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“Poverty is rife in our society and shows no sign of going away. It presents a harsh reality for many 

women and their families. It is oppressive and stressing. Not only has    

poverty in Scotland continued but has increased. It has left so many      

women behind.  

We as a country are wealthy, but it is in the hands of the few. Women in 

poverty are being exploited and are in sheer desperation. After all these 

years and battles we’ve come through as women we’re still being forced to 

struggle. It is women that are having to shoulder the burden of cruel       

austerity. Many find themselves yet again having to decide whether to heat 

their homes or eat.   

We continue to hear daily about the devastating impacts of the austerity agenda and continuous 

welfare reforms. These not only disproportionately affect women and their families but also further 

embed inequality.  

Public perception can often paint those living below the breadline as scroungers and lacking in    

aspiration. This is an unfair approach and a wholly incorrect image that completely disregards the 

pain and struggles faced by women and their families.  

The Scottish Women’s Convention compiled this report using women’s lived experiences. We       

obtained these from our Conference, roundtables and facilitated discussions. We also used         

information previously recorded from our roadshows.”  

Introduction: Agnes Tolmie, SWC Chair 
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Shona spoke of her role as a current commissioner of the Poverty and Inequality Commission and 

what is being done in Scotland to augment cuts to welfare as well as the disproportionate impact of 

cuts on women. 

 

“People are not all equally affected by poverty, but I would    

argue that it does affect everyone. An unequal society is one 

that is not at ease with itself. The biggest impact is on those 

that have the least and of those the greatest number are 

women.  

 

Women are paid less than men: They make up the majority of 

low paid workers and those earning less than the minimum 

wage. Casual contracts often don’t have basic employment 

rights, shifts can be made difficult because of childcare and 

can have real challenges to the way that social security     

payments are made.  

 

The impact of intersectional attributes: If you are a disabled 

or BAME women, the levels of discrimination experienced are 

still intolerably high. The impact of austerity is even harsher. 

Many will also have seen services they depend on reduced or 

removed as well. 

The majority of single parents are women: They are the ones often having to make those choices 

around what a limited budget can be spent on. Children will take priority over the needs of the   

mother. One of the biggest barriers to the type of work that could move women out of poverty is the 

cost availability of childcare. Around a quarter of women in poverty have had to give up work as they 

are unable to find or pay for childcare whilst high numbers cannot take up offers of work, training or 

education because of these barriers.  

Savings being made from welfare cuts are disproportionately hitting women: Figures estimate that 

around 85% of savings in the last decade have come from women. Women are twice as dependent 

on social security. This means that they are continuing to be dragged into poverty as a result of    

other people’s policy decisions. The impact of the implementation of benefit changes going forward 

means these women will see a continuing erosion of living standards.  

Shona Stephen, Poverty & Inequality Commission 

 Currently the Chief Executive of Queens Cross Housing Association which has over 4,300    

tenancies, 2,500 factored owners and 220 staff.  

 Previously a senior Civil Servant in the Housing and Regeneration Directorate within the     

Scottish Government where she advised Ministers on policy areas including homelessness, 

fuel poverty, older people’s housing and housing support.  

 A past Director for The Prince’s Trust in Scotland, spending 11 years as a development officer 

working for a range of Housing Associations in Easterhouse, latterly as Director of Lochfield 

Park Housing Co-operative. 
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The Poverty and Inequality Commission: 

In 2017, the Scottish Parliament passed the Child Poverty (Scotland) Act which set targets to be met 

by 2030, as well as interim targets for 2023, for reducing child poverty. The Commission was          

established in Statute, meaning it can only be abolished by an Act of Parliament. It is an                

independent body whose role is to scrutinise and monitor.  

This gives the Commission the ability to speak truth to power. We are there to ensure that the      

Government is working to meet the targets set. 

There are three main areas the Commission has within it’s remit: 

 Monitoring and scrutinising the Government on meeting the first set of child poverty targets. 

 Providing advice to Scottish Ministers around issues with poverty. 

 Promoting the reduction of poverty and inequality. 

 

These targets will be extremely difficult to meet and the Scottish Government should be               

commended for committing to do so. The Commission are also exploring opportunities in how to  

encourage initial uptake in pension credit. This will be used to see what future lessons can be learnt 

for benefit take up. What is available needs to be accessible to those entitled to it to ensure that the 

maximum is taken up.  

