APPENDIX 1

LONDON COUNCILS DRAFT RESPONSE TO THE GOVERNMENT’S 2009 CHILD POVERTY CONSULTATION: ENDING CHILD POVERTY: MAKING IT HAPPEN

London Councils welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Government’s consultation document Ending Child Poverty: Making it Happen which outlines proposals for the Government’s 2009 Child Poverty Bill.  London Councils represents the 32 London boroughs and the City of London Corporation. London Councils delivers influence, improvement and excellent direct services for Londoners.

London Councils is committed to both tackling the causes and impact of child poverty and also to supporting London local authorities in delivering services that reduce child poverty. We have a track record of success which includes:

· Joint sponsorship of the London Child Poverty Commission with the Mayor of London

· Organising the London Child Poverty summit in conjunction with the Government’s Child Poverty Unit and the Mayor;

· Signing the London Child Poverty Pledge and encouraging London boroughs to do so;
· Producing a range of publications for London boroughs including a child poverty good practice guide, briefing note on LAAs and child poverty, and part-funding the Child Poverty Toolkit;

· Establishing a London Child Poverty Network with the Government Office for London to help London local authorities develop their activities and share good practice around tackling child poverty.

London local authorities also have a long track record of successfully delivering a range of services to tackle the causes and impact of child poverty including initiatives aimed at tackling worklessness, improving benefit take up and income maximisation, delivering childcare and early year provision and improving educational attainment.  London boroughs’ activity to tackle child poverty has increased in recent years and includes:

· Nine boroughs signing up to the London Child Poverty Pledge, with another eight London boroughs making a commitment to doing so;

· 11 London boroughs have committed to include the child poverty indicator (NI 116) as a priority in their Local Area Agreements (LAAs);

· A number of London boroughs are now working more pro-actively and effectively across departments to develop coordinated corporate responses to reduce child poverty, including Enfield, Islington and Waltham Forest; 

· Four London boroughs have also been selected to run Government funded Local Authority Innovation pilots (out of a total of 10 nationally), demonstrating the enthusiasm, knowledge and expertise that exists amongst London boroughs.

Good progress has been made in London through joint work between boroughs, London Councils, and in partnership with regional and national government. London Councils is determined to build on this progress, with boroughs supporting each other to improve local child poverty outcomes. Our commitment will benefit from continued and additional support from central Government.

However child poverty is likely to rise with the recession. Local and national government will find their room to act becomes more restricted, with falling tax revenues and rising unemployment.  There is a risk that the wider pressures of the recession will squeeze concern about child poverty from the top of the policy agenda. Extra effort must be made to keep attention upon this important issue and the need to address it. London Councils comments below on how the Government’s proposals can become a platform on which to ensure that progress on child poverty is maintained.
We comment below on further action at local and national levels that could accelerate progress on eradicating child poverty. 

What are the main constraints to tackling child poverty at the local level, and how central Government can support local authorities in overcoming these constraints?

There are a number of constraints on local authorities that impede their ability to most effectively tackle the causes of child poverty at the local level. London Councils would like the Government to consider further flexibilities in the areas of housing benefit regulations, tackling worklessness, particularly parental worklessness, increasing incentives to work and around the Childcare Affordability Programme that will overcome these constraints. Specifically we suggest that central government should:

· Implement the London Child Poverty Commission’s recommendation to extend the period that housing benefit payments continue once an individual moves into employment from 4 weeks to six months;

· Offer flexibility to preclude the 16-hour rule
; 
· Reconsider rules around LAA targets on worklessness that make it difficult to align local and mainstream (Jobcentre Plus) provision;

· Speed up DWP proposals around devolution that will give local authorities greater influence and control around DWP contracts. This will also lead to much better alignment of national and local employment provision;

· Improve employment and progression outcomes for parents in London by rolling out successful elements of the integrated skills and employment prototypes as quickly as possible

· Commit to mainstreaming those pilots from the Childcare Affordability Programme (CAP) 09 that are proven to be successful, working closely with London boroughs.

Whether the existing local performance framework is sufficient to ensure that all local areas take the necessary action to tackle child poverty? If not: 

The Local Area Agreement (LAA) framework is currently sufficient to monitor progression and performance around child poverty at a local level. It allows the Government to monitor and assess local authority activity against all national indicators that include a number of indicators relevant to tackling child poverty
. A local authority’s performance against all these indicators is monitored (though with a focus on priority indicators). Any significantly poor performance should be highlighted as part of the LAA refresh process.
London Councils has concerns about the consistency of the local level data currently available to local authorities to measure child poverty. Local authorities are currently unable to measure child poverty at the local level using the same data as the Government’s national measure. It is therefore vital that there is an agreed data set for local authorities to use which does not require local authorities to rely on a set of proxy indicators to measure child poverty locally, particularly if the Government introduces a mandatory child poverty indicator within LAAs.

