Fabian Society submission: Sunder Katwala and Louise Bamfield (in a personal capacity)
How should the next manifesto ensure fair opportunities for all children?
Labour must ensure its policy offer is linked together by a core narrative
- the core argument for more equal life chances in a fair society; that we should not inherit our life chances at birth, and the fairness case for a ‘fight against fate’ to extend opportunity to all.-- the evidence that, despite progress, life chances remain too unequal, so that any rhetorical commitment to ‘equal opportunity’ demands an agenda to narrow the life chances gaps.
- Set out what responsibility government must take as part of a ‘fairness contract’ to challenge parties who want to adopt a consequence-free rhetorical support for ‘childhood and apple pie’
 
1. End child poverty first
Labour’s flagship pledge to end child poverty had very little profile in the 2005 campaign. More emphasis is needed to explain that child poverty exists, and what its consequences are. A wide range of policy measures are needed to build confidence that government can achieve its core social justice goal by 2020. Labour must win the cross-party argument that increasing incomes will play a central role in a broader agenda, including proposals for a higher minimum wage and benefit uprating to support children whose parents are not in work. Above these, a life chances/equality commission to audit opportunity and inequality; a Stern-style report on ‘the economic and social costs of not ending child poverty’ and a public commitment to a ‘life chances litmus test’ with a Cabinet committee auditing every policy for its child poverty impact would help to frame the debate and fuse policy across government together. In increasing childcare provision, a progressive universalism strategy must direct resources sufficiently for low income families to be able to take up the benefit: redirecting resources to subsidise providers could help to do this (Life Chances Commission, 2006).

2. Educational opportunity and inequality
The new PSA target to narrow the class attainment gap should frame a package for educational fairness, including resources for intensive ‘catch-up’ support in primary schools, and stopping schools from being their own admissions authorities. Equal emphasis needs to be placed on policy outside schools: to improve the home learning environment and resourcing an ‘every parent a reader’ literacy programme (Bamfield, Fabian Review, 2007). The pattern of private education in the UK is significant in our comparatively low social mobility. This need not be a highly polarised debate: we need a cool, evidence-based assessment of eg the proportion of Russell Group students from private schools. This might generate philanthropic offers to share resources; a further review of the threshold of ‘public benefit’ for charitable status; or VAT on school fees with income hypothecated to an educational disadvantage fund. (Katwala, 2007)
 
3. ‘pre-birth’ provision to reduce low birth-weight
To build on welcome measures to pay child benefit in pregnancy and the new maternity grant, the Prime Minister should spearhead a national strategy to reduce low birth-weight: which should explore supplementing the infant mortaility target with a birth weight indicator; equalising benefit rates for the under-25s, and providing one-to-one intensive nursing for the most vulnerable premature babies. (Bamfield: Born Unequal, 2007). A key priority must be ensuring hard-to-reach groups benefit from maternity services: integrating health, community, early years and childcare by strengthening SureStart – and challenging attempts to cut back SureStart by opposition parties, which will entrench these inequalities of access.

4. Shift resources to public health
We need a more imaginative public argument to shift resources from illness services to health. A children’s health and well-being manifesto should consist of a range of policies beyond the DoH. Flagship ideas should include push for a school nurses in every school, by redistributing acute sector resources, by (Stoate: Challenging the Citadel). Mandating councils to register children automatically for free school meals (tied to particular benefits) would increase take-up; Labour should campaign nationally and locally for free access to swimming pools for those on tax credits or benefits. Protect parents from pester power by banning junk food ads (Stoate, 2002)


