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Context

One in four of Scotland’s children (240 000) remain below the poverty line i. The
damage caused by poverty to children’s health, education, wellbeing and life chances
are well documented, and the wider cost to society in terms of additional spending on
services estimated at £1/2 -3/4 billion a year in Scotland aloneii.

The Scottish Government is committed to “doing all within its powers” to eradicate
child poverty by 2020, and has taken on a legal duty, with the passing of the UK
Child Poverty Act 2010 and associated legislative consent memorandum, to produce
child poverty strategies setting out the measures that will be taken to meet the 2020
target, and to report to the Scottish Parliament on progress.

Just as a growing economy and rising public spending were not in themselves the
solution to child poverty (progress to reduce child poverty stalled even as the
economy boomed and public spending rose), public spending cuts must not be a
barrier to the further progress child poverty commitments demand.

Whatever the overall level of resources available, budget decisions must focus on
ensuring families have the necessary share needed to protect their children from
poverty, and that services are delivered in a way that does not exclude, stigmatise or
place additional pressure on our poorest children.

Developing the conditions for a Scotland free of child poverty by 2020

However it is also vital that budget decisions take into account the need to create
the longer term conditions necessary for a society free of child poverty, as well
as proofed for their immediate impact. There is nothing inevitable about current levels
of child poverty in Scotland, or across the UK. Other European countries enjoy far
lower levels of child poverty, and higher levels of child wellbeing.

We need to look to such societies to understand the conditions that are associated
with low levels of child poverty. Evidenceiii suggests that it is a combination of a high
quality labour markets, good relationships with employers, universal high quality
services (including childcare), and high levels of social security support that
are key conditions associated with low levels of poverty.

The Scottish Parliament has an important role to play in fostering these conditions,
particularly in relation to improving the quality of job opportunities, the distribution of
pay and moving toward more universal approaches to service provision.

The importance of universal services to eradicating child poverty

Getting the right balance between targeted and universal support is crucial to further
progress in tackling poverty. Policy to date, at both Westminster and Holyrood, has
largely focused on targeting resources, but future progress will demand a better



balance between the need to target, the need to ensure support reaches all families
that need it, and the need to build the social solidarity and public support required if
we are serious about eradicating child poverty.

In Scotland that means working toward a universal approach to providing childcare
free at the point of delivery, and building on the recent extension of free school meal
entitlement toward universal provision.

Current targeting means many of those most in need of support fail to get it, a
problem not unique to Scotland or the UK. The 2005 UNICEF report on Child
Poverty in Rich Countries highlighted that highly targeted social expenditure creates
problems across the developed world and concluded that “benefits universally
provided, though apparently more expensive, can avoid this poverty trap”iv

Meanwhile research from economists at Dundee Universityv modelled the impact on
household income for differing income groups of providing free school meals as first
a means tested benefit and then a universal benefit. They concluded that the current
system of means testing “fails to deliver welfare to the poorest in society”. The results
show that universal free school meals do not waste money by benefiting better off
families at the expense of those facing poverty. Only when entitlement is extended to
the richest 10% of families is there no additional benefit to less well off children.

The need to rebalance universal and targeted provision is key to CPAG’s support for
moves toward a universal approach to free school meal delivery. Cost is a key factor
in choosing not to eat a school meal for 21% of primary and 31% of secondary
school pupilsvi. Evaluation of the Scottish pilot free school meal programme for P1 to
P3 pupilsvii shows that universal provision massively boosts take up of healthy
school meals as well as relieving pressure on family budgets:

 take up of free school meals increased from 53% to 75%
 amongst children already entitled to free school meals take-up also rose (by

up to 8.5 percentage points)
 “..the trial…impacted positively on the home environment of pupils,” and, “..

the simple benefit of increasing disposable income was particularly evident
amongst parents with more than one child.”

CPAG believes it is therefore vital that the agreement between Scottish
Government and local authorities to roll out free school meals to all P1 to P3
pupils is implemented even in a time of severe pressure on public finances.

Ensuring that key services are delivered on a universal basis is also vital in
promoting and sustaining the social solidarity that is needed if we are to build
a Scotland willing to invest a greater proportion of her wealth in protecting
children from poverty and promoting opportunities for their development.

For details contact John Dickie, Head of CPAG in Scotland on 0141 552 3656 or
07795 340 618 or email jdickie@cpagscotland.org.uk .

ihttp://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/05/povertyfigures0708/Q/EditMode/on/ForceUpdate/on/Page/5
ii http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/210463/0055652.pdf
iiiSee e.g.
www.povertyalliance.org.uk/ckfinder/userfiles/files/events/EAPN%20Presentations/Flexicurity_Can_Scot_Learn_
from_Denmark_Heins_230909.pdf
iv http://www.unicef-irc.org/presscentre/presskit/reportcard6/rc6_summary_eng.pdf
v www.dundee.ac.uk/econman/discussion/DDPE_173.pdf
vi http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2006/01/13110440/3
vii http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/236867/0064986.pdf
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