citizens

advice Exeter

Child Poverty in Exeter

where policy meets reality
A Report by Citizens Advice Exeter
October 2025

Page 1 of 14



Acknowledgements

The report draws on the experiences of families across Exeter who have sought help from Citizens
Advice Exeter. We are deeply grateful to all the clients who have shared their stories with us. Their
lived experiences bring the data to life and powerfully illustrate the real human impact of the policies
we aim to influence.

Thanks also go to all the staff and volunteers at Citizens Advice Exeter whose dedication to
supporting families in hardship has made this report possible. Their frontline insights form the
foundation of our evidence base.

In addition, Citizens Advice Exeter are indebted to our colleagues at Citizens Advice Stroud and
Cotswolds for allowing us to re-use research, statistics and references from their original ‘Stroud
and Cotswold’ version of this report. We have used aspects of their excellent template to highlight
our own Exeter specific policy concerns and in particular relevant stories from our own Exeter clients.

“Fantastic knowledgeable.”
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Child Poverty in Exeter - Executive Summary

What we want to achieve with this report

This report shines a light on the reality of child poverty in Exeter and challenges the assumption
that poverty only affects Britain's largest cities or most deprived areas. Poverty is not the result of
poor choices or personal failings. It is driven by systemic barriers, rising costs, and policy
decisions that leave families without the support they need.

Our findings are based on the real experiences of Exeter families who have sought help from
Citizens Advice Exeter. Behind the statistics in this report are children who go without essentials,
parents who skip meals so their children can eat, young people who miss out on education and
social experiences, and families trapped in cycles of debt and anxiety.

The government has committed to developing an ambitious Child Poverty Strategy. We want to
ensure that this strategy includes practical solutions based on lived experience and frontline
insight that would make a real difference to Exeter families.

Key messages from our clients in Exeter

From the cases we see at Citizens Advice Exeter, several themes emerge:

1. Universal Credit is not providing sufficient financial support. The basic level of
Universal Credit does not cover the actual costs families face, particularly when children
have additional needs or when families must spend more on heating and other essentials.

2. The two-child limit and benefit cap are causing severe hardship. Families with more
than two children are being pushed into poverty through no fault of their own. Many parents
could not foresee changes in their circumstances such as relationship breakdown,
unemployment, bereavement or ill health..

3. Housing costs are pushing families to breaking point. There is a critical shortage of
affordable housing in Exeter, with thousands on waiting lists and families unable to find
suitable accommodation. Private rents are unaffordable for many families on benefits, and
Local Housing Allowance rates do not reflect actual rental costs.

4. Children with additional needs face compounding disadvantages. Families with
autistic or disabled children face higher costs, inconsistent access to support services and
complex bureaucracy that delays help when it is most needed.

5. Access to essential services is inconsistent. NHS dentistry for children is virtually
unavailable in Exeter. Mental health support through Children and Adult Mental Health
Services (CAMHS) varies by postcode. These gaps in provision harm children's wellbeing
and development.

6. Crisis support is being used as a lifeline, not a safety net. Foodbanks and crisis funds
have become essential for many families, masking the inadequacy of mainstream benefits
and support systems.
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Our recommendations

To tackle child poverty in Exeter and across the UK, the government's Child Poverty Strategy must
include:

1. Remove the two-child limit on Universal Credit and child tax credits

2. Scrap the benefit cap

3. Insert a protected minimum floor in Universal Credit to ensure families can always afford
essentials

4. Ensure Local Housing Allowance keeps pace with actual rental costs

5. Stop planned cuts to disability and health-related benefits, and involve disabled people in
reform

6. Increase investment in affordable social housing

7. Ensure consistent, accessible support for children with additional needs across all areas
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Child poverty in the UK

Child poverty has reached crisis levels across the UK. In 2023/24, 4.5 million children (31% of all
children) were living in relative poverty. This represents 700,000 more children than in 2010."

