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We can well afford to end child poverty, conference told

July 3 2000

A new study, Child Poverty In Ireland, launched today (July 3) showed a quarter of Irish children living in households below half the average income. The study, which was carried out for the Combat Poverty Agency (CPA) by Professor Brian Nolan of the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) is based on the most recent data available on child poverty from the Living in Ireland Survey (1997). It was launched at a Conference on "Promoting well-being and eliminating child poverty in Ireland". The audience was assured that Ireland can now well afford to end child poverty.

"By allowing child poverty to continue in this country, we are denying over a quarter of a million children their basic rights to fulfil their talents and potential," said Hugh Frazer, Director of CPA. "How children live today powerfully influences how they will live tomorrow. Poverty has negative effects on the health and development of children. Those who grow up in poverty are likely to do less well educationally, have fewer recreational, social and cultural opportunities and be more at risk of being involved in crime and anti-social behaviour."

"However, we are in a unique position in our history, in that we now have the resources and the capacity to end the scandal of children being raised in poverty," he continued. "The challenge is to develop public policies which will redistribute these resources in favour of children on the lowest incomes."

Child Poverty In Ireland also found that one in six children live in severe poverty, measured by combining income poverty and non-monetary indicators of deprivation such as having to do without meals or ordinary school trips. This represented a reduction of severe child poverty levels since the 1970s and reflects the recent fall in unemployment levels. 

However, the study found that children in out of work families still continue to be at greatest risk of poverty, accounting for about two-thirds of all poor children. Over half of children in consistent poverty came from unemployed families while a minority of poor children (30%) came from working families. Overall, children were found to be at greater risk – by up to 1.25 times more – of being in income poverty than adults. Underlying this was the proportion of families where the head of the household was out of work.

CPA outlined three targets, which, it said, should be put in place as part of an overall strategy to abolish all forms of child poverty by 2020. At a minimum, according to the Agency, child income support measures should be enhanced, with priority given to poor children. These should grow ahead of inflation and, ideally, in line with wages. Secondly, there should be a target to abolish consistent child poverty (income poverty and deprivation) over ten years from 1997. Thirdly, the aim should be to reduce the proportion of children in income poverty by half in ten years and fully in 2020. 

The Agency is recommending to the government that these priorities should be reflected in the current review of the Government’s National Anti - Poverty Strategy and in the forthcoming National Children’s Strategy.

Hugh Frazer pointed out that the most effective way of tackling child poverty would be through reforms in child income support, which the Agency has calculated would cost £500 million per year, phased in over three years. "This expenditure is clearly feasible, given the surplus in the public finances and the indicative allocation of £1.5 billion on social inclusion measures in the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness," he explained.

The findings of the Irish report echoed those published recently by UNICEF, which found that nearly 17% of Irish children live below the national poverty line (50% of average household income). Of 23 OECD countries surveyed by UNICEF - representing the richest in the world - Ireland ranked sixth worst. The proportion of Irish children living below the poverty line was more than twice that in the Netherlands and France and more than six times that in some Scandinavian countries.

"While these figures are based on 1997 data", said report author, Brian Nolan, "continuing economic growth and falling unemployment should have improved the position of children in the most severe poverty. However, it is likely that Ireland still has relatively high numbers of children living in families below half the average income."
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Today’s conference was supported by the Open Your Eyes To Child Poverty Initiative, an alliance of eight national organisations - Barnardos, Children’s Rights Alliance, Combat Poverty Agency, Focus Ireland, National Youth Council of Ireland, Pavee Point, People with Disabilities in Ireland and Society of St Vincent de Paul – working to promote public awareness of Irish child poverty and for change in public policy that contributes to its prevention, reduction and elimination.

The study relied primarily upon data from The Living in Ireland Survey, which looked at evolving incomes of a representative sample of households between 1994 and 1997. For European comparisons it looked at the European Community Household Panel Survey.

