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Chair's foreword

Across the United Kingdom 4.2 million children under
18 live in poverty. That's 29 per cent' or nine children in
a class of 30 living in households too poor to afford the
basics. Why do we tolerate that when we are part of
the 6™ richest economy in the world?

There are more children and young people living in poverty than any other age
group. Children have no control over their circumstances and lack any means of
redress. The hardship they face is one that is imposed on them. It is a burning
injustice which sits awkwardly with any claim to be a country that promotes fair
play. We want to call time on child poverty.

It is not hard to be daunted by the scale of the challenge - money is tight and
several important levers are controlled by the UK. But the growing body of
research evidence means we know which policies and interventions have proven
track records. That is where we've tried to focus our attention.

Our central message is that the Welsh Government needs to follow the evidence
and prioritise those policies which make the maximum contribution to tackling
child poverty. This may involve difficult decisions and trade-offs. But it must
embed children’s rights in policy and in practice.

The Government needs to overcome its aversion to setting targets. The evidence
from Scotland and New Zealand is clear: targets work. Alongside other measures
and milestones, they set the direction of travel, and keep track of progress.

2023
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Finally, appointing a Minister for Babies, Children and Young People would send

the clearest signal that Wales is serious about giving every child the best start in
life.

ey 3

Jenny Rathbone MS
Chair of the Equality and Social Justice Committee
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Child poverty: what the numbers and the people
behind them are telling us

How is child poverty measured?

There are a range of child poverty measures for which data is available for Wales:

housing costs, a child in Wales had a 17% likelihood of being in persistent
poverty between 2017 and 2021.

Households are in material deprivation if they cannot access particular goods
and services, and low-income if their household income is less than 70% of
the UK average. Between 2019-20 and 2021-22,13% of children living in

A child is considered to be in relative poverty if the income of the household they
live in falls below 60% of the UK median (which is the middle value in a list of
numbers arranged from smallest to largest). This is the measure most commonly
used to measure child poverty in the UK, and the rest of the data in this section
relates to relative poverty.



https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022/households-below-average-income-an-analysis-of-the-uk-income-distribution-fye-1995-to-fye-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022/households-below-average-income-an-analysis-of-the-uk-income-distribution-fye-1995-to-fye-2022
https://www.gov.wales/persistent-poverty-2021
https://www.gov.wales/material-deprivation-and-low-income-april-2021-march-2022
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What progress has there been in tackling child poverty?

Tackling child poverty has been a stated aim of successive governments. Progress
over time, however, has been mixed and children have been the age group most
likely to be in poverty throughout devolution.?

28% of children living in Wales were in relative income poverty over the 2019-20
to 2021-22 period after housing costs had been taken into account. This is lower
than the UK figure of 30% and six of the nine English regions, but higher than in
Scotland and Northern Ireland (see Figure 1).°

Figure 1- Percentage of children living in poverty*
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https://www.gov.wales/relative-income-poverty-april-2021-march-2022-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/households-below-average-income-for-financial-years-ending-1995-to-2022
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Analysis shows that child poverty in Wales decreased slightly between 2012-13 to
2014-15 and 2019-20 to 2021-22. Over this period, only London and Northern
Ireland saw a greater decrease in child poverty (see Figure 2).°

Figure 2 - Percentage change in relative child poverty rate 2012/13 to 2021/22
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However, taking a longer-term view, child poverty rates in Wales have consistently
been higher than in Scotland and Northern Ireland (see figure 3).°

Figure 3 - Child poverty rates in the UK nations after housing costs
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https://endchildpoverty.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Local-indicators-of-child-poverty-after-housing-costs_Final-Report-3.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/pdf-versions/2023/3/4/1679567757/relative-income-poverty-april-2021-march-2022.pdf
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According to the Resolution Foundation, child poverty rates in the UK are
expected to reach their highest for 30 years four years from now:

“‘Worryingly, relative child poverty continues to rise post-
crisis, as the two-child limit, benefit cap and frozen LHA
rates continue to drag down income growth at the bottom
of the distribution. Indeed, by 2027-28, relative child poverty
is set to have reached its highest rate since 1998-99, with
170,000 more children set to be in relative poverty than in
2021-22.7

How living in poverty impacts children

Child poverty affects children'’s life chances, learning, health and future work
prospects.®

“‘We couldn’t afford after-school clubs or any kind of
activities after school like going swimming or football. We'd
go to the park or go for a walk. When | wasn't driving, we
were getting on eight buses a day to do the school run, so
we're leaving the house two hours early and it's taking us
another hour and a half-two hours to get home. We were
spending close to about £400 a month on bus travel.”

- Focus group participant, Swansea

‘We had really bad diets when our son was growing up
because we lived on crisps and our son had meals.”

- Focus group participant, Swansea

___________________________________________________________
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https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2023/01/Living-Standards-Outlook-2023.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352827323000356?via%3Dihub#abs0010
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Calling Time on child poverty: how Wales can do better

Figure 4 provides more information on the impact of poverty on children and life
chances including on educational attainment, mortality rates and earnings.

Figure 4 - infographic on the impact on children and life chances®

In 2021/22, pupils in Wales who were eligible for
free school meals were 19 percentage points less
likely to get an A* or A at GCSE than pupils not
eligible for free school meals

Pupils eligible for free school meals were also 28
percentage points less likely to get an A*-C grade
at GCSE than pupils not eligible

The child mortality rate in Wales is 70% higher
for children in the most deprived groups than
the least deprived children

Children living in poverty are four times more
likely to develop a mental health problem by the
age of 11

UK adults who grew up in poverty will miss out
on over £12 billion in lost earnings compared to if
they had not lived in poverty as a child

There is a strong link between childhood
deprivation and unemployment or poverty in
adulthood. In the UK these links are amongst the
strongest of any European country

There is an urgent need for the Welsh Government to use the levers within its
powers to reverse this trend. Throughout this report, we assess the impact its
proposed approach is likely to have.

________________________________________________

1


https://stateofchildhealth.rcpch.ac.uk/evidence/nations/wales/
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/children-new-century
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/children-new-century
http://repec.ioe.ac.uk/REPEc/pdf/qsswp1705.pdf
http://repec.ioe.ac.uk/REPEc/pdf/qsswp1705.pdf
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Recommendations

Recommendation 1. In updating its strategic approach to tackling child poverty,
the Welsh Government should:

. Set interim and longer-term targets for reducing child poverty learning
from the approaches taken in other countries such as Scotland and New
Zealand. These should aim for ambitious and realistic reductions for
children in relative poverty, absolute povety, material deprivation and
persistent poverty.

. Publish a detailed action plan setting out how it will achieve its targets.
Each activity within the action plan should set out which Minister is
responsible for delivering it, timescales, and how it will be monitored.
The action plan should be published within 6 months of publication of
te fINAI SErALEQY. oo ssesesee s e sessesesseesees e Page 23

Recommendation 2. The Welsh Government should focus its final Strategy
much more clearly on children’s rights, referencing individual articles and using
the five principles set out in ‘The Right Way'. The Welsh Government should
ensure there is direct read across between what it was told by children, young
people, parents and carers, with specific priority actions in the final Strategy to
address the needs of groups of children most likely to be affected by poverty.

