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Poor quality housing has a significant impact on children. 
Shelter have summarised these negative consequences, 
which are presented in the table overleaf: 
The impact of poor housing on child outcomes (Shelter, 
2008)

HEALTH
•	 Poor housing conditions have a long-term impact 

on health, increasing the risk of severe ill-health or 
disability by up to 25 per cent during childhood and 
early adulthood. 

•	 Children living in damp, mouldy homes are between 
one and a half and three times more prone to 
coughing and wheezing – symptoms of asthma and 
other respiratory conditions – than children living in 
dry homes. 

•	 Experience of multiple housing problems increases 
children’s risk of ill-health and disability by up to 25 
per cent during childhood and early adulthood. 

•	 Bad housing is linked to debilitating and even fatal, 
illnesses and accidents. 

•	 Children living in unfit conditions are more likely to 
experience respiratory problems such as coughing 
and asthmatic wheezing. 

•	 For many children this means losing sleep, restricted 
physical activity, and missing school. 

•	 Almost half of all childhood accidents are associated 
with physical conditions in the home. 

•	 Families living in properties that are in poor physical 
condition are more likely to experience a domestic 
fire.  

•	 Mental health issues such as anxiety and depression 
have been linked to unfit housing.

SAFETY
•	 Almost half of all accidents involving children are 

related to physical conditions in and around the 
home. 

•	 Families living in a property that is in a poor physical 
condition are more likely to experience a domestic 
fire and less likely to own a smoke alarm.

Learning & chances to make a positive 
contribution in life
•	 Poor housing conditions have a damaging impact on 

children’s learning. 
•	 Children living in damp accommodation are more 

likely to miss school.
•	 Bad housing affects children’s ability to learn at school 

and study at home. 
•	 Children in unfit homes miss school more frequently 

due to illnesses and infections. 
•	 Poor housing conditions may also contribute to the 

emergence of problem behaviour. 
•	 Behavioural difficulties in childhood, which may be 

attributable to or exacerbated by bad housing, can 
manifest themselves in offending behaviour later in 
life. 

•	 The lower educational attainment and health 
problems associated with bad housing in childhood 
impact on opportunities in adulthood. 

•	 Long-term health problems and low educational 
attainment increase the likelihood of unemployment 
or working in low-paid jobs. 

•	 Opportunities for leisure and recreation are 
undermined by low income and health problems. 

ECONOMIC WELL-BEING
•	 Living in bad housing as a child results in a higher risk 

of low educational achievement. 
•	 This in turn has long-term implications for economic 

well-being in adulthood because of the increased 
likelihood of unemployment or working in insecure 
or low-paid jobs.
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Local Statistics: Housing Profile in West Cumbria

West Cumbria has higher levels of social housing than the regional and national average, with lower levels of private 
renting. The table below provides housing information about the areas in Allerdale and Copeland with high and low levels 
of child poverty

* Poverty data: 
Percentage of children in low income families (children living in families in receipt of out of work benefits or tax credits 
where their reported income is less than 60% median income) for under 16s only. Cumbria Observatory (2018); 
Available at:: https://www.cumbriaobservatory.org.uk/children/
?geography_id=9033e1797d244e538d7ae2e4d4137450&feature_id=E10000006 (accessed on 1.3.18)
**Housing data: House tenancy in Cumbria as a percentage (%) of total households. Cumbria Observatory (2018). 
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	 Parliamentary	 % Children
	 Constituency	 living in 	 % Social	 % Private
	 and Wards	 poverty*	 Housing **	 Rent **

	 UK		 30	 17.1	 16.8
	 Cumbria	 21.2	 14.3	 12.8
	
	 Copeland	 22.58	 18.5	 8.7
	 Sandwith	 47.37	 44.2	 8.7
	 Mirehouse	 32.30	 33.1	 4.3
	 Egremont North	 29.91	 21.9	 8.5
	 Kells	 29.11	 17.5	 8
	 Cleator Moor South	 27.91	 28.8	 9.2
	 Haverigg	 12.56	 9.8	 7.4
	 Bransty	 11.21	 7.8	 5.3
	 St Bees	 6.59	 3.9	 11.6
	 Gosforth	 1.55	 4.4	 12.4
	 Hillcrest	 1.13	 1.6	 2.8

