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Introduction 

The climate crisis and poverty are deeply connected through a triple injustice. Those on the 

lowest incomes contribute the least to the climate crisis. They experience this crisis first and 

worst because of the scale of resource and financial security necessary to respond to the 

impacts of environmental breakdown. And, without proactive action, the measures designed 

to tackle the climate crisis will further entrench financial inequality.  

The question of how we reduce emissions fairly - and in a way that ensure those on the 

lowest incomes do not pay the heaviest price – must therefore be at the forefront of our 

minds. Scotland's legislation on climate action includes welcome just transition principles. 

However, to make the inclusion of these principles meaningful, we need to transform the 

economy and society to one that is green and caring, in ways that simultaneously drive down 

emissions but also address inequality.   

We know that without a properly planned and resourced green transition, jobs will be lost, 

bills will rise, housing quality will decline, health systems will suffer, and transport will remain 

both a major emitter and a cost burden on low-income households.  

That is why, this Challenge Poverty Week, we are calling on the Scottish Government to 

take fair, bold and fast action on climate that benefits local communities, protects those on 

low-incomes and ensures that the biggest polluters pay for their damage.  

There is no doubt that action being taken on the green transition is happening in a complex 

social context. However, this action is also a once in a generation chance to rebalance our 

economy and society toward fairness and sustainability. We must therefore ensure that the 

transition to net zero and a climate resilient economy is truly just, through joined-up action 

that recognises tackling poverty and the climate crisis as mutually reinforcing goals.  

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 for our planet, communities and future because there is no social 

justice without climate justice. 

How do we get there? 

The Scottish Government must take fair, bold and fast action on climate that benefits 

local communities, protects those on low-incomes and ensures that the biggest polluters 

pay for their damage. 
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Many of the Challenge Poverty Week 2025 policy asks can be seen as dual climate and 

poverty asks. A strong labour market that provides decent, unionised and future-proof 

employment and training opportunities mean that workers and their communities are taken 

along on the green transition. Expanding and fairly funding energy efficiency and clean 

home heating schemes means that low-income households will be able to support the 

energy transition without this being a huge financial burden. Greater investment in public 

transport routes so that they meet the needs of communities will increase connectivity for 

low income communities and make sustainable travel a viable alternative to car use.  

We know that this action will need greater investment, so we must ensure the biggest 

polluters pay their fair share through a reformed tax system will mean that the cost of this 

transition is fairly distributed.  

But this change cannot happen unless those most affected are involved from the beginning. 

That means embedding the voices of people with lived experience of poverty in climate 

policymaking to ensure that they are the centre of shaping the green transition. Whether in 

transport, housing, energy or jobs, decisions must be co-produced and properly resourced to 

ensure participation is meaningful. 

 

How do we get there? 

Communities across Scotland are already leading the way on climate action. It is time our 

national approach matched the scale of need. The Scottish Government must design climate 

policy that has tackling poverty and inequality at its heart. This briefing begins to unpack 

some of the change that we need to see across the themes of jobs, homes, energy, 

transport, tax and community participation. 

Deliver a green labour market that provides secure, well-paid and wellbeing focused 

employment opportunities 

The transition away from fossil fuels and other carbon-intensive industries is essential. But it 

is also complex, particularly in industrial communities where livelihoods depend on polluting 

sectors and their supply chains. In Scotland, this is especially true for offshore oil and gas 

workers, many of whom are based in the North East. Without a carefully planned and 

worker-centred transition, people risk job loss, financial insecurity, and the erosion of 

community prosperity. 

Scotland’s move to a clean economy will generate thousands of new jobs. Workers in 

today’s high-emitting sectors must have fair access to these opportunities. That will require a 

rapid and just transition which protects workers, communities, and the climate. To achieve 

this, the Scottish Government and employers must commit to creating decent, future-

focused jobs that are secure, fairly paid, unionised, meaningful, and accessible through 

training and education. 

A central challenge in this is rethinking what we mean by “green jobs.” Too often, they are 

understood only as roles directly reducing emissions, such as those in the renewables 

sector. But if we are to deliver a genuinely green economy, we need to value all work that 

protects and nurtures both human and ecological wellbeing. A green economy must prioritise 

people and planet over profit, recognising that wellbeing and sustainability go hand in hand. 

