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1.
CPAG is a leading charity campaigning for the abolition of poverty among children and young people in the UK and for the improvement of the lives of low-income families. CPAG aims to raise awareness of the extent, nature and impact of poverty, bring about positive income policy changes for families with children in poverty, and enable those eligible for benefits and tax credits to access their full entitlement.

2.
This paper is our response to the Government’s consultation on the draft regulations relating to Healthy Start scheme. We contributed to a joint response co-ordinated by the Maternity Alliance to the Government’s initial consultation on the new scheme in 2002. Although we do not have any specific comments to make on the questions referred for consultation in Annex C of the Consultation paper, we would like to make some general comments about the proposed new scheme and, in particular, raise some concerns about its potential to run counter to the Government’s aim to abolish child poverty.

3.
By way of preamble, we would point out that the continued need for a scheme focussed on helping poorer families with the cost of food, underlines the inadequacies of the financial support available to families through benefits and tax credits. We welcome the Government’s recent commitment to continue to increase the level of the child element of child tax credit in line with the growth in earnings, but no similar commitment has been given relating to either child benefit or income support. The value of these benefits continues to decline in relation to average earnings. The reduced level of income support available to women under the age of 25 is of particular concern, especially as it is proposed that help is only available through Healthy Start after 10 weeks of pregnancy (see paragraph 9 below). 

4.
CPAG fully accepts that the Welfare Food Scheme, which was originally established in 1940 as a wartime measure, is in need of reform and modernisation. We also support some of the proposed changes set out in the consultation paper and the draft regulations. We particularly welcome:

· the wider range of foodstuffs and potential participating retail outlets available through the introduction of the new voucher scheme; 

· the increased provision in respect of children under one and pregnant women under 18;

· the removal of the disincentive to breastfeeding inherent in the current scheme;

· the provision of more information and advice on health and nutrition to pregnant women and those with babies and young children.

5.
We are, however, disappointed by the limited scope of the proposed changes, which we believe results directly from the absence of any additional financial resources for the new scheme. This restricts the reform to a reallocation of existing resources, resulting in a modest increase in provision for some groups at the cost of a reduction in provision for other groups. We believe that this severely compromises the likely impact of the new scheme on poverty-related health and nutritional problems and its contribution to the Government’s programme to eradicate child poverty. 

6.
We are particularly disappointed that the value of the new vouchers will be roughly equivalent to the current value of milk tokens. This means that although recipients will be able to redeem the vouchers for a greater range of foodstuffs, they will have to forego obtaining milk in order to obtain fresh fruit and vegetables. In our opinion, having to ‘trade off’ milk for fruit and vegetables will severely limit the nutritional impact of the new scheme. Similarly, although the extension of choice from milk, to milk or fruit, for children under 5 in nurseries and registered child care is welcomed, we believe that provision should have been extended to milk and fruit to maximise the potential for improvements in the nutrition of young children.

7.
We are also concerned at the proposed reductions in provision, which will, in effect, fund the improvements referred to in paragraph 4 above. We believe these reductions are unjustified and are directly contrary to the Government’s programme to eliminate child poverty. Our particular comments on these changes are set out in paragraphs 8-13 below.

8.
We believe that the exclusion of children aged 4 from the new scheme is extremely regrettable and constitutes a substantive backward step in the Government’s programme to tackle poverty-related nutritional problems in early childhood.

9.
We are also concerned at the proposed exclusion of women who have been pregnant for less than 10 weeks from the ambit of the scheme. This is a crucial time for the development of the foetus and we do not understand the reasoning for this exclusion, which was not mentioned in the previous consultation. 

10.
The removal of reduced-cost dried milk for families in receipt of tax credits is a backward step and will create an additional ‘poverty trap’ for those with resources just above the financial level to qualify for vouchers.

11
We find it difficult to accept that there is no nutritional basis for the continued entitlement of children aged 5–16 who do not attend school because of disability and we are also concerned that the proposal fails to take into account the financial benefit that the current scheme affords to such families and any resultant impact on a low-income family’s health following a drop in income.

12.
We very much regret the exclusion of asylum seeker families and children from the new scheme. Although we were pleased that the rules were changed to enable an additional payment for milk to be made in the financial support for asylum seekers via the National Asylum Support Service (NASS), we continue to argue for the reinstatement of support for asylum seekers to be made via the social security and tax credits systems. Having a separate system of support reinforces the marginalisation of asylum seekers and their children and enables financial support for asylum seekers to be set below the level of subsistence benefits such as income support. We also fear that the value of the additional amount in the NASS payment may not be increased in line with the value of the Healthy Start voucher. We also regret that asylum seekers will not be able to benefit from the other benefits of Healthy Start. 

13.
The removal of pension (guarantee) credit as a qualifying benefit is, in our view, unjustified and constitutes discrimination against older parents and child carers. The consultation paper refers to the increases in the value of pension (guarantee) credit and the fact that families getting child tax credit will be eligible for Healthy Start. To exclude pension (guarantee) credit recipients, however, is illogical because they have, by definition, financial resources below the minimum level set by the Government (as is the case with income support recipients). While we accept that the ‘passport’ via child tax credit will protect many families in receipt of pension (guarantee) credit, it will not assist those who have an income above £13,910. Such people are most likely to have additional needs arising from disability or caring responsibilities, entitling them to pension (guarantee) credit on the basis of having a higher ‘appropriate minimum guarantee’.

14.
Finally, although we welcome the proposal to increase the availability of advice and information on health and nutrition to applicants, we are concerned that the provision of such advice and information is to be a condition of registration for Healthy Start. We do not see the need to link the provision of financial support to the provision of information and advice on health matters in this way, by making the former dependant on the latter. We are worried that this type of conditionality could deter some people from applying for help and compromise the relationship between health professionals and some women. 
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