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Introduction
Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), our 61 member Citizen Advice Bureaux (CAB), the Citizen Advice consumer helpline, and the Extra Help Unit, form Scotland’s largest independent advice network. Advice provided by our service is free, independent, confidential, impartial and available to everyone. Our self-help website Adviceguide provides information on rights and helps people solve their problems.

In 2014-15 the Citizens Advice Service network helped over 322,000 clients in Scotland alone and dealt with over one million advice issues.  With support from the network clients had financial gains of over £123 million and the Scottish zone of our self-help website received approximately 5.4 million unique page views.

Summary 

The Scottish Affairs Committee holds a central role in the UK Parliament, holding to account Government departments and ensuring that Scottish interests are considered. It also holds a crucial role as a bridge between the UK and Scottish Parliaments. In order to maximise the benefits of this role, the Committee must:

· Have an effective relationship with the Scottish Parliament and its Committees in order to best address issues of joint interest

· Hold meetings and visits in Scotland, to ensure that the work of the Committee is relevant and accessible to the communities that it is aiming to help

· Undertake a mixture of different meeting types, in order to widen its audience and to allow the greatest level of interest and input into its work. 
There are a range of issues that the Committee could consider examining during this Parliament. For the purposes of this response, we have focused on three broad issues which we believe the Committee can have a positive influence on. These are:

Rural consumer issues

While consumers often face similar issues across the United Kingdom, consumers in Scotland can face different issues to their counterparts elsewhere. This is particularly true for the 1 million people who live in rural Scotland who often have fewer choices and may face higher prices for goods and services. These consumers can face detriment in a range of areas, including higher prices for food and fuel, disproportionate delivery charges, problems with transport access and cost, and slower internet speeds. 

Fair employment

Scotland’s Citizens Advice Service is the most common external source of advice for employees who experience problems at work. In 2014/15 clients sought advice on 50,625 new employment issues, a number that has been increasing in recent years. This includes the growth in zero hours contracts, but also a wider trend of low pay and insecure work. The number of employment problems have increased continually following the introduction of fees in Employment Tribunals which are acting as a barrier to justice for many people. 

Social Security changes

Welfare reform and benefit cuts have had a different impact in Scotland compared with other places in the UK. The £12bn cut in social security alongside the devolution of some powers in the Scotland Bill, may create a complex environment of changing entitlements and cuts in income. Analysis of the impact of benefit cuts in Scotland would therefore be a beneficial topic for the Committee to consider.

Ways of working

· The Scottish Affairs Committee holds a central role in the UK Parliament, holding to account Government departments and ensuring that Scottish interests are considered. It also holds a crucial role as a bridge between the UK and Scottish Parliaments. In order to maximise the benefits of this role, the Committee must:Have an effective relationship with the Scottish Parliament and its Committees in order to best address issues of joint interest, particularly where the solutions cut across both reserved and devolved powers

· Hold meetings and visits in Scotland, to ensure that the work of the Committee is relevant and accessible to the communities that it is aiming to help
· Undertake a mixture of different meeting types, in order to widen its audience and to allow the greatest level of interest and input into its work. This should include formal and informal discussions panels, as well as ‘Your Say’ sessions  where members of the public are able to relate their personal experience of the issues being discussed.
What are the best ways for the Committee to engage with organisations in Scotland and the Scottish public?

Where should the Committee meet and what type of meetings (e.g. formal evidence sessions, informal discussion panels, etc) would be useful?

CAS welcomes the inclusive nature of the Committee’s call for evidence on its work during this Parliament. This shows a willingness to engage with organisations and the public in Scotland on the issues that the Committee will work on. It is important that this openness is maintained. 

We would recommend that the Committee undertakes a mixture of different meeting types, in order to widen its audience and to allow the greatest level of interest and input into its work. This should include formal and informal discussions panels, as well as ‘Your Say’ sessions (such as those utilised by the Welfare Reform Committee at the Scottish Parliament) where members of the public are able to relate their personal experience of the issues being discussed. Committee members should visit places in Scotland that are under discussion whether it is a specific industry or part of the country. 

As much as possible, we would advocate for the Committee to hold meetings in Scotland, in order for the Committee and its members to be accessible and relevant to the people of Scotland. This would be particularly beneficial as the Committee has an unusually high number of members whose constituency is not in Scotland. 

