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In his speech to the Labour Party conference in Manchester, the Prime Minister has said the Government will enshrine in law the target of abolishing child poverty by 2020, by setting out a range of measures to reduce inequalities and improve social mobility.

Wise Group Response, September 2008

The Wise Group welcomes this announcement from the Government.  Ending child poverty now is an urgent task – not just for those children currently experiencing poverty, but also for future generations: children born into poverty are more likely to become poor adults, and their children are more likely to be poor ((Best 2005)).  Backing such an important commitment with legislation will bring the impetus to deliver an improvement to the lives of the one in three children that, according to the End Child Poverty campaign, live in poverty in the UK today.  The strength of legislation is particulalry important in light of recent coments by Donald Hirsch, poverty adviser to Joseph Rowntree Foundation that ‘after a six year period of falling, child poverty rose in the two years to April 2007, wiping out some of the previous gains…to meet the [child poverty] target, a total of 1.2 million will need to benefit.’  
We call on the Government to follow inactment of legislation with policies to address the root causes of poverty, without reducing support given to those currently living in poverty to deal with the results and symptoms of it.  The capacity of those living in poverty is often greatly restricted by structural barriers, inequalities and a lack of resources.  For example, 42% of children in poverty are living in lone parent families, and one in three children in poverty has a parent with a self-reported disability or long-term health condition (Lyon et al 2006 cited in (Harker 2006)).  Such challenges faced by parents need to be addressed to reach and sustain a context where no child in the UK lives in poverty.  

Employment, whilst not a panacea for all of the problems associated with poverty, has a fundamental role in tackling poverty.  Paid work can, if of a suitable quality, be important in tackling poverty, not just through the obvious effect of increased income, but through the positive impact that work can have on health, self esteem, and social capital. 

As an organisation that has helped over 25 000 people move into work over the last 25 years, the Wise Group urges the Government to do more to open up opportunities for unemployed people both through public sector employment and through private sector partners, using the power of procurement.  

The focus, however, must simultaneously be on high quality work, with opportunities for training and further development.  Nearly half of all children in poverty are in families where someone is in employment: work alone is insufficient to end child poverty ((Harker 2006)).  Low pay thus makes a significant contribution to poverty and the Government should support the concept of a Living Wage.  

Post employment support is a critical factor in helping those in vulnerable positions in the labour market to stay and progress in work, and greater investment should be put into this kind of intervention.  This is of particular importance since transitions into and out of work are one of the key risk factors of severe poverty.  Particular difficulties are experienced by families who move in and out of employment, enduring a ‘low pay no pay’ cycle.  

The role of legislation to underpin commitment to end child poverty is an important development amongst a range of actions that are required to achieve this commendable aspiration. 
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