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[bookmark: _Toc124502041]Introduction
The cost of living crisis is having a severe impact on Children and Young people, not least because they represent the most financially vulnerable group in our society. The Coronavirus pandemic, war in Ukraine, Brexit and austerity have all contributed to the rise in food and energy costs. Increased stress and tension around family finances has significant consequences for children and young people, who are facing more mental health challenges as a result. This crisis means more children will be going to school hungry and going to bed cold. Children are already feeling anxious and worried because of the stress at home. Cost of living increases are affecting the vast majority of households, hitting the pockets of most families, and reducing their levels of disposable income. However, it is those on lower incomes who are being hit hardest. It is their standard of living that is being most compromised. Child poverty levels in Northern Ireland are still over 4 times higher than the UK average, according to the Child Poverty Unit report. Families surviving on the lowest incomes spend the greatest proportion of their finances on food, heat, and electricity. They have minimal disposable income and were already struggling to make ends meet prior to the rapid increase in cost of living, with little to no spare income or savings. As a result, they are more exposed to price increases and inflation. Children and Young people living in low income families, of which lone parent families are particularly vulnerable, are therefore at greater risk of going without day-to-day essentials, let alone even occasional luxuries. At the very least, Children and Young people are at an increasing and considerable risk of living in households in which parents are stressed and concerned about providing daily essentials including food and heating.
Recent international events have generated poor financial forecasts for many families. A reduction in deprivation levels among disadvantaged families seen before the Covid-19 pandemic could be reversed by the cost-of-living crisis, according to experts A report by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) found there was a fall in material deprivation, which is whether families can afford essentials such as food and heating, before the health crisis. Despite the dip in material deprivation prior to the Covid-19 pandemic relative child poverty had increased, from 27 per cent in 2013 to 31 per cent in 2019, which was the highest level since 2007. Senior research economist Xiaowei Xu, one of the IFS report’s authors stated:
“Large families have been particularly affected, since they are more reliant on benefits and have seen bigger reductions in entitlements as a result of the benefit cap and two-child limit. Relative poverty rates for this group may increase further with the rising cost of living.”
While 24 per cent of children lived in material deprivation in 2013, this had reduced to 18 per cent by 2019. Overall material deprivation fell before the pandemic due to falling prices, but with inflation currently at a 40-year high and the basic rate of benefits at a 40-year low, we know large numbers of families will be going without essentials once again. With the UK set for austerity 2.0 which will see polices of deep spending cuts and tax rises Families across the UK are expected to face further pressure from rising energy bills this winter, amid the worst squeeze on living standards since the 1950s, as Russia’s war in Ukraine and the impact of the coronavirus pandemic drive up inflation. The annual Institute for Government/Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA)1 (IGovernment/Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA), 2022) public services stocktake reveals that public services won’t have returned to pre-pandemic performance by the next election, which in most cases was already worse than when the Conservatives came to power in 2010. The report shows that projected 3.4% per year average budget increases set out in the 2021 spending review have fallen – due to inflation and higher than anticipated pay awards – to 1.5%, which is unlikely to be enough to meet growing demands and deal with the aftermath of Covid in most services. At the same time long-term staff shortages are set to worsen due to below-inflation pay rises and the cost-of-living crisis, worryingly the report highlights that spending increases in schools are still not enough to recover the pandemic-induced lost learning.
The cost-of-living crisis is already impacting the health and wellbeing of children and young people, according to the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH). A survey2 (the Royal College of Physicians (RCP), 2022) found that 60 per cent of paediatricians across the UK believe they are seeing rising mental health concerns, increased poor nutrition and a rise in families being unable to attend medical appointments. The RCPCH described health inequalities as “the avoidable, unfair, and systematic differences in health outcomes between different groups of babies, children, and young people – much of it driven by child poverty.”
“In an affluent society such as ours it is wholly unacceptable for children and their families to lack food, shelter, clothing and fuel. The cost-of-living crisis this winter has created a perfect storm where health inequalities are predicted to get far worse. This will without a doubt destroy the lives of children and young people, it will take away opportunities and stop them reaching their full potential." Dr Mairi Stark, RCPCH officer for Scotland
The Royal College of Physicians have not only expressed concerns about the cost of living crisis and its impact on mental health, they also cite a growing body of evidence which highlights physical health inequalities as such the  RCPCH has urged the Government to bring support packages in line with the rising prices of energy, food, and housing. RCPCH has stated that there are growing numbers of children now at risk of malnutrition, obesity, and respiratory illnesses this winter as parents’ food and heating choices become increasingly limited while they struggle to keep up with price hikes, pressures on household spending will make it inevitable that less well-off families will rely on cheaper, less nutritious food. Unfortunately, there is a very clear link with poor nutrition, leading to potentially areas of malnutrition, but also poor nutrition leading to obesity. Poor quality diets can also mean children who are of a normal weight can be deficient in certain essential vitamins, leaving them vulnerable to illness and disease and dampen cognitive functions which in turn effect learning.
More than 80 per cent of primary school teachers polled by the charity Chefs in Schools4 (Chefs in Schools, 2022) said children are coming to school hungry because their families cannot afford food. A quarter said children are skipping lunch entirely due to poverty. Chefs in Schools, also heard from teachers who reported:
· Children and Young People stealing food from classmates.
