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1.0

1.1

1.2

1.3

Introduction

This response has been made by members of the Consortium for the
Regional Support for Women in Disadvantaged and Rural Areas (hereafter,
the Women’s Regional Consortium), which is funded by the Department for
Communities and the Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural
Affairs in Northern Ireland (NI).

The Women’s Regional Consortium in NI consists of seven established
women’s sector organisations that are committed to working in partnership
with each other, government, statutory organisations and women'’s
organisations, centres and groups in disadvantaged and rural areas, to ensure
that organisations working for women are given the best possible support in
the work they do in tackling disadvantage and social exclusion. The seven
groups are as follows:

e Training for Women Network (TWN)

e Women’s Resource and Development Agency (WRDA)

e Women’s Support Network (WSN)

e Northern Ireland Rural Women’s Network (NIRWN)

e Women’s TEC

¢ Women’s Centre Derry

e Foyle Women'’s Information Network (FWIN)

The Women’s Regional Consortium ensures that there is a continuous two-
way flow of information between government and the sector. It also ensures
that organisations/centres and groups are made aware of consultations,
government planning and policy implementation. In turn, the Consortium
ascertains the views, needs and aspirations of women in disadvantaged and
rural areas and takes these views forward to influence policy development
and future government planning, which ultimately results in the empowerment

of local women in disadvantaged and rurally isolated communities.




1.4

1.5

1.6

1.6

In July 2025 the Women’s Regional Consortium, along with 75 other
organisations and individuals, signed an open letter asking the NI Executive
to withdraw their support of the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy." This was on
the basis that the draft Anti-Poverty ‘Strategy’ does not meet the criteria of a
reasonable Strategy. It fails to fulfil what oversight bodies, including the NI
Audit Office and Public Accounts Committee, outline as the basic elements of
any Strategy. It was also on the basis that it is more harmful to have a
Strategy that will not address poverty than no Strategy at all and that
everyone in NI, our children, families and communities deserve better. Put
simply, the commitments outlined in the draft Strategy will not come anywhere

close to achieving the vision set out for the Strategy.?

We reiterate our call for the NI Executive to withdraw their support for the draft
Anti-Poverty Strategy and stress that our engagement with this
consultation process does not in any way constitute approval of the

draft Anti-Poverty Strategy which has been produced.

In responding to this consultation the Women’s Regional Consortium has
used evidence from direct engagement with women through focus group
sessions including in HM Prison Hydebank Wood. We worked in collaboration
with the NI Anti-Poverty Network, Ulster University and Save the Children NI
to help women engage with the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy. We stress to the
NI Executive that this valuable lived experience must inform work on an
Anti-Poverty Strategy and we encourage the NI Executive to not only listen
but to take action on the important lived experience feedback provided in this

response — see Section 5.0.

The Women’s Regional Consortium endorses the following responses to this

consultation and calls on the NI Executive to fully take their views and

1 https://niapn.org/open-letter-to-the-executive-the-draft-anti-poverty-strategy-is-not-fit-for-purpose/

2 Page 5, https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2025-06/ni-executive-anti-poverty-
strategy-2025-2035.pdf
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2.0
2.1

2.2

2.3

recommendations into account in future work to develop an effective Anti-
Poverty Strategy for NI: NI Anti-Poverty Network (NIAPN), the NI Women’s
Policy Group, Save the Children NI, Housing Rights, the Cliff Edge Coalition

and Ulster University School of Law and Social Justice Institute.

Women & Poverty

Women are more likely to be in receipt of social security benefits, more likely
to be in low-paid, part-time and insecure work and also more likely to be
providing care either for children or other family members which limits their
ability to carry out paid work. This contributes to keeping women’s incomes
generally lower over their lifetimes and therefore puts them at greater risk of
poverty. These existing gender inequalities have been worsened due to the

Covid19 pandemic and undoubtedly also by the Cost-of-Living Crisis.

Being economically inactive significantly increases the chance of living in
poverty and economic inactivity is a persistent issue in NI with rates
consistently higher in NI than the UK average - 26.9% compared to the UK
rate of 21.3%. Women are more impacted by economic inactivity with the
female rate being consistently higher than the male rate at 31.4% compared

to the male rate at 22.3%.3

Women often bear the brunt of poverty in the home, managing household
budgets to shield their children from its worst effects. This means that women
end up acting as the ‘shock absorbers’ of poverty going without food, clothes
or warmth in order to meet the needs of other family members when money is
tight.* These actions taken by women are often unseen and given little atten-

tion or focus in terms of policy.

3 Northern Ireland Labour Market Report, NISRA, June 2025
https://datavis.nisra.gov.uk/economy-and-labour-market/labour-market-report-june-2025.html

4 A Female Face, Fabian Society Blog by Mary-Ann Stephenson, Women’s Budget Group, February

2019

https://fabians.org.uk/a-female-face/
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2.4  Welfare reform and austerity policies have disproportionately impacted on
women. Research by the House of Commons Library shows that 86% of the
savings to the Treasury through tax and benefit changes since 2010 will have
come from women.% In Northern Ireland an analysis of the impact of the re-
forms by the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC)® showed
that across most income levels the overall cash impact of the reforms is more
negative for women than for men. Their most striking finding was that house-
holds with children experience much larger losses as a result of the reforms
than those without children. This is particularly the case for lone parents (who
are mostly women) who lose £2,250 on average, equivalent to almost 10% of

their net income.

2.5 The Women’s Regional Consortium is extremely concerned about the impact
of poverty on the lives of everyone in NI but most particularly on women and
children. Current poverty figures show that 25% of children in NI are living in
poverty. We stress that children do not live in poverty in isolation, they are
members of families who also live in poverty. Child poverty affects the entire
family including the parents and poverty is a particular issue in lone parent

households’ which are predominantly female.

2.6 Women’s Regional Consortium research® has repeatedly shown the impact of

poverty on the lives of women in NI. It has shown that the Cost-of-Living Cri-

5 Estimating the gender impact of tax and benefit changes, Richard Cracknell, Richard Keen,
Commons Briefing Papers SN06758, December 2017
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06758/SN06758.pdf

6 Cumulative impact assessment of tax and social security reforms in Northern Ireland, NIHRC,
November 2019

https://www.nihrc.org/uploads/publications/Final _CIA report Oct 2019.pdf

7 Child poverty on the island of Ireland, Economic & Social Research Institute, January 2025
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS199.pdf

8 Impact of Ongoing Austerity: Women'’s Perspectives, Women’s Regional Consortium, March 2019
https://womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/March-2019-Impact-of-
Ongoing-Austerity-Womens-erspectives.pdf

The Impact of Universal Credit on Women, Women’s Regional Consortium, September 2020
https://womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/September-2020-The-
Impact-of-Universal-Credit-on-Women.pdf

Women Living with Debt, Women’s Regional Consortium, September 2022
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sis, the Covid19 pandemic and a decade of welfare reform and austerity poli-
cies have hit women harder. The impact has created a perfect storm where
women on the lowest incomes are struggling to meet their most basic needs,
facing difficulties making ends meet and providing for their children and fami-
lies, getting into debt, having to access foodbanks and seeing their mental
and physical health suffer as a result. We urge the NI Executive to consider
this valuable research and lived experience in its work developing an effective

Anti-Poverty Strategy.

3.0 Comments on the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy

3.1

3.2

The Women’s Regional Consortium rejects the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy.
We do not believe that the draft Strategy will achieve its stated vision and in
its current form will not help to address rising poverty levels here. We fully
support NIAPN’s call for the Department for Communities to completely re-
write the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy and to do so urgently. As outlined by
NIAPN the draft Strategy fails to fulfil what oversight bodies, including the NI
Audit Office and Public Accounts Committee, outline as the basic elements of

any strategy.®

The NI Audit Office (NIAO) recommended that when the Department presents
a draft strategy to the Executive it should include an action plan “containing
clearly defined indicators and targets aimed at quantifying and reducing pov-
erty” and that the Department should “ensure that the focus is on a number of
properly defined and more specific actions, including early intervention and
prevention, and that they can demonstrate clear links between actions and re-

ducing the scale and impact of poverty.”°

https://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/\WWomen-Living-with-

Debt-1.pdf
Women's Experiences of the Cost-of-Living Crisis in Northern Ireland, Women’s Regional Consortium

& Ulster University, June 2023
https://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/\Womens-Experiences-

of-the-Cost-of-Living-Crisis-in-NI-2.pdf

9 https://niapn.org/response-to-the-draft-anti-poverty-strategy/

0 Child Poverty in Northern Ireland, NI Audit Office, March 2024
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3.3

3.4

3.5

3.6

3.7

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) said that there is a “clear need for tar-
gets and outcomes that are quantitative, qualitative and timebound to properly
measure performance and demonstrate the impact of strategic actions. The
Committee recommends that an anti-poverty strategy to be presented in-
cludes an action plan with a range of clearly defined indicators, measures and

targets aimed at quantifying and reducing poverty.”

It is important to note that the Public Accounts Committee raised concerns
about having no ring-fenced budget attached to the Child Poverty Strategy
and stated ‘the absence of ringfenced budgets severely limited departments’
ability to implement new schemes or interventions and so the Strategy was
largely a list of interventions that were already in place prior to 2016. The
Committee considers that a Strategy which does not have specific resources

devoted to it is never going to be as effective as it could be.”

The Public Accounts Committee also found that the Department “appeared to
be too far removed from children and families experiencing poverty”. We be-
lieve that the same has happened with the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy and

that is why it will be so ineffective in addressing poverty.

We are hugely disappointed that the Department has not taken valuable
learning opportunities from the NIAO and PAC reports. This includes the
need for measurable and timebound targets and outcomes, the need for
ringfenced funding and the critical need to engage with people experiencing

poverty.

The Women’s Regional Consortium recommends that the draft Anti-Pov-
erty Strategy needs to be completely rewritten using the evidence-based

recommendations from the Anti-Poverty Strategy Expert Advisory

https://www.niauditoffice.gov.uk/files/niauditoffice/documents/2024 -

03/NI%20Audit%200ffice %20Report%20-%20Child%20Poverty %20in%20Northern%20Ireland.pdf
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3.8

Panel'’ and the Anti-Poverty Strategy Group.'?> We also support the evi-
dence-based recommendations contained in both the Welfare Mitigations Re-
view'3 and the Independent Review of Discretionary Support' which must

form part of any effective Anti-Poverty Strategy.

We support the principles set out by the Anti-Poverty Strategy Group as fol-
lows:

An overarching, comprehensive Anti-Poverty Strategy based on objective
need which is evidence based and takes a rights—based approach.

The Strategy should have clear, time-bound targets and build upon the de-
tailed work that has been carried out to date in order to ensure expedient de-
livery and implementation of actions.

The vision for an Anti-Poverty Strategy for Northern Ireland should be the
eradication of poverty. It is unacceptable that one person lives in poverty, or
that one child grows up in poverty, so anything less than the goal of eradica-
tion will be unacceptable.

