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We demand better investment in life’s
essentials: like affordable homes, good public
transport, a thriving natural enviornment
and strong services
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What is Challenge Poverty Week?

Challenge Poverty Week was launched by the Poverty Alliance in 2013. We wanted to
highlight the injustice of poverty in Scotland, and to show that collective action based on
justice and compassion can create solutions. The week is an opportunity to raise your
voice against poverty and unite with others in calling for a just and equal Scotland. Each
year, hundreds of organisations in Scotland do just that, including elected representative,
charities and NGOs, local authorities, faith groups, businesses, school and colleges,
trade unions, professional bodies and more.

What are we calling for?
We demand better investment in life’s essentials, to ensure that we all can:

e Have an affordable, accessible and warm home;

e Travel to work, education, leisure and health services using affordable,
accessible, safe and green public transport;

e Access the public services we need to live in decency and dignity; and

e Take fair, bold and fat action on climate that benefits local communities and
protects those on low-incomes.

How do we get there?
Priority action that we need from the Scottish Government includes the:

e Provision of long term funding for building new social homes and well-resourced
action to protect private renters from unaffordable rents;

e Expansion of concessionary travel to under 25s, unpaid carers and people on
low-income and disability benefits;

e End to damaging and unfair social care charges and reform to the system,
increasing investment in social care to protect our human rights and give us
choice, control and high-quality support; and

e Expansion and fair funding of efficiency and clean home heating schemes,
putting the fight against fuel poverty at the centre of their design.

Priority action that we need from the UK Government includes the:

o Creation of a real social tariff to guarantee lower bills for low-income households
and those with unavoidably high energy needs.

Introduction

Our collective public services help us live our lives, fulfilling our most basic needs. They are
part of our wider social safety net. Good quality public services can reduce the cost of living,
while also enabling people to have more choice in their lives, in how they participate in
society and fulfil their potential. Yet for people living on low incomes, accessing the services
they need can be challenging, if not impossible, which can tighten the grip of poverty.
Investment in - and reform to - our public services is therefore imperative to our ambitions to
end the injustice of poverty in Scotland.
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We cannot build a strong economy unless we invest in people and services. That is because
the people of Scotland are the economy; it is made up of the sum of everything we do. When
we all have access to good healthcare, education, childcare and housing - when we are able
to live in security - we thrive, and so does our economic wellbeing.

However, broken systems are costing us all every day. The time, stress and money spent on
navigating broken transport and housing systems, insecure food infrastructures, and rising
child and social care costs are making life impossible for people across Scotland, and
particularly those living on low incomes. This not only has an individual and household
impact; when people are unable to support their local communities or access employment, it
is a drag on our economy.

Concern around this, and a recognition of the importance of public services, is consistently
reflected in Scottish public attitude. The latest release in the Understanding Scotland series -
a quarterly survey tool which measures the most important parts of our lives and decision-
making in Scotland - saw 32% of respondents highlighting the lack of spending on public
services as being among their top three economic issues facing the Scottish economy.
Further to this, 57% stated that the cost of living were among their top three economic
priorities.” There has been little movement in these priorities in past releases suggesting that
concern over public service spending and bringing down the cost of living is well established
amongst Scots.

Urgent investment is therefore needed in life’'s essentials to ensure that they are brining the
daily cost of living down and supporting people’s ability to live a decent and secure life.

How do we get there?

If we are to tackle poverty in Scotland, our public service provision must do better for all
people, but particularly those living on a low income. Our policy asks are only some of the
many changes we need to see to ensure that the basic needs of people across Scotland are
met in an accessible and affordable way through service provision.

Provide long term funding for building new social homes and well-resourced action to
protect private renters from unaffordable rents

Having a safe home is one of our most basic needs. Yet, with the Scottish Government
declaring a housing emergency, we all know our housing system is not working. The housing
emergency means there are over 16,600 households - and 10,360 children - in temporary
accommodation in Scotland, and 2.3 million people struggling with the condition, security,
suitability or cost of their home.? The burden of this broken system is felt most heavily by
people living on low incomes and groups who are more vulnerable to poverty such as
disabled people, older people and households with children. The end point of this broken
system is homelessness.