· Pupils storing food in their pockets to take home.
· 85% of the teachers said there are children who are ineligible for Free School Meals who would benefit from receiving them.
· 53% of teachers said their schools were providing a school meal for free
· 69% were offering support/advice on where to access food (such as a foodbank)
· 46% were offering food parcels

 There is further evidence of the issue of food insecurity to consider for teens young adults, almost half of 16- to 25-year-olds have gone to bed hungry in the last 12 months, according to new research by youth homelessness charity Centrepoint. More than one in three (35 per cent) of young people have gone a whole day without food3 (Bigissue, 2022). According to Centrepoint, just under half (45 per cent) of young people say their income is not enough to get by. Younger generations are disproportionately impacted by low rates of universal credit too, receiving around 23 per cent less than claimants over 25. Over a quarter of vulnerable young people being supported by homelessness charities are living off less than £5 a week after their rent and bills have been paid. These young people have approximately £4.60 a week to pay for food, travel, and leisure activities.
Campaign group No Child Left Behind has also published an open letter 5 (No Child Left Behind, 2022) urging for  extended free school meal provision to every primary school child, they warned:
“We are living through the greatest cost of living crisis in a generation, and too many families with young children are being pulled into poverty. Free school meals for every child will put money back in parents’ pockets. That’s money they can use to pay for other essentials for their children, from heating and food at home to hobbies and after-school clubs.
Teachers and support staff see the difference a healthy school dinner makes. When children are hungry, they can’t learn. It’s hard for them to concentrate and harder for them to reach their potential. Free School Meals for all would mean every child can learn and succeed.”  
Statistics on Free School Meal uptake are dynamic and do not necessarily paint the whole picture, for instance the number of schoolchildren receiving free school meals has fallen over the past five years in Northern Ireland. However, the figures of free meal uptake show the number of children has risen in the Belfast area, but in rural areas there has been a decline in the number accessing the service.
Belfast alone now accounts for over 30,000 of school pupils on free school meals, with well over 20,000 of those split between the north and west of the city. But elsewhere in Northern Ireland numbers have fallen over the past five years. There has been a drop of almost 500 in the Fermanagh and South Tyrone area, almost 800 in Newry and Armagh and over 500 more in West Tyrone. The overall number of children receiving free school meals reached a peak of 101,040 in 2017/18 and though that figure fell over the next two years, it has started to rise again since 2020 and is now sitting at just under the 100,000 mark (around 30% of the total number of pupils). At the start of the new academic year a number of schools in Northern Ireland elected to offer more pupils free meals in response to rises in the cost of living. Some schools are now offering free breakfasts to all pupils and some are offering hot dinners to more pupils, with the funding coming out of their own school budgets. The Department of Education also uses free school meal eligibility to enable families to access uniform grants.

[bookmark: _Toc124502042]Financial Illiteracy
Northern Ireland is among the jurisdictions where financial education is statutory (as of 2010); for all students aged 4-14 years of age. Financial literacy is seen as a key life skill essential to enable young people to develop the knowledge, understanding, skills and confidence to effectively engage in financial decision-making. An integrated-curriculum approach is recommended in which the aims of financial literacy are infused throughout the whole curriculum and all areas of learning are required to explore issues relating to economic awareness.
Financial literacy is also a statutory aspect of learning within the home economics learning area, within the key concept of independent living. The statutory statement requires that young people should have opportunities to:
·  develop a range of skills to promote independence through planning, managing and using resources;
· explore scenarios for future independent living;
· investigate a range of factors that influence consumer choices and decisions; and
·  investigate consumer rights, responsibilities and support available in a range of scenarios.

As households experience squeezes on expenditure because of the rising cost of living being financially literate is vital for Children and Young people. Financial education teaches Children and Young people basic skills like budgeting and saving, it can also teach young people how to borrow money safely and effectively (this may prove particularly vital for young people in the Northern Ireland context given the influence of paramilitary money lenders or loan sharks). Introducing financial education from an early age provides positive financial habits and embeds a solid platform to help guide Children and Young people throughout their lifetime. To overcome the challenges they face, today's young adults need to educate themselves about personal finance, they may for instance need help to manage the student loan debt they have already incurred, seek knowledge about avoiding or minimizing additional debt. There are also opportunities for Young People to create revenue by learning basic investment skill. However, there may be barriers for Children and Young People to overcome, Young people have on some occasions been excluded from access to formal financial services, reasons include legal restrictions, high transaction costs and negative stereotypes about young people, there is a risk therefore that financial literacy is lacking in the lives of an alarming amount of young adults, who are not prepared to make sound financial choices. As a result, many young adults are falling victim to poor money management. There is a critical need for financial literacy in young adults. Without financial resources, much larger problems will endure such as basic existence and/or inability to thrive.
Young people, regardless of their socioeconomic, demographic, or geographical situations, face some degree of difficulty or uncertainty as they transition to adulthood. Across the financial spectrum, many young people also doubt the future financial security of their generation; recent research shows that between 40 and 60 percent feel that different forms of financial security, such as home ownership, living independently, and earning enough to live comfortably at retirement or support a family, are out of reach for young people like them6 (The royal society for arts, manufactures and commerce, 2022) This research shows  young people also become more likely to take on debt, less likely to have savings, and less likely to be able to access support from family as they get older. While taking on greater financial responsibility – and precarity – may be seen as an inevitable part of growing up, this research highlighted the heavy price many young people must pay for independence, sacrificing their economic security in order to take the necessary next steps into adulthood.
