
 

DrugScope response to Local Welfare Provision in 2015/16: A consultation document 

About DrugScope 

1. DrugScope is the leading UK charity supporting professionals working in drug and alcohol 

treatment, drug education and prevention and criminal justice. It is the primary independent 

source of information on drugs and drug related issues. 

 
2. DrugScope has just under 400 members, primarily treatment providers working to support 

individuals in recovery from drug and/or alcohol use, local authorities and interested individuals. 

Its member agencies are among those providing support to over 200,000 people receiving 

community and residential treatment, plus harm prevention, advice, education and related 

recovery services. 

Key Messages 

 Local welfare assistance (and its predecessor, the discretionary Social Fund) is important to the 

drug and alcohol sector both in meeting emergency needs and facilitating resettlement and 

movement through the system. In both respects it supports ‘recovery capital’1, a key ambition of 

the Government’s 2010 Drug Strategy2. 

 While the April 2013 reforms (and accompanying reduced funding) have not been without 

problems, they have enabled some local authorities to innovate, make efficiencies and address 

some root causes of problems.  

 Concerns about awareness of and access to current local schemes remain. 

 There is some evidence from the Local Government Association that many local schemes will 

cease to exist or will be scaled back in the event of separate funding being withdrawn. 

 The National Audit Office has argued that central government is not sufficiently aware of the 

financial conditions of local government.  

 To proceed in the face of known and unknown risks appears inadvisable. 

 We therefore support Option 4 in the consultation document. We believe the apparent decision 

to withdraw the separate grant element of local welfare assistance funding should be 

reconsidered and the withdrawal postponed by 12 months to enable this. 

 If any other option is adopted, Option 2b would be our preferred choice. 

About this response 

3. This response draws on DrugScope’s engagement with its members and people who use their 

services. Primarily, it draws upon DrugScope’s State of the Sector 2014 questionnaire, the results 

of which will be published in early 2015. Around 190 service managers participated in this 

survey, conducted in September and October 2014.  

                                                           
1 Described in the Government’s 2010 Drug Strategy as ‘the resources necessary to start, and sustain recovery 
from drug and alcohol dependence’, including ‘a safe place to live’. 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/118336/drug-strategy-
2010.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/118336/drug-strategy-2010.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/118336/drug-strategy-2010.pdf


Changes to local welfare assistance 

4. In State of the Sector, we asked questions relating both to the scale of the impact of welfare 

reform (i.e. how many, if any, of their clients had been affected) and the nature (i.e. whether the 

impact was positive or negative, and to what extent).  

 

5. The (unweighted) responses were as follows: 

What impact have the following areas of welfare reform had on your clients? Please select both 
the prevalence and impact for each reform: 

Prevalence - where 1 is none or very few clients have this need and 5 is all or almost all clients: 
 
1  2  3  4  5  Responses 
 
18.8% (15) 16.3% (13) 36.3% (29) 15.0% (12) 13.8% (11) 80 

Impact - where 1 is a strongly positive impact and 5 is strongly negative: 

1  2  3  4  5  Responses 

4.2% (3) 11.3% (8) 43.7% (31) 18.3% (13) 22.5% (16) 71 

 

6. Taking the responses to this question with other welfare reform related questions and applying 

a weighted average produces the following representation of the impact of several key elements 

of welfare reform: 

 

(N.B. While at least one respondent indicated a positive or strongly positive impact for every aspect 

of welfare reform, the resultant net change indicated a negative impact across each area of reform.) 
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7. The chart above suggests that the reform to local welfare assistance has had comparatively little 

adverse impact on clients and has affected comparatively few clients. However, the importance 

of local welfare assistance (and the former Social Fund) should not be understated. In addition 

to forming a vital strand of the social security safety net in the form of emergency support, the 

function of the local welfare assistance replacement of Community Care Grants (CCGs) is 

important to resettlement. 

 

8. Many drug and alcohol services, either on their own or with partners from other sectors (such as 

housing, homelessness, mental health or offender support) provide significant housing and 

particularly resettlement support. The existence of Community Care Grants and their local 

successor schemes has been a vital tool in supporting people out of temporary, short-term or 

unsuitable/unsafe accommodation, enabling them to start to accrue ‘recovery capital’ from a 

solid foundation. 

