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Abstract
This critique examines the way in which the debate regarding poverty in the UK and social inclusion has changed in recent years—specifically examining the way in which the political debate around poverty definitions, measurements and the use of food banks by those in poverty. The critique explores the comments made by politicians and poverty advocates who debate the causes and impacts of poverty and solutions to address the issue.

Introduction 
Approximately  one in six people in the UK were in relatively low income before housing costs (BHC) in 2020/21, rising to around one in five once we account for housing costs (AHC) Francis, (2022)
Poverty is not easily defined, and there is not one definition that appears to be universally accepted; as Gordon (p.32,2006) remarks, five academics in a room are likely to come up with ‘at least six different definitions of poverty'. It is true, when considering the poverty in some 'Third World Nations' or countries devastated by war versus poverty in the UK. It is argued by Gordon (2006) that poverty should be measured and therefore defined by individuals and families that ‘fall seriously short of the resources commanded by the average individual or family in the community in which they live’.
The Joseph Rowntree foundation defines poverty as ‘When a person's resources (mainly their material resources) are insufficient to meet their minimum needs (including social participation).' Poverty affects the ability to live healthy, fulfilled lives and impacts those suffering from poverty to access some facilities that would fundamentally change their health and well-being.
The links between mental -health and poverty are considerable, as discussed by O’Hara (2019), with those in poverty dealing with daily stress due to circumstances that impact their safety and anxiety about becoming homeless. In addition, the current waiting list for mental health care has risen to over 1 million (Thomas, The Independent 2022), meaning those suffering from mental health as a result of poverty have no prospect of immediate professional help.
As defined by the charity commission (2001), social inclusion is about enabling full social participation. The Government has a central role in firstly doing everything possible to eradicate poverty but in the meantime creating an environment where those in poverty can access services that will promote social inclusion. Challenging the barriers to social exclusion and putting in place strategies and funding is crucial in improving the health and well-being of a sense of value.

The rise of the number of food banks in recent years has changed the narrative around poverty, and the cost-of-living crisis has meant that 'in-work poverty' is an issue that is causing workers, particularly in the public sector, to challenge pay increase proposals that are not in line with current inflation rates. The Government is being forced to address the public's concerns regarding poverty as more and more people face increased food and energy bills. 
In February 2022, the Government reported the annual fuel poverty statistics in England, which revealed that an estimated 13.2% of households representing 3.16 million homes, were in fuel poverty. The rise in fuel costs and the rising number of individuals and families unable to heat their homes has led to some councils introducing 'warm spaces'. This is a scheme where a wide range of buildings owned by the council are opened to allow a safe and warm space for people to keep warm. Wolverhampton.Gov, (2022). This not only provides the physical needs of individuals to keep warm and save money but also addresses some of the impacts of social exclusion by creating a place where those in fuel poverty can connect.

The intersection of poverty and disability is important when considering the impacts of government policy. Ryan (2019) highlights the plight of disabled adults living in poverty, quoting the Scope research of 2017, which points out that one in five disabled people in Britain in 2017 was in food poverty. The more recent report published by the Social Market Foundation (SMF) and Scope in 2021 found that more than four in ten people (42%) living in families that rely on disability benefits are in poverty. The report argues that the support systems for disabled people are inadequate and too frequently changed. The Social Market Foundation (2021).




The political narrative and policy proposals on poverty
The Legatum institute, with a mission to create pathways from poverty to prosperity recently, criticised the Government for not having a long-term strategy to tackle poverty and accused them of ‘treating the UK’s poverty crisis as a political football and lacking the will and ambition to tackle soaring hardship and destitution’ Guardian, (2022).
Lady Philippa Stroud, who leads the Legatum institute, told the Guardian Newspaper that:

“The lack of a political imperative has meant that too often, these issues have been neglected, and government responses have been reactive or ad hoc. "We wait until there is a problem like on free school meals [or with energy prices], and we react to that, But the reality is that sitting underneath all of this is the fact that the poverty levels of this country are too high, and the government doesn’t have a strategic approach to tackling poverty.”