Financial education and its components are especially effective for Children and Young People when complemented with training in entrepreneurship, financial literacy, and mentorship opportunities. Despite these benefits, A lower proportion of children in Northern Ireland (58%) are aware they have a bank account compared to the UK average (63%) as they face many barriers to access financial services. Few financial service providers such as banks, credit unions or microfinance institutions, understand and adequately tailor products and services for Children and Young people, and regulatory frameworks are not designed to be youth inclusive.

[bookmark: _Toc124502043]Bank of Ireland UK and Young Enterprise NI
Bank of Ireland UK and Young Enterprise NI, the leading Enterprise Education Charity in Northern Ireland, have joined forces to bring financial capability programmes to almost 8,000 young people across schools in Northern Ireland.
Bank of Ireland has supported Young Enterprise since 2013, enabling them to provide young students with the skills and confidence to successfully manage their finances. The partnership sees the young people and their teachers work directly with experienced business mentors from Bank of Ireland UK who volunteer their time to provide real-world insight into financial capability, and ensure young people achieve the maximum benefit from their involvement.
In Primary 1 and 2, pupils receive the ‘Ourselves’ programme where they learn about the ‘world of work’, the importance of saving, earning, decision making and teamwork. For Primary 2 and 3, children receive the ‘Our Families’ programme where they learn about basic living needs and wants that families have. Post-primary students receive the ‘Personal Economics’ programme which helps them in developing money management skills for life, with introductions to credit and debt, savings, budgeting and more. The programmes not only provide mathematics and money management skills, but also prepares students for entering the working world.
Jan Donaldson, Head of Stakeholder Engagement at Young Enterprise Northern Ireland said: “This partnership with Bank of Ireland UK gives us the opportunity to change the lives of the almost 8,000 young people involved. Financial capability is an essential skill, but one that many struggle with, even as adults. By introducing financial capability at a young age, we are helping these young people to grasp the issue and gain the experience they’ll need to make good financial decisions in the coming years and long into adulthood.”
Speaking about the partnership, George Higginson, Director of Northern Ireland, Partnerships & Mortgages at Bank of Ireland UK, said: “We’re delighted to be continuing our partnership with Young Enterprise NI to support them in providing financial education to thousands of young people across Northern Ireland.
“We’ve all learned the importance of self-care, particularly over the last two years and financial well-being is a crucial part of this. Learning and adopting good habits from a young age are skills for life and we’re proud to be working with Young Enterprise to prepare young people for the financial decisions they’ll face in the future. By connecting directly with local schools, we can ensure every young person has the tools they need to make the right choices.
Our continued support of Young Enterprise forms part of our Financial Wellbeing initiative, enabling our customers to have the confidence to manage their money, to plan for the future and to be as prepared as possible for the unexpected.”
The cost of living crisis is a big problem for the youth of today. They don't have the money their parents' generation had, it is therefore more important than ever that children and young people learn the value of financial literacy to mitigate against an uncertain economic climate.
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The job market appears to be becoming increasingly competitive, especially in the context of job roles that require a degree and with the number of higher education students rising steadily for the past number of years, this results in an increasing the demand for graduate level jobs. In the UK there were 2.5mn students in 2019-20, up from 2.3mn in 2015-16, according to the Higher Education Statistics Agency. The recruitment market is also still digesting the swelling from the amount in job seekers created by the pandemic, which had decimated graduate opportunities in 2020-21. This has created a bottleneck of younger job seekers who are leaving full time education, however well-paid job opportunities will be more difficult to come by as there were 91 applications per graduate vacancy in 2021, the highest on record. This trend shows no sign of abating as the throughput of students has increased year on year. 
A recent announcement has confirmed the maximum student maintenance loan is set to climb by 40% next year (2023-2024) in Northern Ireland. The maximum maintenance loan for students entering higher education will rise by 40% from 2023/24. The £55m package means the amount available to students living at home will rise from £3,475 to £5,250. For students living away from home, it will climb from £4,840 to £6,776. The figure for students based in London will increase from £6,780 to £9,492, there will be an increase of 1.8% in tuition fees and tuition fee loan products. Not only is the debt burden increase per head for students but the numbers of students is increasing at an exponential rate. 
Enrolments of NI students at UK higher education institutes increased by 5% (2,855) between 2019/20 (62,690) and 2020/21 (65,545), the largest annual increase over the past decade, Some of this sharp increase relates to the change in how A level grades were awarded in 2020 in light of the pandemic, leading to an increase in candidates meeting their offer conditions. Alongside this, there was an increase in the number of available undergraduate places offered by NI HEIs. Uncertainty regarding employment prospects early in the pandemic may also have contributed to an increase in postgraduate study. Although fluctuating, the number of qualifications gained by NI domiciled students at UK HEIs has increased by a net 14% over the past decade, from 18,655 in 2011/12 to 21,245 in 2020/21. Attainment levels also hint at the competitive requirements of the job market a record 85% of first-degree qualifiers achieved either a first class or upper second-class honours degree. This is possibly due to continued mitigating policies, coupled with changes in assessment practices, which were adopted by some universities in response to the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Despite the increased accessibility to third level education students emerging from the pandemic will carry a larger burden of debt. This is especially true for those who extended their studies and took on extra loans. Added to student debt are the rising costs for graduates after they leave university. A study by the think-tank Demos found that those in the 18-to-30-year-old bracket would spend more on housing and bills than other age groups — an average of nearly £1,300 per month more than over-60s. Amongst the long-term impacts of young people emerging from recessions is the suggestion they more likely to suffer financial scarring, the Resolution Foundation has found, creating barriers on the amount of money they will earn throughout their careers.
