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Poverty is the policy journal of the Child Poverty Action
Group. It aims to carry articles and features that will
inform, stimulate and develop the debate on the nature
and causes of poverty in its various forms and on the
action required, especially by governments, to relieve and
ultimately prevent it. Our objective is to publish material
that achieves a high standard of analysis, without
sacrificing clarity or accessibility, to specialist and non-
specialist alike.
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Child poverty strategy must tackle 
current headwinds 

As Poverty goes to press, we have not yet had sight of the
government’s next three-year child poverty strategy that it is
obliged to produce under the terms of the Child Poverty Act 2010.
As the strategy must be laid before parliament by early April, the
window for consultation is slowly closing, and opportunities for
interested parties to influence the plan become more limited every
day. But the delay is perhaps unsurprising – for how can a
government that is presiding over a set of policies projected to
impoverish an additional 450,000 children over the course of this
parliament not find the exercise anything but a challenge?

Against this background, we were very lucky to have the chance to
speak to a key player in the child poverty debate – Alan Milburn,
chair of the independent Child Poverty and Social Mobility
Commission. In our interview, he highlights some of the key issues
he believes the new strategy must grapple with. In his view, policy
must be galvanised to tackle in-work poverty, while housing policy
is ‘the dog that hasn’t yet barked’. 

Alan Milburn also acknowledges, however, that the new strategy
will have to work against ‘headwinds’, including the substantial
cuts that have been (and still may be) made to social security. He
was also clear that the Commission would tolerate no further
delays on the child poverty measurement question. After a year in
which the government has failed to account against any child
poverty benchmark, the time has clearly come to set out the
measures that it will use in the future to judge its actions against. 

Our two subsequent feature articles in this issue of Poverty explore
the other ‘headwinds’ that currently run counter to effective action
on child poverty. Kaliya Frank begins by digging deep into the
practice and management culture at Atos Healthcare, exploring
how decisions about employment support allowance are made.
She shows that, despite ministers denying that targets exist, in
practice assessors are required to operate within a narrow band of
‘norms’. If they stray beyond these boundaries, they are criticised
and closely monitored and, as a result, de facto targets emerge. 

In our final feature, Adrian Sinfield argues that we should move
away from the notion of poverty reduction and pay more attention
to poverty prevention. Few would disagree that upstream
intervention is eminently more sensible than downstream mitigation
but, despite this, the child poverty debate often speaks more about
the latter than the former. By focusing on prevention, spending on
children could once again be framed as an investment, moving us
away from the current mood that views family benefits as a
deadweight and hence the first port of call for cuts. 

We hope, then, that when the next child poverty strategy is
published it sets out a genuine vision for the next three years, and
a sensible plan of action. If it started from the view that investing
in children is critical, went on to set out credible policies to tackle
in-work poverty, the education gap, childcare and housing, and
finally set out a way that practice and culture in key agencies
could be changed (as all our contributors propose), that would a
be a strategy of which to be proud. We wait in hope.  ■




