
 
 

Health and Well-being Board 

Thursday, 14 December 2023 

Poverty and Hardship 

Report of Councillor(s) Cllr Veronica Jones, Cabinet Member for Improving Public Health 
and Wellbeing 
 
Responsible Officer(s): Gill O’Neill, Executive Director for Public Health (DPH), 
Inequalities & Stronger Communities 

1. Link to Key Priorities of the Corporate Plan   
This report is relevant to the following priorities in the NCC Corporate Plan 2023-26: 

• Achieving value for money: Ensuring best use of resources.  
• Tackling Inequalities: Working collaboratively to support residents soonest and to 

greatest effect.  
• Driving Economic Growth: Building on strengths and connections to enable residents 

to see and access opportunities available to them. 

2. Purpose of report 
To update on the progress of the Poverty and Hardship plan. 

3. Recommendations 
Health and Wellbeing Board is recommended to consider and comment on progress 
described in this report. 

4. Forward plan date and reason for urgency if applicable 
Not applicable 

5. Background 
5.1 The Poverty and Hardship Plan - Section 4.5 of the System Inequalities plan - is 
Northumberland County Council’s response to financial hardship and cost of living 
pressures.  
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5.2 This work aims to keep residents to stay safe and well while enduring cost of living 
pressures and to prevent further widening of the inequalities gap, supporting the longer-term 
preventative and proactive measures in the wider system inequalities plan. 

5.3 Previously agreed (HWB OSC 6th September 2022 and HWBB 8th September 2022) that 
£1m from the Public Health reserve be available to support the council’s implementation of 
a Poverty and Hardship Plan. 

5.4 The plan was developed and is delivered with representation from key areas of the 
Council and the Voluntary, Community, and Social Enterprise sector (VCSE). Priorities 
drawn from Public Health prioritisation exercise: ‘aim to reduce inequalities’ and ‘local need’, 
‘evidence of impact/ effectiveness’, and ‘prevention’. It includes relevant reports of Holiday 
Activity and Food investment (£1.02m) and Household Support Funding (£4,960,660) 

 
a) Population Health Management funding 

 
In addition to the Public Health reserves, £1 million was committed to NCC by 
Northumberland Clinical Commissioning Group (now Integrated Care Board) via section 256 
agreement. 
   
i £430K allocated to Population Health Management/Health Inequalities Fund for 
communities (£250,000), and Creative Health Strategic Manager.  
 
ii November 2022 System Transformation Board agreed proposals for £570K cost of living 
funding for; 

• Additional Citizens Advice Capacity, including community assessor training to 
maximise reach into targeted communities. 

• Make Every Contact Count wellbeing trainer (2 years funding) - in post since July 
2023. 

• Additional resources to Energy Pathway support, and targeted energy support to 
vulnerable households, including assertive outreach campaign with Primary Care. 

 
iii Governance: The Section 256 funding and the Poverty and Hardship plan sit within the 
Inequalities plan and report therein. 
 

b) Areas of focus for the plan: 

The poverty and hardship plan focuses on  

• hardship support including Household Support Fund, food, fuel and warm homes,  
• mitigating the impact of poverty and cost of living on children and young people,  
• building resilience in our households and communities. 

 
Northumberland is an asset and opportunity rich county; the plan supports our aspiration 
that all residents can live their best life. Understanding our challenges and strengths and 
working together to build solutions is key. 

c) Working with knowledge: 

The council has access to information and data which can ensure the greatest impact and 
best value from limited resources available. To maximise this, we have: 
 
i Purchased one year of access to LIFT tool (Low Income Family Tracker) that combines a 
welfare policy analytics engine with local authority data to identify financially struggling 
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residents, design appropriate interventions, and track the effectiveness of these 
interventions. 
 
ii Development of a poverty and hardship data dashboard combining mixed source available 
information to give insights into household expenditure and current costs. 
 
iii The dashboard and LIFT tool allows data, planning and reporting to link together through 
an inequalities lens to support the best value arrangements across the system, reducing 
duplication, and building partnership and place based longer term solutions. 

d) Financial pressures on households with low incomes:  

i The impact of inflation which for housing fuel and water peaked at 11.8% in January, food 
prices rose by 19.2% in June – the highest for 45 years, while inflation is coming down (today 
6.7% but long term average is 2.8%) prices are not following at pace. Interest rates remain 
high at 5.25% affecting residents with mortgages renewing in 2023-24.  

ii Average weekly wages at £543 compared to £613 in England and £539 in the North East. 
Households are spending an average of 16% more on housing, fuel and water, and 27% 
more on food. Northumberland has a 5.7% unemployment rate (national 3.6%). Around 
21,000 households claim Universal Credit (UC). 