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A reduction in deprivation levels among disadvantaged families seen before the Covid-19 pandemic could be reversed by the cost-of-living crisis, according to experts. A report by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) found there was a fall in material deprivation, which is whether families can afford essentials such as food and heating, before the health crisis. While 24 per cent of children lived in material deprivation in 2013, this had reduced to 18 per cent by 2019. But the IFS has warned that this decline in deprivation was based on relatively cheap prices for energy and goods over this period. In contrast, food and fuel prices are rising rapidly this year, amid record inflation and the ongoing impact of Brexit and the Ukraine crisis on the global economy. The rising cost of food, energy and fuel is affecting all families, irrespective of income. Locally, we know that working families are struggling to provide everything required by their children once they have paid for housing, childcare and travelling costs.
“In schools we see first-hand how increasing numbers of families are choosing not to pay for meals for a full week, particularly if they have more than one child. To provide school dinners daily for three primary aged children for one month would be an extra monthly outgoing of £156,” Julie Thomas, Principal of Clandeboye Primary School in Bangor.
Danielle Black, Regional Officer for NEU NI union stated “the provision of school meals in Northern Ireland is not keeping pace with neighbouring regions and is letting families down as household purses feel the squeeze. We welcome that some schools are rising to meet this need by offering more pupils free meals, recognising that there are more families than ever not entitled to this benefit but who are struggling. However, given the pressure on school budgets the provision is patchy, and we need to see consistent and fully funded school meals for all primary school children.”
The cost of food has increased substantially over the past 12 months, with warnings that it will continue to do so over at least the next 6 months For example, the cost of bread, flour and milk are all up almost 10% and over it is therefore likely that shoppers will be hit by a second wave of ‘inevitable’ food hikes in coming weeks and months For the most deprived families Cutting back on food purchases simply mean going hungry for longer, unfortunately, this inevitably has an impact on the wellbeing of children living in some of those households as they are forced to economise on food and also because of the associated anxiety created by food scarcity and economised dietary choices. 
Recently, The Education Minister has confirmed that families of children entitled to free school meals will receive a school holiday food grant until March 2023. The payments of £27 each fortnight are made to families during school holidays in place of free school meals. 
This means the school holiday food grant - as the payments are called - will be paid to the families of pupils entitled to free school meals over the Halloween break, this year's Christmas holidays and the February half-term school holidays in 2023. A long-term plan to continue the payments until 2025 has not yet been agreed due to the collapse of the Stormont Executive. The education minister is to spend £5.5m to continue the scheme until the end of the 2022/23 financial year.
Independent MLA Claire Sugden said there was a need to progress swiftly with the Department’s ongoing review of eligibility criteria.
“The thresholds for those eligible for both free school meals and uniform grants must be changed to at least include those who work but who remain in financial difficulty. Measures to help with school meals could have an effect right away – this element of the review must be expedited to help people as soon as possible or interim measures should be introduced I have already called for free school meals to be extended to all pupils – particularly primary pupils. Those most in need, however, should be prioritised – whether they are in work or out of work, receiving benefits or not.”
Food poverty in the UK is a growing problem. Around 50% of food bank users are children and young people. Rising food costs are having a dramatic impact on their lives and futures. Hunger is now a real issue in our schools and many families not currently eligible for free school meals are struggling but moreover food poverty outside of the school setting is likely to get worse given the current economic climate. Rising food costs are a serious threat to the health and wellbeing of children and young people. High food costs can increase the risk of malnutrition, cause stomach problems, or lead to people going without meals altogether. When food prices rise, families have fewer resources left over at the end of each month. Without adequate nutritious food, child growth and development suffer.

Current Free School Meals Entitlement Criteria
Free school lunches
You do not have to pay for your child's school lunch if: 
· you receive Universal Credit and your net earnings aren't over £14,000 a year
· you receive Income Support
· you receive income-based Jobseeker's Allowance
· you receive income-related Employment and Support Allowance
· you get support under the Immigration and Asylum Act                                        
· you get Child Tax Credit or Working Tax Credit with an annual taxable income of £16,190 or less
· you get Working Tax Credit “run-on” – the payment someone may receive for four weeks after they stop qualifying for Working Tax Credit
· you receive the Guarantee element of State Pension Credit
· your child has a statement of special educational needs and is designated to need a special diet, or they board at a special school
Children who receive Universal Credit with net earnings not exceeding £14,000 a year, Income Support, income-based Job Seeker's Allowance or income-related Employment and Support Allowance in their own right qualify as well. All pupils who do not qualify for free school lunches must be charged the same amount, for the same quantity, of the same item.
