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Background
Rising poverty and food insecurity in the UK highlight significant challenges in compliance with its obligations under the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). The Covenant emphasizes the right to an adequate standard of living, including access to sufficient, nutritious food, and obliges states to ensure these rights are realized progressively without discrimination. Here is an analysis of poverty and food insecurity in the UK from the point of view of the articles ICESCR  2(1), 11, 12 and the Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR):
Content
Poverty in the UK
Poverty remains a significant and persistent issue in the UK, impacting millions of individuals and families. Despite being one of the world's wealthiest countries, economic inequality, austerity measures, and systemic issues contribute to widespread deprivation.
1. Rising Levels of Poverty:
· Approximately 22% of the UK population lives in poverty, with children, ethnic minorities, single-parent families, and disabled individuals disproportionately affected.
· Poverty has increased, close to pre-pandemic levels: More than 1 in 5 people in the UK (22%) were in poverty in 2021/22 – 14.4 million people. This included: 8.1 million (or around 2 in 10) working-age adults; 4.2 million (or nearly 3 in 10) children; 2.1 million (or around 1 in 6) pensioners. 
· Poverty rates have returned to around their pre-pandemic levels, as middle-income household incomes rose at the same time as a range of temporary coronavirus-related support was withdrawn.
· The overall level of poverty has barely moved since Conservative-led Governments took power in 2010. Poverty fell consistently during the first half of the last Labour administration (between 1999/2000 and 2004/05), but then rose in the second half of their time in power. In part, this reflects the hits to living standards that have affected everyone, from the economic slowdown even before the global financial crisis to the current cost of living crisis.
· In 2021/22, 6 million people - or 4 in 10 people in poverty – were in ‘very deep’ poverty, with an income far below the standard poverty line. More than twice as many (over 12 million people) had experienced very deep poverty in at least one year between 2017–18 and 2020–21.
· The poorest families – those living in very deep poverty – had an average income that was 59% below the poverty line, with this gap increasing by around two-thirds over the past 25 years.
· Children have consistently had the highest poverty rates, while pensioners along with working-age adults without children now have the lowest.
· Certain groups have wholly unacceptably high rates of poverty. Some groups of people face particularly high levels of poverty.
· Larger families - 43% of children in families with 3 or more children were in poverty in 2021/22. A number of benefit policies, including the two-child limit and the benefit cap, have a disproportionate impact on larger families. 
· Families whose childcare responsibilities limit their ability to work – 44% of children in lone-parent families were in poverty in 2021/22, as were 32% of children in families where the youngest child was aged under 5.
· Many minority ethnic groups – around half of people in Pakistani (51%) and Bangladeshi households (53%) and around 4 in 10 people in households headed by someone from an Asian background other than Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi or Chinese (39%) or households from Black African backgrounds (42%) were in poverty between 2019/20 and 2021/22. These households also have higher rates of child poverty, very deep poverty and persistent poverty.
· Disabled people – in 2021/22, 31% of disabled people were in poverty. This was even higher (38%) for people with a long-term, limiting mental health condition. Higher poverty rates for disabled people are partly due to the additional costs associated with disability and ill health and partly due to the barriers to work they face.
· Informal carers – 28% of people with caring responsibilities were in poverty in 2021/22. Informal carers face a financial penalty, because of their limited ability to work, with unpaid social-care givers experiencing an average pay penalty of nearly £5,000 a year.
· Families not in work – more than half of working-age adults (56%) in workless households were in poverty in 2021/22, compared with 15% in working households. However, because a high share of the population is in work, around two-thirds of working-age adults in poverty actually lived in a household where someone was in work. 
· Part-time workers and the self-employed - amongst people in work, the poverty rate for part-time workers was double that for full-time workers (20% compared with 10%) and self-employed workers were more than twice as likely to be in poverty as employees (23% compared with 10%). 
· People living in rented accommodation – in 2021/22, more than 4 in 10 social renters (43%) and around a third of private renters (35%) were in poverty after housing costs. Around a third of these social renters and half of these private renters were only in poverty after their housing costs were factored in, so appear to be pushed into poverty by the amount they have to spend on housing.
·  Destitution in the UK that around 3.8 million people experienced destitution (where they could not afford to meet their most basic physical needs to stay warm, dry, clean and fed) in 2022. This included around one million children.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-2024-the-essential-guide-to-understanding-poverty-in-the-uk] 

· Over 4 million children in the UK live in poverty, exacerbated by cuts to welfare benefits and stagnating wages.
· A total of 4.1 million children live in relative poverty in the UK after considering housing costs, approximately 30% of the population. That means over 500,000 more children are in relative poverty in 2017/18 compared to in 2011/12. This is projected to rise to 5.2 million children by 2022, which would mark a record high in relative poverty rates for UK children.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/SN07096/] 