Recommendation 3. The Welsh Government should prioritise programmes
where there is clear evidence that they are effective at reducing child poverty,
and should provide sustainable funding to programmes that have proved their
worth. This prioritisation should inform allocations in future budgets. .......... Page 40

Recommendation 4. The Welsh Government should provide an update on
progress with the development of the Welsh Benefits System, including:

. Milestones it expects to achieve over the next year, timescales for
implementing other actions, and how it plans to address barriers to
implementing a coherent system such as eligibility criteria, uncertainty
around data sharing, and technological challeges.

. What consideration it has given to how the pilots being run in Scotland
on involving the Department for Work and Pensions can inform its work
around the Welsh Benefits System.

12
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. Analysis of how a version of the Scottish Child Payment might be
introduced in Wales in the future.

The Welsh Government should clarify the timings for the bi-annual progress
updates promised in response to recommendation 5 of our debt and the cost of
[IVING TEPIOI ..ottt st a s sae st saseas Page 41

Recommendation 5. The Welsh Government should commit to funding
seamless and affordable childcare provision through the Barnett consequentials
it will receive from increased childcare spending in England. It should develop
plans for doing this by JUlY 2024.......... s Page 48

Recommendation 6. At the earliest available opportunity, the Welsh
Government should improve coordination across government of its efforts to
tackle child poverty by appointing a dedicated Minister for Babies, Children and
Young People with responsibility for tackling child poverty. In the interim, the
First Minister should take responsibility for this area, as is being done in Ireland
and has previously been done in New Zealand............ercerenrcnsienniessennnn. Page 53
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1. Introduction and background

1.  This report details the conclusions of the Equality and Social Justice
Committee’s inquiry into the Welsh Government'’s draft Child Poverty Strategy
(“the Draft Strategy’).

For information on the background to this inquiry, including the terms of

Evidence gathering

2. The Committee seeks to add value to the work already done to inform the
development of the Draft Strategy. This includes the Wales Centre for Public
Policy's (WCPP) review of poverty and social exclusion'®, and the thorough
engagement undertaken with children, families, organisations and young people
by the Welsh Government."

3. The Committee gathered evidence from a targeted group of stakeholders
which included charities, think tanks, academics, and others. Evidence was

sessions with stakeholders and visits to community projects in Swansea.

4. The report also considers approaches taken elsewhere, in Norway, New
Zealand and Scotland.

5. The Chair of the Children, Young People and Education Committee, Jayne
Bryant MS also took part in the inquiry.”?

6. The Committee would like to thank all those who supported the inquiry with
their contributions.

2 The invitation to participate was made under Standing Order 17.49.
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The Draft Strategy

7. The Welsh Government consulted on its Draft Child Poverty Strategy from 19
June to 11 September 2023. Its five draft objectives are outlined in Figure 5.

Figure 5 - the five draft objectives of the Welsh Government’s Draft Child Poverty Strategy

‘ Reduce costs and maximise the incomes of families.
Create pathways out of poverty and opportunities for
children and young people to realise potential.

Support child and family wellbeing so that
children and young people can enjoy their rights
and have better outcomes.
Ensure services are delivered to children and young
people with dignity and respect and challenge the
stigma of poverty.
Ensure that effective cross-government working enables
strong collaboration at regional and local level.

15
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8. The Strategy included five draft priorities which are detailed in Figure 6.

Figure 6 - the five draft priorities of the Welsh Government’s Draft Child Poverty Strategy

Entitlement -

putting more money in people’s
pockets through income maximisation;
developing a Welsh Benefits System;
and accelerating work to ensure that
education is a cost-neutral experience.

Building communities -

‘thinking community’ when developing
relevant policies and programmes;
delivery of more community-based

offers for play, sports and youth
opportunities; and identifying new, co-
productive ways of working to develop
joined-up services.

Creating a fair work nation - delivering
the recommendations of the Fair Work
Commission report; promoting fair
work through the Social Partnership
Act 2023; consolidating employability
support; and reducing barriers to work
such as transport and childcare costs.

Inclusion -

develop an implementation plan for
the Trauma Informed Wales
Framework; tackle barriers to
implementing poverty-proofing
approaches and inclusive educational
environments; take a children’s rights
approach to PfG commitments.

Enabling collaboration -

through integrating policy and
funding aims to deliver better
collaboration; look at additional
capacity to support co-ordination of
anti-poverty work; and developing a
communities of practice approach
for sharing good practice.

16
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2. Ambition and accountability

Lack of ambition

10. In her foreword to the Draft Strategy, the Minister for Social Justice, Jane Hutt
MS highlighted the impact of UK Government policy decisions on efforts to tackle
child poverty:

‘Since 2010, and the age of austerity, investment by successive
UK Governments has been reduced. Child poverty targets have
been abandoned. The Child Poverty Unit in the UK Government
has been closed down. [...] The ‘benefit cap, by itself, is designed
to ensure that children have to carry the consequences of
decisions made by adults, in which they played no part. In
these circumstances, while the efforts of the Welsh Government
can mitigate, or slow down, the impact of UK decisions, they
cannot reverse the tide which flows so powerfully and
deliberately in the opposite direction.”

T. However, Chris Birt of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) highlighted
that there is plenty that can be done by the Welsh Government:

‘The Welsh Government says its powers are more restricted
than those of the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish
Government, but if we think that there is nothing that the Welsh
Government or Senedd can do to reduce poverty in Wales, I'd
pack up. Of course there are things to do”"’®

12. Similarly, the Children’s Commissioner, the Bevan Foundation, and Dr Rhian
Croke all called for the Draft Strategy to be much more ambitious, as did those
who took part in our stakeholder roundtable.’®

13. The Children’'s Commissioner said that:

‘.. it just doesn't sound to children and young people like we
really have much faith in our own ability to even deliver the

__________

post-it notes)
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aspirations that are in the strategy: it sounds like a very
defeatist approach, where we're focusing more on what we
can't do and why."”

14. The Bevan Foundation acknowledged that while several levers are not
devolved, the Welsh Government has powers it can and has used to boost
household incomes.’ Dr Victoria Winckler concluded that:

‘I'd much rather that there were three actions that made a big
impact without necessarily having any strategy document at
all, than a perfectly crafted world-leading strategy, with all the
bells and whistles that that document needs, that makes no
difference. So, | think it's about getting the right balance, and |
think at the moment we don't really have either.””

15. NSPCC Cymru said that the Draft Strategy lacked detail on how it will work
towards its objectives and that, although they appreciated the limitations faced
by the Welsh Government in respect of policy levers reserved to the UK
Government, they expected “more focus on what Welsh Government can do to
address these, rather than a focus on what it cannot do”2°

Accountability

16. The Draft Strategy does not include any child poverty reduction targets.
Instead, it states the national milestones agreed under the Well-being of Future
Generations Act 2015 will be used to measure progress.?’ Of the 50 national
milestones and indicators, only two directly reference children and young people
(although other milestones are relevant).?? The Welsh Government will seek
independent research advice and consult separately on additional poverty
indicators and a “framework to monitor and demonstrate transparent
accountability in reporting on our tackling poverty progress”.?

17. Our witnesses argued this approach lacks accountability.

______________________

_______________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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18. The Children’s Commissioner said that the Draft Strategy ‘doesn’t really spell
out exactly what, how, when or who will actually deliver against those different
policies in order to reduce and eradicate child poverty.”* She contrasted this with
previous strategy documents, such as that of 2015, which included ways to
Mmeasure progress.?

