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INTRODUCTION

Aston Community Involvement Unit is a team of community development, community
accountancy, administrative and research workers set up to assist and empower groups in
Newham's voluntary sector. In our borough multiple social deprivation is widespread, to the
extent that over 30% of households receive income support and/or housing benefit while
local welfare rights professionals estimate that up to 60% of households are eligible for
means tested benefits. In consequence we are often working with groups and individuals for
whom poverty is a real issue.

This paper is an attempt to do three main things. Firstly, it offers some definitions,
examples and a social analysis of the nature of poverty in our setting. Secondly, it explores
the value basis from which attempts to alleviate urban poverty in Newham should begin.
The value positions taken fit in with the philosophy statement of Aston Charities and with
the writer's own commitments, which both ultimately derive from Christian principles.
But they are not to be seen as exclusive, necessary or superior for useful work in this area.
Indeed we hope many non-Christians will share common ground with us. Thirdly it examines
a range of different strategies, some well tested, some experimental, which may be of use in
our local community as part of a programme to combat poverty. We want to make clear
from the outset that these strategies have very limited goals at the local level. They cannot
hope to address the causes of poverty at the macroeconomic or societal level or to bring
about the radical reform of the welfare benefit system which is required. However, these
local strategies can also serve as reservoirs of experience and knowledge about the struggle
against poverty and as symbols of hope, or acted parables to encourage and inform a wider
political movement.

The paper began as a concept paper for our team as we are seeking to develop an
action research initiative in the field, but is now offered to a wider audience to promote
discussion and to encourage collaboration between agencies in this type of work. Although
wide reading of the specialist literature has been necessary as a background to this work the
paper is not meant to be academic in style and therefore bibliographical references are
minimal. The main sources of statistics given are various _publications of the Child Poverty
Action Group and Newham Borough Trends 1980.

2. WHAT IS POVERTY? DEFINITIONS

There are many ways of defining and measuring poverty. In ordinary language to be
poor is 1o be without resources, without enough capital and income to meet basic needs.
However, the idea of need is a relative one, for at the very least needs can be arranged in a
hierarchy, from food, clothing and shelter which are needed to maintain life, to the tycoon's
"need" for a yacht in order to entertain potential customers in an appropriate style. Thus a
distinction has often been made between the absolute poverty of many landless peasants,
refugees and street dwellers in the "Two Thirds World" of Asia, Latin America and Africa,
and the relative poverty experienced by non-employed residents of inner city council
estates in Britain.

Nonetheless we would want to argue that this latter type of poverty which we
encounter day by day in the community where we live and work is real poverty, and in
extreme cases can approach the absolute poverty levels of the Two Thirds World. It is real
because people do not have enough capital or income to enable them to meet those
requirements defined by the majority of people everywhere as "basic needs" for even a
modest lifestyle. Children, and their mothers often do go hungry, families cannot afford new
shoes and clothing, thousands of homes are cold, damp and unhealthy while mounting debt
leads to disconnections from gas and electricity supplies, and evictions from homes. No-one
who has seen homeless people sleeping rough and begging on our city streets can deny the
existence of poverty in Britain today.



There are, of course, differences in degree of poverty between individuals and
households. But even those who manage to keep their heads just above water in terms of
food, clothing and shelter do not enjoy a decent share of the national economic cake. Relative
poverty for them means a daily struggle with the household budget, and an experience of
powerlessness and exclusion from the lifestyle portrayed as desirable and normal in the
media. By this criterion, poor people are those who do not have enough resources to make
significant choices about major aspects of their lifestyle, and are excluded by poverty from
participation in (for example) leisure activity, home and car ownership, holidays and
shopping for consumer goods. They do not have the power to choose where they live, whether
or where they work, what type of health care or education to use for their children, or to
become effectively organised and involved in democratic politics, all of which are seen as
basic freedoms, needs or even rights by society in general.

