Citizens Advice Brighton & Hove Cost of Living Update 2025

Summary and recommendations

Generally, prices are rising more slowly which is easing the cost of living crisis. However,
prices are still significantly higher than before the pandemic and subsequent conflict in
Ukraine. Demand for Cost of Living help remains very high and hasn't yet dropped
although by 2026 it might start to ease. The “Trump tariff war” is likely to have an impact
on some prices and growth which is difficult to predict and quantify for the coming year.

The most significant single driver of poverty in Brighton & Hove is both the price of
housing and the quality of that housing in terms of energy efficiency. Seafront wards
and the Lewes Road corridor is in particular a zone of high energy poverty due to the
nature of the housing stock.

Households most likely to be in deep and persistent poverty have the following
characteristics:

e Children - child poverty nationally is rising and children in lone parent
households are especially badly affected. In our city the estimate of child
poverty is c. 12,000 children.

e Households where someone has a disability. Our city has higher rates of
disability particularly relating to mental health than national figures. We have
18,000 people claiming PIP and 7,411 Universal Credit LCWRA claimants. The
rates at which people claim disability benefits are in line with, or slightly lower
than national averages.

e Black and racially minoritised households especially where the head of
household is black are more likely to be in deep and persistent poverty. On
estimates at the rate of poverty from the Social Metrics Commission we would
have around 1942 households in poverty under this demographic. Generally,
migrant communities struggle to access support and help and the Migrant Needs
Assessment (BHCC, 2018) outlined actions that are needed to support this cohort
in accessing consumer rights.

e Part time workers are more likely to be in poverty and we have a higher rate than
the national average of part time workers.

e Renters in the private sector are more likely to spend a higher proportion of their
income on housing in our city pushing many into a lower standard of living than
the national average. Renters pay 46% of their wages on housing in our city



against a national average of 35.7%.' (CANOPY index 2024). We have a higher
dependence on private rented accommodation than any area outside some
London Boroughs - nearly a third of households (33%, 39,684 households) in
the city rent privately.

This graph shows the significant worsening of poverty for children since the cost of
living crisis. The pension and pension credit inflationary increases that are applied at a
much higher rate than for other benefits have suppressed poverty increases for older
people but pensioner poverty is still higher than it was before the cost of living crisis.
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Source: Family Resources Survey and HBAI dataset (1998/99 - 2022/23), SMC Analysis.

Finally, we review the policy changes and proposed policies nationally and locally to try
to understand the impact on poverty in Brighton & Hove going forward for the next few
years:

Positive changes

National decisions:

Nationally, the lifting of the National Living (Minimum) Wage is set to exceed the
increase in prices by next April lifting approximately 10,000 people in Brighton & Hove's
living standards in real terms.
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Increasing the value of the basic Universal Credit level and other benefits by 1.7%
and reducing the amounts deducted for debt repayment will improve the situation of
over 8900 people on Universal Credit who are looking for work in the city. This uplift
amounts to around £450 increase per annum.

The Household Support Fund has provided local authorities with funding to support
residents with cost of living grants (food/ energy vouchers) and items (electric blankets
for example). In previous years the decision to make this fund available has been
rushed and made on a six monthly basis. The decision to award this for a year has
enabled better use of the funds and more effective local decision making.

Increasing free childcare, breakfast clubs and reducing the cost of school uniforms
is estimated to be worth up to £7500 per child where all policies apply.

Expanding free school meals to all children where the family is entitled to Universal
Credit (applying to working families on a low income removing the current £7,400
household income cap) announced June 2025 will support an estimated additional 8000
families in the city to a value of c. £490 a year for each child.

Holiday Activity and Food Funding for local authorities to provide healthy meals,
enriching activities and childcare places for low income families.

For pension age residents the larger 4.1% increase in the State Pension and Pension
Credit uplifts their benefits by around £472 per year and have had Winter Fuel
Payments reinstated for all pensioners with an income below £35,000 per annum.

Pathways to work and disability benefits: The proposal to invest £1bn into support to
get people with disabilities and health conditions into or back into the workplace is
positive. Many disabled people would like to work but there are barriers which this
funding would help them to overcome. We also support the removal of a major
structural barrier which is the fear of losing benefits and then having to apply again
from scratch via the new “right to try”. The time it takes for benefits to be processed
from scratch means that under the current system someone could experience a very
prolonged period without the income they are entitled to and in significant hardship
including rent arrears and/or homelessness.

