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Post-Covid Policy: Child Poverty, Social Security and Housing  
 
 
Having grown up in poverty I experienced many things a child should not have to. Worries about where my 
next meal would come from, when the electric and heating might turn off, being evicted from my home or 
bailiffs turning up and taking my belongings as well as the shame and stigma that came with it - never being 
expected to achieve anything or derogatory comments made about where I lived. The long lasting impact it 
has had on my life - that uncertainty or lack of stability never leaves you when that’s how you grew up. 
 
Naomi, young person, on her experience of growing up in poverty. 
 

Introduction  
 
The coronavirus pandemic has disrupted the life of every child and their family in the country. Families with 
children have been among the worst affected, with job losses and increased costs of living from repeated 
lockdowns and school closures, causing many families to struggle financially.1 The pandemic has made life 
much harder for low-income households, those already living in insecure housing and at risk of 
homelessness, and those with precarious immigration status.  
 
With regard to child poverty, the UK went into the pandemic in a bad way. In March 2020 there were 4.3 
million children living in poverty in the UK – making up 31% of all children in the country.2 This figure has 
been steadily increasing over the past five years3, caused in large part by a decade of sustained cuts to social 
security. In addition, cuts to services for children and families in recent years meant that many of the services 
low income families rely on were at breaking point, making it more difficult to respond when the pandemic 
hit.   
 
In the early stages of the pandemic, the government acted quickly to protect people’s livelihoods during the 
pandemic, through initiatives like the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) and the £20 a week 
increase to Universal Credit and Working Tax Credits. Both have helped to support low income families and 
safeguard millions of people’s jobs. However, with the end of furlough and the scheduled cut to 

 
1 Poverty in the Pandemic: an update on the impact of coronavirus on low income families with children (Dec 2020) Child Poverty 
Action Group  
2 Households Below Average Income, Statistics on the number and percentage of people living in low income households for 
financial years 1994/95 to 2019/20, Table 4_5db. Department for Work and Pensions, 2021 
3 Households Below Average Income, Statistics on the number and percentage of people living in low income households for 
financial years 1994/95 to 2019/20, Table 4_5db. Department for Work and Pensions, 2021 

https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Poverty-in-the-pandemic_update.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2020
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Universal Credit in October, support is going to be withdrawn right at the moment when 
unemployment is predicted to peak.4 This will leave many families unable to cope.  
 
Growing up in poverty restricts a young person’s life chances, from affecting their well-being to their 
educational attainment and future life chances. The coronavirus crisis has no doubt exacerbated these 
effects. As government, schools and communities have attempted to support children and families through 
the changing crisis, issues around the digital divide and children’s access to learning, the number of families 
living in unsuitable accommodation, and the already-precarious financial situation of many families has 
highlighted how deep levels of disadvantage run within our society.  
 
The government must now urgently commit to putting children at the heart of the nation’s recovery. 
Throughout the pandemic, government investment in children has been woefully lacking, and now is the time 
to set out an ambitious recovery and rebuild plan, supported by adequate resources.5 As part of this plan, it 
is critical that the government  invests in social security, housing and crisis provision to ensure that families 
are adequately financially supported through this period of post-Covid recovery. Children’s rights should be 
at the heart of recovery plans, and the UNCRC should underpin the government's post Covid-19 approach 
so that reforms are in the best interests of children.6 
 

Benefits 
 
Covid-19 has had a particularly damaging impact on the 4.3 million children and young people already 

living in poverty in the UK.7 Families have been struggling with the additional costs of raising children, made 

worse by repeated school closures/periods of self-isolation and many parents experiencing a sudden loss 

of income due to job losses or not being able to work because of childcare responsibilities.8 The £20 

increase to Universal Credit and Working Tax Credits was welcome, however with Government ministers 

confirming that they plan to go ahead with the scheduled cut in the Autumn9, it is vital that this lifeline isn’t 

taken away from families, undermining wider government efforts for a strong recovery. In recent years, cuts 

and freezes to levels of support have left families unable to meet their everyday needs. As we look to 

rebuild our society, ‘level up’ and ‘build back better’, it would make no sense at all to weaken social security 

support by cutting £20 a week from Universal Credit this October. Furthermore, the Government must 

ensure people who are still receiving legacy benefits, many of whom are ill, disabled or carers, are no 

longer excluded from this vital improvement to support. 