A number of attempts have been made to set up relatively objective measures of
poverty starting with Booth and Rowntree at the turn of the century. Their standard was the
income required for a person or household to keep fit enough to work. Current work by the
Family Budget Unit at York University (FBU 1990) and by the Campaign Against Poverty
(Stitt 1991) develops this approach in terms of costing a nutritious diet, adequate clothing,
household expenses etc. and comparing them with Social Security Benefit rates. A variation
on this is the approach of the Breadline Britain TV series which used public opinion surveys
to define a set of basic necessities such as hot meals, heating, non damp homes. Households
unable to afford three or more items of the set were defined as in poverty.

Although the Beveridge plan for pensions, sickness and unemployment relief was
built on insurance based benefits, the principle of human need defined from the outside was
the basis of the welfare system as it developed in the post war period (National Assistance
became Supplementary Benefit and now Income support). For many years now we have
become accustomed to poverty statistics measured in terms of the supplementary
benefitVincome support levels, and to such statements as "in 1987, 11.5 million people
were living at or below S.B. level, and a further 6 million at less than 110% of this figure.”
While such figures give a real insight into the experience of poverty the standard set by
S.B./L.S. rates is constantly changing, with the ironic result that a rise in benefit rates
actually brings an automatic increase in the number of people defined as poor.

More recently poverty statistics compiled by such agencies as CPAG have
concentrated on the relative distribution of the national income. They have been expressed as
"the poorest 'nth' of the population exists on incomes which are only X% of the average
national income”. Even the government definition of poverty is now centred on households
receiving less than half the national average household income. This way of measuring
poverty has the advantage that issues of equality and social justice are more immediately
apparent.

In fact, such statistics are measures of inequality rather than poverty. The danger
in this approach is that it is possible to argue as government ministers have done that
poverty has been eliminated, even the poor have become better off, and that the inequality
which persists and grows is desirable as an incentive for the growth of the national economy.

The newer method does have some other advantages. With inequality measures, it is
easier to make cross national comparisons (important at a time of developing European
integration) and to quantify changes over time. They produce some shocking statistics in a
period in which the overall economic cake is growing, but unemployment is rising, while
welfare benefit policy is generally becoming meaner. For example it has been shown that
between 1975 and 1985 the numbers of people receiving less than 50% of national average
income rose from 3.6 million (6.7%) to 6.6 million (12%). In addition, between 1979
and 1988 the net real disposable income level of the poorest 10% of the U.K. population rose
by only 2% compared with an average rise of 35.5%. Meanwhile in terms of share of the
national post tax income the poorest 20% of the population reduced its share from 6.4% in
1977 to 5.1% in 1988, while that of the richest 20% went up from 39% to 45%.



Income statistics do not, however, present the whole picture. First of all they take no
account of capital resources (wealth), most commonly in the form of owner occupied
property, or mortgages secured against such property, or of levels of education or
marketable skills. Both of these factors can in favourable circumstances be used over the
long term as a stepping stone to escape chronic poverty, or at least to prevent the downward
drift into it, although they are never a guarantee of survival. Of course a study of the
distribution of these types of wealth only underlines again the fundamental inequalities of

British society.

Although inequalities in wealth have been decreasing because of the growth of home
ownership and share ownership by the affluent middle and skilled working classes, the fact
remains that in 1987 50% of wealth was owned by the richest 10% of the population and
only 7% by the poorest 50% of the population. In view of these figures the share of wealith
owned by those living on benefits is obviously negligible.

Secondly, income statistics take no account of community resources, and it is without
doubt that in some communities individual and household poverty is compounded by multiple
deprivation, a depressed local economy, poor social and community services, schooling
which produces poor results when measured by conventional academic standards, and a
general lack of resources. Newham is a prime example of such a community, ranked second
after Hackney in the Department of Environment league tables for muitiple deprivation
(with a z score of 5.84). Despite investment in the Docklands part of the borough, job losses
have continued (40% of manufacturing jobs lost since 1979) and unemployment has risen
to around 17% in late 1991. Despite special funding for urban programme projects from
central government and a high poll tax of over £300, public services have been
progressively reduced. Undoubtedly the average "social wage" of the average Newham
resident which includes non-cash income such as education, health and social services is
declining, and is low in comparison with other more affluent areas. Voluntary sector and
charitable activity is increasingly short of funds and must rely on grants and donations from
outside, since unlike affluent areas there is no large pool of excess wealth in which to appeal
for generosity.