19. Dr Victoria Winckler felt that the proposal to use the national milestones
rather than targets is:

‘.. a bit like marking your own homework.. | think that it's
difficult to monitor progress when you don't have clear targets,
because you are just reporting on trends. You're not actually
reporting on the effectiveness of your own interventions.?°

Targets

20. A key theme in evidence from NSPCC Cymru, the Bevan Foundation, the
HRC Observatory, the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) and the
Royal College of Physicians was the need for targets to focus attention on
reducing child poverty.?” Two case studies below highlight ways of doing this.

New Zealand

The percentage of children in New Zealand living in child poverty rose
substantially in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In 2017, a new
government promised to set a child poverty reduction target in law.
Then Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern, also took on the role of Minister
for Child Poverty Reduction.

The Child Poverty Reduction Act 2018 requires governments in New
Zealand to set targets to reduce child poverty according to a number
of measures. The New Zealand Government has set a number of child
poverty reduction targets:

" Reduce the proportion of children living in low income
households before housing costs are considered to 10.5% of

__________

26 Record of proceedings, paragraph 229, 25 September 2023

......................

27 \Written evidence, NSPCC, Bevan Foundation, the HRC Observatory
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children by 2020-21 (this target wasn't met), to 10% by 2023-24,
and to 5% by 2027-28.

Reduce the proportion of children living in low income
households after housing costs are taken into account to 18.8%
of children by 2020-21 (this target was met), to 15% by 2023-24,
and to 10% by 2027-28.

Reduce the proportion of children living in material hardship to
10.3% of children by 2020-21 (this target was met), to 9% by
2023-24,and to 6% by 2027-28.

A measure of persistent poverty will be developed by 2025-26,
with targets set from then on.

Scotland

poverty measures:

less than 18% of children should be living in relative poverty by
2023-24,and 10% by 2030-31;

less than 14% of children should be living in absolute poverty by
2023-24,and 5% by 2030-31;

less than 8% of children should be living with combined low
income and material deprivation by 2023-24, and 5% in 2030-
31

less than 8% of children should be living in persistent poverty by
2023-24,and 5% in 2030-31.

21. Chris Birt of JRF set out why more is less:

‘. if you have 100 different targets, then it's really difficult to
prioritise. And, in Scotland, we have four: so, we have the relative
poverty measure, which is the headline poverty; absolute

20
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poverty, which shows progress over time; something around
material deprivation is obviously important, because it speaks
to what families can afford; and then a persistence measure, so
how many people are stuck in poverty rather than moving in
and out of jt"?8

22. Inits 2022 report on poverty, Audit Wales recognised that “the scale of the
challenge and weaknesses in current work make it difficult for Welsh and local
government to deliver the systemic change required to tackle and alleviate
poverty.”?? In terms of future efforts Audit Wales noted that “there is currently no
specific target for reducing poverty in Wales and the current Child Poverty
strategy needs to be refreshed.” It recommended that an updated Strategy should
set targets, include SMART national actions; establish a suite of performance
measures to judge delivery, and undertake regular evaluation and public
reporting.*°

23. The Children’s Commissioner cited the United Nations Committee on the
Rights of the Child report of June 2023, which called on the UK and devolved
governments to:

“Develop or strengthen existing policies, with clear targets,
measurable indicators and robust monitoring and
accountability mechanisms, to end child poverty.™'

24. Chris Birt highlighted the risks that government strategies are “nice warm
words” and that “the most important element of these strategies is what you're
going to do about it and how you're going to deliver on that.”?

25. Several stakeholders highlighted that the Children and Families (Wales)
Measure 2010 refers to “strategies for contributing to the eradication of child
poverty” 3> The 2010 Measure uses the 60% of median income definition of relative
poverty as its primary indicator for tracking progress.>* Both the Bevan Foundation
and the HRC Observatory called for inclusion of this 2010 indicator in the new

_________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________

____________________

Bevan Foundation

34 Section 2(a) of the Measure includes provisions to ensure that, so far as reasonably practicable,
there are no households including one or more children where household income is less than
60% of median income in the United Kingdom.
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Strategy. The Bevan Foundation also called for other supporting measures, such as
the proportion of parents in work; take up rates of social security benefits; and the
number of families in fuel poverty.*®

Delivery

26. A number of organisations called for a delivery plan to clearly set out how the
aims of the Strategy will be delivered, and to co-ordinate the work of different
government departments.

27. Sean O'Neill from Children in Wales called for:

.. a delivery plan in place with clear, measurable and
ambitious milestones supported by transparent monitoring
arrangements’.>®

28. The Children’s Commissioner said that:

‘the strategy must be accompanied by a comprehensive Action
Plan and monitoring framework which sets out targets and
measurable outcomes. It is not currently clear at all how any of
the draft strategy will translate into tangible actions and how
or when they would be delivered.™”

29. Chris Birt from the JRF pointed out that in Scotland, a delivery plan is
produced every five years:

‘.. one of the key things is delivery: what are the actions in it,
how will they be measured, how will we know if they're
working?™8

Our view

Every child deserves the best start in life. Yet too many children are denied this
due to circumstances beyond their control. We welcome the priority that the
Welsh Government has given to tackling child poverty but are concerned that this

35 Written evidence, Bevan Foundation

__________
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Draft Strategy lacks the ambition and accountability needed to deliver a step
change in addressing it.

We fully recognise the strain on Welsh public finances, and that the most
significant policy levers for redistributing wealth and reducing inequalities are
held by the UK Government and Westminster. However, the Strategy’'s primary
message should be what the Welsh Government can do to alleviate child poverty,
rather than what it cannot do.

We understand the reluctance to set targets and measure actions where the
Welsh Government does not have the full range of tools at its disposal. However,
accountability for progress is critical in helping to focus minds on addressing the
challenge ahead. We share the deep unease within the sector about the lack of
targets and milestones in the Draft Strategy. We consider it essential that
challenging but realistic interim and longer-term targets are included in the child
poverty Strategy. These should learn from approaches elsewhere in the world,
such as Scotland and New Zealand, both of which have set binding targets aimed
at reducing child poverty. The Final Strategy should be underpinned by a detailed
action plan setting out the actions and timescales for delivery.

Recommendation 1. In updating its strategic approach to tackling child poverty,
the Welsh Government should:

. set interim and longer-term targets for reducing child poverty learning
from the approaches taken in other countries such as Scotland and New
Zealand. These should aim for ambitious and realistic reductions for
children in relative poverty, absolute poverty, material deprivation and
persistent poverty.

. Publish a detailed action plan setting out how it will achieve its targets.
Each activity within the action plan should set out which Minister is
responsible for delivering it, timescales, and how it will be monitored.
The action plan should be published within 6 months of publication of
the final Strategy.
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3. A child poverty strategy based on children’s
rights

“‘Where in the strategy can children hold Welsh Government to
account?™?

- A participant in the roundtable discussion

30. The Office of the Children’s Commissioner has developed the Right Way
approach. The Commissioner calls for the Draft Child Poverty Strategy to be
structured around these five principles:

. Embedding children’s rights - putting children’s rights at the core of
planning and delivery;

" Equality and non-discrimination - ensuring that every child has an equal
opportunity to be the best they can be and is not discriminated against;

. Empowering children - enhancing children and young peoples’
capabilities as individuals so they're better able to take advantage of

rights;

. Participation - listening to children and young people and taking their
views meaningfully into account; and

. Accountability - authorities should be accountable to children and
young people.

