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This briefing discusses the Governments response to the Work and Pensions Select Committee inquiry report, The Best Start in Life? Alleviating deprivation, improving social mobility and eradicating poverty (HC 580), published on 12th June. 

Introduction
CPAG welcomed the Select Committee’s report as a comprehensive analysis of many of the issues facing poor children and families. The official response was disappointing in largely restating existing policy positions, this was made worse given the response was published a mere two days after the latest figures showed that child poverty continued to rise in 2006/07. Child poverty rose in 2006/07 because the government took its foot off the accelerator, with that in mind we are looking to government for a much more vigorous response to the challenges faced today. 

This government response, frequently complacent and defensive, looks markedly different from welcome investments in children in Budget 2008, the Ending Child Poverty everybody’s business
 document, published with the budget, and from recent joint oral evidence given by Ministers from the Departments for Work and Pensions, Children, Schools and Families and HM Treasury on the 9th June.
 At this stage of policy, approaching the 2010 target and with meeting this interim target a vital base for moving towards the eradication ambition CPAG is looking for more enthusiasm, energy and investment around what has been perhaps the key recent change making pledge.

The rest of the note draws out some of the key conclusions and recommendations of the Committee (in bold) with commentary on the Government’s response. 
Recommendation 1: progress on child poverty targets 
CPAG agrees with the estimate that 500,000 children should be lifted out of poverty by announcements made by Government that have yet to impact on the most recent figures. However the government’s response does not that this will still leave a major gap to meet the 2010/11 target.

 In 1998/99 the Government’s central measure (relative incomes before housing costs
) counted 3.4 million children as poor. If the government’s target to halve child poverty is to be met poverty needs to fall to no more than 1.7 million children. In 2006/07 on this measure poverty stood at 2.9 million children, leaving a ‘gap’ to the target of 1.2 million children. Taking account of recent announcements which have not yet fed into the figures the unmet gap between the projected poverty level and meeting the target is around 650,000 children. 

Recommendation 2 - 4: measuring child poverty

CPAG agrees with the Committee that after housing cost data is a more appropriate measure of living standards (as it is closer to disposable income) and so reflects better the lived experience of children, especially in areas affected by high housing costs.

Government is right to argue that its material deprivation measure may highlight some of those groups which may experience a lower standard of living than previous measures have implied, though more work is needed to explore this. 
CPAG has particular concerns that the relative low income measure masks poverty experienced by children in high housing cost areas and those children affected by disability (as it includes housing or disability benefits as income without accounting for costs). 

CPAG urges policy makers to define child poverty as both a low level of poverty and that no child would be persistently poor.

Recommendations 5, 6:  cost of ending child poverty
Child poverty is expensive both to children directly and through them to the whole country, in health, education, other social costs and due to restricted economic development. Tackling poverty is consequently both socially just and economically vital.
As a member of the Campaign to End Child Poverty, we believe it is essential that the Government invests a further £3billion in child tax credit and child benefit to meet the 2010 target to halve child poverty. This is affordable and the cost of not meeting the target will be far greater in the long term. 

The Government should undertake further work to quantify the cost of failure to meet the target to help build public support for ending child poverty as a matter not just of social justice, but cost effective government.
Recommendations 9, 10: social mobility

Social mobility is highest when the gaps in society are smallest. A culture of inequality stifles mobility because it entrenches privilege, makes the gap between the richest and poorest too wide to traverse and promotes behaviour whereby protection of personal economic status comes ahead of promotion of community interests because individuals and their offspring stand to fall a long way. If policy makers are concerned to promote mobility they must target inequality. 

Through its new 2 skint 4 school campaign, CPAG is calling for greater recognition of the relationship between income and education attainment – that eradicating child poverty is fundamental to education policy and to narrowing the attainment gap. For the government to achieve the ‘virtuous circle’ it is aiming for, as much attention must be given to the importance of current family incomes to education attainment as is now given by politicians to the importance of education attainment to future family income.
Recommendations 11, 20: school costs

CPAG joins the Committee in welcoming the focus on the educational attainment gap in PSA 11. The government’s response notes concern around ensuring fair access to the curriculum irrespective of income and the legal limitations around charging. Though CPAG accepts there are legal limits around what schools can charge for, it is still our experience that the costs of uniforms, trips, requests for contributions, and the costs of meals do cause families hardship, single some children out for bullying and may cause them to miss out on opportunities, both in the school day and within the wider ‘extended’ school period. 

The Government makes the extraordinary statement that it ‘is not aware of evidence showing that the cost of school uniform is a major barrier to poor families’ or that ‘it is common for schools to provide free school meals in a stigmatising way’. These answers strike us as complacent and blinkered in their approach to educational exclusion. The Department for Children, Schools and Families is currently conducting a follow up to an earlier study around the costs of education – why do so if there are no concerns? CPAG are part of the School Costs Coalition and Citizens Advice published the report ‘Adding it up’
 for the coalition highlighting these costs. Their survey found that 1 in 5 parents of primary age children and 50% of parents of a secondary school age child reported spending more than £200 per year on uniform and PE kit and the same pamphlet reported that in 2007 57% of English and Welsh authorities did not provide uniform grants.
On free school meals, no child should receive a stigmatising service, but many still do, such as with the use of separate queues. This kind of practice should not only be uncommon but absent. Government needs to be more concerned about the costs of education – this is a key linkage between child poverty and educational inequality.

