
6 Poverty 147 

feature

Lindsay Judge: One of things we observe in
political discourse at the moment is the sense
that it doesn’t matter if you grow up in child
poverty, so long as you are socially mobile in
later life. What is your view on the relationship
between child poverty and social mobility? 

Alan Milburn: Well, for us in the Commission
they are two sides of the same coin. Although
people argue that you can have a highly
unequal and highly mobile society – Australia is
often cited as an example – actually, low levels
of mobility tend to be correlated with low levels
of equality, and vice versa. So the Commission
has what looks like a duel remit, but I don’t see
it like that – I see it as a single remit. We want to
ensure that opportunities, both in terms of
income and in terms of life chances, are as
widely available to as many people in society as
possible. 

What is true, however, is that there are different
cohorts in the population that require different
responses. There is undoubtedly a cohort who
lives in entrenched poverty – the ‘bottom decile
of the population’ issue – and they are charac-
terised by unemployment and sometimes rela-
tively chaotic lifestyles. And this cohort requires
a specific policy response. The problem is that
sometimes this cohort is confused with a much
wider group who suffer from transient poverty,
for whom low pay and in-work poverty are more
the issue and therefore require a different policy
response. We should avoid conflating entrench-
ed poverty and transient poverty.

But what all cohorts need, in my view, is two
things: you have to do what you can on income
distribution and, at the same time, you have to
do what you can on opportunity distribution. So
when ministers or commentators sometimes
have said that there’s too much focus on the
one and we must shift to the other, I think that
is not necessarily the right approach. 

LJ: So do you think it is possible to improve
social mobility in the absence of policies that
reduce child poverty?

AM: No – you’ve got to do both. We don’t see
any contradiction between them. But there is of
course a problem with where public attitudes
are on poverty – you can see that from the
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have got to have as much of an emphasis on
ensuring work does genuinely pay, and that the
incentives are right for people once in work to
progress, as on getting out of worklessness.

But the really tough thing with this is that we
have very high levels of low pay in the UK –
among the highest levels in the OECD. We have
five million workers earning less than the ‘living
wage’ – many of them women who do all the
right things, stand on their own two feet, go out
to work  – all the things politicians tell them to
do. And yet they get a rotten deal. So I really
welcome the debates on the living wage, and
the fact that George Osborne is arguing with the
Low Pay Commission about a higher level of the
national minimum wage. These are all positive
developments – they just need to be taken fur-
ther and much quicker to make sure that people
are able to escape poverty through their own
efforts. 

So that’s the second issue. And the third is a
more fundamental and longer term thing, which
is that as our economy becomes much more
knowledge based – which it is and will continue
to do so – life chances for poor kids are as good
as life chances are for better-off kids. Funda-
mentally, the biggest thing that unlocks social
progress is education. So starting in the early
years – we need a long-term, clear plan for early
years services because we know what happens
then has an impact longer term on children’s
lives. Currently, as we argued in the report, there
are lots of different initiatives on this, but no
overall plan or destination. 

We also need to make sure that the best
schools are just as likely to be in the poorest
areas as in the richest and they are not, and we
need to make sure that the best teachers are in
the worst schools and poorest areas, which
they are not. So that means we have to think
about how we incentivise teachers – how we
pay them, how we recognise them – what we
measure in schools. 

So for me, there’s a three-part agenda: one,
welfare to work; two, make work pay; and three,
make education the driving force that enhances
mobility and the prospects of escaping poverty.
That is the frame we have in mind at the
Commission – we are judging action against this
three-legged stool. And it is not just the govern-
ment we look to – the idea that it is the tax payer
who will do all the heavy lifting is not feasible.
We look to businesses and voluntary organisa-
tions too. 

British Social Attitudes Survey. This probably
tells us frankly that all of us who thought that we
had won the child poverty argument in the
2000s were wrong.

So we need to think very carefully about what
the focus of our efforts should now be. I think if
we focus only on those in entrenched poverty,
that makes this an issue for a minority and not
a majority. When that happens, people think
poverty is an issue for others and not for them-
selves. What we need to do is make poverty an
issue that the whole society cares about. It
needs to be relevant to the whole of society and
to the majority of families. 

Moussa Haddad: Can we turn to the sub-
stance of the next strategy. The Commission’s
State of the Nation report published last year
criticised the current child poverty strategy for
failing to pay sufficient attention to the demand
side of the economy. How would you like to
see the next strategy address this issue? 