Events like this Conference are really important. Its about hearing a range of voices, especially   

women’s voices. The nature of poverty is of particular importance to us. Our intention is to be      

transparent. We absolutely want to work closely with other groups and to complement the work of 

others. 

The Commission’s outcomes will be informed by listening to work done by other bodies. In particular, 

we want to include those with lived experience of poverty. That is absolutely whose voices should be 

front and centre in the discussion. We are looking to see how we can provide a platform and amplify 

the voices of those who are seldom heard.  

This is about all sectors saying, ‘What is our role and how do we deliver?’ Part of what we want to do 

is to speak to as many individuals and organisations as possible about how everyone can become a 

part of the jigsaw and play a role in addressing the issues.”  

Twimukye discussed the disproportionate affect of poverty on women, the opportunities there are for 

engagement within her role working on the Get Heard Scotland Programme and the new approaches 

being put forward to tackle poverty.  

Twimukye Macline Mushaka, Poverty Alliance 

 Working as a Senior Fieldwork Development Officer, Twimukye is responsible for the Poverty 

Alliance’s community engagement work. This includes coordinating the lived experience work 

of the Community Activist Advisory Group.  

 She is also responsible for Poverty Awareness Training and is currently working on the Get 

Heard Scotland Programme. 
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The Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan published by the Scottish Government in March, 2018, 

identified six priority at risk families. Many of these are predominately focused around women: 

 Children from lone parent families living in relative poverty.  

 Families where an individual has a disability. 

 Households where the youngest child is under one year old. In this situation, the mother will 

usually either be on maternity leave or not working meaning income is affected.  

 Families where there are three or more children are at a higher risk of poverty.  

 Minority ethnic households where children are in relative poverty. 

 Mothers under the age of twenty five. Having children earlier has an impact on career           

aspiration and employment opportunities, especially if there are multiple children in the 

household where it becomes even harder to balance childcare and employment. 

65% of children growing up in poverty in Scotland are in a household where at least one person is in 

work.  We need to recognise that this is a big issue. We need to invest in flexible working and look 

at how childcare impacts on women’s employment opportunities. The employment market is still 

based around that idea of the 9 to 5 or on shift work which in most cases is detrimental to women 

and the responsibilities and commitments that they have. We also need to recognise that disabled 

people are often excluded from employment for a long time.  

There are children going to schools here with no support whatsoever. And that is a painful reality. 

We have to look at the wellbeing of the whole household to make sure there is a warm home and 

food on the table for families.  

The Scottish Government has identified three key areas of       

intervention: 

Employment: Fair Start Scotland is a new service for           

employment support. This includes providing help for those 

struggling to find a job that meets their needs. The Scottish 

Government is also looking at increasing employment         

opportunities for those with disabilities within the public    

sector. As part of this work, they are supporting The Poverty 

Alliance to coordinate Living Wage Scotland.  

Reducing Household Costs: We need to make sure that       

everyone is accessing advice and support. Financial Health 

Check, a two year programme delivered by the Citizen’s      

Advice Bureau, is a national programme of advice to ensure 

that families are claiming what they are entitled to. Health 

boards have also been given funding to roll out advice referral 

pathways.  

Social Security: The Scottish Government has new powers to 

administer certain parts of the social security system. This includes additional powers to change   

certain existing benefits. The Best Start Grant, adapted from the previous Sure Start Grant, gives 

parents £600 on the birth of their first child - an extra £100 than that given out elsewhere in the UK 

-and £300 for every child after. This also includes further payments when the child reaches nursery 

and school age to ensure a smooth transition.  
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The Scottish Government has encouraged Local Authorities to initiate holiday hunger schemes 

whereby community organisations put on initiatives to help children eligible for free school meals 

during holiday time. These can work very well and are a huge support to families. Some places,  

however, may not have proper accommodation and some families may not know that they don’t  

actually have to pay in order to take part. Access to information for those that need it most is       

crucial.  

In addition to this, all Local Authorities in Scotland must pay a minimum of £100 per child towards 

School Clothing Grants for families on low incomes. There are some councils where this rate is      

higher. For instance, Highland Council’s Clothing Grant was £140 this academic year.  