Principle 1: Embedding children’s rights

31. The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 20114° placed an
obligation on Welsh Government to have due regard to United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in everything it does on child
poverty. The UNCRC states:

‘Every child has the right to a standard of living that is good
enough to meet their physical and social needs and support

39 Notes from stakeholder sessions
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their development. Governments must help families who
cannot afford to provide this.™!

32. The Welsh Government has developed a Children’s Rights Scheme
structured around the five principles of the Right Way approach. The Scheme has
a stated intention of providing a strategic framework to integrate children’s rights
into decision-making, policy and practice.

33. Yet the Children’s Commissioner, the EHRC and the HRC Observatory say a
child’s rights approach needs to be more consistently and rigorously applied to
the Draft Strategy. All call on the Welsh Government to revise the strategy to focus
on these five principles. The HRC Observatory said that the Draft Strategy must
“directly and expressly acknowledge the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC) as the primary framework for tackling child poverty in Wales™:

“‘We would like to see the Draft Strategy adopt the CRC as the
primary framework for policy on tackling child poverty, and
specific rights deployed as touchstones to identify deficit,
develop interventions, and to establish outcome targets and
progress indicators.™?

34. The EHRC say “[..]it is not clear how wider articles of the UNCRC or other
international human rights obligations, or the duty on Welsh Ministers, have
informed the development of the Draft Strategy” and described it as a “missed
opportunity to develop a rights-based” approach.**

The Child Rights Impact Assessment

35. A Child Rights Impact Assessment (CRIA) is used by the Welsh Government
to assess compliance with its legislative duties on children’s rights. Guidance on its
website says that a CRIA helps to embed the UNCRC in decision making, and
“allows officials to consider the impact to children and their rights of any
proposed law, policy or budgetary decision” 4

36. The Children’'s Commissioner, the EHRC and the HRC Observatory say that
neither the Integrated Impact Assessment (II1A) nor the Children’s Rights Impact
Assessment (CRIA) are sufficiently comprehensive.*> Witnesses also say that the

45 Written evidence, HRC Observatory, Children’s Commissioner for Wales
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CRIA simply restates lists of relevant rights without any assessment or
interrogation of how individual rights will be affected positively or negatively.
Neither does it give examples of how the strategy will enhance children’s rights.“®

37. Stakeholders expressed concerns that it is unclear how the evidence base in
the IlA has directly informed the priorities and objective within the Draft Strategy.

Principles 3 & 4: Empowering children and participation

38. A child’s right approach includes empowering children to be better able to
take advantage of their rights. The participation of children and young people is
also a key principle, listening to them and taking their views meaningfully into
account.

39. As well as being a fundamental right under the UNCRC, children and young
people’s participation is considered an important tool to create effective policies,
quality services and better use of resources.

40. During the roundtable discussions the engagement undertaken by the
Welsh Government with children and young people to inform the Strategy was
praised by several participants. However they said that what children and young
people said during that engagement process is not then clearly reflected in the
priorities set out in the Draft Strategy.*’

41. The Children’'s Commissioner says:

‘The extensive engagement exercises undertaken by Welsh
Government are welcome, but this is not adequately reflected
in the draft strategy. There is a lack of correlation between the
‘what we have heard’ sections reflecting engagement with
children and young people, and other stakeholders and the
priorities set out by Welsh Government.™8

42. Ally Dunhill of Eurochild emphasised the importance of being clear as to why
children’s views are or are not included:

‘[..] if you do do stakeholder engagement, you engage with the
organisations or the children themselves. I'd recommend that
you go back to those individuals and you provide them with the

“6 \Written evidence, HRC Observatory, Children’s Commissioner for Wales
47 Summary of stakeholder sessions
“8 Written evidence, Children's Commissioner
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information that you have actually considered and included in
your strategy, and also explain, especially to the children, why
you did not consider what they said in their examples.™?

Principle 2: Equality and non-discrimination

43. The EHRC says the Welsh Government must revise the priority actions in the
Draft Strategy and set out the steps it will take to address socio-economic
disadvantage experienced by people who share protected characteristics:

‘“The UN CRC Committee has also been clear that there are
certain groups who are disproportionately affected by poverty
and other issues, for example disabled children, refugee and
migrant children, Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children and
certain other ethnic minorities.™°

Groups of children particularly likely to live in poverty

44. \Welsh Government figures highlight that children living in households with
particular characteristics are especially likely to live in poverty in Wales.®'

45. Child poverty data broken down by ethnicity was not available in the most
recent Wales figures. But we know that 40% of people from a household headed
by someone from a Black, Asian or minority ethnic group were in relative poverty

(after housing costs), compared to 22% of people living in a household headed by
someone from a white ethnic group.>?

49 Record of Proceedings, paragraph 22, 25 September 2023

____________________

50 Written evidence, EHRC
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46. Chris Birt highlighted that the Scottish Government'’s child poverty delivery
plan identifies six priority family groups, as almost 90% of children living in
poverty belong to at least one group. The six groups are:

. Lone parent families;

. Families where at least one person has a disability;

. Families with 3 or more children;

. Families from minority ethnic communities;

. Families where the youngest child is less than 1; and

] Families where the mother is under 25.53

47. The Strategy does acknowledge that “socio-economic disadvantage is highly
intersectional” and references how people with protected characteristics were
engaged in the development of the draft version. It also sets out the Welsh
Government's commitments in respect of the broader policy agenda:

Anti-racist Wales Action Plan

48. However, the Bevan Foundation said the Draft Strategy could be ‘much
better targeted” at children and families with protected characteristics and also
those most at risk of poverty “i.e. families with children aged 0O-4 years, large
families and single parent families.”

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

S Written evidence, Bevan Foundation
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Figure 7: Likelihood of children from different groups to be experiencing poverty’
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49. Dr Ally Dunhill emphasised the importance of supporting larger families, as
‘Money goes down, or money doesn’t go far enough, with larger families” >®

50. The Children’'s Commissioner highlighted specific barriers facing families
from ethnic minority communities including the accessibility of advice about
benefits and entitlements”.>®

51. In the stakeholder sessions, the Committee was told “demonstration of an
intersectional lens is important” but that reference to intersectionality in the Draft
Strategy was given insufficient weight.®’

52. |n contrast, Sean O'Neill advised against targeting support at particular
groups: ‘we would guard against that, because it's clear under the UNCRC that all
children up to the age of 18 have basic rights, no matter who they are”>®

Child poverty and disability

53. Children in families with a disabled member of the household are more than
three times as likely to experience material deprivation (20%) than children in
families where no one is disabled (6%).>°

54. The Draft Strategy acknowledged this evidence in their engagement with
children, young people and parents:

. Disabled parent/carers and the parent/carers of disabled children spoke
about the hurdles for claiming disability and carers benefits.

" The parent/carers of disabled and neurodivergent children and lone
parents spoke of the additional barriers they face to accessing
appropriate and affordable childcare to enable them to work.

. Parent/carers with disabled children, neurodivergent children and
children with Additional Learning Needs highlighted specific barriers in
terms of securing assessments and having the educational needs of
their children met.

55. The Children, Young People and Education (CYPE) Committee wrote to the
Committee with some of the findings from its ongoing inquiry “Do Disabled

....................

