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Visit to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland 

Report of the Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights 
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Summary   

The Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Philip Alston, undertook a mission 

to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland from 5 to 16 November 2018.  

Although the United Kingdom is the world’s fifth largest economy, one fifth of its population (14 

million people) live in poverty, and 1.5 million of them experienced destitution in 2017. Policies of 

austerity introduced in 2010 continue largely unabated, despite the tragic social consequences. 

Close to 40 per cent of children are predicted to be living in poverty by 2021. Food banks have 

proliferated; homelessness and rough sleeping have increased greatly; tens of thousands of poor 

families must live in accommodation far from their schools, jobs and community networks; life 

expectancy is falling for certain groups; and the legal aid system has been decimated.  The social 

safety net has been badly damaged by drastic cuts to local authorities’ budgets, which have 

eliminated many social services, reduced policing services, closed libraries in record numbers, 

shrunk community and youth centres and sold off public spaces and buildings. The bottom line is 

that much of the glue that has held British society together since the Second World War has been 

deliberately removed and replaced with a harsh and uncaring ethos. A booming economy, high 

employment and a budget surplus have not reversed austerity, a policy pursued more as an 

ideological than an economic agenda. 
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Introduction 
The Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights visited the United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Northern Ireland from 5 to 16 November 2018. The purpose of the visit was to report to 

the Human Rights Council on the extent to which the Government’s policies and programmes relating 

to extreme poverty are consistent with its human rights obligations and to offer constructive 

recommendations to the Government and other stakeholders. 

Overview 
 14 million people (one fifth of The UK’s population) live in poverty, four million of those are 

more than 50% below the poverty line, 1.5 million experienced destitution in 2017, unable to 

afford basic essentials; following drastic changes in government economic policy beginning in 

2010, poverty is once again on the rise 

 Government reforms have slashed the legal aid budget, leaving out large numbers of low-

income persons from the justice system; benefits have been denied to people with severe 

disabilities, pushing them into unsuitable work; single mothers have not been able to apply 

for appropriate allowances; care for those with mental illnesses has deteriorated dramatically; 

teachers’ salaries have been slashed; the number of emergency admissions to hospitals of 

homeless people increased sevenfold between 2008-2009 and 2017-2018 

 Austerity policies: deliberately gutted local authorities and effectively eliminated many social 

services, reduced policing services to skeletal proportions, closed libraries in record numbers, 

shrunk community and youth centres and sold off public spaces and buildings including parks 

and recreation centres; 

 This lad led to unheard-of levels of loneliness and isolation, prompting the Government to 

appoint a Minister for Suicide Prevention 

 Positive developments: 2018 budget introduction of changes to the Government’s Universal 

Credit (UC) Programme which will lead to some 200,000 people rising out of poverty; 

introduction of a minimum wage has helped reduce low pay 
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 But these developments are not enough – the Special Rapporteur met with people who 

depend on food banks, who have sold sex for money or shelter, young people who feel like 

gangs are their only way out of destitutions, persons with disabilities who are forced to go 

back to work; he witnessed tremendous resilience, strength and generosity – people across 

The UK are making it clear that they want to work, and are taking hard, low-paying and 

insecure jobs in order to put food on the table 

 Despite some reluctant policy tweaks, there has been a deeply ingrained resistance to change 

– The Government has made no secret of its determination to change the value system to 

focus more on individual responsibility, to place major limits on government support and to 

pursue a single-minded focus on getting people into employment. 

Government’s reaction to preliminary findings 
The Prime Minister ‘disagreed’ with the preliminary statement and the Secretary for Work and 

Pensions was ‘disappointed’ by its language, though the Undersecretary of State promised the 

Government would seriously consider the present report. 

Two talking points that fail to address the key concerns: 

 Employment  

o Unemployment rate lowest in 40 years and there are 3.3 million more people in work 

than in 2010 – yes, but this is partly due to growth in the workforce over time and 

because 2010 represented a low point following the global recession 

o Youth unemployment has dropped significantly – true, but this is also true at 

European level 

o 79% of the jobs that have been created since 2010 are full-time – true, but in-work 

poverty is a major and growing problem in the UK  

 Poverty  

o PM’s statements with regard to record low levels of absolute poverty – true, but 

‘absolute’ poverty is a selective, widely criticized and mostly unhelpful indicator and 

the Government has failed to adopt an official poverty measure 

o Reference point is 2010, the peak of the impact of global recession 

o Living in a working household does not bring freedom from poverty – nearly 60% of 

those in poverty are in a family when someone works 

Understanding poverty in the United Kingdom 
There is a striking and almost complete disconnect between the picture painted by the Government 

and what people across the country told the Special Rapporteur.  