What we are hearing is there needs to be that emphasis on universal support rather than separation 

of eligibility. We need to look at families who are in work and how they can access support. Families 

can face real hardship once a child reaches a certain age and becomes ineligible for free school 

meals.  

“Get Heard Scotland is a three year programme to engage with members of communities affected 

by poverty and organisations working on the issue at a grassroots level. It is a community              

engagement and policy development project coordinated by the Poverty Alliance. This includes  

feeding into the work of Local Authorities as well as the Scottish Government on improving and 

meeting targets.  

The recommendations from the Programme include:  

 Supporting intergenerational work. 

 Improving transport and access to community learning and skills at a local level. 

Get Heard Scotland wants to encourage as many communities to get involved in getting their voices 

heard as possible. What is happening on the ground, what is not happening and what they want to 

happen in the future to help things improve. Any groups who are willing to host local discussions and 

share experiences  are encouraged to contact The Poverty Alliance.  

 

 

Audrey spoke about her experience of running the Glasgow SE Foodbank and the increase in the 

number of people using the service year on year since opening. She spoke of her desire to see an 

end to poverty and that people would be treated with dignity and respect. 

 

“I get emotional every time I talk about this because it appals me. I hate injustice of any kind and 

cannot think of anything more basic than people not being able to put food on the table. I really want 

to share what the real face of poverty looks like.” 

Audrey Flanagan, Glasgow SE Foodbank 

 Has held a variety of jobs until joining social work as an admin worker in 1987.   

 She chose to take redundancy in 2010 to care for her mother who had been diagnosed with 

terminal cancer. Audrey set up the Glasgow SE Foodbank in 2011 and has managed it ever 

since.  



 7 

 

 

Glasgow South East Foodbank: 

 One of four Trussell Trusts in Glasgow, covering the Glasgow South East area.  

 The Glasgow SE Foodbank worked with 4500 households (11,200 individuals) giving out    

emergency food, power card top ups, as well as benefit and legal advice and support.   

 30% of all referrals came from benefit delays or changes.    

 Since opening eight years ago, it has went from feeding 700 people to 11,200 people a year.  

 

“At Glasgow SE Foodbank, we do more than give out food. We also give out toiletries and sanitary 

products as well as any household goods that might be donated to us. We need toilet paper, soap 

and toothpaste for our basic toiletries pack as well as sanitary products for women.  

We are also signed up to Fare Share Glasgow which redistributes surplus food to groups working 

with vulnerable people. This allows us to have fresh food and vegetables a few days a week. As well 

as this, Glasgow SE Foodbank buys in items such as eggs every day to give out.  

Many people assume that if someone can afford a mobile phone then they can afford food. If you 

are on benefits, you cannot survive without a phone because everything has to be done through 

phone calls and online systems. Money is needed for transport costs to get to the Job Centre. These 

are essentials that people need just in order to access help.”  

If you’re a single person, you are living on around £73 week, your money has not increased in four 

years. Straight away, you have to deduct these costs before you’ve even thought about food. This is 

the loss of a huge chunk of money for the very basics 

needed just to be able to sign on.  

The Scottish Welfare Fund which can give Crisis 

Grants is a great benefit but the system is set up at 

the discretion of Local Authorities. In Glasgow, for   

instance, a decision is made in one working day. This 

means if you come in on a Friday afternoon, you will 

not get a decision until Monday. What do you do over 

the weekend?  

It is this “eventually” where problems start. It’s just 

like the five week wait for Universal Credit. How can 

you be expected to survive? These are the things that 

we see on a daily basis. People coming in that have 

been ground down over and over again.  

There was a children’s storybook published recently 

about food banks and children visiting them with their 

parents. This is how legitimised foodbanks have     

become.  We are not a part of the system, we should 

not be here. We should not have people in hunger in this city or in this nation, there is no need for it 

at all. 
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One of the hardest things within what we do is having to adhere to certain policies. This includes the 

way we deal with asylum seekers and refugees, especially those in the appeals process. We are   

limited in what we can do. Technically, we provide emergency feeding, not continuous feeding. This 

means we are very limited in how we reach out to this particular group.  