___________
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Children have equal rights to education and childcare?'¢® The CYPE Committee
sets out how a lack of accessible childcare and wraparound school provision can
be a barrier to work for parents and carers and have a negative impact on family
incomes. They also highlighted the additional costs incurred by families because
of the specific needs of disabled children.®

56. Lack of targeted funding and the poor availability of inclusive childcare
provision were identified as key barriers to parents with disabled children in terms
of accessing employment. A quarter of these economically inactive women are
not working because of family and homecare responsibilities.®? In instances where
there are funding shortfalls, some families who have the financial means to do so,
are bridging the gap out of their own resources, reducing their household income
for other essentials.

57. In addition to these children not having equal access to provision, many
households with disabled children also face additional costs for services,
equipment and transport. The cumulative impact on families is considerable in
terms of lost incomes and the adverse impacts on their health and well-being.

Child Poverty, safeguarding and risk of entry into care

58. There is a well-established link between child poverty and care experience.
Latest figures show that there are now 7,080 children looked after in Wales, an
increase of 23% since 2013.5° The Draft Strategy references engagement with care
experienced young people and kinship carers and that they spoke of the
challenges of understanding and negotiating complex systems to access their
entitlements.

59. NSPCC Cymru expressed disappointment that the Draft Strategy makes no
reference to the increased risk of child protection involvement when living in
poverty.5

60. The Family Division Liaison Judge for Wales told the CYPE Committee:

‘[..] families living in poverty or experiencing economic shocks
which are insufficiently mitigated against via welfare support,

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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the risk of children being neglected, harmed or abused is
increase.”

61. The CYPE Committee’s in-depth report into radical reform of services for care
experienced children urged the Welsh Government to combat these significant
increases in children going into state care.®®

62. That report found that poverty was the most commonly cited reason for
children to be removed from their parents. Researchers at the University of
Liverpool reported that, between 2015 and 2020, a 1% increase in child poverty
was associated with 5 additional children entering care per 100,000 in England.®®
They described this spiralling deprivation as “major, preventable drivers of the
drastic increase in children being removed from their family home and taken into
care in the UK - among the most drastic State interventions into families’ lives”.”

63. A Wales Centre for Public Policy report, the Analysis of factors contributing to
high rates of care in Wales, looked at the relationship between deprivation and
the rate of looked after children:

. There are strong (but not necessarily causal) relationships with
deprivation with more deprived areas typically having higher rates of
children looked after.

. The link between deprivation and levels of demand for children’s
services is well established, with ‘research proposing a combination of
direct factors (such as material hardship) and indirect factors (parental
stress and neighbourhood condition) as the causal links.

" Levels of deprivation are correlated with the rate of children looked after.
The WCPP estimate that just over 53% of the variation in rates among
LAs is linked to the differing levels of deprivation in their areas.®®

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Principle 5: Accountability

64. The HRC Observatory says that “accountability is a particular area of
weakness” in the Draft Strategy and that it “does not put forward clear rights-
related outcome targets or progress indicators which are key to accountability”.
See chapter 3 of this report.

Our view

A child poverty strategy based on children’s rights

We welcome the fact that the Draft Strategy references the Welsh Government'’s
obligations under the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011
and specifically Article 12 participation rights. However, we note that key
stakeholders believe that the Strategy should be focussed much more clearly on
children’s rights, the relevant individual articles of the UNCRC, and use the five
‘Right Way' principles. For example it should be clear about the steps to address
child poverty's negative impact on children’s rights to education and health.

In terms of the CRIA, we note that it lacks a detailed assessment of how the
Strategy will enhance the rights set out in the UNCRC, specific actions that will be
taken relating to the individual articles, and how any negative impacts will be
mitigated. We share the view of stakeholders that the CRIA to accompany the
final Strategy should provide comprehensive detail in relation to these points.

Engagement with children and young people has played a welcome role in the
preparatory work for the Draft Strategy. It is vital that the lived experience of
children, young people, parents and carers are now translated into concrete
actions. Those who participated in the engagement must see a meaningful
impact of their contributions and the Welsh Government should provide direct
feedback to the children and young people who took part.

We heard strong evidence from Scotland about the need to take a targeted
approach to ensure that children in groups especially likely to live in poverty can
access their rights, and that the approach of having six priority groups is a good
starting point, although further work is needed. The Welsh Government should
use official statistics and other evidence to develop a similar priority framework
based on the needs of children in Wales. The strategy also needs to be much
clearer about actions to address the situation for children most risk of being
impacted by child poverty.
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Testimony from the CYPE Committee’s work on disability is particularly troubling
both in terms of its impact on individuals and the way it is contributing towards
further entrenching inequality and socio-economic disadvantage. It casts doubt
on the resilience of the childcare sector as a whole and whether it can meet
current and future needs of the population. We expect the Welsh Government to
address these concerns directly in its strategy.

We note that research by the University of Liverpool has found that a 1% increase
in child poverty is associated with 5 additional children entering care per 100,000.
It is incumbent upon the Welsh Government to address this ethical injustice by

experienced children.

Recommendation 2. The Welsh Government should focus its final Strategy
much more clearly on children’s rights, referencing individual articles and using
the five principles set out in The Right Way'. The Welsh Government should
ensure there is direct read across between what it was told by children, young
people, parents and carers, with specific priority actions in the final Strategy to
address the needs of groups of children most likely to be affected by poverty.
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4. Prioritising what works

Prioritising effective policy interventions

65. In a report for the Wales Centre for Public Policy (WCPP), Dr Irene Bucelli and
Dr Abigail McKnight set out the effectiveness of different anti-poverty policies, and

the strength of the evidence:

Figure 8: Impact and strength of evidence supporting anti-poverty initiatives
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66. Key findings of the report included:

. That many policy areas are inter-connected; effective strategies to
address ‘upstream’ drivers such as increasing low incomes are required
before specific interventions in another policy area can make progress.

. That the diminished role of the UK social security system in providing an
effective safety net against poverty is a recurring challenge. The report
adds that while the Welsh Government does not have the powers to
address these, “acknowledging their shortcomings can lead to
improvements in the assistance and support that can be made available
through alternative policy instruments.”

67. The Bevan Foundation argued that income-related measures are proven to
work, and should be the main focus of the Strategy, including:

" Increasing income by enabling family members to work sufficient hours
at an adequate rate of pay.

. Increasing income through higher social security benefits and other
grants and allowances.

" Cutting household costs by providing goods or services that would
otherwise have to be purchased for free or at a reduced cost.®®

68. Our case studies highlight the need for long-term investment in effective
interventions to reduce child poverty.

Scotland

2030 child poverty targets. It called for the Scottish Government to
‘focus on delivery, and delivering with urgency and at scale’, as this is
necessary to achieve its targets. In relation to funding, the
Commission stated that:

‘“The Commission recognises the difficult financial situation and
budgetary pressures, but there needs to be clarity about whether
sufficient funding is going to be available to deliver the actions
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set out in the delivery plan to the necessary timescales. If the
Scottish Government is committed to its national mission to
tackle child poverty then it must ensure that funding is available
to deliver the actions needed to meet the child poverty targets.
This will require reprioritisation of spend across Scottish
Government and for Scottish Government to make full use of its
devolved tax powers to raise additional revenue to tackle poverty
and inequality”.

