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Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) works on behalf of the more than one in four children 
in the UK growing up in poverty. It doesn’t have to be like this. We use our understanding 
of what causes poverty and the impact it has on children’s lives to campaign for policies 
that will prevent and solve poverty – for good. We provide training, advice and information 
to make sure hard-up families get the financial support they need. We also carry out high-
profile legal work to establish and protect families’ rights. 

CPAG has particular expertise in child poverty, education and social security. As a result, 
we have limited our response to the following rights within the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR): the right to social security (Article 9). the 
right to an adequate standard of living (including adequate food) (Article 11), and the right 
to education (Article 13). It is important to note that this submission primarily focuses on 
the actions of the UK Government (UKG). We recognise that, the picture looks different 
across the four nations – although many actions taken by the UKG affect children’s rights 
across the UK.  

Right to social security (Article 9) 

• General Comment 19 on the right to social security recognises the important role 
that this right plays in enabling the realisation of many of the rights in the 
Covenant.1 In CPAG’s view, ensuring meaningful access to this right is crucial to 
reducing poverty. 

• The adequacy of current social security provision for children and families is 
central, and we address the adequacy of the UK system in the next section (Article 
11). In addition to ensuring the system provides adequate resources for families 
to live on, ensuring that those who are eligible can access social security support 
is imperative. Even children who are not lifted out of poverty through their families 
accessing their social security entitlements, will nonetheless have the depth of 
their poverty reduced.  

• The introduction of the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act 
2012 (LASPO), as part of a wider raft of austerity measures, created immense 
barriers for families seeking to access their legal social security entitlements. 
Lack of provision for welfare advice and representation means that families are 
neither able to access early advice to reduce escalation of poverty nor able to 
challenge unlawful decision-making.   

 
1 CESCR, General Comment no. 19: The right to social security (art 9), Thirty-ninth session. E/C.12/GC/19, 23 Nov 2007: 
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGC%2F19&Lang=en  

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=E%2FC.12%2FGC%2F19&Lang=en


• For example, data published by the DWP in February 2018 showed that a relatively 
low number of Universal Credit (UC) sanctions were challenged to the first stage 
of Mandatory Reconsideration and only 0.3% were challenged as far as an 
independent Tribunal. However, when decisions were appealed to Tribunal, 81% 
were successful.2  

• Barriers to accessing justice compound existing inequalities and discrimination. 
According to a recent study of figures published by the DWP, Black UC claimants 
were 58% more likely to be sanctioned than white claimants, mixed ethnic groups 
were 72% more likely and Asians 5% more likely.3 There is also evidence that 
suggests that disabled people experience significant issues in relation to 
sanctions.4  

The right to an adequate standard of living (Article 11) 

• The latest statistics show that 4.3 million children were living in (relative after 
housing costs (AHC)) poverty in 2022/23.5 This is an increase from 3.6 million 
children in 2010/11. 

• Since 2010, there has been a marked increase in the proportion of families in 
‘deep poverty’ – for example, one study found that the proportion of children living 
in deep poverty in the UK had increased by 11%.6 

• The key reason for this rise in child poverty is that the UK Government now spends 
£50 billion a year less on social security than it would have spent if cuts, freezes, 
and other changes since 2010 hadn’t happened.7 Over time, the UK Government’s 
welfare reforms (including through the Welfare Reform and Work Act 2016) have 
broken the link between entitlement and need, meaning that the value of benefits 
has no direct link to the costs faced by low-income households. 

• The 2022/23 stats showed that 46% of children living in large families were living 
in poverty, up from 35% in 2010/11. This is because large families are 
disproportionately affected by general cuts to social security such as benefit 
freezes, but also individual policies such as the two-child limit and benefit cap 