· This official poverty data only covers the start of the cost-of-living crisis. in October 2023, around 2.8 million (47%) of the poorest fifth of households were in arrears with their household bills or behind on scheduled lending repayments, 4.2 million (72%) were going without essentials and 3.4 million (58%) reported not having enough money for food.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.resolvepoverty.org/deepening-poverty-across-the-uk/] 

· 
2. Regional Disparities:
· Poverty rates are higher in certain regions, particularly in Northern England, Wales, and Scotland, where industrial decline and limited economic opportunities persist.
· Between 2019/20 and 2021/22, the average poverty rates in England (22%), Wales (22%) and Scotland (21%) had converged to around the same level, although poverty rates were much lower in Northern Ireland (16%). 
· Between 2019/20 and 2021/22, the West Midlands had the highest rate of poverty at 27%, followed by the North East and London (both 25%), Yorkshire and The Humber, the East Midlands and the North West (all 23%).[footnoteRef:4] [4:  https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN07096/SN07096.pdf] 

· In 2017/18, the proportion of children living in relative poverty after considering housing costs varied between each of the UK nations: 31% in England, 29% in Wales, 24% in Northern Ireland, and 24% in Scotland. Both England and Wales saw a rise of one percentage point from 2016/17 to 2017/18.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  https://ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/comms/R136.pdf] 

· 12% of UK children live in low income and material deprivation, a slight reduction of one percentage point from 2010/11 to 2017/18.
· 5% of UK children live in severe low income and material deprivation, worryingly this figure has increased by one percentage point from 2016/17 to 2017/18.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://stateofchildhealth.rcpch.ac.uk/evidence/family-and-social-environment/child-poverty/#ref-6] 

· Child poverty rates in Scotland (24%) remain much lower than those in England (31%) and Wales (28%) and are similar (if slightly higher) than in Northern Ireland (22%). This is likely to be due, at least in part, to the Scottish Child Payment. This highlights the effect benefits can have in reducing poverty.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://talkingupscotlandtwo.com/2024/01/26/protective-effect-of-devolved-policies-child-poverty-rates-in-scotland-24-remain-much-lower-than-those-in-england-31-and-wales-28the-protective-effect-of-devolv/] 

· Inflation is still running at twice its target level, benefits are taking time to catch up with rising prices, employment is starting to fall, earnings are still below their 2008 levels, and housing costs are increasing rapidly. Given the Office for Budget Responsibility forecasts that average household disposable incomes will continue to fall until 2024/25, these effects will have a profound impact on many people’s living standards for years to come.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.jrf.org.uk/uk-poverty-2024-the-essential-guide-to-understanding-poverty-in-the-uk] 

Food Insecurity in the UK
Food insecurity in the UK has become a critical issue, reflecting deeper systemic problems such as poverty, economic inequality, and rising living costs. It refers to the lack of consistent access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food required for a healthy life. Millions of individuals and families in the UK are affected, with some relying on food banks and emergency food aid for survival.
1. Extent of Food Insecurity:
· Since household food insecurity in the UK is largely due to low incomes, it is unsurprising that food insecurity is more prevalent in households in poverty.
· An estimated 10 million people in the UK (including 4 million children) experience food insecurity, with many relying on food banks and charity support.
· The Trussell Trust, the UK's largest food bank network, has reported record-breaking demand, distributing millions of emergency food parcels annually.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9209/] 

· The number of people in food insecure households rose by around 2.5 million people between 2021/22 and 2022/23, from 4.7 million to 7.2 million. This means 11% of people lived in food insecure households in 2022/23, including 17% of children. 1.9 million children were in relative low income (below 70% of median income) and material deprivation in 2022/23, 13% of children in the UK. This is up from 1.6 million in 2021/22. 
· In 2022/23, 2.5 million people in relative low income before housing costs lived in food insecure households (households with either low or very low food security), including 1.0 million children. The charts  shows that 30% of children, 24% of working-age adults, and 5% of pensioners who were in relative low income before housing costs were living in food insecure households (note that totals may not match due to rounding). 16% of children, 13% of working-age adults, and 1% of pensioners who were in relative low income lived in households with very low food security.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN07096/SN07096.pdf] 