New Zealand

highlighted that ‘substantial investment will continue to be needed to
reach the ten-year targets”. Three main levers will be critical to
achieving these targets:

" lifting incomes through increasing benefits and the Working For
Families tax credits;

" reducing housing costs through increasing the supply of
affordable and public housing; and

. addressing demands on household budgets through reducing
and preventing debt, limiting inflation, providing in-kind support,
and addressing higher costs faced by priority groups.

Scottish Child Payment

69. Several witnesses, including the Children’'s Commissioner and Dr Victoria
Winckler, claimed that the Scottish Child Payment is having a positive impact on
reducing child poverty.”©

70 Record of Proceedings, paragraph 17, 25 September 2023

...................
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Scottish Child Payment

under the age of 16 and is paid every month. It is paid to families for
every child under 16 that they are the primary carer for.

The payment does not affect any other UK or Scottish Government
payments that a household is eligible for.

70. The Children’'s Commissioner said that she would welcome the possibility of
a similar payment in Wales in the medium to long-term, although she understood
it would require the Welsh Government to seek more devolved powers.”

71. Professor Rod Hick described the “novel and ambitious” child payment in
Scotland saying it would be “highly desirable” for the Welsh Government to
monitor the roll-out and impact of the payments.”

72. Dr Victoria Winckler said:

‘.. there needs to be a more considered view—would it make a
difference, or would a version of it make a difference; For
example; should it be targeted on certain groups of people;
how much would it cost, and where would funds come from?
And it's only, in my view, when you've done that exercise that
you can take a view that either this is something that really,
really can't be done, or actually something that the Welsh
Government might want to push for in the future”.”?

Improving incomes of families in poverty

73. In Swansea, the Committee heard from those with lived experience of
poverty of the importance of people being aware of their benefit entitlements,
and the need for automated and simplified processes to help people receive what
they are entitled to.”* Participants said this was particularly important for people

____________
_____________________

74 Notes from Committee’s visit to Swansea
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with literacy issues, and those who do not have English or Welsh as their first
language.

74. Dr Victoria Winckler highlighted the potential of a ‘Welsh Benefits System’ in
making it easier for households to access support:

“.. rather than having to make multiple applications for the
school essentials grant, for Council Tax reduction, for Healthy
Start, for all the different schemes, a single application would
then open the door to those other schemes. And if that is linked
with a claim for universal credit or for new claims, or if there are
legacy benefits from a pre-existing claim, then even that could
be triggered as well. And the Welsh Government is working on a
plan to deliver this Welsh benefits system. It is a big task and it
will take a while””>

75. The challenges that households in Wales face in accessing support are not
unique. Professor Mari Rege highlighted that the commission she leads in Norway
is also working on these areas, as:

‘Even if there are a lot of different transfers possible for the poor,
we see that it's a very complicated system. It's almost hard for
me to understand everything that is available and how it all
adds up. Going back to.., how much stress these parents can be
under, we basically have a transfer system that is not making
life easier in the sense that there is more predictability and less
chaos””¢

76. Chris Birt highlighted two pilots in Scotland:

‘Social Security Scotland are looking to work with the local
council and with the Department for Work and Pensions, to an
extent, to try and create the ‘'no wrong door, one-stop shop sort
of thing for families”””

_____________________

76 Record of Proceedings, paragraph 39, 25 September 2023
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Our view

The findings of the report by Dr Bucelli and Dr McKnight for the Wales Centre for
Public Policy are particularly helpful in highlighting areas where anti-poverty
spending is at its most effective. Their findings set out a clear justification for
prioritising anti-poverty spending in these areas in tough times, and the Welsh
Government's next budget allocations should reflect these findings.

We also agree with the Children’'s Commissioner that “Poverty is the biggest issue
affecting children in Wales, and tackling it effectively is the Welsh Government'’s
biggest task”. Evidence from Scotland and New Zealand highlights the need for a
long-term approach to tackle child poverty, with sustained investment. This will
require prioritisation, taking difficult decisions, and political will to deliver the
Mmaximum impact possible within the limits of the Welsh Government’s powers
and finances. We consider that the Welsh Government should adopt an invest to
save approach by prioritising funding to tackle child poverty in its future budgets.

The emphasis on income maximisation in the Draft Strategy is welcome. Our
previous report on debt and the cost of living”® underlined the importance of
simplifying the system for claiming devolved payments and entitlements that
families are eligible for. We look forward to an update on progress on this area of
work, including on upcoming milestones and timescales for implementation, and
how the Welsh Government is working with partners to address potential barriers
to implementation.

There were several calls for the Welsh Government to monitor innovative
developments elsewhere such as the Scottish Child Payment. Given the squeeze
on Welsh Government budgets and the questions around whether the Welsh
Government has the powers to do this, we realise that introducing a similar
payment in Wales may not be possible in the short-term. However, more
innovative solutions are worth considering in the longer term and the preparatory
work needed to inform policy development should start now.

Recommendation 3. The Welsh Government should prioritise programmes
where there is clear evidence that they are effective at reducing child poverty, and
should provide sustainable funding to programmes that have proved their worth.
This prioritisation should inform allocations in future budgets.

September 2023
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Recommendation 4. The Welsh Government should provide an update on
progress with the development of the Welsh Benefits System, including:

. Milestones it expects to achieve over the next year, timescales for
implementing other actions, and how it plans to address barriers to
implementing a coherent system such as eligibility criteria, uncertainty
around data sharing, and technological challenges.

. What consideration it has given to how the pilots being run in Scotland
on involving the Department for Work and Pensions can inform its work
around the Welsh Benefits System.

. Analysis of how a version of the Scottish Child Payment might be
introduced in Wales in the future.

The Welsh Government should clarify the timings for the bi-annual progress
updates promised in response to recommendation 5 of our debt and the cost of

living report.
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5. Early years, childcare and schools

77. The importance of early years interventions was emphasised throughout.
Professor Mari Rege said that few tools were as effective as early years education
in “breaking the cycle” of intergenerational poverty and that nurturing learning
experiences are key to creating foundations for lifelong learning.”

78. Professor Rege highlighted that early childhood investments:

‘.. will give returns in the future, because there will be lower
crime, they will be completing high-school education, and they
will enter into the labour market. So, | think this is so important
to emphasise these future economic gains for the Government,
to justify investing more in young children’s development
opportunities”.8°

Early years and the first 1,000 days

79. Public Health Wales highlighted the importance of early years interventions:

‘Social and emotional development in the early years builds
the foundation for future health and well-being across the life-
course. There is strong international evidence indicating that
the first 1,000 days is a critical time.”

‘Attempts to reduce inequalities across the life-course,
including by reducing costs and maximising the incomes of
families, must start as early as possible to have the best of
chance of succeeding.™’

80. The Royal College of Physicians said there was insufficient focus on the first
1,000 days of a child’s life in the Draft Strategy and called for greater consideration
of the impact of poverty on babies and toddlers. They questioned whether there
was a sufficiently trained and capable workforce available to meet the demands
of the expansion of Flying Start 8

____________________

82 Written evidence, Royal College of Physicians
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81. Professor Mari Rege highlighted Norwegian health stations as a “tremendous
success’, and a key reason for the much higher rates of breastfeeding in Norway.®
She explained that they are located within walking distance in urban areas, and
are widely trusted.