Recommendations 13, 15, 17: childcare for parents working atypical hours

Though the Government responds on structures in place that can deliver more and better childcare, CPAG does have concerns about the time it may take local authorities to develop child care capacity and the variation parents may experience between areas. This is particularly important since increased work related benefit conditionality is predicated on there being sufficient childcare in place. A lack of appropriate child care will continue to undermine job sustainability until better and provision is available. 
The Government argues that it sees failure to sustain childcare in deprived areas as a responsibility of local government. However, this lack is undermining national policy objectives. Central government needs to examine local childcare assessments carefully for what they may show about national need.

CPAG has concerns that the requirement resulting from the to pay 20% of childcare costs (resulting from the 80% cap within WTC) may be a barrier for some parents. While it is true that most parents claim a lower level of childcare than the maximums, the lack of a higher threshold for large families does disadvantage larger families and childcare for disabled children is more expensive for those who need it. If government believes few pay the current maximums, extending them for a small group who need this support will not be expensive.
An underling tendency to deflect responsibility onto local authorities and schools is evident. On childcare, the Government reports that ‘Encouraging the take up of formal childcare is a responsibility placed on the local authority’ and on the subject of extended schools ‘that schools should adopt pricing strategies that are sustainable and meet the needs of all their parents.’ 
In response to concerns that the childcare element of tax credits is ‘designed for people with a relatively consistent pattern of expenditure…and the way in which it is administered opens up scope for the poorest and most vulnerable parents to get into financial difficulty’ the Government simply states ‘that it is difficult to find a calculation model that fits all circumstances and, as with all Government policy, the system is kept under review.’ This is an inadequate response to an issue that lies at the heart of the entire child poverty strategy.

Recommendation 14: Sure Start

The Government’s response notes the extension of the sure start programme and the links being made with job centre plus around employment, advice and training. Children’s centres offer a child focused centre within the community and so have much to offer to target parents. At the same time that joining services up and supporting parents to make good decisions around work is to be welcomed, children’s centres are not job centres and so messages need to convey a positive ethos around options and opportunities. Heavy handed messages around employment will undermine the child focus of sure start. CPAG welcomes the pilots placing HMRC staff in children’s centres able to provide face to face support.

Recommendations 24, 25, 26: Disability Living Allowance
The Government responded that DLA was intended to provide a ‘broad brush contribution’ toward additional costs and highlight means tested support alongside DLA. CPAG argues as a point of principle that DLA should help to ‘level the playing field’ by supporting disabled people with additional costs they face. 
If, as the Government argues in its response, the initial DLA level was informed by disability surveys in the 1980s, it follows that it is appropriate to review its level twenty years later with today’s evidence on the extra costs of disability. The Government’s answer, recognising that most studies call for an increase in the generosity of the benefit, but there is little consensus on the nature or scale of additional costs, is unconvincing. Researchers may not agree over detail but there is a clear common view the rate is too low.

We would like to see more from the government on its proposals for improving take up (its response notes an increase in receipt of DLA but this is not the same as an increase in the take up rate). On the government’s relative low income target measure around a third of poor children are affected by disability, rising to two fifths on the material deprivation measure. 
Looking at the risk of poverty for those affected by disability, it is very clear that receiving disability benefits is associated with a lower poverty rate (for instance there is a reduction of more than 10 percentage points in the child poverty rate between those not claiming disability benefits and those in receipt of them).
 Maximising take up of disability benefits is an important lever for the child poverty strategy and will be key to meeting the 2010 target.
Recommendations 29, 30, 31: ethnic minority families

The government’s response rightly focuses on access to employment. We agree that better access to decent employment (perhaps linked to the city strategies, given that minority ethnic populations are concentrated in specific areas) is vital to narrowing the gaps, and that the position of women needs to be thought carefully about. We agree with the Committee that careful monitoring by ethnicity of the patterns of use of existing DWP and other services is important. 
Government argues that gypsy and traveller families are a small group and that Office for National Statistics definitions do not allow separate measurement for this group. This answer is weak. Even if population surveys will not provide the evidence, DWP could conduct specific research with this group to explore child outcomes. As the group is known to face high levels of poverty and barriers to using services, this must be a priority.
Recommendation 35: low pay in London

For a very large government department, responsible for the child poverty target, CPAG would like to see clearer and stronger leadership. It is a scandal that half of all poor children have a parent in work. Government can and should lead by example, not just in London but across the UK.
Recommendation 36: large families