iii 31% of Northumberland children are living in poverty, two thirds of these live in a working 
household.  

iv There are 11,100 children in Northumberland living in families with UC debt deductions 
(58% of all children living in UC households), losing an average of £75 per month from their 
entitlement – or a collective total of £420,000 a month across the county.  

v Free School Meal (FSM) entitlement is for families earning less that £14,000 per year on 
UC, or £16,190 per year on Child Tax or Working Tax credit. Low income is defined as 60% 
of the median which in the current year is £19,134.00. 10482 Northumberland children are 
eligible for FSM. 

vi Rural residents typically spend between 10-20% more on everyday requirements than 
those living in urban settings, despite average wages being some 7.5 per cent lower 

e) Household Support Fund (HSF) 

i Household Support Fund is to provide crisis and financial support to households in most 
need with food, fuel, and essentials. This fund is particularly for residents not entitled to other 
government support.  

ii To date 26,317 households have been supported to the value of £1,523,310.00 from the 
current HSF award.  

14,758 households with children 

7,206 households with a disabled person 

1,828 households with pensioner 
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iii By volume most awards were made ahead of school holidays to families with children 
entitled to Free School Meals (18,997 awards), followed by energy and fuel support (2,818), 
food support (2,519), and energy essentials and wider essentials (1,983). 

More than £1m of awards were made in vouchers. 

iv Increasing Citizens Advice Northumberland capacity – CAB currently manage £6m+ in 
debt, in the last year worked with 3,199 clients, more than 1,800 in relation to cost of living.  

v A Financial Wellbeing collaborative has been initiated working with the Community Bank, 
Citizens Advice, and key stakeholders from all sectors. Using the Money and Pensions 
Services Financial Wellbeing strategy the group will first produce a simple pathway early in 
2024 for residents to navigate the financial wellbeing advice and support available across 
the life course, from education, to savings, debt, credit, and resilience.  

f) Warm spaces and pop ups  

The warm spaces network is live ahead of winter with 102 spaces registered and offering a 
warm and social space to residents across the county, and an additional 50 in the process. 
In line with Inequalities Plan question 2 - “What can communities do with a little help” - 
community embedded staff continue to work alongside our warm space network, and others 
to take forward initiatives that build cohesion and resilience at place. 

i Northumberland Frontline and NCC are currently adding the 2023-24 warm spaces to their 
library and websites. 

ii Northumberland Communities Together have worked with housing colleagues, and 
community partners to plan 111 cost of living information pop ups at venues across the 
county and using the council’s community action vans. These events will be live on the 
Council’s website mid-November. 

g) Access to fresh and affordable food 

i Food is the highest demand from Northumberland Communities Together (NCT) with a 
third of weekly calls (average 209) regarding food. Citizens Advice reports similar increases 
for crisis support managing an average of 1,200 cost of living related issues per month for 
clients, predominantly crisis and charitable support.   

ii NCT work with Northumberland Nourish Food Network, foodbanks, and other food 
provision to ensure support is sustained while demand remains high, and that insights 
from this work contribute to future planning for more resilient approaches to food 
insecurity. 

iii Local and household factors affect the cost of living and specific pockets of deprivation 
influence levels of food insecurity. Well planned local design can address food insecurity, 
for example, access to advice available, and the type and availability of support, and 
understanding who is at greatest risk. 

iv Across the county 20+ food based resilience building pilot activities are in place including 
community lunch clubs, breakfast meet ups, growing walls, after school food, homework 
clubs, and community fridges. We commit to identifying best practice in addressing food 
affordability and access to healthy food. 
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v The National Food Strategy recognises the positive role of Local Food Partnerships. 
Northumberland’s food partnership – Nourish - is a cross sector network supporting 
developments that prevent food insecurity and show good sense socially, economically, and 
environmentally. 

h) Food insecurity and children: 

i Northumberland County Council committed to continue supporting families eligible for Free 
School Meals during school holidays issuing HUGG supermarket vouchers to 10482 
children/families (3,724 Children with Special Needs and Disability) via schools to the value 
of £250 per child across the 6 holiday periods (over 2 Household Support award periods). 

ii 2024 pilot “auto enrolment” Free School Meals meaning entitlements in place at the 
earliest time giving families and schools access the national financial support available.  

iii Northumberland Holiday Provision (HAF) includes lunch, delivery is local and with more 
than 9,000 children attending activities or camps in 2022, efficacy rate for Free School Meal 
children is around 43% - 62% varying per holiday, (the national average efficacy varies from 
17% to 32%).   

iv Healthy Start vouchers provide families with support towards fruit, vegetables, milk and 
vitamins. Current uptake is 71% of 2,468 eligible families: LIFT tool informs where best to 
promote. Targeted awareness raising via partners, leaflets and social media launches in 
December with uptake tracking. 

