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The Children’s Society 
 
The Children's Society is a national charity that runs local services, helping children and 
young people when they are at their most vulnerable, and have nowhere left to turn. We 
also campaign for changes to laws affecting children and young people, to stop the 
mistakes of the past being repeated in the future. In 2017/18 we worked with over 11,000 
vulnerable children and young people in our services. 

Building on our 137-year history of tackling child poverty, our research expertise and policy 
work seeks to improve understanding of child poverty in the UK through a child-centred 
approach. We also continue to engage with decision makers to help disadvantaged families 
get the support they need to escape poverty and give their children the best start in life. 

Response contents 
 
We welcome the UN Special Rapporteur’s visit in November and highlight in this 
submission the following key issues that we believe deserve real attention during his visit: 

▪ Inadequate government approach to measuring and targeting child poverty. 
▪ Inadequate resources for vital local children’s social care services, which support and 

protect the rights of some of the most vulnerable children in the UK.  
▪ Significant weakening of the social security safety net, particularly for vulnerable groups 

such as children and those with disabilities, leading to rising child poverty. 
▪ Implementation of Universal Credit in a manner that disadvantages vulnerable groups 

such as children and those with disabilities. 
▪ Changes to policy that will leave many children in poverty without access to free school 

meals, missing an opportunity to help these children fulfil their rights to adequate 
nutrition, health and educational opportunities. 

▪ Government policies that result in thousands of asylum-seeking, refugee and migrant 
children and families facing extreme poverty and destitution. 

▪ Potential Brexit risks to the support currently available for those in poverty under EU 
schemes and to the rights of children under EU frameworks. 

These key issues respond particularly to the following specific questions in the UN 
Rapporteur’s request for written submissions: 

▪ Question 2 (current measurement of poverty by the government) 
▪ Question 9 & 12 (impact of austerity measures on vulnerable groups, local governments 

& services) 
▪ Question 15 & 16 (extent to which Universal Credit is achieving its goals & its impact on 

poverty) 
▪ Question 25 (extent of child poverty) 
▪ Question 26 (implications for children’s rights under the UNCRC) 
▪ Question 27 (main causes of child poverty in the UK and government responses) 
▪ Question 28 & 29 (potential implications of Brexit for those living in poverty & protecting 

the human rights of low income groups). 
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Inadequate child poverty measurement and targeting 
 
1. The Welfare Reform Act 2016 abolished four statutory government child poverty targets 

(based on relative low income, absolute low income, combined low income and material 
deprivation, and persistent low income). It also removed the requirement to report these 
measures to Parliament, although the government must still publish them annually. 

2. The government instead introduced a set of ‘life chances’ indicators (based on children 
living in workless households and educational attainment of children). 

3. We are concerned that the ability to scrutinise the Government on its child poverty 
policies has significantly diminished and that reducing child poverty has become a lower 
priority for government as a result. The replacement measures also risk ineffective 
policymaking that confuses causes or effects of poverty (such as educational 
attainment) with poverty itself.  

4. The Government should reinstate legally binding child poverty targets and the 
requirement to report annual progress on them to Parliament. These targets should 
include measures of relative and absolute income poverty, persistent poverty and 
material deprivation. 

5. The Government should also go further and ensure that the income poverty measures 
incorporate obligatory living costs that can be significant for families in poverty. These 
include housing costs that are adequate to needs, childcare costs, debt, and the 
additional costs faced by those with a disability. 

6. In the longer term, a more child-centred approach to understanding poverty is needed, 
as children have a unique perspective that is not fully understood in existing measures 
of child poverty. For example, research by The Children’s Society and the University of 
York found that children value different things from adults when asked what is 
necessary for a ‘normal kind of life’. We developed a child-centred index of material 
deprivation that offers a child-reported measure of material well-being to complement 
existing household measures.1 

7. The Children’s Society has an extensive poverty research programme focused on 
advancing a child-centred understanding of poverty in the UK (see Annex 1 for 
examples).  

 

Inadequate resources for vital local children’s social care services 
 
8. The Government’s budget deficit reduction strategy since 2010 (‘austerity’) has resulted 

in a real-terms halving of government funding for local authorities between 2010/11 and 
2017/18.2  

9. We are particularly concerned about the ability of local authorities to meet the needs of 
the most vulnerable children in their areas, many of whose lives are severely blighted by 
poverty. Our research has found that there was a decrease of £2.4 billion in real-terms 
central government funding for children’s services provided by local authorities between 
2010/11 and 2015/16.3 We also know that local authorities with the most deprived 
communities have suffered the greatest reductions in spending power. 

