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Introduction

Poverty is a problem in Northern Ireland and challenging poverty is
important. It is important for those who have to endure the day-to-day
struggle of trying to make ends meet, for those in our society who are
forced to live on the social and economic margins and for communities
that have been systemically trapped in a cycle of deprivation and social
exclusion.

Poverty is an aspect of our seemingly prosperous Northern Irish
society that is often not prioritised by either policy makers or media,
yet we live in a region of the European Union that has some of the
highest levels of definable poverty. Child poverty rates are among the
worst in Europe, poverty among the elderly is endemic, our new
communities - often from other regions of the EU or Africa - suffer
multiple deprivations, and those on low income find that opportunities
to escape from the constraints of poverty are few and far between.




In January 2010 the UK

government’s Equality Office

reported some shocking
findings regarding the
extent of economic
inequality in Northern

Ireland. They concluded that

over the past forty years the
socio-economic differences
between the richest social
groups and the poorest has
widened; that disadvantage
has been reinforced across
generations and life cycles;
and that there remains
differences in opportunity,

income, and life experiences

which suggest that current
policies and initiatives are
having a questionable
impact on poverty for
significant sections of the
population. These findings
concur with the dialogue
that has been ongoing over
the past year between a
panel on poverty at St
Mary’s University College
which comprised of
academics, St Vincent de
Paul and NICCOSA, the
Northern Ireland Catholic
Council on Social Affairs, a
Council of the Irish Catholic
Bishops Conference.

This report is the product of
that dialogue, linking in
conveniently with the Big
Society debate initiated by
the new Coalition
Government in Westminster
and the ongoing adaptation
of poverty related policies in
the Stormont Executive.

This report has engaged
with these issues in a
number of ways to go
beyond the normal
quantitative surveys of
social exclusion with the
aim of approaching the
issue from the position of a
community dialogue. In this
it explores three aspects of
the debate on poverty, each
focused on the idea of
actively challenging poverty,
and which reflect on the
ethos and community based
approach taken by
organisations such as the
Society of St Vincent de
Paul.

These aspects are: first, a
section reflecting personal
experiences of poverty and
the effects that the

experience of poverty has on
individuals and families; the
second section examines
the extent of the problem,
the organisational and
governmental statistics on
the subject; and the third
section explores the position
of faith-based organisations
in addressing issues
pertinent to the problem of
poverty in our society. Each
section complements the
other and each of the
positions taken carries
forward a strong message
from those who are in
poverty and those who work
to rid society of it. In order
to challenge poverty we
need to invest in personal
and organisational energies
to overcome both its causes
and its effects.

In the final analysis, an
ethical position should take
us to a situation where
people are actively engaging
with those causes in our
society that perpetuate
social exclusion and
condemn people, families
and communities to poverty.
Organisations such as St
Vincent de Paul, along with
other front-line agencies,
are in a unique position to
energise the voluntary and
communitarian potentials of
society, as well as to lobby
government to put in place
policies which directly
challenge poverty. It is
hoped that this report
advances such an ethical
position.







As part of this report, a group of
sixteen year old pupils in an
urban school were invited to
suggest definitions of poverty.

Some of the views expressed at
the beginning of the discussion
were:

e Anne - “Having no money.”

e Ciara - "Someone who
doesn’t have the things they
need to live.”

e Darren - “Someone who
doesn’t have enough money
to survive in a normal
environment.”

e Colm - “Can’t enjoy life to
the full - can’t enjoy life’s
luxuries - because they are
always worrying more about
their financial status.”

e Donall - “Severe lack of
material goods or wealth.
Living in extremely poor
living conditions.”

These views were expressed
compassionately and
thoughtfully and they do give an
insight into the way our society
views poverty. The most striking
image is one associated with
financial hardship, excluding
the individual from a more
comfortable lifestyle. In today’s
financial climate, it is
understandable that the threat
of “having no money” is
palpable and affects the lives of
many. However, the destructive
aspects of poverty leave people
vulnerable and unprepared to
deal with poverty or indeed to
respond to it in all its forms.