In the South West, approximately 18% of children live in poverty. 2While this figure sits below the
national average, it represents thousands of Exeter children facing daily hardship. In every
classroom of 30 children, on average five children are quietly missing out on the experiences that
should be part of every childhood.?

The changing nature of child poverty

Since 2010, policy, demographic and societal changes have combined to change significantly
which families fall below the poverty line:

Most children in poverty (69%) now live in a family where at least one adult is working — this
has increased from 58% in 2010. Having a job is no longer a guarantee against poverty. 3

The proportion of children in poverty living in larger families with three or more children
has increased from 34% to 44% 3 — a direct consequence of the two-child limit policy.

44% of children in poverty live in families where someone is disabled 3— up from 31% in
2010, reflecting both the higher costs disabled families face and inadequate benefit levels.

More children in poverty are living in private or social rented accommodation — reflecting
both the shortage of affordable housing and the gap between housing benefit rates and actual
rents.

Growing up in poverty affects children both in the short and long-term

The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health has highlighted the link between childhood
poverty and long-term impacts on physical and mental health, cognitive development, and
educational attainment. These disadvantages often persist into adulthood, making escape from
poverty even harder.*

The Child Poverty Action Group's 'Priced out of school' report ° highlights the mental health toll
poverty takes on young people and exposes how financial barriers create multiple points of
exclusion: children not attending for fear of embarrassment because they lack correct uniform or
kit, being unable to afford school meals or packed lunches, lacking money for school trips or
transport, or being prevented from choosing certain sub rejects due to costs.

" Loughborough University & End Child Poverty Coalition (20Local child poverty estimates for 2023/24. This
refers to “relative poverty after housing costs” (see p. 9 for a definition of relative poverty)

2 Children in low income families: local area statistics, financial year ending 2024 — Section 4 Proportion of children in low income families by
region, United Kingdom, FYE 2024

3 Child Poverty Action Group: https://cpag.org.uk/child-poverty/poverty-facts-and-figures
4 Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (2024) The Impact of Poverty on Child Health and Development.

5 Child Poverty Action Group (2025) 'Priced out of school: How lack of money prevents young people from attending school'.
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Child poverty in Exeter

The experiences of Exeter families seeking help from Citizens Advice Exeter reveal how national
policies interact with local conditions to push families into hardship. The following themes emerge
consistently from our casework.

Inadequate benefit levels

The basic level of Universal Credit does not cover the actual costs families face. This is
particularly acute when children have additional needs or when households require higher fuel
consumption.

Sarah is a single parent with mental health issues and a 12-year-old autistic son. They
rarely leave the house and therefore need higher fuel consumption to stay warm. The basic

level of Universal Credit does not suffice for this family's needs. They struggle with fuel
poverty, unable to afford both adequate heating and food.

The two-child limit and benefit cap

Many people have no knowledge of the benefit system, the benefit cap or the two-child limit when
making family decisions. Parents often could not foresee changes in their circumstances such as
relationship breakdown unemployment, bereavement or ill health. Cutting family income harms
children’s wellbeing.
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A recent study published in the journal ‘Social Policy & Administration’ concluded that the two-child
limit and benefit cap fail to meet the stated policy aims, instead causing significant harm to
children. ©

Helen is a single mother of five school-age children, now actively seeking work. She
receives minimal support from the children’s absent parent. She is subject to the benefit
cap. Until the benefit rules are changed, charities like Citizens Advice Exeter have little else
to offer such clients beyond foodbank vouchers — a sticking plaster that cannot address the
underlying policy-driven poverty.

The housing crisis in Exeter

There is a significant shortage of social housing in Exeter, with demand far outstripping supply. In
2024, there were 2,009 households on the Council waiting list. It can take several years to be
rehoused, with waiting times significantly longer for larger properties.

In 2024, Exeter's affordable housing ratio was above the national average (7.7) at 8.6:.7 In other
words the average price of a house in Exeter is nearly nine times higher than the average wage.
This affordability crisis affects both the private rental sector and home ownership.

