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ENSURING THAT EVERY CHILD MATTERS

The subject matter dealt within this green paper often goes beyond the arena to which we have confined ourselves. In consequence we had initially not considered it appropriate that we respond. On reflection, however, we feel that the very fact that the paper deals with issues of risk and vulnerability without placing income protection centrally gives us cause enough to comment. Following the debate that has surrounded the paper we have not been persuaded that these – income related – points have been made vigorously enough. 

This paper is short and restricts itself to areas in which we have expertise and experience. We will discuss the following areas: 

· Income, risk and vulnerability;

· Children of asylum seekers;

· The role of welfare rights workers;

· Stigma and the database of children.

We argue that it is impossible to provide a cogent strategy to ensure that every child matters whilst we have the current high levels of child poverty. Further we have suggestions of areas which should be further thought through at this stage in terms of how the proposed changes will work in practice. We argue that without care, not only will the settlement prove less successful than envisaged but may encourage the stigmatising of particular groups.

Income, risk and vulnerability 

The concept of ‘vulnerability’, raised in the green paper, is not clearly defined. It is defined here in terms of the risk of harm both to the lived experience of the child, as a child, and to his or her outcomes in later life. This understanding of harm, and therefore vulnerability, is wider than abuse. That aspect, though critical, is not our area of expertise here we explore the way in which the financial resources of the family may negatively affect the child. We argue that you cannot usefully discuss the notion of vulnerability without considering the wider income and resources available to the family. We note that poverty is discussed in Chapter Two (‘Strong Foundations’) but not elsewhere in the document. Figure 1, p.15 uses a pyramid analysis of the stock of children and suggests a hierarchy of risk. Though the precise definitions of each category are unclear, the number of children considered ‘vulnerable’ (3-4 million) leads us to suspect that this covers children in income poor households. In 2001/02 3.8 million children were being brought up in households whose disposable (after housing costs) equivalised income was less than 60 per cent of the median
. This group should be considered vulnerable, and that the cause of this type of vulnerability is the inadequate resources of the household. Here we briefly consider the impacts that this has for the child and for the family and argue, as a consequence of these, that a strategy to ensure that every child matters must have income protection at its heart.

Recent research by the Centre for Research in Social Policy
 analysed access to various necessities on three separate deprivation measures (child deprivation, adult deprivation and income poverty) and a combined index (households which were deprived on several or all measures). By comparing access to necessities of the parent and child, the research showed that parents were much more likely to be deprived of necessities than their children. This finding is most clearly demonstrated by looking at those children (21 per cent of them) who were poor on one only of the three measures. Of this group, poor on one measure only, one in ten were poor on only the income measure, one in ten on the child deprivation measure, but four fifths were poor on the parental deprivation measure
. Parents were therefore acting as shock absorbers, as has frequently been shown in the past
. What was also clear from the research was that there were limits to the extent to which parents were able to do this. The research found that 8 per cent of all children in Great Britain (just over one million children) were in severe poverty
 in 1999. The research offers us a snapshot of the material effects associated with being in severe poverty. Of the severely poor group
:

· 13 per cent lacked a warm waterproof coat;

· 17 per cent lacked new, properly fitting shoes;

· 21 per cent lacked daily fresh fruit and vegetables;

· 31 per cent lacked meat, fish or vegetarian equivalent twice daily.

The Families and Children data produced, and published, by the Department for Work and Pensions
 are more recent than the data used by the Centre for Research in Social Policy study. Using a different definition of severe hardship
 this study showed that things got better between 1999 and 2001 however on what the authors describe as a ‘very conservative measure’
 they still found that a third of non-working households were in severe hardship in 2001
. 

These statistics are included since they indicate the difficulties for families of making inadequate ends meet. The result is much greater strain on poorer families and for children, an upbringing lacking the necessities most can take for granted. Poorer educational outcomes associated with poverty are also likely to lead to a weaker position in the labour market. The green paper notes the importance to childhood development of a high level of parental involvement (paragraph 1.12), not least in education, we agree and believe that this would be maximised if the financial strain faced by parents were mediated. The officially commissioned Acheson report into health inequalities makes the link between low income and outcomes clear: 

Children coming to school hungry or stressed as a result of their social and economic environment will be unable to take full advantage of learning opportunities and stress, depression and social exclusion may reduce parents’ capacity to participate in their children’s education

In other words, poverty has a direct effect on the child’s lived experience and his or her development. Poverty will also make it more difficult for parents to fully participate in their children’s development than would be the case in more affluent families. 

