
Children: victims of austerity

April 2019 · Joanne McCartney AM



Children living in poverty is a stain on our national conscience. It is 
shameful that children, in one of the world’s wealthiest economies 
go hungry and go without the daily basics needed for a minimum 
acceptable standard of living.  It lets our children down and locks 
potential talent and innovation out of the future economy. 

There was once a Government commitment to end 
child poverty by 2020. Good progress was being 
made, with 80,000 children lifted out of poverty 
from 1999-2012 [CPAG].  In 2010, these efforts 
were reinforced bt the passing of the Child Poverty 
Act.  But since May 2010, we’ve taken huge steps 
backward.

The biggest departure from efforts to end child 
poverty was the 2016 Welfare Reform and Work Act, 
which abolished the plan, eliminated targets and 
altered how child poverty was measured to remove 
robust indicators. 

Just three years on from the act and almost ten 
years since the start of austerity, the number of 
children living in poverty is increasing. This is 
disgraceful, but without a halt to these punitive 
austerity policies, it will only get worse. 

What is the rate of child poverty in the 
capital?
Of the Londoners living in poverty, 58% live in a 
working family – equivalent to 1.3 million people 
and a 50% increase over the last decade [Trust for 
London]. 

When it comes to child poverty, London tops the 
list. Of the twenty local authorities with the highest 
rate of child poverty, half are London boroughs 
including both Enfield and Haringey. In Tower 
Hamlets, over half of children in the borough are 
living in poverty. 

  

What does this mean for Londoners?
If you look beyond the statistics and listen to 
children’s experiences, an even starker picture 
begins to emerge. The Child Poverty Action Group 
(CPAG) have published the experiences of children 
living on the breadline.  

Teachers also see the reality of child poverty in 
twenty-first century Britain. A recent survey from 
the National Education Union (NEU) found that 
teachers are providing school uniform and food

Child poverty in the age of austerity
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When I’m hungry I just can’t concentrate, it’s really, 

really hard for me to do that … so I just need to 

make my mind up and know that I will eat after five 

hours, seven hours when I get home [from school]. 

Amara, aged 15, from Living Hand to Mouth, CPAG

to children out of their own pay, and believe the 
situation has worsened since 2016. I reguarly visit 
schools across London and similar stories are 
relayed to me. One example is at Seven Sisters 
Primary School in Tottenham which has set up a 
food and clothes bank as poverty rates have risen.

The effects of poverty on a child has life-long 
consequences. They tend to be at higher risk of 
poor health, go without nutritional or regular meals 
and their educational attainment suffers. There is 
a 28% gap between children receiving free school 
meals and their wealthier peers in achieving at 
least 5 A*-C GCSE grades [CPAG]. 

Poverty also costs the public purse. A 2016 Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation (JRF) report found that the 
effect of poverty cost the UK £78 billion per year 
– £69 billion in public service costs, a further £6 
billion in knock-on effects of child poverty and £2.7 
billion in the knock-on effects of adult poverty.  
This figure is likely to be higher now due to cost 
inflation.

in 2013, CPAG looked specifically at the local cost 
of child poverty and found that each child living 
below the poverty line resulted in an estimated 
cost to the economy of £10,861.42 each year.  This 

is made up of the additional costs to the NHS, 
schools and the Treasury through welfare required, 
and a loss in tax contributions due to lower net 
earnings amongst parents. Given that the number 
of children living in child poverty were much 
lower in 2013 in comparison to 2019, we can safely 
assume that this figure is now much higher.

Why is child poverty rising?
There is no single cause of poverty or one simple 
solution. It is a combination of inadequate welfare 
policies, low-income, insecure work and rising 
living costs. In 2010 the Government began a series 
of welfare reforms that have hit children hardest. 
The huge number of working Londoners living 
in poverty shows that their approach has failed. 
The measures, including benefit freezes, benefit 
caps and the introduction of Universal Credit, saw 
a real term loss in income for many of the most 
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vulnerable Londoners. In 2016, the Government 
went one step further and removed the poverty 
targets established in 2010.  There would no 
longer be accountability or a focus on lifting 
children out of poverty.

What can we do about it?
Child poverty is an issue that I have consistently 
raised during my time as Assembly Member for 
Enfield and Haringey. 

We know that one of the best ways to reduce 
child poverty is to increase income and as a 
Living Wage Commissioner. I was involved in the 
decision to increase the London Living Wage to 
£10.55 per hour, supporting thousands of low 
paid Londoners. City Hall has also introduced 
childcare deposit loans and the Early Years Hubs 
to help disadvantaged families access childcare 
and education. 

However, many working Londoners remain in 
poverty. That’s why City Hall is reducing the cost 
of living for London’s families. Since 2016, the 
Mayor has introduced more genuinely affordable 

homes, the TfL fare freeze and hopper fare, and 
has allocated £6.5 million of European Social 
Funding to support parents into "good" work.

However, the most influential interventions 
required are in the hands of the Government. 
The Mayor has informed the Government of 
where best to direct spending proven to bring 
children out of poverty and reduce Treasury costs 
in the long run. Investment in children should be 
non-negotiable.

The Government need to reintroduce child 
poverty reduction targets in legislation, as the 
Scottish Parliament has alongside a new Poverty 
and Inequality Commission.  They also need to 
revisit welfare changes urgently. I will continue 
to campaign on the issues and push the agenda 
with the Government.

No child should live in poverty in this day 
and age. It is a damning indictment of the 
Government’s obsession with austerity. It is 
imperative that we invest in young people now, 
without delay.
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