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Executive Summary

The purpose of this report is to provide a final report and evaluation on the outcome of the
Cash First Food Referral Gateway — Interim Payments Project launched in November 2023
via Scottish Government funding, supplemented by funding provided by the council in
relation to fuel poverty.

The ethos behind North Lanarkshire’s well established Food Poverty Referral Gateway
‘Cash First Approach’ has always been that “no one is left without food” but also to reduce
stigma and address underlying need through a focus also on income maximisation and
wider supports.

The North Lanarkshire wide project launched in December 2023 and ending in November
2025 sought to add value to and enhance work with a particular focus on enhancing the
accessibility and bridging gaps in crisis support.

Recommendations
It is recommended that the Wellbeing and Tackling Poverty Committee:

1) Note the report and endorse the next steps as set out in paragraphs 2.36 - 2.40

The Plan for North Lanarkshire
Priority All priorities
Ambition statement All ambition statements

Programme of Work  Resilient People
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Background

The Scottish Government established a “Cash First Fund” in 2023, the Fund and the
wider Cash First Programme were commitments made within Cash-First: Towards
Ending the Need for Food Banks in Scotland. This plan sets out the Scottish
Government’s approach to tackling food poverty and insecurity and lays out the
collaborative actions to improve the response to financial crisis and start to reduce the
need for emergency food parcels.

Partnerships across Scotland were invited to bid for funding of up to £200,000 over two
years to support innovation in this area, with the North Lanarkshire bid being one of the
8 successful bids.

The origins of the North Lanarkshire bid, came from feedback received from both
residents and providers advising that a barrier to using the established referral pathway,
where people were directed to accessing crisis grants was the delay in the decision
making on these leaving a gap with respect to immediate need.

The bid was also informed by the information gathered from our Children and Young
People via our Three Questions approach to engagement in schools which identified
that food poverty remained a key issue for them and their communities.

The North Lanarkshire bid had three strands;

e The first was to overcome the identified barrier to using the existing Food
Referral Gateway, i.e. the potential 48 hours for a decision for a crisis grant

e The second, to work with the foodbanks to promote a consistent method of
recording foodbank usage; the demographic using foodbanks and the reasons
why to support a better understanding of patterns of usage and inform the
ongoing development of cash first solutions

e The third strand was to work with internal services to identify the emergency
payments across all services and the role they play in both intervention and
prevention for people and families requiring more intense services.

The bid allowed for enhancement of the existing process aiming to ensure that no one
was left without food, whilst waiting on the outcome of a crisis grant application,
providing interim payments of £25 for a single person, £50 for couples/families and an
additional payment of £15 if there was a baby reliant upon formula. The process
however, also guaranteed that people would have access to income maximisation and
money advice services to help provide more sustainable solutions to tackling food and
fuel poverty.

The successful bid funded a welfare rights officer to take on the co-ordinating role of
the project together with £100,000 of funding for interim payments.

Following the launch of the Cash First Project, the council identified funding from
reserves to allow cash payments for fuel to be included and therefore enhancing the
Referral Gateway provision. The additional funding allowed for a fuel payment of £49
to be paid to people experiencing fuel poverty.



https://www.gov.scot/publications/cash-first-towards-ending-need-food-banks-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/cash-first-towards-ending-need-food-banks-scotland/

2.1

Report

The Wellbeing and Tackling Poverty Committee were advised in February 2024 of the
successful bid to the Scottish Government’s Cash First Funding and the purpose and
strands of the project as outlined in para 1.5 above

Setting Up the Project
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The Tackling Poverty Team made the decision to identify a welfare rights officer from
the existing establishment to carry out the role of co-ordinating the project and liaising
with foodbanks, service users and all other stakeholders, and to backfill this post via
advert. This decision meant that the person in the role would not only have a
knowledge of the councils’ existing approach to tackling food poverty and inequality,
but that there could be an immediate start, ensuring the North Lanarkshire Project did
not experience the recruitment delays commonly associates with short-term funded
projects.

The Project was initially set up for delivery within the First Point of Contact Team, based
on the previous demand for assistance with food poverty referrals (14% of the overall
referrals). It was felt that the Team would be able to continue delivering this service
whilst still meeting the timescales set to deal with the general enquiries.

The first months of the project, however, saw the increase for urgent assistance rising
from 14% of First Point of Contact referrals to 28% of all referrals. It was unclear, even
following discussion with our foodbank partners, if the increase was due to knowledge
of the project, the continuing cost of living crisis, or that it started in the height of
winter/Christmas etc. Both the increased demand and our need for learning, informed
the decision to form a small, dedicated team of two who would deal with all the cash
first referrals.

