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overtykinkthekUKBkaskinkmost

DuropeankandkotherkfirstHworld

countriesBkiskverykdifferentkfrom

povertykinkthekpoorestknationskof

5fricakandk5siaCkLnktheklatterB

povertykiskmorekaboutksurvivalk–kgettingkenough

cleankwaterktokdrinkkandkenoughkfoodktokeatBkas

wellkaskfindingkprotectionkfromkthekelementsC

Sometimeskthiskiskputkintokmonetaryktermskofk

livingkonk‘akdollarkakday’ orBkmorekfrequentlyknowB

‘twokdollarskakday’CkLnkricherkcountriesBkpovertykis

definedkaskak‘relative’ conceptWkitkrefersktokak

standardkwhichkiskdefinedkinktermskofktheksociety

inkwhichkankindividualklivesCk

TypicallyBkthekdefinitionkofkrelativekpovertykis

appliedktokpeoplekinkhouseholdskwithkincomes

belowkaksetkproportionkofkakcountry’skmedian

averagekincomeCkThekmostkwidelyHusedkfigure

belowkwhichkpovertykiskusuallykdefinedkiskR2kper

centkofkmediankhouseholdkincomeBkadjustedkfor

householdksizeBkandkiskgivenkfork‘beforekhousing

costs’ 0OGVjkandk‘afterkhousingkcosts’ 05GVjC

Thekadjustmentkforkhouseholdksizekiskmadekto

takekaccountkofkthekdifferentkspendingkneedskof

singlekpeopleBkcouplesBkandkofkfamilieskwithkand

withoutkchildrenCkVhildkpovertyBkthenBkiskcurrently

definedkinktermskofkthekincomekofkthekhousehold

inkwhichkchildrenkliveCkLnkmostkcaseskthiskwillkbe

theknetkincomekofkthekparent0sjBkincludingkany

statekbenefitsCkLtkcouldkbekarguedkthereforeBkthat

‘childkpoverty’ iskakmisnomerksincekwhatkiskbeing

definedkiskactuallyk‘familykpoverty’C

5ccordingktokgovernmentkstatisticsBktherek

werek1C7kmillionkchildrenkinkthekUKklivingkin

householdskthatkwerekinkincomeHpovertykink1232

onkthekOGVkbasisBkork7CRkmillionkunderkthek5GV

measureCkTheklatterkfigurekconstitutesksomek1:kper

centkofkallkchildrenkinkthiskcountryC ThekVhildren’s

Society’skchiefkexecutiveBkMatthewkReedBk

recentlykcommented?k“Ltkiskunacceptablekthatkso

manykchildrenkarekstillklivingkinkpovertykink

modernHdaykOritainBkdeniedkbasicknecessitiesklike

regularkfoodBkdecentkclothingkorkakwarmkhomeC”