 

Don’t take away £20 a week from millions of families’ already-precarious incomes by cutting 

Universal Credit this October. Do the right thing and #KeepTheLifeline. 

Children’s benefits must also be included in this package of support, particularly as households with children 
face higher costs. We are therefore calling on government to provide dedicated financial support for families 
with children, by increasing the value of children’s benefits10. To ensure this financial support reaches all 
children who need it, the benefit cap and the two-child limit must be removed. These policies are 

 
4 The Office for Budget Responsibility has estimated that unemployment will peak at 6.5% (or 2.2 million) when the CJRS closes. 
5 140+ organisations have come together in a call to government to put babies, children and young people at the heart of the 
Covid-19 recovery.  
6 In the 30th year since the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was first adopted by the United Nations, CRAE’s 
annual State of Children’s Rights in England report takes a look back at the past year to assess how well the government is 
respecting children’s rights. 
7 Data published by the Standard Life foundation shows that 42% of families with children, and lone parents in particular, were in 
serious financial difficulty or struggling to make ends meet, compared to 24% of other households, in the early stages of the 
pandemic.  
8 Mind the Gaps, (April 2020) Child Poverty Action Group 
9 Covid: Universal credit £20 top up to be phased out (7/7/21) BBC News 
10 Organisations supporting this briefing have called for 1) a £10 increase to child benefit. An increase in child benefit, which 
already goes to 12.7 million children, will particularly help families who will be just below the threshold for entitlement to means-
tested benefits but will nevertheless be facing financial hardship because of the pandemic. 2) a £10 increase to child tax credit and 
the child element of universal credit, to provide an additional financial boost to those on the lowest incomes.  

https://obr.uk/efo/economic-and-fiscal-outlook-march-2021/
https://www.ncb.org.uk/what-we-do/influencing-policy/policy-campaigns/children-heart
http://www.crae.org.uk/publications-resources/state-of-childrens-rights-2018/
https://www.standardlifefoundation.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/57432/covid-19-tracker-april-2020-final.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/CPAG-mind-the-gaps-briefing-16-April.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-57748815
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responsible for driving hundreds of thousands of children and families into deep poverty11, and claims that 
the benefit cap incentivises work, or that the two-child limit encourages responsible family planning are 
redundant when unemployment figures are set to rise, and many families are claiming benefits for the first 
time.  

The crisis has seen a surge in new Universal Credit claimants as 3 million households have applied for UC 
since March 2020 – doubling the UC caseload.12 As millions more households rely on Universal Credit to get 
by, it is vital that UC supports families instead of pushing them towards a financial crisis. Yet a series of 
design and administration features, including the five week wait, deductions, assessment periods and other 
aspects of UC undermine the potential of UC to reduce child poverty and support families. An urgent review 
of Universal Credit is needed, as part of a broader review of the social security system. 

 

Free School Meals  
 
We welcomed the Department for Education’s extension of the Free School Meals (FSM) scheme into 
the summer holidays, and the subsequent Covid Winter Grant, which allowed many local authorities 
to continue providing Free School Meal vouchers to families over the school holidays. What has 
become clear during the pandemic is how much families on a low income value free school meals, and during 
this recovery phase the government must now turn its attention to overhauling the free school meals system 
to ensure it is accessible, inclusive, and able to benefit all children living on a low income.   
 
Covid-19 has caused significant changes to family finances with many becoming newly eligible for FSM. We 
recommend that the government, along with local authorities and schools, continues to promote information 
about entitlement and how to apply, so these families can benefit. The government must also make a 
concerted effort to remove any delays that newly eligible families might face in claiming their FSM. There are 
also many families who are outside the FSM eligibility threshold who have been struggling to provide regular 
meals for their children. We recommend that the DfE conduct an urgent review of Free School Meal 
eligibility, with a view to extending eligibility to include every child from a household where a parent 
or guardian is in receipt of Universal Credit or equivalent benefits, to capture working families who 
currently fall outside of the maximum income thresholds.13 As stated in the National Food Strategy,14 the 
current income threshold (annual income of £7,400 or less before benefits, for families on UC) is far too low.  
 
