
Written submission to Just Fair’s call for evidence 
to inform their 2025 report to: 

the United Nations Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights

September 2024

As part of the seventh periodic review of the UK 

ATD Fourth World



1 

September 2024 – ATD Fourth World 

 

Poverty, social work, and the right to protection and help for the family 

 

1. What are the issues that your organisation and the people you work with are facing? 

Poverty shipwrecks loving families, stranding them apart from one another and causing lifelong 

damage in the lives of some of the most vulnerable children and parents. Families in poverty in the 

UK are often subjected by children’s social care to harsh interventions that are discriminatory and 

driven by a concept of risk-aversion that is inconsistent and fails to fully consider the harm done by 

removing children into State care or contested closed adoptions that permanently sever relationships 

among siblings and with the entire extended family and community. 

  

2. What are the human rights impacted by this issue?  

The issues presented briefly in this submission raise a number of concerns from the perspective of 

the right to protection and assistance to the family, recognised in Article 10 ICESCR.1 The right 

to protection and assistance to the family must be secured for everyone with no discrimination of 

any kind (Article 2(2) ICESCR), including on the ground of socio-economic status. As observed by 

the CESCR in General Comment No. 20, “a person’s social and economic situation when living in 

poverty or being homeless may result in pervasive discrimination, stigmatization and negative 

stereotyping which can lead to the refusal of, or unequal access to, the same quality of education 

and health care as others, as well as the denial of or unequal access to public places”.2 The issues 

raised in this report are also an expression of negative stereotyping against people in poverty, which 

the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights calls “povertyism”.3 The right 

to protection and assistance to the family would mandate the recognition of socio-economic status 

as a protected characteristic under domestic equality legislation. It would also require States to take 

active measures to prevent and tackle negative stereotyping against the poor in child protection 

services.4 

 

3. What has gone wrong? What are the barriers people face to accessing their rights? 

“Forced adoptions are horrendous. […] It is shameful that the poorer you are in this country, the 

more likely you are to have your children forcibly taken from you. You see this around the number of 

children placed in care or put up for forced adoptions. […] Poverty gets confused with neglect. […] 

You often get judged by social workers instead of supported to have what you need to raise your 

children decently. When you’re scrimping on the basics, you don’t have the money to cover up the 

cracks. The state spends money on foster care that could instead be used to help prevent the need 

for it.” 

- expert-by-experience Patricia Bailey, quoted in Amnesty UK's Summer 2023 magazine issue  

 

Pamela’s two children were placed in care 18 months ago, while she was experiencing domestic 

violence.5  Even though she was the victim of her partner’s violence, she felt treated as a villain for 

having failed to protect her children from witnessing this. Recently, social services told Pamela they 

were ready to return custody of her children given that she has left her partner. But this presents a 

 

1  For a longer analysis, see: Lyle Barker and Koldo Casla, Poverty, Child Protection, and the Right to Protection and Assistance to the Family in 

England (University of Essex, 2023). 
2  CESCR, General Comment No.20: Non-discrimination in ESCR, UN Doc. E/C.12/GC/20 (2009), para 35. 

3  Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Banning discrimination on grounds of socioeconomic disadvantage: an essential 

tool in the fight against poverty, UN Doc. A/72/157 (2022). 
4  For a legal analysis of the content of Article 10 ICESCR, and its relationship with non-discrimination and “povertyism”, see: Koldo Casla and 

Lyle Barker, “Protection and Assistance to the Family: Interpreting and Applying Article 10 ICESCR from Learnt and Lived 

Experiences”, Journal of Human Rights Practice 16(2) (2024), at 497-499. 
5 ‘Pamela’ (not her real name) spoke about her situation to a member of ATD in September 2023.  

https://gripp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/JNL-217-Pov-and-HRUK-p14-21.pdf
http://repository.essex.ac.uk/id/eprint/35878
http://repository.essex.ac.uk/id/eprint/35878
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/659980?ln=en&v=pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/a77157-banning-discrimination-grounds-socioeconomic-disadvantage
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/a77157-banning-discrimination-grounds-socioeconomic-disadvantage
https://doi.org/10.1093/jhuman/huae009
https://doi.org/10.1093/jhuman/huae009
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new challenge for her. She grew up in poverty herself and left school early. She feels she doesn’t 

deserve to be treated well, and she lacks resources and community support. Even though she is 

aching to have her children home again, when Pamela sees the material means of her children’s 

foster carers, she fears that she can’t afford to give them the decent life that all children should 

have. Given the cost-of-living crisis, for now, she has not dared to bring her children home. 

 

There is daily discrimination against families in poverty in the child protection system. ‘The Child 

Welfare Inequalities Project’ 2018 report states that “[c]hildren who live in the most deprived 10% 

of neighbourhoods are ten times more likely to be looked after or on a child protection plan, than 

children in the least deprived 10% of areas.” They go on to report that: “Each 10% increase in 

deprivation rates saw a 30% rise in a child’s chances of entering care. […] Relative to demand, 

more deprived councils have less funding to allocate to children’s social care.”6 

 

In 2022, the Government’s Independent review of children’s social care noted that the child 

protection system in England is overly focussed on investigation and child removal; that most 

families the system works with need help, as they are parenting in conditions of adversity; and that 

the adversarial nature of the system makes relationship-based support difficult. The report described 

this system as “increasingly skewed to crisis intervention, with outcomes for children that continue 

to be unacceptably poor”. 7  The Government has failed to act on any of this review's 

recommendations. 