City decisions and actions:



Cost of Living Plan and Programme Board (set up March 2024) provides clear shared

goals and oversight for the city’s welfare infrastructure in the public and voluntary and
charitable sectors activities to alleviate hardship. The plan has three pillars: Emergency
support, prevention and resilience.

Council tax reduction scheme: The Council Tax Reduction Scheme was retained and
uplifted in line with earnings thresholds based on the National Living (Minimum) wage
in April 2024.The scheme supports 19,200 claimants and provides discounts of over £22
million to low income households across Brighton & Hove. The council’s Discretionary
Care Leaver Relief scheme will also be protected. This provides Council Tax discounts
totalling £204,000 to approximately 170 care leavers across the city.

Holiday hunger food vouchers for children entitled to free school meals has been an
effective way of ensuring low income families have access to food help in a dignified
way with clear eligibility criteria. The council used Household Support Funds allocated to
this city to fund those vouchers.

Brighton and Hove Holiday Activity and Food programme delivered 13,587 places for
1,765 children and young people. 83% of participants were primary aged children. The
funding for the city for this programme was £747,594

For pension age residents (5,753 people claim Pension Credit in the city and are the
poorest households in their age group). the council used its database LIFT to identify
219 households who might be eligible for Pension Credit along with a cross sector
campaign about the benefits of Pension Credit. As a result of this targeted
communication: Some didn’'t respond, some had already claimed and the council
helped 44 people claim Pension Credit. The income gain for these claimants included
3 months backdated Pension Credit, severe disability premium and winter fuel
allowance. Each household gained an average of £9k income over a 15 month
period.

Negative changes or proposed changes
National:
Pathways to work and disability benefits: Access to Personal Independence
Payment for new or reassessed claimants will be reduced from November 2026

(PIP) by increasing the threshold whereby a person is eligible impacting in time around
4000 residents who would no longer have eligibility. And the Universal Credit LCWRA



rate for new claimants from April 2026 will be reduced from £97pw to £50pw.
Whilst combining the assessment for these benefits is a positive idea in order to be less
onerous for clients, the current PIP decision making process is slow and often
reaches a decision that is deemed incorrect on appeal. Most appeals (68%) that
reach a tribunal are overturned in favour of the claimant. The majority of overturned
decisions are based on the tribunal reaching a different conclusion based on the same
evidence. These systems also assess entirely different things and combining them isn’t
straightforward. Currently, 7,411 residents are in the LCWRA group in Brighton & Hove.

Carers: PIP is a passport for Carer’s Allowance and with households losing eligibility for
PIP, carers who often live in the same household will also lose their allowance. This
would be a double hit on those households yet the condition and need for caring
support would remain.

Pension age residents have been affected by the removal of the Winter Fuel Payment.
Age UK estimates that 2.5m people nationally would be negatively impacted by the cut.
In June 2025, the government did say that they would redraw the thresholds to prevent
people who narrowly miss out on Pension Credit entitlement from experiencing
hardship.

Recommendations:
Child poverty:

Children are more likely to be in poverty than any other group and rates have increased
nationally. 1 in 4 children in Brighton & Hove are in poverty or c. 12,000 children.The
household benefit cap limits the amount that a working age household can receive in
benefits which was introduced in 2013. The cap hasn't been increased since April 2023

and is currently: £22,020 for couples and lone parents outside Greater London (£14,753

for single adults with no children). The government isn't under an obligation to review
this rate until 2028/29 legislatively but it can review it at any time. This amount is still

lower than the cap was when this policy was introduced in 2013. It was cut in 2016 and
increased in 2023 but not back to the level it was in 2016 when the value was at £26,000
for a couple or lone parent household, or £18,200 for single adults with no children. We
would recommend as a minimum reverting to at least the 2013 value and ideally
removing both the benefit cap and two child limit for households with children.

Disability:



We caution against using the current PIP assessment system to access all disability
benefits without significant reform. The system is broken, it gets decisions wrong and it
is too slow. People exist without benefits they are entitled to for months, and
sometimes more than a year.

