11.01.10: FREE LAPTOPS IN CHILDREN, SCHOOLS & FAMILIES BILL

The announcement by Gordon Brown today that 270,000 families are set to receive a free laptop and broadband connection is a welcome step towards bridging the gaps in access to digital technology but it will not help those children who come from the country’s most disadvantaged families.
Ofcom figures from 2008 show that 12% of homes in the UK have no landline and rely on mobile telephony. That figure rises by up to 28 per cent in low income urban areas such as Greater Manchester, Birmingham and the north-east. It is not currently clear whether the Government have plans to provide a landline to those homes without one in order to facilitate free broadband access. But given that the lowest income families do not have mainstream bank accounts it is hard to see how they could benefit from such a scheme since they would be unable to set up a direct debit through which to pay for the landline. Moreover under the plan the broadband connection would only be funded for one year, presumably in the hope that families would be encouraged to prioritise access once that year was over and continue to pay – but the lowest-income families in many cases simply do not have the extra money in their pockets to maintain costs such as these.
Ultimately if digital inclusion is to be effectively supported then wider issues of financial inclusion need to be addressed – such as ensuring that the poorest families in the UK are able to access a basic mainstream bank account through which to make the kinds of transactions which the rest of the country take for granted. Enabling this access would also help to remedy the pernicious effects of the ‘poverty premium’ by which poor families pay more for goods and services, at very high rates of interest, because they are locked out of mainstream banking. This would do more, long-term, to help lift children out of poverty and thus improve their educational chances as well.

