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About the Children’s Rights Alliance for England

The Children’s Rights Alliance for England (CRAE) is part of the charity Just for Kids Law. It works with
over 100 members to promote children’s rights and monitor UK Government implementation of the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and other human rights treaties.

We believe that human rights are a powerful tool in making life better for children. We fight for
children’s rights by listening to what they say, carrying out research to understand what children are
going through and using the law to challenge those who violate children’s rights. We campaign for
the people in power to change things for children. And we empower children and those who care
about children to push for the changes that they want to see.

Our response to the call for evidence for the civil society alternative report to the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights focuses on the rights contained within the UN Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), as listed in Just Fair’s call for evidence.

For further information, please contact Mandeer, Senior Policy and Public Affairs Advisor at CRAE
and JFKL: mandeerkataria@justforkidslaw.org

1. Rights contained within the UN Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR)

2. Particular groups and communities of people who experience additional barriers to their
rights — give us examples of who these groups are and how their experiences differ from
the rest of the population (equality and non-discrimination).

Right to social security - including the UK welfare system

4.3 million children are in relative poverty in the UK — representing 30% of all children in 2022-2023,
100,000 more than the previous year. Rates of child poverty have risen faster in the UK than in any
other OECD country, affecting many areas of children’s rights, including increased child
homelessness, poor health and educational attainment. In terms of children most affected by
poverty and social exclusion, racialised children face a greater risk of poverty than White children,
and levels of child poverty among Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Black children are especially high.

Children in larger families are also more likely to be in poverty. There are almost 1.6 million children
in 440,000 families affected by the two-child limit policy. These families are missing out on up to
£3,455 per child annually. Removing the limit would lift 300,000 children out of poverty and mean
700,000 are in less deep poverty. Some racialised groups are more likely to have larger families and
are therefore disproportionately affected, exacerbating inequalities.
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Alongside this, households with No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) cannot access mainstream
benefits — either because they are undocumented and have an unresolved immigration status, or
because they have a legal right to remain in the country but have an attached NRPF condition on
their leave to remain. There is widespread evidence that this puts children at risk of destitution,
exploitation and abuse.

CRAE is calling on the UK government to:

» End regressive welfare policies — including by abolishing the two-child limit, the benefit cap
and the NRPF condition, as well as expanding free school meals for all families that receive
Universal Credit;

> Ensure greater employment security and an increased minimum wage to address the fact
that 71% children in poverty have at least one parent in employment

Right to an adequate standard of living — including food, housing and clothing

Two million children in England are living in overcrowded, unaffordable or unsuitable homes.
Research estimates that almost 136,000 young people asked for help from their local council in
2022/2023 because they were homeless or at risk of homelessness.

Racialised households are feeling the housing crisis more acutely. One in 23 Black households are
homeless or threatened with homelessness, versus one in 83 households from all other ethnicities
combined. 61% of young people in supported accommodation are from ethnically diverse

backgrounds.

For children in the care system and young care leavers, there are still many barriers that stop them
from accessing their right to housing.

Homeless 16- and 17-year-olds

Most homeless 16- and 17-year-olds who approach their local authority for support should be
accommodated by their children’s services team under section 20 of the Children Act as a looked
after child. However, we find that many of the children we work with are instead housed under the
Housing Act or section 17 of the Children Act. The statutory guidance states that section 17 should
only be used as a last resort.

Being accommodated under section 20 means that the child becomes a looked-after child after 24
hours and is then entitled to a social worker and ongoing support from their local authority. A child in
care will become a care leaver upon turning 18 and will be eligible for pathway planning and ongoing
support up to age 25. They will also have priority need under homelessness legislation, which means
they will be more likely to be supported into long-term housing by their local authority should they
become homeless after they turn 18. Children who are accommodated under the Housing Act or
under section 17 of the Children Act are entitled to much less support — in particular, a child
accommodated under the Housing Act is not legally entitled to a social worker or any form of
support from the local authority. They also do not have any entitlements once they turn 18, including
not having priority need. Without this support, often these children become homeless again once
they turn 18.1

* More case studies are available in: Just for Kids Law (2020) Not in Care, Not Counted
https://justforkidslaw.org/sites/default/files/fields/download/Just%20ofor%20Kids%20Law%20-
%20Not%20in%20care%2C%20not%20counted%20-%20June%202020.pdf
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There is an exception in the statutory guidance which allows local authorities to house 16-and 17-
year-old under the Housing Act or under section 17 of the Children Act instead of as a looked-after
child, but this must be what the child decides after being fully informed of their options and their
consequences. Unfortunately, with children’s services being under severe financial pressures, in our
experience many of these children are being pushed towards being accommodated under the
Housing Act or section 17 of the Children Act as it is a lower-cost option for local authorities.

CRAE is calling for:

» The Government to amend the joint statutory guidance to clarify that as a default position,
all homeless children should be housed under Section 20 of the Children Act unless they
have explicitly said they do not want to be after being made fully aware of their rights and
entitlements.

» Homeless 16- and 17-year-olds to always have access to an independent advocate to
support them to make decisions about the type of support they receive from the local
authority.