The project funding did not support the recruitment of additional staff beyond the co-
ordinating welfare rights officer, the Tackling Poverty Team, therefore, identified a
welfare rights officer and an income maximiser from the existing First Point of Contact
Team to be involved in the Cash First Project primarily with a view that in low demand
times, they would be able to assist with the general team, however, this did not happen.
The demand for the service was such that the general team of income maximisers and
welfare rights officers had to regularly assist the Project Team to ensure that we could
expedite referrals due to their urgency. This along with an increase in general demand
levels subsequently had an impact on waiting times for people accessing the general
First Point of Contact Team.

The Scottish Government funding was specifically in relation to food poverty, however
very early on in the project initiation, the service identified that people were not only in
food crisis but fuel crisis too, with no money for heating, or indeed to be able to cook
food.

The local CABx were able to provide limited help in respect of fuel crisis via generic
fuel cards, however, this was limited and required the person to go through further
interview and assessment with them. In response the Council identified £100,000 from
reserves earmarked for tackling poverty, with agreement from Committee that would
this be utilised for people who had approached the Team for assistance with fuel.



The Cash First Project — Interim Crisis Payments and Support
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The Project launched in December 2023 and ended on 2™ November 2025, and during
the two-year funding period, 3657 referrals were received for emergency food and fuel.

During this time 2375 benefit claims were made generating £3,343,883 in additional
benefit income. In the last year of the project, more detailed data identified that in
2024/25 £409,352 was generated in disability benefits and £44,350 generated
specifically in benefits related to children.

The Tackling Poverty Team also made 1396 interim payments to people who had
presented in food crisis and made an application for a crisis grant. The interim payment
ensured that the person had money for food/fuel whilst waiting on a decision for their
claim.

Over the full two years of the Project, the value of interim payments made by the
Tackling Poverty Team to people experiencing food crisis totalled £46,766.

A further 839 payments were made for those also experiencing fuel crisis, with £41,944
being paid to vulnerable residents across North Lanarkshire.

The Project experienced exceptionally high demand, requiring significant resources,
with referrals peaking at 219 in January and May 2025, compared to 124 and 174 in
the same months the previous year

The initial proposal for the Cash First Project was that referrals would be dealt with on
the same day the person called in, always using a call back service to ensure the
person did not meet any additional costs of calling the Service.

The level of calls and demand on the Service, however, meant that this was not always
possible, a 3pm deadline was imposed, whereby any calls taken after 3pm would be
advised that it may be the following day before anyone would return their call.

Overall this key element of the Cash First Project has proven successful, showing that
with the increased accessibility of cash support through interim payments, income
maximisation and money advice, there will be a decrease in demand for foodbanks.
The approach however requires not only funding for the payments, but adequate
staffing resource to provide the speed of response required to mitigate need,

Demand Analysis — Interim Payments
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As reflected above the focus on interim cash payments and crisis support was in part
informed gathered from local children and young people via the Three Questions
approach which highlighted that food poverty was seen as an issue not just for
themselves but for others in the community. This together with anecdotal evidence and
media coverage around families using foodbanks being on the rise, led to an
expectation that the demand for this service may come primarily from Child Poverty
Priority Groups: lone parents, mothers under 25, families with 3 or more children,
families with a child under 1, families where a member of the household is disabled
and minority ethnic families.

The information gathered around those accessing assistance for both food and /or fuel
from the Project, however, showed the majority of demand arising from a different
demographic;
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Demographic Percentage of People Using the

Service
Lone Parents 14.79%
Mothers under 25 0.36%
Families with 3 or more children 3.06%

Families where a member of the | 5.66%
household is disabled
Minority Ethnic Families 0.27%

Other Users 74.87%

The Project was able to identify that those not falling into the priority groups were
predominantly working age single adults, with the majority being male — this is in line
with the data available from the foodbanks, who also show that the largest demographic
using the foodbanks were male.

In view of this the Tackling Poverty Team facilitated a meeting with emergency food
providers and referring agencies such as social work, health and housing, to explore
this issue further with the aim also of ensuring that people have access to welfare rights
services to challenge sanction decisions and to provide advice on claimant
commitments, as well as provide budgeting and financial education.

The main recorded reason individuals provided for needing assistance was that they
had spent money or had budgeting issues. Everyone accessing the service was
offered not only a benefit check but also asked if they would require assistance with
budgeting and money advice. The take up for this element of support however was
low.