10. Early intervention services have been particularly affected by funding reductions. 
Specific early intervention funding has fallen 55% between 2010/11 and 2015/16. This is 
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particularly worrying because it means that, rather than catching problems early, 
children’s lives are being allowed to develop into crisis points. 

11. The Government should urgently address the funding gap in children’s services. Our 
report shows that an additional £2 billion a year is required just to return funding to 2010 
levels. Additional funding should be used to improve early intervention, such as 
community-based youth services, and should address inequalities between different 
areas. 

 

Impact on child poverty of reduced social security safety net 
 
12. The ‘two-child limit’ introduced in April 2017 means that child tax credit and the child 

element of Universal Credit are now only paid to families in relation to their first two 
children.4 There are currently transitional arrangements in place that exempt children 
born before 5 April 2017 from this rule, but this protection will cease for those claiming 
Universal Credit as of 1 February 2019. 

13. The restrictions will mean that every family with three or more children in receipt of tax 
credits or Universal Credit will lose up to £2,780 per year for each additional child. We 
estimate this will affect around three million children.5 At the same time, the family 
element of tax credits worth £545 per family per year (and the equivalent in Universal 
Credit) was also abolished for new parents.  

14. Families with children in poverty have also faced a four-year benefit freeze, meaning 
support for low-income families won’t increase at all from 2015 levels until the end of the 
decade. This has affected just over four million low-income families containing seven 
million children. The affected families could lose around 12% from the real value of their 
benefits and tax credits by 2020.6 

15. The Children’s Society’s ‘Poverty Line Calculator’ shows that recent welfare cuts have 
significantly reduced the support available to families with children below the poverty 
line and that children in larger families have been hit particularly hard. A couple with two 
children on basic out of work benefits in private rented accommodation outside of 
London would receive £186 per week less than the amount needed to subsist on the 
poverty line. This benefit shortfall has grown by 77% since 2012. With four children, they 
would suffer a £396 per week shortfall, which is a staggering 247% worse than 2012.7 

16. Finally, most of the effects of policy changes enacted since 2015 have yet to actually 
filter through into current poverty rates, but they will soon. The Institute for Fiscal 
Studies projects that the number of children in relative poverty will rise from 4.1 million in 
2016/17 to 5.2 million in 2021/22.8 Around 40% of this increase is directly attributable to 
planned tax and benefit changes, particularly the two-child limit and freeze on benefits. 

17. The Government should think again on the two child-limit and immediately end the four-
year freeze on benefits for children. 

 

Specific concerns with Universal Credit 
  

18. Firstly, the Severe Disability Premium (‘SDP’) has been scrapped in Universal Credit. 
This is worth £64 a week in the legacy benefits system and is paid to around 490,0000 
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severely disabled adults who live on their own, with another disabled adult, or only with 
dependent children. 

19. Many disabled parents receiving SDP are already relying on their children to undertake 
significant caring responsibilities. The SDP provides crucial support for these families 
with young carers and the loss of it will inevitably mean that these children will have to 
do even more. 

20. Our research has found that SDP is used to provide a wide range of care services, 
including household tasks, personal care, transport costs and social activities.9 It also 
found that 40% of children in these households were already spending more than 15 
hours a week assisting their parents. These responsibilities are already having an 
impact on the life chances of these children and parents also had a strong fear that their 
children would face social exclusion if they had any less income. 

21. The SDP needs to be restored within Universal Credit. An alternative approach would 
be to pay a new 'self-care element' in Universal Credit to those who meet the eligibility 
criteria to have someone receive Carer's Allowance to look after them, but do not. 

22. Secondly, ‘work allowances’ in Universal Credit set the amount of money that a claimant 
can earn before additional income affects their entitlement to benefit. These allowances 
were cut from April 2016, meaning that Universal Credit support for most working 
families was considerably reduced from that date. 

23. In total around 2.4 million families with children would have been affected by similar 
changes in the tax credit system that the government decided not to pursue – about 
84% of those households affected.10 The proportional impact on families with children is 
likely to be similar in Universal Credit. 

24. Single parents will face the largest cuts, with reductions in support of up to £2,630 per 
year. A tax-paying working single parent would have to earn up to almost £11,000 per 
year extra in order to earn back the impact of this loss. 

25. The Government should increase work allowances under Universal Credit back up to 
pre-April 2016 levels. 

 

Changes to free school meals policy for families in poverty 
 
26. Under legislation in place in England until April 2018, all families claiming Universal 

Credit were entitled to free school meals. However, from April 2018, the Government in 
England introduced an earnings limit of £7,400. 

