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Task 3: Essay

UNICEF in 2017 stated that Child Poverty in the UK was worsening: Considering historical and present-day perspectives, please discuss strategies and policies that can be put in place to address this problem today.









100 people in the UK have as much wealth as the poorest 1/3, nearly 19 million people. (The Equality Trust, 2014)
The above quote provides a snapshot of the levels of poverty faced by millions of people in the United Kingdom (UK) today. Children living in these families are vulnerable and deserve better. The following essay will discuss the concept of child poverty, explore the statistics for the levels of child poverty in the UK today, as well as examine and evaluate the effectiveness of policies and organisations in place, who’s aim is to relieve the numbers living below the poverty line.
Classifying poverty isn't easy, there are many factors to consider depending on the country you live in and social norms. The two main types of poverty can be categorised as relative or absolute poverty. Relative poverty is defined by Townsend (1979) as a person, group or family in society that lacks the funds or resources to obtain essentials such as diet, clothing, amenities, living conditions or unable to participate in activities, that are customary or encouraged in the society in which they live in. Peter Townsend was integral to the ‘relative’ deprivation’ approach in order to measure if an individual is classed as living in poverty. He pioneered and led a study in 1968-69 that studied living conditions in the UK. Townsend’s research estimated the number of people living in the different levels of poverty. He focused on those in poverty or on the edge of the poverty line. He conducted a widespread survey of 10,048 which ran for 12 months in 1968-9 across all constituents in the UK and published his findings. He found that the cost of living was not relevant to people's income and interviews with families found that benefits were not sufficient to feed them. For example, Interviews shown parents going without meals before going to get their weekly benefit. Townsend’s work around understanding poverty has pioneered this area of study and his definition is particularly effective, as it identifies changes in ‘customary lifestyle’ and highlights the resources needed to live an inclusive life (Townsend, 1979). This means that the values of poverty are always changing dependant on society and what was acceptable living to our grandparents would not be to us today.
The definition for absolute poverty varies. The United Nations (UN) defined absolute poverty as ‘severe deprivation of basic human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education and information. It depends not only on income but also on access to services. United Nations (1995), However, in the UK, the Government describes absolute poverty as a person earning less than 60 per cent of the median income in 2011 (£26,100). This means anyone who receivesna less than £15,660 per year is living in absolute poverty. (How bad is child poverty in the UK? | The Big Issue, 2021) A benefit of the UN’s definition is that it doesn’t quantify it with income, as income and cost of living varies from country to country meaning living in poverty in one country would not be the same for another. The benefit of the UK government definition is that if you are a UK resident it is simple to understand the poverty levels based on income, meaning these statistics can be analysed and changes to legislation, policy and procedures can be made to ensure less people are living below the poverty line.
The UK is one of the riches countries in the world however the child poverty numbers are a stark contrast to this. This year there are currently 2.8 million children which equates to 22% of children living in relative poverty. 1.5million of these children live in a family where at least one parent works. (Child Poverty Fact Sheet, 2021) This fact reveals that there is inconsistency in the national minimum wages and the cost of living within the UK. 
According to the UK Government, households with an income of £17,760 or lower are defined as living in relative poverty. This number is 60% less than the UK average income of £29,600, as of last year. (How bad is child poverty in the UK? | The Big Issue, 2021) So, what are the main contributors to these numbers? 
Reasons for child poverty in the UK are based around factors that don’t enable people to reach the minimum income standard (MIS). MIS It is a standard that’s agreed by members of the public and experts after identifying what items, services, essentials, goods are required to meet their need, from this budgets are then set for differing house types. The Joseph Rowntree Foundation publish annual updates of the MIS. For example ‘‘In order to reach a minimum acceptable living standard in 2019, a single person needs to earn £18,800 a year and a couple with two children need to earn £20,600 per parent.’ (Hirsch, 2019)  The National Living Wage (NLW) has increased minimum pay by 26% for over-25s in four years. This has helped increase standards of living for single people and for ‘couples with children where both parents work full-time, although they still cannot reach MIS on these wages (falling £36 and £47 a week short, respectively).’ (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2021) So can be reasoned that full-time work on the National Living Wage or Minimum Wage isn’t enough to reach a Minimum acceptable standard of living in the UK.
But what is the reason families are not meeting this standard? Currently, in the UK there are a combination of contributors from low wages and low benefit payments, to coronavirus income related cuts, meaning we are finding the poorest most vulnerable families are getting poorer. For example, disadvantaged children were subject to an array of government flaws in procedures during Covid-19. From the sub-standard voucher scheme in replacement of free school meals they were offering during remote learning, to a lack of devices distributed, children were left hungry and isolated. Moreover, The Child Poverty Action Group stated that almost 6 in 10 families told them they were struggling to cover the cost of essentials such as fuel, rent, transport, childcare and food. (Westwater, 2021) These findings highlight the indefinite need for planning to address poverty on a long-term scale, due to the economic crisis related to Covid-19 affecting children and families.
