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Introduction 

1. Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) has worked for almost 50 years to prevent and relieve 

poverty among children and families in the UK. We have a wide range of expertise and evidence 

from which we draw in this submission. Each year, we author and publish The Welfare Benefits 

and Tax Credits Handbook, the authoritative guide to social security in the UK; provide specialist 

advice and training to expert and non-expert frontline advisers; coordinate and collate evidence 

from the National Association of Welfare Rights Workers; collect evidence and case studies of 

the impacts of welfare reform in Scotland through the Early Warning System (EWS); and are 

currently providing frontline welfare rights advice to food bank users in Tower Hamlets.  

 

CPAG response 

 

2. The financial impact on families with children of the 2010-2015 government’s cuts to benefit and 

tax credits levels has been substantial, and is well rehearsed. Much of this came through below-

inflation uprating – a policy that continues into this Parliament. CPAG has estimated that, over 

the course of that Parliament, decisions on uprating alone caused child benefit to lose 15.5 per 

cent of its value.1 The End Child Poverty coalition calculated that changes to uprating alone will 

have cost a working couple with two children earning £600 per week £513.35 in 2015 – an 

amount that will rise far further with the four year benefit freeze announced in the 2015 

Summer Budget.2 There are impacts, too, from various cuts to tax credits, through changes to 

thresholds and withdrawal rates. The IFS found that the effect of cuts to tax credits enacted in 

2012 was to make lone parents earning £15,600 up to £868 a year worse off.3 

 

3. The impact on child poverty is projected to be substantial. Figures for absolute poverty show a 

sustained fall in the material standards of living for children between 2009/10 and 2013/14, 

which is unprecedented in the era of reliable poverty figures.4 Relative poverty fell immediately 

after the financial crisis, due partly to falls in median income and partly to over-indexing of child 

tax credit, but has been stable since, and is projected to rise substantially by 2020. The 

Resolution Foundation project that there will be 3.7-3.9 million children in poverty by 2020, 

compared with the latest figure of 2.3 million (2013/14) – primarily driven by cuts to social 

security.5 

 

4. Meanwhile, pensioner poverty fell substantially in the 2000s, with the poverty risk faced by 

pensioners halving in a decade. From 29 per cent of pensioners being in poverty in 1998/99, 

there were 15 per cent in 2009/10, with the proportion standing at 14 per cent according to the 

                                                           
1 CPAG, ‘Uprating and the value of children’s benefits: Policy note December 2014’, available at: 
http://cpag.org.uk/uprating-and-value-childrens-benefits-policy-note-december-2014 
2 ‘Short changed: the true cost of cuts to children’s benefits’, End Child Poverty, May 2015, available at: 
http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/PDF_Short_Changed_fullreport.pdf 
3 Andrew  Hood  and  David  Phillips,  ‘Benefit  Spending  and Reforms: The Coalition Government’s Record’, 
Institute for Fiscal Studies, January 2015 
4 DWP, ‘Households Below Average Income: An analysis of the income distribution 1994/95 – 2013/14’, June 
2015: absolute poverty after housing costs in 2009/10 stood at 27%, rising to 29% in 2011/12, and to 31% in 
2012/13 and 2013/14 
5 Resolution Foundation, ‘A poverty of information: assessing the government’s new child poverty focus and 
future trends’, October 2015  

http://cpag.org.uk/uprating-and-value-childrens-benefits-policy-note-december-2014
http://www.endchildpoverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/PDF_Short_Changed_fullreport.pdf


latest figures (2013/14).6 Social security has played a significant role in helping to reduce 

pensioner poverty, and the triple lock for the state pension, introduced under the coalition 

government, has protected those gains. This is a success to be celebrated, and demonstrates the 

power of policy to tackle poverty. 

 

5. Real-terms cuts to children’s benefits are driving increases in child poverty, as set out above. 

Research commissioned by the End Child Poverty (ECP) coalition in May 2015 showed that a 

triple lock for children’s benefits would result in 280,000 fewer children living in relative poverty 

and 310,000 fewer in absolute poverty compared with government policy.7 Further cuts to 

children’s benefits announced in the July 2015 Budget were projected by the Resolution 

Foundation to further increase child poverty by 300,000 to 600,000, meaning the poverty-

proofing impact of a triple lock would be higher still.8 Polling conducted by ECP found that two-

thirds of respondents were in favour of increasing child benefit and child tax credit in line with 

costs of living, with only 10 per cent saying they should be increased at a rate below costs of 

living.9  

 

6. The increases we are seeing in child poverty are not inevitable. Between 1999/2000 and 

2010/11, child poverty fell from 3.4 million to 2.3 million (before housing costs), driven by 

employment support, investment in childcare, and financial support for families with children.10 

As a result, the UK was on the right trajectory towards meeting the target to end child poverty 

by 2020.11 This, as noted above, is also a period in which pensioner poverty fell rapidly. Taken 

together, this shows that the UK made, and could have continued to make, substantial progress 

for both young and old. 