Karen, her partner, and their disabled 16-year-old son were living in a cramped, mouldy flat
when they received a Section 21 notice because their landlord wanted to sell. Although
registered Band C on the Devon Home Choice housing list, they struggled to find a two-
bedroom property that would accept their pet. They were turned down for several
properties, and Karen was refused another property because she has a Debt Relief Order —
even though it does not include rent arrears which she has never incurred. They were
desperately anxious they would not find anywhere before the eviction date. Fortunately,
Devon Home Choice eventually provided a ground-floor flat that allowed their son to walk to
college and them to continue running a small minibus service for children with disabilities.

This case illustrates both the shortage of affordable housing and the additional barriers families
face, including discrimination based on past financial difficulties and inflexible letting criteria. The
recent Renters Rights Act 2025 will improve this and we look forward to it being rolled out as fast
as possible.

Local Housing Allowance inadequacy

While the government restored Local Housing Allowance (LHA) rates to the 30th percentile of local
rents in April 2024, the rate remains frozen at levels calculated over the year to September 2023.
Between September 2023 and September 2024, average private sector rents increased by 8.4%.
This means many benefit recipients must draw from other already inadequate benefit components
to cover housing costs.

Joanne is a retired health worker living in a privately rented one bed flat. She suffers from
ME for which she receives PIP.Her rent rises each year by more than the LHA. Her income
does not. She fears sliding into debt.

6 It's the kids that suffer’: Exploring how the UK's benefit cap and two-child limit harm children - Andersen - 2025 - Social Policy &
Administration - Wiley Online Library
7 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/bulletins/housingaffordabilityinenglandandwales/2024 - section 5 ‘Local authority

housing affordability analysis’
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/bulletins/housingaffordabilityinenglandandwales/2024

Recent Joseph Rowntree Foundation analysis shows that if LHA remains frozen over this
parliament, on average, private renters on housing benefits will be around £700 worse off per
year, and 50,000 renters will be pulled into poverty.2

Unfurnished social housing without essentials

It is standard practice for housing associations and councils not to provide floor coverings and
white goods for unfurnished tenancies. For housing providers, this is more predictable, safer and
cheaper than evaluating and possibly cleaning items left by previous tenants. However, the costs
fall on new tenants who must buy these essentials.

In November 2024, Emma and her two children (aged 5 and 18) moved from temporary
accommodation in Plymouth to an unfurnished Exeter City Council property. Following a
marriage breakdown, Emma had no furniture and could not afford white goods or floor
coverings. She came to Citizens Advice Exeter for help getting grants to cover the costs but
was unable to find a suitable grant. By September 2025, she had managed to save £500-
600 to put flooring in all rooms except the stairs and her own bedroom. Splinters remain an
occupational hazard.

Research by the Highbury Group ° concludes that tenants provided with floor coverings are 10-
30% less likely to leave their tenancy, reducing associated costs by £500 per year for each
property. It seems absurd that private landlords routinely provide floor coverings but social
landlords — whose tenants are generally poorer — do not.

Childcare cost barriers

The childcare system, while offering support in principle, contains practical barriers that push
families into crisis.

Maria is a single parent of two children aged 3 and 12. She works 15 hours part-time,
receives Universal Credit and Child Benefit, and has 15 hours free childcare for her
younger child. Within one week of the child turning 3, the DWP contacted Maria to say she
must increase her working hours to 30. Maria therefore needed extra childcare but was not
entitled to 30 hours free care until January 2025. She had to pay the extra 60 hours per
month nursery fees one month in advance for three months before they would be covered
by the 30 hours per week free childcare from January. Maria is now struggling to pay for
other essentials and contacted Citizens Advice Exeter for foodbank and fuel vouchers.

While Universal Credit can pay up to 85% of eligible childcare costs, and support may be available
through the Flexible Support Fund or a budgeting advance, in practice these require navigating
complex processes at a time of acute financial stress.