Recording Consistency Within Foodbanks
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The Project funded welfare rights officer was responsible for collaborating with
foodbanks across North Lanarkshire and implementing a standardised recording
system. This approach aimed to provide accurate data on foodbank usage, including
user demographics, reasons for access, and frequency of visits.

The welfare rights officer identified 19 emergency food providers across North
Lanarkshire. The foodbanks varied from those having long established connections
with the council via the Food Poverty and Insecurity Group to others having no contact,
with some stating they did not wish to engage with the process.

The welfare rights officer collaborated with those foodbanks who did engage to develop
a recording template designed to capture foodbank usage without creating an undue
administrative burden, this was introduced across the foodbanks in July 2024.

Over the lifespan of the Project, the welfare Rights Officer, held over 60 meetings with
foodbanks. This involved setting themselves up in foodbanks willing to engage with
the project and to provide support for recording. We also continue to hold our own
Food Poverty and Insecurity Group meetings every 8-10 weeks for all partners.

At most for one quarter we had 10 foodbanks who provided data, but this did vary every
quarter as Foodbanks did not consistently complete the recording template, leaving
gaps in demographic and priority group information. The sole reliable metric has been
the number of foodbank users, demonstrating the influence of the Cash First Project
on reducing reliance.



Quarter Data Quarter 3 Quarter 4 Quarter 1 Quarter 2 | Quarter 3

2024/25 2024/25 2025/26 2025/26 2025/26

No of Foodbanks 5 6 10 7 2
providing Data

No of people using | 3919 4346 2291 2101 1646
foodbanks

2.27 Excluding data for quarter 3 in 2025/26 for which only two returns were received, the

limited data that has been recorded appears to show the number of people using
foodbanks declining in the previous two quarters, over a period where the numbers
accessing the Tackling Poverty Team were steadily rising. Some caution however
requires to be applied to interpretation given the variance in returns,

Costs and Benefits of Interim Payments/Cash First Project
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The projected spend for cash payments from the Scottish Government did not reach
the level outlined in the bid and this money has therefore not been drawn down.

The funding from the Council in relation to fuel payments to tackle poverty in our
communities also remains underspent leaving the surplus available

Whilst not all the initial funds earmarked for the project were spent, individuals and
families did benefit directly from the £88,710 total interim payments made at points
of crisis. As importantly, people were assisted with sustainable solutions by ensuring
income maximisation had taken place, with over £3.3 million in additional benefit
income generated, and people were also directed to money and debt advice services.

The Tackling Poverty Team also produced a survey supporting impact evaluation of
from the perspective of those seeking assistance for food and fuel. Whilst the response
rate was low, the findings from this were encouraging.

We asked people on a scale of 1 to 5 how concerned they were before and after
contacting ourselves (with 5 being the highest concern). An average score of 4.17 was
recorded as the level of concern before the received help with this dropping to 2.96
once help had been provided.

85% of those who replied felt that the support they had been given through the Project
had made a positive difference to them.

Internal Directory of Emergency Payments
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The welfare rights officer worked with services across the council identifying emergency
payments which may be available to the residents linked both to the exercise of
statutory responsibilities and discretionary support funds.

A digital directory of payments is now available identifying the payment and the criteria
for accessing this. The directory can be found at;
https://northlanarkshire.pagetiger.com/copy-directory-of-emergency-and-
discretionary-payments/1



https://northlanarkshire.pagetiger.com/copy-directory-of-emergency-and-discretionary-payments/1
https://northlanarkshire.pagetiger.com/copy-directory-of-emergency-and-discretionary-payments/1

Next Steps
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The learning from the Project will support a refresh and refocus our approach to tackling
food poverty and inequality.

The Food Poverty and Insecurity Sub-Group will continue where possible to work with
the emergency food providers around the development and implementation of a
robust recording system.

Learning from the Cash First approach has been adopted within our approach to Early
Family Support, where we have embedding advice on income maximisation and
reducing the cost-of-living into the heart of delivery and where Fairer Futures funding
is supporting the use of small direct payments to support preventative interventions.

The Directory will be embedded into the Poverty Awareness sessions delivered to staff
and partners, promoting the policy of cash first in our approach to tackling poverty and
inequality in our communities and a more integrated approach across services.

The capacity also to continue any form of the project’s interim payments scheme is
uncertain and would be subject to further consideration of the benefits, targeting and
potential to adapt wider systems as well as staffing and financial resources. This will
be considered in line with the development of the refreshed Tackling Poverty Strategy.

3. Measures of success

3.1 In line with the Programme of Work Deliverables — Map and enhance existing cash first
and direct payments initiatives through establishment of a supporting framework
aligned with family support principles to reduce stigma and empower families and
frontline workforce to tailor solutions to need.