Although some temporary measures have been implemented during the Covid-19 crisis as a result of 
litigation,15 generally children whose parents have a No Recourse to Public Funds condition on their 
immigration status cannot access benefits-based Free School Meals (even if the child is British). During the 
pandemic, the Department for Education temporarily extended Free School Meals to some children from low-
income migrant families – we urge the DfE to make this permanent, to ensure that children without 
recourse to public funds who are living in poverty continue to have access to Free School Meals, 
regardless of their parents’ immigration status.  
 

No Recourse to Public Funds 

Many migrant families who have not yet qualified for permanent residency in the UK have No Recourse to 
Public Funds (NRPF), which stops them accessing essential support like Universal Credit, Tax Credits and 
Housing Benefit, even if they cannot work during the Covid-19 crisis. Since they cannot access most 
benefits, improvements to the social security system do not provide additional support to this group. 
Families with NRPF are more likely to be from BAME communities and working in ‘key worker’ or frontline 

 
11 For example, recent analysis from CPAG shows that if the two child limit was lifted, 200,000 children would immediately be lifted 
out of poverty, and 600,000 children would be living in less deep poverty, at a cost of only £1 billion. Government statistics show 
that the vast majority (84%) of households affected by the benefit cap are families with children.  
12 Universal Credit statistics, 29 April 2013 to 8 April 2021, Department for Work and Pensions  
13 Furthermore, the income thresholds for free school meals create a ‘free school meals poverty trap’ for families claiming universal 
credit. meaning that families are no better off if their earnings increase. See this briefing from CPAG and The Children’s Socieity for 
further information.  
14 National Food Strategy: recommendations (July 2020) 

15 During Covid-19, children whose parents have NRPF can temporarily get free school meals if their household earnings are less 
than £16,190 per year and if they are Zambrano carer; their family is receiving local authority support under Section 17of the 
Children’s Act 1989; the family has leave to remain with NRPF on the basis of family or private life grounds..  

https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/It_feels_as_though_my_third_child_doesnt_matter.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/benefit-cap-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/universal-credit-statistics
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/fsm-poverty-trap-tcs-cpag.pdf
https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/8_NFS_Report_RecommedationsInFull.pdf
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roles, including as NHS cleaners or in social care, and are more likely to be single-parent households.16 
The Home Office should not apply NRPF conditions to parents with leave to remain in the UK where 
they have children under 18 years old. Where NRPF conditions have previously been lifted, such as 
through a Change of Conditions process, they should not be re-applied in subsequent applications.   

Housing 
 
Even before Covid-19, the chronic shortage of suitable housing meant that thousands of children in homeless 
families have been living in unsuitable and insecure housing.  The latest figures17 show that in England at the 
end of 2020 there were 121,000 children living in temporary accommodation, 75% higher than ten years 
earlier. This includes children living in B&Bs, hostels, housing in multiple occupancy, converted office blocks 
on industrial estates, private sector accommodation leased by local authorities and nightly paid, privately 
managed accommodation. Much of this accommodation is unsuitable and unsafe for children.18  
 
Covid-19 has highlighted the dangers of overcrowded and insecure housing during a major public health 
emergency.  The Lancet has highlighted the risks for children growing up in unsuitable and cramped living 
conditions, in terms of their health, safety, development and education, and their increased vulnerability and 
marginalisation due to Covid-19.19 
 
Local authorities should only be placing people in suitable self-contained accommodation, where 
they are unable to place a household in a settled home.  

The ban on bailiff-enforced evictions came to an end on 31st May 2021, and families in the private rented 
sector once again face the threat of homelessness. Almost half a million families in the UK are thought to 
have fallen behind on rent as a result of the coronavirus crisis.20 A recent survey by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation found that around one million renting households are worried about being evicted in the coming 
months, half of them are families with children.21  More needs to be done to prevent these households being 
evicted. 

Housing organisations are calling on the government to take more long-term measures to support individuals 
with debt and rent arrears incurred by Covid and for stronger guarantees against evictions. We urge the 
government to urgently bring forward the long awaited Renters’ Reform Bill and that the new law scraps 
Section 21 repossessions, which put children at risk of repeat homelessness. In addition, the 
government should bring forward a targeted financial package to help renters pay off arrears built up 
during the pandemic. This will help to sustain existing tenancies and keep renters in their homes – whilst 
also ensuring rental debt does not risk them finding homes in the future. 

