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INTRODUCTION
FROM THE CHIEF
EXECUTIVE
The 2015–2020 government will be confronted by a
child poverty crisis – there are set to be 700,000 more
children in relative poverty (both before and after
housing costs) by 2020 than there were in 2010.1 Families
with children have been hardest hit by austerity,
with recent research from LSE, Manchester and York
universities finding that, without any overall savings to
public spending, the poorest half of the population
has lost out to the benefit of the richest half of the
population.2 The new government will have to deal
with the consequences of this Robin Hood in reverse.
When it assesses its priorities, the new government will
face a stark choice on children: ignore rising poverty
and shut out a generation from the chance it deserves
to thrive, and the childhood it deserves to enjoy. Or
face up to the challenge of child poverty and the
action needed to end it.
Overwhelmingly, the public believes that, in modern
Britain, no childhood should be blighted by poverty.
Children are our strongest and proudest asset and
deserve a decent childhood: there is a better future for
us all if we cherish and protect them.

Deficit reduction, it has been claimed, protects
children from national debt, yet so far the cost has
been borne by today’s generation of poor children
and their families. This is a false economy: one that
costs our country billions in wasted economic potential
and social failure.
It is by no means inevitable that some children
grow up poor: the evidence is clear about what
works to reduce child poverty. Our programme for
government addresses some key issues that we need
to face up to if we are to put an end to this crisis. Our
recommendations reflect the urgent need for a long
term plan and commitment to ending child poverty,
but also for smaller, more immediate changes that will
prevent hardship in the here and now.
We look forward to working with the new government
as its faces the child poverty challenge head on. Our
children deserve nothing less.

ALISON GARNHAM
CHIEF EXECUTIVE

OUR PROGRAMME
TO END CHILD
POVERTY
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We all want our children to be able to enjoy their
childhoods and have a fair chance in life to reach their
full potential.
The 2015 government has a responsibility to that
generation: to make reducing and then ending child
poverty a national mission.

In the first year, the government should work with all
interested parties to develop and implement a new,
long-term plan for ending child poverty. We need a fully
funded road map with clear activities and milestones
towards that goal.

The government also has a clear legal duty under the
Child Poverty Act, which received cross-party support,
to end child poverty by 2020. The next government is
set to preside over the 2020 target being missed by a
wide margin and this legal duty being compromised.

In the first year, the 2015 government should also back
working parents through strengthening universal credit,
improving incentives to work and helping to guard
against poverty. It should also reduce the demand
for foodbanks by ending costly delays and errors in
Department for Work and Pensions decision making,
and ensuring that emergency support is doing its job.

With commitment and action, child poverty can be
ended. We need: a benefits system that recognises
the cost of a child; a childcare system that enables
parents to work and children to thrive; a labour market
that makes work a route out of poverty; and adequate
support for families when parents cannot work.

Over the Parliament, the 2015 government should
protect families from rising living costs by restoring the
value of children’s benefits, placing a ‘triple lock’ on
them and by ensuring schools and local authorities
act to poverty-proof the school day so no child is left
behind at school because of poverty at home.

To that end, we call for the 2015 government to use
its first 100 days to make child poverty a national
social and economic policy priority. The government’s
spending review should prioritise preventative spending
today to avoid the enormous costs of child poverty
tomorrow. It must strengthen the national debate on
child poverty, being honest about the challenges, and
look at the evidence about what works when devising
solutions.

Finally, it should develop and fund an ambitious
childcare strategy that will improve incentives for
parents to work and improve child development and
wellbeing.
The political narrative tells us about our economic crisis,
but it has been too quiet on the rising poverty which is
maxing out our social deficit and shutting the door on
children’s chance to thrive. A generation of children
deserves more than promises. The 2015 government
has an opportunity to put us back on track to end child
poverty once and for all. It must seize it.
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THE FIRST 100 DAYS:
MAKE ENDING CHILD
POVERTY A NATIONAL
PRIORITY

THE CHALLENGE:

THE SOLUTIONS:

There is a growing body of evidence that those who
lost the most from austerity are gaining the least from
economic recovery. The fiscal deficit is being matched
by an increasing social deficit.