The complex and multidimensional nature of poverty impacts family life severely. In addition to 

material deprivation, poverty means social and institutional maltreatment, disempowerment, and 

suffering in heart, body and mind.8 Parenting in poverty is inherently challenging.9 In the UK, the 

protection of family life is under attack via a range of factors. Some 1.3 million children live in 

households subject to the two-child limit to benefit payments. The benefit cap means that even 

when benefits are uprated, the support offered to some families does not increase. Low pay and 

insecure work make it increasingly harder for parents to cope with the spiralling costs of housing, 

transportation, digital access, energy and food, while the poverty premium means that those who 

can least afford it pay the highest rates.10  

Family separation by social services can be understood as ongoing state-sanctioned harm for 

families living in poverty; while family preservation is one of their many substantial daily struggles. 

The UK child protection systems, characterised as they are by muscular authoritarianism and 

punishment of low-income families, form especially brutal and severe examples of these ongoing 

attacks on the right to family life. The risk-focussed nature of UK child protection systems leads to 

failures to meet families’ needs, and to recognise and respond to the evident relationships between 

deeply unequal societies, deprived communities, and children’s needs. Rather, they individualise the 

causes of child neglect to the family home and position neglect of children as an affliction of the 

poor.11  

 

6 Bywaters, P. et al., ‘The Child Welfare Inequalities Project: Final Report’ (Child Welfare Inequalities Project 2022) (n 15) 4 and (n 15) 29 

<https://pure.hud.ac.uk/ws/files/21398145/CWIP_Final_Report.pdf>) 
7 McAlister, J., ‘The Independent Review of Children’s Social Care: Final Report’, 2022, 8 <https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2022/05/The-independent-review-of-childrens-social-care-Final-report.pdf>) 
8 Bray, R., de Laat, M., Godinot, X., Ugarte, A., & Walker, R. (2020) Realising poverty in all its dimensions: A six-country participatory study. 

World Development, 134, pp.105025. 
9 Lee, T. (2020) Dragged deeper: How families are falling further and further below the poverty line. London, Child Poverty Action Group. 

10 Davies, S. and Evans, J. (2023) The Poverty Premium in 2022: Progress and Problems. University of Bristol. Available at: 

https://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/geography/pfrc/documents/The%20poverty%20premium%20in%202022%20-

%20Progress%20and%20problems.pdf  
11 Bywaters, P., Skinner, G., Cooper, A., Kennedy, E. & Malik, A. (2022) The relationship between poverty and child abuse and neglect: New 

evidence. London, Nuffield Foundation. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/independent-review-of-childrens-social-care
https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/The-independent-review-of-childrens-social-care-Final-report.pdf
https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/The-independent-review-of-childrens-social-care-Final-report.pdf
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/geography/pfrc/documents/The%20poverty%20premium%20in%202022%20-%20Progress%20and%20problems.pdf
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/media-library/sites/geography/pfrc/documents/The%20poverty%20premium%20in%202022%20-%20Progress%20and%20problems.pdf
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These failures have been amplified by significant reductions in spending on early interventions and 

family support and increases in spending on child protection and care proceedings. The most recent 

data show that this is worsening: “Declining spending on early intervention services means many 

families are not receiving support before they reach crisis point. For the first time, more money is 

being spent on children's residential care than on early intervention services to prevent children 

needing to go into care.”12 

For an increasing number of families in poverty, the right to family life is further endangered by the 

risk-focussed nature of UK child protection systems, and their failure to respond to the impact of 

poverty on parenting. It can therefore be argued that families in poverty suffer a twofold assault on 

their right to family life. Firstly, they are neglected by society and provided with insufficient 

resources to effectively meet children’s needs.13 Secondly, the state, through risk-focussed child 

protection social work, sanctions them, restricts their autonomy to function as families, and removes 

their children into care or adoption.14  

 

4. Who is responsible for the situation? Who has a duty to make things right? 

Public authorities, such as local authority social work departments, have a legal duty to respect, 

protect and fulfil, and importantly not to violate, this key right to protection for all families. Any 

actions they take to interfere with this right must be legitimate, proportionate, and fully inclusive of 

options to support family life and preserve family relationships. Supporting human rights means 

supporting dignity and agency, showing respect and treating people fairly. 

 

5. What needs to change to make the situation better for the people impacted and how could this 

be changed? 

 

• In the policy sphere, it is vital to link anti-poverty policies with child welfare policies 

because child poverty is never “fixed” by plucking children out of their homes. This should 

begin with the statutory guidance for the socio-economic duty if enacted by the Government. 

 

• Families deserve support: Policies should move away from the current aim about “children 

in need” to refocus on meeting the needs of families who deserve support so that parents can 

provide for their own children. This means offering access to the material and social 

resources needed to function and thrive, rather than breaking families apart. 