As the cost of living crisis continues its relentless rise, children and young people are being disproportionately hurt. The rising cost of food is already a particular problem, with the UN estimating that over 400 million children around the world are malnourished or undernourished. It is imperative that we identify ways to ensure their basic needs are met and protect their health. Food prices in Northern Ireland have risen 6.2% between September 2018 and March 2019, the fastest rate worldwide. Foodbank Ireland is campaigning on behalf of organisations supporting children, young people and families across Northern Ireland. In the absence of a functioning assembly there has been an increase call for political action to address the rising cost of living crisis which is harming children and young people across Northern Ireland.
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The EMA scheme was introduced jointly by DEL and DE in September 2004. Its main purpose is to enable young people from lower-income backgrounds to remain in post-compulsory education at school or college. Its key objectives are raising participation, retention and achievement rates in the eligible group. Under the scheme, young people aged between 16 and 19 who attend schools and further education colleges are eligible to receive a means-tested allowance.
Young people can get an EMA if they are aged 16, 17, 18 or 19 years and all of the following statements apply to them:
· Their household income is £20,500 or less for households with one dependent child
· Their household income is £22,500 or less for households with more than one dependent child
· They are full time at school or doing a minimum of 15 guided hours per week at college
· They are studying an eligible course and attending all classes
· They meet the nationality and residency rules set out in the EMA scheme
· They have not already received the maximum allowance for EMA which is 117 positive or negative weekly attendance confirmations over the total length of their course
· They may be entitled to receive EMA for a maximum of three years, as long as the household income does not rise above the income threshold which applies to their household.
Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) is a means-tested allowance of £30 a week which is paid fortnightly into student’s bank account. As well as the EMA payments, two bonus payments of £100 may be paid to pupils if they achieve the goals and objectives that are set down for pupils by their school/college as part of the Learning Agreement Part 2. The first bonus payment is made to students in January and the second bonus payment is made in June. However, as the cost of living increases, the union SSUofNI have urged that this bonus should not be withheld from any low income family, as many students will use these bonus payments to help contribute to their household as parents are forced to choose between heating and food.
The soundness of continuing the EMA scheme has been thrown into question amongst other cost cutting proposal in the education sector according to a presentation given to Stormont's Economy Committee in January 2022. The Department for the Economy (DfE) has modelled cutting university places and increasing tuition fees by almost 60% to save money. Ending Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) - which helps 16-19-year olds from low income backgrounds- has also been considered. The DfE presentation, indicated the department was facing budget cuts It also faces the loss of £65m in EU funding post Brexit. EMA is paid to 16-19 from low income backgrounds who continue in full-time education. They receive £30 a week towards the cost of travel, books, and other equipment for their courses. But DfE estimated that ending EMA would save £15m a year. According to the presentation, cutting all other student grants could save £51m a year, while the department has also modelled reducing funding for apprenticeships by half.
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A young person cannot feel safe or live with any stability if they do not have a place they can call home. Homelessness can impact on a young person’s physical and mental health, education, employment opportunities and connection to society. Northern Ireland has a population of ‘hidden homeless’ young people who manage by staying with friends (sofa surfing) or occasionally sleeping rough. Relationship breakdown, often between a young person and their parent or step-parent, is one of the biggest causes of youth homelessness. Often this relationship breakdown has developed over many years and young people are left without the support networks that so many of us rely on.
Welfare reform, and accompanying benefit sanctions, has undoubtedly led to a significant increase in the number of homeless young people. The introduction of Universal Credit will leave many young people, who are not able to rely on their family and friends for financial support, without enough money to live.
In 2016, the UK Government introduced reforms which ended the automatic entitlement for 18-21-year olds to the housing element of Universal Credit. For many young people, this means that they simply will not be able to access rented accommodation, leaving many of them at risk of homelessness.
The Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) assesses whether someone is homeless or at risk across the whole nation, rather than individual local councils. Young people in Northern Ireland who are eligible, unintentionally homeless, and in priority need are owed a duty to help them secure accommodation. Eligibility criteria are more complex in Northern Ireland than elsewhere in the UK as prior behaviour is also considered. For anyone who is not owed a housing duty, the NIHE only has a duty to provide advice, though often additional prevention and relief work is carried out. In Northern Ireland 2020/2021, 3,460 young people approached local authority as homeless or at risk of homelessness, (an increase of 170 from the previous year) of those 1,802 (52%) had a positive outcome and were accepted as statutorily homeless and owed support including housing, this represented a fall in satisfaction rates of 6% from the previous year.  
Some young people may turn to homeless service programs primarily because they lack the economic resources to secure or maintain housing after leaving an abusive relationship. A domestic violence experience is common among young people, single adults, and families who become homeless. For many, it is the immediate cause of their homelessness. Survivors of domestic violence may turn to homeless service programs seeking a safe temporary place to stay after fleeing an abusive relationship as they struggle to fun an alternative source of accommodation. 
The current economic climate and cost of living crisis appears to be significantly contributing to homelessness among young people. Youth homelessness charity Centrepoint points out that the new cost of an average energy bill is more than the amount of universal credit a young person aged under 25 receives (£3,183) in a year. Centrepoint says its own research7 (Centrepoint, 2022) has shown a quarter of homeless young people have £20 or less of monthly income left after rent and bills and warn that the latest energy price rises, alongside other rising costs of living, will leave many struggling to pay for food and other essentials. analysis by youth homelessness charity Centrepoint finds that unemployed young people living alone and claiming Universal Credit could spend up to 77 per cent of their standard allowance a month on energy bills when costs rise.  This means a young person could be left with just £15 a week to spend on other bills and essentials such as phone, internet, food and travel compared with £32 left for claimants aged over 25.  
