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CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

Q1 The principles identified by the Social Security Advisory Committee to 
underpin the reform of passported benefits are:  simplification, auto-
entitlement, information transfer and making work pay.  Do you think that 
these principles are helpful in the Scottish context?    

Yes       No       To an extent    

The first three principles identified by SSAC are mutually reinforcing. They 
all act to reduce the cost of administering the passported benefits system, 
allowing resources to be focussed on the entitlements themselves rather 
than the mechanisms required to support administration. There is an urgent 
need for the Scottish Government to begin pushing for the implementation 
of auto-entitlement and information transfer at the earliest possible stage, 
and to consider extending this to claimants not yet transferred to the 
universal credit system. We understand that tax credit claimants currently 
qualifying for a prescription exemption card (in England and Wales) are 
automatically sent a card as HMRC share data with the NHS too enable this 
to happen. Such an approach should be the standard for passported 
benefits.

The DWP-Local Authority computer link (ATLAS) could perhaps be an 
option which might be suitable to achieve this. However, it would be vital to 
ensure that this didn’t create an additional burden on local authorities, so 
they should be involved in the design process as a key partner. Another 
option would be to explore the development of a Scottish resource which 
citizens could use to determine their entitlement to passported benefits, 
using data provided by the DWP systems and local authorities. See our 
answer to question 7 for more details of an English scheme which could 
serve as a useful model.

Making work pay is vital to ensure that the system of passported benefits 
does not undermine the potential of universal credit to reduce child poverty. 
However, given that universal credit will be payable to claimants both in and 
out of work in widely varying circumstances, any attempt to set further 
income thresholds within universal credit is going to reduce work incentives 
for people just below the threshold, and build further complexity in to the 
system if it attempts to account for the needs of different family types.

It is important to note that current criteria already recognise the value of 
providing many passported benefits to those in working households. The 
fact that Universal Credit is paid to those in work as well as those not in 
work is not in itself a reason for assuming receipt of UC in itself cannot be a 
mechanism for passporting to devolved benefits (as suggested in paras 2 
and 15 of the consultation)

Q2 What other principles would you like to see underpin any reform of 
passported benefits in Scotland?



Any reform of passported benefits must take into account the role and value 
of those benefits in:

• tackling health inequalities,
• narrowing educational attainment gaps, 
• preventing fuel poverty, 
• delivering on the Solidarity target, 
• enabling children to enjoy their rights under the UN convention, and;
• delivering wider social inclusion objectives. 

Different approaches to passporting must therefore be modelled in terms of 
the value of their contribution to meeting these wider government objectives 
and the costs and benefits analysed to identify where additional expenditure 
on widening eligibility might prevent longer term costs.
  
In many cases the optimum approach is to remove means testing of key 
passported benefits altogether and adopt a universal approach to provision. 
Too often targeting through means tests leaves many of those most in need 
of devolved sources of support unable to get it, a problem not unique to 
Scotland or the UK. The UNICEF report Child Poverty in Rich Countries 
highlighted that highly targeted social expenditure creates problems across 
the developed world and concluded that “benefits universally provided, 
though apparently more expensive, can avoid this poverty trap.”i

Furthermore, research from economists at Dundee Universityii modelled the 
impact on household income for differing income groups of providing free 
school meals as first a means tested benefit; and then a universal benefit. 
They concluded that the current system of means testing “fails to deliver 
welfare to the poorest in society.”iii The results show that universal free 
school meals do not waste money by benefiting better off families at the 
expense of those facing poverty. Only when entitlement is extended to the 
richest 10% of families is there no additional benefit to less well off children. 
The government’s pilot trials of universal provision of free school meals to all 
P1 to P3 pupils in 2007/8 demonstrated a substantial effect on take up of 
school meals, increasing overall take up by 22 percentage points from 53% 
to 75%. Furthermore, amongst children already entitled to free school meals 
take-up rose by 4.4 percentage pointsiv, and in some areas up to 8.5 
percentage points. Evaluationv of the pilots also pointed to a positive impact 
on family budgets and the home environment. There was, the evaluation 
concluded, “…evidence that the trial had impacted positively on the home 
environment of pupils, … [and] the simple benefit of increasing disposable 
income was particularly evident amongst parents with more than one 
child.”vi 