AM: The big missing piece of the action has
been on in-work poverty. Of course, there are
families who are poor because no one is in
work, but the number of families who are poor
and in work dwarfs the numbers who are not –
it’s double the number. That’s been a funda-
mental change in the nature of poverty over the
course of the last two decades and, as ever,
public policy has been slow to respond. But if
you’ve got a situation where two-thirds 
of kids in poverty live in families where someone
is in work – well, that suggests the old assump-
tion that if we get people off welfare and into
work we will solve the poverty problem is now
misplaced. 

We have to be absolutely clear about what the
data tells us and respond accordingly – and I
see that as an important function of the
Commission – to interrogate the data and
ensure that people are reading it correctly. And
the data suggests you have to do three things.
Of course, ensuring that at a time when 2.5 mil-
lion are unemployed – and youth unemploy-
ment has more than doubled in recent years –
getting people off benefits and into work is
important. No argument about that. We can
have an argument about whether the right
approach has been taken to achieve this, but
we want to see a renewed focus on this issue.
So that’s one. 

Two, the old assumption that if you got a job
you would not be poor is no longer true. Work
helps, but it is not a cure for poverty. So we
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struggling. Even when the economy recovers,
their earnings are not going to go up and the
state is forced to step in – or not, as the case
may be. I think it is a major issue of public
debate about whether it is right that taxpayers
have to subsidise low wages amongst employ-
ers who are often highly profitable. That’s a
debate that should find an echo as much on the
right as on the left of politics because those on
the right who want to see a smaller state should
be arguing for employers doing more, not less. 

So I think the argument will change over the
course of this year and the Commission will
partially force this because we will argue that if
the recovery is underway – which we welcome
– that this is the moment of opportunity to
ensure there is a social recovery alongside the
economic recovery. 

LJ: But as one of my colleagues put it recent-
ly, we are increasingly seeing a ‘normalisation
of destitution in the UK’. Do you have any
views on that? 

AM: I think society as a whole would be pretty
uncomfortable about that. The BSA tells you
that people recognise difference and diversity –
our country is remarkably liberal. But the public
does expect a shared set of values to be applied,
equally and severally. They do expect that every-
one who can work, does, and they do accept
that there are those in the population who can’t
work, and that’s fine. It would be a terrible mis-
take I think if the child poverty lobby were to
focus purely on the entrenched poor – because
it then becomes ‘us and them’ – the few appar-
ently pitched against the values of the many. 

So I think it was a failure that the last Labour
government took solace from the fact that great
campaigning organisations, including religious
organisations, all pitched behind the notion of
reducing child poverty and thought that the
public argument for reducing child poverty was
being won. It was being lost and you could
track it virtually every year as support fell away.
We’ve got to recalibrate the argument so that it
is much more about insecurity, it’s much more
about the fact that very ordinary families are
one day doing okay, but the next day could be
joining the ranks of the poor. 

This is what I learned as government minister:
public policies will only work if they have public
permission, because otherwise what happens
is that politicians run scared. I want politicians
not to be running scared – I want them to be fol-
lowing a progressive public.

LJ: One of the things we know, looking at the
evidence, is that even in OECD countries that
have better underlying conditions than we
have in the UK, you can still have high levels
of poverty. So we know that social security will
always remain a key part of any effective
poverty-reduction strategy. To what extent
does the Commission believe it is possible to
reduce child poverty in a period of declining
social security support? 

AM: I think there are several headwinds that
make action more difficult in an age of austerity
than in an age of plenty.

LJ: But it’s not just a question of an age of
austerity is it? We are always in an age of
choices – cutting the working-age spend, for
example, and cutting family benefits have
been an active choice. 

AM: Of course. If choices were made about
spending money in different ways, the task
would be easier. But I don’t believe that over the
next 15 months, despite all the heat and noise,
there will be little difference between any of the
main political parties on the size of the overall
spending envelope. But this is a challenge for all
the mainstream political parties: if you are going
to will the ends – abolishing child poverty –
you’ve got to will the means.  And the IFS would
say that the means are a scale of redistribution
that has never been seen in this country, so I
personally think that isn’t going to happen. But
if that isn’t going to happen, what are you going
to commit to? And that’s a different type of
challenge. 