We agree that investing in helping disabled people into work by removing barriers is a
good priority and will increase physical and mental wellbeing and financial health.

We agree that for people with the most severe and life limiting disabilities the
government should create an increased value benefit and remove the requirement to
be reassessed.

We believe that raising the thresholds for PIP entitlement ( removing from an estimated
4000 city residents) and reducing the value of the LCWRA will worsen poverty for both
disabled people and where they are parents, child poverty. Over 7000 people in the city
claim LCWRA currently and over time would be affected.

We believe that the removal of LCWRA for people under 22 is arbitrary and fails to take
account of people who are unable to stay “at home” - care leavers, children of people
with addictions, LGBTQ+ teenagers who aren’t safe at home would be forced into
hardship. C. 500 young people would lose their benefit in this city if this rule is
implemented.

We believe the government should invest more in community level mental health
support as this is a worsening situation for our clients and we have very few options to
signpost clients to where we have confidence they would be eligible for a service.

Housing is the single most important cost pressure in people’s lives in our city and the
provision of more affordable and secure housing would make the biggest difference to
poverty. Many people who are entitled to extra benefits (child benefit/ PIP) use those
benefits to top up the rents they need to pay and therefore the benefit isn't being spent
on alleviating poverty and improving living standards for any demographic in poverty
unless they already live in social housing.

City-level recommendations:
The Cost of Living action plan should be reviewed in the light of national policy

changes and consideration should be given to reviewing the Council Tax Reduction
Schemes and exemptions



Child poverty is at 12000 children in our city and a clear plan to protect children’s
health and life chances might galvanise activity across sectors including schools/
charities/ council departments and NHS partners. Targeted and accessible events at
family hubs or other similar venues may prove an efficient and user-accessible way of
maximising income and support for the poorest families.

Support for disabled people should be considered as a priority for the Household
Support Fund if the government proceeds with planned changes - that support should
alleviate any immediate financial hardship but also be linked to services created or
expanded through government allocations to the city or Sussex region to increase the
employment rate of disabled people.

Housing is the single most important cost pressure in people’s lives in our city and the
provision of more affordable and secure housing would make the biggest difference to
poverty. Many people who are entitled to extra benefits (child benefit/ PIP) use those
benefits to top up the rents they need to pay and therefore the benefit isn't being spent
on alleviating poverty and improving living standards for any demographic in poverty
unless they already live in social housing.

Access to different council services via scheduled face to face drop-ins or at
community events would enable many digitally excluded or disabled households to
engage with the council in a more effective way particularly where they have a debt with
the council.

Next steps for advice and financial inclusion support

The Advice and Financial Inclusion Partnership should develop a fundraising strategy
to support the delivery of plans to reduce Child Poverty and support Disabled People
to access benefits and services they are entitled to, connecting with local disability
charities and our local Carers Hub.

Working effectively with public sector bodies such as the Job Centre and our council to
deliver targeted support has worked well where the following conditions have been in
place:

e Aclear strategic plan and buy-in of senior leaders - The Cost of Living Plan and
oversight has created an enabling environment for the work of the welfare
ecosystem in the city where people feel that it is prioritised and valued.



The ability to use crisis support funds for food/ energy vouchers or other items
as a lever to engage people into getting more sustainable help via advice and
support available from partners. The Cost of Living event at Tarner Family Hub
was a test of this approach to managing high waiting lists for cost of living
interventions and it was positive for both organisations and clients who
participated.

A “coalition of the willing” - some departments or organisations are unwilling or
too overwhelmed to engage in joint action especially where it is experimental.
Going ahead with workers and managers who are willing to test approaches
even if not perfect or proven means that we can make progress and evaluate.
Commissioning and commissioners working to enable voluntary sector partners
to “knit” funding together to deliver more holistic and sustainable interventions
ensures best value for public funds but it is more complex to negotiate and
monitor and requires long term, trusting relationships.

Using the database that the council has to assertively offer advice and
interventions to households that may be under-claiming benefits or struggling to
cope has been trialled with Pension Credit and was very successful. Integrating
the use of this tool in future operational planning for collective interventions
should be prioritised.
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