5 disgracefulkstatekofkaffairs4kLtkwouldkbekif

thesekfigureskwerekaktruekrepresentationkofkchild

povertyCkOutkarekthey4kLkshallkarguekherekthat

thoughkthekexistencekofkchildkpovertykinkthekUK

todaykisknotkakmythBkthekofficialkestimateskofkits

extentkcankbeklikenedktokoneC

We’llkstartkwithkhistoricalkcontextCkLfBkin

122“)2”Bk1C“kmillionkchildrenkinkthekUKkwerek

livingkinkpovertyBkwhatkmightkyoukexpectkthe

numberktokhavekbeenkx2kyearskearlierBkbackkin

3”R“4kPerhapskdoubleBkork:Mkperkcentkmore4kOr

perhapsknokdifferentkatkall4kThekanswerkiskthatkthe

figurekwasBkapparentlyBknotkmorekink3”R“Bkbut

lessCkVerykmuchklessWkinkfactkhalfktheknumberkin

122“CkLskthatkreallykbelievablek–ktwicekaskmany

childrenkinkpovertykthankx2kyearskearlier4

WhatkNigurek3BkbelowkshowskiskpreciselykthatC

LtkshowsktooBkthatkunderkthekofficialkdefinitionBkthe

numberkofkchildrenkclassedkaskbeingkinkpoverty

almostkdoubledkbetweenk3”“7kandk3””7Ck5gainBkis

thiskreallykconceivable4kFidkwekblinkkandkmiss

somekcatastrophickevent4kOrkiskthereBkperhapsB

somethingkwrongkwithkthekwayk‘poverty’ is

defined4

Sources: IFS, HBAI 2010/11

Oeforekthek‘rediscovery’ ofkpovertykbykProf

PeterkTownsendkinkthek3”R2sBkpovertykhadkbeen

measuredkinktermskofkankincomekbelowkthekstateH

supportklevelsk–kthenkthekOeveridgeHdesigned

Nationalk5ssistancekratesBkthekforerunnerkofkthe

presentkmixkofkthekLncomekSupportBk£S5 andkTax

VreditsksystemsCkDveryonekinkreceiptkofkNational

5ssistancekwaskdeemedktokhavekbeenkliftedkoutkof

povertyBksincekthekrateskwerekregardedkask

sufficientktokobtainktheknecessariesBkandkakbitkon

topCkMostkhouseholdskcountedkaskbeingkinkpoverty

werekthosekwhokreceivedkaklowerkincomekthankthe

state’sksafetyHnetkfromkworkBkorkwerekthoseknot

claimingkorkgettingktheirkbenefitkentitlementC

TownsendBktogetherkwithkOriank5belHSmithBkput

forwardkakcasekforkredefiningkthekpovertyklinekto

onekthatkwaskx2kperkcentkhigherkthankthekstandard

statekbenefitkratesCkTherekwasknokscientificBkor

rationalBkexplanationkforkchoosingkthiskfigure

otherkthankthekfactkthatkthekresearcherskhadkdisH

coveredkthatk‘some’ claimantskwerekreceivingkup

tokthiskamountkeitherkfromkextrakallowanceskor

disregardedkincomeCkThek3x2kperkcentkofkbenefit

rateskquicklykbecamektheknewkpovertyklineBkat

leastkamongstkthek‘povertyklobby’ –kakmixkof

socialkpolicykacademicsBksocialistskandkpressure

groupsCk5skakresultBkwheneverkthekextentkofk

povertykwaskdiscussedkbykthemBkthekpovertyknumH

berskwerekswelledkbykthekinclusionkofkalmostkall

thekunemployedkandkthosekinkreceiptkofkNational

5ssistanceBklaterkSupplementarykOenefit

0Townsendklaterkbecamekonekofkthekfounderskof

thekVhildkPovertyk5ctionkJroupBkBBBB VP5JjC

Thisknewkpovertyklinekcamekunderkaklotkofk

criticismBkhoweverBkbykgovernmentskandksome

otherkacademicsCkVomparisonskwerekmade

betweenktheklevelkofkincomekthiskyardstickk

representedkandktheklevelkofkpaykfromkworkingCkLt

soonkbecamekobviouskthatkevenkfamilieskwith

incomesknearktheknationalkaveragekcouldkbe

countedkamongkthosekinkpovertyCkDventuallyBkthis

definitionkwasklargelykeitherkdiscreditedkor

ignoredCk5skthekLeftHleaningkjournalBkNew

SocietyBkputkitkink3”“R?k“OnkthiskdefinitionCCCka

homeHowningkcouplekwithktwokchildrenkon

£32B1M2kakyearkcankbeksaidktokbekinkpovertyC The

objectionsktoksuchkakdefinitionkarekoverwhelmingC

LtkfailskinklogicBkbecausekitkimplieskthatkeveryktime

benefitskgokupBksokdoktheknumberskofkthekpoorC

NormankNowlerBkifkhekwishedktokabolishkpoverty

inkthekVP5JksenseBkneedkonlykhalvek

supplementarykbenefitCkLtkfailskaskpropagandaB

sincekitkrunskcounterktokcasualkobservationkand

commonksenseCk5ndkitkfailskaskakpoliticalktactic

sincekthekmasskofktheknonHpoorBkpreparedkthough

theykmaykbektokcontributektokthekalleviationkof

objectivekhardshipBkarekquitekunpreparedktoktransH

ferktheirkhardHearnedkcashktokpeoplekwhokthey

regardkasklittlekpoorerkthankthemselvesC
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The hard task of fighting poverty is not served

by the setting of what any good Trotskyist would

recognize as impossible goals.”  

