ‘zero-hour contracts’
vi
) are driving in-work poverty up

vii
. 

 Worklessness: Households in which no-one is in paid employment are at highest risk of 
experiencing poverty

viii
. Common barriers to work include a lack of suitable employment 

opportunities, a lack of suitable child care, caring responsibilities, ill health / disability and 
employer discrimination

ix
. 

 Inadequate social security benefits: Despite being intended as a safety net against poverty, 
many families in receipt of social security benefits are living below the poverty line

x
. Furthermore, 

ongoing welfare reforms are a major contributing factor to the dramatic increase in child poverty 
which is projected for Scotland

xi
. Changes predicted to have the largest impact on families in 

Scotland include 
 
Real Term Cuts: Since April 2011, benefits previously uprated in line with the Retail Price Index 
(RPI) have been uprated using the lower Consumer Prices Index. In addition, child benefit and 
selected elements of the child and working tax credits were frozen for three years from April 2011. 
Further restrictions have since been placed on uprating for the three year period from April 2013. 
Of all ongoing welfare reforms this is predicted to have the most marked impact on child poverty 
in Scotland

xii
.  

Reduced entitlement to tax credits: Numerous restrictions have been placed on access to both 
child tax credits and working tax credits. Relevant reforms include the freezing the basic element 
of working tax credits, an increase in the minimum number of hours couple families must work in 
order to qualify for tax credits and the introduction of a new income disregard for working families. 
According to the Scottish Government, there was a 26 per cent decrease in the number of 
children in households in Scotland in receipt of in-work tax credits between 2012 and 2013

xiii
. 

Reduced entitlement to child benefit: Since January 2013 child benefit has been recovered on 
a sliding scale from people earning between £50,000 and £60,000. It is also recovered in full from 
those earning over £60,000. By the end of the current UK Parliament, the real value of child 
benefit will have fallen by 15%.  It is estimated that over 600,000 families in Scotland will lose an 
average of £360 a year as a result of these changes

xiv
. 

Sanctions and benefit delays: As well as changes to benefit rates and eligibility criteria, 
increased conditionality and changes to decisions making processes have resulted in long delays, 
with some households being deprived of income for extended periods

xv
. Increased use of 

sanctions has also resulted in the income of many households being slashed, often unexpectedly, 
for extended periods of time

xvi
.  

 
1.2 Furthermore, while the increased cost of living cannot be understood as a cause of child poverty

xvii
 

it has a massively detrimental impact on the living standards of many low income families. Research 
conducted by CPAG has found that the minimum necessary cost for raising a child in the UK rose by 
4 per cent in 2013, while the minimum wage rose by only 1.8 per cent. In the same period average 
earnings rose by only 1.5 per cent, benefits for families and children by just 1 per cent, and child 
benefit did not rise at all

xviii
. This means that many families can no longer afford the items essential for 

a basic standard of living. As the Joseph Rowntree Foundation has noted
xix

,  
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“Childcare costs have been consistently growing at around twice the general inflation rate for the past 
five years. Social rents have also been rising…. These factors guarantee that, even in periods when 
items such as food and power are not rising steeply (as has been the case in recent years), minimum 
household living costs overall are likely to continue to outstrip general inflation, especially for 
households with children.” 

1.3 The extent to which poverty can undermine the wellbeing and prospects of children should not be 
underestimated. Three year olds in households with incomes below £10,000 are two and a half times 
more likely to suffer chronic illness than children in households with incomes above £52,000

xx
. 

Children living in low-income households are also nearly three times more likely to suffer mental 
health problems than their more affluent peers

xxi
.Incidences of accidental injury and death are also 

significantly higher amongst children from low income families
xxii

. Furthermore, by the age of five, 
children in poverty lag between 10 and 13 months behind their more affluent peers in terms school 
readiness and attainment

xxiii
.  

1.4 This has a detrimental impact not only on the child and their family, but also on their local 
community, economy and public services. Research commissioned by CPAG estimates that there are 
6,630 children currently living in poverty in Renfrewshire and that the annual cost of child poverty is 
approximately £72 million

xxiv
.  

Question 2: What are the key issues that affect people’s ability to get out of poverty? 
 
2.1 For those who are unable to work due to disability, ill-health and/or caring responsibilities, the 
main prospect of escaping poverty comes from a social security system which provides enough 
support to allow people to live in dignity and maintain a good standard of living despite their inability to 
work. The social security system is not currently providing this for many households. In 2011/12, for 
instance, 19% of households containing a disabled adult were in poverty, compared to 12% amongst 
non-disabled households

xxv
. Ongoing reforms to disability benefits (including increased conditionality 

and more stringent eligibility criteria) are predicted to further increase the proportion of disabled 
households experiencing poverty in the coming years

xxvi
.  