How can the Committee make sure it engages effectively with the work of the Scottish Parliament and Scottish Parliament Committees?

We are encouraged that the Scottish Affairs Committee has shown willingness to work closely with the Scottish Parliament and its committees, and to undertake joint inquiries where appropriate. Previous Committees have sometimes struggled to build and maintain a productive working relationship with the Scottish Parliament, which has lessened the scope for joint work on issues of common interest, as well as the effectiveness of the Committee itself. 
When considering an inquiry, the Scottish Affairs Committee should liaise with the relevant Committee in the Scottish Parliament, for example the Welfare Reform Committee on social security issues, to discuss whether there are any potential areas of joint work. Given the new tranche of powers that are being devolved to Scotland, it will become increasingly likely that any Scottish Affairs Committee inquiry will look at issues and solutions that cut across both reserved and devolved powers. In this situation, it would be highly beneficial for both the Scottish Affairs Committee and the relevant Committee(s) at the Scottish Parliament to work together to take forward recommendations that pertain to the respective parliaments. 
Issues

What issues should the Committee be examining during this Parliament and why? 

What aspects of UK Government policy are not working, or could be made to work better, in and for Scotland? 

There are a range of issues that the Committee could consider examining during this Parliament, some of which are wholly reserved and others which are a combination of devolved and reserved powers. For the purposes of this response, we have focused on three broad areas which we believe the Committee can have a positive influence on. These are:

· Rural consumer issues

· Fair employment

· Social Security changes
Rural consumers

While consumers often face similar issues across the UK, consumers in Scotland can face different issues to their counterparts elsewhere. This is particularly true for the 1 million people who live in rural Scotland who often have fewer choices and may face higher prices for goods and services. These consumers can face detriment in a range of areas, including higher prices for food and fuel, disproportionate delivery charges, problems with transport access and cost, and slower internet speeds. 

The Committee in the previous Parliament touched on some of these issues in its ‘Our Borderlands; Our Future’ work and recently on telecommunications in rural Scotland. The Committee recommended that its successor in this parliament continue this work. We believe that the number of people affected, and the range of issues affecting them, makes this an ideal area for the Committee to look at. It is also a distinctly ‘Scottish’ set of issues due to the landscape and economy of the country. 

CAS is currently undertaking a range of work on the issues that affect consumers in rural areas, including on energy, delivery charges, transport and communication issues. The following paragraphs outline our evidence on some of the issues affecting rural consumers in Scotland. CAS will be carrying out research and advocacy work on all of the following issues over the coming year and would be happy to provide this evidence to the Committee. The Committee could choose the overarching issue of rural consumers, or select a more specific issue from the list below:

Delivery charges 

Citizens Advice Scotland have highlighted that consumers in Highlands & Islands Scotland are being routinely ripped off by high delivery charges. The 2012 CAS study The Postcode Penalty
 examined issues around delivery for goods bought online. It found that at least 1 million Scots face surcharges, delayed delivery or refusal to deliver to them at all, simply because of where they live in the UK. This results in consumers in certain areas of rural Scotland paying millions of pounds extra every year in delivery surcharges to get the same level of service as others do in other areas of Scotland. In addition mark-up was found to be 400% for island communities averaging an extra £12 a parcel in surcharges for delivery. 

A 2015 update to this research has suggested that surcharges have risen to around £14, a rise of around 18% in three years. This is in the context of standard delivery charges to the rest of the UK remaining flat in this time period. Adjusting for inflation,standard charges in real terms have reduced 6% across the UK but for those in the Highlands and Islands delivery charges have increased by 10%.

On more than one occasion after I had ordered and paid for an item online I have been sent an email to say that I live off shore. I do not – I live in Caithness on the Scottish Mainland. Due to me living on an “island” I was told I would need to pay an extra 50% or 70% or even sometimes 100% more postage. I have been told that it makes no difference if Caithness is on the Mainland of Scotland, it is still classed as the same as the Isle of Scilly. Or that my Postcode is KW therefore I must live on Orkney. Or that I live in the Highlands and Islands so they class all address as on an island. A Caithness consumer

Broadband

21% of all broadband issues presented at CAB and 16% of callers to the consumer helpline regarding broadband come from accessible rural areas (compared to 12% of people living in Scotland). Cases are typically about speeds of internet connection, frequent network failures and inability to cancel due to poor service levels without large exit fees. 