Long-term funding for social homes will provide the stability and commitment needed to
transform housing in Scotland. Until now, funding commitments have been haphazard,
subject to in-year changes and vulnerable to budget cuts. This means that, despite the

" Understanding Scotland (2025) Economy Tracker: August 2025. Available at: https://understanding-
scotland.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2025/08/Understanding-Scotland-Report-Wave-16-FINAL.pdf

2 More information on the impact of the housing emergency can be found on the Shelter Scotland website:
https://scotland.shelter.org.uk/campaigning/what_is_the housing_emergency
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Scottish Government’'s commitment to building 110,000 affordable homes by 2032 - with at
least 70% for social rent® - current trajectories indicate these goals will be missed with a net
increase of just 10,000 homes in the decade to 2030.

At the same time, action must be taken to stem the pressure of increasing rents. Since 2010,
private sector rents have risen by 104% in Edinburgh and 81% in Glasgow whilst most
people’s wages have decreased in real terms.® This perfect storm has led to tenants on the
lowest incomes paying up to half of their income on rent, forcing many out of their
communities, and more into homelessness.

The Scottish Government’s Housing (Scotland) Bill is a step in the right to protect private
renters, but its impact on rents and on people’s experience of accessing high quality and
safe housing will need to be monitored closely. This must be combined with adequate
resources for local authorities and for independent advice services. Ultimately, it will only be
effective alongside the vital investment we need in social housing, which is the way to
permanently reduce housing costs for many.

Taking the scale of action necessary to transform our housing system will require significant
investment, with recent research putting that figure at £8.2bn over the course of the next
Scottish Parliament.® However, it is important to note that the failure to deliver the number of
social homes needed over recent decades has not resulted in any tangible financial savings
for the government. In fact, the opposite is the case. Significant evidence points to massively
increased costs in other areas due to a lack of social housing. Any ‘saving’ made through
reduced expenditure on new supply has been taken up and surpassed by expenditure on
housing benefit instead, as people struggle to pay their rents. In reality, this reflects a mass
transfer of public wealth into the hands of private landlords, rather than sustained investment
in a public good of new, publicly owned housing.

We must be clear that social and council homes provide tenants with genuinely affordable
housing, secure long-term tenancies and strong rights. Access to these could have a
transformative effect on poverty and save the Government expenditure in other key areas.
IPPR Scotland analysis highlights that had low-income people living in private rentals been
able to secure social housing, they could have experienced an annual reduction of
approximately £2,200 in housing costs, received £800 less in benefits, and ended up £1,400
better off.’

We know that housing costs push 100,000 people in Scotland into poverty who otherwise
would not be.? If we do not build homes and take action on rents, this number will only rise
as our housing crisis deepens. We cannot afford inaction.

3 Scottish Government (2021) Housing to 2040. Available at: https://www.gov.scot/publications/housing-2040-
2/documents

4 1PPR Scotland, Save the Children and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) Tipping the Scales: the social and
economic harm of poverty in Scotland. Available at: https://www.ippr.org/articles/tipping-the-scales

5 The Poverty Alliance (2025) Guest blog from Living Rent: Housing Bill is a chance to win justice for tenants.
Available at: https://www.povertyalliance.org/guest-blog-housing-bill-is-a-chance-to-win-justice-for-tenants/

6 Scottish Federation of Housing Associations (2025) Affordable Housing Need in Scotland Post-2026. Available
at: https://www.sfha.co.uk/our-work/executive-summary-affordable-housing-need-scotland-post-2026

7 IPPR Scotland, Save the Children and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023) Tipping the Scales: the social and
economic harm of poverty in Scotland. Available at: https://www.ippr.org/articles/tipping-the-scales

8 Scottish Government (2025) Poverty and Income Inequality in Scotland 2021-2024. Available at:
https://data.gov.scot/poverty/
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Expand concessionary travel to under 25s, unpaid carers and people on low-income
and disability benefits

Public transport is a collective good that should be available to all. Accessible and affordable
public transport enables access to the services, social opportunities and jobs, education and
training which can help people build a better life beyond the injustice of poverty. However,
successive governments have allowed our public transport system to become so expensive
and fragmented that it has simply stopped being an option for people to use. That means
that our public transport systems are not only failing to break down inequality, they are also
not yet a viable alternative to car use for many, stifling Scotland’s net-zero ambitions.