A lifecycle approach, with additional themes of place-based interventions, and
address cross-cutting issues, such as housing, employment inclusion and ac-
cess to services.

The Strategy should be fully resourced.

Cross-departmental responsibility, delivery and accountability should be a key
feature of the Strategy. The Strategy should cover and interconnect Executive
policy on addressing poverty. Cross-sectoral development and implementa-

tion.

" Report from the Anti-Poverty Strategy Expert Advisory Panel, December 2020
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/report-anti-poverty-strategy-expert-advisory-panel

2 Recommendations on the Development of an Anti-Poverty Strategy for Northern Ireland Revised
Version (Updated August 2025), NI Anti-Poverty Strategy Group
https://www.nicva.org/sites/default/files/2025-09/Final%20Anti-

Poverty%20Strateqy%20Recommendations%20Paper%20-%20Updated%20August%202025.pdf

13 hitps://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/dfc-welfare-

mitigations-review-independent-advisory-panel-report-2022.pdf

14 hitps://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/dfc-independent-

review-of-discretionary-support-22.pdf
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e Incorporate the experience and expertise of people with lived experience. Un-
derstanding the lived experience of poverty through an intersectional lens is

critical to designing effective, inclusive responses to poverty.

Summary of Women’s Feedback on the draft Strategy

3.9 In order to facilitate engagement with the consultation on the draft Anti-Pov-
erty Strategy a Toolkit was developed to use at focus group sessions to ex-
plain the contents of the draft Strategy and to enable feedback on its contents.
A simple feedback form was provided to respondents asking three simple

questions in relation to the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy contents.

3.10 A summary of the results of the feedback forms resulting from the Toolkit en-
gagement are presented below (145 responses were received) and additional
qguotes received from respondents are included in Section 5 of this response.
We encourage the Department to give due consideration to the lived experi-
ence included in this response which is so critical to the development of an ef-

fective Anti-Poverty Strategy.

1. Do you think that what is in the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy will make a dif-
ference to the financial hardship/poverty that you or the people and families
you work with experience?

The maijority of respondents (78%) felt that the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy would
make no difference to the financial hardship and poverty that people experience.
A further 15% reported they were unsure if the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy would

make a difference and only 7% felt that it would make a difference.




2. How do you rate the draft Strategy overall?
The majority of respondents (82%) rated the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy as ‘Poor’
with a further 15% rating it as ‘Average’. Only 3% rated the draft Strategy as

‘Good’.

Good




A number of issues came up repeatedly at focus group sessions with women in rela-

tion to the help that was needed to address poverty and these included:

Food price inflation — many of the women were struggling with the increased
cost of food and they wanted to see actions included in the draft Strategy to
address the financial hardship being caused by the increasing cost of food.
The costs of the school day — there were many issues raised with school
costs including the costs of school uniforms, food for school including breaks
and lunches, the costs of breakfast clubs and after school activities and addi-
tional school costs including for stationery and school equipment. Women
stressed over and over again the need for help with school costs which had
significant impacts on their family budgets.

Childcare costs — the issue of expensive and inaccessible childcare was fre-
quently raised by women which kept many of them out of work or spending
much of their income on childcare resulting in financial difficulties. Many
wanted to see action on childcare costs to allow them to access education,
training and work and also the need for help with childcare for those on lower
incomes.

The costs of energy and transport — many of the women reported strug-
gling with the costs of their energy bills and meeting transport costs either
through public transport or for fuel. They wanted to see actions included in
the draft Strategy to help address these costs to allow them to heat their

homes and access the transportation they need to work and access services.

11
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| think J(heg need to give help with
e[ec{rici{g, gas, food, it’s all gone up so

much and we can't afford it. You're

are having to go without.

PARTICIPANT AT FOCUS GROUP ON THE

ac{ua“g living on beans on Jtoasjt - people
DRAFT ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGY
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The price of food at the
moment is ridiculous. We

rea“g need he[p with that.

29

PARTICIPANT AT FOCUS GROUP ON THE
DRAFT ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGY
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The Unif orm Grant needs to be

increased because J(heg’re S0
expensive. And J(heg should include

nursery school age in the grant too.

PARTICIPANT AT FOCUS GROUP ON THE
DRAFT ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGY

Some kind of help to access childcare

WOUld help me. H WOUld COS{ me

£1,800 to puJ( my two children into
childcare, | jus{ cant afford that.

PARTICIPANT AT FOCUS GROUP ON THE
DRAFT ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGY

13



3. Can you list some things that you think would make a difference to the
financial hardship/poverty that you, your family and community experi-
ence that you think should be included in the Strategy?

A full list of the suggestions provided by respondents on what should be included
in the draft Strategy to address poverty are included in Section 5. In summary
the main suggestions focused on the following areas:

e Free school meals for all pupils

Bring back the Holiday Hunger Scheme

¢ Introduce a price cap on school uniform costs

¢ Increase the school uniform grant

e Increase the threshold for help with school uniform grants

¢ Increase the value of social security benefits to meet the cost of living includ-
ing Universal Credit, Child Benefit, Carer’s Allowance and Healthy Start

e Support for essentials including food, energy and childcare

¢ More help with childcare costs

e Scrap the two-child limit

e End the five-week wait in Universal Credit

e Cap private rents and provide more affordable housing

¢ Introduce a Child Payment in Northern Ireland

e Listen to those living in poverty

¢ Invest in the Extended Schools Scheme so that more activities can be pro-
vided at low or no cost

e Support needed for the working poor

e Increased access to training and employment opportunities to secure fairly

paid jobs

Problems with the draft Strategy

3.11 Nowhere in the draft is the voice, experiences, expertise and insights of
people experiencing poverty reflected and most notably is absent from the
proposed commitments in the draft. The Department has not engaged
systematically with people experiencing poverty who have the most to

contribute to this Strategy. Additionally, there is no mechanism within the

14



3.12

3.13

3.14

draft Anti-Poverty Strategy to engage meaningfully with people with lived
experience of poverty throughout the development, implementation and
duration of the strategy. These are glaring omissions which must be urgently

addressed.

In general terms we are extremely disappointed that the draft Strategy con-
tains very little in the way of new commitments that would be effective in ad-
dressing poverty. Instead, it is largely a list of existing measures which are al-
ready in place. For example, one of the commitments listed is the “continued
provision of free school meals (FSM) and Uniform Grants (UG).” These have
been in place for many years and without change (for example, increasing eli-

gibility or amounts) will do nothing to address existing levels of poverty.

While the draft Strategy document does a reasonable job at identifying the
risk factors of getting into poverty and the impacts of poverty there is little in
the way of read across to targeted commitments to address the issues identi-
fied. For example, the draft Strategy mentions the hunger that children can
experience during school holidays: “Food insecurity is an issue that cuts
across all age groups, on every day of the year including weekends, when a
child is sick and also during school holidays.” Yet there are no corresponding
commitments to address the hunger that children experience during school
holidays. Given that this has been identified as an issue you would expect to
see a practical action to address it, for example, re-instating the Holiday Hun-

ger Scheme which ended in 2023.

As we have outlined in Section 2 of this response women are at greater risk of
poverty. Despite this the draft Strategy makes no attempt at a gendered anal-
ysis resulting in a lack of actions to specifically address the gendered impacts
of poverty. Without this the Strategy will be ineffective at addressing the pov-
erty that many women, children and families face. The lived experience that
we have gathered as part of this consultation process (see Section 5) is testa-
ment to the gendered nature of poverty and the need to take actions which

specifically address this but which are currently absent from the draft. This

15



3.15

3.16

3.17

must be urgently addressed in order to ensure an effective Anti-Poverty Strat-

egy.

As identified in focus group research with women the issues which were
raised most frequently in terms of putting financial strain on household budg-
ets were the cost of food, the costs of energy and transport and the costs as-
sociated with the school day including school uniforms, school lunches and
breaks and school equipment and activities. The women we spoke to
stressed the very real and urgent need for actions to address the poverty
caused by these costs in particular. Yet the draft Strategy offers nothing new
to address these costs which are contributing so significantly to the financial

hardship that many people in NI are facing.

The Women’s Regional Consortium is concerned about some of the state-
ments around family structure included in the draft Strategy. The draft states
that “The benefits of a good family structure will be promoted.” There is an in-
ference that staying in what is termed a “good family structure” will help to
avoid poverty. This is extremely dangerous particularly in cases of domestic
violence, addictions, etc. This statement does not take into account the root
causes of family break up and the need to leave family structures which are
oppressive, violent, abusive and dangerous. We agree with our colleagues in
the Women'’s Policy Group that this language is also stigmatising to lone par-

ent families.

The Women’s Regional Consortium is really concerned that the draft Strategy
does not acknowledge the poverty experienced by unpaid carers (nearly 60%
of unpaid carers in Northern Ireland are women'®) or make any attempt to in-
clude commitments to address this. This is despite research which shows

that the poverty rate for carers in Northern Ireland is 28.3% — a rate which is

5 Career or Care, Women, unpaid caring and employment in Northern Ireland, Women’s Regional
Consortium & Carers NI, February 2024
https://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Career-or-care-

Women-unpaid-caring-and-employment-in-Northern-lreland.pdf
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3.18

3.19

3.20

higher than the poverty rate for carers in the rest of the UK (23.6%) and con-
siderably higher than poverty rates amongst adults in Northern Ireland who do
not have caring roles (17.4%)."® We know that many carers have higher
household bills due to the requirements for maintaining a warmer home and

associated utilities as well as the costs of food and medical/health supplies.

The Women’s Regional Consortium welcomes the fact that the Department
has produced a Rural Needs Impact Assessment (RNIA) which acknowledges
that some people in rural areas face high levels of poverty including fuel pov-
erty, access poverty in relation to services including health services and is-
sues with limited public transport in rural areas. Despite this there is a lack of
commitments in the draft Strategy which will address these issues. More con-
sideration must be given to the multiple deprivation measures faced by the
significant number of rural communities in NI in terms of transport, access to

local services and resources.

In relation to rural poverty the only action which is specific to this issue is the
reference to continuing to deliver the Tackling Rural Poverty and Social Isola-
tion (TRPSI) Framework from the Department of Agriculture, Environment and
Rural Affairs. Once again, this is not a new action it is merely the continuation
of a Framework that already exists. TRPSI is clearly not addressing rural pov-
erty levels given increasing poverty rates, then including this as an action will
make no difference. The draft Strategy needs to include commitments which
have taken account of how rural people experience poverty differently and this

has not been done.

While the draft Strategy mentions ethnicity as a risk factor for falling into pov-
erty there are no corresponding commitments contained in the draft which will

help to address this in any way.

6 Policy measures to tackle poverty among unpaid carers in Northern Ireland, A WPI Economics
report for the Carer Poverty Commission NI, October 2023
https://wpieconomics.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/CPC-Report-Web.pdf
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3.21

3.22

3.23

The Consortium echoes the comments made by our colleagues in Housing
Rights about the lack of strategic interaction with the Programme for Govern-
ment and other key Government strategies. As Housing Rights have stated:
“The draft Anti-Poverty Strategy, as currently written, lacks strategic interac-
tion with the Programme for Government and other key Government strate-
gies linked to addressing poverty, including the draft Fuel Poverty Strategy?”,
the Housing Supply Strategy’® and the Northern Ireland Housing Executive’s
Homelessness Strategy®. Interaction between these strategies is vital to the

success of the Anti-Poverty Strategy.”