A client has slow internet connection and the internet service provider has diagnosed it as a problem with their socket and would need an engineer visit costing £50. The client agreed but has now been told due to her location they cannot send an engineer and she would have to get an engineer from a different company who would charge £130. The client feels this is unfair as her ISP claims this is the only way it can be done and she must pay the cost.
Transport costs

We found that Scots living in rural areas paid between 7p and 8p extra for a litre of petrol than those in urban areas. This represents a £3.36 difference in filling a tank on a Ford Fiesta, Scotland’s most popular car, at a remote rural garage compared to one in a Scottish city. Very few people living in remote rural (2%) and accessible rural (9%) areas reported to the Scottish Household Survey that they had good access to public transport. 

A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who has managed to gain employment after a lengthy period of unemployment. However, the work place is over 46 miles from home and the client will have to drive there. He estimates this will cost £15 per day in petrol costs and is unsure how he will afford this before he is paid at the end of the month.
Heating costs

Households in remote areas can face higher fuel bills to heat their home if they are not connected to the national grid mains gas network. Around 488,000 households, 21% of Scottish households, are off the mains gas grid. Research by The Consumer Council found that homes in Northern Ireland using oil heating paid on average 37% more to heat their homes than those connected to mains grid supply.

In addition to high costs of fuel compared to those connected to the gas grid research by Citizens Advice Scotland showed that off-grid household face a number of worrying issues. These include insufficient consumer protection or redress, inadequate financial support for vulnerable consumers and large up-front costs to ‘first fill’ an oil tank.

A North of Scotland CAB reports of a client living in a local authority rented property. The local authority is currently undertaking upgrading work on their heating system. The client was informed by several oil companies that the ‘first fill’ must be paid in full before delivery. The cost of this is approximately £500 and the client cannot afford this. The local authority has responded to this client’s concern by inviting her to meet a representative from the credit union.

Landlines

Issues with landlines are more commonly reported by people living in rural areas and remote towns than their counterparts in urban areas. Landlines featured in the top 10 issues on the consumer helpline for these areas but they didn’t in accessible towns or urban areas. Remote rural areas represented 12% of all landline issues which is double their sample share. 

Clients in rural areas facing issues with landlines frequently report issues around the availability of engineers who are unable to visit their property because of its rural location. Cases also frequently state large ‘call-out’ fees to fix problems that are not caused by the client and also mention that a large number of clients rely on their landline due to poor mobile network coverage in their area.

A client has a phone line which has had a number of faults over the last three years. Every time the client reports it to his phone company he has to pay £99 to get an engineer to visit and fix the fault. However this fix only ever is temporary and the problem comes back. The company will not let him cancel his contract or move to someone else and claims he must stay in it for the full three years.

Rural Banking Provision
Concerns have been raised by a number of consumer groups, CAS included
, at the closing of bank branches in rural areas, especially where the bank is the “last in the town” or there is poor ATM provision. The speed of closures over 2014 and 2015
 has appeared to increase despite an agreement between the British Bankers Association (BBA) and the UK Government to consider how closures would affect communities before they closed.

A client’s local bank branch is closing down and client reports she is unable to use internet banking due to blindness. The client chose this bank due to its accessibility and additional help they gave her and their ‘talking’ ATM. The client states the nearest branch is over 20 miles away and has had poor service from the other last remaining bank in her town.
Food costs

A study by Dumfries and Galloway Citizens Advice Service found that food prices in small towns and villages in their area varied widely with some more remote areas facing a premium of up to 55% compared to the food prices in the larger towns. Their findings highlighted that in general those in the poorest and most rural areas of the local authority area were paying more than those in the most well off urban areas. After visiting 38 supermarkets, minimarkets and village shops in south-west Scotland they found for an identical basket of shopping it cost £22.26 in Sanquhar (Remote Rural) and £9.95 in Annan (an accessible small town). 
Fair employment

Scotland’s Citizens Advice Service is the most common external source of advice for employees who experience problems at work. In 2014/15 clients sought advice on 50,625 new employment issues, a number that has been increasing in recent years. This includes the growth in zero hours contracts, but also a wider trend of low pay and insecure work. The number of employment problems have increased continually following the introduction of fees in Employment Tribunals which are acting as a barrier to justice for many people. 