 Discrepancy between measurements of poverty provided by independent surveyors and 

Governmental figures 

 Living in poverty can also take a severe toll on physical and mental health – more than a 

quarter of working-age people in the poorest fifth of the population experience depression or 

anxiety 
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 Gap in life expectancy between the most deprived and most affluent communities increased 

steadily from 2001 to 2016 

Measuring and monitoring poverty 
The Government should adopt ‘the new poverty measure’ proposed by the bipartisan Social Metrics 

Commission, an attempt to create a single comprehensive measure of poverty which has received 

impressive amounts of bipartisan support. Currently, the Government produces four different 

measures of people who live on ‘below average income’ which allows them to choose which numbers 

to use. 

Employment alone is insufficient 
Four million workers live in poverty, an increase of more than half a million in the last five years. In-

work poverty is rising faster than employment and is higher than any time in the last 20 years, driven 

by rising poverty among working parents. 

Dismantling the social safety net 
Important public programmes have been pared down, institutions that previously protected 

vulnerable people disappeared, social care services are at a breaking point and local government and 

devolved administrations are stretched far too thin. The policies pursued since 2010 amount to 

retrogressive measures in clear violation of the country’s human rights obligations. The ideological 

rather than economic motivation for the cutbacks is demonstrated by the fact that the United 

Kingdom spends £78 billion per year to reduce or alleviate poverty, quite apart from the cost of 

benefits.  

Weakening benefits’ capacity to help people escape poverty 
Dramatic contrast: 

 Commendable initiative – the ‘triple lock’ policy, ensuring that annual pension levels rise with 

whichever is highest among the rate of inflation, average earnings or 2.5% 

 Freeze on benefit rates for working-age people since 2016 allowed inflation to systematically 

reduce the value of benefits  

Decimating legal aid 
Legal aid has been dramatically reduced in England and Wales since 2012. The LASPO Act (Legal Aid, 

Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act) made most housing, family and benefits cases ineligible 

for aid; ratcheted up eligibility criteria; and replaced many face-to-face advice services with telephone 

lines. As a result, many poor people are unable to effectively claim and enforce their rights. 

Shrinking local government funding 
 In 2010, the Government pledged to radically change public services by cutting funding to 

local authorities in England – as a result, a 49% real-term reduction in government funding 

allocations from 2010-2011 to 2017-2018 has been recorded 

 As a result, local governments have reduced services, shuttered many public facilities and 

transferred a greater share of service costs to users, who are often the least able to pay 

Privatization 
The United Kingdom was a pioneer in privatizing previously public services across a wide range of 

sectors. In 2018, the National Audit Office concluded that the private finance initiative model had 
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proved to be more expensive and less efficient than public financing in providing hospitals, schools 

and other public infrastructure 

Shortcomings of Universal Credit 
Improving the social protection system 
The UC system is designed with a perverse and catastrophic five-week delay built in between when 

people file a claim and when they receive benefits. This “waiting period”, which in practice can 

actually stretch up to 12 weeks, pushes many who may already be in crisis into debt, rent arrears 

and serious hardship. 

Conditionality underpinned by punitive sanctions 
One of the key features of UC involves the imposition of strict conditions enforced by draconian 

sanctions for even minor infringements. Departmental and ministerial insistence notwithstanding, 

there is no clear evidence that blunt and harsh sanctions actually help claimants move closer to 

work. 

Universal Credit and the digital welfare State 
UC was the first major United Kingdom government service to be made “digital by default”, thus 

putting some of the most vulnerable first in line for what amounts to a nationwide digital experiment. 

Benefit claims are made online and the claimant interacts with authorities primarily through an online 

portal. The British welfare state is gradually disappearing behind a webpage and an algorithm, with 

significant implications for those living in poverty. This indirectly leads to a digital barrier that obstructs 

access to benefits, and particularly disadvantages women, older people, people who do not speak 

English and persons with disabilities. 

Poverty among specific groups 
Women, racial and ethnic minorities, children, single parents, persons with disabilities and members 

of other historically marginalized groups face disproportionately higher risks of poverty.   

Women  
 Women in the United Kingdom earn less than men, shoulder a greater amount of unpaid 

labour and are more likely to experience poverty 

 Single parents, 90% of whom are women, are more than twice as likely to experience 

persistent poverty as any other group, and 50% of children in single-parent households are in 

poverty  

Children 
Many of the recent changes to social support in the United Kingdom have had a disparate impact on 

children, including the deeply problematic two-child policy (the full impact of which is yet to be felt), 

the offensively implemented rape exception and the benefits cap.   

