[image: image1.jpg]@ Save the Children




Save the Children in Northern Ireland: Comments on the fifth periodic report submitted by the UK Government re. Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
1 May 2008 

1.0
Introduction
Save the Children is an international non-governmental organisation working in over 50 countries worldwide to create a better future for children. All of our work is underpinned by a commitment to making a reality of the rights of children enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

1.1
In Northern Ireland Save the Children works through a variety of partnership approaches to support community level action on children’s issues; facilitates children and young person-led initiatives; undertakes independent research and policy analysis and promotes children’s rights through public education and fundraising activities. Child poverty a key priority for Save the Children in the North of Ireland, with a particular focus on the role of education in lifting children out of poverty, and in preventing children falling into poverty in later life.

1.2
Save the Children in Northern Ireland welcomes the opportunity to submit information to the committee to inform its consideration of the UK Government’s report as we believe that this is a critical time to bring about real change for the poorest children in Northern Ireland. Our submission will provide information on the deteriorating situation for children living in poverty and the denial of their economic, social and cultural rights.
1.3
As background please see below our 2007 Annual Child Poverty report.
 which details the devastating impact poverty has on every aspect of the lives of children – their health, education, home, environment, play and social development. This note will concentrate on providing updated information on our 2007 annual report in order to provide details absent from the UK Government’s report and contribute to the committee’s examination of the government report.
2.0
Comments on the coverage of Northern Ireland in the UK Government report
The only reference to poverty in Northern Ireland appears at paragraph 140 when the document refers to Lifetime Opportunities and an upcoming anti poverty strategy which will be ‘considered in the context of the upcoming Comprehensive Spending Review.’ The subsequent Northern Ireland Programme for Government 2008-11 does give local commitment to the UK-wide 2010 and 2020 child poverty targets and the additional target to end severe child poverty by 2012 is particularly welcome. But we are disappointed by the absence of detailed actions and dedicated budgets attached to the targets. Moreover despite the inclusion of the target to produce an anti poverty strategy, as yet there is no sign of Executive agreement on an overarching strategy. 
2.1
The UK Government’s report fails to provide adequate information about the state of children’s economic, social and cultural rights in Northern Ireland let alone describe the scale of the challenge posed by child poverty. In light of this inadequacy, we would ask the committee to investigate the UK Government’s responsibility for ensuring actions and budgets are commensurate with the challenge of meeting the child poverty targets in the devolved jurisdictions.
3.0
Current trends in child poverty in Northern Ireland
The committee places a great deal of emphasis on the provision of disaggregated data, targets and transparency to encourage accountability and progressive realisation of economic, social and cultural rights. The worrying fact, ignored by the UK Government report, is that child poverty levels in Northern Ireland are not dropping – if anything they have increased  - from 100,000 children to 122,000  (29%) children living in poverty, according to the most recent government statistics from Households Below Average Income (HBAI).
 What is clear is that the child poverty rate has not decreased over the past four years since the HBAI data has been collected in Northern Ireland, rather there is evidence of retrogression.
3.1
One in ten children and young people (10%) are living in severe child poverty in Northern Ireland – 44,000 children. This is defined as living in a household on a lower income level (50% rather than 60% median income) and going without items which the government deems to be basic necessities for children and parents.
3.2
Moreover the extent of persistent child poverty is a cause of great concern – Save the Children research on Persistent Poverty in Northern Ireland found that over a four year period (2001-4) for which data is available,  21% of children were living in persistent poverty, compared to 9% in Great Britain.

3.3
While child poverty is perhaps most visible in particular disadvantaged wards in Belfast, children living in small towns and rural areas west of the River Bann are more likely to be experiencing poverty – for example, Dungannon Local Government District has the highest level at 45%, followed by Derry Local Government District at 44%. 

4.0
Income Poverty
The most common way of measuring child poverty is by income. Many people associate poverty with living on a range of benefits but it is important for the committee to realise that benefit levels are too low to allow a family to rise above the poverty threshold set by government. For example, a couple with four children living entirely on benefits live on a weekly income of £289, which is £128 below the poverty line for that family type.

