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Government can eliminate child poverty

20 March 2000 

The Combat Poverty Agency (CPA), the statutory agency established to advise on all social and economic planning in relation to poverty, today welcomed the Government’s decision to draw up a National Children’s Strategy. It says the Strategy provides an important opportunity to ensure that the elimination of child poverty is a key goal of public policy over the next ten years. It believes the Strategy can further strengthen and integrate policies and programmes to tackle this urgent problem and can build on commitments in relation to children in the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness. To this end, in a major submission on the National Children’s Strategy, the Agency proposes a ten year government target to end severe child poverty and to halve child income poverty.

Commenting on this target, the Agency’s director Hugh Frazer said: "It is vital that we make the elimination of child poverty the cornerstone of our policies in relation to children This is fundamental to the welfare of children now and in the future. Setting a target will help to ensure this. Such a target is consistent with the government’s decision to consider including a child poverty target in the National Anti - Poverty Strategy. It is also in line with current thinking in the European Union, where Social Affairs Commissioner, Anna Diamantopoulou has proposed a reduction in child poverty throughout Europe of 50% by 2010." 

A key element in the Agency’s submission is to recommend a guaranteed minimum income standard of £30 to £40 per week for all children in need, depending on age. This would include a universal child benefit of £25 per week. The Agency has calculated that this child income support package would cost an annual £500m. This could be phased in over a three year period. 

"We can afford to do this", said Hugh Frazer. "With the current budget surplus, falling child numbers and the option to re-direct existing tax resources towards households with children the resources are available."

The Submission also recommends that the Government takes action to strengthen the rights of children in our laws and policies and adopts measures to combat discrimination and ensure equal opportunity for all children. The CPA also stresses the requirement for increased public subvention to children and the development of a co – ordinated strategy to tackle child poverty. The document prioritises the needs of poor children. CPA supported research has revealed that one quarter of Irish children are living in income poverty.

The Submission points out that Ireland has one of the highest national rates of child poverty in Europe and Irish children are up to twice as likely to be poor as adults. Half of the children living in poverty, in this country, live in unemployed families, and a sixth have parents who work full – time in the home. "Child poverty" said Mr Frazer, "denies the basic right of a child to an adequate standard of living, leads to social exclusion from everyday activities and has long - term effects on life chances." 

The Agency also makes proposals in regard to countering discrimination against specific groups of children, for example children with disabilities, Traveller children and children in disadvantaged urban and rural communities. It recommends that service providers adopt a programme of ‘affirmative action’ to address difficulties experienced by children who encounter discrimination. 

The Submission also calls for the establishment of an Oireachtas Committee to review all Government legislation and policy in relation to children and the setting up of an inter – departmental policy committee for children. It supports the Government’s decision to appoint an Ombudsperson with responsibility for children’s issues.
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