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The Right to an adequate standard of living: ACYA submission

OVERVIEW
In general ACYA supports the draft paper as regards child poverty and in this submission provides material from our report to the Committee on the Rights of the Child entitled “Children and Youth in Aotearoa 2010” and makes other observations.

ACYA
The submission “Rights to Education” gave our background.

This submission has been prepared by the ACYA Committee and the views expressed in it may not represent the views of each ACYA member.

CHILDREN AND YOUTH IN AOTEAROA 2010.
As part of the reporting process of the Convention on the Rights of the Child, ACYA has  completed its report. The report will be publically released at our Annual General Meeting on 17 September 2010. In the timing of your review we believe it is in the best interests of the child to provide you with extracts from our texts on an embargoed basis on the assumption this material will not be made public until after 17 September 2010. As part of this report, ACYA is preparing Working Paper(s) on the topic of “Child Poverty and Child health” and other papers where the  existence and effects of child poverty is addressed. These are currently being signed off and will be available for wider circulation after 17 September 2010. 
HUMAN RIGHTS REPORT 2004 AND MID TERM REVIEW 2008
Chapter 13 in the 2004 Report addressed this issue but with a focus on the right to housing which is being treated as a separate chapter.  The Mid Term report addresses child poverty under Paragraph 2.6 and poverty reduction in general at 6.2. 
TEXT COMMENTARY
The draft text addresses the right to an adequate standard of living and our focus is on the aspect of child poverty. This has its own heading on page 15. 

The last paragraph of the Foreword page 2 should be amended. The current government programme of social welfare reform (page 19)  and fiscal constraints indicates that a potential deterioration in  living standards is likely and the effects will take a couple of years to become manifest.

We would have expected the sustained work of Child Poverty Action Group (apart from footnote 51 and the Tax Credit case- page 11) to have been recognised especially their report “Left Behind”:
http://www.cpag.org.nz/resources/publications/res1213939891.pdf.
Noted their recent publication: “what work counts? Work incentives and sole parent families.
http://www.cpag.org.nz/resources/publications/res1280270366.pdf
 Taken together with “a Fair Go for all children” there is considerable research on child poverty and specific recommendations to be considered. We have no evidence that Government has given these the consideration they deserve.

Our enquiries indicate that the recent book “Coping with Complexity: child and adult poverty” is worth identifying as a resource and is available at: http://www.cpag.org.uk/publications/copingwithcomplexity/default.htm

We note that the UK Child Poverty Act seeks to measure absolute poverty, persistent poverty and material deprivation.  Oxford University has recently released its Multidimensional Poverty Index and that should be considered as a reference:
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=35323&Cr=undp&Cr1=

The creation of “Alternative Welfare Working group” should be identified:
http://www.alternativewelfareworkinggroup.org.nz/
The Bill mentioned in Footnote 62 has a name change and the Select Committee report is at:
http://www.legislation.govt.nz/bill/government/2010/0125/latest/DLM2827309.html
The effect on society will be tracked with concern.

Prachi Mittal
Peter Shuttleworth

ACYA Committee,
PO Box 41532 St Lukes
Auckland 1346

APPENDIX 1

EMBARGOED UNTIL 8PM FRIDAY 17 SEPTEMBER 2010

EXTRACTS FOR “THE RIGHT TO AN ADEQUATE STANARD OF LIVING”

Children and Youth in Aotearoa 2010

New Zealand Non-Governmental Organisations 

Alternative Periodic Report 

to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child
Articles 18(3), 26 and 27 (1) – (3) – Social security, child care services and standard of living

Child poverty   
6.32 In 2003 the UN Committee expressed concerns at the significant proportion of New Zealand children living in poverty, and that single parent families headed by women as well as Māori and Pacific Island families are disproportionately affected.
 The Committee recommended that the Government take appropriate measures to assist parents, in particular single parents, and others responsible for the child to implement the child’s right to an adequate standard of living.

6.33 Child poverty rates are increasing. In 2007/08 after taking housing costs into account, 28 percent of all children, were below a poverty line set at 60 percent of median income up from 22 percent the previous year.

6.34 In 2007/08 the hardship rate for sole parent families was around four times that of two parent families; beneficiary families with dependent children five times that of working families with children; Māori and Pacific people some two to three times that of those in the European or Other ethnic groups; and families with four or more children were much more likely to be in hardship than those with one or two children.
 Twenty-five percent of children with a disability live in a home that depends on welfare benefit payments and 28 percent of disabled children live in sole parent homes.
 

6.35 The global recession has adversely impacted on families with children. The number of children supported by a caregiver receiving a main benefit increased 16 percent from 199,108 in June 2008 to 230,642 in December 2009.
 There has been a substantial increase in the number of benefit dependent children and families seeking assistance from non-governmental organisations.

6.36 Māori, Pacific and young workers have been disproportionately impacted by the recession. For example in the year ending September 2009 the unemployment rate for Māori was 11.2 percent compared with 4.7 percent for non-Māori. Among Māori youth had the highest rates of unemployment, with 23 percent of those aged 15 to 24 years unemployed in September 2009.

Social assistance for families with children

6.37 From 2001 a number of policies, especially Working for Families and also including the return of the Income Related Rent policy and changes to the Accommodation Supplement were successful in reducing the number of children living in poverty for some years, but the poverty burden on children is increasing.
6.38 The largest component of Working for Families, the In Work Tax Credit is only available to families with dependent children who meet the working hours criteria, rendering most beneficiary families ineligible. This is despite the children of beneficiaries experiencing the greatest levels of financial and social hardship. 