Persons with disabilities 
Nearly half of those in poverty – 6.9 million people – are from families in which someone has a 

disability. Persons with disabilities are more likely to be in poverty and are more likely to be 

unemployed, in insecure employment or economically inactive. 

Older persons 
 Despite the protections of the triple lock, pensioner poverty has begun to rise and by 2016-

2017 reached 16% 
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 An abrupt and poorly implemented change in the State pension age for women from 60 to 

66 has severely and unconscionably penalized those who were on the cusp of retirement 

and who had well-founded expectations of entering the next phase of their lives  

Ethnic minority groups 
Ethnic minorities are at a higher risk of becoming homeless, have poorer access to health care and 

experience higher rates of infant mortality. 

Asylum seekers 
Destitution appears to be a design characteristic of the asylum system. Asylum seekers are banned 

from working and limited to a derisory level of support that guarantees they will live in poverty. The 

Government promotes work as the singular solution to poverty, yet refuses to allow this particular 

group to work. While asylum seekers receive some basic supports such as housing, they are left to 

make do with an inadequate, poverty level income of around £5 a day. They also face major barriers 

to health care. 

Rural poverty 
Rural dwellers are particularly affected by cuts to transportation and public services and are at a higher 

risk of loneliness and isolation. Without adequate access to transportation, people may not be able to 

reach places of employment where they could otherwise get a job. And in an era of “digital by default”, 

lack of broadband Internet or access to libraries is particularly problematic. 

Devolved administrations 
Scotland and Northern Ireland each report spending some £125 million per year to protect people 

from the worst impacts of austerity and, unlike the United Kingdom Government, the three devolved 

administrations all provide welfare funds for emergencies and hardships. But mitigation comes at a 

price, and is not sustainable. 

Northern Ireland 
A £500 million mitigation package is set to run out in 2020, and its expiration could have dire 

consequences for people living in poverty. Long-term unemployment rates are more than twice those 

of the United Kingdom as a whole. 

Scotland 
Scotland has recently put in place ambitious schemes for addressing poverty, including the Fairer 

Scotland Action Plan and the Tackling Child Poverty Delivery Plan. It has also used newly devolved 

powers to establish a promising social security system, guided by the principles of dignity and social 

security as a human right and co-designed with claimants on the basis of evidence. The system 

eschews sanctions entirely and, in contrast to UC, is decidedly not digital by default. Rather, the stated 

goal is to make benefits equally accessible however people want to access them. It is too soon to say 

whether these steps will make a difference for people in poverty. 

Wales 
The Welsh Government has shifted its focus to increasing economic prosperity and employment as 

the gateway to poverty reduction. A poverty-specific action plan and the post of Minister for 

Communities and Tackling Poverty were scrapped in 2017. The new Prosperity for All Strategy, 

however, has no strategic focus or ministerial responsibility for poverty reduction, and lacks clear 

performance targets and progress indicators. 
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Brexit 
If Brexit proceeds, it is likely to have a major adverse impact on the most vulnerable. 

Conclusion and recommendations 
The United Kingdom Government should:   

 Introduce a single, multidimensional measure of poverty;  

 Systematically measure food security;   

 Request the National Audit Office to assess the cumulative social impact of tax and spending 

decisions since 2010, especially on vulnerable groups, with a view to identifying what would 

be required to restore an effective social safety net;   

 Reverse particularly regressive measures such as the benefit freeze, the two-child limit, the 

benefit cap and the reduction of the Housing Benefit, including for under-occupied social 

rented housing;  

 Restore local government funding needed to provide critical social protection and tackle 

poverty at the community level, and take varying needs of communities and differing tax 

bases into account in the ongoing Fair Funding Review;  

 Initiate an independent review of the efficacy of changes to welfare conditionality and 

sanctions introduced since 2012 by the Department of Work and Pensions;  

 Train Department staff to use more constructive and less punitive approaches to 

encouraging compliance;   

 Eliminate the five-week delay in receiving initial UC benefits;   

 Ensure that the benefit truly works for individuals, including by facilitating alternative 

payment arrangements and reviewing the monthly assessment practices;   

 Review and remedy the systematic disadvantage inflicted by current policies on women, as 

well as on children, persons with disabilities, older persons and ethnic minorities;   

 Re-evaluate privatization policies to ensure that the approach adopted achieves the best 

outcomes for the citizenry rather than for the corporate sector; transport, especially in rural 

areas, should be considered an essential service and the Government should ensure that all 

areas are adequately and affordably served.  
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