Additionally, citizens advice bureaux see first-hand the effects of in-work poverty, with a growing number of working clients seeking advice because they are struggling to pay for essentials. These twin problems – unfair employment practices and low paid jobs – represent a worrying trend in recent years and ones which CAS believes need to be addressed.

The previous Scottish Affairs Committee undertook an inquiry into zero hours contracts in Scotland, and called for the Government and its successor committee to continue work in this area. The proposed changes to unions and strike action may have a further impact on workers in Scotland. The wellbeing and financial security of those in employment is essential to the individual, their families, and to the economy and society as a whole, which is why we think the Committee should consider this topic. The division of powers over employment – with most remaining reserved – and the differing perspectives on employment rights espoused by the UK and Scottish Governments, mean that this set of issues has a different context north of the border. 

Zero hours contracts

The emergence of the zero hours contract in recent years has been a notable trend in the labour market. Recent ONS (Office for National Statistics) estimates indicate that the number of zero hours contracts in the UK has increased to 1.8 million.
 Citizens advice bureaux in Scotland have highlighted a number of different problems stemming from the way zero hours contracts have been used by employers, and their growing prevalence has given rise to a number of serious causes for concern. 

Whilst zero hours contracts may be suited to particular types of work, such as casual or seasonal labour, the misuse of zero hours contracts is becoming a major problem, which should be addressed to prevent exploitation and hardship. Misuse can include situations where zero hours contracts are issued by employers inappropriately, such as where a full-time or part-time contract may be better suited and have led to a number of serious problems for CAB clients including destitution caused by a lack of work; serious debt and budgeting difficulties caused by a fluctuating income as well as difficulties accessing benefits. On top of this, we have reports of poor treatment and problems enforcing rights at work.

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had started a job on a zero hours contract. She only took the job on the condition that she was given at least 16 hours each week to qualify for tax credits to provide for her and her baby. However, she has only been given a total of three hours’ work in the past two weeks, and her shift today (1.5 hours) has been cancelled. The client now does not have sufficient funds to provide for her child and is having to borrow money from her parents to pay for essentials.

Fees in Employment Tribunals

From July 2013, people who want to make a claim to an Employment Tribunal are required to pay a fee to do so and a further fee if their case goes to a hearing. These fees are not insubstantial – for some claims it costs an individual up to £1,200 to get their claim heard by the Employment Tribunal, no matter how strong their case may be. Fee remission may be possible, but requires claimants to be on benefits, or have a low income and no other capital. If an employee is owed unpaid wages or other amounts, then these can frequently be for a lower amount than the fees to have their case heard.

The impact of introducing Tribunal fees is clear from the amount of cases that are lodged. Official figures from the Ministry of Justice showed there was an 81% decline in the number of cases lodged in the Employment Tribunal in January-March 2014, compared with the year before, when no fee was payable. Evidence from Scotland’s citizens advice bureaux shows that unfair employment is still as common as ever, but people simply cannot afford to pay to bring their claim.

A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who worked for a hairdresser. When she left the employment she was due £560 of outstanding holiday pay. The client requested the holiday pay but has had no response. The client is unable to qualify for fee remission, so is unable to pursue her claim at an employment tribunal due to the fees being potentially higher than the amount due. 

In work poverty

Prior to a slight decline in 2013/14, the percentage of adults in poverty in Scotland who were from a working household (in-work poverty) reached a record high of 52% in 2012/13. The proportion of children in poverty where at least one adult was in employment in their household rose from 45% in 2008/09 to 59% in 2012/13, before a small decline to 56% in 2013/14.
 In Scotland, 18% of employees are paid less than the Living Wage, equivalent to 418,000 individuals.
 Changes to Tax Credits are likely to increase in-work poverty. 

A South of Scotland CAB reports of a client who is suffering from severe financial hardship. The client works between 22 and 26 hours each week and has asked for extra hours but nothing is available. The client’s monthly rent is 65% of her monthly income and has had to borrow from family to pay her rent in full each month. The client has been going without heating or food and has been showering at family members’ houses. The CAB performed a benefit check to try and maximise the client’s income, but unfortunately there was no entitlement to any other benefits.
Changes to Social Security