I think what is going to happen is that over the
course of the next six to 12 months the public
debate will move from one that is about the cost
of living to one that is about the proceeds of
recovery. And the Commission’s view on this is
that if you have an economic recovery without a
social recovery that is not a success, it’s a failure. 

LJ: What do you mean by a social recovery? 

AM: If we have a repeat of what has happened
for the last decade in this country where there
has been a decoupling of economic growth and
earnings growth – that’s a failure. So an explicit
macro-economic objective for any political
party serious about making Britain fairer, more
socially mobile and less poor, is to recouple
earnings growth and economic growth.

Because there are five million people earning
less than the living wage in the UK, and they are
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MH: One part of the jigsaw we haven’t talked
about yet is housing. The statistics show that
17 per cent of children live in poverty before
housing costs are taken into account, but this
rises to 27 per cent after housing costs. Is this
a cause of concern for the Commission? 

AM: Yes – the gap is large and it is growing. I
think that housing is the dog that hasn’t barked
in both the poverty and the social mobility are-
nas. Again, there have been some fundamental
things that have been happening in society over
the last couple of decades. The number of fam-
ilies with children in rented accommodation has
increased, for example. And while there is no
doubt that having a thriving private rented sec-
tor has macro-economic benefits, it also has a
downside for tenants – not least in terms of
insecurity and cost. I think government has to
look at these issues. It can’t be right that the
average private sector rent is much higher than
the average social rent and, in a sixth of cases,
higher than the average mortgage! 

Of course, fundamentally there is a mismatch
between housing supply and housing demand,
and the laws of economics would tell you that this
escalates costs, and prices some people out the
market altogether. The answer in the long term is
to build more. So housing will, I think, become
a bigger issue and a variety of approaches is
needed – including thinking about how we can
make it easier for people to buy, and not just to
rent, with all the caveats around what happened
during the global financial crisis.

MH: Do you see any parallels with in-work
poverty and the way in which the taxpayer
carries a heavy load for that? 

AM: Completely. If the private sector rents are
high and the difference between these and
social housing rents is funded by the tax payer.
But you have to be careful where that takes you
because for some, rather than increasing sup-
ply and bringing down costs, you simply bring
down the housing benefits bill.  

LJ: A question on form. Many government
strategies – including the current child poverty
strategy – are criticised for not having a clear
road map that spells out how they will achieve
their objectives. How can the next child poverty
strategy surmount this challenge?

AM: Time will tell! First, it needs a long-term
vision – it is crazy that it only covers three years
and it straddles an election. It’s a flaw in the
requirements of the Child Poverty Act.

LJ: Do you think it would be better if the strat-
egy covered the course of a parliament? 

AM: Yes, that would make a lot of sense. Some
of these issues are long term – if we want to get
to Scandinavian levels of childcare, for exam-
ple, that is a 10-year journey and more. We have
to know where we are going to. So I think that
is one feature. Second, the new strategy should
truly be holistic in approach. That means, for us,
it has to contain the three elements I mentioned
already – getting people into work, tackling in-
work poverty and enhancing life chances. And
three, I think it has be very clear about these dif-
ferent cohorts we are dealing with. Sometimes I
feel that there is a scramble – it’s not that the
government lacks initiatives, it just feels like a
Jackson Pollock painting – I can see splashes
of colour, but I can’t get the overall meaning! 

And the final issue, of course, is that we want to
see the next strategy underpinned by measure-
ment and the right set of measures, and we
have a view on that as you know from our con-
sultation response. Income has got to be the
foundation. However, we also see a need for
something around the opportunity agenda, and
we also suggested that government try to iden-
tify the causal factors. But, if after all this time
the government fails to produce a set of meas-
ure in the next strategy, that would be frankly a
joke. Because having implied that it doesn’t
have confidence in the existing measures, hav-
ing gone out to consultation on new measures –
then to produce no measures – that is beyond
Whitehall farce. 

MH: Given the political climate, how can
organisations like CPAG best hold the govern-
ment to account on child poverty? 

AM: Well, the most important thing is that you
continue to do that. Because you’ve got a 
great track record in championing what are
often unpopular causes and you should contin-
ue to do that. But as I said earlier, this is a
moment of inflection for all of us who care about
this issue and we have to think carefully about
where we have reached – fiscally, politically, and
attitudinally – how we best go about making the
argument.  ■
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