What is the real face of poverty? It is a young girl coming in and telling me she’s been living on “Cup 

a Soups” for the past three days just so she can feed her children. It is a family of seven who have 

had to fight to get their status as EU Nationals recognised. Poverty looks like a woman’s face,     

poverty looks appalling just now. But that’s what poverty looks like - someone who has been 

stripped of everything.”  

Clare discussed her participation in campaigning against period poverty. This includes highlighting 

that Period Dignity is not just about providing practical support, but also sending a very a loud, clear 

message that women are not second class citizens and will not suffer in silence. 

“The Period Dignity Campaign encompasses the struggle against period poverty but, more              

importantly, looks at what period dignity represents. No  

woman or girl should go without sanitary provision. These 

should be free for all. We do not chose to have periods.  

Periods can be an extremely emotional time. They can be  

upsetting or triggering, particularly for those trying to get 

pregnant or who have experienced miscarriage or abortion. 

Many women will suffer from disorders such as menstrual 

dysphoria, endometriosis or unmanageable mood swings. 

These may link into other disorders and disabilities, as well 

as the menopause.  

We cannot talk about period dignity without referring to the 

menopause. This can bring on unpredictable and heavy      

periods. This doesn’t just affect women of a certain age, but 

younger women too. We have to recognise the                     

psychologically, the emotional and the physical toll of this.  

The Period Dignity campaign allows us to keep talking about 

periods and everything they involve. We need to remove the stigma. The more we talk about it, the 

less embarrassed we get. This includes having open conversations with men. We need to talk to the 

men in our lives around everything from menstruation to menopause. This is nothing to be ashamed 

of and should not be silenced. 

Clare McInally, Period Dignity Campaigner 

 Trade unionist and active campaigner for women’s rights, particularly around period poverty.  

 The period dignity campaign is a fast growing movement that unites women and girls across 

the entire planet.  

 From menstruation to menopause, and everything in between, the campaign is built on the 

belief that no women or girl should be caught short and that sanitary provision must be free 

for all.  
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If free sanitary products were available in our workplace toilets, women would not have to feel     

upset because they cannot afford them. The Period Dignity Campaign sends a loud message that 

we as women are not second class citizens, that we won’t suffer in silence and that we won’t lie 

down. 

As a result of the campaigns organised by working class women, Celtic Football Club instituted free 

sanitary products. An emergency motion was then submitted to the National Trade Union            

Conference. This was unanimously carried and is now a part of national policy. The trade union   

leadership has met with the Cabinet Office on a number of occasions. Just this week as a result of a 

motion to the STUC Women’s Conference, it was agreed to unite the fight across the trade union 

movement in a joined up approach.  

Scotland has made significant gains. In 2018, the Scottish Parliament took the decision to ensure 

all schools, colleges and universities are provided with free sanitary products. Across the U.K.,    

however, there are still schoolgirls losing out on their education due to a lack of sanitary provision.  

In 2018, a study revealed that 138,000 girls have truanted from school because they cannot afford 

products. One fifth of parents have admitted to having gone without something – often food– just 

to buy these essentials. 11% of school girls were using tampons more than eight hours a day. This 

is a risk to their health. Around one quarter of those schoolgirls in the UK have at some point       

admitted to being forced to use toilet paper, tissues, cotton socks, t-shirts and other items of     

clothing.  

I think we have to understand the impact this has had on our little sisters who are already facing   

abject poverty and all too often don’t even know where their next meal is coming from. 

The Period Dignity Campaign can be used to act as the glue that holds women together. This is 

about free sanitary products but also about more than that. These fights have been organised by 

grassroots campaigns of predominately working class women.  

Something phenomenal happens when women work together, maybe it is because we feel safer or 

feel listened to. We can use this campaign to engage and educate people and listen to women’s   

stories. It can be used as a vehicle for social change that opposes the oppression of women in all 

walks of life. But to do this, we need to mobilise. There are far too many women working on these 

fantastic projects by themselves. I do genuinely believe that we will get free sanitary products for all 

and we need to focus to win this fight.” 
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Question and Answer Session 

When we refer to BAME communities, do we take the time to think just why it is exactly that this 

community suffers? We have been talking about equality and diversity for as long as I have been in 

this country. In terms of the Poverty and Inequality Commission, how many diverse people are on 

there?  