 

9. Where respondents offered an explanation of where they thought the impact of local welfare 

assistance had been positive or negative, it tended to focus on the reduced availability of 

financial support to enable a new rented property to be adequately furnished: 

Welfare assistance is minimal. Not one resident that has moved on has been provided with a 

sofa or table, just fridge, cooker and bed. 

10. While the individual impact of this may appear marginal, in reality requiring people to establish 

themselves in a new home without even basic essentials is likely to be problematic and may 

mean that people stay in (often comparatively) expensive short term or supported 

accommodation for longer than necessary rather than achieving greater independence. Over 

50% of the respondents to State of the Sector 2014 indicated that the majority of their clients 

presented with a need to improve their accommodation situation, with rather more indicating 

that the level of individual need was high or very high. 

 

11. Awareness of the crisis or emergency component of local welfare assistance in the reformed 

system remains problematic. Research by the Child Poverty Action Group and others3 into 

foodbank users found that fewer than half of the research participants were aware of such 

schemes and fewer again had been able to access them. As foodbanks themselves are often 

supported by and referred to from local welfare assistance provision, this lack of awareness and 

access is particularly striking. 

 

12. We note that no significant effort has been made by central government to promote awareness 

of and access to local schemes, other than through conversations at Jobcentre Plus or in 

telephone conversations with DWP staff. Voluntary sector organisations such as the Children’s 

Society have collated information4 about and links to local services. While this effort is most 

welcome, it too is probably of limited visibility to people in acute need (and the services that 

support them) and the resource has inevitably quickly become out of date. 

 

13. Further complications may have been caused by changes to provision managed by Jobcentre 

Plus, where short term benefit advances (STBAs) have to an extent replaced crisis loans. Based 

                                                           
3 http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Foodbank%20Report_web.pdf  
4 http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/tcs/data_social-fund-scheme_3-october-2013_linked-
text.pdf  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Foodbank%20Report_web.pdf
http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/tcs/data_social-fund-scheme_3-october-2013_linked-text.pdf
http://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/tcs/data_social-fund-scheme_3-october-2013_linked-text.pdf


on conversations with our member agencies and partners, this appears to have resulted in a 

number of problems, such as confusion about which scheme to apply for, people being 

misdirected to or from Jobcentre Plus, and Jobcentre staff declining to inform claimants of the 

existence of STBAs unless asked about by name.  

 

14. We note that according to a Freedom of Information Act response from DWP, there were 

177,401 applications for STBAs in 2013-14, compared to 834,500 applications for crisis loan 

alignment payments in the preceding financial year5. It seems unlikely to us that all of this 

reduction can be attributed to a decline in need or demand. 

The future of local welfare assistance 

15. The Local Government Association (LGA) surveyed all unitary and upper tier local authorities in 

England in September 2014, receiving 88 responses, or 58% of local authorities approached. 

Respondents were asked to indicate the implications for their local authority should separately 

identifiable funding for local welfare assistance be removed.  

 
16. This table from the Local Government Association6 summarises the responses they received: 

 

17. If these responses are indicative, this suggests that without separate and identifiable funding 

there is significant risk that a number of local schemes will be cancelled entirely or otherwise 

reduced. 

 

18. Councillor Claire Kober, Chair of the LGA's Resources Board, commented: 

This fund has been used by councils to provide crucial support to people facing personal 

crises in their lives, from help paying the rent to putting food on the table. By helping people 

at an early stage and targeting support at where it is needed most, we have been able to 

assist people in their time of need and prevent short-term problems escalating. 

19. Cllr Kober also argued that: 

                                                           
5 http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Foodbank%20Report_web.pdf p.111 
6 http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/Foodbank%20Report_web.pdf
http://www.local.gov.uk/web/guest/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/6583322/NEWS


Taking away this money could prove counterproductive and risks storing up much bigger, 

and more costly problems in the longer run. 

20. We note that most local authorities who responded to the Department for Work and Pensions7 

indicated that they had not spent their full allocation in 2013-14. For (anticipated) 2014-15 

spending, this picture looks somewhat different, with a higher overall average (86% compared to 

67%) and a number of local authorities anticipating spending more than their allocation.  

 

21. This may suggest that early representations that, depending on one’s point of view, the money 

was either not needed or was unfairly being withheld, were incorrect. A more plausible 

explanation for at least some underspend may be the low visibility of some of the schemes 

resulting in low awareness, although some restrictive criteria may also be limiting access. 

