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About CPAG   
Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland works for the one in four children in 
Scotland growing up in poverty. We use our understanding of what causes poverty 
and the impact it has on children’s lives to campaign for policies that will prevent and 
solve poverty – for good. Our Cost of the School Day Project helps school 
communities identify and overcome cost barriers that shape and limit children’s 
opportunities at school. We also provide expert training, advice and information on 
social security to frontline workers to make sure families get the financial support 
they need.   
Background  
Job losses, school closures, and unavailability of childcare mean that families, 
especially those eligible for free school meals, are facing particular challenges 
staying afloat in the face of rising costs and income loss. The majority of children 
living in poverty are in working families, yet low income workers are more likely to 
have insecure jobs, with fewer rights and employee benefits, and are less likely to 
have savings to help cover unplanned costs or gaps in income. This can leave 
parents with impossible decisions, such as whether to pay for food or rent.  
Many of these families are dependent on universal credit (UC) and struggle with 
delayed first payments and a cluster of design and delivery problems. Even with the 
new single adult rate of around £94 per week many families will still experience 
hardship. For example, an out of work family with two children will still be 20 per cent 
below the poverty line, despite the recent uplift in the value of universal credit.1 
School closures are having a particularly acute impact on families. CPAG in 
Scotland’s Cost of the School Day project is launching two surveys this week, one 
for parents and carers and one for children and young people, to hear directly about 
their experiences of school closures, alternative free meal provision and access to 
resources for learning at home. We will share evidence from children and families 
with the committee on an ongoing basis. At this point however, we are keen to share 
what we already know about free school meals/food provision and digital exclusion 
for vulnerable children during the coronavirus pandemic.    
Free School Meals / food provision  
• Do you have any information to share on the extent to which food is reaching 
the children who need it most?    
• Are there any issues with certain ways of providing food, any particular 
barriers that need to be addressed?  
 
While local authorities are providing a range of measures for families eligible for free 
school meals, with payments or vouchers typically worth between £10 and £12.50 a 
week2 the true extra costs of children being at home is likely to be higher. One lone 
parent told CPAG:  
 
                                            
1 https://cpag.org.uk/policy-and-campaigns/briefing/supporting-families-during-covid-19-pandemic 
2 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-52286500 
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“My food bill has went up significantly during this time. Whilst I welcome the increase 
in UC [universal credit] which I should get at the start of May it won’t offset the 
increase in all outgoings at this time including heating, electricity and purchasing 
supplies for ongoing activities and home schooling.”   
All of this underlines that families in receipt of free school meals require effective 
support to ensure that no child goes hungry in these exceptional times. While 
recognising the importance of a cash-first approach,3 the Scottish government have 
set out that local authorities are responsible for their own systems for supporting the 
families of children who receive free school meals during the coronavirus crisis. This 
commitment to continuing provision of free school meals is wholly welcome. 
However, it is increasingly clear that a cash payment is the best way to give families 
the certainty and flexibility they need right now.  
Recent BBC Scotland research has highlighted the widespread variations in the 
support currently being provided by councils, with subsequent significant impacts on 
whether it will reach those children who need it most. While it’s important to note that 
councils are still developing their responses, at April 14:    
 

• 13 local authorities were providing meals, packed lunches or food packs.  
• Three, including Glasgow, are issuing vouchers which can only be redeemed 

at Farmfoods.  
• Inverclyde originally distributed packed lunches but due to supply issues it is 

changing to a system of payments worth £12.50 a week.4  
 

While it is right that there is flexibility at local level to ensure children, including the 
most vulnerable, continue to be supported, effective support must reach all low-
income families if we are to ensure no child goes hungry.  Cash payments are more 
effective and dignified than vouchers or other forms of provision, particularly when 
the following factors are taken into consideration:   
 

• Cash payments enable parents to source the best food for their family locally, 
giving them choice and ensuring they do not have to undertake unnecessary 
travel to certain shops;  

• Cash payments enable parents to obtain deliveries more easily if they are 
having to shield or self-isolate, and are more flexible than vouchers, some of 
which don’t allow for change to be given or any choice in shop;  

• For schools providing meals themselves, collection isn’t possible for some 
families whether because they are shielding, self-isolating or cannot get to the 
school. For those who can collect, this can lead to problems with maintaining 
a safe social distance.  
 