Shona Stephen (SS): The intention of the Commission is to be open and listening. This means in  

particular putting the voices of those with lived experience at the heart of what we are doing. One of 

the first pieces of work is looking at intersectional inequalities. We know that people from BAME 

communities are being hit harder by poverty. We need to understand what can be done to address 

this and that’s going to be informed by people with direct experience.  

The Poverty and Inequality Commission was appointed by the Scottish Parliament through an open 

application process. Of the eight members, we have one BAME woman who works directly with    

asylum seekers as well as a range of other people who were appointed for their expertise. 

Twimukye Macline Mushaka (TMM): Families from BAME Communities have higher likelihoods of 

child poverty. Many of the reasons for this is to do with labour market participation. There are often 

language barriers and a lack of information on how the labour market works in this country. A lot of 

work needs to be done across sectors to try and address that. The Scottish Government is             

acknowledging this inequality and there are efforts being made. We could definitely be more visible 

in places. We have to continue to raise this issue. And that is why you are here today to ask this     

question. 

We know there are lots of organisations doing a fantastic job in supporting women. We have lots of 

plans to help tackle poverty and we know that this affects women disproportionately. What is in 

place to make sure all of this is executed properly and who can we bring in to support us so we can 

collect the data and information that we need?  

Clare McInally (CM): Talking about how we ensure plans are executed is a brilliant point as it’s so 

easy to discuss what needs to happen but lose sight of how to achieve our goals. I think it all comes 

back to that idea that we can’t do things on our own. It’s about that collective organising, holding 

those in power accountable and people on the ground continuing to fight to make change.  

 

I want to mention rural poverty. I started working with children eight years ago. We looked at the 

STV Children’s appeal and managed to get four years of funding. We do transition work with children 

in schools but the bulk of it is to get parents back into school, showing them how to cook nutritious 

meals for the family. We’ve got an after school club which has hot meals. For many, this might be 

the only hot meal that they are getting. More has to be done to look at these families at night time 

when they go home.  

Audrey Flanagan (AF): Because of many of the cuts in social work, there isn't the money for these 

departments to fulfil what to me is a statutory obligation, certainly from a food point of view. In    

previous times, if families didn’t have food they would be given payments, that is no longer the case. 

It’s the same for clothes. Now, the third sector is holding up that part and doing the work. Surely that 

has to be wrong? Really, it is not our role.  It’s great that people do it, but the point is we shouldn’t 

need to do it. 
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TMM: The Child Poverty Action Plan acknowledges that there are many players across the country. It 

is the business of all of us to tackle child poverty and we all have contributions to make. We should 

not allow food banks to become normalised as part of our culture. It is extremely unfortunate that 

we need this. The best thing I can say is seeing activism which brings experience of different issues 

and individuals making a contribution. 

 

There is a lot of stigma and misconception regarding poverty and that’s what we need to change. The 

reason this is happening is because nobody is talking about it. The hardest hit for austerity is the  

disabled. I work with families who have children with disabilities who are being pulled out of school 

and parents are having to give up work because of this. I think that’s something else the              

Commission has to look at. These families want to work. This is creating poverty as well.  

SS: The tax and benefit issues, particularly in relation to disabilities, is a big problem. The Universal 

Credit taper and cut off rates can suddenly make a significant difference. This is an area we have 

identified and decided to explore quite early on. We’ve been pulling together a list of people and   

organisations who can inform us because they have knowledge around those areas to start a       

conversation with members of the community.  

We need to maximise uptake of existing benefits and ask what is it about the tax and benefits      

system that is making things worse for people. What can be done to change this and what is our role 

within that? Whilst we only have limited powers over so many devolved benefits in Scotland, this is 

something the Scottish Social Security Agency has identified when putting dignity at the heart of 

what they do. 

 

I raise funds for adult education. Our older generation is a wasted resource. Older people are         

becoming more and more isolated within their homes. Our group ran classes on digital                 

communications. For a lot of older people, that class is the only contact they have during the week 

with the outside world. The rest of the time they are stuck at home. Is the Commission looking to try 

to increase benefits to older people to get them out into the community and be appreciated? The  

intergenerational work that could be undertaken could be immense but it feels like sometimes they 

are forgotten. 

SS: I think that this is something the Commission is very conscious of. There has been a lot of focus 

on pensioner poverty and that looks like one of the groups where poverty is set to increase further.  