 

22. In November 2014, the National Audit Office (NAO) report The impact of funding reductions on 

local authorities8 highlighted the varying scale of the challenge facing councils. The Comptroller 

and Auditor General of the NAO stated: 

 

[T]he Department [for Communities and Local Government] really needs to be better 

informed about the situation on the ground among local authorities across England, in a 

much more active way, in order to head off serious problems before they happen. It should 

look for evidence of financial stress in local authorities to assure itself that they are able to 

deliver the services for which they are responsible. It should be clear about the knock-on 

effect of the various funding decisions taken by departments in Whitehall. 

 

23. This does not appear to be the most solid foundation from which to proceed to make significant 

changes to the safety net of local welfare assistance. 

 

24. Some variation between schemes appears inevitable when they are devolved to local authority 

level. However, we assume that the policy intent underpinning reforms to local welfare 

assistance is not to replace nationally available and administered social security with provision 

that may be available in one area and not available at all in another. 

The consultation questions 

25. It is unclear from the consultation document itself whether or not a decision has already been 

taken about continuing the funding allocated to local authorities in the period 2013-15 for local 

welfare assistance. If the assumption is that this funding will not continue, this materially 

changes the implications for all of the options proposed. 

Question 1 - Do you have a preference for options 1, 2a, 2b, 3a, 3b or 4? 

26. We would welcome Government reconsidering what appear to be its intentions to end funding 

for local welfare assistance for at least 12 months while a thorough review of the potential 

impact is conducted and would therefore support option 4. 

 

                                                           
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370775/2-local-welfare-
provision-review-nov-2014.pdf  
8 http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Impact-of-funding-reductions-on-local-authorities.pdf  
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370775/2-local-welfare-provision-review-nov-2014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370775/2-local-welfare-provision-review-nov-2014.pdf
http://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Impact-of-funding-reductions-on-local-authorities.pdf


27. However, if no additional funding for local welfare assistance is to be assumed, option 2b would 

be our preferred choice for the following reasons: 

 

28. Option 1 – Funding from existing local government budgets – This option appears to present 

considerable risks of a substantial reduction of the safety net as indicated by the responses to 

the LGA’s survey of local authorities. It may also prevent or at least impede local and central 

scrutiny of spending and activity.  

 

29. Options 2a and 2b – Separate visibility of local welfare provision funding – If there is no 

additional central funding for local welfare assistance, this option would at least provide a 

degree of transparency and scrutiny of how resources have been allocated against expectations, 

although a notional figure would in reality provide a weak safeguard against reductions to 

support.  

 

30. We do not have a strong preference for 2b over 2a, although we note that some areas of 

apparently high deprivation and need appear not to have fared well in recent Local Government 

Settlements.9 Given this, option 2b may be preferable with the caveat that an allocation 

informed by current information would be a better methodology. 

 

31. Options 3a and 3b – Top-slice Revenue Support Grant to fund a Section 31 grant – This option 

appears problematic in that while it would provide protection for local welfare assistance, this 

would in all likelihood be to the detriment of other essential local authority run or commissioned 

services. 

 

32. Option 4 – Other options for delivering and funding local welfare provision – We believe that 

the Government should reconsider its apparent decision to end separate funding for local 

welfare assistance and pause for one financial year to allow a full impact assessment and broad 

cost-benefit analysis of the consequences of the decision to be made. 

 

33. While this analysis is undertaken we would welcome funding being reinstated on the current 

basis at least for the interim period. 

Question 2 – If you have provided representations on option 4, how else would you propose 

delivering and funding local welfare provision?  

34. As many (but not all) individuals accessing local welfare assistance are likely to also be in receipt 

of other services provided by or delivered in partnership with local authorities, there may be 

some efficiencies in local authorities looking for connections to other budgets, such as adult 

social care, children and young people’s services, services for vulnerable adults and housing. 

Question 3 – What is the likely impact (and extent of any impact) on groups that display protected 

characteristics of the four options discussed?  

35. It seems likely that all of the options (other than reinstating separate funding) will adversely 

affect people in treatment and others with histories of substance use, who are likely to 

experience substantial and sustained deprivation and consequently rely on both the crisis and 

                                                           
9 For example, see http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/local-government-communities-full.pdf  

http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/local-government-communities-full.pdf


the resettlement elements (where available) of local welfare assistance disproportionately. 