27. Around a million school children living below the official poverty line in England currently 
miss out on free school meals. Most of these children would have received free school 
meals by the time rollout was complete had Universal Credit continued to roll out under 
the existing legislation. However, the Government’s policy change means that those 
children will now continue to miss out.11 

28. This change also completely undermined Universal Credit’s ability to achieve one of its 
core objectives. According to the White Paper introducing Universal Credit: “Universal 
Credit will mean that people will be consistently and transparently better off for each 
hour they work and every pound they earn."12 

29. Contrary to this, many families will now actually end up on a lower overall income as a 
result of taking on additional work, once the value of free school meals (around £400 per 
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year per child) is taken into account. For example, a family with three children currently 
earning just under the £7,400 earnings limit would lose over £1,200 each year if they 
were to work a few more hours or get a pay rise. To make up for this they would have to 
increase their annual wages by over £3,600. 

30. This is still a live policy issue in Wales, with the Welsh Government currently consulting 
on almost identical plans to introduce a £7,400 earnings limit. This would result in 
55,000 children in Wales in poverty continuing to miss out on free school meals as a 
result of the proposed change.13  

31. We also believe that the Welsh Government will be falling short under its specific 
statutory framework whereby it must have due regard to the UNCRC.14 Many of these 
children are going hungry at school and missing out on proven educational and health 
benefits from free school meals. 

32. The Government in Wales should instead continue to allow all children in families on 
Universal Credit to claim free school meals. 

 

Extreme poverty for asylum-seeking and migrant families  
 
33. Among the families facing extreme poverty in the UK are thousands of asylum-seeking 

and migrant children whose families either access very limited support from the Home 
Office through asylum support or are left destitute and unable to access any welfare 
benefits as a result of deliberate Home Office policies that give them ‘no recourse to 
public funds’ (NRPF).  

34. Asylum seeking families with dependent children are often entitled to receive asylum 
support15, until their claim is decided, and they are either granted leave to remain, or 
have to leave the country. It is estimated that are around 10,000 children on asylum 
support though actual numbers are unavailable16. Rates of support for children and their 
families had been frozen since 2011 but were reduced drastically in 2015 when the 
Government introduced a flat rate of support. Previously children under 16 in asylum 
seeking families received £52.96 per week yet the flat rate introduced in 2015 reduced 
this support to £36.95 per week. The rate was increased in January of this year to 
£37.75 per week, per person,17 which represents a cut of £15 per week, or around 30% 
specifically targeting children. As a result, the introduction of a flat rate has had a direct 
effect on children, pushing families into extreme poverty, typically around half of what 
the family would be entitled to receive under mainstream benefits. We believe that this 
support does not take account of children’s rights under the UNCRC nor reflects the 
substantial evidence of the damaging impact that income poverty and deprivation have 
on children’s lives18,19 and their well-being.20 

35. The government should conduct and publish a full Children’s Rights Impact Assessment 
(CRIA) of asylum support rates, in accordance with the rights set out under the UNCRC 
as well as the duty to promote the welfare of children under Section 55 of the Borders, 
Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009. The government may be planning to find more 
‘savings’ in the asylum support budget and we would urge the UN Rapporteur to make 
strong representations against any further cuts to support for children. 

36. Children within families who can’t access asylum support and have no recourse to 
public funds (NRPF) broadly fall into two categories: a) their parents have leave to 
remain in the UK but will have an NRPF condition automatically applied to their leave 
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which means they can work but cannot access any mainstream benefits; or (b) the 
family’s status in the UK is unresolved meaning they are undocumented and therefore 
cannot work or access any mainstream benefits. 

37. The government reforms to the family immigration rules in 2012 included a series of 
changes which have pushed more families into extreme poverty for extended periods of 
time. Under these rules, the Home Office imposes the NRPF condition to all limited 
leave applications including for families with dependent children and families are 
granted leave to remain in the UK on a 10- year route to settlement. This means they 
need to make 4 applications of pounds for 2.5 years at a time costing families around 
£10,000 per person before they can settle in the UK and at each application stage, the 
NRPF condition may be reapplied21. Typically, these are families with a British child, or a 
child who has lived in the UK for seven years or more. Most of the families with limited 
leave to remain, in our experience, are working households, often headed by single 
parents. The parent or parents need to afford rent and childcare but they are unable to 
access housing benefit, tax credits and child benefits, meaning they are struggling to 
make ends meet.  

