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UN Special Rapporteur Report Summary 

Philip Alston, the UN’s rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, undertook a fortnight-

long fact-finding mission to the UK in which he outlined the “great misery” that the British 

government have inflicted with “punitive, mean-spirited, and often callous” austerity 

policies driven by a political desire to undertake social re-engineering rather than economic 

necessity. 

Alston’s report outlines that as the world’s fifth largest economy, poverty is a political choice 

and a decade of austerity policies have swept away the element of compassion that was been 

intrinsic within Britain’s post-war social safety net. A section of his key criticisms of deprivation 

levels and flawed social policy include that: 

 The UK’s levels of child poverty are “not just a disgrace, but a social calamity and 

an economic disaster”. Austerity and cuts to public services are having a 

disproportionate effect on the poor, women, ethnic minorities, children, single parents, 

asylum seekers and people with disabilities; 

 Whilst the government denies that extreme poverty exists in the UK, Alston has noted 

increasing levels of child poverty, in-work poverty, food bank use and visible 

homelessness which repudiate this point and highlight the huge faults in current fiscal 

policy; 

 Soaring use of food banks, increasingly visible homelessness and cuts to school 

budgets have widened concerns about the Conservative party’s fiscal strategy. 

Similar audits of extreme poverty have been undertaken by the UN in the US, China, Saudi 

Arabia, Ghana, and Mauritania, and a full version of the report will be presented to the UN 

Human Rights Council (UNHCR) in Geneva in 2019. 

Within the report, Alston highlights the important role that civil society organisations have had 

in meeting demand for local services where the public sector is no longer able to. He praises 

the “tremendous resilience, strength, and generosity” of neighbourhoods and charities in 

supporting one another and points to collaboration between the statutory and voluntary sector 

in mentioning and commending “councils seeking creative solutions, and charities 

stepping in to fill holes in government services”. The report also makes reference to civil 

society organisations proving important support for increasing numbers vulnerable people 

struggling to navigate the benefit system, and for our sector’s ability to mobilise and act in the 

face of the impending roll-out of Universal Credit.   

The report makes for depressing reading, and despite the stark findings which have emerged 

from compelling evidence, the government have been dismissive and have shown what Alston 

describes as a “striking disconnect” from ordinary people. 

The report outlines a range of well-known issues about the damaging impact of the UK’s 

social, political and economic situation.  These issues are not new but it is significant that they 

have raised such a level of concern as to trigger a UN investigation.  In an ideal world the 

impact of the evidence and continued debate at the UN in 2019 would push the current (or 
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future) government to make much needed change to remedy the damage to communities and 

families across the country.  

 

Key Findings 

Poverty 

 Around a fifth of the UK’s population (14 million people) live in poverty, with 1.5 million 

of these unable to afford basic essentials and therefore classed as destitute; 

 In-work poverty is rising:  Despite the government highlighting record levels of 

employment, almost two-thirds of people in poverty in the UK are in families where 

someone works. In total there are 2.8 million people in poverty who live in families 

where all adults work full time. This is compounded by low wages, insecure jobs, and 

zero hour contracts; 

 The national minimum wage is also inadequate: Families with two parents working full 

time at the national minimum wage are still 11% short of the income needed to raise a 

child; 

 Against current conditions it is possible that forecasted levels of child poverty could rise 

to a rate of 40%; 

 People living in extreme poverty are being pushed to desperation as they struggle to 

survive.  In gathering evidence for the report, Alston spoke to people who did not have 

a safe place for their children to sleep, people who had sold sex for money or shelter, 

young people who felt gangs were the only way out of destitution, and people with 

disabilities who were being told they needed to go back to work or lose support, against 

their doctors’ orders.  

Universal Credit 

 Universal Credit does not represent an improvement in the benefits system:  Whilst 

rolling six benefits into one should make sense in principle but is failing due to serious 

flaws in its design and execution. Alston says the system is “fast falling into 

Universal Discredit”; 

 The Department for Work and Pensions has completely skewed its priorities towards 

economic savings and sending messages about lifestyles, and shows little concern 

about “responding to the multiple needs of those living with a disability, job loss, 

housing insecurity, illness, and the demands of parenting”. 

 Flaws in the design and implementation of Universal Credit are seriously harming 

claimants’ mental health, work prospects and finances, alongside “harsh and 

arbitrary” benefit sanctions. These are pushing people into destitution and are leaving 

the most vulnerable claimants struggling to survive.   

Austerity, Public Sector Cuts & The Impact on Communities 

 The massive cuts to local authority funding have seen the closure or sell-off of 

important public spaces such as libraries, parks and youth centres. This is “damaging 

the fabric” of British society and eroding its sense of community;  

 The impact of reduced local authority funding has left many councils only able to 

deliver basic services. Alston acknowledged that with rising demand for key services 

(especially social care) this has plunged many local communities into crisis.   
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The Impact of Brexit 

 Leaving the EU will see the poorest neighbourhoods shoulder the most negative impact 

due to the loss of billions in poverty reduction funding.  Whilst the government has 

announced a shared prosperity fund to replace this funding, however with five months 

left before Brexit, they have so far failed to release information on how this would work; 

 The impact of Brexit on inflation, wage levels and consumer prices will leave the UK 

economy significantly worse off.  The national economy is already 2- 2.5% smaller than 

it would otherwise have been; 

 The declining value of the pound has already increased the cost of living for people in 

poverty by £400 per year.  Following Brexit the government will need to uprate benefits 

to account for increases in the cost of living and inflation, or risk pushing up to an 

additional 900,000 more people into poverty; 

 In the event of a no-deal Brexit the UK would see a drop in GDP of between 5% and 

8%, representing a loss of thousands of pounds per household. 

Benefits & the Digital Divide 

DWP have assumed that most people are able to access the internet and are competent and 

confident online – By moving to a position of ‘digital by default’ they have effectively ignored 

the UK’s digital divide:   

 The government’s efforts at digital transformation are flawed, particularly in relation to 

the benefits system:  Despite the high national roll-out of broadband, many of the UK’s 

poorest and most vulnerable households do not have access to the internet or the 

digital skills needed to make a claim online. “Universal Credit has built a digital 

barrier that effectively obstructs many individuals’ access to their entitlements. 

Women, older people, people who do not speak English and the disabled are 

more likely to be unable to overcome this hurdle”; 

 Support for benefits claimants via DWP’s Assisted Digital Support programme is 

inadequate - The programme only provides 2 hours of help with an original application 

and has not been adequately funded to come close to covering the demand for 

support; 

 From April 2019, Assisted Digital Support will be delivered by Citizens Advice using 

£39 million of DWP funding.  This will run until 2020 and will also need to cover 

personal budgeting support. Considering the level of need, this is not only a small 

amount of funding, but also diverts funding away from local level VCSE groups that 

have developed their own digital support packages to meet local need. 

 

 

A summary of findings by the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty & 
Human Rights is available to read and download here: http://bit.ly/2OZGH7w  
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