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What future for a devolved approach to opposing poverty? Some reflections 

from research and from experience 

 

We live in extraordinary times. A banking crisis in 2008, a Euro-crisis not long after, 

the identification of deficit as the biggest single challenge facing the nation, the 

announcement of a period of austerity – largely described as a temporary tightening 

of belts – and next time you look we are facing at least a decade of recession, 

vanishingly little prospect of growth, and what feels like a fundamental re shaping of 

the social contract between the individual and the state.  

And suddenly, as if from nowhere, in the middle of all of this rapid global turmoil, a 

culprit was discovered.  The reason we were told that we were facing such difficulties 

was simple: too much money was being spent on the poor. We would all need to 

make sacrifices, we had all spent like drunken sailors, and all of us, including the 

poor, would need to contribute to the necessary purging of this public debt.   

So what was really happening?  

I am going to argue tonight that actually we are experiencing the confluence of three 

very different pressures, and together these three are threatening us with a decade 

of destitution. I am going then to argue that while reform of welfare is undoubtedly 

needed, the combination of the different elements that are currently being 

implemented neither reform welfare, reduce costs, or meet the needs of the modern 

economy.  I will then discuss the relationship between welfare and poverty, and 

argue that while welfare on its own will never end poverty, welfare poorly configured, 

badly planned and under-funded can entrench poverty, and finally argue that unless 

we take serious notice of the neighbourhood, regional and national manifestations of 

poverty we are condemned to always repeat the same arguments.  And encounter 

the same suffering, and waste of potential.  

So what has happened in national discourse to get us to a position where the poor 

are blamed for the state of the economy, and the major prescription for recovery 

seems to be reducing the benefits bill?  

The first stream in this discourse is undoubtedly about money. Our welfare benefits 

bill is, taken in aggregate, a very significant proportion of our public expenditure. In 

2011–12, over £200 billion was spent on social security benefits in Great Britain. 

This amounts to approximately £3,324 for every man, woman and child in the 
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country, or 13.5% of GDP. At 29%, expenditure on social security represents by far 

the largest single function of government spending. Just over £20 billion is spent on 

Housing Benefit. These are large numbers and they cost us a lot of money.  

 

Whether it is good value for money, is of course a question. Whether it is caused by 

an overheated housing market and ludicrous rent levels is another. When it is 

increased by the need to subsidise wages which do not themselves support 

subsistence the costs are bound to be high. There are all sorts of reasons for a high 

bill, but it is a significant amount of money and it would be odd if a country at a time 

of apparent challenge to its level of public expenditure did not note the level. So, a 

big number at a challenging time.  

 

The second stream in this discourse is more contentious. The system of welfare 

benefits has not worked very well for a long time. In the 1960s and 1970s it was 

challenged by the Claimants Unions who protested at the invasive approach of the 

(then DHSS,) the cohabitation rules, the demeaning nature of the relationships, the 

perceive unfairness of the regulations, and the sheer inadequacy of the benefits 

provided.  

 

Indeed a glance at the four demands of those angry, noisy Claimants Unions is 

salutary. For what did they demand?  

 The right to adequate income without means test for all people 

 A free welfare state for all with services controlled by people who use it,  

 no secrets and the right to full information 

 no distinction between the serving an undeserving poor 

The huge social change movements of the 1960s achieved a great deal, and the 

concurrent demands of so many have since been met. But strikingly the demands of 

the Claimants Union seem to me to be as apposite today as they ever were.  

 

For a long time those concerned about poverty and the relief of poverty, have argued 

that the current system traps people in poverty. It does not account for individual 

circumstances, does not account for local variation, a subject to which I will return, 

and does not make it easy for people to deal with a demanding, voracious and wildly 

volatile labour market. In short the current system was not seen by many recipients 

of benefits, or by their advisers, as remotely fit for purpose.  

 

What is more the current system had grown, as has  so much in British public policy, 

through a process of accretion and adaptation, so that it is now as far from 

Beveridge blueprint for a self-funding contributory system as you can imagine.  

