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Overview

This briefing aims to illustrate the guiding principles of local welfare assistance schemes along with
examples of best practise from four local authorities across the UK.

Local welfare assistance schemes are a vital lifeline for people experiencing financial hardship. At
best, local welfare assistance schemes not only mitigate the immediate crisis but help people find
sustainable pathways out of poverty.

There are a number of proactive measures that local authorities in Greater Manchester can take that
would immediately improve access to support and outcomes for residents in financial crisis across
the city region:

e A cash first approach to local welfare provision should be adopted. This approach maximises
dignity, choice, and control for recipients of support. It reflects that lack of income is the
primary cause of financial hardship, and avoids the normalisation of VCSE lead ‘in kind’ crisis
support. The Royal Borough of Greenwich, Moray Council and Newcastle City Council local
welfare assistance scheme case studies presented in this briefing all operate a cash first
approach.

e Schemes should be resident-focused, identifying a clear and sustainable pathway out of
poverty rather than simply offering a one-off transactional piece of support.

e Partnership working both within the council and with external partners is vital to ensure
there is awareness of local welfare assistance scheme provision and so that schemes sit
within a wider, clearly identified support offer to financially vulnerable residents.
Partnership working should be built upon the principle of ‘cash first’ so that agencies can
work together to ensure people are accessing all of the financial support that’s available.

Several local authorities have already adopted these approaches. Learning from other councils, such
as those detailed in this briefing, provides an opportunity to learn from improvements to schemes
that have been tried and tested elsewhere.

Background to local welfare assistance schemes

The pandemic and cost of living crisis have sharpened the role of local councils in responding to their
residents' financial needs. While the social security system is primarily operated by central
government, local authorities have responsibility for a number of statutory and non-statutory areas
of welfare provision. These responsibilities include local welfare assistance schemes. Local welfare
assistance schemes have been in place since 2013 and, whilst they are not a statutory requirement,
most councils in England have a scheme in place.

Local welfare assistance schemes exist to support residents facing financial hardship. They can play
an important role in meeting the needs of low-income households. Schemes vary from one area to
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the next, with different eligibility criteria and different types of support available. A common feature
of schemes is that they have tended to operate under limited budgets. This has had consequences in
respect of the value support schemes provide and the number of people they can help.

Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Government has provided a series of one-off
hardship funding pots to local councils in acknowledgement of the additional pressures people are
facing. Councils have been distributing this funding alongside and sometimes through their local
welfare assistance scheme.

In March, the Government announced £500 million of funding for the Household Support Fund
which local authorities can spend over six months up to 30" September 2022 (£27m has been
allocated from this tranche across Greater Manchester’s ten councils), with a further £500 million
being provided from October 2022 to March 2023. Some of the funding has been ring-fenced to
support families with children, and pensioners. However, councils have the discretion to decide how
the rest of the funding is used to support vulnerable households with the rising cost of living.

While this additional funding is welcome, GMPA believes a long-term funding solution is needed to
give councils confidence to invest in welfare schemes and plan for the future. Even though

the future of welfare assistance funding is uncertain, there are practical options that can help
councils make full use of funding that is available to strengthen local welfare assistance schemes.




gMpa

GREATER MANCHESTER
POVERTY ACTION

Key aspects of an effective local welfare assistance scheme
1) Promoting dignity, flexibility and choice through a cash-first approach.

GMPA believe that a ‘cash first’
approach is vital when low-

; income residents require local
¢10 10 s require

\ 5% welfare provision in a crisis,
rather than in-kind support

gMipa

GREATER MANCHES TR
BOVERTT ACTION

A cash first response
to poverty is the best
way to support people
on low incomes,
maximising dignity,

cheice and control Dighy (vouchers, food aid or goods).
when accessing local Choice .
welfare support. Control The approach promotes choice

10

which respects the dignity and
autonomy of individuals who are
facing hardship.

The benefits of a cash first approach can be summarised as follows:

e Giving people what they want - cash is the preferred option for most people on low incomes
as individuals have a better understanding of their own circumstances and needs.

e Simplicity and efficiency - cash payments are the most simple, efficient and cost-effective
means of providing support. Cash payments can be made directly into people’s bank
accounts, and this is an efficient approach for local authorities as it removes the need for
partnership arrangements that come with in-kind support.

e Preventing people from falling into high-interest debt when they face a financial crisis, and
therefore preventing them from spiralling deeper into hardship.’
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2) Ensuring schemes are resident-focused and provide sustainable pathways out of poverty

A resident-focused approach is
necessary for local welfare
provision. Effective support
from local authorities requires a
holistic response that goes
beyond offering a transactional
service. To meet local welfare
needs, local welfare provision
requires a flexible response that
tailors support to individuals’
needs on a case-by-case service.

The caseworker cpproach
improves residents’ access
to benefits, third sector
support and grants by
working with them to
access support.

It results in a high return for
residents, increasing their
income; money that may
then be spentin the local
economy, benefitting local
businesses.
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This approach requires an investment in staff who will become caseworkers for local welfare
assistance schemes. Staff will work closely with vulnerable individuals to understand the required
support and in partnership with a range of different stakeholders to address complex needs. A “one
front door” approach allows the resident to build a relationship with a case worker. This humanises
the experience of what is often a highly stressful process. A targeted service will enable demand to
be reduced over time leading to better outcomes.
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3) The importance of partnership working

Local authorities must be
responsible for building strong
partnerships both internal and
among external partners to
foster a commitment to local
welfare provision.

Joined up working
can reduce the need
for information to be
collected from
residents multiple
times.

Local councils’ welfare services
should improve cross-
departmental collaboration to
ensure that individuals
requesting assistance also get benefits advice and welfare rights support. Staff must be upskilled in
order to provide information about what people are entitled to and where they should be directed
inside the system. Discretionary Housing Payments and Council Tax Support are examples.

Local authorities should be at the forefront of delivering local welfare services. However

with councils' capacity already stretched and funds limited, it is critical that they collaborate with
local delivery partners to promote awareness of what support is available in their area and ensure
maximum benefit for individuals facing financial hardship.

Local authorities must do more than simply refer people to VCSE lead providers. An integrated,
partnership approach should promote the principles of a cash-based response to needs and bring
together relevant partners to maximise the ability of people to access financial support.
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Summary

Deep cuts to social security, ongoing financial pressures on council budgets, and uncertain funding
arrangements from the central government have created a challenging operating environment for
local authorities. Given these pressures, councils must do what they can to optimise their local
welfare schemes, not only to meet the immediate need but also to prevent people from reaching
crisis points in the future. Addressing the underlying causes of financial hardship can have lasting
positive impacts for individuals while creating savings and economic benefits for local authorities in
the medium to long term.

"GMPA (2020) ‘Cash first’-Responding to the needs of low-income residents through the provision of local
welfare support. https://www.gmpovertyaction.orqg/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/GMPA-Briefing-
%E2%80%98Cash-first-August-2020.pdf

i Food insecurity and poverty - United Nations: Scottish Government response - gov.scot (www.gov.scot)
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