In its work to develop the Strategy the Department makes reference to a
Scoping Review of the Literature on Poverty in Northern Ireland.?° This Re-
view was published in December 2021 and contains references to research
which dates as far back as 2011. We are concerned about relying on re-
search which is over ten years old. Many researchers and reviewers consider

research that is more than 5 years old to be outdated and irrelevant.

The Scoping Review also mentions “the limited poverty literature pertaining to
NI.” The Women’s Regional Consortium is concerned that the Government
data that exists on poverty does very little to describe the complexity and
changing nature of poverty. In addition, it does not capture the poverty that
exists in some of the most vulnerable populations in our society. Poverty is
experienced in different ways depending on the needs of specific people and
groups at specific points in time and in specific places. Beyond the personal
testimonies of those with lived experience of poverty we therefore know very

little about poverty in NI. That is why the valuable research carried out by the

7 Consultation on a new Fuel Poverty Strategy for Northern Ireland, Department for Communities,
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/consultations/consultation-new-fuel-poverty-strateqgy-northern-

ireland

8 Housing Supply Strategy 2024 — 2039, Department for Communities, December 2024
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/housing-supply-strategy-2024-2039

9 Homelessness Strategy, Housing Executive
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/housing-help/homelessness/homelessness-strategy

20 A Scoping Review of the Literature on Poverty in Northern Ireland, Department for Communities,
December 2021
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/scoping-review-of-

literature-on-poverty-ni_0.pdf
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3.24

3.25

Community and Voluntary sector is so important in this area. Yet itis com-
pletely ignored in both the Scoping Review and in the draft Strategy docu-
ments. We refer the Department to the reports published by the Women'’s
Regional Consortium?! as just one example of the important research work
carried out by the Community and Voluntary Sector which adds so much im-

portant context and lived experience around the issue of poverty.

We also support the comments made by our colleagues in Housing Rights re-
garding the research used in the draft Strategy as follows: “Housing Rights is
concerned about the quality of the evidence base used in the draft strategy.
While we are unable to review every reference in the document, we are con-
cerned that the housing section relies on several outdated reports and data
sets, which fail to recognise significant changes and pressures facing the
housing sector. Reliance on these outdated datasets calls into question the
robustness of the analysis used to inform the development of the draft strat-
egy. Additionally, significant and more recently published evidence, including
those published by the Department for Communities, in relation to e.g. Wel-

fare Mitigations, is not relied upon and should be.”

The Women’s Regional Consortium is extremely disappointed in the commit-
ments contained under the three pillars in the draft Strategy. We do not be-
lieve that these will achieve the vision set out in the Strategy or make any dif-
ference to poverty levels in NI. We wish to make the following comments in

relation to some of the commitments contained within the pillars:

Pillar 1: Minimising the Risk of Falling into Poverty

We will continue to deliver the Extended Schools Programme - this programme

already exists and is not new. Feedback provided by women suggests that in order

to do more to tackle poverty this programme needs to be free/low cost and extended

so that more children/families can avail of it.

21 https://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/research/
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We will undertake research to understand the impact of Westminster’s two
child limit on poverty indicators — the Consortium believes that there is no further
need for research to understand the impact of the two-child limit. It is already clear
that it contributes to poverty, what is needed now is action to remove it. We support
the Cliff Edge Coalition’s strengthening ask on the two-child limit?2 which supports
the Welfare Mitigations Review Independent Advisory Panel Report?® recommenda-
tion to mitigate the two-child limit through the introduction of a Welfare Supplemen-
tary Payment alongside the introduction of a “Better Start Larger Families” payment
in NI. We note that the Scottish Government have committed to scrapping the two-
child limit from March 2026.24

We will deliver the RAISE programme, a new initiative which aims to raise
achievement to reduce educational disadvantage. Funding of £20 million is be-
ing provided through the Shared Island Fund for a period of 2 years — while on
the face of it this sounds positive and is a new initiative there are problems with this
programme. A legal challenge? is currently underway on behalf of two school chil-
dren challenging the selection methodology used to identify locations to which fund-
ing will be allocated through the RAISE programme. Lawyers on behalf of the two
child applicants argue that the methodology used means those who have suffered

the greatest educational disadvantage might not necessarily benefit.

We will deliver a refreshed Healthy Child Healthy Future (HCHF) programme -
the universal child health promotion programme for NI 0-19 years - this is an
existing programme and is not new. It is unclear what “refreshed” means but we
suggest that unless there is additional funding or new measures included in this pro-

gramme it will not help to address existing poverty levels.

22 https://www.lawcentreni.org/key-ask-2/

23 https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/dfc-welfare-
mitigations-review-independent-advisory-panel-report-2022.pdf

24 https://www.gov.scot/news/scrapping-the-two-child-limit-to-help-end-child-
poverty/#:~:text=Shirley%2DAnne%20Somerville%20announces%20start,Shirley%2DAnne%20Some
rville%20has%20confirmed.

25 https://hcclawyers.com/school-children-challenge-the-raise-program-2025-methodology-for-
allocation-of-funding/
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Pillar 2: Minimising the Impacts of Poverty

Before we comment on the commitments included in this pillar we wish to point out a
glaring omission. Of the 18 commitments listed there is not a single mention of the
lived experience of those in poverty. Given that those who live in poverty know the
issues and can make informed suggestions on what works and doesn’t work to ad-

dress the poverty they face this must be addressed as a priority.

We will continue to deliver a package of welfare mitigations — while we welcome
the fact that the draft Strategy commits to continuing to deliver the welfare mitiga-
tions for the Benefit Cap and the Bedroom Tax this is again not new and these miti-
gations have been in place for a number of years. There is no doubt, given the neg-
ative impacts of welfare reform, that these mitigations are needed and they are an
important devolved action to protect people in NI from poverty. However, as the Cliff
Edge Coalition has consistently argued there is a need to further strengthen the miti-
gations package to help address rising poverty levels in NI.26 This Cliff Edge Coali-
tion is asking for action to resolve the five-week wait in Universal Credit, remove the
two-child limit and provide support for private renters affected by the Local Housing
Allowance. The Women’s Regional Consortium supports these recommendations

and is disappointed that these are not included in the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy.

We will implement agreed changes that are designed to improve access to and
delivery of Discretionary Support — it is unclear what these agreed changes are.
The Women’s Regional Consortium support the recommendations made by the In-
dependent Review of Discretionary Support?” and would welcome the introduction of
these recommendations which we believe would help address some of the crisis
poverty that people face. However, it is not clear from the draft Strategy whether

these are the changes being implemented are from the Independent Review.

26 https://www.lawcentreni.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Cliff-Edge-Member-Briefing-March-2024-

1.pd
27 https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/discretionary-support-independent-review
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We will continue to provide assistance with the payment of upfront childcare
costs through the Adviser Discretion Fund - this is a continuation of an existing

Fund and is not new.

We will provide advice, increase awareness and provide focused support to
ensure that older people, and children and adults with disabilities can access
their full benefit entitlement - this refers to the Make the Call service and work to
increase the uptake of Pension Credit both of which has been ongoing by the De-

partment for Communities and is not new work.

Through a range of actions we will minimise the cost of school attendance,
this will include continued provision of free school meals (FSM) and Uniform
Grants (UG) — FSM and UGs have been in existence for some time and yet we con-
tinue to see poverty levels rise. Therefore, continuing the provision as it currently ex-
ists will make no difference. Women were clear that specific actions needed to be
taken to address the costs of the school day including a cap on the costs of school
uniforms, increasing the eligibility for existing help with FSM and UGs and increasing
the value of the UG. None of these actions are included in the draft Strategy. Yet
we see other neighbouring countries taking action on these issues. For example, in
England there has been an extension to FSMs to all people on Universal Credit from
the start of the 2025/26 school year and in the Republic of Ireland there is a commit-

ment to provide free hot school meals to all primary school children by 2028.

We will introduce legislation to ensure that school uniforms are affordable for
all families — we have no faith in the legislation currently making its way through the
NI Assembly to address the issue of affordability of school uniforms. It contains no
price cap or increase to the school uniform grant something which many of the
women we spoke to really wanted to see and believed would help alleviate the pov-
erty and financial hardship they face. Indeed, the Chair of the Education Committee,
Nick Mathison, Alliance has said that the bill is “light touch” and “will not deliver for

parents.”?8

28 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c179rl87z4jo
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We will continue to deliver the Tackling Rural Poverty and Social Isolation
(TRPSI) Framework - this is not a new action it is merely the continuation of a
Framework that already exists. TRPSI is clearly not addressing rural poverty levels
given increasing poverty rates. The draft Strategy needs to include actions which
take account of how rural people experience poverty differently. More consideration
must be given to the multiple deprivation measures faced by the significant number
of rural communities in NI in terms of transport, access to local services and re-

sources.

We will continue the Healthy Start Scheme in Northern Ireland, which provides
a pre-paid card for pregnant women and families with young children to ac-
cess nutritious healthy food - this is an existing scheme and is not new. In North-
ern Ireland, there are roughly 21,000 people eligible to receive Healthy Start but sta-
tistics show that uptake is only 52.7% and is significantly lower than rates in England
and Wales. In April 2021, the value of Healthy Start was increased from £3.10 to
£4.25 — the first increase since 2010. Despite the rising cost of food, the Government
has not adjusted the level of support in line with inflation.?® Joint research by the
Women’s Regional Consortium and Ulster University3° called for priority to be given
to increasing the Scheme in line with inflation and that those who are entitled should
be automatically enrolled onto the Scheme. Disappointingly the draft Strategy con-

tains no actions to address any of these issues with the Healthy Start Scheme.

We will continue to support the advice sector to ensure that good quality, free,
independent, advice is available to those living in or at risk of poverty. We will
refresh the policy framework for delivery of advice to enhance collaboration
and provide more integrated independent advice and debt services — it is un-
clear whether this will involve new funding for the advice sector to deliver the im-

portant services they provide to those living in or at risk of poverty. We suggest that

29 Healthy Start scheme in Northern Ireland, ARK Policy Brief, June 2024
https://www.ark.ac.uk/ARK/sites/default/files/2024-06/policybrief28.pdf

30 Women'’s Experiences of the Cost-of-Living Crisis in Northern Ireland, Women’s Regional
Consortium & Ulster University, June 2023
https://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/\Womens-Experiences-
of-the-Cost-of-Living-Crisis-in-NI-2.pdf
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additional funding is required to enable all those organisations working in infor-
mation, advice, debt and signposting to meet current demands and extend their ser-
vices so they can reach those who are the most vulnerable in ways that work best for
them which may in many cases necessitate face to face provision. The Community
and Voluntary sector have faced increased demand for its services yet continues to

operate with insufficient and short-term funding.