In the Northern Ireland context, youth homelessness is prevalent among the under-25s. The most recent estimate suggests that there are around 1500 homeless young people here, a number that has been growing due to the economic downturn and increasing levels of poverty in this part of the UK. Financial hardship has more than doubled from October last year when the price cap was £1,277 and energy bills took up 28 per cent of their standard allowance. As rental prices continue to rise, and wages continue to stagnate, many young people find it increasingly difficult to earn enough money to pay rent. The homeless crisis has escalated because of high rents and low wages. 8,100 people are estimated to be no longer in permanent accommodation and at risk of homelessness; of these, 600 are aged 16-25 leaving them vulnerable to unemployment, poor health conditions and drug and alcohol addiction. For young people without a family support network, it can be even more difficult for them to maintain their tenancies, with little hope of ever owning a property even for young people who are low-income but employed, because wages have been stagnant and have not kept pace with expensive housing costs. 
For an increasing number of vulnerable young adults who do not have access to the necessary resources and support during their journey into adulthood, homelessness is becoming a reality. Whilst there is often a web of complex subsidiary pathways at times which can lead to a young person’s pathway to homelessness, The Simon Community recently highlighted several factors, which they say often overlap:
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The Simon Community have two co-commissioned sites, they have outlined their provisions per the below. 
· Mount Street Mews Coleraine works in partnership with the Northern Health and Social Care Trust.  
· The Simon Community, Antrim Road Belfast works in partnership with the Belfast Health and Social Care Trust. 
Both sites support 16 – 21-year-olds to develop life skills and getting tenancy ready into either independent or supported living, depending on their needs. 
Housing First for youth is accommodation in the community, this service is an intensive support in the community for young people aged 16 – 21 where supported accommodation projects may not meet their needs. This service is supported through the Northern and Belfast health and social care trusts.
At the Mount Street Mews site there is a breakfast club, so clients have breakfast before going to their course or school. The Simon Community provide wake-up calls for the residents and have schedules to support clients to have clean uniforms or clothes along with budgeting plans for food shopping or if they are buying refreshments at school or on the course. The common room has 3 PC’s in case clients need to research or complete course work, along with tablets that can accessible if they need to attend zoom meetings regarding courses.
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Young people are disproportionately affected by high unemployment rates, and statistics suggest that Young people’s economic inclusion requires immediate attention while the headline unemployment rate for the UK is 3.8%, the equivalent unemployment rate for the 18-24 age group is 10%, more than 2.5 times as large. Despite overall reductions in unemployment in recent years, the number of young people over 16 who are out of work and not in education has remained stubbornly above 750,000 annually in the UK. Improvements in the under 18 age group have been helped by changes to the school leaving age, but 13% of 18-24 year olds in the UK are neither earning nor learning. Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds and are disproportionately likely to be NEET or underemployed than their peers. This “employment gap” has a negative effect on individual life chances that endures, imposing a high cost on them, society, and our economy.
It is a symptom of deep social injustice that young people from disadvantaged backgrounds and particular ethnic minorities are disproportionately likely to be outside of education, training and employment or underemployed, and their outcomes vary significantly more by region than those of their peers. This has a negative effect on individual life chances that endures, imposing a high cost on society and our economy, economic disadvantage is also strongly associated with being out of the labour market. Analysis by Impetus and CVER/NIESR suggests that even taken later qualifications in account, having been eligible for Free School Meals in Year 11 increases a young person’s chances of being NEET later on by 50%. 
In order to improve wellbeing, inclusive growth, and productivity levels to equip the country for the future, there is a requirement to harness the diversity and skills of all young people. Certain groups of young people are far more likely to be unemployed than others. While only 1 in 10 of the youth population have either been identified as “in need” by social services or had direct experience of the care system.
Young people also face additional challenges when they are in the labour market, research suggests8  they are more likely to experience precarious forms of employment, such as non-permanent work, and underemployment and the proportion wanting to work more hours than they currently do is high.
The outlook for young people’s employment is worse compared to the outlook for older workers. In addition to being over-represented in the sectors hit hardest by the pandemic to date, young people tend to be over-represented in the sectors that are forecast to see lower employment in the long term and under-represented in occupations which are likely to see the strongest job growth.
For working students, the current employment market is equally concerning, they are often working full-time hours on top of full-time study to meet basic expenses. Students’ unions are not only setting up food banks, but also heat banks, where students can come to get warm, and hygiene banks, where students can get toiletries and take showers.
Northern Ireland having a significantly higher ratio of young people aged 16 to 24 years not in education, employment, or training (NEETs) than any region of the UK. Latest figures show that Northern Ireland has an estimated 24,000 NEETs, a 12.2 per cent portion of all those aged 16 to 24 years. By comparison, the overall proportion of young people who were NEET in the UK was 8.9 per cent.
Emerging labour market trends in Northern Ireland indicate a reducing employment rate, rising unemployment, higher levels of economic inactivity and a legacy of underinvestment in skills by both the public and private sectors have been attributed to persistent and long-standing challenges of a low productivity rate when compared to the rest of the UK, highest levels of economic inactivity of any UK region and a mid-level skills gap.