CHILD POVERTY: A NATIONAL
ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL POLICY PRIORITY

And it is children who are bearing the brunt of this failure.
The Institute for Fiscal Studies projects that, in 2014/15,
there are 4 million children living in relative poverty
(after housing costs are taken into account). That is a
rise of 400,000 since 2010, or nine children in poverty
in a classroom of 30. Six of those children will have at
least one parent in work. And there will be 300,000 more
children in poverty by 2020.3

The new government must commit to making
child poverty a national priority in its programme
for government. In particular it should mandate
preventative spending today as a spending review
priority to avoid the enormous costs of child poverty
tomorrow.

THE COST OF
CHILD POVERTY
9 children in poverty in a classroom of 30

This failure is a costly one: independent research by
Loughborough University commissioned by CPAG
estimates that child poverty costs the country at least
£29 billion a year in services that deal with the effects of
poverty and, in the longer term, in losses to the economy
from wasted potential.4

SPENDING
ON SERVICES

£15 BILLION

TAX RECEIPTS
LOST TO
GOVERNMENT

£3.5 BILLION

BENEFITS SPENT
ON THOSE OUT
OF WORK

£2.4 BILLION

LOSS IN
EARNINGS

£8.5 BILLION

TOTAL: £29 BILLION
SOURCE: D HIRSCH, AN ESTIMATE OF
THE COST OF CHILD POVERTY IN 2013, CPAG, 2013
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THE FIRST YEAR:

DEVELOP, FUND AND
IMPLEMENT A LONG TERM
PLAN TO END CHILD POVERTY

THE CHALLENGE:

THE SOLUTIONS:

In 2010 all the major parties signed up to the legally
binding goal to end child poverty by 2020. Unfortunately,
this commitment has not always been met by action,
and respected commentators, including the Institute for
Fiscal Studies and the government’s Social Mobility and
Child Poverty Commission, warn that the goal will be
missed – by a wide margin.

A PLAN TO END CHILD POVERTY

Under the Child Poverty Act, the government is required
to publish a national child poverty strategy. The latest
strategy, published in 2014, does not set out a clear road
map towards ending child poverty. As things stand, there
is nothing to prevent experts’ projections of rising, rather
than falling, child poverty from coming to pass.

The 2015 government must come up with a credible
plan to end child poverty. This strategy must set out clear
actions, milestones and progress measures that would
help end child poverty. It needs to ensure that UK-wide
economic, tax, benefit and labour market policies work
alongside education, childcare and housing policy, to
prevent and reduce poverty throughout the whole of
the UK.

INVEST TODAY, GAIN TOMORROW
Investing in children makes economic, as well as moral,
sense. We need a strategy from the 2015 government
that not only promotes jobs, but tackles low pay,
promotes affordable housing and childcare, and helps
families with the extra costs of children. Otherwise, the
costs of child poverty will continue to be borne by both
children and society as a whole.

BE AMBITIOUS AND REALISTIC

4.1
million

2000/1

4.1
million

3.8m

3.6m

2005/6

2010/11

2015/16

4.3
million

2020/21

NUMBER OF CHILDREN IN POVERTY
SOURCE: FIGURES ARE AFTER HOUSING COSTS FROM THE INSTITUTE FOR FISCAL STUDIES,
IFS BRIEFING NOTE BN154, NOVEMBER 2014; DEPARTMENT FOR WORK AND PENSIONS, HOUSEHOLDS BELOW AVERAGE INCOME DATA, 2012/13
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Rather than bury its head in the sand, the 2015
government needs to face up to the fact that the 2020
target will not be met. But we must not accept that
failing to meet the target by 2020 means it can never
be achieved. A new plan to end child poverty must
include a realistic timeframe: lifting all children out of
hardship remains an achievable aim.

THE FIRST YEAR:

BACK WORKING PARENTS
BY HELPING THEM BRING
HOME A DECENT INCOME
AND BY STRENGTHENING
UNIVERSAL CREDIT

THE CHALLENGES:

THE SOLUTIONS:

Nearly two out of three children in poverty have a parent
in work, which is why strengthening wages and in-work
benefits are a key part of any credible plan to end child
poverty.