It does not have to be like this. We can make our systems more affordable, especially for
people on the lowest incomes. Analysis by IPPR Scotland has found that transport costs
represent a significant drain on household finances for families with children in Scotland,
accounting for over one fifth of household costs after housing and childcare.® For people
living in rural Scotland, just getting around puts even more of a squeeze on finances.
Transport is the most significant additional cost compared to people living in urban areas,
amounting to an additional £50 per week.'

The cost of bus travel has risen 60% over the past decade, significantly faster than average
wages and the broader cost of living."* The impact of these increased fares fall
disproportionally on people living on low incomes, women and minority ethnic communities,
who are more likely to use the bus and rely on public transport systems.' 13

Resourcing public transport should therefore be seen as an anti-poverty investment.
Expanding free bus travel can widen the access needed to unlock the world of work,
education and leisure. The introduction of the under 22s concessionary travel scheme,
alongside the continued funding of the vital over 60s concessionary travel scheme, was the
right thing to do but there are many people in poverty and on low incomes who do not yet
qualify for concessionary travel. Therefore, as a first step, the Scottish Government must
expand concessionary travel to under 25s, unpaid carers and people on low-income and
disability benefits.

This must be seen as part of a wider and more ambitious programme of reform and
investment that would develop a public transport system fit for the 215t century, which should
also include integrated ticketing, ending the situation where people are forced to buy multiple
tickets for one journey, pushing up the price. This would replicate successful schemes in
London, Manchester and Glasgow during COP26. Scottish Government reviews of
international evidence shows that successful public transport systems with high levels of
user satisfaction have integrated ticketing across all forms of public transport.

9 IPPR Scotland (2022) Universal basic services: Building financial security in Scotland. Available at:
https://www.ippr.org/articles/universal-basic-services-scotland

10 Scottish Government (2021) Poverty in rural Scotland: evidence review. Available at:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-rural-scotland-review-evidence/pages/4/

" Transform Scotland (2024) Briefing on Scottish Government Fair Fairs Review debate. Available at:
https://transform.scot/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/2024-03-28-Fair-Fares-Review-debate-Transform-Scotland-
briefing-paper.pdf

2 Transport Scotland (2022) National Transport Strategy (NTS2): Monitoring and Evaluation 2019 Baseline
Report. Available at: https://www.transport.gov.scot/publication/monitoring-and-evaluation-2019-baseline-report-
may-2022national-transport-strategy-nts2/reduces-inequalities/

8 Transform Scotland (2024) Does transport worsen gender inequality? Available at:
https://transform.scot/2024/03/08/putting-people-first-why-gender-matters-in-sustainable-transport/
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Local Authorities must also build on the 2016 Transport Act which allows them to design
public transport that works for local needs. Highland Council’s decision to pilot its own
municipal bus services is resulting in savings of around £1.4 million a year to the authority.™
It is also allowing the Council to step in and ensure that communities are still served when,
as happens far too often, private companies remove routes to prioritise profits over the
needs of communities.

Further to this, the Better Buses for Strathclyde campaign has resulted in the local Regional
Transport Partnership moving forwards towards a franchise system, like the one used by
Transport for London. But it is the only one in Scotland so far. The Scottish Government can
make a clear statement that it wants other Scottish regions to start planning to regulate their
buses, and address the chronic underfunding of local councils, so that these critical powers
don't go to waste. Decision makers can and must ensure local authority funding enables the
design of public transport services and routes which meet the needs of local people. They
can catch up with bus regulation in England and go beyond franchising by supporting a
return to municipal ownership of our buses.

Politicians already have the powers they need to build a better public transport system, so
the time for action is now. That is why we are calling on the Scottish Government to improve
the affordability and accessibility of public transport so that we all have the same freedoms
to access essential services, employment and leisure. This must start with an expansion of
Scotland’s concessionary travel offer.