 

The complex architecture of welfare benefits, with a few exceptions, has never been 

used by everyone. If the NHS has rightly been described as the institution 
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commanding more support than any religion, (a slightly dented analogy just now), 

and 93% of children use state schools,  the system of social security has for a long 

time been a system which many could ignore, and all but those directly engaged 

could adopt a position of determined ignorance. 

 

So an expensive system, criticised by those who understand it, loathed by those who 

use it and unrecognised by the majority who do not make use of it directly. It is not 

surprising that attack has been easy to mount and difficult to counter. 

  

But the third strand of the political discourse and the one that makes our current 

predicament so toxic, is the way in which we now talk about people and places in 

poverty. The coarsening of the language reflecting the transatlantic tradition, far 

more than our European tradition of solidarity , talks about skivers and strivers, 

demonises those who are poor, and sees any support to poor people as, in the 

words of that extraordinarily outspoken  US Senator, ‘investing in losers’. No dignity 

in labour here. The poor pitted against the very poor. No recognition that the cleaner 

in the office is as much a wealth creator as the tycoon who so totally depends on 

her. Nor recognition that unless children are raised and disabled people cared for,   

our society will not be one in which in any of us wish to live. No recognition that we 

all benefit from a system that, however, imperfect, protects all of us. (Anyone who 

has visited a country with absolutely no safety net will know exactly how dangerously 

exposed they felt, as well as quite how diminished the quality of her lives became. ) 

 

 

But a note of caution here. In discussing this with colleagues at JRF someone 

suggested it might seem like a critique of the UK government. Absolutely not. This 

language is not owned by any one party or any one government. It has seeped in to 

the whole debate at local authority level and among all political parties. Do you 

remember the infamous London Labour local authority poster inviting us to ‘shop a 

scrounger’? Do you recall the almost hysterical response in Her Majesty’s Opposition 

at the prospect that a speech might risk signalling anything other than harshness 

towards those who are not at the moment in work?  And throughout all this, in all 

political parties, and in the press, the overwhelming trivialising and simplistic 

suggestion that poverty and virtue are somehow misaligned. That poverty is a single 

experience, and that anyone with enough effort could simply by their sheer 

‘character’ stop being poor.  Whether you describe people as being poor souls in 

need of evangelising rescue, or as deliberately idle wastrels, the simplification of the 

issue of poverty is heard in all parties, at all levels, and in all ways treats people in 

poverty as either wicked or hopeless, but never as simply unlucky.  

 

And it is not just the unthinking lazy shorthand of a few journalists that creates what 

my colleague Gary Rae has called ‘convenient strangers’ out of people in poverty. 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/2013/02/language-people-poverty
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Public statements by well-informed people repeatedly   fly in the face of what all the 

research categorically tells us. Employment is only a route of poverty for some. The 

murky end of the labour market offers work that is fitful, short term, and comes and 

goes with little notice. There are parts of the country with no jobs to apply for. 

Housing is extraordinarily expensive in most parts of the UK, and where housing is 

more affordable there are very few jobs.  No return to growth will ever happen unless 

young people are able to move. Children born in poverty grow up to be poor adults. 

All these things are true, well evidenced and yet the tone of political discourse 

relentlessly ignores these facts. No wonder public attitudes harden year on year, and 

the lives of people in poverty become the subject for either disdainful dismissal or 

stereotyped inaccurate caricature.  

 

Three big drivers, hitting a country with a fiscal gap. Together influencing the agenda 

of a country which, we now know from the OBR, faces an indefinite period in which 

our productivity will lag behind our expectations.  

 

So where does this take us? It has brought us to the position where over the next 

few months we will witness the most extensive revision of the mass of rules and 

regulations governing the ways in which we provide support in time of need (and I 

use that phrase carefully). An entirely new approach to the allocation of such support 

in Universal Credit, significant reductions in the ways in which the sums are 

calculated for a host of things from housing benefit to uprating. A commitment to 

digital by default, which means the poorest people in the country need to conduct 

their transactions with the state, both national and local, digitally. A turbo charged 

approach to ‘encouraging’ disabled people to go to work, and a complicated cat’s 

cradle of changes intended to do two things – to encourage everyone to work more, 

and at the same time to reduce costs.  

 

Faced with what feels to many of us like a dangerous crisis, it is important to step 

back a little from the immediate chaos and ask a number of straightforward 

questions. Could it work? Is the new system designed to work better than the old? 

