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Prioritise child and family poverty says Combat Poverty

“Tackling child and family poverty must be given the highest priority,” said Combat Poverty Agency Director, Helen Johnston, speaking today at the launch of the Agency’s Annual Report.

“2004 is the tenth anniversary of the United Nations International Year of the Family. For the first six months of 2004 Ireland will hold the presidency of the EU. This represents”, said Ms. Johnston, “ a unique opportunity for Ireland to promote family policy that supports all families, particularly those in poverty. During our Presidency, the EU will adopt a Joint Report on Social Inclusion analysing and drawing together the National Action Plans against Poverty and Social Exclusion prepared earlier this year by all member states, including Ireland.

“In Ireland”, said Ms. Johnston “it is estimated that approximately 71,000 households experience consistent poverty. What this means in real terms is that these people are living on an income of less than €172 per adult per week and do not have basic necessities such as food, clothes and heating.

The level of child poverty in Ireland is also relatively high, with 6.5% per cent of children at risk of consistent poverty and nearly a quarter of all under 18 year olds living in low income households. 

“The families identified with the greatest needs by Combat Poverty include,” she explained:

· Families with four or more children

· Lone parent families

· Single adult families, especially women

· Vulnerable families (e.g. homeless families, families from minority ethnic groups)

 “Addressing issues of family poverty at an early stage is critical,” said Ms. Johnston. “Child poverty damages children’s well-being as well as their future well-being as adults”

Combat Poverty makes a number of key recommendations to combat child and family poverty:  

· Fulfil the commitment to raise child benefit to €34.50 per week (€149.90) per month
· Increase the minimum social welfare rate to €150 per week (in 2002 terms).
· Expand the school meal/breakfast scheme
· Work towards universal access to high quality affordable childcare 

· Increase to 10,000 the number of pre-school places for disadvantaged children

· Extend support for families such as home-school-community liaison, Early Start, Breaking the Cycle
“Family and anti-poverty policy”, said Ms. Johnston “need to support people to move out of poverty. We need a vision of a poverty-free society and we need to achieve that vision by putting in place the policies to realise it.”
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