3.2 In line with the Scottish Government Bid — Improve urgent local access to emergency
income when someone has no money for food and welfare rights and income
maximisation advice and support to present future hardship.

3.3 In line with the Scottish Government Bid — Develop evidence that can inform future
policy and practice to improve the response to crisis and reduce the need for
emergency food.

3.4 In line with the Scottish Government Bid — Facilitate mutual learning between
Partnerships involved in the programme.

4. Supporting documentation

4.1 N/A

Alison Gordon
Chief Social Work Officer




5.

Impacts

5.1 Public Sector Equality Duty and Fairer Scotland Duty
Does the report contain information that has an impact as a result of the Public
Sector Equality Duty and/or Fairer Scotland Duty?
Yes No O
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact?
The work reflected in this report is fully aligned with the requirements of the Fairer
Scotland Duty, its purpose being to reduce the inequalities caused by socio
economic disadvantage.
If Yes, has an assessment been carried out and published on the council’s
website? https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/your-community/equalities/equality-
and-fairer-scotland-duty-impact-assessments
Yes | No

5.2 Financial impact
Does the report contain any financial impacts?
Yes O No
If Yes, have all relevant financial impacts been discussed and agreed with
Finance?
Yes O No (]
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact?

5.3 HR policy impact
Does the report contain any HR policy or procedure impacts?
Yes O No
If Yes, have all relevant HR impacts been discussed and agreed with People
Resources?
Yes O No O
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact?

54 Legal impact
Does the report contain any legal impacts (such as general legal matters, statutory
considerations (including employment law considerations), or new legislation)?
Yes O No
If Yes, have all relevant legal impacts been discussed and agreed with Legal and
Democratic?
Yes O No O
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact?

5.5 Data protection impact

Does the report / project / practice contain or involve the processing of personal
data?

Yes O No

If Yes, is the processing of this personal data likely to result in a high risk to the
data subject?

Yes O No (]

If Yes, has a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) been carried out and e-
mailed to dataprotection@northlan.gov.uk

Yes O No O



https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/your-community/equalities/equality-and-fairer-scotland-duty-impact-assessments
https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/your-community/equalities/equality-and-fairer-scotland-duty-impact-assessments
mailto:dataprotection@northlan.gov.uk

5.6

Technology / Digital impact

Does the report contain information that has an impact on either technology, digital
transformation, service redesign / business change processes, data management,
or connectivity / broadband / Wi-Fi?

Yes O No

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact?

Where the impact identifies a requirement for significant technology change, has
an assessment been carried out (or is scheduled to be carried out) by the
Enterprise Architecture Governance Group (EAGG)?

Yes O No O

5.7

Environmental / Carbon impact

Does the report / project / practice contain information that has an impact on any
environmental or carbon matters?

Yes O No

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact?

5.8

Communications impact

Does the report contain any information that has an impact on the council’s
communications activities?

Yes ] No

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact?

5.9

Risk impact

Is there a risk impact?

Yes No O

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the key risks and potential impacts,
highlighting where the risk(s) are assessed and recorded (e.g. Corporate or
Service or Project Risk Registers), and how they are managed?

Tackling Poverty has been identified as a Corporate Risk, with the Chief Social
Work Officer as the risk lead. Towards a Fairer North Lanarkshire - Tackling
Poverty Strategy sets out a planned approach which seeks to eliminate poverty or
make very significant reductions in the level of poverty resulting in benefit to the
residents and including improvement in the overall level of health and wellbeing of
communities.

5.10

Armed Forces Covenant Duty

Does the report require to take due regard of the Armed Forces Covenant Duty (i.e.
does it relate to healthcare, housing, or education services for in-Service or ex-
Service personnel, or their families, or widow(er)s)?

Yes O No

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the provision which has been made to
ensure there has been appropriate consideration of the particular needs of the
Armed Forces community to make sure that they do not face disadvantage
compared to other citizens in the provision of public services.




5.11

Children’s rights and wellbeing impact

Does the report contain any information regarding any council activity, service
delivery, policy, or plan that has an impact on children and young people up to the
age of 18, or on a specific group of these?

Yes No O

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact and the provision that has
been made to ensure there has been appropriate consideration of the relevant
Articles from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).

Children and young people’s right to be heard informed the set-up of the project
which addressed also (26) the right of families to financial support to help meet a
child needs where required. As reported in terms of demand only 25% of direct
support requests came from priority family groups. This will inform the
development and CRWIA of any future projects in this area

If Yes, has a Children’s Rights and Wellbeing Impact Assessment (CRWIA) been
carried out?
Yes | No