4.1
To compound the problem, many people are not accessing all the benefits to which they are entitled. It has been estimated that there would be no severe child poverty if parents accessed all their benefits. Social security may be a reserved matter in Northern Ireland, but there is nothing to stop the Executive from devising outreach programmes to ensure the protection of the poorest children by prioritising benefit uptake for their parents.
4.2
Young people aged 16-17 also experience age-based discrimination in relation to payment of benefits and allowances. They have no automatic rights to social security and receive lower levels of support than over 25s, despite the fact that they may be living independently
4.3
The Northern Ireland Executive is prioritising economic growth and the prospect of better jobs as the best route out of poverty. However, Northern Ireland has very high levels of low paid employment. The average gross weekly earnings in Northern Ireland for full time workers in Q3 of 2007 was the lowest of any region of the UK, at £75 less than the UK average.
 Half of children experiencing poverty lives in a household where at least one parent is working. 
4.4
Moreover, under 16s are not entitled to the minimum wage and 16-18 year olds receive a lower minimum wage than those over 18. Many young people in employment are likely to be living in households experiencing severe poverty, in a situation where they must work. Thus, the discriminatory level of the minimum wage contributes to child poverty.

4.5
The Northern Ireland Executive must urgently address the low pay culture that exists within the Northern Ireland economy, and look to ensuring decent living wages for all employees. It is not sufficient to simply place businesses in deprived areas if the people living in those areas are not in a position to compete for the jobs, or at best to get work on the minimum wage. Decently paid jobs, skills development and career progression for those struggling to live on low incomes must be prioritised, in addition to affordable, accessible, high quality childcare.

4.6
Lack of appropriate childcare
The committee should be aware that welfare reform envisages lone parents returning to work when their children are still very young. However research shows that childcare affordability and availability are major problems for working parents. Despite the existence of working family tax credits, many families living in poverty cannot afford to make up the remainder of the costs and lack of appropriate childcare is a major problem for the parents of disabled children and migrant families. 

4.7
There is a prevailing view among the childcare sector that the Executive is not discharging its responsibilities in respect of childcare which should be focused on the best interest of the child and non-discriminatory provision. There is no lead department for childcare, with the Department of Education responsible for early years, the Department of Health responsible for inspection and registration and the Department of Employment and Learning responsible for workforce planning. Hence the current anxiety about the loss of funding for school-age childcare, with no department taking lead responsibility for the future of hundreds of projects, which were designed to allow women into training and employment and help alleviate child poverty. 
4.8
Rising costs

The UK Government has reported on measures to alleviate fuel poverty in England and Wales but does not include specific information about Northern Ireland. A poll commissioned by Save the Children across the UK earlier in the year revealed that 19% of families with children have suffered from cold homes because of the cost of energy. Families in Northern Ireland emerged as most likely to be unable to afford heating. The huge increase in fuel costs translates into less food on the table, fewer clothes for children and deeper debt for struggling families.
4.9
Save the Children in Northern Ireland has expressed deep concern about the impact of the recent 28% increase in Phoenix Gas prices on children experiencing poverty in Northern Ireland. In addition, many families use oil to heat their homes and many families on low incomes are forced to buy home heating oil from petrol station forecourts at much higher rates. A survey of fuel companies showed that filling a 900 litre tank of oil costs between £360 and £398. To fill a tank using 20 litre drums of heating oil from garage forecourts would cost as much as £764.55, more than double the best price when buying a full tank.
4.10.
The unequal cost of basic services or the ‘poverty premium’ often goes unreported. Across the UK, poor households pay more for essential goods and services such as fuel, banking and insurance - the incidence of door-step lenders is well-known but it is not often appreciated that people living in areas of high levels of property and car crime face higher insurance premiums. It has been estimated that these extra costs for basic goods and services amount to £1000 or 9% of the disposable income of an average size family living on a low income.  
4.11
Recent rising costs in staples are having a major impact – a local charity reported the highest-ever number of poverty-stricken single parents, with over 50,000 lone parent families on the breadline. According to Gingerbread, single parents living on low incomes and receiving tiny annual increases will struggle to meet 15% increases in the cost of staples, thus compounding the extent of child poverty.

4.12
This underscores the importance of moving to a mixed measure of child poverty. At present government reports on the income-only measure of 60% of median income for relative poverty. But this does not factor in the impact of costs, which are higher in Northern Ireland than GB.

5.0
Inequalities associated with child poverty are increasing
Poverty is only partly about low income – it also devastates children’s lives, with impacts on their-
5.1
Health – from birth poor children’s lives are affected. Infant mortality rates, which were 23% higher in deprived areas than non-deprived, have increased - according to the Chief Medical Officer babies born to parents living in the more deprived areas have infant death rates a third higher than for the country as a whole. 