Following all the criticisms of the Townsend

poverty yardstick, alternative measures were

sought to try to bring more credibility to the case

for increasing the incomes of the poor.

Academics came up with ‘budget lines’, and

‘society-approved’ or ‘popular consensus’ poverty

thresholds. Some of these measures seemed

designed more to shore up the discredited 140 per

cent of SB poverty lines with fancy mathematical

modelling than to shed more light on the nature

and extent of poverty. Some were criticised as

being measures of deprivation, rather than 

poverty, while some others were more localised

and largely ignored as irrelevant to the national 

picture. Later, the European Commission (EC)

came to the rescue with its now widely-used

poverty threshold of 60 per cent of the median

household income, adjusted to take account of

variations in household size and composition.

Although most often written and spoken of as a

poverty line, in fact it was not intended as such.

The EC definition was actually devised as a

measure of an income below which puts the

household ‘at risk of poverty’, and not in 

poverty itself.

Notwithstanding that the EC measure is not

directly of poverty, and that it is widely used, it

too has been criticised as an indicator of poverty,

let alone ‘at risk of’. This is because of what the

definition means in practice, i.e. it is a measure of

inequality of incomes rather than of poverty.

So what is child poverty?

If one is looking for a monetary level to

describe relative child poverty, rather than simply

the oft-quoted percentage of this or that yardstick,

one needs to carry out a number of calculations

before comparisons can be made between the

level of household income of a family judged to

be in poverty and that of a comparable family’s

income in and out of work.

The national average household income 

statistics are given in the DWP’s publication

‘Households Below Average Incomes’ (HBAI). In

the latest edition relating to 2010-11, the median

average equivalised household income for the

whole country is given as £419 per week before

housing costs and £359 per week after. So, 60 per

cent of this is £251 and £215, respectively. These

figures, because they are equivalised, relate to a

childless couple household, so further 

calculations are necessary to relate them to other

household types – in particular to those with

dependent children. The table below left shows

the at-risk-of poverty thresholds for various

household types, i.e. households with a net

income below these levels are deemed to be in, or

at risk of, poverty.

It is quite obvious from these figures that

unemployed households would be deemed to be

in poverty if their only income is welfare 

benefits, since the level of unemployment and

other benefits is much lower than these amounts.

Yet people in work on modest and reasonable

earnings too could be counted as in poverty under

the 60 per cent of median income yardstick. For

example, a couple with two children with one

partner as the breadwinner on a salary of £27,000

a year (just above median average earnings in

2010/11) and the other as a homemaker could

have been classified as living in poverty, once

account is taken of all taxes, benefits and housing

costs. This suggests that the European measure of

poverty is, at the very least, questionable. 

In fact, there is no good reason for the

European Commission choosing a level of

income of 60 per cent of net equivalised 

household income. Why not 50 per cent or

70 per cent? The percentage decided upon, like

Townsend’s 140 per cent level of SB, was 

arbitrarily chosen.

☛

VIEWPOINT

“Under the off i c i a l

definition, the

number of 

c h i l d ren classed

as being in

p o v e rty almost

d o u b l e d

between 

1983 and 1993.

Is this really 

c o n c e i v a b l e ?

Did we blink 

and miss some

c a t a s t ro p h i c

event? Or is

t h e re, perh a p s ,

s o m e t h i n g

w rong with the

way ‘poverty’ 

is defined?