Lady Stroud has a point when considering that there is no overall strategic approach to tackling poverty. There are separate policies and strategies to tackle particular types of poverty, for example, the ‘Energy Bills Support Scheme’, which provides a £400 non-repayable discount to households with winter fuel bills. The Government also introduced a new cost of living payment for pensioners. They will receive a £300 cost of living payment in 2023-2024 to help with bills. The Child Poverty Act of 2010 set targets for ending child poverty in 2020, but these targets have not been met. The Resolution Foundation report on the Living Standards outlook for 2019 stated, ' The government's deliberate policy choices have compounded the distribution impact, helping to drive a sharp increase in child poverty.’ (Resolution Foundation (2019). The report also projected a rise to 37% of children living in relative poverty.
The impact of poverty on children discussed in the St Vincent de Paul Society (2021) report details the experience of those children who live in poverty, many of whom describe their mental- health issues, anxiety, poor health, and well-being. They also expressed fears about employment, access to well-paid jobs, and financial stability. In addition, there was a fear of homelessness and social exclusion. That social exclusion might include holidays, trips, outings, or even having friends for tea. Lloyd, (2006)
Middleton et al. (1997) argue that children living in a home classified as in poverty are only protected from a lack of necessities due to parents going without to ensure their children do not, with poorer households spending proportionately higher amounts on their children than more affluent families. In his essay ‘Drawing a line – A common-sense model for poverty’ (2021), MP Robin Millar wrote, 'The reality of the situation is that many poor children go on to become poor adults.’ He argues that boosting family incomes as a strategy has not decreased child poverty. That may well be the case. However, the question then arises, how much worse might it be without those efforts? (Millar 2021)

Boris Johnson was criticised by the office for statistics regulation for consistently making inaccurate statements about the state of child poverty. He claimed in June 2020 that “poverty and relative poverty have both declined under this Government” – and “there are hundreds of thousands, I think 400.00 fewer families living in poverty than there were in 2010”. The chairwoman of the End Child Poverty Coalition wrote to the OSR complaining that figures on Child poverty should not be used ‘selectively’. Feuchtwang made a similar point to that of Lady Stroud, stating, “The simple fact is that by any measures, child poverty is rising, but instead of tackling the problem, the government risks obscuring the issue and misinforming the public.” On the surface in would appear that the successive Conservative Governments have tried to detract from the increasing poverty level in the UK, which prevents them from offering real long-term solutions. 

In 2019 the then Prime Minister Theresa May said the Government is taking poverty "very seriously". She added: "The only sustainable way to tackle poverty is with a strong economy and a welfare system that helps people into work." (BBC, 2019). This theory, that implies the only way out of poverty is ‘work’, does not consider the 'in-work poverty' faced by millions in low-paid jobs. (St Vincent de Paul Society 2021). 

This narrative, particularly those on the right of politics, was highlighted by the Conservative MP for Bassetlaw, who, when speaking about firefighters having to access foodbanks, said, “I respect the profession, but £32,244 and using a food bank? Never heard such a ridiculous thing in my life. I earned a lot less than that for most of my teaching career, and so do many of my constituents. If true, which is unlikely, I suggest learning how to budget and prioritise.”

Dorling (2019) argues, "Some political leaders within the 1 per cent have become very good at promising to reduce inequality just before they gain power, but increase it.” However, the lack of a strategy to reduce poverty with the 2019 Conservative manifesto suggests that these political leaders are not making any promises. The word ‘poverty' is only mentioned twice in the 2019 manifesto stating a continuation of policies that tackle poverty through the ‘tax and befits system’ Conservatives, (2019). In contrast the Labour Party 2019 manifesto mentions ‘poverty’ forty times, promising to ‘end foodbank Britain, and lift children and pensioners out of poverty’ Labour, (2019). Whilst the Labour party stated the election was not just about Brexit but also inequality and social justice, the electorate decided that ‘getting Brexit done’ was a more persuasive message than eliminating poverty.

Foodbank usage debate
There has been a significant rise in the number of people using food banks over the past six years. The Trussell Trust estimate that approximately 2.5% of UK households used a foodbank in 2019-20. (Irvine 2022) 
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In their end-of-year stats report for 2021-22, the Trussell Trust stated:

‘We have a system that can get money to people who don’t have enough for the essentials – the social security system. The social security system, including Universal Credit, should be strong enough for all of us to rely on when we need a lifeline. It should protect people from harm, keeping their heads above water if someone lost their job, if their income was too low or insecure to make ends meet, if they were sick, or if their family circumstances changed. It should protect people from needing a food bank and provide stability and security for us all. Governments at all levels must use their powers and take urgent action now to strengthen our social security system, so it keeps up with the true cost of living. The Trussell Trust, (2022)

This sentiment does not appear to be shared by all in Government, as demonstrated by the comments from Jacob Rees-Mogg, former cabinet minister to both Boris Johnson and Liz Truss, who suggested that foodbanks are 'rather uplifting'. In an interview with LBC radio in 2017, he suggested that the rise in foodbank use was because of increased awareness of their existence. He further suggested that charitable support was uplifting as it showed what a compassionate country we are. He remarked that "the state can't do everything, so I think that there is good within food banks."