82. These themes were raised in our stakeholder session, with participants saying
that babies were not considered sufficiently in the Draft Strategy, given the
importance of the first 1,000 days. Early years and midwifery services need to be a
strong universal service, with enough resource to help those who need more
support.8

83. Chris Birt highlighted the Scottish Government'’s pledge to give every baby
born in Scotland their own Baby Box.2> He explained the purpose of the
intervention:

‘Part of that is obviously to ensure that every family at the start
of a child’s life has access to the same necessities that we all
need, whether it's nappies, thermometers, bath thermometers,
all these kinds of things, basic clothing. But really, the main
goal of that is to engage parents with services.

84. The Welsh Government committed to “rolling out baby bundles to more
families” in its Programme for Government.” In Plenary on 11 October 2023, the
Minister for Social Justice gave an update on the delivery of this commitment:

‘in terms of bwndeli babanod, the baby bundle, it's an aim,
through our Programme for Government commitment, to be
offering it to more families across Wales. We hope to have a
roll-out of a programme of support next year, because it is
about offering that opportunity to receive essential items. 8

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

________

____________________

43


https://record.senedd.wales/Committee/13640
https://www.nhsinform.scot/ready-steady-baby/pregnancy/preparing-for-parenthood/baby-box/
https://record.senedd.wales/Committee/13640
https://www.gov.wales/programme-for-government-2021-to-2026-html
https://record.senedd.wales/Plenary/13521#A82480

Calling Time on child poverty: how Wales can do better

Childcare

Norway

The Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and
Sweden) have some of the lowest rates of child poverty in Europe,
although these have been increasing over recent years.

While they each have differences in their approach to welfare, the
universal approach taken by these five countries is often referred to as
the Nordic welfare model.

based on household income. Norway's system operates on the
principle that no family should spend more than 6% of their income
on childcare, with costs decreasing as the number of children
increases. Low-income families are eligible to receive 20 hours of free
childcare per week.

85. Professor Mari Rege highlighted her professional experience in Norway had
taught her that:

‘I, at least, don’t know about any more effective tool than early
childhood education, to actually bring them in to childcare,
where they have nurturing learning experiences that create a
foundation for learning for life, which is very important. Because
what research also shows—for example, Professor Ariel Kalil
with the University of Chicago has demonstrated it in numerous
studies—is that in opportunities to learn and be stimulated, and
in just vocabulary development, there are big differences in
different households, and you see there is a social gradient in
how stimulating the home-learning environment is.”®°

86. Professor Rege said evidence of the impact of universal childcare is much
more robust “than the more targeted childcare programmes, where it's harder to
find long-term impacts”.°°
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87. There is overwhelming evidence of the role high quality childcare can play in
reversing the impacts of poverty on young children. The Effective Provision of Pre-
School Education (EPPE) project - the first major European longitudinal study of
child development between 3 and 7 - found that:

Pre-school experience, compared to none, enhances all-round
development in children.

Duration of attendance (in months) is important; an earlier start (under
age 3 years) is related to better intellectual development.

Disadvantaged children benefit significantly from good quality pre-
school experiences, especially where they are with a mixture of children
from different social backgrounds.”

88. Dr Victoria Winckler said that funding childcare needed to be prioritised,
despite the Welsh Government’s budgetary pressures. She wanted to see:

89.

‘... a seamless and affordable childcare system, which doesn't
necessarily mean free. But it does mean from end of statutory
maternity leave up till start of school age, and that enables
parents who want to work and train to be able to work and
train and doesn't force, in low-income households, one earner
to drop out because they can't afford childcare”9?

Dr Winckler elaborated that:

‘the broad model that we've advocated is that up to around
about 15, 16 hours would be free or at a nominal cost, and that
above that it would be means tested, depending on household
income.” %3

90. Stakeholders at our roundtable sessions described childcare provision as a
‘postcode lottery”, with some arguing that provision in Wales should be expanded
in the same way as is being proposed in England.®

__________

92 Record of Proceedings, paragraph 192, 25 September 2023;

% Record of Proceedings, paragraph 215, 25 September 2023;

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

% Summary of stakeholder sessions
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91. The evidence we heard around a “postcode lottery” chimes with the latest
Coram Family and Childcare report which highlights that there is insufficient
childcare provision across Wales for a number of groups of children.®> No local
authority in Wales provides sufficient childcare provision for disabled children,
children with parents working atypical hours, or for children living in rural areas
(see Figure 9 - percentage of Welsh local authorities reporting sufficient childcare
in all areas by group).

Figure 9 - Percentage of Welsh local authorities reporting sufficient childcare
in all areas: by group®®

2 year old free entitlement
(Flying Start)

3 and 4 year old 15 hour
entitlement

3and 4 year old 30 hour
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Children aged under 2

Families living in rural areas

Children with parents
working atypical hours

Disabled children
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Percentage of Welsh local authorities reporting sufficient childcare in all areas
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Schools

92. There was generally support for the Welsh Government'’s flagship example of
universality: Free School Meals. Ally Dunhill, Sean O'Neill and others expressed
support.’” This was a universal policy that took away stigma. Ally Dunhill said that
a universal approach avoids situations where pupils entitled to free school meals
are identified as being different to their peers, which impacts take-up.®®

93. Stakeholders at the roundtable sessions supported universal free school
meals but expressed concerns regarding the issue of school meal debt. This
included anecdotal evidence of inappropriate sanctions being used as a result of
arrears. The Children’'s Commissioner’s office has previously raised cases of
children being refused school meals due to not having payment cards topped
up.°

94. Children in Wales support free school meals; they said that interventions
which address hunger and food insecurity would be among their top priorities.'°©
They also called for a review of eligibility thresholds at secondary school pupils to
be accelerated.'” The Bevan Foundation also wanted more action in this area.'®?

95. Sean O'Neill described the cost of school uniform as a “continuous barrier” for
children and families:

“This is especially an issue where schools are insisting on having
branding and logos on clothing, which requires parents to buy
clothes from certain outlets, which are twice the price of
unbranded clothes from supermarkets. There could be
significant savings, day-to-day savings, for parents, so that they
could use that money for better things than spending it on
logos and school uniforms. This is something that we have the
powers to do. We've got the guidance—let's get on and do it"'°?

_________________________________

____________________

______________________

___________

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
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96. Sean O'Neill also highlighted the importance of public transport in helping
families to access education, noting that:

‘.. you only have to look over the bridge at Bristol, who have
recently introduced free bus and train travel across the city in a
bid to cut air pollution as part of their environmental strategy,
but this also enables children and families who have struggled
with the cost of transport to access education, to access
training and employment”°%

Our view

The impact of poverty starts before a baby is born. Early years interventions
therefore play a crucial role in tackling child poverty and we note that the Welsh
Government has made significant investment in programmes such as Flying Start.
There are concerns that the Strategy does not sufficiently emphasise the
importance of early years.

Given the importance of early childhood and the first 1,000 days, we agree that
the Welsh Government should prioritise investments in these areas. This should
include action to improve breastfeeding rates, especially in deprived communities
and clarification of the Government'’s next steps in relation to the piloting of baby
bundles in Swansea and the timetable for roll-out across the country.

Provision of high quality, affordable childcare to all is key to delivering better
interventions during the early years. We heard compelling evidence from Norway
in particular about the effectiveness of quality early years education and childcare
in breaking the cycle of intergenerational poverty. It is critical that the Barnett
consequentials resulting from increased childcare expenditure in England over
the next couple of years are spent on providing quality childcare in Wales in a way
that addresses these structural, intergenerational challenges. Our follow-up work
on childcare we plan for Spring 2024 will explore this in more detail.