The Government response notes recent increases and agrees to review rates at budgets. CPAG agrees there is a case for a particular focus on large families, and has been arguing for the second and subsequent rate of child benefit to be raised to that of the first, this is a effective, targeted, non-means tested solution which would be both popular and a particular help for larger families. 
Recommendations 33, 37, 38, 39, 42: lone parents and employment

The weight of Select Committee commentary and recommendations around the moves to shift large numbers of lone parents from income support and on to job seekers allowance are indicative of the level of concerns over the justice, logic and likely success of the move. Though the Committee agrees with the case for greater conditionality (CPAG does not) it raises serious concerns about the practical viability and implications of the proposals, particularly around: the impact of potentially harsh sanctions; the flexibility of the JSA regime for lone parents (and so the fit with caring responsibilities); and the risk of increasing conditions when the childcare to allow parents to move into work will so often not be present. 
CPAG is aware government is amending regulations and has expressed an interest in increasing the flexibility of JSA regime for lone parents, but we have serious concerns about how this may occur in practice in overstretched jobcentre plus offices. It cannot be right that a lone parent be penalised for not fulfilling work related activity because of a failure to provide accessible child care and we urge MPs to cross examine Ministers as to how this problem will be prevented. 
CPAG supports the improvement of childcare accessibility, and of greater personalisation of employment services, but we believe that if greater conditionality is to be pursued it should follow, not lead, the development of the services to support parents in work. We are pleased to see the Government note it is reviewing the possible impact on children of sanctioning parents. We do not see the case for why the sanction should increase from 20% of the benefit (income support) to up to 100% (jobseekers allowance). Sanctioning families’ benefit runs counter to tackling child poverty.

A principle problem that lone parents face is job retention. There is no evidence that lone parents have a lesser interest in gaining employment than other groups, but strong evidence that that lack of suitable childcare, lack of employer flexibility and employer discrimination make work retention particularly difficult.

Recommendations 54, 60: Employment: soft skills and mini-jobs

We support the Committee’s recommendation for an increase in the earnings disregards for means tested benefits. This would help more parents to work a small number of hours and move closer to the labour market. The Government does not back moves to support mini jobs, stating concern to ensure that workers move quickly to 16 hours of work where possible. Though this may be preferable, it is not always possible and the current rules are a barrier to those who could work a small number of hours and build up confidence to do longer hours in the future. CPAG has concerns that the current employment programme does too little to support those at great distance from the labour market to make small and supported, not large and difficult, moves towards employment. 
Recommendation 61: housing benefit

The Government’s response notes concerns over HB take up (especially in work) and the potential of a less steep taper to improve incentives to work and reduce child poverty. CPAG is aware of the HB review, announced with the last budget, and we would welcome further details of its scope and progress. To our understanding, these have not yet been placed in the public domain.
Recommendations 62, 63, 64: benefit uprating
The Rowntree report showed how quickly current gains in child poverty reduction would unwind without better ‘inflation proofing’ of benefits. The Government rejects a more universal approach to uprating working age benefits. Whereas the Government’s fiscal concerns may be understandable a narrow sense, the lack of budget standards analysis to inform benefit rates or of a consistent approach to ensure rates keep track with changing social norms is indefensible if the safety net is intended to meet basic need and prevent poverty. The year on year degradation of benefits relative to typical wealth is part of the UK’s damaging culture of inequality that must be ended.
The Governments note the welcome aspiration within Ending Child Poverty: everybody’s business  that those who cannot work should be lifted out of poverty. CPAG emphasizes the importance of this move. It is quite counter to the commitment to end child poverty that those children in families claiming out of work safety net benefits face such high risks of poverty (above 60%
 ) and such large shortfalls from the poverty line.
Recommendation 66: child poverty impact memoranda

Government argues that it does make impact assessment on child poverty for spending decisions within its capabilities but that modelling is imperfect. Recent experience of missed targets show the risk of over relying on statistical models, and the need to aim to overshoot as the social is greater than the fiscal cost. 
Models do show that making further progress is achievable and cost effective - around £3 billion on children’s benefits will give an excellent chance of meeting the 2010 target. We urge MPs to place more pressure on Ministers to make this investment.
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� HM Treasury, Ending Child Poverty: everybody’s business, 2008


� Evidence taken before the Children, Schools and Families Committee, June 9th 2008, HC 683-i


� Full definition is children in households with needs adjusted incomes below 60% of the concurrent median income before accounting for housing costs.


� Adding it up the range and impact of school costs on families the costs of education, Citizens Advice, 2007, see http://www.nacab.org.uk/final_4674_adding_up_04.pdf


� See DWP, Households Below Average Incomes (HBAI) 2007, 2008, National Statistics. The figures are broken down into various categories (disabled child; parent and both) but in each case the percentage difference is 10 percentage points and often much larger. Perhaps reflecting the inadequacy of the benefit to meet additional costs, the difference between those claiming and not claiming disability benefits measured by material deprivation is much smaller. 


� See HBAI
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