38. The Children’s Society research has found that, between 2013 and 2015, over 50,000 
individuals with dependents were given leave to remain in the UK along with a ‘no 
recourse to public funds’ condition, which means they have no access to mainstream 
welfare support. NRPF Network data shows that, in 2016/2017, a quarter of all families 
that approached 45 local authorities for assistance with living costs were families 
granted leave to remain with NRPF and, currently, 11% of families receiving support 
have this immigration status.22 

39. As part of this research, we also estimated that there are approximately 144,000 
undocumented children living in England and Wales, 23 with a significant proportion of 
these born in the UK and potentially eligible to register as British citizens. Even if these 
children become British nationals, they will be cut out from accessing vital mainstream 
welfare support as a result of their parents’ immigration status.  

40. Children with NRPF are not able to make use of the range of welfare benefits and 
related support that other young people are able to access to support their upbringing 
and wellbeing, including child-related welfare benefits, free school meals24 and the 
government’s 30 hours free childcare for 3 to 4 year-olds25. Children in the most 
vulnerable situation, often with the highest level of need, are unable to benefit from 
schemes that other children are entitled to. Even those that are working cannot access 
in-work benefits, meaning that they have to turn to the local authority for top-ups.  

41. The Children’s Society’s research has found that children in families subject to NRPF 
are more likely to be living in poverty and facing safeguarding risks because of the 
circumstances arising out of living with NRPF26. Families with NRPF are often forced to 
turn to local authority children’s services for support under Section 17 of the Children 
Act27 (s17), to safeguard and promote the wellbeing of children in their area who are ‘in 
need’ and to promote the upbringing of children by their families, wherever possible. As 
well as supporting the needs of children that are abused or neglected, or facing 
domestic violence, it enables local authorities to provide accommodation financial 
support where families with dependent children are destitute and unable to access 
support elsewhere. It functions, in part, as a safety net for families who fall through the 
gaps of mainstream welfare benefit provision. 
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42. We are calling on the government must remove the NRPF condition from the leave to 
remain of all families with dependents under the age of 18, so that they are able to 
access mainstream welfare support where necessary. 

  

Potential impact of Brexit 
 
43. The EU does much to support the UK in tackling child poverty.28 Most directly, the 

European Social Fund (‘ESF’) provides support for communities – helping people find 
jobs, improving education and addressing social exclusion. Between 2014 and 2020, the 
ESF is expected to invest around €4.9 billion in disadvantaged communities. 

44. We welcome the Government’s recent announcement that UK organisations will 
continue to receive funding over a project’s lifetime if they successfully bid into EU-
funded programmes before December 2020.29 This also confirmed plans to set up a UK 
Shared Prosperity Fund (‘UKSPF’) to replace EU structural funds after Brexit. 

45. However, although the Government has agreed that some level of financial support will 
be provided after Brexit, the exact nature of this has not yet been agreed. 

46. The Government should guarantee there will be no reduction in funding for projects 
supporting children and young people in poverty after Brexit. The Government should 
commit to an initial 6-year funding period for the SPF, and that support provided for 
disadvantaged communities through the fund is maintained in real terms compared to 
equivalent provision through the ESF. 

47. It will also be important to monitor the impact of Brexit on poverty among EEA national 
children and families, particularly as their access to support and benefits is likely to 
change once they are no longer protected by EU legislation depending on the final 
agreement. As this cohort becomes subject to immigration control, they may fall under 
the same or similar provisions as other non-EEA nationals including the family 
immigration rules. This is likely to impact on those who are unable to secure settled 
status before the UK’s exit and therefore remain undocumented as well as those coming 
to the UK after the transition where restrictions to services and benefits may apply. 

 
 

 
 

  

 
For more information contact Iain Porter in the policy team: 

 
 iain.porter@childrenssociety.org.uk 

 

mailto:iain.porter@childrenssociety.org.uk
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Annex 1: Recent research into child-centred understanding of UK 
poverty and participatory policy work by The Children’s Society 
 
▪ A qualitative longitudinal study with the University of Bath following the lives of 60 

disadvantaged children over three years. We published findings from the first wave of 
interviews last year and will be publishing further findings from the study over the next 
year.30 

▪ We will very shortly be publishing the findings from the Fair Shares and Families 
research project, undertaken jointly with the University of Leeds. This aims to better 
understand the ways that families obtain and share resources, how children are involved 
in these processes, and whether there are differences based on a family’s socio-
economic status. 

▪ Our youth-led Children’s Commission on Poverty allowed a group of children to set the 
direction and make the key decisions throughout a commission investigating child 
poverty. Through this they exposed how the costs of school in the UK can affect children 
living in poverty.31 
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