2.2 This is a particular concern for Renfrewshire which has one of the highest rates of disability in 
Scotland

xxvii
. While local government cannot set the rate of social security benefits, there are steps 

which can be taken locally to improve the standard of living and quality of life enjoyed by disabled 
people and their families. These include providing accessible information and advice to ensure 
maximum take up of disability benefits, reducing the cost of services such as transport and leisure 
activities, and reviewing the amount disabled people are charged for social work services in the area. 
Ensuring local provision of benefits (including housing benefit, discretionary housing payment and the 
Scottish welfare fund) are fully accessible to disabled people is also vital.   

2.3 Disabled people who are able to work often experience barriers to employment which further 
increase their risk of experiencing poverty. Barriers include discrimination on the part of employers, 
lack of practical support and the existence of physical barriers such as inaccessible transport and 
work places

xxviii
. Renfrewshire council should assess the accessibility of local services and work with 

employers and third sector organisations in the area to improve disability employment practices and 
ensure employers are aware of all the support available to them (such as the UK Government’s 
Access to Work Scheme).  
 
2.4 Households with children are also at increased risk of experiencing poverty

xxix
. This is often due to 

the difficulty of accessing sustainable, well paid employment that fits in with child care responsibilities. 
These difficulties are compounded by a lack of accessible, affordable child care in Scotland. 
Research has found that only one fifth of Scottish local authorities report having enough childcare for 
working parents

xxx
. As well as there being a huge variation in availability, the cost of childcare also 

varies greatly from one local authority to the next, with the average cost for 25 hours care for a child 
under two 80 per cent more costly in the most expensive local authority than it is in the cheapest.

xxxi
 

2.5 Poverty is a particular concern for lone parents, who may not have a partner with whom to share 
child care responsibilities. Currently, 43% of children in lone parent households in the UK are living in 
poverty, compared with 22% of children in two parent households

xxxii
. Ongoing welfare reforms are 

likely to increase rates of poverty amongst lone parent households (both in and out of work). 
According to IFS analysis, lone parent households will lose an average 8.5% of their income after tax 
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by 2015 (compared with 6.5% for couples with children and 2.5% for couples without children
xxxiii

). 
Renfrewshire has a slightly higher rate of lone parent families than Scotland as a whole

xxxiv
.  

2.6 Renfrewshire should survey the cost and availability of child care locally as well as analysing the 
rate of uptake of free child care places amongst low income families in order to identify any practical, 
financial and/or attitudinal barriers to uptake. Again, Renfrewshire should set an example to 
employers by ensuring it has family friendly employment policies and develops well-paid flexible roles 
suitable for parents. It should use its local influence to promote such an approach amongst other 
employers in the area.  
 
2.7 Low educational attainment and lack of skills also increases a household’s risk of experiencing 
poverty. People aged 20-64 in Scotland with degree-level qualifications have a much higher 
employment rate than those without such qualifications

xxxv
. Again, this is a particular problem for 

Renfrewshire which has low rates of educational attainment
xxxvi

. Renfrewshire should consider how to 
increase educational attainment amongst children from low income families by removing financial 
barriers to education through policies such as extending the provision of free school meals, ensuring 
school clothing grants are adequate and capping the cost of school trips and outings (see paragraph 
3.11 – 3.13 below). 

Question 3: What should the priorities of a child poverty strategy be, and why? 
 
3.1 Local authorities and their planning partners clearly have limited control over many of the major 
triggers of child poverty, including UK welfare reforms. However, there are many steps which could be 
taken locally to maximise family incomes, minimise essential outgoings and mitigate the effects of 
poverty on children, their families and the communities and services which support them.  

Maximising household income for families 

3.2 Maximising uptake of benefits: The complexity and pace of change in relation to the 
social security system means that it is vital that families can access accurate information and 
advice about their entitlement. According to research conducted in 2011, almost a third of 
eligible people in the UK were not claiming the means-tested benefits they were entitled 
to

xxxvii
. Just over half of the estimated £10 billion of unclaimed benefits could have been 

claimed by working age families
xxxviii

. 

3.3 Evidence gathered by CPAG also suggests that there is a high level of misinformation and 
maladministration from both the DWP and HMRC in relation to the administration of benefits 
and tax credits. This often means that families are not accessing the benefits and tax credits 
they are entitled to. Cases collected through CPAG’s Early Warning System highlight the 
negative impact of misinformation and maladministration on households.

xxxix
 In one case from 

Renfrewshire, for example, a client mistakenly turned up 24 hours late for a working links 
appointment. She has received a 13 week JSA sanction, reducing her income by £72.40 a 
week. The local jobcentre plus has since been unable to confirm why offence has attracted a 
13 week (rather than 4 week) sanction but say it might be because it is a second offence. The 
client says she did not miss any other appointments and has received no communication from 
the job centre in relation to this. The client was forced to borrow from family and friends and 
access a food bank as a result.   
 