1. SUPPORT THE LIVING WAGE AND BOOST FAMILYFRIENDLY JOBS

In-work poverty can be seen as the product of three
variables: the level of pay; the level of in-work benefits;
and the level of hours worked. Our research has found that
low-paid parents find themselves subject to increasing
pressure to work as many hours as it takes to make ends
meet, regardless of the needs of their children. By shifting
the emphasis from long hours to decent pay, affordable
childcare and adequate levels of in-work benefits, the
government will do much to ease the pressure on lowpaid working families.5
The vast bulk of universal credit implementation is due
to happen under the 2015–2020 government, and it
is forecast to help take some children out of poverty
once it is in place. But the poverty-fighting potential of
universal credit has been reduced even before it is fully
rolled out, due to a range of cuts, notably the freezing
of work allowances. Combined with the lack of a work
allowance for second earners, this means that it is harder
for parents to make work pay.
Meanwhile, rising costs and stagnant wages mean that
working families are still worse off than they were before
the financial crisis. With the national minimum wage
falling in real terms over the past few years, parents on
low incomes are particularly hard hit.

ONLY

82%
£153,679
TOTAL COST OF A CHILD
OVER 18YEARS
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COST COVERED
BY BOTH PARENTS
WORKING FULL TIME
ON MINIMUM WAGE

DOES WORK PAY?
SOURCE: D HIRSCH, COST OF A CHILD 2014, CPAG, 2014

Wage levels are a key part of making work pay. The
government must demonstrate its leadership and
ambition by encouraging more employers to pay the
living wage and commit to increasing the national
minimum wage. Government and local authorities
can help by paying it themselves and insisting on the
living wage through contract compliance. The same
mechanism could also be used to end the gender pay
gap and promote family-friendly jobs in the economy.
The savings from paying the living wage can be used to
restore family benefits. Ultimately the aim should be to
pay the national minimum wage at the living wage level.

2. BOOST WORK INCENTIVES IN UNIVERSAL CREDIT FOR
PARENTS
If we want to help more parents into work, we need that
work to pay. A universal credit work allowance for second
earners, and an improved allowance for lone parents, is
an essential part of this. The 2015 government must stop
the raids on the universal credit budget that reduce
incentives – and the potential for poverty reduction. A
review of monthly payment and assessment as well as
payment to the main earner is also needed urgently.

3. PROVIDE BACK-TO-WORK SUPPORT THAT WORKS
WITH PARENTS
Parents overwhelmingly want to work, and the evidence
shows that they value and benefit from good quality
support. The new government should invest in back-towork support at local level that emphasises the strong,
positive relationships with advisers that are proven to
work.

4. END FEES FOR CHILD MAINTENANCE APPLICATIONS
AND COLLECTION
Where parents live apart, child maintenance can make
a significant difference to children’s wellbeing. Allowing
parents to access the Child Maintenance Service without
charge will help ensure that those who most need the
service are able to use it – and that money reaches the
pockets of those who are caring for their children.

THE FIRST YEAR:

REDUCE THE DEMAND FOR
FOODBANKS BY ENDING
COSTLY DELAYS AND POOR
DECISION-MAKING IN THE
BENEFITS SYSTEM

THE ROAD TO THE FOODBANK
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THE CHALLENGE:

THE SOLUTIONS:

Foodbank use has soared in recent years: the Trussell Trust
network alone gave emergency food to over 900,000
people in 2013/14. Since 2013 CPAG has been providing
welfare rights advice in a foodbank, where we see firsthand the huge challenges experienced by those forced
to rely on charity to feed themselves and their family.

END DELAYS AND ERRORS IN DECISION MAKING

We know from that experience, together with research
looking in depth at the experiences of more than a
thousand foodbank users across the country, some
of the reasons for foodbank use. People are going to
foodbanks as a last resort, when all other avenues for
help have been exhausted. They have often been left
with no money whatsoever, and foodbanks provide
them with essential support.
In the majority of cases, foodbank use is driven by an
acute financial crisis caused by the operation of the
benefits system. Not only are administrative delays and
errors causing problems, but the system of emergency
support underneath the safety net is too often failing to
do its job. Similarly, many are left with a very low, or no,
income due to sanctions.6

8

Parents looking for work too often find that, at almost
every stage, our sanctions system is not working. Families
are being left to struggle for food and the basics
because of unrealistic job-seeking conditions they never
had a chance of meeting, inflexible rules that stop good
reason or good cause from being considered, and poor
DWP communications which leave sanctioned parents
unaware that hardship payments could prevent their
children experiencing severe hardship.

