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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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Last word

The lull before the storm

This month’s edition of Poverty has a significant focus on costs.
At a time when we are experiencing zero inflation, and
macroeconomists are fretting about the spectre of deflation, this
may seem incongruous. Yet the cost of a raising a child, particularly
childcare and rent, continues to creep up, at the same time as the
means for meeting these costs continue to be eroded. This
reminds us that not all costs are created equal.

Although lost from the mainstream discourse of the past few
decades, this reality informs one of the founding principles of
social security systems. There are times in life when we have
higher incomes and other times when we have lower incomes;
and there are times in life when we have higher costs and other
times when we have lower costs. This will differ from individual to
individual, but parenthood pushes down on the income side – for
many, the hours available to work are reduced – and up on the
costs side – at least £158,976 for a first child, according to CPAG’s
latest Cost of a Child research. The Institute for Fiscal Studies has
recently calculated that 57 to 59 per cent of redistribution
achieved by the tax and benefit systems is across individuals’
lifetimes, rather than between richer and poorer groups. 

The other side of the costs equation is, of course, the means to
meet those costs. The Welfare Reform and Work Bill currently
making its way through Parliament is the primary vehicle through
which the state is continuing to reduce the extent of its
contribution. Already, since the first Cost of a Child in 2012, child
benefit and child tax credit have fallen from covering 86.7 per cent
of the cost of a child to 84.3 per cent for a couple, and from 78.3
per cent to 72.7 per cent for a single parent. 

Things are set to get significantly worse: we are in ‘a lull before a
very severe storm’ that will hit families on modest and low incomes,
according to this year’s Cost of a Child research, discussed in
Josephine Tucker’s feature. There are outright cuts to tax credits,
but also the continuing creep of benefit freezes, and the
compounding impact of the government’s refusal to allow children’s
and family benefits to keep pace with the cost of living. The
feature on the ‘bedroom tax’ is a reminder of how much damage
withdrawal of government support can do to family life.

Megan Jarvie’s research on parental employment in London also
reminds us that parents face particular challenges in juggling
costs and opportunities to increase income. Decisions around
employment are driven by what will work best for their families,
but those decisions are framed by the external context. And, in
London, high childcare and housing costs intersect with a high
part-time work pay penalty to contribute to a lower maternal
employment rate than the UK average, together with the highest
rates of child poverty in the country. Clearly, there is much that
government policy could do to help shift that context.

As the government continues to erode family benefits, higher
wages – welcome and crucial though they are – can never be the
whole solution to meeting the costs of family life. And if its plan to
stop measuring child poverty does not mean it has lost interest, it
needs to come up with a credible plan that shows it understands
what is needed to tackle it. Otherwise, the slow drip of cuts to
support for families will become a flood, and children will continue
to pay the price.  ■