One of our first issues is increasing uptake in pension credit and passport benefits. It is worth     

bearing in mind that the Commission was set up around the Child Poverty Act and has a very clear 

remit around targets for child poverty. This means that there will be by necessity a focus on that - not 

to the exclusion of other things - but that will be a particular focus to make sure those tough targets 

are met by the Scottish Government. 

 

In regards to sanitary provision, couldn’t this be linked to free prescriptions?  

CM: That was actually the first thing I thought of when we started this. To be honest, I don’t know the 

justification for not doing it in this way. I know that it has certainly been looked at. We do need to 

recognise the different ways that free sanitary products can be made available and accessible to all.  
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I want to go back to the concerns raised around BAME women. There are many problems with     

childcare, and a lack of support. Many facilities cannot be accessed due to language barriers. Most 

courses in literacy are in English. Many women whose first language is not English may have to wait 

five or six years until they learn basic skills just so that they can access other services. This situation 

means women and their families are trapped in the cycle of poverty for generations.  

TMM: In terms of barriers, support for ESOL—English as a Second or Foreign Language—classes has 

been significantly reduced as public service budgets have been cut. A key way to helping women 

learn English is having these conversations around food or children and that’s one of the things that 

we are working on. I was privileged to facilitate a discussion for a national women’s group in North 

Glasgow recently. One of the issues talked about was coming from different parts of the City to that 

space to be able to speak English in whatever shape or form. I thought that this was a really good 

initiative. We have to be creative in how we deliver services to women where English is a barrier.  

 

I just want to share a quick example of what poverty looks like. We had a young girl come in to the 

food bank, it turned out she had been in temporary accommodation and was told she would have to 

wait for permanent housing. This was fine and she budgeted accordingly, knowing she would get a 

meal whilst in her BnB residence. She was told on a Friday afternoon she had been found a house 

and would have to move out within the next hour. This meant she had no money to buy food. She 

was unable to take her medication as she needed to take it with food. She came to us on the 

Wednesday and hadn’t eaten since the Friday. It can look to support services like the job has been 

done and that person has been taken care of, but there’s all the things added on that were forgotten 

about.  

AF: One of the great myths is that food banks can feed anybody—they can’t. Many are set up with 

very specific criteria. They are for short term crisis intervention and people need a referral. We do 

need to look for referring agencies to do their part. We have to be very aware that shortage of food is 

a symptom, not the cause. We need people to deal with the causes. I’m lucky in that I have a       

support worker who can work with people. In Glasgow alone there needs to be more support workers 

and these need to be accessible in places like food banks where people do need help. 
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 Comments from Delegates 

“The Period Dignity Campaign has blown me away. I work in a nursery and there are so many mums  

who would benefit from free sanitary products. They seem to think why give them to us? These are 

issues that are really getting to me, I’m so glad I’ve been able to come along. Last week when    

coming back from a meeting I saw a huge queue outside of the community centre from the front 

door all the way onto the road for a foodbank. It was just a queue of people standing with carrier 

bags under their arms. I cried all the way home. I couldn’t believe that in our country that this is   

happening.”  

 

“BAME women are still highly affected in terms of childcare because there is none. The Government 

needs to try and help immigrants and BAME women to understand how poverty affects them. Often, 

you have to gain the trust of woman. Many will hide their poverty. They will pretend to do things they 

can’t do and get in to more debt. My plea is to open up and support us to move forward.” 

 

“I think we are in a cycle where trauma creates poverty and poverty creates trauma. We are setting 

up our children for futures of this – how do we move out of this without changing? All we hear is talk 

about Brexit, but that is about people with money, what about those that don’t have anything? This is 

a big opportunity and I think we need to have a movement like the Period Dignity campaign. We 

have to let our voices as collective women and sisters be heard to say we want change.”  

 

“There is no out of school care provided by the Government when a child goes to primary school. 

This means that parents who have managed to get a job that fitted in with the 8.30am-4pm time    

schedule that nurseries are running on have got nothing when the child goes to school.”  

 

“We see poverty everywhere. There’s working families who cannot afford food and aren’t entitled to 

many of the social security benefits that the Scottish Government have put in place just because 

they are a few pounds over the threshold.” 