i) Warm Homes – Energy Pathways: 

i Fuel poverty is driven by low incomes, high energy prices and energy inefficient homes. 
Households are fuel poor if after accounting for fuel costs households are left with a minimal 
income.  We also see correlation between fuel poverty and debt. 

ii Northumberland Energy Pathway makes up around 30% of the current Household Support 
Fund projected spend (£1.4m). Residents can access energy support and resilience 
measures administered by Citizens Advice energy team. More than 800 residents have been 
supported to the value of £208,941 through income maximisation in addition to projected 
household savings of £91,715 from energy advice. 

iii Energy Pathway Plus (Warm Homes on Prescription) prioritises households adversely 
affected by cold homes for energy efficiency and support interventions. This work is a 
collaboration between NCT, CAB, Community Action Northumberland, NCC Environment 
team, Public Health, and Primary Care, including the additional investment from Integrated 
Care Board (see 4.6)  

iv To date a small number of residents have met criteria for the energy pathway plus with 
additional measures to their homes to the value of £22,601. We expect demand to increase 
over winter months and with the support of the warm homes network and working more 
closely with Primary Care for data led intervention (supported from ICB funding). 

j) Giving children and young people the best start in life: 

i For the best start in life children must be able to see and access opportunities available to 
them. The plan acknowledges the significant support activity across the county but notes 
barriers to children and young people accessing education, enrichment, and gaining key life 
skills to build their futures. 
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ii Eat Sleep Play Learn fund 

This funding has four broad categories: eating, sleeping, playing, and learning. 170 awards 
have been made to date to the value of £29,483 directly benefiting children and young 
people – most awards are for beds, bedding, clothes, and uniform items. 

iii Holiday Activity and Food Programme (HAF) 

Department for Education funded (£1.02m for Northumberland p/a), HAF is designed to 
remove pressures from families during school holidays and provide food, and fun, enriching 
activities for children entitled to Free School Meals. Northumbria University evidenced that 
every £1 spent on HAF added £11 in wider social benefits for families. 

iv Securing additional funding from National Lottery Community Fund has enabled 
Northumberland to expand our community led offer to include children experiencing other 
barriers such as bereavement, disability, or social and emotional factors. 

v In 2022 9,965 children and young people attended HAF camps and activities, 883 with 
Special Educational Needs / Disability over all three holiday periods. To date 5,300 children 
collectively attended more than 23,000 sessions in 2023. This year Northumberland HAF 
focused on developing a teen programme (HAF+) to date there have been 6 teenager camps 
with 1,395 teenagers attending HAF overall.  

vi Northumbria University’s external evaluation of Northumberland’s HAF provision 
documents a well-coordinated programme making significant difference to children’s 
wellbeing, self esteem, and school readiness. 

k) Mitigating poverty in an education setting: 

i Proposals were invited from education colleagues – early years through to Further 
Education – that responded to local need, reduced inequalities, incorporated prevention, 
built upon community strengths and offered value for money.  

ii To date proposals to the value of £177,000 have been funded –  

8 school led interventions addressing the inequality gap in attainment and supporting 
children to stay in school.  

3 proposals are out of school activity- rural youth provision, a listening exercise to capture 
the views of young people in Ashington, and emotional wellbeing programming.  

£60,000 for 2 years of Globalbridge support – a CV builder tool effective in showcasing 
alternative and vocational skills and readiness for work. 

iii Education family support role: additional capacity to work with children and young 
people at risk of missing school because of Domestic Abuse, Poverty/homelessness, or 
matters arising from Protected Characteristics. This role will ensure the soonest continuation 
of education for the young person. 

l) Community resilience: 

Local relationships and access to reliable information help residents feel secure and able to 
manage. Ensuring good information is available, and building resilience, knowledge and 
capacity in communities builds on Empowering Communities and System Inequalities Plan. 
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i Cost of Living website published November 2022 and ongoing expansion of Frontline 
library. 14000 residents have viewed NCC cost of living support, and more than 200 entries 
on Frontline library with more than 2,000 referrals or signposts made. Frontline is 
commissioned in partnership with Integrated Care Board (ICB), Thriving Together, and the 
Council. 

ii Citizens Advice community advice model increased to expand support available across 
Northumberland, including the additional investment from ICB for targeted training to VCSE 
organisations and Primary Care. Since May in Primary Care this training has benefitted 37 
patients from Blyth and Ashington to the value of £127,000 and improved the housing 
circumstances/prevented homelessness for a further 4 households. 