5.1.2
The mortality rate for Traveller children up to the age of ten, is 10 times that for the population as a whole; children in poor housing are more likely to develop diseases such as bronchitis or asthma and the suicide rate for young males living in deprived areas is nearly twice that for those living in wealthier communities. Yet less than 5% of the mental health budget is spent on child and adolescent mental health services, despite the fact that under -18s represent 25% of NI population.
5.2
Education – the education system delivers high quality academic excellence for some but continues to fail a large number of poor young people who leave school without basic literacy and numeracy skills. They are twice as likely to leave school without any qualifications as children on average and as the following figure indicates, there appears to have been little progress in narrowing the gap in educational attainment and, if anything, in recent years the gap has grown.

Figure 2: Proportion of children achieving no GCSEs.
 


5.2.1
The hidden costs of education including uniforms, books, equipment, school trips and extra curricular activities can be significant and disproportionately affect poor children. The Executive’s Programme for Government contains targets to reduce the differentials in educational attainment, but as with other Public Service Agreements, there is no information about actions or budget allocations. In the meantime, the department has announced cuts to the extended schools programme over the three year budget period, leaving schools and parents enraged that their raised expectations have been dashed. 
5.3
Home and Neighbourhood – Decent housing is key to countering poverty and acts as a catalyst for improved health, educational opportunities, access to services and quality of life. However, housing in Northern Ireland is not covered in the UK Government report, although housing stress and homelessness are at record levels. During 2006-7, 21,013 households presented as homeless, including 7100 families with dependent children, 263 single young women and 202 single young men aged 16-18. The figure for families represents an increase of 50% over the previous 10 years. The housing crisis has been caused by a shortage of new social housing and high rents in the private sector which are beyond the level of housing benefit. The Executive has committed to building 10,000 social and affordable houses over the next five years and has launched a strategy on homelessness but the severity of the housing crisis underscores the need for urgency. 
5.3.1
As in other parts of the UK, Northern Ireland has a regeneration policy, called Neighbourhood Renewal, which is designed to target co-ordinated interventions at areas of greatest need and encourage community participation in the regeneration of the most disadvantaged areas. However just as action plans have been agreed by partnerships in each area, the Executive has announced the transfer of the programme to local government with the potential for reduced funding and loss of services and jobs. Under Section 75(1) of the Northern Ireland Act, public authorities are obliged to assess their policies for impact on a range of vulnerable groups and therefore such a change to a major regeneration programme should be subject to a full impact assessment to analyse the potential for adverse impact on the most deprived people and communities and to consider alternatives or mitigating actions. 

5.4
Play and social development

Play, cultural and leisure activities and social interaction with peers are essential for children’s learning, wellbeing and social development. But the UK Government’s report on the right to culture ignores Northern Ireland. Poor children miss out on basic social activities due to low household incomes - for example, when faced with the difficulty of paying for food, clothes, fuel and other items, too often parents cannot find the money for their children’s leisure activities. This is reflected in the fact that one in three severely poor children lacks sports’ gear or leisure equipment and one in seven is unable to take part in any hobby or leisure activity. 
5.4.1
The children’s sector would recommend that best practice in planning for housing and recreational developments should involve the views of children and young people on play, cultural and leisure provision. Consultation on a draft play policy took place 2006/07 but progress on the final version appears to have stalled and the leading NGO on play has not seen it, let alone children - nor has there been discussion about implementation or resources.
6.0
UNCRC - This raises an important issue which is entirely absent from the UK Government’s report – the obligation under Article 12 UNCRC to give due weight to the views of children and young people. When the committee is making its recommendations it often asks government to consult with the NGO sector. The government should also be obliged to honour its commitments under the UNCRC.

7.0
Equality and non-discrimination
The concluding observations refer to the need for comprehensive legislation on equality and protection from discrimination. In Northern Ireland we are still waiting for action on the draft Single Equality Bill which has been delayed for years. We would argue that it should include the ground of socio-economic status. We would also recommend that public authorities should be encouraged to produce proper disaggregated data on children, undertake child poverty impact assessments and produce children’s budgets in order to monitor progressive realisation of ICESCR. 

8.0
Conclusion
Finally, it is essential to recognise that previous approaches have failed our poorest children. Government policies have not delivered for these children, and indeed may have contributed to their deteriorating situation. For this reason Save the Children in Northern Ireland  is increasing its work with the poorest children and young people to campaign for new actions, solutions and resources to end child poverty here. We hope that the committee will support us in our work.
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