There is also evidence of clear issues arising from the use of vouchers in Scotland, 
and across the UK.  
Issues with vouchers have proven particularly acute for shielding families, with one 
parent commenting: “Can’t use the free school meal vouchers while in isolation due 

                                            
3 https://www.gov.scot/news/emergency-free-meals-to-those-most-in-need/ 
4 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-52286500 
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to weakened immune systems and asthma”.5 As the Poverty and Inequality 
Commission also recently noted, where families are receiving vouchers they may not 
be able to access relevant shops. One parent stated: “…received school meal 
vouchers but I can’t use them as I can’t get out to a shop. When I’m able to get a slot 
online I can’t use the vouchers online.” 
With some local authorities choosing a voucher that can only be redeemed at one 
shop chain, this can require low-income families may have to travel long distances at 
a time when the added cost of transport can be unaffordable.  Evidence from the 
Poverty Truth Community outlines a number of issues with the use of Farmfoods 
vouchers: 
 

• Many families are having to walk distances or travel on public transport (with 
children if they are single parents) and wait in long queues outside often small 
shops. This has massive impacts on social distancing and is often impractical. 

• For those who live in an area with a Farmfoods they are seeing a huge 
increase in the number of people shopping and queuing outside the shop.  
Others who relied on it are finding it increasingly hard to shop there. 

• The quality of food and lack of access to fresh food.  This causes particular 
issues for some with special diets. 

• The lack of dignity in the process.    
 

Press reports also suggest technical issues have affected Farmfoods top-up cards in 
Glasgow, with at least some families turned away from shops.6 This, understandably, 
has been reported to cause real distress. 
In regard to direct food provision, we are aware that some councils still require 
children to attend a local school to pick up food.7 As noted, this can lead to real 
problems with maintaining a social distance. One lone parent spoke to CPAG about 
the practical difficulties of accessing support in the form of daily meals at certain 
schools throughout the area during the crisis:  
“Whilst we live close to 1 of these schools I do not feel comfortable taking my child 
there every day to collect a lunch for her given the restrictions. I have an underlying 
health condition and whilst I don’t need to self-isolate I need to minimise our time 
outside of the home as much as possible. […] It is also demeaning, living in a small 
town and people would know that my daughter is entitled to FSM which I wouldn’t 
want.”  
In England, despite an initial voucher scheme being introduced nationally, a number 
of schools have moved to cash payments. Where local authorities or schools in 
England and Wales have moved from food provision to cash payments, support is 
now reaching significantly more families. Councillor Peter Rees of Neath Port Talbot 
Council told our UK Cost of the School Day project:   
 

                                            
5 https://connect.scot/news/connect-parentcarer-survey-how-are-you-doing 
6 https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18398085.embarrassed-dad-forced-leave-shop-due-glasgow-city-
council-food-voucher-glitch/; https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18404493.farmfoods-voucher-glitch-
sees-glasgow-dad-shortchanged/ 
7 https://www.westlothian.gov.uk/article/51910/School-meal-provision-to-continue 

https://connect.scot/news/connect-parentcarer-survey-how-are-you-doing
https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18398085.embarrassed-dad-forced-leave-shop-due-glasgow-city-council-food-voucher-glitch/
https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18398085.embarrassed-dad-forced-leave-shop-due-glasgow-city-council-food-voucher-glitch/
https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18404493.farmfoods-voucher-glitch-sees-glasgow-dad-shortchanged/
https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18404493.farmfoods-voucher-glitch-sees-glasgow-dad-shortchanged/
https://www.westlothian.gov.uk/article/51910/School-meal-provision-to-continue


“While operating the ‘grab and go’ bag system, only around 1,000 families were 
choosing to access the service. Since moving to bank transfer payments, we have 
already registered applications for more than 4,000 eligible children, allowing us to 
support considerably more parents to provide meals for their children.”  
 
A primary school headteacher in Coventry also shared with us her school’s positive 
experience with BACS payments:  
 
“We were struggling to get our families to come and collect the prepared packed 
lunches, […] We were concerned that some of our families were not coping 
financially which then has an impact on the children. […] We feel that having the 
money directly gives them the opportunity to shop in their usual fashion. We were so 
pleased we were able to set this up so quickly and they have now had 4 weeks 
money already.”  
We know that a number of local authorities across Scotland have committed to 
providing cash payments, including Edinburgh City Council, which is hugely 
welcome. Given the mounting evidence from across the UK, and particularly from 
parents in Scotland, we firmly believe that cash payments are the best way to give 
families the certainty and flexibility they need to provide for their children during this 
exceptional time. Prior to the closure of schools, a significant coalition of children's 
charities, parents groups, teaching unions, churches and academics urged the 
Scottish government and local authorities to work together to ensure cash payments 
are made to families in receipt of free school meals. Building on the support 
already outlined by the Cabinet Secretary for Communities, the coalition wrote to the 
First Minister to urge that “the most effective way to protect families from the 
additional pressure that loss of free school meals will create will be to make cash 
payments to families currently in receipt of free school meals." 
 