That concept had not yet been
fully understood by the
teenagers.

One of the community workers
interviewed for this report
described the challenge posed
by the personal and emotional
impact of poverty.
Commentaries and reflections
were sought to communicate
the havoc and hurt embedded in
that situation. “Having a hole in
the soul” was the harrowing
image used by one of the key
workers in a charitable
organisation to describe this
state of being caught in the grip
of poverty. The sense of
hopelessness experienced by
the men and women who find
help at the interviewee’s drop-in
centre, poses the most urgent
challenge to its workers.

EARLY BEGINNINGS

Conversations with people in
poverty disclose a disturbing
reality: the crisis can often be
traced back to early childhood.
One of the workers in another
charitable organisation made
this observation:

“We have a lot of kids who have
come through the care system,
who weren'’t fortunate enough
to have foster parents. They will
fail. And they continue to set
themselves up to fail.”

This comment refers to those
young people who have left the
care system at eighteen,
unequipped with the skills
needed to survive as
iIndependent young adults
having experienced dependency
in a system and a familiarity
with a lack of empowerment.

“He or she has been taken care
of by the Government.
Everything paid for. Survival
skills have not been developed.
He or she may never have had
to pay a bill or buy clothes. And
then at eighteen he or she is
just set out in society. Those
kids are failed. Those kids are
going to fail.”

One young person who was
interviewed referred to her
weekly state benefit of £47.50.
She usually spent it all on the
first day. Essentials for a
teenager go beyond a balanced
diet and basic clothing. A
teenager caught in the poverty
trap is no different from any
other teenager in that sense.
They are exposed to peer and
media pressures, just as much
as their more fortunate peers.
Basic life skills are even more
important to be able to manage
a very small budget, without
family support, and to withstand
the social pressures which
teenagers have to endure.









Poverty traps

The predicament of a low income family losing
entitlement to benefits can make the prospect
of accepting paid work unviable. One of the
workers at a community centre reflected on
her own personal experience:

“My husband was out of work for years. |
could have got a job, but we would have lost
all benefits. | worked out that we would have
been £7 a week better off if | took the job, but
that was before taking account of the cost of
getting there and back. | couldn’t do it. | did
voluntary work in the community during those
years. It was only when he got a job that | was
able to look for one.”

The plight of older people in poverty, surviving
on the state pension, is another concern that
is acute in society. Older people often find
their independence threatened by health,
social and economic changes. The
Neighbourhood Renewal Manager at one
community-based agency highlighted some of
the complexities in reaching the elderly and in
persuading them to seek help:

“I really worry about those older people who
have paid off their mortgage and whose
families have now grown up and moved away.
They have no income. They try not to use the
electricity and gas. They think that they're not
entitled to help because they have paid off the
mortgage. Many older people are so reluctant
to ask for help. They think that they are
asking for charity. If they can get by from
week to week on the little they have, they will
do that.”
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This Neighbourhood Partnership Group
responds to the growing number of
pensioners in poverty by bringing a
coordinated awareness campaign to the
doorstep twice a year. The initiative has
resulted in a subsequent increase in the
number of people who have been helped to
access entitlements such as Pension Credits,
free eye tests, Attendance Allowance, etc.
Older people often feel stripped of their
independence by stark changes in
circumstances. A willingness to ask for help
can only be effectively encouraged when a
sense of dependency or “feeling a burden” is
not triggered.

An informed sensitivity to the needs of
pensioners in poverty or in risk of poverty was
very apparent among the community workers
interviewed. A further example of this
insightful response was apparent in one of the
Community Centres where people can call for
a hot meal. The lack of food or money for food
was certainly a problem for local pensioners
who avail of this service; however, staff
described the loneliness of these clients and
the role of the centre as a place where there
is someone to talk to and someone to listen to
their story. Community structures are
important in addressing the desperation that
often comes with loneliness. Such support
mechanisms are often a means to reintegrate
back into the community - be it through a
church organisation, community centre,
women'’s group, or other community based
focus.