Welfare reform and benefit cuts have had a different impact in Scotland compared to other places in the UK, due partly to the Scottish Government’s mitigation funding but also due to divergent approaches to devolved benefits (such as the Scottish Welfare Fund) and other devolved powers (such as housing). The £12bn cut in social security alongside the devolution of some powers in the Scotland Bill (not to mention the roll out of Universal Credit), may create a complex environment of changing entitlements and cuts in income. Analysis of the impact of benefit cuts in Scotland would therefore be a beneficial topic for the Committee. There are a number of specific areas of social security that the Committee could beneficially look at, including:

Tax credits

Figures from the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) show that 197,200 families in Scotland with a total of 346,000 children will be affected by the changes to tax credits. This is likely to increase the rate of in-work poverty and child poverty in Scotland, even with the higher minimum wage taken into account. Bureau evidence from the previous cut in tax credits in 2012 showed the impact of reducing in-work support from low income families. 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who wanted to know how to access a food bank as she and her partner simply could not make ends meet. The client has fallen into financial difficulties following the change in the rules for Working Tax Credit. The bureau referred the client to a local church for a food parcel. The client is going to try to increase her employment hours in order to receive tax credits again.  

Crisis/food parcels

Crisis indicators such as charity applications (+79% increase in the last year) and Crisis Grants (+68%) are increasing quickly as areas of advice at bureaux, suggesting that clients often face periods of no or very low income. Recent data suggests that 1 in every 31 CAB clients need a food parcel. This situation suggests that there are holes in the social security safety net which voluntary organisations are trying to fill. This is an issue in which reserved and devolved powers are in scope, including the reserved sanctions regime and the devolved Scottish Welfare Fund. 
Universal Credit 

The roll out of Universal Credit is likely to affect around 700,000 households in Scotland. While some will gain from the new benefit, others will lose out and some will find the application process for UC difficult to comply with, particularly the need to apply online and the proposed monthly payments. A current ongoing survey of CAB clients suggests that almost 1 in 5 can’t use a computer at all, and that the majority would not be able to make a benefit application online without help. Some flexibility over frequency of payments will be devolved to the Scottish Parliament, but the main levers remain at UK level. 
An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who was at the Jobcentre the day before seeking advice where he signed on for unemployment benefit. He was told that he would be on Universal Credit and that his first payment of around £250 would be in around five weeks’ time. His application was successful as far as he knew, but he was given no indication of how to survive until then. The handling of the client's cashflow needs from sign-on until payment date were ignored by DWP, as is their policy, but he was also given a misleading Scottish Welfare Fund leaflet. Furthermore, no short term benefit award can be applied for until after Capita verification of client, which has an unknown timescale.

Sanctions 

The UK Government accepted all of the recommendations of the Oakley Review into the operation of sanctions. Over a year on, it appears that the Government has made only limited progress toward meeting these recommendations. 

An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had been given incorrect information from the Jobcentre Plus and as a result she did not return application forms. Consequently, her case was forwarded to the decision maker. She was sent for a job interview in the meantime but has just been advised by a Jobcentre Plus adviser that she has been sanctioned for three months. This is through no fault of her own. On investigation, the CAB found that the sanction should have only lasted four weeks. The client stated that she did not wish to make a complaint against the Jobcentre adviser at this time as she is too scared to while in receipt of benefits in case she becomes a target for additional sanctions. 

Should the Committee consider the impact of the devolution of powers?

In its role as a bridge between the two Parliaments, CAS believes that it would be beneficial for the Committee to consider the impact of the devolution of powers. In particular, it would be useful for the Committee to assess whether the powers being devolved are those intended by the Smith Commission agreement. 
As indicated above, changes to social security are being implemented at the same time as further devolution, meaning that scrutiny is required to ensure that citizens are well served by any new arrangements.  In addition, new powers originating from the Calman Commission are coming into effect during the course of this Parliament. It would be beneficial for the Scottish Affairs Committee to monitor and scrutinise how these new powers are being used and the ways in which their application is affecting the people of Scotland. There may be valuable lessons to be learned here which could inform the implementation of new powers through the Scotland Bill.
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Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), our 61 member Citizen Advice Bureaux (CAB), the Citizen Advice consumer service, and the Extra Help Unit, form Scotland’s largest independent advice network. Advice provided by our service is free, independent, confidential, impartial and available to everyone. 

We are champions for both citizens and consumers and in 2013/14 the Citizens Advice Service in Scotland helped over 330,000 clients in Scotland deal with over one million issues overall. In addition, the Scottish zone of our self-help website Adviceguide which provides information on rights receives approximately 4.2 million unique page views annually. 
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