The universal approach has not only been shown to increase take up of 
healthy lunches and relief to family budgets, but also to impact positively on 
children’s learning experience. Evaluation of a free school meals pilot for 
primary school children over two years in Hull found a “significant impact in 
all areas of children's schooling...behaviour, social relationships, health and 
learning”vii;  whilst  more  recent  evaluation  of  the  provision  of  free  school 
meals to all primary pupils in Durham and Newham found that “offering free 
school  meals  to  all  primary  school  pupils  increased  attainment  in 



disadvantaged areas.”viii

Several  passported benefits  relate to  arguably anachronistic  charging for 
elements (school meals, dental health treatment, optical care) of what are 
otherwise  generally  seen  as  universal  education  and  national  health 
services most effectively and equitably provided free and paid for  out  of 
general taxation.  

In short, universality is many cases the ultimate way to meet the principles 
of simplification and making work pay. It makes it harder for the most 
vulnerable to slip through the net and targets spending on the service itself 
by eliminating entirely the costs of administrating an eligibility test, whilst 
creating no cliff edge withdrawal, work disincentive or ‘poverty trap’.

CPAG recognises that political realities may make it difficult to deliver 
universal provision in the short term. Nevertheless the approach taken to 
passporting key devolved benefits such as free school meals should be 
based on working toward a universal approach, so that as resources can be 
prioritised toward preventative social provision further progress toward 
universal delivery can be made. 

The current consultation on the Children And Young People’s Bill highlights 
the extension of free school meals entitlement in Scotland as a key 
achievement which helps to promote children’s rights. We agree, and 
believe the current need to rethink passporting creates an opportunity to 
make further progress toward a more universal approach that ensures all of 
Scotland’s children receive a healthy school lunch regardless of means or 
circumstances. 

Q3 Do you feel that it would be desirable to replace benefits in kind (i.e. 
providing the goods or services directly) with a cash alternative for some 
passported benefits?

Yes       No       To an extent    

This approach has been tried before and failed. The shift from family income 
supplement to family credit in 1988 involved the ‘cashing up’ of free school 
meal entitlement (at £2.55 a week).ix In subsequent years this amount was 
not uprated, and so now completely fails to meet the cost of meals to 
families. The switch to uprating UK benefits in line with the CPI rather than 
RPI measure of inflation will continue to reduce the value of cash support to 
families in Scotland by up to 8% within the first five years of UC,x again 
creating real risks if key in-kind benefits are cashed up. 

The potential advantage offered by ‘cashing up’ is that passports become 
other elements of UC, tapered at a steady rate and so protecting work 
incentives and removing cliff edges. However, it will only ever be effective 
for regular costs. It is not clear how the irregular costs mentioned as within 
the scope of the consultation – NHS services and Legal Aid – could ever be 
cashed up into benefit entitlement. This would also be a move away from 
the universalist approach which the Scottish Government has taken to 



prescriptions; and its aspirations regarding Free School Lunches for 
younger pupils.

Another key difficulty is in ensuring that the needs of all families are met. 
School meal costs are an excellent example of this, as they vary by area. 
Any attempt to cash them up on a regional basis is highly complex and 
unworkable, whilst using an average figure will leave families in more 
expensive areas struggling to make up the difference.

Any attempt to cash up passported benefits into universal credit would need 
to be accompanied by robust mechanisms for ensuring that they maintain 
their value relative to the purpose for which they are intended over time, and 
are adequate in all areas. In the absence of any evidence that there is an 
effective mechanism for achieving this, our answer to this question must be 
‘no’.

Q4 Do you feel that it would be desirable to roll existing cash payments for 
passported benefits into the Universal Credit payment, to create a single 
income stream?

      Yes       No       To an extent    

Please see our answer to question 3 above. If cash payments are rolled into 
universal credit this may reduce administrative costs, but their value must be 
protected over time. 