	 Allerdale	 23.71	 19.1	 9.8
	 Moss Bay	 36.80	 53.4	 6.2
	 Holme	 34.72	 11.2	 16.5
	 Moorclose	 34.04	 47.3	 3.5
	 Silloth	 32.60	 13.3	 10.2
	 Ellenborough	 31.01	 26.7	 6.8
	 Wharrels	 13.70	 7.8	 10.6
	 Boltons	 12.78	 5.5	 15.6
	 Seaton	 11.68	 13.6	 4.6
	 Dalton	 11.17	 2	 13.7
	 Broughton St Bridget’s	 10.07	 12.2	 8.8

Comment: Community Leaders 
Introduction 

West Cumbria Child Poverty Forum hosted a roundtable 
event in September 2017 to capture salient issues 
surrounding child poverty in West Cumbria through 
discussions with local stakeholders. Housing was 
an emerging theme, with the following concerns 
being expressed by councillors and other community 
stakeholders.

Poor living conditions

Poor living conditions were highlighted as being a 
major concern of council’s constituent members. Issues 

associated with poor living conditions included damp, 
which impacted on other aspects of families lives. Poor 
living conditions was associated with parents not being 
able to provide a positive learning environment for their 
children.

“they’re doing their best, she couldn’t paper the 
walls because it was that damp, and she was 

going round and round in circles”

Private Landlords

This issue was not isolated to social landlords, councillors 
expressed that they felt it was within their roles to support 
their constituent members with housing problems, but 
sought support with how to do so.
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““One of the biggest problems I have is housing 
[and] the landlords that we have, they’re not very 

good. I’m involved with many, many problems with 
housing, but I can’t get the resource because the 

landlord doesn’t want to know”

Communication with housing providers

Councillors, along with other community stakeholders 
voiced concerns over difficulties in contacting housing 
associations. It was also noted that housing associations 
have failed to respond, or attend, to previous invites to 
community events.

“that’s a big, big issue that we’ve found, 
councillors…is the lack of interaction…they had a 
front-facing desk in Whitehaven where residents 

could go, make a complaint, be seen by an officer, 
now the officer’s in Newcastle... you can’t get 

through to somebody, they end up going round 
and round in a circle”

Multifaceted Nature Of Housing 

Concerns over the impact of poor housing on children’s 
life chances were numerous, for example, having a 
negative impact on education. In addition to education, 
negative health consequences were associated with 
poor housing, and it was noted that schools and health 
services were already under strain.

“if you’ve got damp in the house, you get asthma, 
you’ve got big issues, so if you can’t get to local 
hospitals, time off schools, it’s a revolving circle 

completely“

Appendix B:
Bishop James Newcombe’s 
Paper to the Social 
Responsibility Forum of 
Churches Together in Cumbria 
on 23rd June 2018
It is a privilege to have been invited to speak.  As with 
many of the things I find myself doing I’ve been hunting 
for my credentials for this task: and the ones I’ve come up 
with are these: 
•	 I am Bishop of Carlisle which means that I work across 

the county of Cumbria, with extremes of housing: 
lakeside mansions through to tenements in Barrow.

•	 I am President of the Mitre Housing Association which 
has about 150 affordable homes across the county 
and is in partnership with Eden Housing Association.

•	 I am a member of the House of Lords with a brief 
for leading for the Church of England on Health and 
Social Care. There is an obvious connection between 
housing inequality and health and I’ll be saying more 
about that later.  

•	 I am the former chair of the Cumbria Benefit Reform 

Commission (which looked at the effects of benefit 
cuts). I’ll also be saying more about that later and 
the connection between benefit cuts and housing 
inequality.