Right to health — both physical and mental

A fifth of those aged 8-25 in England had a probable mental disorder in 2023, according to NHS data.
Children from the poorest 20% of households are four times as likely to have serious mental health
difficulties by age 11 as those from the wealthiest. 949,200 (8% of all children) were referred to
Children and Young People’s Mental Health Services (CYPMHS).

In 2022-23, 270,300 children and young people were still waiting for mental health support after
referrals to NHS CYPMHS. For the 305,000 children and young people who accessed support, the
average waiting time was 35 days. Insufficient access to early intervention means children
increasingly turn to Accident & Emergency services for support, spending over 900,000 hours there
in 2022. Children with social work involvement are more likely to be rejected by NHS mental health
services compared to their peers because their situation is too unstable.

Racial inequality means Black and mixed-race children accounted for 36% of young people detained
in acute mental health services? but 5% of those accessing community-based services.

The Government has made some commitments relating to children’s mental health including
reforming the Mental Health Act, a mental health professional in every school and the development
of young futures hubs, but full details are yet to be set out. There are also plans for a Children’s
Wellbeing Bill, although it is currently unclear how it will help address the crisis in children’s mental
health.

CRAE is calling on the Government to:

> Prioritise the provision of preventative and early intervention support within education
and community settings, including the national roll-out of early support hubs and mental
health support teams in schools.

Right to education — primary and secondary

There are still widespread inequalities in education for children in poverty and from racialised
groups. For example, there is a widening attainment gap in schools. By the end of secondary school

2 Despite making up 11% of the population.
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disadvantaged pupils were over 18.8 months behind their peers. By the end of primary school Gypsy,
Roma and Traveller children lagged behind White British pupils by 19.2 and 18.2 months,
respectively.

Gypsy and Roma children are four times more likely to be permanently excluded, with Mixed white
and Black Caribbean two times more likely. Disproportionate exclusions of Black children have been
attributed to adultification.® School exclusions can have wide-ranging and long-lasting impacts on
children’s futures, not only disrupting their educational attainment and affecting their mental health,
but also making them more vulnerable to abuse and exploitation, including CCE.

The school curriculum is largely euro-centric with little progress on decolonising it.* The Government
launched a Curriculum and Assessment Review when it came into power in July to look at key
challenges to attainment and the barriers which hold children back — especially those who are socio-
economically disadvantaged, or with special educational needs or disabilities —and to create a more
inclusive national curriculum. The Government has recently published a consultation in this area.

Police presence in schools is increasing, creating unsafe school environments particularly for
marginalised students, and increasing criminalisation of children. Police in schools are targeted at
‘high deprivation’ areas which are more likely to be inhabited by Black and racialised communities.

3. How all these things intersect and interact with each other. We know people don’t live
their lives in neat little boxes and we want our report, insofar as possible, to reflect this
reality.

Child poverty and mental health

There is a clear correlation between poverty and mental health; the greater the duration and depth of poverty,
the worse the mental health outcomes become. Children from the poorest 20% of households are four times
as likely to have serious mental health difficulties by age 11 as those from the wealthiest. As noted above,
there are huge racial inequalities in the rate of child poverty and children living in poor housing.

Having a decent, affordable, secure home is fundamental to mental health, with insecure and overcrowded
housing associated with stress and anxiety. Noisy, crowded or uncomfortable housing can also affect sleep
quality, and poor sleep can lead to mental health problems or make existing problems harder to cope with.”
Read more about the link between poverty and children’s mental health here.

4. Who is responsible for the situation? Who has a duty to make things right? What needs to
change to make the situation better for the people/person impacted? How can/could this
be changed?

The Children’s Rights Alliance for England (CRAE) is calling for the introduction of a mandatory,
transparent system of Children’s Rights Impact Assessments for all policy and spending decisions, to
improve government decision-making for children.

There has not been a national child rights strategy since 2010, nor sufficient cross-departmental
coordination and monitoring mechanisms. CRAE and many other organisations have consistently

3 The concept of Adultification is when notions of innocence and vulnerability are not afforded to certain
children. When Adultification occurs outside of the home it is always founded within discrimination and bias.
Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Probation (2022) Adultification bias within child protection and safequarding

4 A decolonised and anti-racist curriculum provides a complete education in which teaching fully examines

imperialism and racism, as well as histories and cultures from around the world.
> Walker, M. (2017) Why we sleep Allen Lane
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called for a cross-government children’s rights strategy. There is still no Cabinet minister with
responsibility for children’s rights, despite growing calls for one to be established.

CRAE’s Children’s Rights Charter sets out the key steps that are needed to ensure that children’s
rights are embedded in government decision-making, including the appointment of a Cabinet
Minister for Children and a strategy for increasing awareness, knowledge and understanding of
children’s rights, including for all professionals working with and for children.

CRAE we would also like to see incorporation of all of the core human rights treaties into domestic
law including the UNCRC and ICESCR.

Child participation

Many do not take children’s views seriously, statutory participation rights remain ad hoc and do not
apply to all children in all settings. There is often more willingness to involve children in individual
rather than strategic decision-making.

There are some welcome structures for involving children in national policy-making, but this is not
systematic. Government consultations do not consistently involve children, and often do not use
child-friendly language, despite some positive examples.

CRAE is calling on the government to:

» Implement a cross-government mechanism with associated funding to ensure children’s
views are systematically considered in policy-making, particularly younger children and
those from under-represented groups.
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