End to damaging and unfair social care charges and reform to the system, increasing
investment in social care to protect our human rights and give us choice, control and
high-quality support

A sustainable and affordable social care system is vital if we want a society based on
fairness, dignity and respect. This requires investment in social care support based on a
human rights approach to ensure that those accessing, or in need of, this support, can
participate fully in their own lives, their families, communities, workplaces and wider society.
It also means wider reform. Our current system entrenches exclusion and disadvantage by
increasing pressure on people already experiencing or at risk of poverty. It places an
unacceptable burden on the shoulders of those least likely to bear it: namely disabled
people, their families and unpaid carers.

Despite this, the Scottish Government has failed to deliver on its promise to end charging by
councils for non-residential social care and its plan to establish a National Care Service has
collapsed. This could not have come at a more critical time for social care support and the
next steps set out to date by the Scottish Government are insufficient to address the scale of
the challenge.® The reform required to meet needs, respect and protect rights, ensure
people can live independently, and provide them with access to quality social care support
cannot be delivered through piecemeal changes.

A programme of reform must enable individuals and families to realise their aspirations and
thrive through a relationship based and integrated, publicly funded care system, with an

14 See further information here:

https://www.highland.gov.uk/news/article/15036/council s new buses take to the road

5 CCPS, the Coalition of Carers, Glasgow Disability Alliance, The ALLIANCE, Inclusion Scotland and Scottish
Care (2025) The National Care Service: Where Now? Available at: https://gda.scot/2025/04/28/the-national-care-
service-where-now/
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emphasis on rights. It should include the recognition that both meaningful participation in
society depends on people having the appropriate resources to do so and the right to breaks
from caring as a basic human right. Crucially, it must include an end to the charging of social
care users for the services and support that helps them realise their human rights, like home
care, personal care, telecare, respite, day services and self-directed support.

Charging for social care is not just about the financial cost to people but about the brutality of
a system which demands payment and negotiation from people who need help. It is
exhausting and demoralising for service users.

We also need a robust, ethical framework for how social care support is commissioned for
the public good. This should include ensuring third and independent sector providers are
treated equally alongside public sector providers when decisions are made. Fair Work needs
to be embedded and everyone in our social care system should understand expectations
and best practice around equalities and human rights, with a sharp focus on the rights of
disabled people.

This better system will not be possible without meaningful co-design, based on a human
rights approach. This must involve the people directly affected i.e., those accessing or
needing social care support including disabled people and Disabled People’s Organisations,
people with long-term conditions and unpaid carers (and the organisations which represent
them). Co-design should also meaningfully include social care support providers across the
independent, not for profit and charitable sectors.

Reforming Scotland’s social care system is fundamental to tackling poverty and inequality.
Disabled people are more likely to experience poverty due to barriers to work, extra living
costs of being disabled, and inadequate care provision. An underfunded, fragmented social
care system can leave disabled people without the support they need to live independently
and participate fully in society. Inadequate care forces many people - especially those on low
incomes - to go without essential support. Or, when people pay for care out of pocket, it
places a disproportionate financial burden on those who can least afford it, pushing some
into or deeper into poverty and creating work disincentives.

This failing system also increases our reliance on unpaid carers, the majority of whom are
women. Many carers are forced to reduce paid work or leave employment altogether,
leading to long-term economic insecurity. Those in the social care workforce who are paid -
disproportionately women - are underpaid, undervalued, and face insecure working
conditions. Reform is a chance to invest in fair wages, training, and professional recognition.

The Feeley Review recognised adult social care requires greater investment and that it must
be seen as an investment in Scottish society and not a financial burden. We urgently need
this investment in Scottish society to build a social care system grounded in human rights,
dignity, and equity.

Expand and fairly fund efficiency and clean home heating schemes, putting the fight
against fuel poverty at the centre of their design

UK homes are so poorly insulated that they lose heat three times faster than those in
Northern Europe, meaning that £1 in every £4 spent on heating is wasted. Poor insulation
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leads to cold, damp and mouldy homes which can trigger asthma, respiratory infections,
cardiovascular issues, dementia, and mental health problems.®

There are many drivers of fuel poverty. Poor energy efficiency and poorly insulated homes
are one of them. This is particularly true for people living rurally. 34% of households in
Scotland are currently living in fuel poverty and almost 20% are living in extreme fuel
poverty. In rural Scotland, this rises to one in four.' Households living in fuel poverty do not
have the financial resource left over from their energy bills and other essential costs to
maintain an acceptable standard of living.