The
government
should
implement
the
recommendation made by MPs on the cross-party
Work and Pensions Committee in March 2015 to
establish a broad, independent review into the use
of sanctions. It should also amend existing rules and
regulations, and invest the resources required, to
ensure that the benefits system operates smoothly.
It should also adequately resource and advertise
sources of emergency provision – 'the safety
net beneath the safety net' – in the form of local
welfare provision and short-term benefit advances,
to protect people when official errors are made.

END FIXED-TERM SANCTIONS
There should be an end to fixed-term sanctions,
which offer claimants no opportunity to get sanctions
lifted when they modify their behaviour. Sanctions
should be used only as a last resort, and decisions
on hardship payments should be made at the same
time as decisions to sanction - to protect vulnerable
claimants, and their children in particular.

OVER THETHE
PARLIAMENT:
COST OF

PROTECT FAMILIES
FROM RISING LIVING COSTS BY
CHILD POVERTY
RESTORING THE VALUE OF CHILDREN’S BENEFITS AND
POVERTY-PROOFING
THE SCHOOL DAY
SPENDING
ON SERVICES

£15 BILLION

TAX RECEIPTS
LOST TO
GOVERNMENT

£3.5 BILLION

BENEFITS SPENT

THE CHALLENGE:
ON THOSE OUT
OF WORK

£2.4 BILLION

It costs money to raise children. In the two years since
CPAG started measuring
LOSS INthe cost of a child again, the
minimum cost has risen by 8 per cent for a couple and 11
EARNINGS
per cent for a lone parent.
A large part£8.5
of BILLION
this is housing
and childcare costs. Living costs for low-income families
are rising fastest of all, with the minimum income standard
rising by more than a quarter between 2008 and 2014.7
At the same time, family incomes have risen far more
slowly, if at all. And low income families have also faced
higher rates of inflation
than others.
have been
TOTAL:
£29Earnings
BILLION
stagnant, and benefits for families with children have
been cut in real terms. Child benefit has lost 14 per cent
of its real value over the course of this Parliament.8
SOURCE: D HIRSCH, AN ESTIMATE OF
THE COST OF CHILD POVERTY IN 2013, CPAG, 2013

Children from low-income families feel the impact of this,
even when they are at school. Our research suggests
that more than half of children on free school meals
miss school trips, over a quarter steer clear of subjects
requiring expensive materials, and others do not take
part in after-school activities – all because their families
are poor.9
•W
 e are now one of very few European countries that
do not have universal child benefit.
•C
 hild benefit must never be rolled into universal credit
because it is increasingly evident that it is families’ only
protection when means-tested benefits fail.
• The constant erosion of child benefit - money that is
spent on necessities every child needs - damages
childhoods.
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THE SOLUTIONS:
PROTECT AND INVEST IN CHILDREN’S BENEFITS
With families hit hard by real-terms cuts in children’s
benefits, the new government should ensure children’s
benefits provide support to parents with the cost of
children and reflect our willingness as a nation to invest
in our future.
It should introduce a ‘triple lock’ for children’s benefits so
that they are uprated in line with earnings, prices or 2.5
per cent, whichever is greater. This would ensure that the
value of these benefits fall no further – and are gradually
restored to their former value
It should tackle the drivers of benefit spending – low pay,
high housing and childcare costs – and use the proceeds
to restore family benefits

POVERTY-PROOF THE SCHOOL DAY
Free education is a vital pillar of our society, and the pupil
premium helps to ensure that the educational needs of
children from low-income households are better met.
Free school meals for primary school children are a big
step forward – and these need to become universal. In
the meantime, more needs to be done to make sure that
schools are truly inclusive for all children.
The government should work with all schools to help
identify and overcome the barriers to learning faced
by children and young people from low-income
households, stopping poverty from stifling the school day.
Schools and local authorities could improve educational
attainment by spreading learning from the successful
‘London Challenge’ across the country.