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We must recognise that personal finances are often at the root of mental and physical health problems There is a there is a strong relationship between financial wellbeing indicators and mental health outcomes. With children and young people living in low-income households three times more likely to suffer mental health problems than their more affluent peers, it is increasingly more and more likely that children and young people will experience worse mental health outcomes as a result of the current crisis and as families fall behind with their bills, causing increased anxiety.
 Increased stress and tension around family finances has significant consequences for children and young people, who are facing more mental health challenges as a result. As the cost of living crisis continues, there is a risk that more and more Children and Young People will spend longer going without the daily essentials of enough food, heat, and electricity. Families on low incomes who were just about meeting fuel bills now must cut back on how much energy they use or run up large arrears. Similarly, because of increases in food costs, they do not have sources of income necessary to cover the recent increases. 
Unfortunately, this inevitably has an impact on the wellbeing of Children and Young People particularly those living in some of least well-off households as they are forced to live in cold, damp housing for long periods. Many families are reliant on fuel for transport, in particular families living in rural areas this too will prove to be a financial stressor and compound the lack of expendable income, for families who are struggling fuel cost increases will means rationing journeys carefully, this in turn can mean leisure time away from the family home is limited. Between half and two thirds9 (The RSA, 2022)of young people who are financially precarious report being worried about their financial, housing and employment situations, their physical and mental health, and their future.  In a survey sample from those Young people who worry about money, 44% experienced anxiety as a result, with 41% experiencing feelings of low mood or depression. Disrupted sleep was experienced by almost three in ten (29%). Importantly, 23% said that their ability to concentrate at school, university or work was affected. Over half of young people surveyed (51%), said that their money worries are making them feel anxious about their future.
Barnardos commissioned Amarach Research in June 2022 to carry out a nationally representative survey with over 300 parents/guardians with children aged 17 or younger living with them 10 (Barnardos Ireland, 2022) . It found that almost two thirds of parents (63%) stated they and their children had to go without something over the past 6 months due to cost of living increases. Half of parents have cut back on social activities for their children, over one quarter (28%) have cut back on heat, and almost one in four (23%) have cut back on electricity.
Children and Young People are often aware of the financial strain and stress parents are under. The cost-of-living crisis is having a demonstrable impact on the whole family with children and young people facing significant consequences. Parents/carers who are facing financial challenges and uncertainty are parenting whilst carrying a huge burden, and children can pick up on this – whether parents/carers discuss these issues in front of children or not This can cause considerable anxiety for them and at times make them feel shame. It can also have a direct impact on their interactions with their peers, as they know they have to go without and cannot partake in certain social activities. Finally, some parents are no longer in a position to afford school trips or pay for additional costs within schools. This can turn into a cycle in which parents are embarrassed and avoid communicating with the school leading to a breakdown in the home/school relationship and an exacerbation of the neglect of the children's education.

[bookmark: _Toc124502050]Young Parents
Young parents earn significantly less than their non-parent peers, despite having the additional costs of raising children. Besides the rising economic concerns impacting upon parents generally, it has been documented that certain generational differences exist. Younger parents in the UK (Millennial and Gen Z) are +31% more likely than younger parents to be worried about money 11 (The Insights Family report, 2022). We can see how this translates into purchase behaviour. In the UK, the importance of value for money in purchase decisions has increased +7% year-on-year amongst millennial parents.
Young parents are more likely to be working in low-skilled jobs, trapping them and their children in a cycle of poverty. This is partly because of their struggle with education as only 11% have been to university, compared to 45% of those without children. Recently the TUC revealed that 40% of low-paid young parents who ask for flexible working arrangements are ‘penalised’, receiving fewer hours, worse shifts and even losing their jobs. The knock-on effect shows that young parents (59%) are significantly more likely to claim benefits due to limited work opportunities and childcare restraints compared to 10% of non-parents. In addition, one third of young parents (33%) are in ‘skilled’ work, compared to over half (51%) of young people overall.
One in 10 young parents has used foodbanks and many skip meals because they cannot afford to eat properly, according to a report by the Young Women’s Trust12 (Young Women’s Trust, 2022). Young parents with secondary-school-age children are most likely to get supplies from foodbanks, the research suggests. A survey of 4,000 people aged 18 to 30 indicated that one in four was permanently in debt, while barriers faced by mothers in finding work put a greater strain on their finances.
Like any other parent young parents see their personal responsibility for feeding children as vital, and unquestionable. Indeed, young parents most likely experience higher levels of anxiety and stress as they try to ensure that their children have food, so that their children would not go hungry. In doing so, however, young parents are reducing their own food intake and going hungry, arguably leading to the detriment of their own physical and mental health. Similarly, meals are being be skipped to pay utility bills, or to ensure that debt associated with bills are not accumulated.

[bookmark: _Toc124502051]Concerns Over Investment in Education
Each pupil in Northern Ireland has about 3% less spent on them now than was the case decade ago, and we compare less favourably in relation to educational investment compared to the rest of the UK in 2021-22, spending per pupil is expected to total £7,600 per pupil in Scotland (including COVID-related spending) and £6,400 in Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland has seen an 11% cut in real-terms school spending per pupil since 2009, new IFS analysis suggests that compares to cuts of 8% in England, cuts of 6% in Wales and cuts of 2% in Scotland. Without an executive or assembly, budgeting challenges continue to mount for education in Northern Ireland.