”Picture source: Birmingham Libraries and Archives
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ProfBDonaldBHirschBmakesBtheBpointFB“Most

peopleBacceptBthatBpovertyBhasBaBrelativeBelement

–BthatBaBbasicBlivingBstandardBacceptableBin

Dickens’ timeBmayBbeBunacceptableBtoday/BBut

theBdecisionBtoBdrawBtheBlineBatBI)BperBcentBis

arbitrary/BSoBwhenBaBprogressiveBgovernment

redistributesBincomeBtoBbringBfamiliesBaboveBthis

abstractBpovertyBline2BthereBareBalwaysBthoseBwho

challengeBwhetherBbeingBinBrelativeBpovertyBreally

constitutesBaBhardship”/

TheBEC’sBpovertyBlineBisBnotBonlyBanBarbitrary

chosenBone2BasBHirschBconfirms2BbutBitBisBmerelyBa

measureBofBtheBunequalBdistributionBofBincomes/

ProofBofBwhichBisBdemonstratedBbyBtheBdropBinBthe

‘poverty’ rateBinB?)-)(--/BTheBmainBreasonBforBits

fallBwasBsimplyBbecauseBtheBincomesBofBhigher

incomeBhouseholdsBfellBoverBtheByearBbyBaBlarger

percentageBthanBlowerBincomeBhouseholds/BThe

realBEafterBinflationC

incomesBofBtheB

poorestBactuallyBfell2

yetBsoBtooBdidBthe

numbersBcountedBas

beingBinBpoverty/

TheBpreceding

sectionsBhaveBlooked

atBhowBpovertyBis2

andBhasBbeen2

defined/BTheBonlyB

agreementBseemsBto

beBthatBprimarily

povertyBisBaboutBaBlowBincome/BButBisBtheBlevelBof

stateBsupportBtoBunemployedBandBlow1paidB

familiesBwithBchildrenBatBsuchBaBlowBlevelBthatBitB

constitutesBpoverty3BGndBwhy2Banyway2BareB

childrenBlivingBinBpoverty3

Certainly2BtheBgeneralBperceptionBofBtheBpublic

aboutBtheBcausesBofBchildBpovertyBseemsBtoBbe

predominantlyBoneBofBneglectBbyBtheBchildren’s

parents2BasBseenBinBaBrecentBBritishBSocial

GttitudesBsurveyB–BseeBillustrationBabove/B

OfBcourse2BwhatB‘mostBpeople’ believeBtoBbeBthe

mainBreasonsBforBchildrenBbeingBinBpovertyBmay

beBwrong/BButBinBanyBeventBcampaignersBinsist

thatBtheBlevelBofBfinancialBsupportBgivenBtoBthose

withBtheBlowestBincomes2BtheBunemployedBand

non1employedBfamilies2BisBinsufficientBtoBprovide

anythingBotherBthanBaBveryBbasicBexistenceB–Band

perhapsBnotBevenBthat/B

IsBthatBreallyBtheBcase£BdoBwe2BasBaBsociety2

provideBanBinsufficientBfinancialBsafetyBnetBforBour

children£BareBtheyB“deniedBbasicBnecessitiesBlike

regularBfood2BdecentBclothingBorBaBwarmBhome”