(And if so where is the evidence?) And if there are flaws in the system, can they be 

fixed? Bewailing from the side-lines may result in an excitable twitter feed, but it is no 

more compelling than all the opposing voices blaming people for their poverty.  

 

 

 

 

 

In 2009 when Universal Credit was a gleam in the eye of Iain Duncan Smith and his 

Centre for Social Justice, JRF looked hard at the proposals. We concluded that they 

did not constitute a silver bullet (because of course there is no silver bullet, ever). But 
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on the face of it their proposal did seem to address a real problem. Smoothing the 

route into and out of work reflected the fact that people are rarely working or not, but 

moving between low paid jobs, supported by benefits, and back to benefit s again.  

Our early estimates were that if implemented carefully, these proposals did have the 

potential to help just fewer than 1 million people over the poverty line.  

 

But we had two major caveats: the first was that it would be incredibly expensive to 

do this well, and effectively, and the second was they should only try to do it when 

the labour market was booming. Introducing it at a time when major reductions were 

sought, and at a time when the labour market was in poor shape risked losing 

everything.  

 

How right we were.  

 

But what we did not of course, factor in at that stage was quite how many other 

changes would come in at the same time. Listing them risks missing one or two, or 

giving undue prominence to one over the other. It also risk treating them as separate 

interventions, each assessed on its merits and managed separately. But just as a 

start:  

- Reductions in Council tax benefits 

- Capping of the total income from benefits 

- The bedroom tax. 

- New tests for work capability with resultant sanctions.  

- Payment of benefits monthly 

- Payment to the head of the household 

- Rent direct to the head of household, not the landlord  

- Digital by default  

And many, many more. Together, and in combination, these changes fundamentally 

affect the ways in which people will subsist, pay their rent, seek work, and make the 

difficult and challenging decisions we all need to make as we navigate our lives. But 

they will do that at time when rents continue to rise fast, the price of food and fuel 

rises exponentially, and indeed is the biggest single driver of inflation, as well as 

constituting the largest portion of the expenditure of every poor person.  

 

But you know all this. In Wales you have had report after report describing what will 

happen.  

 

 

 

A recent paper by the Welsh Government assesses the impact of WR in Wales:  

http://wales.gov.uk/topics/educationandskills/publications/reports/analysingreforms/?lang=en
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Key points from the paper: 

 Wales has a higher dependence on welfare benefits 

 On average, households in Wales can expect to lose 4.1 per cent of their income 

(or £1,110 per year) due to tax and benefits changes by 2014-15 

 South Wales Valleys and the inner city areas of Cardiff, Newport and Swansea 

are most likely to be disproportionately impacted by the benefit changes 

Excellent reports from End Child Poverty Cymru, from housing associations and from 

others also draw attention to real risks. 

And of course the excellent work done by Bron Afon housing association illustrated 

vividly, coherently and accurately the way in which the pilot scheme for the bedroom 

tax will affect real people’s  lives immediately.  

So what does all this amount to? Is this the once in a lifetime attempt to modernise 

our creaky system of welfare, introduce some much needed rigour , create a system 

fit for the modern world, and meet people’s needs for a more flexible, more tailor 

made system? Or is it a catastrophe which will do nothing but plunge people into 

desperate poverty?  

Of course the reality is that neither caricature is right.  

It is instead a muddle – a range of different measures, each with different objectives, 

with no clear organising purpose. A mixture of measures, some driven by the need to 

reduce costs, others by a desire to change behaviour, others still by a political wish 

to signal to a sceptical public that something is being done. In public policy we know 

that mixed and conflicting objectives will always result in confused and ineffectual 

policies. We may be writing in real time a case study which will fascinate academics 

and others for decades, but the price will be paid by those in need.     