3.4 The availability of accurate, accessible information and advice is therefore essential to 
ensure that claimants can challenge decisions which are incorrect, unfair and/or 
unreasonable. Renfrewshire should consider increased investment in information and advice 
and, in particular, schemes such as Healthier, Wealthier Children which use existing links with 
families to make referrals to income maximisation services. In the first phase of the Healthier, 
Wealthier Children project, 2,487 households were referred for advice and between then they 
added £2.3 million to their incomes

xl
.  

 
3.5. Another good example of a scheme which helps low income families access advice and 
support is the Family Nurse Project which is delivered through six NHS board areas across 
Scotland. The Project includes a series of visits to young first time mums through pregnancy 
until their child turns two. As well as covering advice about health and wellbeing, the health 
visitors provide information and referrals relating to economic self-sufficiency and income 
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maximisation. The programme has reported outcomes including greater workforce 
participation, and better uptake of benefits amongst low income families

xli
.  

3.6 Renfrewshire should also work with local people to build a comprehensive understanding 
of the barriers that families in Renfrewshire face in relation to accessing information and 
advice and take targeted steps to overcome them. Likely barriers include limited access to the 
internet, lack of awareness of advice services, stigma, lack of affordable public transport links 
and lack of affordable childcare.  

3.7 Monitoring access to devolved benefits: Renfrewshire deserves praise for having 
succeeded in distributing 100% of its Scottish welfare fund allocation and was the only local 
authority to supplement Scottish Government funding with money from their own General 
Fund

 xlii
. This investment is extremely welcome and it is essential that Renfrewshire continues 

to ensure high levels of awareness and uptake of the fund. It is particularly important that 
Renfrewshire takes steps to ensure that its fund is available to families with children that are 
at experiencing or at risk of experiencing poverty. The annual SWF figures for 13/14 show 
that only 20% of those applying for a community care grants in Scotland were families under 
exceptional pressure. The UK Social fund figures for 12/13

xliii
 (which relate to expenditure 

rather than applications and are not therefore directly comparable) show that 53.6% of CCG 
budget was spent on families experiencing exceptional pressure

xliv
. As noted, the figures are 

not directly comparable but they do raise a concern that families may not be benefiting from 
the Scottish welfare fund to the extent they benefitted from the social fund. CPAG therefore 
believe that Renfrewshire should analyse existing information on local uptake of the SWF 
and, if necessary, take steps to ensure that the scheme is more accessible to children and 
families.   

3.8 Tackling in work poverty: As noted above, more than half of all children in poverty in 
Scotland live in families where at least one adult is in work

xlv
. Given that low pay is a key 

factor in the existence of in-work poverty, Renfrewshire and its planning partners should 
ensure that all employees and the employees of their contractors receive a Living Wage. The 
local authority should also use its influence to work proactively with local employers to 
encourage adoption of the Living Wage across Renfrewshire.  

3.9 The local authority should also work with employers to ensure that their recruitment and 
employment policies maximise local opportunities and do not create any barriers to work for 
the local population. This might include encouraging flexible working practices, providing 
information on local childcare services and taking positive steps to ensure roles are 
accessible to disabled people.  

3.10 Again, the availability of affordable, high quality child care is essential in order to tackle 
in work poverty. Child care should also be flexible enough to fit in with the working lives of low 
income families which are often characterised by more sporadic patterns of work, 
unpredictable and often-anti-social hours, and a much lower degree of control over when and 
where work happens than those further up the income scale.  

Reducing essential household costs  

3.11 As well as maximising the income of families, a child poverty strategy for Renfrewshire 
should also outline ways of minimising the cost of living for families. The provision of free 
school meals, for example, could save a family with two children in Renfrewshire up to £817 a 
year

xlvi
. Access to a free and nutritious school meal has also repeatedly been shown to 

decrease attainment gaps
xlvii

. Furthermore, providing free school lunches to all children 
(rather than just those in receipt of means tested benefits) has been shown to increase 
uptake amongst those parents and children who had already been eligible by up to ten 
percentage points

xlviii
.  