-£2,014
2010
2015
FAMILY WITH TWO KIDS
RECEIVING CHILD BENEFIT
AND FULL CHILD TAX CREDIT
SOURCE: L JUDGE, UPRATING AND THE VALUE OF
CHILDREN’S BENEFITS, CPAG, 2014

OVER THE
PARLIAMENT:

DEVELOP AND FUND
AN AMBITIOUS
CHILDCARE STRATEGY

10
T OF
VERTY

THE CHALLENGE:

THE SOLUTIONS:

Helping families into work is a crucial part of ending child
poverty. It is no silver bullet – the quality of jobs is vital, as
is supporting parents with the extra costs children bring –
but, with a fifth of couple families with one full-time earner
in poverty compared with 4-8 per cent with two earners,
it is clearly part of the solution. Most of the improvement
in family incomes over the past 40 years has come from
second earners. For lone parents, working full time halves
the risk of poverty compared with working part time.

INCREASE SUPPORT FOR CHILDCARE

Childcare is the single most expensive item in the budgets
of many families with small children. CPAG’s Cost of a
Child research found that the cost of childcare jumped
by 42 per cent between 2008 and 2014, over twice the
official inflation rate.10 Inevitably, this has put the squeeze
on households, and forced many parents out of the
labour market or into fewer hours of work.
Rising childcare costs cause a poverty double whammy:
they take money out of the pockets of parents, directly
impacting upon children’s wellbeing. And they make it
harder for parents to find or sustain work, leading to lower
family incomes.

£

DEVELOP A LONG-TERM CHILDCARE STRATEGY
Tackling childcare costs and improving the availability
and quality of provision must be a major priority for the
government. An ambitious childcare strategy should be
based around a supply-side, universal model, starting
with the expansion of free entitlement, increased
support for children’s centres and the development of
a comprehensive, 8am-6pm out-of-school and holiday
childcare. Committing to fully funding this strategy would
be a shrewd investment in children’s outcomes and in
making work pay.

2008

£

THE RISING COST OF CHILDCARE
SOURCE: D HIRSCH, COST OF A CHILD, CPAG, 2014

To help make work pay for low-income families,
increasing support for childcare under universal credit
- and before that comes in, through tax credits - can
make an immediate difference. By delivering improved
work incentives straight away, this investment will help
both couple and lone-parent households enter work or
increase their hours.

2014

%

+42

ENDNOTES

1	J Browne, A Hoods and R Joyce, Children and Working-Age Poverty in Northern Ireland
over the Next Decade: an Update, Briefing Note BN154, Institute for Fiscal Studies,
November 2014.
2	
R Lupton and others, ‘The Coalition’s Social Policy Record: Spending, Policy and
Outcomes 2010-2015’. Social Policy in a Cold Climate Research Report 4, 2015.
3	J Browne, A Hoods and R Joyce, Children and Working-Age Poverty in Northern Ireland
over the Next Decade: an Update, Briefing Note BN154, Institute for Fiscal Studies,
November 2014. Appendix table A1, UK relative poverty projections.
4	D Hirsch, An Estimate of the Cost of Child Poverty in 2013, CPAG, 2013.
5	L Judge, Round the clock: In-work poverty and the ‘hours question’, CPAG, 2015.
6	
J Perry and others, Emergency Use Only: Understanding and reducing the use of
foodbanks in the UK, CPAG. 2014.
7

D Hirsch, Cost of a Child, CPAG, 2014.

8

L Judge, Uprating and the value of children’s benefits, CPAG, 2014

9	R Farthing, The Costs of Going to School, from Young People’s Perspective, CPAG, 2014.
10 D Hirsch, Cost of a Child, CPAG, 2014.

11

CHILD POVERTY ACTION GROUP IS A CHARITY
REGISTERED IN ENGLAND AND WALES (REGISTRATION
NUMBER 294841) AND IN SCOTLAND (REGISTRATION
NUMBER SC039339), AND IS A COMPANY LIMITED BY
GUARANTEE, REGISTERED IN ENGLAND (REGISTRATION
NUMBER 1993854).

30 MICAWBER STREET
LONDON
N1 7TB
WWW.CPAG.ORG.UK