iii Make Every Contact Count wellbeing trainer, funded by the ICB, has been in post since 
July and to date has attended networks and meetings across the county building confidence 
in talking about money and finance. Working with the FWB group to add value to the pathway 
development for residents and to take this work forward with a training plan. 

iv Appointed 4 additional locality based fixed term staff to further embed asset-based 
community development approaches. 

m) Rural advocacy: 

Poverty, work, housing, and access to services are all experienced differently in rural 
settings. This role, embedded in Glendale Community Trust supports residents, and 
champions initiatives that serve our rural communities and contribute to the development of 
rural strategy and Combined Authority to ensure Northumberland’s unique situation is 
articulated in regional policy. 

n) Employability on a page: 

Cross sector employability network to create a live Northumberland wide employment and 
training pathway in one place – easier to navigate for colleagues and residents. This simple 
tool will be made available to all partners early in 2024. 

o) Reading for Wellbeing (R4WB): 

Building on the Ann Cleeve initiative the R4WB project workers are being supported by a 
refreshed steering group to reach into local communities and build capacity in the form of 
hyper local reading champions for adults and children.  
  

p) Population Health Management/ Health Inequalities Fund 

As noted in 4.6 £250,000 funding has been allocated to the VCSE sector in Northumberland 
to support communities to test new activities and interventions that improve health and life 
chances in Northumberland. 

i This process is managed by the Council’s VCSE Support Contract holder – Thriving 
Together. The fund was launched on 4th May 2023 and 10 awards were agreed on 7th June 
by a cross sector panel to the value of £199,755.00. Awards were confirmed to applicants 
on 15th June and delivery period is 1st July 2023-31st December 2024. 

ii Successful proposals were in relation to young people and substance abuse, 
neurodivergent women, drama for older residents, biking and employability, sensory 
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impairment, legal advice for life limited patients, health literacy and digital skills, and social 
isolation. 

q) Poverty and Hardship over coming months 

A reserve of £50,000 is in place to be able to respond to needs arising given the current 
circumstances. The planning group continue to meet and work the plan monthly, an insights 
session is in planning for early 2024 for wider stakeholders. 

6. Options open to the Council and reasons for the recommendations 
6.1 Health and Wellbeing Board is recommended to consider and comment on progress 

described in this report. 

7. Implications 

Policy  Joint Health and Wellbeing Strategy and Corporate Plan. 
VCS Liaison Group “Working in and with VCSE in 
Northumberland” 
Northumberland Children and Young People’s Plan 
“Partnership’s hopes and ambitions for young people in the 
future.”  

Finance and 
value for 
money 

Represents good value for money, ensuring best use of limited 
resources, and insights for future decision making 

Legal  There are no legal issues in relation to this report 

Procurement  Compliant with procurement process 

Human 
resources  

Input from Public Health, Education, Childrens Social Care, 
and Northumberland Communities Together staff – within 
existing roles. Additionally supported by VCSE contract holder 
Thriving Together (in current roles and contract arrangements) 

Property  N/A 

The Equalities 
Act: is a full 
impact 
assessment 
required and 
attached? 

No 
Addresses wider inequalities including wider determinants of 
health inequalities. 
Works to open opportunities, maximise income, and increase 
information and knowledge sharing. 
Informs narrative, understanding, and solutions regarding 
communities and households experiencing poverty and 
disadvantage 
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Risk 
assessment  

N/A 

Crime and 
disorder  

Inroads to mitigating poverty and working at place level should 
have positive impact on crime and disorder over time 

Customer 
considerations  

Ensuring information and support is appropriate, effective, and 
accessible to customers, and best value for money is key to 
this plan 

Carbon 
reduction  

Builds on hyper local and local activity, using existing assets 

Health and 
wellbeing   

The funding is to improve the health and wellbeing of residents 
of Northumberland 

Wards  (All Wards); 

8. Background papers 
Not applicable 

9. Links to other key reports already published 
• The Poverty and Hardship Plan - Section 4.5 of the System Inequalities plan 
• Proposals for the allocation of the Public Health ring-fenced grant reserve to reduce 

health inequalities 

10. Author and Contact Details  
Emma Richardson, Senior Manager Specialist Services - Poverty Lead 
Email:  Emma.Richardson@northumberland.gov.uk 

https://northumberland.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s11715/03.%20Northumberland%20Inequalities%20Plan%20Report.pdf
https://northumberland.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s11685/Proposals%20for%20the%20allocation%20of%20the%20Public%20Health%20ring-fenced%20grant%20reserve%20to%20reduce%20health%20inequal.pdf
https://northumberland.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s11685/Proposals%20for%20the%20allocation%20of%20the%20Public%20Health%20ring-fenced%20grant%20reserve%20to%20reduce%20health%20inequal.pdf
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