· Millions of people – including one in five families with children – have gone hungry or skipped meals in recent weeks because they could not regularly afford to buy groceries, according to new food insecurity data.
· According to the Food Foundation tracker, 15% of UK households – equivalent to approximately 8 million adults and 3 million children – experienced food insecurity in January, as high food prices continued to hit the pockets of low-income families. Nearly two-thirds (60%) of food-insecure households reported buying less fruit and 44% bought fewer vegetables as they struggled with the ongoing cost of living crisis. By contrast, just 11% of food-secure households bought less fruit and 6% purchased fewer vegetables.
· According to the Food Foundation’s latest data, 45% of households in receipt of universal credit – the main low-income benefit – reported experiencing food insecurity. The foundation said all children in families on universal credit should be automatically entitled to free school meals.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.theguardian.com/society/2024/feb/27/health-emergency-15-of-uk-households-went-hungry-last-month-data-shows] 

· In 2022/23 there were 7.2 million people, or 11% of the UK population, in households experiencing food poverty, including 17% of children.
· In 2022/23, the Trussell Trust, a charity and network of foodbanks, supplied the highest recorded number of three-day emergency food parcels.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9209/] 

2. Cost of Living Crisis:
· Rising costs of food, energy, and housing have further strained household budgets, disproportionately affecting low-income families.
· Inflation and stagnant wages have compounded food insecurity, forcing many to choose between eating and heating their homes.
· The cost of living increased sharply across the UK during 2021 and 2022, affecting the affordability of goods and services bought by households. The annual rate of inflation peaked at 11.1% in October 2022, a 41-year high.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9428/] 

· household incomes are not keeping up with living costs and are not expected to return to 2021 levels in real terms until 2027.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainer/cost-living-crisis] 

3. Impact on Vulnerable Groups:
· Single-parent families, disabled individuals, and ethnic minorities face higher rates of food insecurity.
· Children in food-insecure households experience developmental, educational, and health challenges, violating their right to adequate nutrition under the ICESCR.
4. School Meals and Holiday Hunger:
· Many low-income families depend on free school meals, but limited access during holidays has led to widespread "holiday hunger."
· The main driver of holiday hunger is families with income levels that are too low to afford the essentials.  It is not only children who are affected.  Adults are having to choose between eating themselves or feeding their children.  [footnoteRef:15] [15:  https://www.london.gov.uk/who-we-are/what-london-assembly-does/questions-mayor/find-an-answer/holiday-hunger-6] 

· 3 million children are at risk of hunger during the school holidays. The loss of free school meals during the holidays costs a family £30-40 per week. For children in poorer areas we see spelling skills decline or stagnate over the summer holidays, taking weeks to make up for the learning loss.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  https://fareshare.org.uk/holidayprojects/] 

· Food rescue charity the Felix Project predicts that up to 645,000 children in the UK could experience ‘holiday hunger’ this summer, with 68% of teachers worrying that at least one of their class will go hungry because parents cannot afford food.
· Half of teachers fear between one and three children will go hungry; 13% worry it will be one in six; 3% believe it could be 10 children, and 2% worry it could be 11 or more. In the poorest areas, 38% of teachers believe four or more of their class will go hungry compared to 4% in the most affluent areas.
· Free school meals are no longer offered nationwide during school holidays, although some local authorities are offering support and food vouchers.
· Research from the Salvation Army found 29% of parents relying on free school meals are worried about affording food in the summer holidays. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  https://www.cieh.org/ehn/public-health-and-protection/2024/july/over-600-000-uk-children-could-go-hungry-this-summer/] 

5. Health Impacts of Poverty and Food Insecurity
· Malnutrition and Obesity: Low-income households often rely on cheaper, less nutritious food, leading to malnutrition and diet-related illnesses.
· Mental Health: The stress of poverty and food insecurity contributes to poor mental health outcomes, including anxiety and depression.
· Health Inequalities: Disadvantaged communities face barriers in accessing healthcare, exacerbating the cycle of poverty.


Conclusion
Rising poverty and food insecurity in the UK indicate significant non-compliance with the ICESCR. To meet its obligations under the Covenant, the UK must prioritize structural reforms to address systemic inequality, strengthen social protection systems, and ensure that everyone enjoys the right to an adequate standard of living. The CESCR continues to emphasize the urgency of these measures in its periodic reviews of the UK.
 Recommendation: 
Recommendations for Addressing Poverty and Food Insecurity:
1. Strengthen Social Protection:
· Reverse austerity measures and increase benefits under Universal Credit.
· Ensure benefits are inflation-linked and accessible to all eligible individuals.
2. Implement Living Wage Policies:
· Mandate fair wages that meet the actual cost of living.
· Support workers in low-paid and precarious jobs through stronger labor protections.
3. Combat Food Insecurity:
· Expand access to free school meals and ensure year-round nutritional support for children.
· Invest in local food programs to reduce reliance on food banks.
4. Address Structural Inequalities:
· Target policies to address the root causes of poverty, including housing affordability, regional disparities, and discrimination.
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