Children with additional needs face compounding disadvantages

Families with disabled or neurodivergent children face higher costs and systemic barriers that
compound the effects of poverty. In particular they have problems with mental health support,
complex bureaucracy and minimal levels of practical help.

Inconsistent access to mental health support

8 Earwaker, R. (2024) Joseph Rowntree Foundation analysis of Local Housing Allowance freeze impact.
9 The Provision of Floor Coverings in Social Housing - https://altairltd.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Final-Report-Longleigh-

Flooring-final.pdf
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Access to mental health support for children varies significantly by postcode, creating a lottery of
care.

Liz sought help from her GP for her autistic child and was referred to CAMHS several times.
However, Exeter CAMHS stated that they cannot assist with neurodivergent patients.
Research shows that in many other areas, such as Dorset, CAMHS do assist with
neurodivergent children. This postcode lottery means the help parents receive is
inconsistent, directly impacting the care and treatment children receive.

This gap in provision is not merely inconvenient — it can have profound impacts on children's
development and family wellbeing

Complex bureaucracy and housing need assessments

Families with disabled children face particular challenges in securing appropriate housing.

Low availability of housing stock is causing significant problems for families with children
and disabilities. Devon Home Choice's policy states that to be awarded an additional room
for a child who cannot share, DLA mid or higher rate care needs to be in place, and families
must provide evidence from a secondary care health professional such as a consultant.
However, CAMHS does not deal with autism and there is no dedicated 'consultant’ for
neurodiversity. One family provided several supporting letters from their child's paediatrician
and SEND services, but these were not accepted. When the family's MP referred the case
to a local councillor on the housing board, instead of advocating for the constituent, the
councillor repeated what Devon Home Choice had told him. The family remains in
unsuitable accommodation.

This case reveals how inflexible criteria and a lack of understanding of neurodiversity can trap
families in housing that does not meet their children's needs.

Minimal level of practical help - Kinship care without support

When family members step in to care for children who cannot be cared for by their birth parents,
they often do so without adequate financial or practical support.

Nicola was ‘given’ her grandchild by Social Services when the baby was six weeks old.
Nicola, who is on Universal Credit herself and cares for her own three children (two of
whom are autistic), was more than willing to take on the baby's care. The child has
flourished under her care and turned from a baby who always cried to a happy baby.
However, after 17 weeks, Nicola had received no financial help. Social Services seemed to
have simply ‘parked’ the problem. The added financial stress of including a baby in the
family is huge.

Under-funded and under-resourced authorities are in danger of effectively causing babies who
could be successfully nurtured by loving extended family members to end up in the care system
due to lack of funding and practical support.

Access to essential services is failing children

Beyond financial hardship, families face barriers accessing essential services that are critical for
children's health and development. We highlight the problems with dentistry.

NHS dentistry crisis
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A search for NHS dentists in Exeter provides a list of only three dentists taking on NHS patients
'when availability allows'. Children under 18 are entitled to free NHS dentistry, yet parents cannot
find NHS dentists accepting new patients.

One client with a 16-year-old daughter was unable to find an NHS dentist. The NHS
website suggests contacting the Integrated Care Board who manage local dental services
and ‘may be able to tell you where you can get a local dental appointment’.

The government completed a consultation on improving NHS dentistry services in August 2025.
%Implementation cannot come soon enough, as many adults and children are currently unable to
access NHS dentistry in Exeter. In the case of children, this means that instead of routine dental
care keeping children's teeth healthy, severe tooth and gum issues arise that require hospital
treatment. This is both deeply distressing for all involved and an additional cost for the NHS.

Crisis Support

Many of our clients — with or without children - have nowhere to turn but to foodbanks and other
types of emergency support. Our own referrals of clients to foodbanks peaked in 2023 but overall
foodbank usage continues to grow — demand for Trussell Trust food parcels has tripled in the ten
years to 2025 and a third of them go to children."’