 

“All the information given today has been very inspiring and there have been so many subjects and 

contributions from the floor. My real horror is that none of us should be going through any of this, 

what we need is policies at the very top. We need people to pay their taxes that they owe. That 

should be same for everybody in this country and we should not be having to sit here talking about 

how people are having to survive on extremely small sums of money and going without food and 

clothing.”  

 

“There are a lot of people knocked back for referrals or from signposting from foodbanks. One      

referral is only 3 days worth of food, I don’t know what people do for the rest of the time, to be    

honest. There was a woman this week who had walked for four miles to get a referral to another  

area as she was knocked back. That woman was an asylum seeker with very little English, she was 

just going round and round.”  
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How Can We Eradicate Poverty in Scotland? 

 

 We need to have a policy for period products to be free and accessible for all women.  

 Improved communication through Job Centres and workplaces to identify those at risk. 

 More community hubs where women can access services and information. 

 Drives to end the stigma of poverty and let people be treated with dignity. 

 Prevent cuts to local services. 

 Increase access to welfare and benefits advice for everyone. 

 A fairer distribution of wealth within our society.  

 Fair access to pensions for women who deserve what they are owed. 

 Flexible childcare that works for women and families. 

 Make sure the Living Wage is enforced and end wage band discrimination by age.  

 Ban zero hours contracts. 

 Review the entire Universal Credit policy. 

 Free school meals.  

What Does Poverty Look Like?  

 

 A child without a coat in Winter. 

 People in poverty have to make incredibly hard choices everyday, they will look stressed,      

unhappy and concerned about their futures. 

 Increase in foodbank use. 

 Increased rent arrears and risks to losing your home. 

 Poor living conditions.  

 Fuel poverty, house poverty, period poverty – poverty is increasing. 

 Inability to provide the basic needs of humans or a lack of basic needs. 

 Inequality between the income and outgoing of human need. 

 Hungry children.  

 Children excluded from some school activities. 

 Cold homes. 

 No home. 

Priorities for Women 

 Before question and answer sessions with the speakers, women were asked to outline their 

issues, concerns and ideas around what needs to be done to tackle poverty and inequality 

within Scotland.  
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Women and Poverty: 

A Follow Up 

Following the SWC’s Conference, the organisation made a commitment to interact with a number 

of real lived experiences by women concerning poverty related issues. The SWC would like to      

extend our warmest thanks to all women for engaging and participating.  

 

Why aren’t we recognising poverty?  

 “It’s just easy I suppose for people to go “aw, she’s a bad mum, can’t even look after her own 

kids. Those type of people shouldn’t be allowed to have kids.” I suppose if they say that it 

means they don’t have to think about what’s really going on, they can just kind of say it’s that 

woman that’s to blame, not the whole system.”  

 “I sometimes wonder how bad does it really has to get before something is done? I just can’t 

understand why no one is paying attention to what is going on. People are being treated as if 

they are animals just to get some food to eat.”  

 “Why is no one stopping to even think all the hoops people are jumping through? You’ve got 

this idea of feeding people but then no one speaks about what that does to someone’s    

mental health and morale. I work with women who are honestly at their wits end. It’s just a 

constant fight for survival. Then we have the cheek to say you should be deserving               

because you got a bit of free food so you don’t starve?”  

 “There’s definitely a lot of women that just will not access help. It’s a pride thing. There’s a lot 

who don’t know what they can get or think that they don’t deserve it. So I don’t think statistics 

really show the full problem of starvation.” 

 “The fact you’re talking about kids and grandparents having to go hungry is horrible. I think to 

a lot of people they don’t really understand how bad that is. It’s like something from the     

Victorian times. See when you work with these people and you see it, it’s awful. You take that 

home with you.” 

 “Policies just don’t take account of people’s real life experiences.”  

 “Austerity has gone too far and hits the vulnerable, it’s these people that can’t speak up.”  

 “Politicians don’t care about people who are poor. Why should I care about politics? What 

have any of them ever done for me? It’s only good when it’s a photo for the newspaper. They 

don’t know what this is actually like. I don’t think any of them represent us.”  

 “I do work. That’s it. People just think cos you can’t afford things like food. you must be a 

waster. I work any hours I can get but it all goes on bills before you even think about food. I 

get one meal free where I work so that helps, I don’t know what I’d do without that.” 

