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Introduction
It is a real pleasure to be here again at the Angelou Centre.  Already, in my short time as MP for Newcastle Central I have had the honour of visiting Angelou Centre events on a number of occasions. Not just for the lunch.
I know the great work the Angelou Centre does for black and minority women. It is  an invaluable part of our community.  The Centre’s commitment to black and minority ethnic women over the last 17 years has touched the lives of countless women.
And on that point, I know a number of you are celebrating educational achievements today.  I’d like to congratulate you.  My own mother received her degree when she was in her fifties and I know the satisfaction that gave her.  I want to wish you every success in your future educational career.
I’d also like to say that its organisations such as this that prove that Newcastle and other cities and towns across the country were all signed up to the Big – and Good - Society long before David Cameron dreamt up that slogan.
And I’m also fond of the Angelou Centre because of its patron in name, Maya Angelou.  What a fantastic tribute to the amazing life of a great role model.  I met Maya Angelou briefly when i was about 21.  I arrived late for a book signing with my best friend  Leyla, who was of Iranian descent.  Although the book signing was over, and her minders wanted her to leave, Maya Angelou insisted on staying to talk to me.  And in the book she wrote ‘Be strong in your friendship’ to me and my friend. 
And I often think of that.  We should all, all of us, but particularly  as women, be strong in our friendship and support for each other.
My background
I want to start by saying that I did not grow up in Black and Ethnic Minority Maternal Poverty.  I grew up in poverty, you can be sure of that.  But my mother was white, and the council estate on which I grew up was 99.9999% white.  Poverty can be found amongst all ethnic groups in this country, and it is not a greater or lesser evil for that.
But when we look to understand the causes and consequences of poverty, then we must understand how it may impact different groups differently.
Poverty
Poverty is often talked about in policy and academic circles as a social problem, or an evil or societal ill, and it is. But it is also a deeply personal and individual experience. And that is why I’m so pleased that this report is based on detailed interviews with mothers. 
Poverty is both a cause and effect of many other social ills such as physical and mental health inequality.
And it is closely associated with that other great enemy of social equality – poverty of aspiration.  In my own case, because of strong family support and a social, and if I may say so, socialist ethos at my comprehensive school, poverty was not accompanied by poverty of aspiration.
Well I never intended to be a Shadow Minister.  But I think that was more a lack of imagination than a failure of aspiration.  
There is no doubt that material poverty and poverty of aspiration are twin barriers to a more equal society.  And we need a more equal society, not only for those who are in poverty, but for all in society.
Society as a whole benefits when there are shared values, goals  and interests.  And that requires at lest some shared levels of income. 
Report
So I was very interested in this report which sheds some light on how BME mothers’ lives are impacted by  poverty and inequality.  Though the report has only just been released, I was aware of some of the background.  We know that:
· Children born to a Pakistani or Bangladeshi mothers are over 5 times more likely to be born into poverty than those born to white mothers.
· Overall, 65% of Bangladeshis, 50% of Pakistanis, and 30% of Blacks are impoverished
· The child of lone, employed parent is 23 times more likely to be born into poverty than child of married, both employed parents (Millenium Cohort Study)	
· Are also 70% more likely to have low-birthweight child
The report makes some very sensible suggestions on something that is not easily tackled, I’ll come back to that.
I was particularly interested because I read the Government’s poverty review, by Frank Field,  in December.   I felt that it misses some of the important points on BME maternal poverty.
The Government Report recognised that BME children often have higher aspirations and better home learning environments than their equivalent white counterparts. But the outcomes differ between groups vary substantially. 
For example, poor Chinese children outperform all other groups except Chinese children who are not poor at GCSE. 
The Government’s report on poverty recognises that ethnicity is a factor but makes little attempt to tackle the issue in any meaningful way.
The impact of a child’s circumstances on its development is well established. By the age of 3, a child’s brain is already almost fully formed, and the experiences during that development will affect this. 
So I welcome Government measures to improve outcomes at the earliest possible stage through early intervention. 
But where the Ofcam/Angelou report goes further is to identify and address  the specific problems faced by some mothers within BME communities. 
This report has three  main proposals to tackle this specific problem of BME maternal poverty: 
· an increase in their overall household income
· greater access to that income.
· More awareness of income sources and rights

I will be asking the Government in the coming days and weeks whether they intend to implement any measures to tackle these specific areas.
I have to say to you that given this Government’s reckless cutting of the public sector and the broader impacts of Government policies on the more disadvantaged in our communities I find it hard to see the first of these being achieved though improvements in the economy in the next few years.
The North east already has higher levels of deprivation than the rest of the country.
We know that the impact of the public sector cuts will hit women the hardest. I also believe that the Government’s plans will undermine efforts to both increase that overall household income and hinder the very organisations that the government wants to pick up the slack by cutting vital support to them.
There is a general consensus on the need for the country to tighten its belt and spend a little less in the next few years. But I the Government is cutting spending too fast and the outcome will be not just a slowdown in the country’s economic growth, but bad news the most vulnerable.
Big, front-loaded cuts to Newcastle’s area based grant are going to have a serious affect on many “big society” projects and programmes that the Government is keen to see prosper. For example the Working Neighbourhood Fund, which funds many work and training projects in Newcastle, and has supported many individuals who are hard to reach into work, has been closed. 
As the Institute of Fiscal Studies and others since have pointed out, the brunt of Government spending contractions will be borne by the most vulnerable. Spending on education, work programmes and Sure Start are being squeezed, as are tax credits and numerous other parts of the welfare budget.
I am particularly concerned by the changes to Adult Education funding which mean that access to the workplace skills which returning mothers need will be limited – to those on what are called ‘Active benefits’.
Conclusion
However it is not all bad news.  When it comes to increasing access to household income and awareness of rights there is much which still to be done, albeit with reduced funding.
More money is saved by benefits which are not taken up, then is lost through benefit fraud – though the Government does not like to say that.
Certainly as the MP for Newcastle, and as a Labour MP, I will be doing all I can to ensure that there is support to help BME mothers lift themselves and their children out of poverty.
Under Labour a million children were lifted out of poverty.  We will be fighting to stop this Government reversing that.
I began by praising the good work that the Angelou Centre does in Newcastle. I hope that organisations like this will continue to be able support women in our community, providing free childcare, advice and training for BME women and mothers. Again, this is something that I will be pressing the government on. 
But I will finish by returning to Maya Angelou and her message to me and my friend.  In these difficult times we need to be strong in our friendship and support for each other.	