Recommendation 5. The Welsh Government should commit to funding
seamless and affordable childcare provision through the Barnett consequentials it
will receive from increased childcare spending in England. It should develop plans
for doing this by July 2024.

104 Record of Proceedings, paragraph 168, 25 September 2023
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Conclusion 1. We intend to follow-up on our work on childcare in Spring 2024. As
part of this work, we will explore how quality childcare provision can be delivered
in a way that tackles child poverty, and will give further consideration to how we
can ensure that the government takes action to address the inequities faced by
children and young people with disabilities.
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6. A Minister for Babies, Children and Young
People

Lack of a coherent strategy

97. There was concern from witnesses about the lack of coherence in the Welsh
Government's strategic approach to tackling child poverty.

98. The HRC Observatory at Swansea University said:

‘it does not articulate a clear strategic framework to identify,
prioritise, plan and implement actions, allocate resources,
develop outcome targets, or monitor progress and promote
accountability for interventions to tackle child poverty in Wales,
now and in the future”’°®

99. A key concern was that the Draft Strategy read more like a list of what the
Welsh Government is already doing. The Children’'s Commissioner for Wales said
it:

©. doesn't really spell out exactly what, how, when or who will
actually deliver against those different policies in order to
reduce and eradicate child poverty."°¢

100. Colleges Wales said it:

“.. offers a list of relevant policy initiatives, as opposed to clear
targets, measurable indicators and robust monitoring and
accountability mechanisms, as to who will deliver against those
different policies in order to reduce and eradicate child
poverty".°7

Co-ordinating children’s policy across government

101. There have been different approaches taken by Welsh governments in terms
of ministerial responsibility for children. In previous governments, there has

______________________
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sometimes been a dedicated ministerial or deputy ministerial post specifically
focused on children.

102. Under the current arrangements, the Minister for Social Justice has
responsibility for tackling child poverty within the Welsh Government, while the
Deputy Minister for Social Services and the Deputy Minister for Mental Health and
Wellbeing lead on children’s issues.

103. Responding to the debate on the Children’s Commissioner's annual report in
Plenary on 17 October, the Minister for Social Justice said that “responsibility for
children’s rights lies with every member of the Cabinet”0®

104. During our visit to Swansea, the Committee heard that a dedicated Minister
for Children would make a difference as there is currently no single person in the
Welsh Government responsible for babies, children and young people. Concerns
were also expressed that this is an issue in the civil service, with departments
being reshuffled regularly, resulting in upheaval and the loss of knowledge and
expertise.'o?

105. The Children’s Commissioner called for “ultimate accountability” to lie with
“an individual Minister who can provide drive and leadership across government”,
and noted that the WCPP report identified this as best practice."®

106. Dr Rhian Croke argued that high-level accountability for tackling child
poverty is required, and suggested that the First Minister should lead on this:

‘the First Minister should have ultimate responsibility. This is
such a grave and serious issue, and maybe he should have
oversight of delivery and accountability of child poverty.
However, it should be made clear, all the different levels of
ministerial responsibility across all the different portfolios,
because of course child poverty is multifaceted, cuts across all
children’s rights, and those clear lines of accountability should
be laid out."

___________

......................
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International approaches

107. Several countries have dedicated Cabinet-level ministers for children with a
range of different remits:

. Denmark has a Minister for Children and Education."? The Minister's
remit does not cover child poverty, which is the responsibility of the
Minister for Social Affairs and Housing.™

. Cermany has a Federal Minister for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens,
Women and Youth.™ The portfolio includes responsibility for children'’s
rights, equal opportunities for children and young people, and child
poverty programmes.'®

" Ireland has a Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and
Youth."® However, the Taoiseach has also established a Child Poverty
and Well-being Programme Office within his department to co-ordinate
actions across government to reduce child poverty and foster children'’s
well-being.”

" Norway has a Minister for Children and Families, whose remit does not
cover education, for which there is a separate Minister." The Minister is
also responsible for tackling child poverty, and appointed an expert
group to advise on this in 2022 (is led by Professor Mari Rege, a witness
in this inquiry)."?

Our view

The lack of ambition and targets set out in previous chapters has led to a lack of
coherence and co-ordination in the Welsh Government's approach to tackling
child poverty. This is exemplified by stakeholders’ concerns that the Draft Strategy
simply lists existing government activity, rather than the coherent strategic vision
that is required to address this long-standing and persistent challenge.

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________

_____________________________________________
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A number of fundamentally important policy areas are also omitted without a
clear justification. They include health inequalities, closing the educational
attainment gap, the provision of nutritious food for children and young people
and public transport. The Welsh Government should urgently address these
concerns. However, wider change is also required to deliver the co-ordinated,
ambitious approach needed call time on child poverty.

To strengthen the hand of the Minister responsible for this area in co-ordinating
efforts in this vitally important area, we consider that the Welsh Government
should have a dedicated Minister for Babies, Children and Young People. This role
should incorporate overall responsibility for tackling child poverty and
implementing children’s rights with other key areas such as childcare and
supporting families.

It would be unrealistic to expect a Cabinet reshuffle to happen straight away to
implement our report’'s recommendations. Therefore, we are not calling for this to
happen immediately, but rather at the next available opportunity. We also
appreciate the current limit on the number of Ministers under the Government of
Wales Act 2006, and note that increasing this limit is one of the aims of Senedd
reform legislation.

However, the major changes we call for in our report need to commence
immediately. As an interim measure, the First Minister should take responsibility
for tackling and reducing child poverty, until a dedicated Minister for Babies,
Children and Young People is appointed.

Recommendation 6. At the earliest available opportunity, the Welsh
Government should improve coordination across government of its efforts to
tackle child poverty by appointing a dedicated Minister for Babies, Children and
Young People with responsibility for tackling child poverty. In the interim, the First
Minister should take responsibility for this area, as is being done in Ireland and has
previously been done in New Zealand.
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Annex 1: List of evidence gathering sessions.

The following witnesses provided oral evidence to the Committee on the dates
noted below. Transcripts of all oral evidence sessions can be viewed on the
Committee's website.

Date Name and Organisation

25 September 2023 | Dr Ally Dunhill
Eurochild

Professor Mari Rege

University of Stravanger, Norway
Chris Birt

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation
Dr Victoria Winckler

Bevan Foundation

Sean O’Neill

Children in Wales

Professor Rod Hick

Cardiff University

Rocio Cifuentes

Children’s Commissioner for Wales
Dr Rhian Croke

Children’s Legal Centre, Swansea University

2 October 2023 Private stakeholder session

9 October 2023 Visit by the Committee to the Swansea Poverty Truth
Commission and Families First
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Annex 2: List of written evidence

The following people and organisations provided written evidence to the
Committee. All Consultation responses and additional written information can be
viewed on the Committee’s website.

Reference ‘ Organisation

CPO1 Bevan Foundation

CPO2 Children’s Commissioner

CPO3 Colegau Cymru

CPO4 Equality and Human Right's Commission
CPO5 NSPCC

CPO6 Observatory on Human Rights of Children
CPO7 Professor Rod Hick

CpPO8 Royal College of Physicians

CPO9 Tenovus Cancer Care
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