Whether in addition to the existing local performance framework, a duty on local authorities and delivery partners (Options 1 and/or 2) should be introduced to incentivise more authorities to prioritise action to tackle child poverty? If so, what form should the duty take? 

If this is not sufficient, whether the Government should consider requiring all local authorities to set a specific child poverty target or a target from a ‘basket of indicators’. 

(Option 3) If a target is set, Government would be grateful for views on how this should be negotiated. Are there other, more effective steps that could be taken, within or outside new legislation, to incentivise more local authorities to prioritise taking action on child poverty?   

Recently created duties to co-operate at local level have already created a statutory framework capable of carrying forward the child poverty agenda. A further duty would only increase the incentives to act if accompanied by specific incentives that central government can offer. Without this related  support there is a risk that the effort put into preparing for new duties could divert attention from accelerating current action on child poverty. 

To avoid this risk London Councils propose that if any such statutory duty is considered then it should be accompanied by the introduction of flexibilities for local authorities in housing benefit, worklessness, childcare and early years provision as described above.
Additional targets will not accelerate the reduction of child poverty. As explained above the LAA regime  offers sufficient clarity with which to drive forward the child poverty agenda and hold all public services to account. If however Government decided to introduce a mandatory LAA target around child poverty, this should be a target from a ‘basket of indicators’ rather than a single target. This is because of the data concerns around local child poverty indicators outlined earlier and the fact that in London, the levels and nature of child poverty varies across boroughs and any targets need to reflect this.

The Beacon Councils Scheme and the establishment of the Local Authority Innovation pilots are useful additional approaches to assist local authorities in tackling child poverty.
Does the 2020 vision capture the key areas where action is required to ensure the greatest impact on reducing child poverty?

Are the building blocks the right ones towards 2020, including for those groups at particular risk of poverty?

The four Building Blocks set out in the Government’s 2020 Vision and the detailed objectives included under each block capture the breadth of complex factors underlying the child poverty challenge. London Councils agrees that the four Building Blocks include the key areas needing focus to tackle the causes and impact of child poverty. 

In terms of the appropriateness of the activities outlined for groups particularly at risk of child poverty there is a lack of detail around approaches for some black and minority ethnic groups who are disproportionately affected by child poverty. This is particularly the case in London, where, for example, additional activity around language support can be needed.

The success of any activity aimed at tackling child poverty will be dependant on its ability to be flexible to meet local variances.  Local authorities need to maintain the autonomy and scope to develop local solutions and agree local priorities to overcome challenges and to develop locally appropriate strategies and solutions.

Whether the inclusion of an absolute low income measure, to capture whether low income families see their real incomes increase over time, would provide additional value to our measure of success?

Whether the measure of success should be expanded beyond relative income, combined low income and material deprivation and persistent low income, to also include absolute low income? 

An absolute low income measure will not take into account the significant impact of higher living costs in London and is therefore not a useful additional measure. Given that over the long term, all incomes tend to rise, the focus should be on relative income measures. London Councils supports the proposal to expand the relative income measure to include material deprivation and the measure of persistent poverty. Both are useful and informative measures to inform policy development and activity to tackle child poverty.

Whether proposals to publish a strategy informed by an expert child poverty commission, and proposals to monitor and report on progress will drive the action needed?

London Councils does not support the proposal to publish an additional strategy on tackling child poverty as a significant amount of work has already been undertaken in London by the London Child Poverty Commission, the Government’s Ministerial Working Group and subsequent Ministerial Delivery Group.  The proposal to establish an expert child poverty commission to monitor, report on progress and drive action could be an effective way of ensuring that activity towards the 2020 target nationally is kept on track and coordinated. 
� The 16 hr rule (Type 1) forbids those claiming Housing Benefit who have passed their 19th birthday to studying for more than 16 hrs of guided learning per week, even if they are not claiming any other benefits. This applies to all levels of learning, from a basic ESOL (English as a Second Language) course to degree level study. The only people permitted to study for more than 16 hrs while claiming Housing Benefit are parents or people with disabilities.





� As outlined in London Councils/LCPC, Briefing note on child poverty and LAAs, 2008