The idea of elements within the maximum universal credit award for different 
passports is attractive in terms of maintaining work incentives, but 
unworkable in practice unless DWP agree to administer it – and would 
create massive complexity. Even then, non UC claimants such as asylum 
seekers would need to have their eligibility for passported benefits 
protected.

It is also not addressed in the consultation whether the Scottish Government 
would have to fund administration of cash payments for these devolved 
responsibilities by DWP staff. Such an idea would also require amendments 
to the IT systems to bring in different entitlements in Scotland; and it is not 
clear whether this would actually be possible to achieve. Unless and until 
such a system is introduced across the UK, this seems to be completely 
unworkable, and risks control being ceded to the UK Government of vital 
anti-poverty measures.

Q5 Do you think that the welfare system (i.e. receipt of Universal Credit or 
Personal Independence Payment) should form the basis for access to 
passported benefits?

Yes       No       for some entitlements only (please specify which)    

As described above, we feel that some of the passported benefits on the list 



should ideally be universal entitlements, and so not be linked to the social 
security system. The Scottish Government should move toward adding Free 
School Lunches to free prescriptions as a first step towards a greater 
emphasis on universal services.

Some entitlements, such as Legal Aid, will almost certainly never extend to 
every citizen. Benefit entitlement acts as a useful proxy for low income in 
these circumstances, with two important caveats. Firstly, the imposition of 
an absolute capital limit and stringent means test may restrict eligibility for 
passports that the Scottish Government wishes to actively promote for other 
purposes than social protection. For instance the Energy Assistance 
Package uses more generously targeted passporting, which promotes take 
up and helps meet energy efficiency targets. Education Maintenance 
Allowance is another example of a passported benefit which is paid to many 
families who would not qualify for universal credit, and acts as an incentive 
to remain in education as well as financial support for young people whose 
families have a low income. We agree that the Scottish Government should 
protect the existing EMA entitlement criteria – at a minimum – but note that 
the use of tax credits award notices to verify income in the EMA application 
process will no longer be possible. It will need to be decided how eligibility 
can be assessed without creating an excessive burden for local authorities 
and families in reporting and assessing income.

Secondly, the particular problem with using personal independence 
payment as a proxy for disability is that the shift from DLA to PIP may result 
in the reclassification of 55,000 Scottish disabled people as non-disabled for 
the purposes of the benefits system.xi

It is important to remember that the Blue Badge scheme and the 
Concessionary Travel scheme already have alternative routes to entitlement 
that are not linked to receipt of particular benefits. In the case of Blue 
Badges, the criteria are already notably similar to those for the high rate 
mobility component of disability living allowancexii, and could be extended to 
cover the remaining criteria easily. For concessionary travel, there are again 
routes to entitlement which are not linked to DLA but require information 
from a professional that confirms the claimant fits the criteria.  

The ambition to protect those currently entitled will result in the increased 
use of these alternative entitlement criteria, and a consequent increase in 
costs falling on local authorities and health and social work professionals 
required to provide evidence in support of applications. It is for this reason 
that as well as ensuring that existing groups do not miss out, CPAG in 
Scotland recommends adding an automatic passport from any rate of PIP to 
concessionary travel and from either rate of the mobility component to Blue 
Badges. In our view, this is far more likely to act to reduce administrative 
costs than to push up the numbers entitled significantly.

Perhaps the best reason for using a proxy like entitlement to UC or PIP is 
the potential that this gives for reducing the administrative burden of 
financial or disability assessment, through data sharing and ideally paying 
entitlements automatically to those who qualify. This can be seen in the 
proposal to pay UK Sure Start Maternity Grants automatically through 



universal credit, and the current arrangements for cold weather payments. 
The Scottish Government should seek to use the reserved benefits system 
to automate decision making without requiring an application in the 
maximum possible number of cases, if eligibility thresholds are set at the 
point that people will still be likely to qualify for universal credit. See our 
answer to question 1 for more details.

Q6 If yes, what existing alternative mechanisms can you suggest to identify 
recipients and verify claims?