Even within the borough there are neighbourhoods such as Council estates in the
South and multi-racial neighbourhoods in the North which bear the brunt of community
poverty. Some neighbourhoods such as North Wollwich and Silvertown, or the Carpenters
Road area of Stratford are further affected by geographical isolation and or poor public
transport, and feel cut off from access to cheap supermarkets, leisure facilities, and the
local and national government offices on which many people depend.

It is also important to note that poverty is not necessarily equal to debt. It is
possible (although hard) by skilful budgeting to survive on a low income without running
into debt. indeed if one is poor it is not easy to obtain credit except in its most rudimentary
forms, for small amounts at disadvantageous terms, for example through catalogues or loan
sharks. But even they have their "blacklists". On the other hand many affluent people
easily obtain large amounts of credit, and/or are encumbered with major debts. Sometimes
these are manageable and secured loans such as mortgages subsidised by the Inland Revenue,
or cheap car loans from an employer. Yet with the recent rise in unemployment many
families who overstretched themselves with massive mortgages in the late 1980's are
finding themselves homeless and suddenly back among the poor. Other debts among the
affluent can also be problematic, such as unsustainable credit card or hire purchase
commitments. Indeed in the event of a crisis such as redundancy or divorce they, too, can be
the starting point for a slide towards poverty.

At the practical level, especially when it comes to developing community work
strategies for the alleviation of poverty there is much to be said for a definition of poverty
which centres on the experience of poor people themselves. Without overturning any of the
definitions already referred to, or jettisoning the accepted statistical measurements which
are essential for describing the dimensions of poverty, we would propose therefore, the
following working definition.



A PERSON OR HOUSEHOLD (OR INDEED A WHOLE COMMUNITY) EXPERIENCES
POVERTY WHEN A LACK OF RESOURCES CAUSES THEM TO EXPERIENCE LEVELS
OF STRESS AND DISTRESS WHICH ARE SIGNIFICANTLY ABOVE AVERAGE AND
WHICH PREVENTS THEM FROM ACHIEVING THEIR FULL PARTICIPATION AND
DIGNITY AS HUMAN BEINGS IN SOCIETY.

By this definition voluntary poverty (as for example practiced by some religious
orders) or even living with contentment on a low income is excluded. While it may be
difficult to specify the level of stress and distress considered to be significantly above
average, (and some people may seek to hide it) the symptoms are both obvious and manifold,
ranging from mild depression, to serious problems with mental and physical health (poor
people die younger, get sick more frequently and often get inferior medical treatment), to
drug and alcohol dependency, to tensions within family life, to patterns of criminal
behaviour, and in some circumstances to civil disorder.

The first virtue of this definition is that a person can bring themselves within it by
recognising they have a problem arising from lack of resources, even if they refuse to name
it as "poverty" because of the stigma of the label. Secondly, it is based on notions of material
want, rather than inequality, and encompasses the idea of poverty as powerlessness and
exclusion. Above all it immediately supplies a reason for intervention, a motivation for
doing something about a situation of suffering which must appear unacceptable to anyone.

2. WHO IS POOR IN THE U.K.?

According to the government standard of haif the average national household income
there were 11.8 million people in the U.K. living in poverty in 1988, compared with 4.9
million in 1979. The Low Income Families statistics for 1987 put 10.2 million on or
below the supplementary benefit line and a further 5.1 million at less than 140% of the
figure. The 1990 Breadline Britain survey put the numbers in poverty at 11 million or
20% of the population. There is thus a general consensus about the extent of poverty in the
UK. . Whatever statistical definition of poverty we adopt it is very clear that certain groups
of people in the U.K. are more likely to suffer poverty than others.

Poverty can be found in almost every type of community in Britain. In rural
communities agricultural wages are low and other forms of employment are slow to develop,
while housing and other costs rocket. In medium and small towns in prosperous parts of
England such as the South coast holiday resorts there are pockets of unemployment, bad
housing and homelessness to be found. But the greatest numeric concentrations of poor
people and the largest communities of poverty are undoubtedly in the Urban Priority Areas,
as the inner cities and outer council estates are euphemistically known. It is on this urban
poverty that we shall concentrate, not because we wish to minimise poverty elsewhere, but
simply because it is in the urban context of Newham that we live and work. In our borough
in 1989 35% of households were dependent on Income support and therefore recognised as
being in poverty, while a third of all households and 65% of Council tenants qualified for
Housing Benefit.