Stories about poverty often evoke emotion and
occasionally a pause at some tale or image.
Indeed, images often communicate more than
words. A key worker in a city hostel for men
alluded to two different images which were
poignant and moving. The first of these was
the daily sight of residents in the hostel
leaving in the morning, carrying the totality of
their worldly possessions in a plastic bag.

The second image describes a man who is
forced to sleep rough. He encountered this
man during the nightly outreach run,while
distributing sleeping bags and hot soup to
homeless people sleeping on the streets. The
image of this man taking out an ash-tray from
a plastic bag, after lighting up a cigarette as
he lay in his sleeping bag, left a lasting
imprint on him given its simple poignancy.

Throughout the dialogue with the interviewees
and the sharing of professional and personal
insights that informed this section, the ability
of individuals to make a meaningful response
to the voices of poverty emerges as one of the
key messages. Many references were made to
the need for systematic changes, government
investment and coordinated responses by
various organisations.

However, throughout all the interviews and
discussions, individual stories made frequent
references to the difference made by an
anonymous benefactor, a caring neighbour, or
a sensitive community worker.

Poverty is real. It is cruel and
destructive, and in this recession
it is becoming more widespread.

One ray of hope from the accounts depicted in
this section, has been the sense of personal
responsibility and the empathy that has
inspired action among individuals. This
reminds us that we all have a role to play in
the response to poverty - each one of us can
make a difference. Many people do genuinely
care, but how many of us take that small
decisive action, which can have such a positive
effect? In addition to the actions of individuals,
the government’s anti-poverty policies must
be embedded in order to ensure that poverty
traps are eliminated and that the appropriate
services and financial safety net are available
to prevent people from falling into poverty in
the first place.






Historically, data on poverty
has been collected by the
Northern Ireland Statistics and
Research Agency (NISRA] and
while it has been useful in
collating census related
information, it tended to
present unanalysed raw data
not linked to departmental
policies. There have been other
sources of information relating
to social data collection in the
region: the quarterly Labour
Force Survey (LFS), Eurostat,
the universities’ research, and
voluntary sector organisations’
sectoral data collection. Since
2006 and together with the
NISRA data, each of these
databases has been used to
formulate an effective
framework for addressing
poverty in the region.

One central point emerges
from most of the data
collection -

Northern Ireland has
remained one of the
most economically
peripheral and
disadvantaged regions
of the EU.

This can be seen from the
statistics gathered by the
European Union’s (EU)
Directorate General on
Regional Policy since the
United Kingdom and Ireland

joined the Community in 1973.
Until 2006 it was designated as
having ‘Objective One Status’,
and together with the need for
special additional financial
support to encourage peace
and reconciliation in the
region, this has meant that a
large minority population have
suffered long-term and
multiple deprivation. This has
necessitated substantial
intervention by the
governments over a period of
33 years and has also placed
the region in a unique position
within the EU due to the
aggravated levels of poverty
and its ongoing political
conflict.

Two recent initiatives - one
from the government and one
from the independent New
Policy Institute - have enabled
the government and civil
society organisations engaging
with poverty-related issues to
monitor patterns of poverty in
a more effective manner in the
region. The first initiative was
the publication in 2006 by the
Office of the First Minister and
Deputy First Minister
(OFMDFM) of the strategy
Lifetime Opportunities. The
Strategy highlights the scale of
social and economic exclusion
in the region. In his
introduction, Peter Hain, the
former Secretary for State for
Northern Ireland, gives an
indication of the extent of the

problem of poverty within the
North’s population of
1,730,000: “327,000 people
across Northern Ireland are
still denied opportunities to
which they are entitled,
including around 102,000
children and 54,000
pensioners.” Out of this
strategy a Poverty and Social
Inclusion Forum was
established with the intention
of bringing together relevant
stakeholder groups.