In a survey conducted by National Education Union, more than 2,500 National Education Union members asked the employees working in education establishments in England and Wales to explain the impact of the pandemic on their students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The findings revealed a distinct picture, many students do not have access to the essentials needed to learn. As Covid will most likely continue to disrupt learning over the next few months and even years it is essential that students receive support with equipment and resources that are vital to their ability to learn. The survey also found that ‘55% of members have seen an increase in child poverty at their school or college since March 2020, the start of the first national lockdown.’ (NEU, 2021)
Covid-19 is not the main cause of child poverty as child poverty numbers reached an all-time high shortly before the first UK lockdown. According to Child poverty - the facts (2021) ‘30% of children, or nine pupils in every classroom of 30 pupils, are officially poor and have been for some time.’ However, this hasn’t always been the norm. Previous national polices and legislation paved the way for change and between 1998 and 2003 substantial investment saw child poverty numbers fall by 600,000 in a few years (NEU,2021) Between the years of 1998 and 2003 reducing child poverty was seen as a national priority. A detailed Government strategy and a high level of investment was made which saw the number of children currently living in poverty fall by 600,000. In 1997 3 to 4 million children were living in relative poverty, these numbers paved the way for changes in policy. For example, the National Minimum Wage was increased, Working Families Tax Credit and Income Support was enhanced to Child Tax Credit and Working tax Credit. (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2003)
The Child Poverty Act introduced in 2010 established four legally binding targets to be met by 2020 in attempt to reduce the numbers of children living in poverty in the UK. These targets put a duty on The Secretary of State to deliver these outcomes by 2020 and were centred around the reduction of relative and absolute poverty, as well as reducing material deprivation and the length of time a child is in poverty. The Child Poverty Act also made it compulsory for government to publish child poverty strategies and form a Child Poverty Commission to monitor the progress of the targets and provide advice and expertise. The Act also saw the establishment of the Social Mobility & Child Poverty Commission in 2012, which was chaired by Alan Milburn, (Kennedy, 2014)
Following this, in 2016, this Act was replaced with the Welfare Reform and Work Act. The targets were abolished, and the measure of poverty based upon family income. This act made it compulsory or government to only report to parliament on the number of children who are currently living in households where parents are not working as well as educational outcomes at GCSE. (Welfare Reform and Work Act, 2016) However, after long campaigns UK government agreed to legally commit to regular publishing of data in regards to children living in poverty. 
UK Non-profit organisations and children's charities are constantly working to bridge the gap between the rich and those below the poverty line. These gaps are ultimately created by the welfare system and children are subject to the highest level of vulnerability in society. They are often the first to feel the consequences of rising poverty with limitations on social inclusion, living circumstances and hunger, also known as food insecurity. The Household Security Survey Module (HFSSM) is ‘a standardised set of ten survey questions, as the tool for measuring food insecurity.’ (Sosenko, 2019) From this survey the food insecurity for children was higher than adults, with around 11% of children living in food insecure households in 2016.
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                                                                                         (Sosenko, 2019)
Subsequently, for many food insecure children living in poverty, the free school meal they receive is their only hot meal a day. With the closure of schools and economic challenge and childcare restrictions during covid19, families are struggling to make up for this loss of food and income. This has resulted in higher levels of people attending food banks across the UK, and these numbers are likely to continue throughout summer as government ended the school voucher scheme which provided some relief to those in need. (The Childhood Trust, 2020)
The effects of poverty are both physical, social and mental. According to Ridge (2011) in her research review at Bath University, the social outcome of poverty is often forgotten, especially in terms of policy changes, other concerns are given priority, for example children's school attendance or health as they are more tangible. However, the social repercussions are fundamental to a young person's growth and outlook on life.social. Poverty is also related to a higher risk of illness and premature death. Furthermore, an article by Aber et el  (1997) stated that child poverty also results in ‘greater risk of injuries resulting from accidents or physical abuse/neglect.’ This is interesting and could be surmised that this could be due to parents not having time to invest into the children or oversee them at home as they are working long hour jobs and looking after the home. Contrastingly, it could be a result of a higher rate of parents with mental instability due to the stress poverty is causing them.
Education is also affected negatively by child poverty. The effects on education are two-fold. Firstly, as reported by Van der Berg (2008) ‘The home background of pupils is the single most important factor influencing educational outcomes’ meaning the safety of your home, routine, encouragement and time dedicated by parents will shape a child's outlook on learning and the world around them. These factors are more likely to be disturbed or omitted in families suffering poverty.
The other effect of poverty on children in the UK is the lack of resources poorer state schools receive as well as the lack of good teachers. The more experienced and successful teachers prefer to teach in private or schools in more prevalent areas due to the expectation of better behaviour of the students.
The following changes are recommendations with the aim to improve child poverty in the UK. The benefits system is failing families and restoration of the value of benefits should be a government priority. At minimum we should see working families working full time on national minimum wage reaching MIS and not below as currently they are experiencing. Furthermore, universal credit does not currently correlate with childcare costs. ‘Average full-time nursery fees are now around £240 a week, and increasing the limit to at least this amount per child would help realise the benefits of the higher rate of reimbursement (85%) under UC rather than 70% under tax credits.’ (Ridge, 2011)
Child poverty is prevalent in single parent households, work is needed with employers to create a culture that respects, understands and make arrangements without judgement for parents. For example, work from home initiatives for women returning to work, or single parents is a concept many have pushed for, but policy has never supported. However, with the shift in work dynamics due to Covid this is something that should be explored further.
Unicef (2020) states that children would be sheltered from poverty in working familied is the taper rate for Universal Credit was reduced to 55 percent. Furthermore, 100,000 would be above the poverty line if Universal Credit work allowances was extended to second earners, allowing familied to keep more of their income and actually escape poverty through their income earnt. Instead of being part of a poverty cycle that keeps people working for less than the cost of living and paying out substantial earners to childcare providers to look after their children, thus compromising their home life balance.
‘More than anything, as a nation we need to recommit to ending poverty, as a national priority.’ (Solutions to poverty, 2021)
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