It is my view that the new measures, and I cannot call them a system,  does some 

things that are deeply worrying, and which stem from a failure to understand properly 

the complexity of individual lives, and the reality of the combination of the housing 

market and the labour market in different parts of the country.  Capping the uprating 

increase by 1% removes the only insulation the poorest people in society had 

against the rigours of inflation.  Removing housing benefit from those deemed to be 

under occupying (the bedroom tax) is, if nothing else, an extraordinary intervention 

by the state in the lives of tenants. And moving the payment to the head of 

household reverses that historic victory of Barbara Castle in moving cash form the 

‘wallet to the purse’ and in do so doing recognising so much about the  role of 

women in poor households. Paying rent to the individual rather than the landlord 

trades security for cash - a trade most of us would not wish to make.   
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And over and above all of this, a sanctions regime that all the evidence suggests will 

not work to drive behaviour instead produces real fear. By using the threat of 

destitution to drive behaviour we have finally and absolutely removed the notion that 

there is a real and reliable, if imperfect safety net.  

That is why I warn of a decade of destitution. I believe we will witness people in the 

sort of poverty we did not expect to see on these shores. I believe that the small 

number of people currently deemed – in that ghastly bureaucratic jargon- to have no 

recourse to public funds- will be joined by hundreds and thousands of people with 

literally nothing.  People suddenly told there will be no income at all for a week, two 

weeks, and three weeks as a sanction for some infringement of the job seeking 

rules. People, whose benefit is stopped, because they missed an appointment.  And 

of course the more chaotic and marginal your life, the more these sanctions will bite.  

But I also think we will see the rise of people who are simply not coping. People 

whose habitual method of juggling extortionate doorstep lending, with settling bills, 

with trying to pay for food, will find themselves with simply not enough. And for every 

person who tells their landlord that they will just find the rent to cover for £15 per 

week missing HB, in a year it seems to me that  we will find several soon 

dangerously in debt.  

I think all this not because I dispute some of the assessments of the changes. 

Government analysts have worked diligently to predict the downside risk of each and 

every one of these changes. But they have looked at them individually. After all, they 

come from different departments, with different risk assessments, and, as I have 

argued, stem from very different motives. They have not looked at them 

cumulatively. And it is the cumulative impact which will result in the distress I am 

describing because complex lives are unlikely to be supported by single benefits.   

The IFS study on the impact of welfare reform in Wales published yesterday 

provides us all with precisely the information that is needed.   

So I am gloomy in the short term. Desperately so. But I am and remain an optimist.  

I want to spend what remains of this talk on what can be done, what should be done, 

and what an alternative future could look like.  

So what can be done?  Governments can mitigate. Landlords, local authorities, 

voluntary organisations, can plan and respond. And we can all measure and 

understand impact.  
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There are opportunities for mitigation and governments in Edinburgh and Belfast, 

and now in Cardiff, are taking some of these  The Welsh Government has just made 

a  decision to make good DWP's cut to council tax benefit  - so there should be no 

impact this year.  A politically articulated fear of the impact of welfare reform, and 

recognition of the potential downstream costs, is driving governments in the three 

devolved nations, to consider steps which can provide some limited protection. Of 

course the Westminster government is, in practice, giving differential treatment to 

each, and the historic vagaries of the historic constitutional settlements will make the 

room for manoeuvre asymmetric at the least. But some form of national adjustment 

is possible, and it seems to me, urgent. If devolution means anything it must mean 

the ability to vary both the pace and the impact of some of these changes, in order to 

protect and support.  

Everyone involved in the, lives of people in poverty is already adapting their service: 

whether it is planning for responding to destitution through the provision of food 

banks, or creating loan companies to support those in real trouble, the risk register of 

every organisation engaged in this field is flashing red, or at the very least amber, 

and all organisations are changing what they do to prepare.  

Closely associated with this is the need to gather evidence. Destitution, and its 

close twin of desperation, are readily hidden. They tend not to attract the limelight. 

The minimum we owe those being so sorely affected is the close and detailed 

gathering of evidence, so that in every town, city and country we can enumerate the 

difference made, understand precisely the impact, and be in a stronger position to 

argue forcibly for a new and better settlement.  

 Mitigation, avoidance and record keeping are necessary. They are not sufficient. 

Just as social security, in any form, is not the only answer to poverty, so too the 

current welfare reform programme is not the cause of deep entrenched and 

damaging poverty.  

