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Executive summary 

Added to significant funding cuts in the years ahead, local government in 
Scotland may also be faced with additional workload if the Third Sector and 

private sector cannot absorb public sector job losses and/or are not able to 

provide conditions of employment that allow existing standards of living to be 
maintained. The prospect of local government being tasked with achieving more 

with each unit of resource looms large. It is widely accepted that local 

government will need to reduce costs and increase income; loss of services is 
inevitable. Although there is much support for protecting frontline services, 

particularly those meeting the needs of the most vulnerable, it is less clear exactly 

how this is to be achieved.  

In this paper, it is argued that poverty sensitive budgeting should be developed 

as a means to ensure that public sector service restructuring (downscaling) is 

undertaken in a manner that takes account of the needs of people experiencing 
poverty. Innovations in North Lanarkshire do not quite manage to achieve this 

and better models are required. The prospects for poverty sensitive decision 

making is heightened in areas such as Falkirk, where local government has 
implemented a Poverty Impact Assessment Budget Tool to assist the attainment 

of its strategic goal to tackle poverty throughout the district. 
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1. Introduction 

The social and economic problem that is poverty in Scotland is recognised across 
Scottish civil society, demonstrated not least by the wide range of specialisms, 

institutions and interest groups represented in Oxfam’s Whose Economy  series. 

Action to tackle poverty and regenerate Scotland’s impoverished communities 
can be found at the local level,i through the work of Community Planning 

Partnershipsii and by Scottish Government, evidenced for example by the 

prominence it accords to redressing the huge imbalances in household income.iii  

However, despite these efforts, there is no shortage of poverty in Scotland. The 

most recent estimate suggests that almost one million people are living in 

poverty in Scotland, comprised of 250,000 children, 120,000 pensioners and 
600,000 adults of working age (Scottish Government, 2011). Things are certainly 

not getting better – current levels of poverty in Scotland are higher than they 

were five years ago. 

What is also certain is that local government in Scotland will not be able to 

sustain existing levels of service provision in the years ahead. Having agreed 

with the Scottish Government not to increase the level of income which it can 
raise through Council Tax, the swingeing cuts to its block grant have forced local 

authorities to seek to simultaneously maximise income and reduce costs.  

Thus, there is a pressing need for poverty sensitive decision-making to ensure 
that Scotland’s most vulnerable citizens – the one in five who are living in 

poverty – are not further disadvantaged and marginalised through austerity cuts 

to public services. When budgets are being set, the impact on poverty must be 
central and integral to the decisions that are made. 

This paper considers the prospects for poverty sensitive budgeting in Scottish 

local government. It starts with a false dawn (North Lanarkshire Council’s Hard 

Choices, Big Decisions consultation) and ends with a note of optimism (Falkirk 

Council’s tool for Poverty Impact Budget Assessment). In between, it outlines the 

benefits and prerequisites for successful poverty sensitive budgeting. 
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2. Hard Choices, Tough Decisions – 
shaping the future of public 
services in North Lanarkshire 

The challenge 

Faced with the prospect of reducing its budget of £908m by £55m over the 
financial years 2011/12 and 2012/13, North Lanarkshire Counciliv (NLC) sought 

to face up to ‘hard choices by making tough decisions’. A savings programme 

was designed by NLC management, with targets set for six areas: workforce 

deployment (£23m), service prioritisation (£16m), asset management (£5m), 

income generation (£5m), procurement (£5m), and sharing services (£16m) (NLC, 

2009, p.5). 

A progressive response – participatory budgeting 
and acknowledging need  

In common with several local authorities in Scotland,v NLC canvassed the 

opinions of those who live and work in the area, inviting them to ‘have their say 

in the future of their services’ (see Figure 1). Through Hard Choices, Tough 

Decisions, stakeholders were introduced to the background pressures on the 

budget, the Council’s priorities, the scale of the savings that were required, the 

budget, and current spending. Plans, current work and potential savings were 
outlined for each of NLC’s five priority areas (health and wellbeing, 

environment, lifelong learning, regeneration, and development). Stakeholders 

were invited to have their say: to comment on the savings options that were 
being considered (particularly those pertaining to service prioritisation), make 

other suggestions, and express their thoughts on the way in which NLC was 

proposing to respond to the challenge. 

NLC’s approach is to be applauded. First and foremost, it engaged residents and 

workers in the budget process, directly asking each for their priorities and 

preferences. Furthermore, although the options were unpalatable, for example: 
‘Unfortunately the financial position means we will have to reduce, in some cases 

stop, some of our services with the potential loss of a further 253 posts’ (NLC, 

2009, p.5), the necessity of, and ability to, continue to provide services to the 
‘young, the elderly and the vulnerable’ was asserted (NLC, 2009, p.6).
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The shortcomings 

Although a progressive step, there are limitations to what can be achieved 

through NLC’s approach. 