0 NHS dentistry contract: quality and payment reforms - consultation document — July 2025
" Food banks in the UK: House of Commons library
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What needs to change: Our recommendations

Child poverty in Exeter is not inevitable. The local evidence from our frontline work
and the stories in this report show that national policy choices directly affect real
families in our community.

The government has committed to developing an ambitious Child Poverty Strategy.
We want to ensure that this strategy includes practical solutions based on lived
experience and frontline insight that would make a real difference to Exeter families.

National policy changes

Remove the two-child limit

The two-child limit punishes children for circumstances beyond their control. Families
did not choose to have insufficient support: many faced unforeseen changes in
circumstances. This policy fails to meet its stated aims and causes demonstrable
harm to children. It must be abolished.

Scrap the benefit cap

The benefit cap pushes families with children into poverty, particularly affecting
larger families and those in areas with high housing costs. Evidence shows it does
not increase employment and instead causes hardship and housing instability.
Insert a protected minimum floor in Universal Credit

Universal Credit should guarantee that families can afford essentials such as food,
heating, and essential bills. A protected minimum floor would ensure that deductions
and sanctions cannot push families below a level where they can meet basic needs.
Ensure Local Housing Allowance keeps pace with actual rents

LHA rates must be uprated regularly to reflect actual rental costs. Freezing rates
means families on benefits must divert money meant for food and other essentials to
cover rent shortfalls, pushing them deeper into poverty.

Stop planned cuts to disability benefits and involve disabled people in
reform

Families with disabled children already face higher costs and additional barriers.
Planned cuts to disability benefits would push more disabled children into poverty.
Any reform must involve disabled people and their families in the design process.

Local and regional actions

Increase investment in affordable social housing

Exeter City Council's plan to build 642 new homes every year for 20 years from 2021
to 2041 is welcome, with between 15% and 35% of these a 50:50 split between
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affordable rented homes and affordable first homes/shared ownership. ?However,
delivery must be accelerated and maintained to address the current shortage
affecting 2,009 households on waiting lists in 2024 13,

Provide floor coverings and essential white goods in social housing

Social landlords should provide floor coverings and essential white goods in
unfurnished properties. Wales has already included floor coverings in its revised
Decent Homes Standard. Exeter should not wait a decade for England to follow suit.
Evidence shows this reduces tenant turnover and benefits both landlords and
tenants.

Ensure consistent access to support for children with additional needs

Access to mental health support and assessments for neurodivergent children
should not depend on postcode. Services must be adequately resourced and
housing assessments must recognise the full range of evidence that families with
disabled and neurodivergent children can provide.

Improve NHS dentistry provision

The acute shortage of NHS dentistry in Exeter is unacceptable. Implementation of
the government's proposed reforms must be prioritised to ensure children can
access routine dental care before problems escalate to the point of requiring hospital
treatment.

A final word

Children do not live in poverty in Exeter from choice. The local evidence from our
frontline work and the stories in this report show that national policies directly affect
real families in our community.

Every child deserves the chance to thrive, regardless of their family's financial
circumstances. The evidence is clear, the solutions exist, and the need is urgent.

Citizens Advice Exeter is committed to identifying the drivers of hardship and looks
forward to working with policymakers, local authorities, and partners to make child
poverty history in Exeter and across the UK.

A Citizens Advice Exeter client: “my children and | can’t thank you enough for
sorting out our problems in our difficult times — and on top of that you also
helped us with getting money for uniforms from chatrities so they can go back
to school. You don’t know how much you helped and what it meant. Thank
you so much for everything you did for us.”

12 hitps://exetercivicsociety.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Exeter-plan-Dec-2024.pdf section 6.7
13 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-rents-lettings-and-tenancies#live-tables
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Need help?

If you are affected by any of the issues raised in this report, Citizens Advice may be
able to help.

Website: www.citizensadvice.org.uk

Citizens Advice Exeter: www.citizensadviceexeter.org.uk

For personalised advice, please contact Citizens Advice Exeter through our website
or call the national Citizens Advice helpline.
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