Improvement of Scotland’s housing stock is therefore a necessary action that will not only
help us meet our climate targets, but also reduce rates of fuel poverty. It is vital that we
move away from our reliance on gas for central heating, and towards clean heat sources,
and technologies like smart meters which can allow people to take advantage of cheap
renewables. Despite this, there remains a significant lack of support for actions that people
on low incomes can take to improve the energy efficiency of their homes.

At the moment, it is not clear how ‘retrofit’ schemes which provide things like insulation, solar
panels and heat pumps are reducing fuel poverty. In some circumstances, the result for
consumers are bills which are higher than they should be;"® this is not only an injustice, it
undermines vital efforts to secure political support for decarbonisation. For others, the
affordability of the schemes themselves is a key barrier, with low-income households unable
to manage the up-front cost to take advantage of new technologies or any householder
contributions required to unlock funding.

Scottish Government funding for energy efficiency and home heating need redesigning so
that reducing fuel poverty is their top priority. This means ensuring installers and scheme
funders are accountable for quality and impact. Current schemes fund installers based on
promised reductions in bills, but there is no accountability for consumers when this is not
delivered. Retrofit should be guaranteed to provide improved warmth, comfort, safety, bill
reduction, and consumers should have clear routes for accountability when this is not the
case.

In addition to this, for those that own their home, affordability remains a key barrier to low-
income households being able to invest in energy efficiency measures. Existing financial
support often requires up-front household investment or taking on loans. This is impossible
for many low-income households in Scotland.

That means that the provision of financial support for people on the lowest incomes through
grants is vital. This should include support for those where the installation of green
technology like heat pumps has resulted in short-term increases to their energy bills. For
people living in poverty or on a low income, increases to bills - however small or temporary -
risks further entrenching financial insecurity and discourages buy in for the green transition.

6 Fuel Poverty Action (2025) Retrofit for the future. Available at: www.fuelpovertyaction.org.uk/our-work/retrofit-
for-the-future/

7 Scottish Government (2025) Scottish House Condition Survey. Available at:
www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/documents/

8 The Poverty Alliance (2025) Case Study: Supporting people living on low incomes to benefit from renewable
energy. Available at: https://www.povertyalliance.org/case-study-supporting-people-living-on-low-incomes-to-
benefit-from-renewable-energy/
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Alongside this, we need multi-year resource funding to energy advice and advocacy services
for low-income groups, social tenants and rural communities. These services help people
navigate a complex landscape, stay warm, save people money and help avoid energy debt.

Without action we will not meet the Scottish Government’s fuel poverty targets of no more
than 5% of households in Scotland in fuel poverty by 2040.' Without tackling the cost of
living for everyone in society head on, we will continue to see a backlash against our vital
ambitions to reduce our reliance on fossil fuels because genuine savings for people that
need it the most are not being realised.

Create a real social tariff to guarantee lower bills for low-income households and
those with unavoidably high energy needs

The creation of a real social tariff would guarantee lower bills for low-income households and
those with unavoidably high energy needs. A social tariff is a targeted discount on energy
bills. It would mean that people on low incomes, or who have unavoidably high energy bills -
such as disabled people or those with terminal iliness - pay a lower price. This is already the
case in areas such as broadband and telecoms and the principles of a social tariff have
already been set out by the Scottish Government’s Social Tariff Working Group, including
that a social tariff should treat users of alternative fuels the same as on-grid energy
consumers.?°

Our current system is driving people into crisis. Citizens Advice Scotland report that it is
providing energy advice to almost 20% of those using its services, with the average energy
debt up 8% year on year to around £2,500. They also found that over 40,000 disabled
households have had to sacrifice a cooked meal to run or charge essential medical
equipment,?’ and research from Independent Age found older people are staying in bed all
day to avoid turning on the heating.?