Pillar 3: Supporting People to Exit Poverty

Before we comment on the commitments included in this pillar we wish to point out a
significant omission. There is no commitment under this pillar which seeks to specifi-
cally address the high levels of economic inactivity in Northern Ireland particularly for
women. This must be addressed as a priority including commitments which seek to

address economic inactivity with a gendered lens.

We will prepare and deliver a programme which will offer inclusive pathways
to work — for many people there are considerable barriers in their way blocking their
pathway to work. Addressing the multiple barriers that many people face, particu-
larly those who have been out of work for long periods of time, requires an under-
standing of the barriers faced and investment in addressing these in a holistic way.
Research by the Women'’s Regional Consortium3! showed that women often face
multiple barriers to work and in trying to access the education and skills they need to
get ‘good jobs’. These barriers most commonly relate to their own iliness/disability,
lack of accessible/affordable childcare, lack of support with unpaid care responsibili-
ties, poor quality and low paid work, the need for skills development, fear over the
impact of work on social security entitlements and issues with the cost/availability of
transport. Addressing these barriers would often require multiple interventions in or-

der to offer truly inclusive pathways to work.

31 Women, Skills & Barriers to Work, Women’s Regional Consortium, December 2024
https://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/\Women-Skills-Barriers-

to-Work-1.pdf
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We will deliver high quality, industry relevant skills and training programmes —
it is unclear whether these are new or already existing skills and training pro-

grammes.

A budget of £23m has been allocated in 2025/26 to provide a 15% childcare
subsidy for working parents eligible to Tax Free Childcare — we agree with our
colleagues in the Women’s Policy Group that the NI Childcare Subsidy Scheme is
not a sufficient commitment to address the issue of accessible, affordable childcare.
The Scheme only helps middle-income families who are already working but ex-
cludes the families in deepest poverty who need childcare to escape the poverty
trap. Those claiming Universal Credit or Tax Credits are unable to use the Scheme

— the exact families who need help the most.

We will bring forward a draft Early Learning and Childcare Strategy for public
consultation to Executive colleagues in autumn 2025 — we have been waiting
many years for an Early Learning and Childcare Strategy. High quality, fully afforda-
ble and accessible childcare is essential to ending child poverty. The inadequate
childcare system that we currently have perpetuates gender inequality and limits
women’s economic participation. When childcare is unaffordable it is predominantly
women who step back from their careers, education and economic opportunities.
Research by the Women'’s Regional Consortium3? found that over half of women sur-
veyed cited childcare as their main barrier to work — 45% stated they were out of
work because they are looking after children and 17% said the cost/availability of

childcare was the main barrier for them.

Format of the Consultation

3.26 While we appreciate the extension to the consultation deadline to provide 14
weeks the timing of such an important consultation over the summer months
is not ideal. This creates significant issues for Community and Voluntary sec-

tor organisations in terms of facilitating engagement with the consultation. It

32\WWomen, Skills & Barriers to Work, Women'’s Regional Consortium, December 2024
https://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/\Women-Skills-Barriers-
to-Work-1.pdf
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3.27

3.28

3.29

is more difficult to organise focus group engagement with women during the
summer months due to childcare issues and holidays and with regular
courses/activities not running in Women’s Centres over the summer months.
This creates difficulties in getting access to women over the summer effec-

tively helping to exclude their voices from this important consultation.

The draft Anti-Poverty Strategy is an important document and the actions con-
tained in it are vital to addressing the poverty that many people face. How-
ever, it needs time to read, understand and respond. For those who feel fur-
thest from politics, Government and the policy language used in these docu-
ments it takes even more time to digest. As the Women’s Regional Consor-
tium we want to ensure that women from the most disadvantaged and rural
areas of Northern Ireland are given the chance to share their valuable experi-

ences and opinions to help influence and shape the actions of Government.

In order for many women to be able to engage with the draft Anti-Poverty
Strategy there was much work to be done to explain the contents of the draft in
simple terms, to facilitate discussions and conversations in trusted and local
spaces and to meaningfully collect the views of those most impacted by its
contents. Those most affected by these consultations must be given the time
and space to discuss these issues in a format that they can understand and in
ways where they feel comfortable and empowered to contribute. This is
important work carried out by Community and Voluntary sector organisations
who must be given the time and resources to do this. This work is key to
effective engagement with Government consultations and without it the views
and experiences which are so critical to this process remain outside it.
However, this work puts huge pressure on an already overstretched and under-
resourced sector who are facing significant challenges due to funding cuts,

insecure contracts and increased demand for our services.

As we have previously stated and wish to reiterate The Women’s Regional
Consortium is hugely disappointed that the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy does

not acknowledge the important research work and lived experience evidence
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provided by the Community and Voluntary Sector which helps to provide im-
portant information on the complexity and dynamic nature of poverty not pro-

vided through official poverty statistics.

3.30 The Women’s Regional Consortium is extremely disappointed that the valua-
ble work of the Anti-Poverty Strategy Expert Panel, the Co-Design Group and
the Anti-Poverty Strategy Group have been excluded from the draft. We
strongly reiterate our view that the draft needs to be completely rewrit-
ten using the evidence-based recommendations from the Expert Advi-

sory Panel and Anti-Poverty Strategy Group.

4.0 Conclusion

The Women’s Regional Consortium rejects the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy and does
not believe that it meets the criteria of a reasonable Strategy. It is not fit for purpose,
will not achieve the stated vision and will not make any difference to rising poverty

levels in NI as it currently stands.

The Women’s Regional Consortium is extremely concerned about the lack of lived
experience included in the draft Strategy particularly absent from the proposed
commitments in the draft. Given that those who live in poverty know the issues and
can make informed suggestions on what works and doesn’t work to address the
poverty they face this must be urgently addressed. The lack of systematic

engagement with people experiencing poverty is a damning indictment of this draft.

We call on the Department for Communities to urgently rewrite the draft Anti-Poverty
Strategy using the evidence-based recommendations from the Expert Advisory

Panel and Anti-Poverty Strategy Group.

In rewriting the draft the Department must adhere to the recommendations
from oversight bodies such as the NI Audit Office and Public Accounts Committee

which recognised the need to avoid past mistakes. These bodies emphasised
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that the Anti-Poverty Strategy should have measurable targets, time frames, funding
and an independent oversight body.

This is not giving us any way out atall -it’s jus{
regurgi{a{ing the same J(hings -were going to keep

J(his, were going to review Jd'lis, were going to research

J(heg're alreadg providing is not enough because the
Cost of Living has gone up rea“g high and this is not
addressing any of these Jthings.

PARTICIPANT AT FOCUS GROUP ON THE
DRAFT ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGY

It all makes me very sad, | don't see
any change for me in my situation and
| know a lot of people inmy situa tion.
And | jus’t don't see any change for me

out of this S{ra{egg.

PARTICIPANT AT FOCUS GROUP ON THE
DRAFT ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGY
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06

There’s no changes, there’s no
hew s{eps, everg{hing IS jus‘(
“continue to” so that's not
changing ang’(hing.

PARTICIPANT AT FOCUS GROUP ON THE
DRAFT ANTI-POVERTY STRATEGY

5.0 Feedback from Women on the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy

The quotes below are taken from joint work between the Women’s Regional
Consortium, the NI Anti-Poverty Network, Ulster University and Save the Children NI
during focus groups with local women and groups discussing the content of the draft

Anti-Poverty Strategy.

We urge the Executive to redraft the Strategy in line with the Anti-Poverty Strategy
Expert Advisory Panel and the NI Anti-Poverty Strategy Group recommendations

including embedding the voices of those with lived experience as detailed below.

Additional comments received on whether respondents think the draft Anti-
Poverty Strategy will make a difference to the financial hardship/poverty that
people experience

“A lot of the suggested interventions in the Strategy are not new. Research has
already been done and there is a stronger set of proposed actions that you could
implement.”
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“Personally, | don’t see it as fit for purpose because it fails to set out the concrete
steps needed to tackle poverty meaningfully. Despite legal and political obligations,
the draft strategy does not properly reflect expert recommendations, lived
experiences of those in poverty, or the wider social and economic challenges - such
as the Cost-of-Living Crisis, austerity and an inadequate welfare system. It lacks a
robust, evidence-based and cross-departmental approach. A genuine Strategy must
be comprehensive, adaptable and driven by clear commitments and actions across
all government departments to have any real impact.”

“Many of the actions already exist and so will do little to lower the rates of poverty.
Moreover, a lack of actionable targets/time frames leaves little space for
accountability.”

“This Strategy will not work. It is just listing things are already in place.”

“These people are throwing poor people's issues into a pot and sitting them on a
dark shelf. People are crying out for help and no one is listening. People in poverty
are unseen.”

“It’s just a continuation of what is already in place and the numbers for poverty are
still rising. It is not going to work.”

“The draft Anti-Poverty Strategy will make very little or no difference for those of us in
financial hardship! The draft that has been released is quite frankly a slap in the face.
| myself see hardship every day! | work with it, | see it and | lived it. What | can see in
this draft is a continuation of what already exists no big changes no big plans ... no
money! How any government could listen to the lived experience, nod along with it
and then publish a document as cold, heartless and meaningless as this, is a real
shame for Northern Ireland. | am disgusted and | know I’'m not alone.”

“All children entitled to free school meals and help with school uniforms.”

“How does this Strategy compare to other countries and to Europe? The Strategy
seems to be gender blind. Intersectionality is not just about disabilities. While the
Strategy does mention migrant families it doesn't look at the full picture of social
inclusion and poverty.”

“Nothing has changed, prices keep rising so there is more poverty. No incentive to
get into work, basic needs are not being met.”

“It needs thrown out and they need to start again. No real change in it. Need to hold
open talks to hear exactly what people need not what they think will help.”

“They haven't put anything new in it. They don't help working people. People are
staying in poverty and Universal Credit is making people worse off than they were.”

“They didn't mention single mums in the draft. There is no scheme for single mums
to get into training or employability and education.”

“The Cost of Living has gone up so much, some families are really struggling even
people who work are sometimes worse off.”

“Universal Credit is causing hardship and should be scrapped.”
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“The Cost of Living is rising and wages aren't going up. Rents need to be capped.”

“There's nothing concrete, it needs to be more specific with targets and actions that
will make a real impact.”

“It is not fit for purpose. It doesn’t commit to changes so can't be challenged. It's not
fit to wipe my backside with.”

“Vicious cycle that won't really bring people out of poverty.”

“A lot of things are already in place like free school meals so there will be no positive
change. May have an impact on individuals but not suitable for all. Need more
awareness of what poverty is for people to recognise what it is.”

“How can Scotland provide a child payment to take children out of poverty when we
are keeping people in poverty? Navigating the system is really, really difficult, it’s all
online. How can people pay for Wi-Fi and a smart phone when they are on a state
pension with no access to pension credit because a partner is still working?”

“Many of the points made seem to be pre-existing and because it’s so vague it's hard
to tell what will be done.”

“Not much change, seems more ‘continuing' and ‘research’ less new actions.”

