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The Poverty Truth Community (PTC) 

Education and Skills Committee: Vulnerable children in the Coronavirus pandemic -
Report from The Poverty Truth Community (PTC) 

WHO ARE WE: 

The PTC is an informally structured membership movement, comprising and led by 
people affected by poverty who want to see real change in their own lives and those 
of their communities. Members and friends are accompanied and supported by a small 
part-time staff group. They are joined by other members from different backgrounds 
who want to walk alongside them in their collective endeavour to overcome poverty. 

The PTC firmly believe that governments and society cannot understand or address 
poverty effectively until those who live day by day with the reality of poverty are at the 
heart of the process for change. That is why over the last decade we have been 
leading and engaging in conversations and campaigns aimed at promoting change at 
both a Scottish and UK level. 

FINDINGS FROM LISTENING TO OUR MEMBERS AND OTHERS: - 

At this time of COVID-19 and consequent lockdown we can confirm that several issues 
affecting families and children living with poverty and therefore vulnerability to major 
change have risen in prominence. In summary they are, (numbers in list do not denote 
relative importance of issues listed).   

1. Concerns about dignity, accessibility and quality of Voucher replacement 
provision for Free School Meals for vulnerable families in Glasgow. The 
Vouchers can only be spent in Farmfoods stores. 

2. Limited or non-existent digital access resulting in lack of information and 
thereby access to resources and support. 

3. Rising cost of living, particularly food and fuel. 
4. Restricted access to public spaces and home overcrowding. 
5. Impact of the pandemic and lockdown on the physical and emotional well-being 

of children and young people. 

FREE SCHOOL MEALS VOUCHER REPLACEMENT SCHEME IN GLASGOW 

Comments from our Members and friends included the following:  

• “Where is the dignity in giving people vouchers to only spend in one store?” 
• “Farmfoods does not cater for my dietary needs, nor that of my culture.  I am 

trying to go to the shops as little as possible to socially distance properly.  I 
want to only have to go to one shop, but this means it is not possible to do 
that.” 

• “It is so stigmatising waiting outside Farmfoods.  Everyone knows you are 
there because your child gets free school meals.  It’s hard for the children.” 
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• “There is no dignity in the way this has been done.  It feels as if we have been 
judged from the very beginning, saying we may have bought cigarettes and 
alcohol rather than food for our children.” 

• “Farmfoods food is not good quality.  I am trying to feed my children a healthy 
diet and this is not possible shopping at Farmfoods.” 

• “There is not a Farmfoods near me.  It is too difficult to get too.  I am not 
risking using public transport.  I have not been able to use the vouchers.” 

• “I am afraid to go out to the shops because my child has asthma. I am relying 
on other people shopping for me and then I pay them back.  They are not 
shopping at Farmfoods, so I am unable to use the vouchers.” 

• “I am a single parent and have to travel on the bus with my children to get to 
the nearest Farmfoods.  We are not able to keep social distance during this 
journey.  I didn’t want to have to leave my local area.” 

• “Farmfoods do not give healthy options, only a limited selection, and most of 
the frozen food is processed food.  One of my children has to eat gluten free 
and there is no option for that there.” 

• The PTC has worked with others, including the Child Poverty Action Group in 
Scotland, in highlighting concerns about the current voucher scheme in 
Glasgow. 

From the above, it is apparent that many of our Members are concerned that this 
admittedly well-intentioned provision, via the store chain designated as sole 
provider, is not meeting their needs for dignity, choice and access to nutritious 
foodstuffs. In addition, the designated stores are not present in some of our most 
hard-pressed communities.  

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE 

• Due to Members not having their own WIFI etc., we are hearing reports of the 
necessity of them seeking to “piggy-back” on the internet access of 
neighbours in order to obtain crucial information during the pandemic and 
lockdown. This is obviously a potentially embarrassing and undignified 
arrangement for both parties. Here is a link to a blog that sets out these 
issues in stark detail, again from the perspective of a family with direct 
experience of poverty and digital exclusion. In one school in the north of 
Glasgow, we found out that only 20% of pupils are engaging with the teachers 
online. 
https://atd-uk.org/2020/04/16/the-disconnect-swallowing-pride-and-feeling-
locked-out/ 