Without action, people will continue to be forced to choose between heating and eating, and
the NHS will foot the bill for the impact on our health, which already costs us billions each
year.? At the same time, consumer energy debt will continue to rise, with catastrophic
consequences for households repaying debt for years to come. Scotland’s share of the UK’s
£4.15bn of energy debt is likely to be around £500m.2*

Alongside the expansion and fair funding of energy efficiency and clean home heating
schemes, a social tariff must be just one aspect of the wider reform of our energy system to
reorient it away from generating enormous profits for the few, and towards providing clean,
affordable energy for us all.

9 Scottish Government (2021) Tackling fuel poverty in Scotland: a strategic approach. Available at:
www.gov.scot/policies/home-energy-and-fuel-poverty/fuel-poverty/

20 Scottish Government (2025) Social Tariff Working Group: final report - spring 2025. Available at:
https://www.gov.scot/publications/social-tariff-working-group-final-report-spring-2025/pages/5/

21 Citizens Advice Scotland (2024) Tens of Thousands of Disabled People Sacrifice Cooked Meals to Charge
Medical Devices. Available at: https://www.cas.org.uk/news/tens-thousands-disabled-people-sacrifice-cooked-
meals-charge-medical-devices

22 Independent Age (2023) “Not enough to live on”: Pensioner poverty in Scotland. Available at:
https://www.independentage.org/sites/default/files/2023-02/Scotland_Poverty Report_Independent_Age_0.pdf
23 | ocal Government Association (2019) Briefing on the cost of unhealthy housing to the NHS. Available at:
https://www.local.gov.uk/parliament/briefings-and-responses/cost-unhealthy-housing-nhs-house-commons-26-
february-2019

24 Ofgem (2025) Debt and arrears indicators. Available at: https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/data/debt-and-arrears-
indicators
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We should all be getting our fair share of cheap, clean energy from our wind and sun, to
guarantee access to the essentials of life. We need to move away from a broken system
where gas power stations are powered up when our energy demand is at its highest and
fossil fuel interests get to set the price for our energy.?® This pushes up the costs for all of us
and means we miss out on cheap energy provided from renewable sources. We need to
harness the energy produced by renewables when demand is lower and give this to fuel
poor households, making sure that flexible tariffs are available to all and using existing
solutions like storage heaters and hot water tanks.

Everyone should be able to heat their home without having to worry about whether they can
pay their bills or feed their family which is why the UK Government should create a real
social tariff to guarantee lower bills for those that need it.

The Scotland Demands Better campaign

This year’s Challenge Poverty Week themes and policy asks reflect those of the
Scotland Demands Better campaign.

We know that change for the better happens when people stand together and demand it.
Scotland needs that change. Too many of us are being cut off from life's essentials. Too
many are frightened of what the future will bring. Too many are going hungry, are without
a home, are sacrificing meals for families, dreading winter due to heating costs, or
struggling to get by on wages that don’t cover their household costs

Scotland Demands Better is a response to these challenges. The campaign is a standing
together, in a shared vision of a Scotland free from poverty, to make change. It is a
showcase that we have practical ideas to overcome the injustice of poverty and the
resources we need to make them work. Led by the Poverty Alliance, more than 230 civil
society organisations - and many more individuals - support the campaign and its
demands for better jobs, better investment in life’s essentials and better social security.
And this support Is growing.

A key moment in this campaign will be a non-partisan march and rally in
Edinburgh on the 25th of October 2025. Join us, alongside thousands of people
from across Scotland, on the streets of the capital with a simple message to our
political decision makers: Scotland Demands Better.

For full details on the campaign, as well as information about the march and rally, visit
the campaign website at https://www.scotland-demands-better.com/.

For more information, please contact:

Ruth Boyle, Policy and Campaigns Manager: ruth.boyle@povertyalliance.org

Chloe Campbell, Policy and Parliamentary Officer: chloe.campbell@povertyalliance.org

25 Nesta (2023) The electricity-to-gas price ratio explained — how a ‘green ratio’ would make bills cheaper and
greener. Available at: https://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/the-electricity-to-gas-price-ratio-explained-how-a-green-ratio-
would-make-bills-cheaper-and-greener/
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