There are huge opportunities in devolved nations to do things differently. Wales 

enjoys the benefits of scale. It is easy for an outsider to over- state the extent to 

which scale enables a whole government response to be galvanised, joining up 

action across all the essential sorts of intervention.  But it is also easy for insiders not 

to appreciate the very real advantages that you have in the nature, scale, and 

capability of your governance. Now is the time to maximise its use. The integrated 

poverty strategy published by the Welsh Government last year does illustrate the 

ability to intervene, and in doubling the Flying Start programme to show the rest of 

the UK some of the decisive action that we all need. The refresh of the strategy later 

this year is eagerly awaited and I am glad that JRF has been able to contribute in a 

small way to it.  
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At JRF we have launched a major programme over four years to develop costed, 

evidenced plans to support an anti-poverty strategy in each of the four nations. 

Three months into that programme I cannot pretend to know anything about what will 

emerge from it, and it would not be right for me to suggest what will be there. But I 

can end this talk by describing some of the things that I know will need to be 

considered urgently in these different strategies.  

The first is incredibly important in Wales. It is about the spatial nature of poverty. 

No one who knows Wales, even a little, can fail to be shocked by the entrenched, 

deep and multi-generational poverty that exists in some parts of this country. This is 

of course not the same as multi-generational benefit dependency or its close cousin 

multi-generational benefit dependency. JRF funded research has well and truly de- 

bunked the myth that there are families who have not worked for generations. That 

stereotype belongs with all the other misleading and damaging stereotypes. But 

entrenched poverty, frequently in families with working members, does cast its dark 

shadow through the generations, and is very often spatially determined.  

The nature of deindustrialisation has left some parts of Wales facing entrenched 

poverty not because of individual characteristics, but because of the way in which 

that huge jolt to the economic infrastructure of the country scarred the economy. No 

welfare system is sensitive to the sort of regional concentration of poverty evident in 

Wales, but in the face of some of the figures that JRF and other routinely report, 

recognition of the nature of local, regional effects on poverty cannot be ignored.  

The second is about the nature of the labour market. To try and address poverty at 

the time when the labour market is creating poorly paid, unreliable jobs, with no 

prospect of security let alone progression, is like running up a down escalator. Work 

may be one of the best routes out of poverty. The sort of work currently available – 

where it exists at all - entrenches poverty just as surely as the much maligned 

system of social security. Investment in good quality childcare, and in good quality 

care for older people, does not just generate jobs it also provides an essential part of 

the infrastructure that a functioning labour market needs, along with a transport 

system that suits the reality of the modern labour market. Infrastructure intervention 

is central. So too is intervention in the   labour market to ensure that it is not in itself 

a cause of poverty.  

The conventional wisdom is that the state should only intervene in case of market 

failure. The numbers of people living in deep and entrenched poverty seem to me to 

be clear and unequivocal evidence of market failure.  
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And the third is about the nature of modern family life, communities and 

relationships. We know a little about how families support each other, share resource 

and manage through difficult times. And we also know that the nature of family life, 

the ways in which people raise children, and the demands of the labour market, are 

all affecting the ways in which we relate. Some communities can provide the social 

capital that gets people through tough times, as others can also be so depleted of 

resource that they are powerless in the face of global change.  Guy Standing wrote 

memorably about the precariat – that global class of people with little sense of 

belonging, and little loyalty. How much more damaging and risky is the precariat of 

poverty. Our entire way of living is based on the assumption that loyalty, the ties of 

belonging and a sense of shared responsibility will result in solidarity and mutual 

support. We need to pay exquisite attention to what is really going on. We risk 

ignoring it at our peril. 

Anti-poverty strategies are urgently needed. We can no longer afford as a still 

wealthy county the levels of poverty that every report, however you choose to 

measure it, describes. We cannot afford poverty because it is wasteful. It leaches 

capacity and capability at a time when we need to be globally competitive to have 

any chance of recovery. It costs us a fortune as the figures I started with suggest. 

And its risk is enormous. To blindly enter a decade of destitution without mitigating, 

interfering, recording and reporting would be a gross responsibility. So too would a 

simple acceptance of this sort of change. For JRF with our mission to search out the 

reasons, demonstrate the solutions in order to influence real and lasting change, the 

agenda is clear. We need to work with many others to ensure that we can make a 

difference.  
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