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What is the Early Warning System? 

With welfare reform expected to drive 100,000 more children into child poverty by 2020, 
CPAG in Scotland set up the Early Warning System (EWS) to gather information and case 
studies about the impact of welfare reform on children and families across Scotland. Using 
this information we identify changes that could be made to mitigate some of the impacts of 
welfare reform.  We acknowledge the support of the Scottish Government through the Third 
Sector Early Intervention Fund, managed on behalf of the Scottish Government by the Big 
Lottery Fund in Scotland 

By the end of October 2015, we had collected over 1800 case studies from: 

 CPAG’s second tier advice line 

 90 frontline workers from other organisations signed up to submit case studies online 

 People attending CPAG training and events  

 research following 12 low income families over 2 years  

 qualitative research with six families accessing food banks 

  

What have we learned from the Early Warning System? 

It is well known that lack of childcare can be a barrier to parents securing and sustaining 

employment. In particular, cases gathered by the Early Warning System highlight:   

 the difficulty of finding appropriate, affordable  childcare  

 the problems parents face paying for childcare as a result of the shortfall in tax credits 

(tax credits can only be awarded for a maximum of 70% of the childcare costs)  

 wider difficulties paying for childcare due to problems and delays with tax credits.  

A lone parent was due to return to work after maternity leave, but was unable to because 
she could not access childcare to cover the hours she needed to work. #3638 
 

http://www.ifs.org.uk/comms/r78.pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/early-warning-system


A lone parent with two children, age 11 and 1½, returned to work after her maternity leave 

ended but had to give up because she found it difficult to get the children to school and 

nursery in different places and was struggling to pay the childcare costs not covered by tax 

credits. (Tax credits meet a maximum of 70% of childcare costs) #4883 

A lone parent lost her two children’s nursery places, because she was unable to pay the 

nursery bills after HMRC stopped her tax credits for five months, believing she was living with 

a partner. She nearly lost her job because she had difficulty arranging childcare and one of 

the children had to start school a year earlier than intended. The client won her tribunal but  

there was a further delay, due to HMRC error, in paying the tax credits she was owed. In the 

meantime the client had to make payments towards the £4K arears she had accrued at the 

nursery. #3804 

These cases typify wider evidence gathered through the Early Warning System which show:  

- high levels of administrative error on the part of HMRC 

- frequent and erroneous allegations of fraud resulting in underpayments 

This is having a negative effect on parents and childcare providers alike. 

Future concerns 

Furthermore while CPAG welcome the news that the UK government will not proceed with 

certain planned cuts to the threshold and taper rate of tax credits, we are still deeply 

concerned about the impact that other planned cuts to tax credits and UC will have.  

Regulations that decrease the amount you can earn (work allowance) before your UC award 

is reduced have already been passed and will take effect from April 2016. The change affects 

all UC claimants in work.  

Furthermore the Welfare Reform and Work Bill contains measures which, if passed, will 

restrict support through UC and tax credits to two children from April 2017.  

The Chancellor also announced that the value of working age benefits including child benefit 

and tax credits, will be frozen until 2020 (with the exception of additions for disability). 

Should childcare costs increase, families already receiving maximum childcare support 

through tax credits or UC will not see their award increase accordingly and will be forced to 

find the extra money from their household budget.  

In addition to these cuts, the Chancellor has announced that from April 2017 parents 

(including lone parents) must look for work when their youngest child turns three. This is 

likely to create childcare problems given that three year olds are only entitled to 16 hours 

free child care per week in Scotland. While the Scottish Government has stated its intention 

to extend free provision to 30 hours by 2021, there is likely to be an extended period 

(between 2017 and 2021) during which parents are expected to look for work despite not 

having access to full-time child care. 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/autumn-statement-tax-credits-u-turn-stay-execution-1
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2015-16/welfarereformandwork.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-30068370


As a result of the reforms mentioned above, over the next few years we can expect to see:  

 fewer people claiming UC who are receiving support for childcare, and 

 a reduction in the level of support the people receive through UC because of the 

reduction in the work allowance, and 

 a higher demand for childcare as more parents are expected to look for work.  

A comprehensive list of the cuts that have affected families to date and the forthcoming 

cuts is contained in our “Welfare Reform and the impact on families” factsheet.  

What can you do?   

Frontline workers:  

Are you familiar with the planned reforms and how they are likely to affect the families you 

work with? Could you benefit from training on welfare reform? 

