Scotland’s Programme for Government criticised for lacking concrete plans on poverty and public services

[image: ]
In a highly anticipated announcement, Scotland’s Finance Secretary John Swinney today unveils the Scottish Government's Programme for Government for the final year of the parliamentary session. However, initial reports indicate that the content may lack the depth and actionable plans necessary to tackle the pressing issues facing the nation, merely reiterating familiar commitments that have yet to be realized.
Among the key initiatives highlighted is the pledge to eradicate child poverty. Despite this commitment, recent data suggests that the number of children living in relative poverty after housing costs could range from 180,000 to 300,000. Furthermore, the flagship Scottish Child Payment, projected to cost £471 million in 2025-26, has faced scrutiny in a recent study, which revealed little evidence of its effectiveness in alleviating poverty. This begs the question: where is the tangible action to support vulnerable families?
Another major focus for the SNP, reiterated in the Programme, is economic growth, as the political landscape gears up for the May 2026 election. Critics have pointed out a glaring lack of credible plans to support this goal, especially in light of the disparities in income tax rates that see Scotland ranked as the most heavily taxed area in the UK. Under the SNP's fiscal framework, individuals earning over £30,318 are subjected to higher rates compared to their counterparts elsewhere, placing undue pressure on those who could drive business growth in Scotland.
Moreover, the recent lifting of a salary freeze for ministers, granting an increase of £19,126 to the ten Cabinet members and 13 junior ministers, has drawn significant criticism. Observers argue that while government ministers enjoy pay increases, numerous challenges in public services remain unaddressed. It's clear that the governing party is prioritizing its own financial gain over the pressing needs of the constituents.
In the education sector, concerns around classroom discipline have escalated. Education Secretary Jenny Gilruth has acknowledged indiscipline as a serious issue, claiming that recent policy changes may have exacerbated the situation. Teachers have increasingly called for self-defence training amid rising violence in classrooms, a predicament some critics believe has worsened due to overly restrictive policies on discipline. This indicates a clear failure to prioritize the safety and well-being of both educators and students.
Healthcare calls for serious attention to perceived fiscal mismanagement within the NHS. Reports indicate excessive spending on administrative roles, alongside a staggering £21 million allocated for prescriptions of paracetamol under the current 'free' prescription policy. Critics argue that this funding should be rechanneled toward frontline healthcare services, underscoring a fundamental misdirection of resources.
Moreover, there is discontent regarding higher education policy, with claims that SNP measures to maintain zero tuition fees for Scots have unintentionally led to funding crises at universities, hindering their ability to attract international students and maintain financial stability. This oversight is detrimental to the future of Scotland's educational landscape.
Controversial public health initiatives, such as the establishment of supervised drug consumption facilities, have faced backlash for their associated costs and adverse impacts on local communities. Critics strongly contend that funds would be better spent on rehabilitation services rather than perpetuating support for such programmes that contribute to societal challenges.
As John Swinney prepares to present his Programme for Government, the overarching theme appears to be an urgent need for a more decisive and thorough approach to governance that actually addresses these critical issues, rather than offering mere rhetorical flourishes. Observers remain skeptical about whether the anticipated announcement will genuinely reflect a commitment to tackling systemic challenges head-on or serve as another hollow showcase of political rhetoric devoid of substantial action.
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