“It comes across like it's written by people who have no experience of poverty or how
people end up in poverty. It's just going through the motions.”

“Definitely needs improvement. Help is needed to transition to Universal Credit as
the stress has not helped my mental health.”

“People need things explained in a way they can understand.”

“It is astonishing in this day and age that there is so much need for charitable
organisations. The government should meet its obligations to support all members of
our society.”

“There are groups | don't see in the Strategy like younger people with disabilities.”

“The women we work with are already unsure of the practical resources and services
available. How will these changes affect them further?”

“‘Women do not know what they are entitled to, not enough information available.
Strategy is all about "continuing” already existing methods which clearly are not good
enough.”

“A Strategy with no real change is not going to get us out of what we are already in.”

“l can see no change, no help, no care for those of us in poverty. This is a disgrace.

“We need to see change implemented to reduce financial hardship like lifting the
two-child limit.”

“It’s ridiculous that it's taken 19 years to continue what's already in place!”

‘I don't think anything will change for me from this.”
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“They are keeping people below the baseline and not increasing the things that are
working.”

“Government must listen, understand and bring in measures to change poverty in
our community.”

“Everything is "continue" so no change. If they're not listening then they don't know
what needs changed.”

“Costs need to be capped such as childcare and rent and the cost of school
uniforms.”

“The draft doesn't change things like uniform grants that should not just be for people
on benefits. They have not put things into it that weren't already there.”

“NO real confirmation of changes with actual measurable budgets or targets and
planned impact.”

“Talk to people, use their experiences as examples, change the stigma and get
conversations going on poverty.”

“There are no concrete actions more than is already in place.”

“No specific changes, still delivering stuff that has already been in the system. No
concrete changes.”

" It took time to get this draft Strategy so the figures they were using would have
possibly doubled or even tripled by now.”

“It doesn't really say what will be done or what is being done.”
“l don't think anyone listens to working class people that are living through all of this.”

“l don't think they fully understand how their decisions effect both working and
unemployed people. Poverty is at an all-time high.”

“They need to understand how their decisions affect both unemployed and working
people.”

“Give help to people and support them when they get out from prison and don't make
a difference between people who get out from prison and others.”

“I think more needs to be done with housing. Support is needed to get people jobs
and a safety net for those that work hard but still can't make enough to survive.”

“Wages from work can be poor and salaries sometimes do not cover everything.”

“It is not a serious strategy it lacks targets, and clear resources to for the actions
needed.”

“The blatant ignoring of tangible anti-poverty research is an affront to those living
with daily hardship. Surely a commitment to change needs more than what is already
in existence?”
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“There are suggestions within the draft which have no details added, e.g. support for
people with disabilities. How will this happen? No further research is needed into the
impact of the two-child limit on poverty.”

“This is not a strategy just a list of things the government is already doing.”
“Targets need to be set and met or it will not work. There needs to be accountability.”

“It needs clear objectives and targets, goals and accountability if these goals are not
met.”

“l don'’t feel it will work as there are no measurables, goals or accountability. Need
proof that the strategies in place are helping now never mind in the future. There is
also no mention of increasing grants in general.”

“This Strategy is absolute nonsense. There are no targets, no accountability and it
seems no actual interest in sorting out poverty in NI. They have to listen to the
professional recommendations that they were given.”

“I don’t think there are any set in stone or reasonable targets mentioned. There
needs to be actual goals/targets in order to make change and someone needs to be
accountable.”

“Feel that it doesn't do enough to improve things or reduce hardship.”
“It is not realistic and does not go into detail how it will support service users.”

“The current draft will do nothing for the people in our society. It will be a paper
exercise for Ministers to hide behind.”

“It doesn't offer any really new or different information. It does not actually provide
practical changes that will support people or make real day to day differences for
people.”

“There are no actions being highlighted in this Strategy for actual change.”

“I think its just lip service, the initial mission statement seems so unrealistic and it’s
Jjust empty words to address the discourse but won't go anywhere as they'd rather
argue about an Irish language sign in Grand Central station or who wore a Rangers
top to a meeting.”

“Funding for this - is it ring-fenced or will budgets be cut in other areas?”

“The Anti-Poverty Strategy in the past has done nothing for families or to address
poverty and there is nothing within this draft Strategy that has addressed these
issues meaningfully again. Until the core issues of funding of services and cuts are
addressed it is just a waste of time and paper.”

“They need to be giving people more money, free school meals for all children, they
should have a hot meal each day.”

“To include support including for heating and electricity grants to support households
facing financial hardship - especially for families in need. | work in a family and child
care team and this is a massive issue/area for need.”
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“The draft Anti-Poverty Strategy will negatively impact our service users (children,
older people). It looks more like a “(how to keep) Poverty Strategy” maintaining
people in poverty long term.”

“It’s going to make things harder for service users who are already facing poverty
with the increase of life costs - | have had to support people with food banks and
give them numbers for food banks to support them.”

“There is no information regarding threshold of support - the working poor need more
support to enable them to stay in work.”

“This draft Anti-Poverty Strategy is not bringing anything new in. With the ongoing
Cost-of-Living Crisis working-class people are living in poverty with no support in
place. Childcare costs are a rising concern and as a professional, | still had to take a
career break for 2 years as my wage was not covering my childcare bill.”

“It is a poor response to families, service user groups and 'the working poor' who are
managing day to day with the cost of living. There needs to be set quantitative and
qualitative goals to eradicate poverty and give all people in society a better
opportunity to succeed in life. Meals for children, all school uniform and childcare
costs are the minimum expenditures that need to be covered by the government to
support children to succeed and encourage people to work and contribute to our
society as a whole.”

“It feels as though it is based on pre-existing programmes that are already in place
and whilst they help they are not making a massive impact on child poverty.”

“l don’t believe that it will make a bit of difference because any many of the ideas put
in place are already there. The ideas that have been added do not give enough
detail, with no figures on how this will work to help families.”

“Cutting help for those in most need, knowing rightly that they have the weakest
voice and least exposure is just inhuman and those responsible should be totally
ashamed.”

“It does not do enough there needs to be a clearer layout of goals and how these
goals will be achieved. We need to have a clear achievable timeline of when these
goals will be implemented and achieved.”

“It is still so unclear - no budgets/targets to reach.”

“While outcomes are stated, eg, “everyone supported to improve mental and
physical health”, the Strategy often lacks concrete, measurable targets beyond
existing programme continuation. In terms of funding the document acknowledges
significant budget limitations, especially in early years, which may restrict delivery.
Service pressures are unaddressed. The Strategy notes that health inequalities
drive demand on services but offers limited new measures to reduce waiting times or
expand access to primary/mental health care. Lifestyle determinants are
underdeveloped. There is limited focus on preventative health (eg, exercise, diet
beyond food poverty) and broader wellbeing initiatives. While indicators (eg, healthy
life expectancy gap, drug/alcohol admissions) are included, the approach relies
heavily on monitoring rather than clear commitments to reduce the gaps within the
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10-year span. Although lived experience is acknowledged, more detail on how
communities will directly shape health-related interventions would strengthen
impact.”

“The draft Strategy is a step in the right direction, but at present it is too broad and
lacks clear, measurable commitments, funding and accountability. Families
experiencing poverty, particularly lone parents, often face immediate challenges
such as childcare costs, housing insecurity and barriers to employment. Without
specific actions and resources directed at these areas, it is difficult to see how the
draft will make a real difference to day-to-day financial hardship. The Strategy needs
to set out practical supports, timelines, and clear targets if it is to genuinely change
outcomes for families.”

“It is not going to help. There needs to be clear firm goals set in place of what is
planned and how/when it will be delivered. | am a single mum of three due to an
abusive relationship. | have a severe long term medical illness, as does my
daughter, due to it being hereditary. It is a struggle each week to get the help that is
needed, especially financially to support our family and this Strategy only makes the
anxiety over fears of being able to afford to live worse. If | could work, | would but |
am unable to. If my daughter and | could be free from illness we would but we are
not. Due to this, our family has to rely on benefits and it is a constant fear of whether
we are eating, getting clothed, having electric, etc. As the cost of living rises this
fear, stress and worry only gets worse, which then in return, causes more health
issues.”

“I don't have much faith in our politicians to make the decisions, but they really need
to help children in poverty which can be hidden in shame and causes lifelong issues
with health and education.”

“People need social security - that means payments that will fund a basic lifestyle but
this Strategy has no targets and won’t change poverty.”

“It is not fit for purpose.”

“The Strategy doesn'’t outline what action is going to be taken to make a difference to
the hardships people are facing. Without a clear framework or timescale it has been
produced with a great deal of disconnection from what is actually needed to benefit
those who are most at risk.”

“The current Strategy is totally inadequate and | urge the Department for
Communities to complete a re-write using the evidence-based recommendations
from the Expert Panel and Anti-Poverty Strategy Group.”

“There is no budget and timescales.”

Additional Comments received on how respondents rated the draft Anti-Poverty
Strategy

“At the moment, | don't really rate it at all.”

“Very poor. | agree that it is worse to have a bad strategy than no strategy.”
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“The Strategy does not consider older women who are living in poverty, who worked
part time jobs their whole lives to accommodate care needs of their children and their
parents, and who are now trapped in poverty.”

“It should be people in poverty dealing with this - not people on big wages.”

“The people making the decisions have to come out and see how desperate people
are.”

“It's a start, they have identified the causes but where are the actions to change
things?”

“This is a reprinted sheet of continuation. WE DON’T WANT CONTINUES WE
WANT CHANGE! They know the factors causing poverty, they know the solutions
and the Strategy we need to take. However, they don’t want to fund it, they don’t
want to be bothered with it and to be honest it’s because they don’t feel the money
deserves to be spent on the poor.”

“Need to put Strategies actually in place and not just a list of suggested actions.
Listen to what people actually need and act on it.”

“Free school meals for all school children and increase school uniform grants.”
“Strategies that are gender blind will fail.”

“Does not include the basics. People will still struggle there is no change. Needs new
stuff in the Strategy and take on board the views of the real people. Over 60s are
discriminated against.”

“No real new steps only continue to do things - that's not going to change anything.
PIP cuts are really worrying to people who this will effect.”

“The price of living is going up and people are unable to feed their kids and heat their
homes. People who work on zero hour contracts it is not good as people don't know
from one week to the next.”

“The cost of living is going up and things are getting worse and families are
struggling.”

“It didn't cover homeless leavers from school and drug problems from an early age
for kids.”

“Universal Credit should be done away with as people are worse off.”
“The Cost of Living is so high and there is no encouragement to go out to work.”
‘Do away with Universal Credit and remove the two-child limit.”

“Just ‘continuing' with things - nothing new. No increased resources. Where will the
money come from for the new plans?”

“No actions just words.”

“Really poor - this Strategy is not going to support people - we need to get rid of the
two-child limit in Universal Credit. Free school meals should not discriminate we
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need to look at other countries. Families are so afraid of the judgement/stigma with
poverty so they are not reaching out for help.”