 

7. There is thus no reason that protecting children should come at the expense of pensioners. The 

Office for Budget Responsibility have concluded that spending on social security has remained 

broadly stable as a proportion of GDP over the past thirty years,12 during which time 

governments have been able to direct resources in such a way as to reduce pensioner poverty, 

and to reduce child poverty by over a million during the 2000s. Even cuts to social security 

during the 2010-15 Parliament were used to fund tax cuts, not deficit reduction. According to 

LSE research, which analysed the impact of changes to direct tax and benefits during that period, 

‘looking at the population as a whole, the changes were regressive’, and ‘the overall fiscal effect 

of the changes… did not contribute to deficit reduction overall’. Researchers also found that, as 

well as being regressive, tax and benefit changes also had a differential age profile: lone parent 

                                                           
6 DWP, ‘Households Below Average Income: An analysis of the income distribution 1994/95 – 2013/14’, June 
2015, relative poverty after housing costs 
7 ‘Short changed: the true cost of cuts to children’s benefits’, End Child Poverty, May 2015  
8 Resolution Foundation, ‘A poverty of information: assessing the government’s new child poverty focus and 
future trends’, October 2015 
9 ‘Short changed: the true cost of cuts to children’s benefits’, End Child Poverty, May 2015 
10 DWP, ‘Households Below Average Income: An analysis of the income distribution 1994/95 – 2013/14’, June 
2015, and IFS, ‘Child Poverty in the UK since 1998-99: Lessons from the Past Decade’, October 2010 
11 Defined by the four targets of the Child Poverty Act 2010: relative poverty before housing costs below 10%; 
absolute poverty before housing costs below 5%; combined low income and material deprivation below 5%; 
and persistent poverty below a threshold of 7%, defined in 2014 
12 p.4, ‘Welfare trends report’, Office for Budget Responsibility, June 2015 



households lost the most income, while elderly households and those with two or more earners 

gained the most.13  

 

8. Furthermore, social security plays a crucial role in helping individuals and households to balance 

their spending across their lives. By many estimates, the majority of redistribution effected by 

the social security system takes place not between individuals at a point in time, but within a 

given individual’s own lifetime, otherwise known as lifecycle redistribution.14 This allows people 

to contribute when they have relatively high earnings and low costs, and to draw down on the 

social security system when they have higher costs or lower earning potential, such as when 

they have children or are retired. Rather than being a drain on the state, the majority of social 

security spending instead plays the role of an efficient system of saving and investment, allowing  

individuals and families to smooth out their lifetime earnings, while also reducing the increased 

poverty risks associated with certain periods of life (notably retirement and parenthood).  

 

9. Nor does protecting children need to come at the price of further increasing means testing in 

social security. Universal (or near-universal) benefits such as child benefit are popular, efficient 

to administer, and directly target those facing increased costs and reduced earning potential, 

without reducing work incentives. As with universal pensioner benefits, the bulk of the cost of 

universal children’s benefits will be recouped at other stages in the lives of those claiming them, 

when their earnings are higher and their costs lower. Yet child benefit is in urgent need of 

greater investment, as it covers less than a fifth of the additional cost of a child.15 Not only is it 

affordable, but reducing child poverty is an investment for society as a whole, with child poverty 

costing the country more than £29 billion every year.16 A triple lock for children’s benefits would 

be a modest step in the right direction, which could have a significant impact on child poverty.  

 

10. Finally, it is vital that resources and funding are directed towards the early years of children’s 

lives. There is overwhelming evidence that the first years of a child’s life have a profound 

influence on the rest of their childhood and on their future life chances. This evidence was 

reflected in significant investment in early years education and services under the Labour 

government: LSE research estimates that total expenditure on early years, childcare and 

maternity payments increased from 0.24 per cent of GDP to 0.7 per cent between 1997/98 and 

2010/11.17 Overall, then, considerable progress has been made, but there is more still to do. 

Increased funding for early childhood education and care, children’s centres, and extended 

schools would represent an investment in childhoods and in improved life chances, which will 

pay dividends in reduced child poverty and enhanced economic growth in the long term. 

 

Conclusion 

 

                                                           
13 ‘Were we really all in it together? The distributional effects of the 2010-2015 UK Coalition government’s tax-
benefit policy changes: an end-of-term update’, De Agostini, Hills, and Sutherland, September 2015 
14 See ‘Redistribution from a Lifetime Perspective’, Institute for Fiscal Studies, September 2015 
15 ‘The Cost of a Child in 2015’, Child Poverty Action Group, available at: http://cpag.org.uk/costofachild-2015 
16 ‘An estimate of the cost of child poverty in 2013’, Child Poverty Action Group, June 2013, available at: 
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/estimate-cost-child-poverty-2013  
17‘Labour’s Record on the Under Fives: Policy, Spending and Outcomes 1997 – 2010’, Kitty Stewart, Social 
Policy in a Cold Climate: Working Paper 4, LSE, July 2013 

http://cpag.org.uk/costofachild-2015
http://www.cpag.org.uk/content/estimate-cost-child-poverty-2013


11. The post-crash period has been one in which children have been poorly protected, bearing the 

brunt of austerity measures, with the result that child poverty is increasing, and is set to do so 

into the future. In that sense, children can be said to have been the victims of intergenerational 

unfairness. There is therefore a strong case, moral and financial, for investing in them in the 

years ahead. That said, intergenerational fairness does not mean reducing child poverty by 

increasing poverty for other groups. Instead, we should learn from what has worked, and 

consider introducing for children the kinds of policies that have helped to reduce poverty for 

other groups. 

 

 

_________________________________________________ 

 

For further information, please contact Moussa Haddad, Senior Policy and Research Officer, at 

mhaddad@cpag.org.uk. 
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