Are there steps you could take to ensure that as many families as possible are receiving their 

maximum tax credits entitlement?  This might include, for example, establishing a referral 

pathway with a local welfare rights service or making factsheets available to families.   

Service planners: 

Could you give consideration to carrying out an impact assessment of the cuts and what they 

mean for services?  

Could you consult with parents to find out what kind of provision is most useful to those 

looking for work or hoping to increase their hours of work.  

Given that parents are under increasing pressure, are there any steps that you could take to 

identify existing financial barriers – such as transport – and work to reduce these costs?  

 

Newsflash! 

Iain Duncan Smith has confirmed that automated sanctions notifications will be reintroduced 

from 23 November for JSA and ESA. The Early Warning System has gathered a large number 

of cases of clients not being notified that they are to be sanctioned, often only becoming 

aware there is a problem when they go to withdraw money. Furthermore a “warning system” 

for sanctions will be trialled in Scotland from March 2016. As ever we will be keen to monitor 

how these work in practice, so if you have any cases, please submit them.  

 

How we’ve used the cases recently 

The cases have informed our policy, campaigns, media and training work, allowing us to 

ensure the real experiences of low income families influence public policy and debate.  

http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/welfare-reform-impact-families-scotland
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/welfare-reform-house-training
http://www.cpag.org.uk/scotland/factsheets
http://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/work-and-pensions/Correspondence/Letter-from-Iain-Duncan-Smith-to-Frank-Field-re-Government-response-to-sanctions-report.PDF


Report of findings 

A report of our findings from the Early Warning System from July – September 2015 is now 

available here.  

Policy and campaigns:  

 We’ve used case evidence to push for changes to the Education (Scotland) Bill and 

welcomed a new provision which will enable the Scottish Government to ensure that 

all local authorities offer school clothing grants to low income families. We also 

received assurances that the Scottish Government will work in partnership with local 

authorities to help reduce wider financial barriers to education. 

 EWS cases have been used to inform briefings to MPs and peers in relation to the 

Scotland Bill. While CPAG has no position on the extent to which social security 

powers are transferred to Scotland, we believe there is a need for more clarity in the 

Bill about precisely what is being devolved in relation to disability benefits, the social 

fund and ‘top-up’ powers. 

 We held a policy seminar on how powers earmarked for devolution might be used to 

further the rights and wellbeing of children in Scotland. You can read the policy 

briefing here and get back to us with any thoughts or comments.  

 We also held a policy seminar for local child poverty leads on 2nd December to discuss 

how the impact of local action to mitigate welfare changes can be measured.  

 

Service planning:  

Cases from the Early Warning System informed:  

 a workshop that we delivered at the Scottish Housing and Support conference 

 a workshop at  Children in Scotland conference 

 presentations to the Scottish Housing Network forums    

 

Early Warning System in the news 

The Early Warning System’s Hanna McCulloch was interviewed on BBC Scotland’s Good 

Morning Scotland on 10th October in relation to the impact that planned cuts to tax credits 

would have on low income families in Scotland.  

Other news 

All kids count – sign our urgent petition to ask the UK government not to give up on child 

poverty targets.  

Get involved with the Early Warning System 

Whilst we have over 1800 cases we need to collect more from frontline workers who have 
face to face contact with families and a real understanding of the impacts of welfare reform 
on the ground. If you would be interested in submitting case studies or have any queries 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scot-EWS-quarterly-report-(July-Sept2015).pdf
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/cpag-opfs-and-poverty-truth-commission-welcome-protection-school-clothing-grants
http://www.cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG-Scot-EWS-Briefing-devolved-powers%28Nov15%29.pdf
http://cpag.org.uk/all-kids-count?utm_source=staff%20signatures&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=AllKidsCount


about the EWS please get in touch with:  
 
Kirsty McKechnie (Welfare Rights Officer) 

tel: 0141 611 7091, email: kmckechnie@cpagscotland.org.uk 

If you would like to discuss policy issues arising from the Early Warning System, please 

contact:  

Hanna McCulloch 

tel: 0141 611 7090, email: hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk 

We would like to thank everyone who has submitted case studies to the Early Warning 

System. It is your case studies that bring the impacts of welfare reform to life.  

mailto:kmckechnie@cpagscotland.org.uk
mailto:hmcculloch@cpagscotland.org.uk