Gender is a crucial factor as poverty increasingly is concentrated among women.
Women on the whole are not well represented in higher income groups. They are still less
likely than men to be found in management or the professions, and even when they have
equivalent or superior skill levels these are rarely recognised in pay scales. Women are far
more likely to be found in low paid, unskilled and part time work, and as homeworkers,
where they have little protection from employment legislation. They are often prevented
from developing a career or entering full time work by family responsibilities. They
undertake the vast majority of unpaid caring work, both for children and for elderly and
disabled relatives. Those who have no reliable male income earner in the household and are
forced to rely on welfare benefits as their sole income are particularly vulnerable to
poverty. The growth in the number of single parent households resulting from higher
divorce rates, and the increase of births outside marriage has been a major factor in the
feminisation of poverty. The proportion of British families headed by lone parents has risen

4



from 8% in 1971 to 19% in 1989 and in Newham there are now over 10,000 lone parent
households. Even within traditionally structured families where the man is the chief
breadwinner, women often have little or no money to call their own, and are expected to
manage the domestic budget on an inadequate proportion of the household income.

Child poverty is a major problem, even in families where both parents are present
and supportive, but doubly so in single parent households. The arrival of a baby in a
household usually brings joy, but also emotional and financial stress. The sheer cost of
caring for a child is one side of the equation. First there is a surge of one-off costs for
equipment needed for the baby: sterilisers, cots, buggies, playpens, fireguards etc. Soon the
parents discover the bare minimum weekly cost for bringing up a child ranges from
£13.09 for a 2 year old to £19.11 for an 11 year old compared with income support levels
of £12.35 and £18.25 respectively (according to a National Children's Home report). But at
the same time the loss of income which results from one parent, still usually the mother,
having to give up a job can be catastrophic. Even if both parents manage to stay in paid
employment there can be high costs for child care. The costs may be paid in terms of
relationships and reciprocal obligations rather than money, if relatives look after the child
unpaid. It is for these reasons that there is a strong case to be made for much more generous
maternity pay, child benefits, and child care allowances.

Black (including Asian) people are also over-represented among the poor in the UK.
although statistics on the relationship of ethnicity and poverty are hard to find. Because of
institutional racism and direct discrimination in the work place, the large majority have
yet to break out of the unskilled low paid sectors of the labour market in manufacturing and
service industries for which the New Commonwealth immigrants of the 1950's were
recruited. Although the ratio of dependent adults to economically active people in black
communities is relatively low (dispelling the racist myth that they are all welfare
scroungers), a higher proportion than average live in families with children. Furthermore,
because of their occupations, black people are especially vulnerable to unemployment in
times of recession. They also suffer from community wide poverty by virtue of their
residential concentration in deprived urban areas. There are, of course, many exceptions to
the general trend among the slowly growing black middle classes of professionals and
entrepreneurs. There are also cases of extended families and households where patterns of
consumption differ from the White British norm, for example by spending on capital
projects or support of relatives in the country of origin rather than on creature comforts in
the home in East London. Sometimes external appearances may suggest poverty, when an
examination of income levels suggests affluence.

One black group in particular is extremely vulnerable to poverty, the most recently
arrived refugees and immigrants. In Newham and other parts of East London there are
rapidly growing communities of people who have fled from wars and oppressive regimes in
Sri Lanka, Somalia, Ethiopia, Uganda, Zaire and Kurdistan. They have often left all their
assets in their home country, have limited command of English, minimal networks of
contacts to help them settle in and few marketable skills. Even if they have educational
qualifications these are unlikely to be recognised in Britain and their legal status as
refugees or asylum seekers makes it difficult to obtain employment, decent housing or even
income support. If they do get income support it is usually at a reduced rate. Even long
settled immigrants wishing to bring relatives and dependants to join them in the U.K. are
required to show that they can support them "without recourse to public funds".
Increasingly immigration rules are being tightened and can be seen as a mechanism for
excluding and marginalising black people from full participation in society.