asBtheBChildren’sBSocietyBinsists3BTheBevidence

doesBnotBactuallyBseemBtoBsupportBthatBnotion/

WelfareBbenefitsBtoBthoseBwithBchildrenBinBor

outBofBworkBareBtodayBveryBmuchBhigherBinBreal

termsBthanBtheyBwereBevenBjustBaBfewByearsBago/

ForBexample2BweBnowBgiveBanBunemployedB

childlessBcoupleB£---/OxBaBweekBplusBhousing

costs/BG similarBcoupleBwithBtwoBchildrenBgets

£?xW/WABandBhousingBcosts£Bi/e/BmoreBisBgivenBto

supportBtheBchildrenBE£-O;/AWCBthanBforBtheBneeds

ofBtheBadultsBthemselves/BEvenBinBwork2BaB

single1earnerBcoupleBwithBtwoBchildrenBon

£-W2)))BaByearBgetsBaroundB£-OxBperBweekBin

childBbenefitBandBchildBtaxBcredit/

WhereBchildrenBmayBwellBbeBatBrealBriskBof

povertyBisBmoreBlikelyBtoBbeBinBthoseBhouseholds

whereBtheyBareBnotBgettingBtheBfullBadvantageBof

theseBchildBbenefit(taxBcreditBpaymentsBmadeBto

theBparents/BThisBmayBbeBwhereBoneBorBbothB

parentsBhaveBaddictionBproblemsBorBbecauseBof

excessiveBexpenditureBonBinessentials2BbutBoften

tooBitBisBwhereBparentsBhaveBloansBtheyBhaveBtaken

outBwhichBtheyBcannotBaffordBtoBpayBbackBwithout

‘borrowing’ theBchildren’sBchildBbenefitBandBtax

credits/BOftenBthese

loansBwereBtakenBout

forBnon1essentials

whenBtheBfamilyBwas

inBworkBandBcould

affordBtheB

repayments2Bbut

insufficientBthought

wasBgivenBtoBthe

possibleBlongerBterm

problemsBofBbuying

onBcreditBofBnever

beingBsureBifBor

whenBtheirBjobBmightBcomeBtoBanBend/B

ItBisBtheseBissuesBofBensuringBthatBthoseBstate

benefitsBpaidBforBchildrenBareBactuallyBspentBon

them2BandBthatBtheyBareBnotBinsteadBabsorbedBinto

generalBhouseholdBoutgoingsBunconnectedBorBonly

looselyBconnectedBwithBtheBchild’sBwelfare2Bthat

charitiesBandBgovernmentsBshouldBnowBbe

addressing2BinsteadBofBsidestepping/

GivenBtheBlevelBofBfinancialBsupportBtheBstate

providesBforBlow1incomeBfamilies2BitBseemsBthat

weBshouldBperhapsBbeBlookingBelsewhereBforB

evidenceBofBchildBpoverty/ TheBmostBlikelyB

candidatesBareBpoorBhousing2BpoorBschoolingBand

poorBparenting/
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What?do?you?think?

You?can?comment?on?this?or?any?other?article

in?Mensa?Magazinef?Send?your?thoughts?to

editor?Brian?Page?at?BfPage@btinternetfcom
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Reasons?for
child?poverty

Being?unwantedO

unlovedO?uncared?forO

forgotten?by?everybodyO

I?think?that?is?a?much

greater?hungerO?a?much

greater?poverty?than?the?person?who?has

nothing?to?eatf?

Mother?Teresa

People?from?both?political?parties?have

long?recognized?that?welfare?without

work?creates?negative?incentives?that

lead?to?permanent?povertyf?It?robs?

people?of?selfTesteemf?

Mitt?Romney?

We?need?to?steer?clear

of?this?poverty?of

ambitionO?where

people?want?to

drive?fancy?cars

and?wear?nice

clothes?and?live?in

nice?apartments?but

don’t?want?to?work

hard?to?

accomplish

these?thingsf?Everyone?should?try?to

realise?their?full?potentialf?

Barack?Obama

In?a?country?well?governedO?poverty?is

something?to?be?ashamed?off?In?a?

country?badly?governedO?wealth?is?

something?to?be?ashamed?off?

Confucius?

Itzs?hard?to?do?it?because?you?gotta?look

people?in?the?eye?and?tell?’em?they’re

irresponsible?and?lazyf?And?who’s?gonna

wanna?do?that??Because?that’s?what

poverty?isO?ladies?and?gentlemenf?In?this

countryO?you?can?succeed?if?you?get

educated?and?work?hardf?Periodf?Periodf?

Bill?OzReilly?

The?poverty?of?our?century?is?unlike?that

of?any?otherf?It?is?notO?as?poverty?was

beforeO?the?result?of?natural?scarcityO?but

of?a?set?of?priorities?imposed?upon?the

rest?of?the?world?by?the?richf?

John?Berger?

Poverty?is?the?worst?form?of?violencef?

Mahatma?Gandhi
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