 
3.12 Another means of reducing pressure on family budgets whilst reducing the attainment 
gap is by minimising charges for school related activities (such as school trips and outings). 
Qualitative research carried out by CPAG indicates that many families struggle to cover the 

cost of excursions
xlix

. One father noted, “the school is always coming up with wee trips and 

things like that and then you’re caught out. It's not very good that they don't give you enough 
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notice. You know, and maybe it's only two or three pound and they don't really see that two 

and three pounds is a big issue, but when you're struggling it is.” 

3.13 Providing school clothing grants that reflect the real cost of school uniforms would also 
relieve pressure on families. Renfrewshire currently offers a £55 school clothing grant which 
is much lower than many other local authorities

l
 and falls short of the estimated cost of buying 

a school uniform.   

3.14 Childcare and early learning: Overall, the average cost of full time for child care in 
Scotland for a child under two is said to be £5514 a year, rising for £8819 for 40 hours of 
care

li
. As well as easing pressure on family budgets, increased provision of affordable, high 

quality childcare would facilitate access to employment for parents and carers and improve 
outcomes and educational attainment for children, particularly those from deprived 
backgrounds

lii
. Indeed, “by enabling high labour force participation among mothers, 

particularly lone mothers, universal childcare can significantly reduce child poverty and the 
associated risks to child poverty and child development and wellbeing. Secondly….high 
quality universal childcare can reduce the impact of parent’s social status on their children’s 
futures”

liii
  

Mitigating the impacts of child poverty 

3.15 As is noted above in paragraph 1.4, experiencing child poverty can have a negative 
impact on every aspects of child wellbeing often undermining health, mental wellbeing, risk of 
injury, educational attainment and employment prospects. It is therefore essential that any 
child poverty strategy for Renfrewshire considers not only how to minimise child poverty, but 
also how to minimise the negative impact it has on children, their families and the services 
and communities that support them. 

3.16 Services including health, education, social work, child protection, housing, the police 
and the fire service (amongst others) should all be actively involved in developing the strategy 
and should have a clear understanding of the part they have to play in mitigating the effects of 
child poverty . Given the projected rise in child poverty across Scotland, these services should 
consider not only how to ensure their services are as reactive as possible to the needs of low 
income families, but also how their ability to deliver core services might be affected by an 
increase or change in demand resulting from higher rates of deprivation and child poverty. 
Funding decisions should be made with these considerations in mind.  
 
3.17 As well as ensuring a wide range of services are involved in the drafting and delivery of 
its child poverty strategy, Renfrewshire should also ensure that the impact of child poverty is 
addressed in the work plans, strategies and priorities of all its planning partners. Health and 
social care services, for instance, increasingly plan the delivery of their services around the 
Scottish Government’s indicators of child wellbeing (Safe, Healthy, Achieving, Nurtured, 
Active, Responsible, Respected, Included). It is essential that there is an express 
acknowledgement that each of these outcomes can be undermined by child poverty and that 
delivery plans must be ‘poverty proofed’ if these outcomes are to be achieved for all

liv
.   

3.18 The strategy should also identify steps which can be taken to tackle the stigma 
experienced by many families living in poverty and/or in receipt of social security benefits. The 
local authority should consider, for instance, poverty awareness training for all public facing 
staff and increased provision of universal, rather than targeted, services including universal 
free school meals.  

 

Question 4: Is there anything else that you would like to tell us? 

4.1 The structure of the child poverty strategy and the mechanisms it employs to measure progress 

are extremely important. CPAG would urge the Commission to consider the following:   

 The strategy should set out clear targets, backed up by a clear delivery plan setting out exactly 
who is responsible for each action and the date by which it should be completed. All targets must 
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also be supported by indicators which will allow for progress to be effectively monitored and 
evaluated.  

 There is a need for detailed consideration of how success and failure are to be identified. 
Renfrewshire’s Community Plan currently states that by 2023 “no more than 15% of children to be 
living in poverty in any area of Renfrewshire”.

lv
 This is very welcome and shows a clear 

commitment to the eradication of child poverty. However, there is a very high likelihood that child 
poverty rates will increase quite dramatically across Scotland in the coming year, including wards 
within Renfrewshire. For this reason the strategy should include indicators that allow for progress 
to be identified – even if it takes place in the context of an overall increase in child poverty. 
Indicators might include, for instance, increased uptake of services by low income households. 
Measures should also be put in place to monitor the wellbeing of children from low income 
households (including their health, educational attainment, access to leisure activities etc.). This 
should include measures to monitor the attainment gap between children from low income 
families and their more affluent peers.  

Thanks you for the opportunity to respond to this call for evidence. If you require any further 
information please contact Hanna McCulloch, Policy and Parliamentary Officer, Child Poverty 
Action Group in Scotland: hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk  0141 611 7090 
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