As well as creating jobs in renewables and new technologies, this will also take massive 
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investment in social infrastructure, providing millions of vital – and inherently low carbon - 

jobs in health, care and education.  

Expanding and improving social infrastructure will resolve existing crises in these sectors, 

reduce inequality by ensuring universal access to essential services, and provide meaningful 

employment for workers leaving carbon-intensive industries. Research by the Women’s 

Budget Group shows that investment in care could create 2.7 times as many jobs as the 

same investment in construction, while producing 30% fewer greenhouse gas emissions. On 

average, a job in health or care produces 26 times fewer emissions than a manufacturing 

job, more than 200 times fewer than an agriculture job, and nearly 1,500 times fewer than an 

oil and gas job.1 

Recognising social infrastructure as part of the green economy also requires transforming 

the conditions of this work. Care, health, and education roles must be well-paid, secure, and 

unionised, breaking the cycle of low-paid, precarious employment that disproportionately 

affects women and Black and minority ethnic workers. By placing people and planet, rather 

than profit, at the centre of our society, we can not only reduce entrenched labour market 

inequality, but also build a greener, fairer economy that delivers better quality care, health, 

and education for all. 

Decarbonise our homes to make them warmer and cheaper to heat 

Improving the quality of Scotland’s homes is essential for meeting climate targets, tackling 

fuel poverty, and improving public health. Heating buildings is Scotland’s second-largest 

source of emissions, responsible for around 20% of annual carbon output.2 

The Poverty Alliance worked with the Scottish Government’s Just Transition team to 

convene a Citizen’s Panel of people on low incomes to explore housing and climate policy.3 

Most participants reported that their homes were neither warm nor healthy, and many 

described living in properties that were poorly insulated and energy inefficient. One panel 

member explained that their kitchen was so cold in winter they could not remain in it long 

enough to wash the dishes. 

Panel members also highlighted how extreme weather is already affecting their homes and 

neighbourhoods. Problems included water leaking through walls and windows, porches 

flooding, insecure doors and windows in high winds, blocked drains, and flooded bridges and 

pathways that cut people off from essential services. Participants stressed that climate 

resilience must be built into all new social housing to prevent others experiencing the 

challenges they currently face. 

From a poverty perspective, these climate impacts hit hardest those least able to afford 

repairs, relocation, or rising insurance costs. At the same time, the ongoing cost of living 

crisis has underlined the importance of energy efficiency and insulation in reducing bills. Yet 

support for low-income households to make improvements remains inadequate. For those 

 
1 UK feminist Green New Deal (2022) A Green and Caring Economy – Final Report. Available at: 
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/A-Green-and-Caring-Economy-Report-FINAL.pdf 
2 Stop Climate Chaos Scotland (2025) Popular policies for a fairer, healthier, greener Scotland: A blueprint for 
climate action in the next Scottish Parliament. Available at: https://www.stopclimatechaos.scot/wp-
content/uploads/2025/10/Popular-policies-for-a-fairer_healthier_greener-Scotland.pdf 
3 The Poverty Alliance (2024) Participation of people with experience of poverty in the Just Transition Plan for the 
Built Environment. Available at: https://www.povertyalliance.org/participation-of-people-with-experience-of-
poverty-in-the-just-transition-plan-for-the-built-environment/ 

https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/A-Green-and-Caring-Economy-Report-FINAL.pdf
https://www.stopclimatechaos.scot/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Popular-policies-for-a-fairer_healthier_greener-Scotland.pdf
https://www.stopclimatechaos.scot/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Popular-policies-for-a-fairer_healthier_greener-Scotland.pdf
https://www.povertyalliance.org/participation-of-people-with-experience-of-poverty-in-the-just-transition-plan-for-the-built-environment/
https://www.povertyalliance.org/participation-of-people-with-experience-of-poverty-in-the-just-transition-plan-for-the-built-environment/


Challenge Poverty Week 2025: Policy Briefing 5 

We demand better for our planet, communities and future 

 

4 
 

who are homeowners, affordability is a major barrier. Many support schemes still require up-

front investment or loans, which are simply not possible for those already struggling. 

This lack of accessible support has fostered deep scepticism among low-income households 

about whether there is genuine political will to make housing safer, warmer, and greener. A 

just transition cannot leave these communities behind. That means providing grant-based 

financial support for those on the lowest incomes, ensuring they can access energy 

efficiency measures and new technologies without falling into deeper financial insecurity. 