6.39 In 2007, an independent evaluation reviewed how the Working for Families policy was developed. Policy development documents were obtained under the Official Information Act and key external stakeholders were interviewed. There is no evidence to indicate the Government considered its obligations under the Convention. Instead the policy makers and advisors described the priority as being increasing economic performance. Although the Child Poverty Action Group had laid a human rights complaint against the Crown about the Child Tax Credit (the predecessor to Working for Families), the Government did not consult with the Children’s Commissioner, the Human Rights Commission or the Child Poverty Action Group.
 

6.40 The Child Poverty Action Group brought a claim under the Human Rights Act 1993 before the Human Rights Review Tribunal that the In Work Tax Credit component of Working for Families is discriminatory against children whose parents are on benefits. The case goes back to 2002 and was raised in ACYA’s last report to the UN Committee. There have been some changes of the name and amount of the Tax Credit but the issues have remained the same. 

6.41 The Tribunal determined that the Government action was discriminatory and causes significant harm, but decided that such discrimination was the prerogative of a democratically elected government.
 The Child Poverty Action Group is appealing the decision to the High Court and the hearing is due late June.

6.42 The rise in unemployment with the recession means that some children who previously benefited from Working for Families will no longer be eligible.

Housing

6.43 Housing quality is variable. In 2004 it was estimated that 375,000 children were living in dwellings that were likely to be cold, damp and expensive to heat. In 2006, 39 percent of children under 14 years live in rented accommodation – a higher proportion than any other age group – and 80,000 were living in temporary accommodation (such as garages), with children being more likely than any other group to live in crowded housing, especially Pacific children (47 percent) and Maori children (28 percent).
 

6.44 Since then the government has introduced a major programme for subsidising installation of housing insulation and clean energy efficient home heating systems.

6.45 A 2010 review found children’s housing is also compromised in other ways. New Zealand has a large poorly performing housing stock that is too expensive for very many families with children and not designed flexibly to meet children’s needs. Planning of neighbourhoods largely ignores the developmental needs of children. Housing assistance in inadequate. Housing services are fragmented and limited.

Child care facilities

6.46 Please see Paragraphs 5.4 about very young children in childcare and 7.17 – 7.18 about changes in early childhood education. 
Reports from the Children’s Commissioner and non-governmental organisations

6.47 A 2008 Children’s Commissioner and Barnados report, A Fair Go for All Children,
 outlined actions to reduce child poverty in New Zealand. Recommendations include actions to give children a good start, supporting parents to work, ensuring an adequate income for all families with children and setting goals and targets for the elimination of child poverty. 

6.48 In 2008 the Child Poverty Action Group also released a report Left Behind: How Social and Income Inequalities Damage New Zealand Children
 which contains a set of specific recommendation regarding actions needed to reduce child poverty, including that the Government pledge to end child poverty in terms of all poverty measures, set an official poverty line at 60 percent of the median household disposable income after housing costs and set net income for those on benefits at this measure to prevent poverty and other recommendations related to health, education and housing policies.

Current reforms

6.49 The Government has recently established its Welfare Working Group to undertake “an expansive and fundamental review of New Zealand’s welfare system” with a focus on “how to reduce long-term welfare dependency.” “Adequacy of income from welfare” is not within the scope of the review.
 The Group is to report by the end of 2010. The Committee may like to ask the Government what the Group’s deliberations will mean for children.
6.50 The Government’s Social Assistance (Future Focus) Bill introduces a work-test to the sole parent Domestic Purposes Benefit which requires parents to work at least 15 hours per week when their youngest child reaches 6 years of age. Failure to comply will result in the benefit being halved. Sole parents on the minimum wage may end up worse off when work related expenses are taken into account. The Bill will not reduce child poverty.
 In order to benefit, parents will need to work at least 20 hours per week so that full advantage can be taken from the Working For Families income supplements. Sole parents will be competing for employment with the 168,000 unemployed people currently looking for work.
 
6.51 The Attorney-General stated that these reforms breach the Bill of Rights by discriminating on the basis of family status, marital status, and gender.
 The Minister acknowledged this was so. Women who are single, divorced or separated and caring for children, and men who have been widowed and are caring for children will have a work-test. Women on a widow's benefit caring for the same aged children will not face a work test and neither will older women living alone. 

6.52 The May 2010 Budget announced some major changes which will impact on children. A reduction in income, company and trust taxes will be of considerable benefit to those people who are better off. The Goods and Services Tax GST) is to be increased from 12.5 percent to 15 percent. GST applies to all goods and services, and will especially impact on those on low incomes who cannot afford to save or benefit from the lower tax rate for companies and trusts. People on benefits and receiving Working for Families will receive an increase to compensate for the rise in GST, but not an increase to compensate for other expected rises in costs for petrol and electricity, and the likely reductions in funding for health services and rise in part charges (including Accident Compensation Corporation funded services). Government funding for early childhood education services (please see Paragraph 7.18) was substantially reduced, which will impact on quality and/or charges. These changes are likely to lead to an increase in inequity and child poverty.

Recommendation
Adequate standard of living

27    The Government: 

(a) Adopts and implements legislation which has, as its purpose, the ending child poverty by 2020; 

(b) Gives priority in the legislation and in its implementation to those children in most need of support;

(c) Removes the discriminatory elements of Working for Families;

(d) Establishes a timetable for achieving targeted reductions in child poverty;

(e) Allocates responsibilities across government, including budgetary allocations, in order to end child poverty;

(f) Allocates responsibilities across central and local government, including budgetary allocations, to ensure that all children live in safe and healthy housing and neighbourhoods;

(g) Supports and provides education for parents to ensure that all children have nutritious food and adequate clothing; and

(h) Establishes ongoing independent monitoring and evaluations of progress with annual reporting of progress to Parliament.
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