Undoubtedly much policy work is ongoing, discussed in Chapter Two and progress on reducing child poverty has certainly been made, but inequality levels remain much higher than they were prior to the Conservative administrations of 1979-1997. More is needed. To highlight particular groups at risk, we provide the following statistics from the official Households Below Average Incomes series, which tell of the particular risk to certain types of children of living in income poverty
 the average risk was one in three children living in income poverty or 30 per cent:

· Living in a lone parent household – 54 per cent; 

· Living in a workless lone parent household - 75 per cent; 

· Living in a couple household with no one working – 81 per cent;

· Pakistani or Bangladeshi ethnicity – 69 per cent;

· Black non-Caribbean ethnicity – 47 per cent;

· Large families (four plus children) – 50 per cent;

· Households with one or more disabled adult – 43 per cent.

Income poverty has got very much worse over time. In 1979 the proportion of the population living on incomes below 60 per cent of the median was 13 per cent
 (and the proportion of children was slightly higher). By 2001/02 this had risen to 22 per cent
. The relative risk of children being in poverty rose faster than the average. Progress is being made on child poverty, but there is still a way to go before we are even at par with the poverty rates of 1979.

Any strategy which seeks to ensure that every child matters must adequately address the importance of income and resource level. A failure to do this will leave particular groups of children, those at high risks of income poverty, marginalised. The associations between poverty and childhood vulnerability are clear and so making faster progress at tackling child poverty ought to be central to ensuring that every child matters. 

We strongly support the introduction of a children’s commissioner (Chapter Five) in England, in line with elsewhere in the UK and see this as an excellent opportunity to ensure that children’s voices are heard within the policy making process. We believe that the appointment of a commissioner should be used as an opportunity to raise and to mainstream concern over child poverty throughout government. 

Children of families seeking asylum

We strongly support the notion underlying the title, every child should indeed matter (equally) but do they, under either the current or the envisaged system? Here we restrict ourselves to comment upon the treatment of the children of those seeking asylum. This is deeply, and often unhelpfully, politicised territory, but in terms of a value statement the children of those seeking asylum are, and ought to be treated as, precisely that, children. That their right to remain in the UK is unresolved should not take away from that simple fact. If then every child matters we would have expected further discussion of the specific needs of the children of asylum seekers than occurs in the green paper. It is well understood that the children of asylum seekers have very different (often stigmatised), less stable (more transient) and more vulnerable (poorer) childhood experiences than for majority of the population. 

The green paper considers the position of unaccompanied minors entering the UK (paragraphs 2.50-2.54) and we would support some of the proposals made in this regard of better training of those dealing with such children at risk. However no discussion is given about the specific position of the children of migrant families. Such children ought to be considered since they stand a much higher risk of poverty-induced vulnerability than is the typical experience. Such families are not only prevented from working, the route the government suggests is the best out of poverty, but are also paid a lower rate of means tested benefits under the National Asylum Support Service than a UK national would be
. We believe that this shows a lack of joined up thinking, with the strategy discussed in the green paper seeking to reduce child risk and vulnerability whilst the impact of another is to increase it relative to the wider population. Families which have sought asylum ought to be treated the same as UK nationals whilst their claim is being determined, not to do so is to exacerbate the vulnerability of this group.

The role of welfare rights advisers

The thesis behind the green paper seems to be that many individuals and organisations come into contact with children, and that if these different contacts could be got to work better together then dangers to the child would be reduced. Children’s lives do not follow the simplistic service divisions that often exist and so we support this as good in principle. However there is no discussion within the document of the role that welfare rights advisers might have within joined up services despite the notion that ‘vulnerable children’ appears to include those experiencing income poverty. Our suggestion is therefore that welfare rights advisers, ought to be included in the list of possible members of multi-disciplinary teams (set out in paragraph 4.26). This lack of a welfare rights focus is a notable omission since advisers form are large group of trained advice workers, already providing advice and assistance in the best interests of child and family. It is the experience of CPAG’s Citizen’s Rights Office, which provides training and second tier support to welfare rights advisers, that such advisers are also well used to partnership working given their frequent involvement in multi-agency income maximisation take up campaigns.