We’ve already had an interesting theological reflection 
which provides some of the theological underpinning for 
what I want to say.  But I want in particular to highlight the 
emphasis in that on:
•	 Social Justice in the Prophets (and in Jesus’ teaching).
•	 God’s overwhelming concern for every area of our 

lives – including the material.
•	 The personal way in which we experience his love for 

us as we get to know Jesus through the work of the 
Holy Spirit in our lives

I do hope that all three of these will be reflected in what 
I’m going to say about the context of housing inequality 
both nationally and in Cumbria.
The real problem is not so much a lack of wealth 
(though obviously that’s important) but more the scale 
of difference between the very rich and the very poor 
(c.f. the book ‘The Spirit Level’). The U.K. is currently one 
of the most unequal societies in the world, and we need 
equality of outcomes, not just opportunity.  
However low incomes are obviously a factor and children 
experience more conflict and disruption and are more 
likely to witness violence in low income families.  The 
quality of the home environment is obviously related to 
income.
Benefits policy has exacerbated this problem and our 
commission highlighted three main issues that are 
related to housing:
1)	 Sanctions.  These are imposed for even quite minor 

infringements of inflexible rules with apparently little 
understanding by DWP of the problems faced by 
claimants (for instance childcare; transport; timing 
and distance and so on).  The personal touch is not 
always evident. The removal of benefit for up to six 
weeks can lead to huge anxiety; debt; and falling into 
the hands of loan sharks.  So sanctions are a significant 
cause of mental and emotional health problems.  In 
fact a recent survey by ‘Gingerbread’ into the effect 
of sanctions on single parent families discovered 
increasingly strict ‘conditionality’ (tick-box rules) and 
people often being sanctioned for not applying for 
enough jobs even when very few part time or flexible  
jobs are available: or ‘giving up work’ without good 
reason when the work has become unmanageable 
due to childcare difficulties.  The report talks about ‘a 
rigid system which doesn’t allow for individual needs’.  
So this leads to problems of debt and rent arrears 
and Universal Credit (probably a good idea in itself ) is 
apparently making things worse.  Many single parents 
are trapped in jobs they can’t adequately sustain and 
terrified of sanctions if they leave – which is ironic, 
because single parent families are one of the main 
groups the government is seeking to help.   Wilful 
non-compliance is one thing -  but problems over 
childcare and flexibility are quite another.  

2)	 Bedroom tax.  We discovered many families who 
needed a third bedroom even if they weren’t 
specifically entitled to one: for instance those who 
were separated or divorced and had children to stay 
at weekends and so on; and those who need an extra 
room because of their health (storage for equipment 
including wheelchairs and oxygen cylinders and so 
on).  There was also of course a severe shortage of 
smaller accommodation and the extra cost of an extra 
room can lead to big problems of debt arrears.
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3)	 Benefit payments for housing which are now 
paid direct to the benefit claimants – this is a 
laudable philosophy, but often has unfortunate 
consequences…. (for instance chaotic lives; 
addiction problems and so on which end up 
with the person having no money for rent and 
being evicted).  There is also the problem of 
housing benefit caps in expensive areas which is 
understandable but unfortunate.  

In addition to sanctions and the bedroom tax there is 
the Right to Buy scheme which really hasn’t helped.  
This is not meant to be a political point -  but however 
admirable the aim, the result has been the sale of high 
value council houses and a reduction in the stock of 
social and affordable housing and that has simply 
increased levels of anxiety.
So what is the actual situation in Cumbria? In the first 
place housing inequality is rising:  not just between 
generations, but also within generations.  The Institute 
for Fiscal Studies recently published an analysis which 
confirms the collapse of home ownership among 
younger people.  Not so long ago, the age group 25 
to 34 (those were the days!) would be those expecting 
to take their first step onto the housing ladder.  Today, 
people in that age group are more likely to be renting 
privately – or still living with their parents (35 is now the 
age for ‘moving out’.)  It’s obviously worse in London 
(as I know well:  my youngest daughter lives there and 
pays an exorbitant rent); but it applies here in Cumbria 
too.  
And within that group, the biggest reduction is among 
the middle 20% - in other words those on after tax 
incomes of £18,000 to £25,000.   Home ownership in 
that group has fallen from 65% to just 27% in the last 
20 years.   There has been a massive drop among the 
lowest earners too, across the age range.  Why?  Well 
obviously because houses cost too much.  The average 
price rise in the last 20 years has been 152% ; while net 
family incomes for 25s to 34s have risen by only 22% .  Of 
course, some parents are able to help their children buy 
a home (in fact, that seems to be the norm nowadays).  
But many can’t: and that is having a significant effect on 
social mobility. 
Also, despite historically low interest rates, at least 
17% of working age households (3.4 million) are 
‘very concerned’ about their level of debt: and ‘debt 
distress’ is obviously most widespread among the 
poorest households.  The need for affordable rented 
accommodation has never been greater.
The variation between house prices in different parts 
of Cumbria is huge (even though average prices are 
20% lower in Cumbria than in England as a whole).  
The prices are highest in Eden and South Lakeland and 
lowest in Barrow.  In Eden and South Lakeland prices 
are significantly above the national average – while 
income levels are significantly below the national 
average, which means that home buying is out of reach 
for all but the most affluent.  Even if they have managed 
to save a 10% deposit, the average person  buying their 
first home in Cumbria would need an income of at least 
£37,000 per annum to secure a mortgage – whereas 
the median household income for Cumbria is £25,332.  
So across South Lakeland, median property prices are 
seven to twelve times annual household income levels.  
What’s more, second homes have had a major impact 
on house prices – not least in Coniston where more 
than 50% of homes are second homes.  That is a huge 
challenge for buyers and renters, whatever the possible 
social and economic benefits of second homes.  Also 