 

36. Research carried out in the United Kingdom in 200210 highlights the substantial extent of 

comorbidity of mental health problems and substance use, with 44% of community mental 

health team patients self-reporting drug use and/or harmful use of alcohol. The same study 

found that 75% of drug service clients and 85% of alcohol service clients rated positive for at 

least one psychiatric disorder. 

Question 4 – Do you agree that some impacts can only be assessed locally depending on the 

decisions made by individual authorities?  

37. We support the principle that local authorities are well placed to assess need and develop 

solutions, often innovative ones, and that local democratic accountability can provide effective 

scrutiny of activity. However, we believe that central government has a vital role to play in 

providing strategic guidance and oversight of the use of public money. 

 

38. Government should also be mindful of the interactions between local welfare assistance and 

other key strategies and/or areas of public service delivery, such as the Drug Strategy, Social 

Justice Strategy11 and Universal Support Delivered Locally12 (formerly the Local Support Services 

Framework). 

 

39. So far, Government engagement in the process of reform to local welfare assistance appears 

unlikely to allow it to come to an informed view about the potential impact of ending separate 

funding. For example, the Local Welfare Provision Review published in November 201413 

essentially invited local authorities to evaluate the effectiveness, fairness and innovation of their 

own schemes. Perhaps unsurprisingly, most appear to rate them highly. 

 

40. Likewise, while this was presumably beyond the scope of the review, some exploration of the 

significant variation between areas of expenditure against budget would have been welcome. 

For example, the west London tri-borough of Hammersmith & Fulham, Kensington & Chelsea 

and the City of Westminster spent 25.81% of its allocation in 2013-14 and anticipates spending 

29.04% in 2014-15. Relatively deprived Stoke-on-Trent spent 20.18% in 2013-14, while 

anticipating spending almost 100% in 2014-15. 

 

41. Similarly, while eligibility criteria are discussed in the review, there is no mention of the 

apparently value-based eligibility criteria initially applied by a small number of local authorities 

that would have withheld support from people subject to benefit sanctions14, even though they 

might be among the individuals and households in most acute need. 

 

                                                           
10 http://bjp.rcpsych.org/content/183/4/304.full.pdf  
11 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/49515/social-justice-
transforming-lives.pdf  
12 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-support-delivered-locally-information-for-local-
authorities  
13 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370775/2-local-welfare-
provision-review-nov-2014.pdf  
14 E.g. p.8 http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/11531/LGA+delivering+local+welfare+-
+how+councils+are+meeting+local+community+care+needs/92c88e3c-ca8e-4caf-9bd7-6b236e27d500  

http://bjp.rcpsych.org/content/183/4/304.full.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/49515/social-justice-transforming-lives.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/49515/social-justice-transforming-lives.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-support-delivered-locally-information-for-local-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-support-delivered-locally-information-for-local-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370775/2-local-welfare-provision-review-nov-2014.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370775/2-local-welfare-provision-review-nov-2014.pdf
http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/11531/LGA+delivering+local+welfare+-+how+councils+are+meeting+local+community+care+needs/92c88e3c-ca8e-4caf-9bd7-6b236e27d500
http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/11531/LGA+delivering+local+welfare+-+how+councils+are+meeting+local+community+care+needs/92c88e3c-ca8e-4caf-9bd7-6b236e27d500


42. While responses to this consultation will shed further light, it seems unlikely that Government 

will be able to make an informed decision on the basis of the current review alone. 

Question 6 – Do you agree that this is the right timetable? 

43. No. We believe that this process should be delayed by at least 12 months to enable a fuller 

assessment by central government working in partnership with local government to conduct a 

fuller assessment of the likely changes of ending separate finding. 

 

44. We also note that the closing date for this consultation is only 8 working days before the 

Chancellor’s Autumn Statement. Expecting a meaningful analysis of the responses to be carried 

out and fed into local authority settlements within that period appears optimistic. 

 

Response prepared by 

Paul Anders 

Senior Policy Officer 

DrugScope 

Asra House 

1 Long Lane 

London SE1 4PG 

Tel: 020 7234 9799 

Email: paul.anders@drugscope.org.uk  
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