“Although there's an awareness of the issues, budget, timeline and actions are
unclear. Not enough is being done.”

“Unclear what RAISE aim is? £20m investment is a lot of money - would this money
be better spent improving existing schemes?”

“One of the most important things that is needed is ensuring people who need
money get it. We need to have an understanding of stigma, inflation and what people
need to have a basic standard of living that includes mental wellbeing and
happiness.”

“Food shopping has gone through the roof - need extra help to reflect this.”
“Pensioners seem to be forgotten.”

“Access to all benefits a person qualifies for. Transparent and helpful advice should
be readily available. Expectation that everyone can access online information.”

“Costs are extortionate these days and the future needs to be safequarded.”

“It's not reflecting any concrete changes to a failing system. Giving us more of what
we haven't got.”

“Not good enough, women will continue to be let down. Need more information and
concrete action plan of how they are actually going to make it better.”

“We need more stepping stones to be able to help ourselves out of poverty.”
“It's dire!! Complete joke! Politicians out for themselves!”

“Not good enough.”

“They're not actually saying what will change. Very vague “continued support”.”
“There's no identified actions for people to understand clearly.”

“In our society there should not be a need for people to rely on charity. Politicians
should be ashamed of the conditions that people are forced to accept.”

“They aren't listening to the people living in poverty. They don't live in poverty so they
don't have a clue.”

“l don't see a clear path out of poverty. There seems to be intentional strategies to
keep people in poverty.”

“There are no new changes in the draft. Most things that are in it are already being
implemented and there is nothing that can be talked about.”

“Hard to understand, lots of words and no real actions.”

“After 19 years | expected much more. Feels like no real concept of living in and
around poverty and the impacts on families and communities.”
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“I believe that this Strategy is poor, there are so many children in the area | work with
struggling with poverty. They have limited opportunities which will have an impact on
their lives.”

“More constructive actions are needed to address the real issues on the ground.”

“They are paying lip service to problems that are not being addressed and they need
to put specific improvements in place.”

“l think the people implementing this so-called Strategy and those researching it
need to actually see just how bad things are for those affected by poverty. Working
or on benefits.”

“It's mainly things that are already in place - there's not much new and they're not
saying how they're going to fix it.”

“It's a disgrace, making the rich richer and the poor poorer.”

“The draft Strategy is very slow in happening and does not meet all the requirements
that are needed.”

“Working people are also struggling after childcare and expenses. They need to
consult with shops as the prices are too high. They said it was because of Covid but
that's well over now.”

“Working people are really struggling to survive. Every week you go to get groceries
and the prices have gone up so something needs to be done about that.”

“Some areas are missing like if a person has children with special needs what's in
the Strategy for them? What about ethnic minorities?”

“It's very vague.”

“Government need to help people, everything changed after Brexit.”

“It's very poor.”

“Housing is very poor, benefits are not enough to cover food and heating costs.”

“It's not a complete draft when the proposed parameters for measuring outcomes will
be after the initial draft and without consultation with those with lived experience!”

“No targets and goals in place so there is no accountability and nothing to reach
towards to show work is being done and in a timely manner that will be beneficial.”

“They need to be consulting with real people before the draft is finalised. They
should be included in every stage.”

“It's a disgrace, we need targets and actions being taken.”

‘RAISE seems to be the only new things they added, and it is still under
investigation. This is simply not good enough.”

“We do not need more research for the two-child policy - we have all the research
and evidence.”
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“It's watered down and a cop out. The two-child limit does not need more research,
it’s a waste of money to do research that has already been done. Too much of
continuing what is already in place - no expansion.”

“I feel there is no structure or fairness in this Strategy the aim seems to be to focus
on the old plan rather than trying new things.”

“It will make no difference to people in poverty. They need to listen to the people that
know how to fix this.”

“Again there are no actual goals or targets. So nothing can change or improve until
this is done.”

“Needs to be more in depth.”

“It is not a realistic document and seems very out of touch with the reality of the day-
to-day cost of living.”

“Lacks detail on the practicalities of the plans.”
“It is disgusting that there is basically nothing new in this draft to be introduced.”

“Very little empathy or recognition of how significantly poverty impacts people and
communities. For these groups of people it feels that the government has no real
interest in making any real and tangible changes. Our politicians need to sit down
and listen to the real-life experiences about how poverty impacts every part of
someone's life, long-term.”

“NI is always on the back foot compared to the rest of the UK, disgrace!”

“Tokenistic measures and lip service will not feed our families, keep them warm and
give them any quality of life. Redirect our tax money away from the pockets of the
rich and use it to assist the public as it should be.”

“Lack of immediate relief - families in crisis need urgent support with food, heating,
housing - a Strategy that feels too long-term might not meet urgent needs.”

“It’s a waste of time without addressing the core issues.”

“They have not put any amounts on what they are going to give out. How can people
go back to education when they will struggle with their mental health, if they try to
better themselves they will be penalised with benefits taken off them.”

“The draft Anti-Poverty Strategy is very late, unclear and a smoke screen for the
future of Northern Ireland 2025-2030 and beyond.”

“l do not think it is going to be able to help people who are working and have extra
childcare costs, who are not going to be able to make their bills - electricity, gas efc.

”

“The working poor need support - even when an individual is in receipt of Universal
Credit - they do not automatically meet financial support for free school meals,
uniform grants, discretionary support - also some people do not realise they can
avail of additional financial support.”
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“It is just a tick-box exercise which our government has not put much thought into.
These people are not living in poverty and they need to do more consultations with
groups of people who work with individual's living in poverty. They also need to
speak with the individuals themselves and learn what is needed to help them come
out of poverty.”

“We need set goals and clear targets to eradicate poverty within our society. | would
give ita 2 out of 10.”

“Closer links to the people/children which it will impact/benefit. We need to address
issues that are mostly impacting children and families. Free school meals, greater
supports for school uniforms, better support for childcare provision. Helping children
in key foundation years, ensuring they have the best support in their lives as their
peers.”

“Politicians are out of touch and need to ground themselves to the level of most of
the people with real lived experience.”

“The draft simply does not look at what policies work in the rest of the UK and
implement here in NI. Typical political fallouts stop progression in this country.”

“It appears poor - it appears like a tick box exercise, with no clarity on how these
goals will be implemented or achieved.”

“I rated the draft Strategy as poor because it lacks clear, measurable actions,
funding commitments and accountability. While the vision is positive, the Strategy
feels too general and doesn’t give confidence that it will result in real change for
families who are already struggling. It does not go far enough in addressing urgent
needs such as childcare costs, affordable housing and adequate income support.”

“I think the people that write this up should try living on the terms that they are
suggesting for us and see just how poorly it has been thought out. There is no clear
understanding of what reality is like, on a daily basis for those of us that fall under
the bracket of needing help from these organisations and government.”

“More help for families with children, school meals should be free and uniform help
for all those people on low income.”

“People aren’t poor because of character defects or an inability to budget - it’s
usually bad luck or illness, disability and broken relationships that mean people end
up in need. It could happen to most people.”

‘I feel the Strategy is a good starting point, but without any clear action plan it falls
short of being an Anti-Poverty Strategy, it’s very out of touch of what’s really needed
and feels like it was written without acknowledging the lived experience of what
poverty really is in 2025.”

“The current draft fails to include measurable targets, time-bound outcomes and
dedicated resources, as highlighted by oversight bodies like the NI Audit Office and
Public Accounts Committee. Public scrutiny of the Programme of Delivery and action
plans has also been absent. The Strategy’s three-pillar approach ignores the
systemic causes of poverty, instead placing responsibility on individuals and
reinforcing stigma, such as attributing poverty to family breakdown without
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addressing underlying financial stresses. Nowhere is the voice, experience,
expertise, and insights of people experiencing poverty seen in either the descriptions
of the barriers or the solutions to them. Additionally, there is no mechanism
illustrated within the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy to engage meaningfully with people
with lived experience of poverty throughout the development, implementation, and
duration of the strategy. The Department cannot just amend this draft ‘Strategy’, it
needs to be completely rewritten using the evidence-based recommendations from
the Expert Panel and Anti-Poverty Strategy Group.”

“Very poor.”

Comments from respondents on the things they think would make a difference
to the financial hardship/poverty that they or a family member are experiencing
(and which are missing from the draft Anti-Poverty Strategy)

“Free school meal payments over holidays to stop holiday hunger. Introduce a Child
Payment like in Scotland. Put a price cap on school uniforms. Increase the School
Uniform grant and include costs for shoes.”

“We need a real Living Wage, because low pay leaves young people struggling to
take part in normal social life, pushing many towards addictions. Families need
benefits that match the true cost of living, affordable housing, and support with
essentials like food, energy, and childcare. Poverty won'’t be solved by one
department alone — the whole government must act together to give people dignity
and stability.”

“A Universal Basic Income so everyone's basic needs are met. Free childcare or a
community focused childcare model that does not rely on subsidies which many
families don't feel the benefit of. Providing free school meals over the holiday period
to stop holiday hunger among children and young people.”

“Affordable childcare to allow women to go back to work.”

“Stop pressuring people to get into employment as if it is the only thing in society that
gives a person value and makes them visible. Put wellbeing at the heart of an Anti-
Poverty Strategy.”

‘Employment strategies to 'help’ people into the labour market do not differentiate
between a young person starting out a life and an older person, especially women,
who has almost reached the end of working life and do not have the energy or
capacity to look for work for 35 hours a week.”

“We need fair and equal pay for everyone. People on disability and carers are not
getting enough to help them face every day struggles.”

“Help with uniform costs. free school meals for all. Stop pushing people into poverty
and actually help them.”

“We are entitled to our human rights. They should not be violated by the government
not providing housing, health care and school meals. Change has to come now.”
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“More help with school uniforms £42.50 hardly covers a thing. Also some more
stepping stones to help get mothers back to work. Affordable childcare, payments
open to everyone to help with costs of childcare or even the 30 hours free childcare
that’s already in place in England. We also need more available grants than loans in
Discretionary Support. Help us out of debt not to get into it.”

‘Raise Universal Credit to meet the cost of living. That’s a no brainer. Enforce 30hr

free child care across the island like in the UK. Scrap the two-child limit and provide
support to families like Scotland are doing. Extended free school meals and actually
think about what a school uniform costs and raise the school uniform grant.”

“We want more job security in Northern Ireland and flexible roles. Better paid work!”

“All children should have free school meals. Increase the threshold for entitlement to
uniform grants. More help and support with disabilities. When moving across to
Universal Credit - no five-week wait without any money.”

“Primary and secondary school children should all get free school meals.”

“Identify all the areas of intersection - unpaid carers, lone parents, carers, disabilities,
pensioners, homeless/insecure housing, rural, crisis due to illness, workers,
communities, self-employed. Tenancies vs private landlords vs homelessness.”

“Reduce fuel costs, paid into meters and to fuel companies. Information should not
be just online and on social media not everyone accesses this.”

“Help for single parents and disabled people. Help with housing and social houses
and regulate private rents.”