Any system outside passporting through benefit entitlement will require 
verification, and if this route is chosen the Scottish Government should 
ensure that it uses DWP information to gather data to the greatest extent 
possible, where this can assist in assessing eligibility. 

Alternative systems will always be required in any event, to assist those who 
fall outside the benefits system. For example, Healthy Start vouchers are 
available to under 18s whether a qualifying benefit is received or not. It is 
also possible that some groups may be wrongly refused universal credit and 
left destitute, more reliant than ever on access to vital passported services.

There may perhaps be the possibility that local taxation and locally 
administered passported entitlements could be combined into a single, 
effective system.  However this would only function successfully if 
passported entitlements were retained until universal credit entitlement had 
been tapered away. At that point, the gradual removal of passports and 
support with council tax would need to protect work incentives and not leave 
cliff edges. However, we could never recommend such a scheme without a 
clear idea of the plans for the future of council tax, and how to support those 
without liability for council tax who rely on passported benefits. It is also 
dangerous in terms of potentially creating uneven entitlements across 
Scotland, so we would recommend that the Scottish Government should 
take the lead in establishing any such scheme; and ensuring that it interacts 
with universal credit in the desired way.

In terms of passported benefits for disabled people, see our answer to 
question 5 above.

Q7 What could be done to make it easier for people to find out what benefits 
they are entitled to?  

This information could be included in DWP benefit decision notices where it 
is clear that claimants would qualify for passported benefits. The logical 
extension to this approach is not to require an application where this 
information is available, and to reduce the reporting burden on claimants by 
establishing links whereby information is transferred directly to the delivery 
authority in Scotland. The claimant could then simply be notified of the 
passported entitlement, and what action they would need to take if there 
was an issue with entitlement being received from the delivery agency. This 



is what ‘passporting’ should mean; whereas in the current system a 
passport is no more than an indication that the financial/disability conditions 
will be satisfied, should an application be made.

Research for the Scottish Government found in 2006 “difficulties in pro-
actively identifying individuals who are eligible for free school meals. There 
are no definitive measures in place to ascertain the proportions of those who 
are eligible for free school meals and all local authorities, as least to an 
extent, are reliant on applicants to come forward.”xiii More recently, The 
Children’s Society has estimated that in England 200,000 eligible children 
are not even registered to receive Free School Lunches.xiv

We also understand that in England and Wales access to Free School 
Lunches has been simplified through an online checking system that 
accesses benefits data and allows parents, local authorities and schools to 
identify children eligible so that “parents/carers and LAs will be rapidly 
informed of eligibility and, by automated notification to schools, children will 
be offered a free school meal by the start of the next working week.”xv

If systems do not permit definitive statements of eligibility, then all claimants 
should be sent a list of benefits and contact details that could be 
appropriate. Hosting a website providing general entitlement information is 
not proactive enough to ensure that entitlements are taken up. Alongside 
this there should be a duty on public bodies to promote take-up of 
passported benefits, and minimum levels of take-up that must be achieved 
by the responsible authority. This will help to avoid situations like the low 
take-up of Healthy Start, which are as low as 62.5% in areas of Scotland.xvi 

Q8 Do you wish to highlight any of the groups protected under the Equality 
Act as being particularly at risk in the reform of passported benefits?

Children are particularly at risk due to not controlling their own financial 
circumstances. The current Scottish Government consultation on the 
Children and Young People’s Bill highlights the extension of free school 
meals as a key success for the children’s rights agenda. Scottish 
government should build on this progress and take the opportunity provided 
by the need to review passporting to identify where further extension would 
contribute to enabling children to enjoy their rights, rather than ruling out 
widening eligibility as the terms of this consultation would suggest. In 
principle, these vital services should be provided to all children, regardless 
of means and circumstances. The Scottish Government holds several of the 
levers that could redistribute wealth between the generations. Until it does 
so, children will remain at greater risk of poverty.

Regarding disabled people, ongoing and future welfare reforms will result in 
claimants simply no longer being classified as disabled at all, without any 
improvement in their condition. Most passported benefits for disability 
already have alternative criteria – the only option to avoid substantial 
impacts on this group is keep these and extend entitlement to all PIP 
claimants in addition to the existing passports from DLA. See our answer to 
question 5 above for more detail.



