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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 particular expertise in the functioning 

of the social security system through our welfare rights, training and policy research. Our work is 

informed by the longstanding view of social scientists that poverty is a condition characterised 

by a lack of adequate resources given one’s time and place.1  

 

2. We welcome this opportunity to respond to the government’s consultation on setting the 2020 

persistent child poverty target. The Child Poverty Act (CPA) 2010 provides the government with 

a robust framework for action and accountability with respect to child poverty, of which the four 

targets are an integral element. The fourth and final of the suite of targets is crucial for ensuring 

that any residual poverty present once the other targets have been achieved is of a short-term, 

transitory nature, rather than enduring and persistent.  

 

3. The effects of persistent poverty are particularly damaging to children’s development, and the 

longer a child lives in poverty, the more damage is done to their well-being and future life 

chances.2 Thus, we consider this target to be a crucial aspect of the overall goal to eradicate 

child poverty. 

 

The persistent child poverty target 

 

4. It is important to proceed from a clear position on what the basis should be for setting the 

persistent child poverty target. There are three main methods for arriving at such a basis, 

methods which were also instrumental in determining the existing Child Poverty Act targets.  

First, we can look to historical performance in the UK for a sense of what has been achieved 

before. Second, a sense of ambition should be fostered through using international comparison, 

and trying to match the best. Third, it must be recognised that there will always, in any given 

year, be a level of transitory or ‘frictional’ poverty which means that zero child poverty will never 

be achieved. The target-setting process for the Act also reflected ‘the fact that it will not be 

technically feasible to achieve zero using a survey measure, and also reflects the dynamic nature 

of low incomes’. 3 None of these methods is liable to be sufficient on its own, so we will consider 

each in turn and then triangulate. 

 

5. The consultation proposal is based upon consistency with historical trends, whereby the level of 

persistent poverty has tended to be between 50 and 70 per cent of the relative poverty level, 

                                                           
1
 See, for example, the eminent sociologist and co-founder of CPAG, Peter Townsend, who defined poverty as 

follows: ‘Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty when they lack 
resources to obtain the type of diet, participate in the activities and have the living conditions and amenities 
which are customary, or at least widely encouraged and approved, in the societies in which they belong.’ P 
Townsend, ‘Poverty in the United Kingdom’, Penguin, 1979   
2
 See, for example, ‘Persistent poverty and children’s cognitive development: Evidence from the UK 

Millennium Cohort Study’, Andy Dickerson and Gurleen Popli, Institute of Education, University of London, 
June 2012 
3
 ‘Ending child poverty: making it happen’, Child Poverty Unit, 2009 



leading to a recommendation of less than 7 per cent, i.e. consistent with the upper end of past 

tendencies. Given the ambitious nature of the Child Poverty Act and the existing targets, we do 

not believe that taking the upper end of any range of past performance is sufficient.  

 

6. Instead, the target should be based upon the lowest realistically achievable level of persistent 

child poverty, given that the stated goal of the Child Poverty Act is ‘to set targets relating to the 

eradication of child poverty, and to make other provision about child poverty’.4 As the 

consultation paper itself acknowledges, persistent poverty in the UK has recently been as low as 

50 per cent of the relative rate. This would suggest that a target at the lowest end of the range, 

i.e. 5 per cent, is most appropriate.  

 

7. Alongside considering historical trends, it also makes sense to look to international rates of 

persistent poverty. The most recent EU-SILC data shows that, in 2012, Norway, Iceland and 

Cyprus all had a persistent poverty rate of less than 3 per cent, and several countries have 

recently achieved levels of under 2 per cent.5 (Though we recognise that the EU-SILC definition 

of persistent poverty – as a subset of relative poverty, combined with 3 out of 4 years being 

spent in poverty – lends itself to slightly lower levels than the Child Poverty Act definition.) This 

would suggest, then, that the target for persistent child poverty should lie somewhere in the 

range of 3 and 5 per cent. 

 

8. The suggested range is also consistent with the rationale behind the 10 per cent relative poverty 

target (rather than associating the eradication of child poverty with a lower target): that poverty 

is often a transitory state. Yet, given its nature, a persistent poverty target will not capture such 

‘frictional’ poverty, and thus need not be set at a higher level to take account of it. Thus, the 

persistent poverty target should be set as at low a level as realistically possible. We would argue 

that this ought to lead to a target that is set in line with the best international levels: the target 

is achievable if other places can achieve it, and we should settle for nothing less than the best 

for our children. 

 

Conclusion 

 

9. In summary, persistent poverty is particularly damaging to children’s well-being and to their 

future life chances. The Child Poverty Act calls for the eradication of child poverty, and the 

targets underpinning it should therefore be as ambitious as possible. In setting the persistent 

child poverty target, the government should consider past historical performance in the UK, and 

the performance of other comparable countries in tackling persistent poverty. This is suggestive 

of a range of 3 to 5 per cent. The existing target for relative poverty is set at 10 per cent (rather 

than lower) largely because there is a significant degree of transitory poverty in any given year. 

Given that this does not apply to persistent poverty, a target at the lower end of our suggested 

range is most appropriate. 

  

 

                                                           
4
 Child Poverty Act 2010, introduction 

5
 Persistent at-risk-of-poverty rate by sex and age (source: SILC). See attached spreadsheet. 
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