rented properties overall are lower than the national 
average in Cumbria: and about 4% of households (8% 
in Barrow) don’t have any central heating (the national 
average is 2.7 %), with 28, 176 households (12.5%) in 
fuel poverty.
This all has significant consequences for health, 
both mental and physical.  Many of England’s health 
problems boil down to social conditions - of which 
housing is one of the most significant.  Cold homes and 
fuel poverty are a particular problem in this respect, 
and interestingly the poorest housing conditions are in 
the private rented sector (29% are ‘non - decent’). 
Also a disproportionate number of older people, a 
large number of whom have complex and multiple 
disadvantage, live in social housing.
All of this means that housing is a powerful policy lever 
when it comes to health. Place and environment matter: 
and it’s no good the NHS treating people when they’re 
sick – then sending them back into an environment 
that made them physically and mentally unwell in the 
first place.
In this respect Carlisle is one of 32 ‘risk zones’ in the U.K. 
where healthcare is so stretched that people are nearly 
one third more likely to die of avoidable causes, and 
South Lakeland is a ‘crunch zone’ where the NHS is in 
danger of being overwhelmed.  
Life expectancy is usually due to entrenched 
disadvantage and lifestyle factors and there is a 
difference of 9.2 years for men and 7 years for women 
between the most and the least disadvantaged areas of 
our country, including within Cumbria.  
All of this points to a pressing need for greater 
collaboration between health, social care and housing.  
The 2014 Care Act emphasised the importance of 
integrating housing with health and social care and led 
to a memorandum of understanding that was signed 
by government departments to ‘reduce inequalities’.  
This has led to the development of ‘extra care housing’ 
which is a scheme to support the independence 
of vulnerable people by providing more sheltered 
accommodation type housing which is ‘secure, 
accessible and affordable’.  This is especially necessary in 
Cumbria where the number of people with social care 
needs, and the number with dementia,are growing 
significantly more rapidly than the national  average 
(respectively 62% rather than 53% and 81% rather than 
68%).   By next year we need 1850 ‘extra care’ places 
in Cumbria and the policy is to move from residential 
social care to enhanced extra care provision.  
So part of the answer is what Aaron Antonovsky calls 
‘salutogenesis’ which is a matter of focussing on the 
causes of wellness rather than just the causes and 
prevention of illness.  This involves housing associations 
and so on taking action to reduce health inequalities 
by:
 
•	 Listening more and better
•	 Healthy eating and lifestyle programmes
•	 Keeping management costs down and improving 

energy efficiency
•	 Developing social networks

That’s why a recent King’s Fund Report says that 
‘housing is well positioned to accelerate place based 
interventions’. 

Our thanks to Bishop James for permission to reproduce 
this paper. Bishop James Newcombe, Bishop of Carlisle, 
Sits in the House of Lords and Leads for the Lords 
Spiritual on health & social care/ medical ethics.