Dominic Raab MP, the former deputy Prime minister to Boris Johnson, was widely criticised for suggesting that “in terms of the food bank issue, I’ve studied the Trussell Trust data. “What they tend to find is the typical user of a food bank is not someone who's languishing in poverty; it's someone who has a cashflow problem episodically." (Walker, The Guardian 2017)

In 2022, another Conservative MP, Lee Anderson, suggested that “there’s not this massive use for foodbanks in this country” He went on to suggest that those who use foodbanks just need to learn how to cook and could do so on a budget of as little as 30p a day, and the problem is “They cannot budget.” (Rojas, Sky News 2022)
These attitudes to poverty, the use of food banks and the impact on social inclusion from the ruling party in the UK suggest both a lack of empathy and understanding and an attitude of blaming those suffering from the impact of austerity, Covid and the cost-of-living crisis. As stated by (Livingston, 2015), the Government has a distorted view of the rise of food banks. There appears to be a reluctance by the current and previous Conservative governments to acknowledge the rise in the use of food banks and increased rates of poverty, which is inextricably linked to the welfare and taxation system. 
Loopstra et al.(2018) state that increased data shows the impact of Government policies that can either increase or decrease household food insecurities. Loopstra et al.(2018) suggest that the Government policy to sanction welfare recipients for not meeting the job-seeking criteria directly impacts increasing food insecurity.

The public opinion of those using food banks has changed in recent years, with the public no longer buying into the negative stereotypes and portrayal propagated by Conservative politicians and right-wing media. In an online collection of stories from those using foodbanks, the ‘Can you hear me now platform’ captured the changing perception of the public. One comment recorded was, “I thought foodbanks were for really hard up, really poor deprived people. But that's not the case, and I know that now because I am one.” (Get it Done 2022). The rising number of nurses and other public sector workers having to use food banks not only re-emphasises the crisis of ‘in-work poverty’ but also challenges the stereotype of users being economically inactive, idle, and living off benefits Tihelkova (2019).

In 2020 after a campaign by the footballer Marcus Rashford, the government was forced into a ‘u turn’ on the policy not to provide free school meals at Christmas, Easter and summer holidays. Prior to the ‘U turn’ the government had rejected the proposal with 322 Conservative MP’s voting against the proposal. The change in policy and commitment to spend £396 million in implementing the scheme was another example of the government not being proactive in its strategic approach to poverty, but instead bowing to public pressure. The footballer set up a petition in support of his campaign which was signed by over one million people. BBC (2020) Prior to the government ‘u turn’ a number of Conservative MP’s had criticised Marcus Rashford’s campaign including Kevin Hollinrake MP, who said it was “parent’s job to feed their children”. BBC (2020)



Conclusion & recommendations
Poverty is an issue that requires a joined-up approach by the Government, as advocated by Lady Stroud. This should also include coordination with outside charities like the Trussell Trust, Big Issue and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, as well ask drawing on the talents of food poverty advocates such as Jack Monroe, who wrote, "Poverty is exhausting. It requires time, effort, energy, organisation, impetus, an internal calculator and steely mental fortitude that those in the Treasury could only dream of possessing.”(Monroe, 2022). 

The Government should not be suggesting that food banks are “rather uplifting" or a product of poor budgeting on the part of users. Or indeed, only there because generations have “forgotten how to cook properly”. This serious issue requires serious politicians with serious policies. It is clear from this critique that the current and previous governments have been reactive rather than proactive to the issues of poverty, made worse by the cost-of-living crisis. (Big Issue, 2022). With around 14.5 million people living in poverty across the United Kingdom, this can no longer be seen as an issue faced by those on benefits, the unemployed and the homeless. In work, poverty in the UK is now at the highest levels ever and, as discussed, includes those working in both the private and public sectors. 

The Progressive Policy Think Tank, when reporting on in-work poverty in 2021, warned the Government that without a long-term strategy, the country ‘will face a perpetual choice between paying constantly rising social security bills to offset growing in-work poverty – or allowing the number of working families in poverty to increase unchecked, as is currently the case.’ The Progressive Think Tank, (2021). Almost two years later, that warning is now a reality.

The debate around poverty and social exclusion has shifted in recent years, particularly since the cost-of-living crisis and the interventions of high-profile celebrities like Marcus Rashford. The Government are no longer able to paint a negative picture of those in poverty and using food banks as the ‘Benefit Street’ caricatures. Beattie., Daily Mirror, (2014). In his first major speech in 2023, Rishi Sunak announced five pledges 'Five foundations on which to build a better future for our Children and grandchildren'. Gov.UK (2023). None of the five pledges committed to dealing with the growing levels of poverty directly, although some might say reducing inflation and growing the economy may indirectly positively impact those in poverty. In 2017, the then Labour Leader, Jeremy Corbyn, said, “A Labour government will not measure our success by the number of millionaires that live here, but by the absence of poverty in our country. As a government, you have the responsibility to ensure that everyone shares in the prosperity that we produce together.” Big Issue (2017)
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