 

• Accountability: Government services like children’s social care must be directly accountable 

to families themselves. This means restructuring support for families towards community-

based solutions. It also means that the system should give true heed to the impact of poverty 

and disadvantage on family life and family functioning. 

 

• Aspirations: Social care professionals should stop discounting families in poverty in order to 

support these families’ own aspirations and to have greater aspirations for them. 

 

• Financial reform is crucial: Currently, large for-profit organisations are being commissioned 

within children’s social care for many service. (See NSPCC figures.) This includes not only 

the accommodation of 16-17-year-olds in care (already flagged in the List of Issues), but 

also foster care agencies and agencies that carry out 24/7 in-home or residential assessments 

 

12 The NSPCC, “102% Increase in the Number of Children in Care in the Past 12 Years”, 9 May 2024. https://www.nspcc.org.uk/about-us/news-

opinion/2024/2024-09-05-102-increase-in-the-number-of-children-in-care-in-the-past-12-years/? 
13 Blumenthal, A. (2021) Neglect as collective failure to provide for children: Towards a new theoretical approach. Child Welfare, 99(3), pp.31-60. 

14 Featherstone, B. (2023) Can we go on? Child protection in a broken place. Families, Relationships and Societies, 12(1), pp.116-126.  

https://www.nspcc.org.uk/globalassets/documents/children-at-the-table/childrens-services-spending_2010-2023.pdf
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of parenting capacity. Tens of thousands of pounds are seeping out of the system to these for-

profit providers while economically disadvantaged families are not being supported with 

basics and told by children’s social care that they can’t be provided with something as basic 

as a fridge, a decent mattress, or other white goods. Meanwhile, the system is also spending 

huge amounts for court applications, foster care, and residential care. While it might not 

work for all families’ problems, simple solutions costing only a few hundred pounds a month 

have been shown to have a huge and positive impact. The NSPCC cites the positive financial 

impact in its call for the UK government to invest in improved longer-term support services 

to help families reunite and stay together when it is safe to do so. 

 

• Parent-to-parent advocacy provided by people with lived experience of children’s social care 

and of poverty should be available from the first point of contact with families right through 

to closure of their case.15  

 

An example of parent advocacy in action (from ATD's website) 

 

‘Olivia’16 has a disability and is the sole carer for her 8-year-old son. Social workers were very 

concerned about her ability to meet his needs, because of their poor housing conditions in an 

insalubrious council flat. A family court judge was asked by social services to make an order for the 

boy to be taken into care. In court, an ATD activist with lived experience of poverty accompanied 

this mother as her parent-to-parent advocate. This woman, ‘Amy’, was allowed to address the judge. 

She recalls: “The mum felt very, very fragile. And so I’m up in front of this judge, and I’m telling 

him that there’s been no care order made yet. And we actually do want him to make an order. We all 

agree on that; but what should go into that order? So I told the judge:  

‘Before you make this order, you need to remember that, to this child, you are magic! If the 

order you make removes him from his home, he’s gonna lose his mum, he’s gonna lose his 

friends and his school, he’s gonna lose the dog. And the child is gonna feel like he’s being 

punished, because his mum wasn’t supported to give him what he needs. You also need to 

know that the council is charging this mum rent for an accommodation so damp that she’s 

had to bin mattresses. Every time she puts wallpaper up on the mouldy walls, it slides back 

off because of the damp. And remember that the council has never assessed her for support, 

even though she’s disabled. So this child does need you to make an order, but please be 

magic for this child. Your order could compel the local authority to give them a new flat. If 

you ordered the child to have chocolate ice cream every Friday, they would have to give it to 

him. You can ask for anything, because you’re magic, so please be magic to help this 

family.’” 

“The judge did it! In the order, he compelled the local authority to rehouse the family and he 

compelled them to make a grant to the mum to buy new beds and mattresses. And now the family is 

no longer on an order at all because the mum finally has disability support, and so it’s covered for 

her to have a cleaner.” 

The judge’s order lifted this family out of the vortex. With one order, he completely redesigned their 

relationship with the local authority so that it would work better for all of them. As a parent-to-

parent advocate, Amy has now met the same judge on several other occasions. She says: 

“Every time I’ve come in front of that judge he says, ‘You think I’m magic!’ and he winks at me. 

Every case I’ve had in front of him has been treated much better because this changed his 

perspective.” 

 

 

15 Comunity Care, “Should Parents Have a Right to Advocacy During Child Protection Cases?”   

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2024/08/13/should-parents-have-a-right-to-advocacy-during-child-protection-cases/  
16 Names in this example have been changed to protect privacy. 

https://www.nspcc.org.uk/about-us/news-opinion/2024/calling-on-uk-government-improve-support-reunited-families/?utm_campaign=20240827_KIS_CASPAR_August27&utm_content=We're%20calling%20on%20the%20UK%20government%20to%20improve%20support%20for%20reunitedfamilies&
https://atd-uk.org/2023/11/03/the-story-of-the-magic-judge/
https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2024/08/13/should-parents-have-a-right-to-advocacy-during-child-protection-cases/