Long-term issues with the social security system, as highlighted above, also need to be addressed to ensure 
that individuals are more likely to be able to afford their rent. Local Housing Allowance (LHA) should be 
increased to the 50th percentile. This would ensure that the link between LHA and average local rents 
is restored, meaning that renting will be more genuinely affordable for families. To ensure that families 
can benefit from any increases to LHA, the benefit cap must be scrapped.  

Crisis Support 
 
Local Welfare Assistance (LWA) schemes, which replaced key aspects of the discretionary Social Fund, 
provide an existing mechanism for councils to support low income households to keep them afloat in times 
of financial crisis. During the pandemic, with the voluntary and community sector facing unprecedented levels 
of demand, LWA offers an effective intervention to support people from being pulled under. However, a 

 
16 A Lifeline for All (May 2020)The Children’s Society  
17 Live tables on homelessness, The latest data tables on homelessness, Last updated 24 May 2021, Ministry of Housing, 
Community, and Local Government  
18 Bleak houses. Tackling the crisis of family homelessness in England (August 2019) Children’s Commissioner for England, 
19 D. Rosenthal, M. Ucci, M. Heys, A. Hayward, M. Lakhanpau, Impacts of COVID-19 on vulnerable children in temporary 
accommodation in the UK The Lancet, Comment, Published Online, March 31, 2020  
20 Resolution Foundation (Feb 2021) Covid-19 crisis has seen 450,000 additional families fall behind on their housing payments  
21 As 400,000 renters face eviction, JRF warns the UK risks a two-tier recovery (May 2021), Joseph Rowntree Foundation  

https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/a-lifeline-for-all-summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-homelessness
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/report/bleak-houses/
https://doi.org/10.1016/%20S2468-2667(20)30080-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/%20S2468-2667(20)30080-3
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/covid-19-crisis-has-seen-450000-additional-families-fall-behind-on-their-housing-payments/
https://www.jrf.org.uk/press/400000-renters-face-eviction-jrf-warns-uk-risks-%E2%80%98two-tier-recovery%E2%80%99
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combination of reduced funding, lack of guidance from government, and the absence of a statutory 
requirement for local authorities to deliver this type of service has left local welfare provision in many areas 
hollowed out: one in seven local authorities in England do not have a LWAs in place.  
 
The injections of funding via the Hardship Fund, £63m of additional funding over the summer, the Covid 
Winter Grant, and most recently the Covid Local Support Grant are hugely welcome, however short term 
funding provision such as this undermines a more sustainable approach to crisis support that is desperately 
needed, especially as funding for local welfare provision has declined by 55% in real terms in England since 
2010.22 Furthermore, although the expected spending on local welfare assistance during the pandemic will 
increase the per capita spend in England (following the government’s announcement of new funding), this is 
still low compared with the rest of the UK.23  
 
The UK Government should urgently make an annual funding allocation of £250 million to higher-tier 
local authorities in England. This would represent a ‘levelling-up’, bringing total funding more closely in line 
with comparable emergency support schemes in Scotland (the Scottish Welfare Fund), Wales (the 
Discretionary Assistance Fund) and Northern Ireland (Discretionary Support), and enable local authorities to 
meet growing levels of need. An additional £25 million (equivalent to 10% of the additional funding) should 
be provided to ensure that each local authority has capacity to administer their LWA scheme effectively, and 
that local authorities without a scheme can re-establish one. This funding should have accompanying 
guidance, which sets out strong expectations for how the money should be spent. Wherever possible, 
local authorities should have LWAs that provide families with direct cash payments, rather than in-kind 
support. They should relax the qualifying criteria of schemes in response to Covid-19 and schemes should 
be promoted widely, with the application process made as simple as possible, and records of applicants and 
their awards maintained.24 There is a high risk that if guidance is not provided, the money will be used for 
other local authority spending, and we will continue to see low levels of spending on LWA schemes.  

 
 

 
22 Leaving no family behind: strengthening local welfare assistance during Covid-19 (May 2020) The Children’s Society  
23 Cash in a Crisis: best practice on local welfare assistance for local authorities during Covid-19 (June 2020) CPAG 
24 For further information about best practice guidance for local welfare assistance, see Cash in a Crisis: best practice on local 
welfare assistance for local authorities during Covid-19 (June 2020) CPAG.  

https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/leave-no-family-behind-may2020.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Cash-in-a-crisis-FINAL.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Cash-in-a-crisis-FINAL.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/policypost/Cash-in-a-crisis-FINAL.pdf