People with low levels of skill or no educational qualifications are another major
group facing poverty. If they can find a job it is likely to be low paid and vuinerable to
redundancy. As the economy changes workers with higher levels of skill are required in
some industries, while in the service industries the growth in the number of jobs available
is mainly accounted for in terms of low paid, part time, unprotected posts which are typical
of the new flexible labour markets. Meanwhile training makes little impact despite such
schemes as YTS, ET and Compacts between industry and schools. Many young people in areas
such as Newham have little chance of a decent job, and cannot even claim income support
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until they are 18. Older unskilled workers (particularly those over 50) if made redundant
have little chance of ever working for pay again. The earnings disregard rule on benefits
which prevent people from (legally) earning more than £5 a week (£15 for single parents)
on top of benefit, and the harsh methods used to enforce it, are a serious disincentive to
attempting to supplement one's income with casual or part time work. Work in the illegal
“cash in hand, no questions asked" economy is stressful, hard to find, and more likely to be
offered to already employed skilled workers than to the unemployed and unskilled.

A final large category of the urban poor are elderly, chronic sick and non-employed
disabled people. Almost by definition these groups are dependent rather than economically
active. Few will have income from an adequate occupational pension or insurance scheme so
they will rely entirely on state pensions plus means tested benefits. Because of the
complexity (and sometimes the hostility) of bureaucracy and pride on the part of many, the
take up rates for these entitiements are often disappointingly low.

The categories of poor people mentioned above are largely described in terms of individuals.
However, it is worth underlining that poverty usually affects whole households together. It
is at the household level that budgeting decisions are made, and it is there that attempts to
remedy poverty should be centred, without ignoring inequalities within households, such as
between the sexes and ages.

3. THE EXPERIENCE OF POVERTY

Many publications have already documented what it feels like to battle with poverty
on a day to day basis. This section of the paper cannot hope to paint a full picture or to
improve on the reports which have appeared from the various children's charities but it is
worthwhile relating a few anecdotes and giving a few quotations which arise from Aston's
work in Newham and which reflect the real life experience of people we have encountered.
The identities have been disguised and in some cases the examples are built from the
experiences and comments of more than one person.

M. and her partner R. were doing quite well until the recession struck. With
overtime he was bringing home over £300 each week. They had a £60,000 mortgage on a
three bedroomed home and had taken on large HP commitments for a new fitted kitchen and
other furniture. With two children aged 4 and 2 they were a very happy affluent family.
Then R. was made redundant. The family income dropped to £120 a week. Confident that
another job was just around the corner they failed to claim all the benefits they were
entitled to and to cut back on their commitments. The debts started to mount. The telephone
has been cut off, red letters have arrived from the Electricity Board, and the poll tax and TV
licence bills have not been paid. Now the building society is talking about repossession. As
an experienced secretary with word processing skills M. feels she has a good chance of
getting a job. But R. says he could not cope with the children five days a week and feels that
her place is in the home, not "keeping him" by going out to work. A part time job would not
make them any better off as they would lose a large chunk of benefit. The future looks bleak
with homelessness just round the corner, and regular rows over money.

D. is a single parent with an 8 year old daughter living in a Council flat on a deprived
estate in Newham. She has lived on benefit for over 10 years. Occasional irregular
maintenance payments from her estranged husband are of little help, for if she declares
them the money is deducted from her income support. On occasions he has arrived drunk
late at night to visit his daughter. D. has allowed him to sleep on the sofa rather than drive,
but fears that if the DSS found out they would assume he was cohabiting and cut her money.
She struggles to make ends meet and at the end of each week never has any money left. The
electric heating in the flat is costly and inefficient; she uses a prepaid key meter, but is
paying off past debts on this and cannot afford to heat the fiat for more than 3 hours each day.
She admits she is not very good at budgeting and has a problem with binge eating which
means she will sometimes spend £3 or £4 on a cafe meal if she has the money in her pocket.
She used to buy most of her daughter's clothes through a catalogue but got into debt and now
cannot get credit from anywhere. A local loan shark made her a loan of £50 which she is
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