“‘Reduce the meter rate for electricity/gas rather than a one-off payment for fuel costs
- this would cover the Winter months. Self-employed people get no help - there's
nothing for them and small business - the working poor.”

“They should put a cap on private rents as people have to pay out of their benefits
and it’s leaving them without money for food and heating. | think that people are
getting poorer. Working people have to pay for school uniform and dinners and this
takes a big chunk of money from their wages and leaves them struggling. | think the
rich are getting richer and the poor are getting poorer.”

“Cost of heating your house and electric is too high especially in Winter.”

“Universal Credit is the worst thing that the Government has done, it has made more
poverty than anything. Rents need to be capped.”

“Food prices, electricity and gas prices are getting worse. The price of children's
clothes, uniforms, shoes and all essential items are ridiculous.”

“Help with school uniforms and increase in the level of benefits as the Cost of Living
keeps rising. Free school meals for all children.”

“Increase in wages and rents need to be capped.”

“Help with school uniforms and school dinners and help to feed families on low
incomes.”
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“School uniforms capped. Help with the cost of living, the cost of food, electric,
clothes, baby food, fuel.”

“Free school meals for all children in primary and secondary schools.

Help for the working poor. Make working more afttractive - remove the barriers to
leaving the benefits system as for some it’s not worth working as benefits are safe,
consistent, so why bother working?"

“More support for people with addictions. More support for people up or downsizing
according to their housing needs. Healthy Start vouchers — they should pay for a tub
of baby milk without having to put money to it. Stop the big wigs high wages and
expenses and give them back to the people who need it.”

“Current caps reviewed to support working families. Increase the thresholds for
being able to get help. Warm meals for all school children not just the ones whose
families are on benefits. Remove the two-child limit.”

“The Strategies that are being continued need to be reviewed and involve the service
users in any new Strategies. Improved and additional support is needed for new
services and continuing services. More resources for factors such as education.”

“We need support with childcare for working families, we need a price cap on
uniforms and we need to stop wasting more on reactive issues and look at investing
the taxpayer’s money into early intervention and prevention. Do the people who hold
power in these decisions want to see what real poverty is - look at our food banks,
our local family support hubs, our full-time working families struggling to pay bills with
the cost of living. NI is in a state of crisis.”

“‘Remove the two-child limit. More heavily subsidised/free childcare. Greater
awareness of programmes and help. Better access to benefits and awareness. The
Strategy needs to meet the same level as the rest of UK and ROl - make more of an
effort. It shouldn't make more financial sense to stay on benefits than to work -
changes are needed.”

“End the two-child limit. Introduce the child payment here. Help with fuel and food
costs needed. Help with childcare payments for working families so that they can
benefit from their earnings and not be working to pay for childcare.”

“l have a child who was a detained patient for more than 18 months. While she was
in hospital our outgoings increased dramatically. We had to switch to Universal
Credit at a time while | was on half pay from work, the five-week wait was really hard
and | couldn't budget because | didn't know what my income was. | had to use a
social supermarket to eat and ran out of money reqularly. Universal Credit should
remain in place for children in hospital, as should PIP if the child is over 16 and in
hospital. We lost over £700 a month at a very stressful time. Also, Carer's Allowance
is lower than unemployment benefit and it should be higher with a taper for earnings
rather than a cap.”

“There’s not enough information on the Universal Credit changeover for people who
are disabled.”

“Easier access to Universal Credit and easier to apply - feel they are making barriers
to access. Get rid of the two-child limit. Cap on school uniform costs.
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Raise threshold for free school meals to reflect minimum wage now. Having to go
back to work when child is 3. It used to be 11. Getting calls from when the child is
one year old. Getting childcare is harder. There is no help for working people
struggling in poverty. A Christmas bonus in benefits would be helpful to people.
More support for carers — they are lacking in support and the money they do get
doesn't take into account the electricity to run hospital equipment, etc. Get rid of
zero hours contracts. Provide free school meals for all children.”

“Take away Universal Credit.”

“Move to generic school uniforms. Subsidise energy costs. Reduce public transport
costs.”

“Tailored services directed to marginalised groups without a lengthy wait on referral
lists.”

“More understanding of women’s hardships - domestic abuse, etc. Women
experience poverty differently to men, there is no one size fits all approach.

Improved support for women trying to access education and employment, fair pay for
both men and women.”

“Increase the school uniform grant. Provide affordable childcare. More funding to
schools for snacks/classroom equipment. Help with gas and electric. Schemes to
help with the Cost of Living. More grants to help with daily living needs - furniture,
house appliances, etc.”

“Free school meals extended. 30 hours free childcare. Rise in Universal
Credit/Healthy Start payments. Cheaper uniforms or higher payments to help with
them - they are not enough.”

“Lifting the two-child limit. School uniform grant increased. Help with childcare
costs.”

“Increase Child Benefit and Universal Credit. Remove the two-child limit. Include
nursery age in school uniform grant and increase the grant. Solar panels to help cut
the costs of electricity. Help with childcare. Lower afterschool costs - put a cap on
them. 100% Christmas bonus in benefits. Increase in the Healthy Start amount.
Hot meals for ALL school children.”

“If they would actually fund schools then they wouldn't have to ask parents to provide
additional costly items. Cost of school uniforms is extortionate.”

“Those in power should be challenged to live on the money families in poverty have
to survive on. Power lies with the people. We need to encourage people to become
aware of the government plans. Join together and demand the changes we need.”

“Better examination of what poverty is and how it affects the average person.
Implement some of what the Republic of Ireland, England and Scotland are doing.”

“More help for self-employed people. People working in education not being paid
over summer break and unable to apply for benefits.”

“Benefits need to increase along with help for the cost of living at the same time
some things should be capped such as childcare, uniforms and rent.”

44



“Making sure that the working wage will help people stay out of poverty. School
uniforms should be set at the same price for all schools. The two-child limit should
be lifted as it has a detrimental effect on families.”

“‘Remove the two-child limit. More help with childcare costs. Have a look at what’s
happening in other countries.”

‘Real tangible changes needed. Investment in people and communities to foster real
growth in NI. When money can be squandered on photo opportunities, consultants,
advisors and expenses it's time for the NI Executive to spend more wisely. We
deserve better!”

“People’s experiences, the voices of people experiencing these hardships need to be
heard. They need to look at different ethnicities and bring people together from all
over NI.”

“Cap on rents. Cap on school uniform costs. Schools implementing a uniform
exchange. Re-instate the Holiday Hunger Scheme. Ask the people living in
poverty.”

‘Bureaucracy - need to reduce it and make life simpler. Need more information.
Make it easier for families to be better off when they do go to work.”

“Listen to grassroots people like those who live and work in the communities that
suffer from poverty and not researchers that know nothing about the communities.”

“Make it easier to get educated to go out to work.”

“Free hot meals for all children at school. Better help with childcare costs.
Reduce the price of food, etc. Families are not eating properly so their health and
mental health are badly affected.”

“It took 19 years to get this far to get a draft Strategy yet they are not taking
immediate action to resolve these problems. Parents are on their knees trying to
cope with their bills. It's no use doing a survey unless you're going to act on it.”

“Free meals for all children at school would be a start. Parents are stressed out
trying to make their money last and of course the bills get higher and higher. Doing
surveys doesn't work unless you act on them.”

“Have a gateway benefit for those just above the threshold and are not eligible for
any benefits/support for example with rates, school meals and uniforms.”

“As a family support officer day in day out families are coming in upset, angry
because they can’t afford to eat or heat their house.”

“More help needed for childcare costs and support from employers with childcare.”

“Help with housing when getting out of prison. More benefits for children.
More help for people with a disability.”

“Need help with housing when you get out of prison. Need help to get benefits
sorted when out get out of prison. It's really hard to get a job when you get out of
prison. When you get out of prison you need photographic ID and it's really hard to
get it. Need more put in place to help people before they leave prison so they don't
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get out and end up reoffending because they have no home or not enough money to
live on.”

“Lot of people are in and out of prison - they get out with no home and end up
homeless then end up on drugs and drink - they need to address that so that people
don't end up coming back in. If people are on licence they have some
accommodation provided for them - temporary accommodation but if you get out at
the end of your sentence you need to find housing yourself. If you're in prison and
you don't have family support when you get out its hard and people need support. A
lot of people don't have the skills to cope in the real world - they need basic life skills
- they don't know how fto live in the real world.”

“Moving on from being homeless and try to house people with affordable housing.
More help with childcare for families in crisis - if they end up taking on another child
as someone has gone into prison they struggle to get any financial help.”

“Better laws to stop landlords overcharging for rents. More support and information
for people who want to work but find it hard to live or even eat because the pay is too
low.”

“More help for childcare costs. More help for households on a very low income.
More help with school meals. Increase in low wages/low incomes.”

“Better wages. Better housing. Better support through the benefits system.
There should be more support for heating, food, electric bills.”

“‘Reform of the benefits system, to provide help not penalise those in need.”

“Clear distinction around protections for disabled persons getting back into work -
"right to try" scheme in particular. Protections for women and children leaving
domestic violence and experiencing post-separation abuse, including vulnerabilities
around financial abuse within the current benefit system.”

“After the sudden loss of a full time job and being forced onto Universal Credit
because of a disability the five-week wait is too long and Discretionary Support only
offers a small amount for the whole time. There is not enough support going from
full time work to nothing and that forces people into poverty. If people on Universal
Credit are getting the maximum loans they can, when it comes to repaying it, they do
not have enough money for food and household supplies.”

“Free school meals for all, introduce a school uniform cap and more help for people
with disabilities.”

“l don’t want to just be heard, | want to be listened to. We should know how the
newer things like RAISE are run and how decisions are made.”

“We need better decisions made for change. We need people with life experience to
be heard. We need free school meals for all children. Get rid of the five-week wait for
Universal Credit.”

“Universal extended school programmes - more funding for the cost free school day.
Lived experiences should be listened to. There should be a cap on school uniform
costs and they should be unbranded. Prevention is possible, we don't have to wait
until people are in crisis. Preventing poverty will increase quality of life, invest in our
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children’s education and mental health will progress in our job opportunity and
money into NI.”

“There should be fairness and inclusion. We should look into more funding and
better strategies.”

“Free school meals and an increase in the school uniform grant. A better
understanding of each disabled person’s needs. Stop pigeon holing disabled people.
Do away with the five-week Universal Credit wait because it pushes people into debt.
More sensible rules around Carers Allowance.”

“Put more money into school programmes, like breakfast clubs and after schools.
Every child should get a free bus pass and money for school uniforms. All kids need
a hot meal and should have free milk.”

“More funding for older people’s services. Not scrapping the winter fuel allowance,
reintroducing meals on wheels for older people to ensure they are getting substantial
meals.”

“Cap on school uniform costs. Get rid of the two-child limit. Look at other countries
and take a leaf out of their book to try and get children out of poverty.”

“Lower childcare costs, lower food costs and cap back to school costs.”