If family poverty is a factor which creates/exacerbates vulnerability in childhood, the best solution to this form of vulnerability is to ensure, for the child and family, an increase in their income and resources. Welfare rights advisers work for this purpose by maximising take up of entitlements as well as by giving advice on debt and financial management. Although the adequacy of means tested benefits and tax credit are arguably insufficient it remains the case that not all families get even this level of provision. In 2000/01 the official estimate for take up of working families tax credit (WFTC) was between 62 and 65 per cent
: over one third of those families entitled to the WFTC were not in receipt of it. Though take up of means tested benefits (housing benefit, council tax benefit, income support and income based job seekers allowance) was certainly much higher there remains incomplete take up of means tested social security entitlements
. The lack of resources, exacerbated by incomplete take up, will inevitably interact with, and worsen, other aspects of family stress and so any strategy intended to ‘Support Parents and Carers’ (Chapter Three) must consider family income as well. 

The child database 

In principle the proposed database (paragraph 4.3 and more widely in Chapter Four) sounds like a useful method of integrating data, presumably already held, on children and to highlight those at risk. There may also be scope within the system for scanning to pick up those children facing particular risk factors and to ensure that problems are speedily acted upon. Naturally, however, any system is only as good as the data inputted and the actions taken based upon it, it is on these areas on which we wish to comment.

There are various practical issues as to how such a database would work, areas in which we are not specialist, but which would need to be dealt with:

· How will a locally based system cope with children moving– will systems be able to track children and to transfer data?

· What level of information will be stored on it? Will (understandable) aversion to risk cripple the system with too much data?

· How, and at what point, will a decision be taken to intervene?

We wish to comment more fully on several further areas of concern, of which we have more expertise.

Here we are concerned over possible unintended consequences that might spring from the creation and use of a database. It is not realistic that those who access it will treat information held about a child in a value-free fashion. Rather in some cases data held about a child could lead to that child being stigmatised when he or she accesses services, perhaps most importantly schooling. Such data, for example an unstable family background or high level of (social) service intervention, may already be available to teachers and it may often be necessary that this is known. There is a risk that a database could drive social stigma by labelling a child as difficult or a likely poor performer. Allowing access to a wider range of past-history information to a wide range of workers risks those workers making assumptions about children which lead them to treat certain children differently. If realised the stigmatising treatment of certain children may yield unhelpful behavioural responses from them in reaction: children treated differently may then also act differently.

Starting from first principles, to reduce the possibilities of the database stigmatising children there ought to be controls over what sorts of data are stored in the first place. If this database is intended to facilitate detecting children at risk, then any data stored upon it ought to be justified in this fashion. If data do not impinge on child protection/vulnerability then data should not be held on the database at all. The potential of stigmatising children highlights the need to ensure that the way in which data are held and used is driven by the wish to help/assist the child primarily and then only secondarily by the needs/wishes of professionals. Furthermore, not only must data be relevant it must be accurate and objective: this cannot be taken for granted. A mechanism is needed to ensure data put on to the system is correct before it is stored. As good practice this ought to include, where possible, data being approved by child or his or her carer. When it is not possible some other mechanism is needed to ensure both relevancy and accuracy of data.

Who will have access to the stored data and what will it be used for? The answers to these questions are not defined in the paper and need further thought. We understand the imperative for a wide range of professionals to have access to data on children, but this has to be balanced against the risk of children being labelled. To reduce the risk of the database fuelling stigma strong controls need to be imposed on who can access records held on the database. This group is not likely to be the same as those who are able to store data on it. Alternatively it would be possible to tier access, so that only those with strong child protection reasons could access all data (social workers perhaps) held on a child would be in a position to do so.

How long is it appropriate that data are held about a particular child? We remain concerned that the database might act to exclude certain groups of children, for the reasons outlined above, as well as improving child protection. To guard against this we would suggest not only that a test be applied to data before these are put on the register, but that data be sifted every couple of years to remove data which no longer has a current bearing on child protection. 

To be effective whilst being socially just the database must be set up and managed in a controlled way so that it protects more than it excludes. 

Concluding remarks

To conclude this short response, we support the ambition embodied by the green paper but have areas of concern. These areas require further thought and we reiterate key points here:

· The associations between poverty and childhood vulnerability are clear and so making faster progress at tackling child poverty ought to be central to ensuring that every child matters.

· Families which have sought asylum ought to be treated the same as UK nationals whilst their claim is being determined, not to do so is to exacerbate the vulnerability of this group.

· Welfare rights advisers, ought to be included in the list possible members of multi-disciplinary teams.

· To reduce the possibilities of the proposed database stigmatising children there ought to be controls over what sorts of data are stored in the first place.

· A mechanism is needed to ensure data put on to the database is correct before it is stored.

· Strong controls need to be imposed on who can access records held on the database.

If we can be of further assistance or can offer clarification, please do not hesitate to contact us.
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