Where green technologies such as heat pumps temporarily raise energy bills, households 

must be protected and supported as even small, short-term increases in costs risk 

worsening poverty and undermining public confidence in the green transition. 

Accelerate the clean, just energy transition 

With more than one third of households in Scotland currently living in fuel poverty, and 

almost one-fifth live in extreme fuel poverty,4 transforming our energy system must be 

understood as an opportunity to make life genuinely better for people across Scotland.  

The role of energy in the cost of living crisis illustrates the consequences of failing to act. 

Prices have risen sharply not because energy itself has become inherently more expensive, 

but because of our continued dependence on volatile fossil fuel markets. Scotland still relies 

heavily on gas, leaving households exposed to global price shocks. Accelerating the shift to 

renewables is therefore essential—not only to cut carbon emissions, but also to protect 

people from external pressures. 

Figures published in 2024 highlighted that Scotland had generated more renewable energy 

than it could use if every single household had an electric car and a heat pump, with 113% 

of our energy needs generated from renewables.5 Whilst this is undeniably a move in the 

right direction, the challenge remains that energy transitions are often taken in isolation as a 

purely technical challenge. However, you cannot truly achieve a full transition without making 

things better for people. That means that, as well as reducing emissions, new energy 

technologies must:   

• Meaningfully lower bills for people;  

• Make homes healthier and more resilient; and  

• Create new opportunities for communities to have some ownership of the energy 

system.  

These goals cannot be achieved without listening to those most at risk of being left behind 

and designing policies around their needs. Therefore, we must reframe the energy transition 

as a social and economic transformation, as well as technical transition.   

This also means reframing how we measure outcomes and success. Progress should not be 

judged only by the volume of renewable power generated, but looking also to things like 

progress towards the eradication of fuel poverty, improved health outcomes, and the 

creation of safe and secure jobs in green industries for people in deindustrialised 

communities.  

 
4 Scottish Government (2025) Scottish House Condition Survey: 2023 Key Findings. Available at: 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/ 
5 Scottish Government (2024) Record renewable energy output. Available at: https://www.gov.scot/news/record-
renewable-energy-output/ 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-2023-key-findings/
https://www.gov.scot/news/record-renewable-energy-output/
https://www.gov.scot/news/record-renewable-energy-output/
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Make public transport affordable, accessible and safe for all 

The transport sector is Scotland’s largest source of carbon emissions and car traffic makes 

up more than 60% of the total emissions from road transport.6 At present, it also poses a 

significant strain on the cost of living for those in poverty.  

Public transport is a collective good that should be available to all, connecting people to 

services, social opportunities and jobs, education and training. But 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.   

Delivering a sustainable and viable public transport system is, therefore, a key part of 

making meaningful progress both on the climate and poverty. This is what the Poverty 

Alliance’s Citizen’s Panel on the Scottish Government’s Just Transition Plan for Transport 

unpacked.7 The Panel made clear that the cost of public transport remains the key concern 

for people living on low incomes. They reported that this cost influenced their decision to 

leave the house, their employment decisions and how they spend their time. But there was 

clear that reliability was a barrier to access - public transport showing up, in good condition 

and on time, with routes that work for local need – as well as safety concerns for women and 

girls, Black and minority ethnic people, and disabled people. These concerns force 

behaviour change and limit access to these services. 

Further to this, the Panel made very clear that these issues are amplified in rural areas 

where public transport routes are poor, if even present, and very expensive. For many, 

private car ownership was a life line that allowed them to be connected to jobs and essential 

services, but an expensive life line that put pressure on their finances. Transport is the most 

significant additional daily cost for those living in rural areas compared to people living in 

urban areas, amounting to an extra £50 per week.8 

Resourcing public transport should therefore be seen as an investment in people and the 

planet, helping more people get to where they need to go whilst making green travel a viable 

alternative to car use for as many people as possible. This year’s Challenge Poverty Week 

ask around public transport is to expand concessionary travel to under 25s, unpaid carers 

and people on low-income and disability benefits. This would start to connect the many 

people in poverty and on low income who do not yet qualify got concessionary travel to the 

world of work, education and leisure. 