“Real changes to tackle poverty will need universal funding, the government hide
behind requiring people to come forward and apply and ask for support. The NI
Executive need to commit to a deadline by which they will further mitigate the cuts
that have come from Westminster. We also need to increase eligibility for certain
benefits. We need to completely re-start the support from cradle to grave. No one is
financially supported in this society. So much wasted time and money, and
distraction by green and orange in this country and not what really matters.”

“Better financial support for the most in need paid for by taxation of the rich.”

“Scrap the two-child limit, provide free school meals for all and education for all. We
deserve it.”

“More should be learned from England, Wales and Scotland around childcare and
supporting parents who work to pay for childcare. The cost of living is affecting
everyone and this Strategy does not go far enough to actually change that.”

“No more talk we need actions.”

“Foster carers are asked to care for the most vulnerable children in society however
the allowances do not address the cost of living, carers are out of pocket. It has an
impact on not as many people applying to become foster carers yet more and more
children are coming into care - poverty being one of the factors for this.”

“Universal free school meals, caps on school uniform costs, a robust and genuinely
helpful childcare strategy to help people into work and retain their earnings, a
decrease in utilities for electricity and gas/oil with significant and longer standing
caps on these.”

“Simplifying benefit applications and reducing reassessments so parents that have
children with disabilities don't have to constantly "prove” disability. Changes to
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Carers Allowance - raising the rate, removing the earnings cap and recognising the
intensive nature of unpaid care.”

“Increase benefits so families can address issues and come out of poverty, stop
cutting services and allow health and social care services to implement meaningful
change, cut the cost of school uniforms, help families to afford food, stop all the
MLA's expenses and pay in line with the rest of the country and use that money
elsewhere.”

“More money into school uniform grants, free childcare places, money for heating for
all on benefits, school uniform to be capped.”

“Introduction of heating/electricity support. Support for afterschool/breakfast club
provisions.”

“The working poor need support - even when an individual is in receipt of Universal
Credit - they do not automatically meet financial support for free school meals,
uniform grants, discretionary support - also some people do not realise they can
avail of additional financial support. Universal support for meals at school. Increase
the threshold for financial support. Understanding that working to survive is not living
- impacting social isolation/ loneliness increasing mental health and putting strain on
other services. Putting money back into the community / youth clubs / voluntary
groups.”

“More support for women in the workplace in relation to childcare. More support for
children with SEND needs. Financial support for our disabled and elderly community.
Get rid of two-child limit. Make the system within Universal Credit more accessible
for everyone to use. Self-employed people are being punished within Universal
Credit.”

“Support with travel costs, support with heating costs for elderly and working people,
a fixed rent across NI and independent bodies capping costs of heat, day to day
living costs and fuel. An increase of funding to food banks and community groups to
support with childcare costs.”

“Better focus on what would be of most support for children and families, liaising with
families directly to gain what they feel would best support them. Providing all children
with free school meals. Capping school uniform costs especially in secondary
schools. Providing schools with more funding specifically to provide free or reduced
wraparound services so that it can help working parents with child care costs.
Working with supermarkets to promote free fruit/veg boxes for all.”

“Affordable childcare, restoring benefits and addressing low pay with a real living
wage. Improving access to skills to allow families to avail of jobs in the future.”

“Child care subsidies, free education and school meal provision. Stop relying on the
privatisation of services to fund a failing government. Look to fund those that have
proven to work.”

“Expand access to affordable housing - implement rent control measures, increase
the supply of public housing and offer support for low-income families. Better
investment into education and training for jobs. Provide support schemes to help with
further education to reduce debt for students, more apprenticeships should be
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available to equip individuals with manual skills. Increase unemployment benefits,
expand food assistance programs and offer more efficient and free health care.
Furthermore, better advertisement of the supports that are available would be ideal
as people are often looking to services for support that they could be seeking
independently which would reduce some strain on services. Address fuel poverty,
increase childcare support and reduce childcare costs. Invest more money into
community development in high poverty areas across NI including infrastructure.”

“The draft Strategy makes strong connections between poverty and health, includes
key programmes on nutrition, housing and child health and commits to tackling
inequalities. However, it is really light on new, funded, specific interventions and
depends on existing schemes and cross-government collaboration. Without clearer
commitments and resourcing, it risks not going far enough to significantly narrow
health and wellbeing gaps particularly with the involvement of the community and
voluntary sector where a lot of this work needs to begin, stay and thrive.”

“Affordable and accessible childcare to enable parents, especially single mums, to
work or study. Increased investment in social housing and support with rent to tackle
housing insecurity. A review of welfare benefits, including Universal Credit, to
ensure families are not pushed deeper into poverty. Targeted support for lone
parents and larger families, who are most at risk of persistent poverty. Programmes
to help with the cost of essentials (food, fuel, school uniforms). Better access to
training and employment opportunities that lead to secure, fairly paid jobs. Stronger
monitoring and accountability so progress can be tracked and the voices of those
with lived experience shape decisions.”

“Reduce electricity prices.”

“Better help with uniform grants, the PE kit alone is more than the whole grant.
Better thought out help from Universal Credit. The payments and help provided,
should reflect the rise in the cost of living. More support, especially financially, should
be given to the organisations in the local communities, who do try to help support
people. Food banks are supposed to be a last resort, but for some of us, they are a
weekly necessity.”

“Stop taking away what is given in one hand just to change the rules and take away
in another.”

“Better health care, education reforms, free childcare for working mothers in low-
income jobs, free school meals. Provide an income that is needed in today's society
to be able to eat, clothe, heat and access transport as everything is so much more
expensive than even a few years ago.”

“Provide the 30 hours free childcare, tackle the rising cost of living. The working
class are being hit and some are now living in poverty and having to use credit to
cover essentials like food, heat and school uniforms.”

“Targets for a minimum standard of living and resources to fund it instead of
expecting charities to do it. Taxing extreme wealth would fund it - nobody needs
more than 10 million pounds and 1% of that would make a big difference. It’s the
government’s responsibility to look after citizens in need. Taxing millionaires causes
no hardship.”
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“Increase benefits, remove the two-child limit, increase wages in the Community and
Voluntary sectors and provide longer-term contracts to help increase staff retention
and provide security to workers to support families in their communities. Increase
child benefit, lower taxes, freeze food and fuel prices.”

“What would make the biggest difference is focusing on security, secure homes,
secure incomes and secure services especially in rural communities. Right now,
everything feels precarious, work, rent, energy costs, food costs. The Strategy has to
commit to reducing that risk if it is going to tackle poverty

in a meaningful way. It needs to make commitments through meaningful action to
creating equity between urban and rural infrastructure. A person in Lisnaskea with an
8am hospital appointment at RVH needs secure access to transport and childcare to
ensure access to health care. Digital poverty in rural areas (poor broadband/mobile
service, paying a premium for satellite services in black spots) and digital literacy
needs to be addressed as a necessity. Rent regulation in the private rental sector to
prevent exploitation and unaffordable rises. End to policies that deepen housing
insecurity (eg, bedroom tax, five-week wait, the wait time for rates relief). Long-term,
stable funding for community organisations that deliver frontline support, instead of
short-term grants. Involving local communities in decision-making about how anti-
poverty funds are spent, so solutions fit rural realities. There needs to be more said
about how they are going to support single people, not just single parents. This
needs to include single working age people and single older people who carry the
premium of household bills, fuel and electric cost rises.”

“There are a raft of measures other regions of the UK have taken that could be
implemented here - but the two-child limit should be lifted and the rise in the cost of
living for family’s needs to considered in its many aspects, including extra costs that
only affect specific groups like disabled and migrant families.”

“1. Income Security and Social Protection

e Review and reform social security to ensure it provides a real safety net. Current
benefit levels do not meet the Minimum Income Standard and fail to account for
higher costs in rural, disabled and ethnic minority households.

e End the two-child limit, benefit cap and other punitive measures that dispropor-
tionately affect families and children.

e Uprate benefits in line with inflation and living costs and ensure rapid access to
crisis support for those facing sudden hardship.

e Provide targeted support for groups at greatest risk, including lone parents, car-
ers, disabled people and those with No Recourse to Public Funds.

2. Employment, Skills and Good Work

e Promote access to secure, well-paid and flexible employment. Invest in skills, ap-
prenticeships and retraining opportunities, especially for young people and those
farthest from the labour market.

e Develop pathways out of low-paid work, including in-work progression, fair pay
and collective bargaining.
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6.

7.

Address barriers to work such as childcare costs, transport and discrimination.
Support initiatives for social enterprises, cooperative business models and em-
ployment in the green economy.

. Affordable Housing and Fuel Poverty

Expand the supply of genuinely affordable, quality social housing, with priority for
homeless families, those in unsuitable accommodation and people with disabili-
ties.

Introduce rent controls and improve tenants’ rights in the private rented sector.
Invest in energy efficiency, retrofitting, and renewable heating, particularly in rural
and older properties, to tackle fuel poverty and climate change simultaneously.

Food Security and Access to Essentials

Support universal free school meals and breakfast clubs to ensure every child
has access to nutritious food and is ready to learn.

Back community kitchens, food co-ops and surplus food redistribution to reduce
reliance on emergency food banks.

Address ‘'holiday hunger' and ensure support for families outside of term time.
Health, Well-being, and Social Inclusion

Tackle health inequalities through investment in primary care, mental health ser-
vices and community-based support.

Address the social determinants of health, including poor housing, digital exclu-
sion and insecure employment.

Recognise the link between poverty, trauma and mental health, providing holistic,
trauma-informed services.

Education and Lifelong Learning

Invest in early years education, affordable childcare, and family support services
to break the cycle of disadvantage from the earliest stages.

Support inclusive and flexible education for all ages, including alternative provi-
sion for those excluded or disengaged from mainstream schools.

Promote digital inclusion and access to technology for learning, especially in rural
and low-income households.

Rural Poverty and Community Development

Recognise the distinct challenges of rural poverty, including isolation, higher liv-
ing costs, transport barriers and lack of services.

Invest in rural broadband, community transport, local business support and place-
based solutions led by local people.
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8. Data, Measurement, and Accountability

e Set ambitious, time-bound targets to reduce child poverty, overall poverty and
deprivation gaps.

e Publish regular, transparent data on progress, disaggregated by community
background, geography and equality group.

e Establish an independent Poverty Commissioner or equivalent body with power
to hold government to account and hear from people with lived experience.

9. Engagement and Co-Production

Meaningful engagement with people who have experienced poverty is essential.
Mechanisms for ongoing dialogue - such as advisory panels, citizen juries and
participatory budgeting - should be embedded within the strategy’s implementa-
tion. This ensures the policies remain responsive and credible.

10. Alignment with Other Strategies

e The Anti-Poverty Strategy should not operate in isolation. Alignment with strate-
gies on child and family well-being, mental health, disability, community cohesion
and climate action is crucial. Joined-up approaches will maximise impact and pre-
vent duplication.

11. Funding and Resources

e Ambition must be matched by resources. The strategy’s success will depend on
sustained, ring-fenced funding, long-term investment and flexibility to respond to
emerging needs. Transparent budgeting and co-funding with local authorities and
the voluntary sector should be explored.”
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