 
2 DWP, Universal Credit Sanctions Experimental Official Statistics (February 2018) p4 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_dat a/file/682635/benefit-sanctions-statistics-
to-october-2017.pdf; David Webster, Briefing: Benefit Sanction Statistics: February 2018 (20 March 2018) https://cpag.org.uk/policy-
andcampaigns/briefing/david-webster-university-glasgow-briefings-benefit-sanctions  
3 Butler, P., Benefit sanctions more likely for minority ethnic claimants, UK data shows, 16 Sept 2024: 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2024/sep/16/benefit-sanctions-more-likely-for-minority-ethnic-claimants-uk-data-shows  
4 CPAG, Welfare reform and disability in Great Britain – a 2023 Update, July 2023: https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-
12/UN_CRPD_CPAG_submission_July_2023.pdf  
5 DWP, Households below average income: for financial years ending 1995 to 2023, 2023/24: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/households-below-average-income-hbai--2  
6 Edmiston, D., (2021) 'Plumbing the Depths: The Changing (Socio-Demographic) Profile of UK Poverty,' Journal of Social Policy, 51(2), 385-
411. Also see: K. Stewart, J. Millar, A. Marsh and J. Bradshaw, Ending Child Poverty: why and how, published by Child Poverty Action Group 
(2023), p. 11. See: https://issuu.com/cpagscotland/docs/ending_child_poverty_2023  
7 CPAG’s calculations from the Policy Measures Database, March 2024. The sum of all policies in the ‘Social security benefits’, ‘Tax credits’, 
‘Welfare inside cap’ and ‘Welfare outside cap’ categories for 2022/23, except ‘Devolving disability benefits to the Scottish government.’ 
These cover all policies announced from the 2010 Budget to the 2024 Spring Statement. See: https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-
05/Universal_credit_three_steps.pdf 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_dat%20a/file/682635/benefit-sanctions-statistics-to-october-2017.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_dat%20a/file/682635/benefit-sanctions-statistics-to-october-2017.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-andcampaigns/briefing/david-webster-university-glasgow-briefings-benefit-sanctions
https://cpag.org.uk/policy-andcampaigns/briefing/david-webster-university-glasgow-briefings-benefit-sanctions
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2024/sep/16/benefit-sanctions-more-likely-for-minority-ethnic-claimants-uk-data-shows
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/UN_CRPD_CPAG_submission_July_2023.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/UN_CRPD_CPAG_submission_July_2023.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/households-below-average-income-hbai--2
https://issuu.com/cpagscotland/docs/ending_child_poverty_2023
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-05/Universal_credit_three_steps.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-05/Universal_credit_three_steps.pdf


• As of April 2024, 1.6 million children are affected by the two-child limit, with the 
vast majority of these children living in poverty.8 Removing the two-child limit 
would reduce child poverty by 300,000 and reduce the depth of poverty for 
700,000 more. 

• The impact of the two-child limit increases over time as more and more families 
are affected by the policy. The continued roll-out of the two-child limit is forecast 
to be the key driver of rising child poverty over this parliament. 

• There are currently 123,000 households (300,000 children) affected by the 
household benefit cap, which restricts the amount of support part-time, low-
earning, or out-of-work households can receive from the social security system.9 
This number rose substantially in April 2024, as the benefit cap threshold was 
frozen, while benefits were uprated and local housing allowance (LHA) unfrozen.  

• The vast majority of households affected by the household benefit cap – 71 per 
cent – are lone parents with children. The policy has a disproportionate impact on 
survivors of domestic abuse and on children, making it almost impossible to 
afford private rents and contributing to homelessness.10  

• Black and minority ethnic children face a greater risk of poverty than white 
children and the levels of child poverty among some ethnic groups are particularly 
high. For example, the poverty rate of children with Bangladeshi, Pakistani or Black 
heritage is more than double the rate for white children.11 

• There is also geographical spread in poverty rates – ranging from 39% in the West 
Midlands to 23% in the East of England. Areas most affected by the two-child 
limit are much more likely to have a high poverty rate than elsewhere.12 

Cost of living crisis 

• The UK government spent lots of money during the cost-of-living crisis but this 
wasn’t targeted towards low-income families. Firstly, most of the support was 
widespread e.g. energy bills guarantee and council tax rebate. This means the 
amount each household received was low, making the support particularly 
inadequate for low-income households. There were also issues with (low-income) 
households on pre-payment meters accessing this support, as well as (low-
income households) who already received council tax reduction not benefiting 

 
8 CPAG, Things will only get worse: Why the two-child limit must go, 2024: https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-
07/Things_will_only_get_worse.pdf  
9 Benefit cap: number of households capped to May 2024, DWP, 2024: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/benefit-cap-number-of-
households-capped-to-may-2024/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2024  
10 CPAG, Shelter and Women’s Aid, Why scrapping the household benefit cap is vital for families, children and survivors of abuse, September 
2024: https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-09/Joint_benefit_cap_briefing_FINAL.pdf  
11 DWP, Households below average income: for financial years ending 1995 to 2023, 2023/24: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/households-below-average-income-hbai--2. See also: CPAG, Runnymede Trust, and Women’s 
Budget Group, Inequalities amplified: The alarming rise of child poverty in the UK, December 2023: 
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/Inequalities_amplified.pdf  
12 J Stone, Local indicators of child poverty after housing costs, 2022/23, End Child Poverty, 2024 

https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-07/Things_will_only_get_worse.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-07/Things_will_only_get_worse.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2024/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2024/benefit-cap-number-of-households-capped-to-may-2024
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-09/Joint_benefit_cap_briefing_FINAL.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/households-below-average-income-hbai--2
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2023-12/Inequalities_amplified.pdf


from the council tax rebate. There was no need to create additional channels for 
support and bypass the standard social security system. 