RISING COST OF LIVING 

• We are hearing from Members that any cash left over can only be spent on food 
given that children are at home all day etc. Invidious “choices”, for example, to 
forget for the duration of the lockdown about fuel bills etc., must be made. 
People in poverty are only too aware of rising prices as its impact on them is 
disproportionately so much greater. One example from a Member with 3 
children to care for illustrates this. He noted that the price of two tins of spam in 
the designated voucher store had increased from £1.39 to £1.99 during the 

https://atd-uk.org/2020/04/16/the-disconnect-swallowing-pride-and-feeling-locked-out/
https://atd-uk.org/2020/04/16/the-disconnect-swallowing-pride-and-feeling-locked-out/
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lockdown to date. This represents an increase of 30%. Families are also 
stacking up substantial fuel bills that will be hard to pay on their very limited 
incomes. This arises from increasing fuel use as a result of substantially greater 
confinement to the home during the pandemic. Again, this can lead to 
unacceptable “choices” having to be made between power needs, for example, 
for on-line home schooling, lighting etc. and nutritious eating. 

RESTRICTED ACCESS TO PUBLIC SPACES AND OVERCROWDING 

• Access to public spaces for those living in built up areas or who share back 
courts often makes social distancing impossible. In addition, not having access 
to a private car entails families (especially one parent families) having the 
higher risks associated with using public transport in order to get to shops. 
Families affected will also often feel obliged to pay the extra cost involved in 
getting a taxi home with a view to buying as much as possible and thereby 
avoiding the expense of repeat trips. However, this is further complicated by 
the fact that taxis will not always take more than one person in the current 
situation. 

• As regards overcrowding, we are aware that children are less likely to live in 
accommodation with own bedroom each. They are also less likely to have 
workspace at home. Therefore, if internet access is available, they often must 
“take turns” in order to access online learning. Frustration is more likely to 
increase when there is no access to outdoor space, or space where you can 
retreat to for some privacy. 

• In a related point we are also aware there are many families with teenagers, 
who are in practice letting the teenagers stay up all night as that is the only way 
the teenagers can access some much-needed privacy. They are using the living 
room to talk to their friends online while the rest of the family are asleep. This 
can lead to friction arising from frustration and lack of sleep if other family 
members are getting up for work in the morning. This has the potential to spill 
over into mental health problems for teenagers at a vulnerable stage of their 
lives. 

IMPACT ON PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING OF CHILDREN AND 
YOUNG PEOPLE. 

• We have heard from children directly. They are being negatively affected by the 
fact that living in low-income families means there is no spare family cash or 
savings around to spend on recreational aids and activities that nourish 
children’s minds and bodies. For example, if you have no access to a private 
garden, and at best, share communal back green space that is already 
crowded, where can you access quality time to be active, as most children want 
to be, at different points during the day? You are of course already missing your 
friends, indeed including opportunities just to sit with them and enjoy their 
company, and these losses are compounded by not having access to basic 
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extras like garden furniture, creative toys or artistic packs and activities. These 
are not luxuries but are essential stress and tension reducing aids, particularly 
when these linked physical and emotional ill-effects are continually hovering in 
the background, whether overtly expressed or not, at a time like this. Digital 
connection with friends, assuming this is possible (see Digital Divide section 
above), does not address all the losses inherent in not being able to engage in 
person with your friends and peers, whilst enjoying physical, creative and other 
activities. 

CONCLUSION 

The PTC was aware, because of our Members and friends, long before COVID-
19, that living with poverty entails living with much greater stress and the risks 
associated with exposure to sudden or short-term changes. For example, a 
seemingly very annoying but simple event such as a washing machine 
becoming unusable can spell actual disaster for hard-pressed families. With 
COVID-19 there is a pressure on low-income families that is enduring for a 
currently indeterminate and certainly not a short amount of time. We would urge 
the Committee to make representations to government and others about the 
multi-faceted needs of families and children affected by poverty at this time; 
with a view to shaping policy responses that can significantly mitigate the 
financial, health and well-being burdens imposed by COVID-19 and the 
lockdown on such families. 

Elaine Downie (Co-ordinator, PTC), Carol Alexander (Community Development 
Worker, PTC), David Milligan (Research Development Worker, PTC) 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 
 
 

 

 