Signatories including the Church of Scotland, the EIS teaching union, the National 
Parent Forum, One Parent Families Scotland, CPAG and Citizens Advice Scotland, 
believe that cash payments in lieu of free school meals is the dignified response that 
is respectful of human rights and avoids the potential stigma attached to other 
responses. The unprecedented crisis means that it is even more important that 
support is provided in a way that gives families the choice and agency to meet their 
family's needs.   
It is clear that a huge amount of work is ongoing to ensure that families in receipt of 
school meals receive the support they need during school closures. However, we 
urge local authorities and the Scottish government to work together to ensure a 
consistent bedrock of cash support is available to all families currently entitled to free 
school meals. This is the most useful way of overcoming the barriers currently 
identified.   
Digital exclusion 
The committee has noted an interest in digital exclusion. The sudden and 
unprecedented move to home learning for all children and young people in Scotland 
is shining a new light on digital exclusion and the need to swiftly and effectively plug 
gaps in digital provision for families on low incomes.  
Cost of the School Day research tells us that lack of access to online connections, 
devices and software has always been a barrier to children on low incomes engaging 
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with home learning. Overcoming these challenges has required resourcefulness and 
effort from children and from their schools:   
 
“I've got to go to the library because we don't have a computer at home and I've had 
to hand in homework late or rush it and it hasn't been the best because I've only 
been able to get there at lunch or break and sometimes I've got to skip lunch to 
make sure I get the work done.” (S5 pupil)  
 
“We open up the classrooms at lunch, there’s the library, we’ve got after school clubs 
with computers, it’s just about doing everything we can for children who don’t have 
those things at home.” (Teacher)  
 
Initial findings from the recent Connect survey8 of parents and carers highlight some 
of the problems which families across Scotland are facing, including a struggle to 
provide enough devices for all children and parents at home, no printers for 
worksheets and absent or unreliable internet access. These are problems which will 
be disproportionately affecting families on lower incomes. If children from low income 
households are unable to access online learning remotely then there is the risk that 
existing inequalities in attainment widen further throughout this pandemic.    
Action to ensure ICT provision was available to all pupils is already a feature in some 
local authorities pre-pandemic. For example, one Primary school in South 
Lanarkshire lends Chromebooks to all of their children with children reporting that 
this helps them do homework and have more time to use technology at home:  
“It’s very much for our children and our families to feel included, part of the school. 
We don’t want additional pressures for families. We don’t want additional pressures 
for children where you’re setting something you could access at home but actually 
they can’t do that. I think it’s about being inclusive and that anything we’re offering 
we can back it up and support families.” (Head Teacher)  

We know that appropriate ICT provision makes a difference to what children and 
young people are able to learn and do at home. In the current crisis, there is a 
greater need than ever to ensure that all children and young people have access to 
the resources they need to learn. We look forward to providing the committee with 
more survey information from parents and children on their experiences of digital 
learning at home in due course.  
 
Summary  
Free school meals/ food provision 

• Families eligible for free school meals are facing increased costs and 
increased pressure feeding their families during the crisis.  

• Many parents in Scotland are unable to travel, whether because they are self-
isolating or because they simply cannot afford to. For those families, food 
provision from a central location or vouchers that require parents to go to a 
single shop is limiting the extent to which much-needed support reaches 
these families. For those who can collect food, this can lead to problems with 
maintaining a safe social distance.   

                                            
8 https://connect.scot/news/connect-parentcarer-survey-how-are-you-doing 
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• We have seen evidence that providing cash payments to those in receipt of 
free school meals increases uptake significantly, ensuring that support 
reaches those families who need it most.   

• While a range of responses have been developed by local authorities, it is 
increasingly clear that cash payments are the most effective, dignified and 
safe response.   
 

Digital exclusion  

• Lack of access to devices, software and internet access at home has always 
been a key barrier to home learning for children and young people on low 
incomes. Children and their schools have had to make extra effort to 
overcome these challenges in the past. 

• All children and young people in Scotland are now learning remotely. Lack of 
access to online learning because of limited online connections, devices and 
software are problems which will disproportionately affect children and young 
people from low income households. Digital exclusion during this crisis risks 
widening existing inequalities in attainment.  

• Without appropriate provision, some of our most vulnerable children will be 
digitally cut off from learning and from their school communities  In the current 
crisis, there is an urgent need to ensure that all children and young people 
have access to the resources they need to learn. 
 

We are launching surveys to gather further evidence on parents’ and 
childrens’ experiences of different approaches to free meal provision and 
digital access and will share findings with the committee as soon as they 
become available. 
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