Q9 What robust sources of evidence with regards to impact on protected 
equality groups should we draw on when considering the impact of future 
proposals?

It is our view that a weakness of current impact assessment mechanisms is 
that they tend to consider the effect of one measure in isolation. The current 
welfare reforms are characterised by a vast range of changes impacting on 
the same families, in tandem with austerity measures at a local level. There 
is an urgent need for research into the cumulative impact of all of these on 
particular groups. The Scottish Government is likely to be best placed to 
carry out or commission such work. 

Q10 Over the longer term, should the Scottish Government aspire to a move 
to a more coherent system of eligibility criteria for low-income benefits, such 
as linking income thresholds to one of the measures of poverty?

Yes       No       To an extent    

This is a laudable longer term aim, but the Scottish Government’s ultimate 
aspiration should be to make some of these vital services universal. At a 
bare minimum anyone living in poverty should receive all passported 
benefits. As Iain Duncan Smith recently implicitly acknowledged (speech 
made on 14 June 2012, text on DWP website), some lone parent 
households where the adult works 24 hours a week and couples where the 
sole earner works 35 hours a week will still be left living in poverty under 
universal credit. It is for this reason that we have suggested that all universal 
credit recipients should receive key passported benefits. 

If using an existing ‘poverty line’ measure, we recommend using an 
equivalised 60% of median income after housing costs, to ensure that 
people living in poverty due to their high housing costs can access 
passported benefits. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s minimum income 
standard is another measure which could be used to ensure that paying for 
passported services doesn’t leave families without a basic minimum income. 
If the Scottish Government is serious about its own Solidarity target, then at 
the very least it should ensure that passported benefits are extended to the 
poorest 30% of the population. This is a current target, and should be an 
urgent priority rather than a consideration for the longer term.

The complexity of assessing income and capital and regular and one-off 
costs is likely always to undermine any attempt to establish a coherent 
system. It is for this reason that the welfare system remains a helpful proxy, 
as long as criteria do not add extra means-tests and increase complexity. 
Above all, the problems with means-testing support the case for a universal 
approach, paid for through a redistributive taxation system. This would give 
every citizen a stake in the accessibility and quality of these vital services. 

Q11 Should the Scottish Government assess income:



At household level    
At individual level   
It should vary according to the entitlement being applied for   

As under the current system, household level is the appropriate way to 
assess income in most cases. We recommend the following exceptions:

• Legal Aid where individual if the partner is part of the legal problem or 
the opponent or it would be unreasonable or difficult. 

• Exemption from court fees if getting Legal Aid as above 
• ILA – should remain individual because aimed at improving and 

developing individual skills
• EMA where a young person is estranged or getting benefit in their 

own right
• Free School Lunches where a young person is getting benefit in their 

own right

Consideration should also be given to the potential for difficulties where one 
partner receives a single household payment of universal credit and the 
main carer may be left without access to funds for lunch money for the 
children. Again, this supports the principle of passporting for any household 
to which universal credit is paid.

Q12 Should the Scottish Government adopt a savings limit for some or all 
benefits?

      All       None       Some (please specify which)       

There should be no savings limit for Free School Lunches – introducing one 
would mean some pupils currently entitled would not be eligible if they live in 
a low income household but their family has capital, as there is no capital 
limit for CTC. The UK government has said those currently entitled to CTC 
with capital over £16,000 would be protected and migrated onto UC. 

For some passported benefits, adopting the UC savings limit of £16,000 
may be appropriate. See further detail in our answer below.

Q13 If you answered None, please suggest how we could identify those 
who do not qualify for Universal Credit because they have more than 
£16,000 savings.

This question acknowledges it will be simpler to identify people who qualify 
for UC, but it will then be much more complicated to add an income limit to 
people on UC. Claimants will no longer be reporting annual income as with 
tax credits, and monthly earnings will be notified automatically to DWP via 
the Real Time Information system. 