First, the ‘participation’ in this budgeting exercise is limited to expression of 
opinion. It also not clear how the individual stakeholder responses were translated 

into collective expressions of preference. Elsewhere in the UK, higher levels of 

public responsibility and accountability are being promoted through 
participatory budgeting, in which stakeholders are at the heart of the decision-

making process.vi 

Second, the expressed opinions of stakeholders would only have made a 
marginal contribution to the final decisions that were reached; for example, a 

weighting of ten per cent was accorded to ‘what our citizens want us to do’ in the 

statistical exercise to robustly determine the priority of functions in the Housing 
and Social Work Directorate. This can be compared to weightings of 20 per cent 

for ‘how our costs compare’, 20 per cent for the priorities that were determined in 

the Corporate Plan, and 50 per cent for ‘statutory responsibilities’ (Executive 
Director of Housing and Social Work Services, NLC, 2010). 

Finally, although NLC discharged its public duty by undertaking an Equalities 

Impact Assessment (EQIA) of the likely impact of the cuts that it proposed (Head 
of Community Information and Learning, NLC, 2010), such an approach only 

inadvertently and indirectly protects people experiencing poverty. This is, of 

course, a general observation on the limitations of EQIA (rather than a particular 

criticism of NLC); in EQIA, the policy priority is equity for equality groups, 

rather than tackling the vulnerability of people living in poverty. However, NLC 

should not be totally absolved of criticism; as will be considered later, local 
government in Scotland is at liberty to take additional steps to ensure that the 

budget decisions it makes are rooted in the need to protect people living in 

poverty. 

3. The benefits of poverty sensitive 
budgeting 

What could be gained by local government practising poverty sensitive 

budgeting? Poverty sensitive budgeting pursues budget decisions that are rooted 
in an understanding of local poverty and making a more effective contribution 

toward the amelioration or eradication of this poverty.  

At the level of senior management facing the challenge of resource allocation 
across Directorates, it should be a tool to ensure that those Directorates which 

make greatest contributions to tackling poverty are adequately resourced. Within 

Directorates, it is a tool that should be used to ensure that service delivery is 
focused and coherent. For example, when presented with a possible budget 
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saving of £600,000 if childcare services in council nurseries were to be scaled back 

to term-time provision (NLC, 2009, p.11) knowledge of the practical difficulties 
that this would present to working lone parents living on the margins of 

povertyvii might be factored into the analysis, to counter what may have seemed 

an attractive cut in purely financial terms. 

This is not to suggest that local government managers are oblivious to the 

implications of the decisions that they make. Rather, it is contended that tools to 

facilitate poverty sensitive budgeting would enable them to make progressive 
decisions with greater authority and consistency. Making more explicit the 

impact on local poverty of service-related decisions would not only emphasise 

the symbolic commitment of local government to tackle poverty, and provide the 
means to caution against decisions that were either regressive or even non-

progressive,viii it would also have a formative impact on practice, as ‘thinking 

tackling poverty’ became embedded root and branch throughout the 
organisation. 

Taking poverty impact to the heart of local government decision-making is a 

logical extension of, and a practical step to facilitate, mainstreaming of tackling 
povertyix and the promotion of tackling poverty as ‘everybody’s business (HM 

Treasury, DWP and DCSF, 2008) both of which have grown in prominence in 

recent years.  

4. Making poverty sensitive 
budgeting work 

Poverty sensitive budgeting is a tool that could facilitate more effective decision-

making. It will be most effective when it is viewed as a mechanism that assists 
local government personnel to work toward achieving the poverty reduction/ 

amelioration targets of an anti-poverty strategy. Without an overarching strategic 

vision to tackle poverty, and without a strong rationale for considering poverty 
impact, poverty sensitive budgeting will not fulfil its potential. 

It must also be acknowledged that this approach entails changes to working 

practices, which will be more demanding of staff. For example, finance officers, in 
addition to budget setting and management, might be required to have a working 

knowledge of poverty and of how government services operate to tackle poverty. 

On the other hand, those officers with primary responsibility for anti-poverty work 

might also be required to acquire a working knowledge of macro-level budgeting 

and financial planning. More probably, poverty sensitive budgeting will require a 

closer working relationship between officers who have tended not to work 
together, i.e. those responsible for budget setting and those responsible for tackling 

poverty. This challenge is surmountable, but it must be recognised that poverty 

sensitive budgeting is likely to make further demands of staff who already have 
key responsibilities and heavy workloads within their organisation. 

What is readily apparent is that poverty sensitive budgeting will only be 

successful if it is accepted, valued and adopted wholeheartedly by staff. If the 
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concept and practice is not embraced, then there is a risk that it becomes merely 

an administrative burden, which may serve to de-motivate staff rather than to 
focus and invigorate them. For this reason, poverty sensitive budgeting is best 

left to those local authorities that have adopted a strong anti-poverty focus, and 

in which there is strong support for this work from Council leaders and across 
the political spectrum. Elsewhere, the immediate priority should be to invest in 

poverty awareness training. 