• Secondly, the additional support provided for families on UC or equivalent was 
small in value and flat-rate. Households received the same amount if they were a 
single person with no children, or a couple with children. 
This is despite the fact that households with more people face higher costs, 
especially for  food and energy, where costs were spiralling the most.  

The right to education (Article 13) 

• Uniforms, trips, school lunches, gym kits, pencils and pens, and dress down days 
can be difficult to afford for low-income families. When children and young people 
can’t take part in opportunities because of cost, they miss out and feel excluded, 
and it is harder for them to learn, achieve and be happy at school.   

• These financial barriers are widespread. Nearly a million children living in poverty 
across the UK do not currently qualify for any form of free school meals.13 

• Under the ICESCR, Article 11 recognises the right to an adequate standard of living 
(which includes adequate food) and Article 13 requires an adequate standard of 
education. Article 11(2) specifically guarantees the fundamental right of everyone 
to be free from hunger and obliges states to take steps to improve methods of food 
distribution and dissemination of knowledge on principles of nutrition.   

• Under the UNCRC, Article 27 provides that children have the right to food, clothing 
and a safe space to live and that the government should help families and children 
who cannot afford this.14 Article 28 provides that every child has a right to an 
education. In the strongest declaration of the link between education and the 
need for adequate nutrition seen at this level, General Comment 15 of the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child on the highest attainable standard of health 
states that "School feeding is desirable to ensure all pupils have access to a full 
meal every day, which can also enhance children’s attention for learning and 
increase school enrolment.”15  

Recommendations 

• The UK Government should re-establish the link between benefit entitlement and 
household need so that children are not put at a disadvantage due to the form 
their family takes – this would include revoking the two-child limit and the benefit 
cap.  

 
13 CPAG, The number of children in poverty not eligible for free school meals, by nation and region, September 2024: 
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-09/Free_school_meals_nation_region.pdf 
14 Unicef, Convention on the Rights of the Child - the children's version: https://www.unicef.org/media/60981/file/convention-rights-child-
text-child-friendly-version.pdf 
15 UNCRC, General comment no. 15 (2013) on the right of the child to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health (art 24), 
CRC/C/GC/15, Sixty-second session, 14 Jan – 1 Feb 2013: https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g13/428/14/pdf/g1342814.pdf  

https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/g13/428/14/pdf/g1342814.pdf


• No two nations have exactly the same eligibility criteria for free school meals 
(FSM).16 The UK Government should roll out universal FSM in England, where it has 
responsibility and where FSM provision is most restrictive. Devolved governments 
must also ensure that FSMs are available to every school child that needs one, 
regardless of their age, and work towards removing means-testing entirely from 
the dining hall. Combining universal free school lunches with breakfast clubs 
ensures that no child misses out on meals at school – boosting pupils’ learning, 
reducing the pressure on household budgets and supporting the relationships 
between parents and schools by removing challenges around dinner money debt. 

• In order to have a long-lasting impact on child poverty, an ambitious child poverty 
strategy with targets needs to be introduced. We welcome the creation of the child 
poverty taskforce and forthcoming child poverty strategy. The effectiveness of the 
strategy will depend on resources being allocated to support meaningful action 
across government to reduce child poverty, including investment in the social 
security system, and design features such as ambitious targets to work towards, 
clear leadership, infrastructure across central government, and co-ordination 
across devolved governments and local authorities. 

• The Government must increase fees for civil legal aid and reverse the cuts arising 
from LASPO. It must also bring Welfare Benefits work back into the scope of legal 
aid and fund early advice so as to enable low-income families to access advice 
and justice.  

 
16 Wales and Scotland have the widest coverage through universal schemes. Northern Ireland does not have any universal provision, but it 
has the highest earnings threshold for means-tested FSMs. In England and Wales, transitional protection applies, meaning that during the 
universal credit roll-out children retain their FSMs eligibility even if their circumstances change. See: CPAG, The number of children in 
poverty not eligible for free school meals, by nation and region, September 2024: https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-
09/Free_school_meals_nation_region.pdf  