"Stagnant funding is evidently having a devastating impact on the ability of Northern Ireland's schools to provide the education and support their pupils deserve. “Simon Hoare MP, Chairman of the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee.
The IFS analysis13 (IFS, 2022) shows that the increasing divergence in education policy between the four nations of the UK extends to school spending per pupil, where funding to support Scottish pupils has held up better than for their counterparts in the other nations. A major cause for concern is that funding for education recovery programmes in response to the pandemic is much lower across all four nations than those being implemented in comparable countries. Teachers in Northern Ireland are now under more pressure than ever before, a survey of parents suggests. The research, commissioned by the British Council, shows that parents are more concerned about the future funding of education services here than anywhere else in the UK. More than half (55%) of respondents here listed the funding of schools as the biggest cause for concern, compared to 44% in England, 38% in Scotland and 43% in Wales. Northern Ireland currently spends less per pupil than anywhere else in the UK.
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The “Fair Start” action plan highlights the rationale behind the increasing of educational investment in Northern Ireland: 
They believe the actions set out in this Action Plan [Fair Start]  are capable of making a significant, long-lasting impact on children’s learning now and for the foreseeable future however, this can only be achieved if we invest appropriately and significantly in education for the long term. “We [Fair Start Panel] have seen the detrimental impact which a decade of austerity has had on education (and other) budgets and the socio-economic polarisation of our community has become even more apparent as a result of Covid-19. This is in a context where “…real-terms cuts in school spending per pupil since 2009– 10 have been largest in Northern Ireland (10%) and England (9%). Both countries have seen fast growth in pupil numbers. In England, a small real terms increase in the total budget translated into cuts in spending per pupil as a result of 11% growth in pupil numbers. In Northern Ireland, the total budget fell in real terms by 5%, meaning that population growth of 6% led to even larger cuts in spending per pupil”

[bookmark: _Toc124502052]Impact of Cost of Living Crisis on Rural Communities
It is well-known that it costs more to live outside towns and cities. The latest figures from the Office for National Statistics show that across Britain households in rural areas typically spent £27 a week more on transport and £4 a week more on food than people in urban areas. These items are not only essential but have also seen some of the biggest increases in price in the last 12 months. Rural homes are much more likely to be reliant on costly oil for their heating – another cost that has rocketed – and they also tend to be less well-insulated.
Whilst poverty and social isolation exist in both urban areas and rural areas it is widely recognised that those living in rural areas often experience poverty and social isolation differently due to issues relating to geographical isolation, lower population density, reduced public services and the dispersed nature of many rural settlements. children and young people from rural areas in Northern Ireland face barriers due to their isolation. For example, they are more likely to leave school early, or be unemployed than those living in urban areas, who have access to better transport and services. These issues exacerbate existing problems including poor health and small communities that cannot support children in need of care.
For those in work, rural Young people are often paid less than their urban counterparts 14. Described as a ‘double disadvantage’, this lower pay is coupled with higher rural living costs, including the high cost of using public transport to travel to employment (or running a private car if one is available). It is also noteworthy that urban ‘low-pay durations’ tend to be somewhat shorter on average, with a higher probability of movement to a better-paid job in urban rather than rural areas. long-term unemployment rates for young people also tend to be higher in rural than urban areas. 
For youth organisations, the cost-of-living crisis means that core costs for their premises, including bills have significantly increased. The surging petrol price is adding an extra burden for youth workers who are required to travel to young people as a fundamental part of delivering their service. It also means their volunteer numbers are likely to go down and donor income does not keep pace with rising costs.  
The government have talked about ‘Levelling up’ the poorest parts of the country, but with geographical inequalities and years of austerity, youth services and young people are suffering the most. Children and young people in rural communities’ face barriers due to their isolation, a lack of transport cost, and limited opportunities. These barriers affect their life chances and have an impact on their futures. To address these issues a range of solutions are necessary that include enhancing employment opportunities for young people, encouraging access to further and higher education, increasing those living in poverty by raising incomes and reducing dependency, the Northern Ireland Department for Education has outlined research that shows children in rural areas can have lower levels of attainment than those living in urban areas. The same research report highlights transport costs as a barrier to accessing both education and training; with 27% of young people living in the most isolated households (defined as having access to fewer than three public transport routes) falling into this category.
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Average higher education borrower’s loan balance on entry into repayment
remains relatively constant at £24,360

Figure 6: Average loan balance on entry into repayment by repayment cohort as at the beginning
of the financial year 2022-23: Northern Ireland & EU (£)
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The average loan balance for the 2022 repayment cohort on entry to repayment remained relatively as
was reported in the previous year (- 0.6% / - £150). Although very small, this is the first year-on-year
decrease noted. Table 54

“This is a considerably different variance than noted for the previous cohort (2021), where the average
creased by 5.3% (+ £1,230), yet is more in line with the change for the 2020 cohort where the average
remained constant at just a 0.1% (+ £30) increase.

Full-time students completing three- or four-year courses are included in these averages but are diluted by
other borrower types in the same repayment cohort such as those on longer or shorter courses, part
study and students that have withdrawn before completing their studies.
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