 “I could live on baked beans but we don’t even have a place near us except one wee shop 

that’s extortionate. It’s hard when it gets into these cold months cos you’re having to make 

that choice between affording the heating and getting a return fare on the bus just to get to 

the foodbank. People think because there are foodbanks that wasters just go in and get loads 

of free food. They don’t get what you have to go through.” 
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What are women’s experiences with the increase in foodbank use we’ve seen across Scotland? 

 “We have been helping a woman who has had to take responsibility for her grandchildren at 

short notice with benefits not being in place. She has been struggling not only with food but 

school uniforms as they had arrived at her home with very little.”  

 “Poverty doesn’t just appear. It’s just that the Government hasn’t done enough to fix it. It’s all 

quick fix solutions without looking at the problem in a big picture way. See if you live         

somewhere, even in the City Centre of Glasgow, where there’s not easy access to foodbanks. 

What do you do then? You have to walk for miles to get to the nearest one.”  

 “There are women becoming destitute as a result of pension inequalities despite all they’ve 

given to society.”  

 “There’s a much higher increase in women who are in part time work on low wages and are 

struggling to make ends meet after paying for rent and other essentials.”  

 “We’ve had a lot of problems in our area –rural town—because of restrictions with the days 

foodbanks can open and closure of many of these due to a lack of donations.” 

 “We can sometimes have referrals for women who have just left prison and do not have any 

other support in place. They are facing delays to benefits and are living in temporary             

accommodation where there often isn’t the facilities to cook hot meals.”  

 “Transport is a big issue. You can’t just pay for a bus if you can’t even afford food. So when we 

talk about emergency feeding, you’re not taking into account how women actually access this 

and the associated costs that come with that.”  

 “Cuts to disability benefits and the medical assessments women are expected to go through 

are pushing them into drastic poverty and having a huge impact on their mental health.”  

Why is Social Security not Working?  

 “They can just stop your benefits. If you look okay they’ll put that down as you can work. It’s a 

nightmare, you hear all the horror stories then work yourself up until you’re really ill. There 

needs to be some humanity.”  

 “There’s delays in the system, they say its administration errors but then you are the one that 

is stuck with nothing.” 

 “It’s just a tick box points thing when they’re signing you off as fit for work. Then you have the 

stress of looking for job. The constant sanctioning meant I was hospitalised.” 

 “I think a lot of women can’t reach out for support because they don’t know what’s there or 

they’re scared more benefits will get cut if they do try and get a bit extra. There’s always that 

feeling that the system is out to get you.” 

 “The benefit system is just too confusing. It adds on so much extra stress and makes people 

ill. Most people can’t face the prospect of benefit appeals after all the hassle they’ve already 

had. It’s just too draining.”  

 “I’m a full time carer for my disabled child and my benefits have been cut. You need money to 

feed your kids and keep a roof over their head. My son has a restricted  diet because of his 

condition which means more expense.” 
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Chair’s Closing Comments 

 

The SWC is funded by the Scottish Government to communicate and consult with women in 

Scotland in order to influence  public policy.  

www.scottishwomensconvention.org 

or find us on 
@swcwomen 

Scottish Women’s Convention is a charitable company limited by guarantee. Registered in Scotland 

No. SC0327308. Registered office 2nd Floor, The Albany Building, 44 Ashley Street, Glasgow, G3 

6DS 

The Scottish Women’s Convention is a Charity registered in Scotland No. SC039852. 

#SWCPoverty 

 Poverty shows no signs of going away. The SWC arranged this body of work to champion women’s 

experiences and highlight just how big a challenge our society is facing. Ongoing austerity and cuts 

to our vital public services has led to an inequality we should not be seeing and having to fight in this 

day and age. Women are desperate and are living in dire conditions because they cannot access 

what should be a basic fundamental right.  

The Scottish Women’s Convention will continue to explore how we can add value to the argument.  

We will host as many events as possible, speaking directly with women to hear personal                

experiences, including ideas to change and improve the current system in a way that will work for 

the women that need help the most. All of our society should have unconditional access to the     

services they need and be treated with dignity and respect.  

Without including the voices of women within the policy making process, we fail to take account of 

actual lived experiences and the barriers that women continue to face. We intend to showcase the 

real situations faced by women everyday. This work will be forwarded to local and national             

policymakers.  