5. Towards a conclusion 

The need to protect the most vulnerable has featured in Scottish local government 
austerity debates. However, this is rarely explicitly articulated as the need to 

protect services for people experiencing poverty. Furthermore, at the critical stage 

of budget setting, the poverty impact of decisions to reshape Scotland’s public 
services is an absent presence: present in the sense that it is implicit that decisions 

will be taken to protect vulnerable groups (such as those living in poverty), yet 

absent in the sense that information on poverty impact is not available and is not 
therefore directly factored into the decision-making process.  

The immediate challenge ahead is not to learn more about local poverty. Rather, 

what is required is that we use what we already know in new ways. 
Practitioners’ and analysts’ knowledge and understanding of local poverty needs 

to be available to managers and finance officers in a manner that will enable key 

decisions to take account of poverty impact. 

6. The final word – Falkirk Council’s 
Poverty Impact Assessment 
Budget Tool 

At present, poverty sensitive budgeting is more of a concept than a practice. 
Nevertheless, the last year has brought some significant developments, 

including: a roundtable of interested parties from across local and Scottish 

Government; the work of an Action Learning Set of officers from local 
government and the Third Sector; the publication by the Scottish Government of 

a Learning Point on the Prospects for Poverty Sensitive Community Budgeting; and 

the publication of a further, and more substantial Scottish Government report 
(with sample tools) on Poverty Sensitive Decision-making, Practice and Analysis.x 

Most pleasing of all, and to conclude this paper on a high note, has been the 

introduction by Falkirk Council of a Poverty Impact Assessment Budget Tool 
(see Figure 2). By its own admission, this is currently work-in-progress;xi 

however, the Council is to be commended for taking a bold step forward towards 

embedding poverty sensitive decision-making in the budget process. 
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Figure 2. Falkirk Council’s Poverty Impact Assessment Budget Tool 
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Notes 
 

i
  For example, the Scottish Urban Regeneration Forum supports and encourages local work to regenerate 

Scotland’s most deprived communities through its Best Practice Awards: 
http://www.scotregen.co.uk/knowledge/good.asp  

ii
  Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs) have assumed responsibility for tackling poverty in their areas. 

Many Single Outcome Agreements have explicit tackling poverty targets. Another example of this 
commitment is the toolkit that was published by the Poverty Alliance, SCVO and Communities Scotland in 
2005 to assist CPPs in tackling local poverty: http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/library/view-
document-details/127-poverty-alliance-community-planning-toolkit/ 

iii
  For more details, visit: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/About/scotPerforms/purposes/solidarity  

iv
  North Lanarkshire,centrally located between Glasgow and Edinburgh, is the fourth most populous local 

authority in Scotland and an area with a rich industrial heritage. 
v
  For example, Renfrewshire and Moray were among those authorities that sought to directly engage 

citizens to share their thoughts on service provision in the context of a smaller budget. 
vi
  For more details, visit: http://www.participatorybudgeting.org.uk/about/history-of-participatory-budgeting  

vii
  Lone parents are vulnerable to seasonal unemployment when the support infrastructures are scaled back 

in the longer school summer holidays. Quite simply, it is difficult to sustain employment when adequate 
childcare provision is not available. 

viii
  In contrast to progressive interventions (defined here as those which would tackle poverty), regressive 

decisions are those that would either exacerbate the intensity of poverty or create new poverty, and non-
progressive decisions are those that would maintain the status quo.  

ix
  Mainstreaming has been promoted by the Scottish Government by the withdrawal of ringfenced funds 

(such as the Fairer Scotland Fund) through which local government is required to deliver an agenda set by 
the Scottish Government. Tackling poverty is to be addressed by local government as part of its core 
work, where that local authority has judged it to be a priority. 

x
  Contact John McKendrick (author of this paper) at j.mckendrick@gcu.ac.uk for more information on each 

of these outputs. 
xi
  Personal Communication with Linda Gilliland, Senior Practitioner (Policy), Falkirk Council, 31 May 2011. 

 

http://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.ashx?id=5118&p=0
http://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.ashx?id=5117&p=0
http://www.scotregen.co.uk/knowledge/good.asp
http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/library/view-document-details/127-poverty-alliance-community-planning-toolkit/
http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/library/view-document-details/127-poverty-alliance-community-planning-toolkit/
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/About/scotPerforms/purposes/solidarity
http://www.participatorybudgeting.org.uk/about/history-of-participatory-budgeting
mailto:j.mckendrick@gcu.ac.uk


Desperately seeking poverty (alleviation): towards poverty sensitive budgeting in local 
government  A Whose Economy Seminar Paper, June 2011 

13 

 

© Oxfam GB July 2011 

The text may be used free of charge for the purposes of advocacy, campaigning, education, and 
research, provided that the source is acknowledged in full. The copyright holder requests that all 
such use be registered with them for impact assessment purposes. For copying in any other 
circumstances, or for re-use in other publications, or for translation or adaptation, permission 
must be secured and a fee may be charged. Email publish@oxfam.org.uk  

The information in this publication is correct at the time of going to press. 

Oxfam is a registered charity in England and Wales (no 202918) and Scotland (SC039042). 
Oxfam GB is a member of Oxfam International. 

www.oxfam.org.uk 

 

mailto:publish@oxfam.org.uk