This difficulty strengthens our argument for universal benefits, or failing that 
access for anyone on universal credit, including those with savings who 



have been migrated from CTC. 

Q14 Should the Scottish Government adopt the same savings limit as the 
Department for Work and Pensions – i.e. that no one with savings (excluding 
equity in your home) of more than £16,000 should receive any passported 
benefit?

Yes       No       

Where universal credit is used as a passport, this is going to be the effect in 
any event. It is important that such a limit doesn’t exclude people on UC due 
to transitional protection.

It is vital that any capital limits are logical and simple. For example, 
someone on a means-tested benefit will currently qualify for certain types of 
Legal Aid automatically, but be subject to a further test of capital resources 
for other types.

As now, there should be no savings limit for disability-related passported 
benefits such as the Blue Badge and Concessionary Travel, as these are 
intended to help meet extra costs arising from impairments. The benefits 
which passport to these entitlements are not means-tested and do not have 
a capital limit.
 
Other entitlements with no current savings limit are an EMA or ILA, and help 
with health costs if getting tax credits. One option might be to introduce a 
savings limit for some of the above, as a trade-off against extending the 
income-based eligibility criteria, ideally to everyone on UC.

Q15 Do you have any other comments within scope?

It is hard to recommend a threshold within Universal Credit as a mechanism 
for passporting due to the cliff edges and work disincentives any such 
threshold creates. For this reason an approach that ensures all children in 
families in receipt of Universal Credit receive key passported benefits such 
as Free School Lunches is recommended by CPAG, Save the Children, 
Children’s Society and others. The estimated additional cost of such an 
approach for free school lunches in Scotland is around £50m – but one 
option would be to implement such an approach in stages, starting with 
children in the first three years of primary school. 

More generally, whilst the cliff edge/work disincentive issues would remain 
any additional investment that ensures any threshold used to withdraw 
passported benefits is increased above a default ‘cost neutral’ option would 
improve work incentives and support for more families than otherwise would 
be the case. The higher the income threshold that can be set the better for 
hard pressed families.

It is important to acknowledge that it will be fundamentally unfair to set the 



same income threshold for a couple with one child as for a lone parent with 
three children, two of whom are disabled. The universal credit calculation 
takes the level of needs that a household has into account, and any ‘fair 
threshold’ would be an attempt to duplicate the means test that already 
exists for that benefit. The need to acknowledge the resource requirements 
of different family sizes is already recognised in the EMA entitlement criteria, 
for example.

Although extending passported benefits to everyone on UC is our preferred 
option after universality, there should also of course be protection for people 
on a low income who are excluded from UC because they have not 
accepted a claimant commitment, are people from abroad, or are full-time 
students. This kind of protection already exists in the current system, as 
asylum seekers can get Free School Lunches or an ILA, for example.

Older people will also have to be included – any pension credit should be 
sufficient to access passported benefits; and it is not currently part of the 
criteria for Free School Lunches or Legal Aid.

Given that we understand this consultation to focus on the medium to long 
term future of passported benefits in Scotland, it is disappointing that the 
scope of it is so limited. We would have liked to see a coherent view taken 
of all entitlements which are means tested, including the following:

• Energy Assistance Package/future fuel poverty programmes
• Individual Learning Account
• Support with Council Tax
• Access to the Scottish Community Support Fund (replacing parts of 

the social fund)
• Healthy Start
• School Clothing Grants

In relation to the last of these, the Scottish Government’s own working group 
on school clothing grants called for national guidance covering the minimum 
level of eligibility criteria (to be matched with free school lunch entitlement) 
alongside minimum levels of grant to be provided. xvii

As important as where the entitlement thresholds are set for individual 
passported benefits is the question how these thresholds relate to each 
other. If, via a range of different decision-making processes, families 
ultimately lose several vital entitlements at the same income point, this 
would create a massive work disincentive; and undermines the Scottish 
Government’s progress towards its own national outcome targets. 

Please send your response to passportedbenefitsconsultation@scotland.gsi.gov.uk by
Friday 28 September 2012.

An Easy Read version of the consultation is also available at www.scotland.gsi.gov.uk
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