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 21st century, which should 

also include integrated ticketing, ending the situation where people are forced to buy multiple 

 
6 Stop Climate Chaos Scotland (2025) Popular policies for a fairer, healthier, greener Scotland: A blueprint for 

climate action in the next Scottish Parliament. Available at: https://www.stopclimatechaos.scot/wp-
content/uploads/2025/10/Popular-policies-for-a-fairer_healthier_greener-Scotland.pdf 
7 The Poverty Alliance (2024) Participation of people with experiences of poverty in the Just Transition Plan for 

Transport. Available at: https://www.povertyalliance.org/a-just-transition-plan-for-transport-views-of-people-on-
low-incomes/ 
8 Scottish Government (2021) Poverty in rural Scotland: evidence review. Available at: 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-rural-scotland-review-evidence/pages/4/ 

https://www.stopclimatechaos.scot/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Popular-policies-for-a-fairer_healthier_greener-Scotland.pdf
https://www.stopclimatechaos.scot/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Popular-policies-for-a-fairer_healthier_greener-Scotland.pdf
https://www.povertyalliance.org/a-just-transition-plan-for-transport-views-of-people-on-low-incomes/
https://www.povertyalliance.org/a-just-transition-plan-for-transport-views-of-people-on-low-incomes/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/poverty-rural-scotland-review-evidence/pages/4/
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tickets for one journey, pushing up the price. This would replicate successful schemes in 

London, Manchester and Glasgow during COP26.  

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.9 

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.   

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.  

Embed the meaningful participation of people with lived experience of poverty in the 

just transition 

The transition to a net-zero Scotland is not abstract. It is deeply local. Communities across 

Scotland are already adapting, innovating, and leading on solutions which speaks to local 

need. Leadership exists in every community; what is needed is investment to strengthen 

local capacity, ensuring trusted voices and reliable sources of information are available so 

that those farthest from power can engage. Trust is the foundation of legitimacy. To counter 

misinformation and anti-net zero narratives, we must build and sustain trust within 

communities. 

Scotland must therefore guarantee the sustained participation of people and communities in 

designing the just transition policies that affect them. Those experiencing poverty have 

firsthand knowledge of the barriers, trade-offs, and impacts that policies can create, and their 

participation is essential to ensure that climate action is effective and works to tackle – rather 

than worsen - inequality. 

Make the biggest and richer pollutes pay for their damage as part of a tax system that 

incentivises emission reductions and sustainable practices 

Delivering the steps necessary to make meaningful progress and poverty and the planet will 

take greater financial investment. That means that our political decision makers must choose 

to meet challenging fiscal contexts with decisive action on revenue raising. Taxation is a 

critical tool in tackling inequalities; it can enable higher public spending on services, 

redistribute income and wealth more equitably and incentivise social and environmental 

change, particularly by businesses and the wealthiest in our society. A renewed approach to 

tax in Scotland is therefore urgently needed to create a robust tax system that is fit for the 

21st century. 

Making the biggest polluters pay for their damage through a reformed system of devolved 

taxation would reflect global and Scottish data showing that, on average, the wealthier you 

are, the more you pollute. Measures should include progressive use of general taxation, 

 
9 See further information here: 
https://www.highland.gov.uk/news/article/15036/council_s_new_buses_take_to_the_road 

https://www.highland.gov.uk/news/article/15036/council_s_new_buses_take_to_the_road
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particularly of wealth, alongside targeted measures to incentivise emission reductions, such 

as a well-designed Carbon Emissions Land Tax on large landholdings. Current commitments 

to ‘explore’ how devolved taxes can help drive behavioural change are positive but must 

progress quickly - including reforms to existing mechanisms like non-domestic rates - and 

wider tax innovation. 

Aviation is a particularly symbolic and urgent area for action. With more than 12,000 private 

jets using Scotland’s airports in 2024 - including many through the publicly-owned Glasgow 

Prestwick Airport - private jet travel has surged, despite its extreme environmental cost. As a 

first step toward a fairer aviation system, the Scottish Government should introduce a private 

jet tax at a rate at least ten times higher than the existing top band of Air Passenger Duty. 

This could have raised up to £28 million in 2024 alone for green initiatives. 

A frequent flyer levy, as proposed by Scotland’s Climate Assembly, could also ensure those 

who fly most pay most, helping to cut emissions while making the system fairer. 

 

 

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   

 

https://www.scotland-demands-better.com/
mailto:ruth.boyle@povertyalliance.org
mailto:chloe.campbell@povertyalliance.org

