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Second Special Report 

1. The Work and Pensions Committee agreed its Second Report of Session 2007-08, The 
best start in life? Alleviating deprivation, improving social mobility and eradicating child 
poverty, on 20 February 2008.  The Report was published on 3 March as House of 
Commons Paper No. 42. We have now received the Government’s Response to this report 
in the form of a memorandum from the Minister of State for Employment and Welfare 
Reform, Stephen Timms MP. This memorandum is printed as an Appendix to this Special 
Report. 

Government response 

Introduction 

1. The Government welcomes the Second Report of the Work and Pensions Select 
Committee on the best start in life? Alleviating deprivation, improving social mobility and 
eradicating child poverty. The Committee has identified a number of issues which it 
believes need to be addressed; the Government is equally concerned and committed to 
tackling child poverty. 

2. Compared to 1998/99 there are now 600,000 fewer children living in poverty. The 
Government remains committed to tackling child poverty and as a result of the measures 
announced in 2007 and the Government's reforms to the tax and benefit system in Budget 
2008, by April 2010, in real terms families with children will be, on average, £2,000 a year 
better off and families with children in the poorest fifth of the population will be on average 
£4,500 a year better off. 

3. Ending child poverty: everybody’s business,1  which was published alongside the Budget, 
sets out the further steps that the Government will take to tackle child poverty during the 
next decade. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

1. Significant progress has been made in tackling child poverty. In 1998-99 the UK 
had the worst record on child poverty of any major European nation; there were 3.4 
million children living in poverty and child poverty had more than doubled over the 
previous two decades. Since then this rising trend has been reversed and there are now 
600,000 fewer children living in poverty. (Paragraph 9) 

4. The Government has set an ambitious target to halve child poverty from a 1998/99 base 
line by 2010/11 and eradicate it by 2020. As the Select Committee acknowledge, 
considerable progress has already been made.  Since 1998/99 the Government has halted 
the rising trend in child poverty and lifted 600,000 children out of relative poverty.  

5. Budget 2008 sets out the next steps to make significant further progress towards the 
target of halving child poverty by 2010. These steps, alongside reforms already announced 
 
1 http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/media/3/F/bud08_childpoverty_1310.pdf 
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in Budget 2007, the 2007 Pre-Budget Report and Comprehensive Spending Review 
measures announced last year will lift a total of around 500,000 children out of poverty 
than otherwise.  

2. The Committee recognises that the measure based on a percentage of median 
income before housing costs may mask the true extent of child poverty. For the purpose 
of benchmarking the Government’s target against comparators in Europe, it is 
appropriate to use the European recognised measure of median income before housing 
cost. However, we believe that DWP should use the after housing cost measure as the 
basis for the PSA target. We acknowledge that this will make a difference of close to a 
million more children in poverty which will make it much harder to achieve the target. 
(Paragraph 27) 

3. It is important that efforts to meet the 2010 headline targets do not lead to 
neglecting the worst forms of child poverty in the very poorest households. However, 
we believe that the multi-dimensional Opportunity for All indicators capture the wider 
picture of the experience of poverty. We recommend that the Government continues to 
monitor its progress against these indicators. (Paragraph 28) 

6. In the conclusions to Measuring Child Poverty2 published in 2003, the Government 
outlined its reasons for selecting the before housing costs measure of relative low income. 
One of the key reasons is, as the Committee has highlighted, the ability to compare 
ourselves to the levels of child poverty in other European countries. 

7. In addition and, as outlined in Measuring Child Poverty, deducting housing costs from 
income measures can understate the relative standard of living that some individuals may 
have by paying more for better quality accommodation. Conversely, income measures that 
do not deduct housing costs may overstate the living standards of those people whose 
housing costs are high relative to the quality of their accommodation. The Government’s 
material deprivation indicator is designed to look specifically at living standards, and 
includes measures of quality of housing.  

8. The Government’s analyses will continue to assess a range of approaches to improve its 
understanding including the child indicators within Opportunity for All which underpin 
the three child poverty indicators in the long term measure. 

9. The Government will also continue to report on child poverty both before and after 
housing costs in Households Below Average Income and Opportunity for All, and monitor 
progress on both measures. The inclusion of the combined low income and material 
deprivation indicator within the Government’s indicators of progress on the child poverty 
target ensures that those families who experience poverty due to high costs – such as 
housing – are captured. 

4. We urge the Government to state exactly its definition of ‘eradicate’. A child 
poverty level on a par with the best in Europe (8-10%) would be a significant advance, 
but the UK still has a long way to go to be amongst the best in Europe. A comparison of 
poverty before and after cash benefit transfers also shows how it can be done – a 
number of successful economies in Europe have more generous social policies. 
 
2 http://www.dwp.gov.uk/ofa/related/final_conclusions.pdf 
























