Forum participants included
local politicians, employers,
representatives of trade
unions, the statutory, voluntary
and community sectors, social
economy and individuals
experiencing poverty. The
Strategy also identified the
government’s priorities in its
attempts to alleviate
socio-economic exclusion and
committed resources to
specific activities. These
priorities were: eliminating
poverty, eliminating social
exclusion, tackling area-based
deprivation, eliminating
poverty from rural areas,
combating conflict-related
exclusion through a shared
future, tackling inequality in
the labour market, tackling
health inequalities and
tackling cycles of deprivation.
[OFMDFM, 2006, pp.4-5; 62)
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The definition of poverty in the
Republic of Ireland is
addressed in a different
manner and in many ways
captures more than just the
financial effects of poverty. This
is useful to note:

“People are living in poverty if
their income and resources
(material, cultural and social)
are so inadequate as to
preclude them from having a
standard of living which is
regarded as acceptable by Irish
society generally. As a result of
inadequate income and
resources, people may be
excluded from participating in
activities which are considered
the norm for other people in
society.” (National Action Plan
for Social Inclusion 2007-2016:

www.socialinclusion.ie/poverty)

Significantly, 2010 is the
European Year for Combating
Poverty and Social Inclusion.
This European Union initiative
has provided a forum for civil
society organisations and
government departments to
compare and discuss the
impact of poverty across the
Union. The agreed activities for
the year give an indication of
the policy direction of the EU in
regards to its priorities for
challenging poverty.

It aims to “encourage
involvement and political
commitment”; “inspire citizens
to participate”; “give voice to
the concerns and needs of
people experiencing poverty
and social exclusion;” the EU
will “engage with civil society
and non-governmental
organisations;” interestingly, it
aims to help “deconstruct
stereotypes and stigmas;” it
also has the objective of
promoting “a society that
sustains and develops quality
of life, social well-being and
equal opportunities for all;”
finally, the initiative aims to
“boost solidarity between
generations and ensure
sustainable development.”
(http://www.2010againstpoverty.eu/?l
angid=en] Each of these points
are pertinent to the situation in
Northern Ireland.

QUANTITATIVE DATA

With this in mind, the release
of figures on benefit take up for
key sections of the population
in Northern Ireland offers a
quantitative audit of the extent
of income poverty in the region
(defined as having an income
below 60% of median UK
income].

The other sections of this
report will survey the
qualitative effects of poverty
and social exclusion.



General Statistics

The May 2009 Northern Ireland Social

Security Statistics Bulletin noted that:

* 28% (121,220) of children and young adults
in full-time education were living in
benefit-dependant families.

* 19% (211,240) of people of working age
were claiming a key benefit (job seekers
allowance or income support).

e 16.6% (287,327) of people over state
pension age claimed a key benefit.

e 6.1% (107,236) of the population were
claiming Incapacity Benefit, those who have
become incapable of work.

e 10.2% (177,653) are in receipt of Disability
Living Allowance (DLA), those who have
become disabled before retirement age.
[NISRA, 2009, pp.3-7)

Lifetime Opportunities noted that:

e Northern Ireland lags behind other regions
of the UK in terms of working age
employment rates. To remove this gap
would require 56,000 additional people in
employment.

e The current economic inactivity rate (27%)
Is the highest in the UK.

e Disadvantaged children are achieving
significantly less in terms of educational
qualifications.

e Homelessness has increased markedly in
recent years.

e Health inequalities between the poor and
the better off remain significant.

e The risk of poverty is higher for individuals
living in urban areas outside Belfast.

* 41% of individuals in lone parent families
live in poverty.

e 30% of children in urban areas outside
Belfast live in poverty, 22% in Belfast and
20% in rural areas.

e 33% of pensioners in rural areas live in
poverty, 12% in Belfast and 16% in urban
areas outside Belfast. (OFMDFM, 2006,
pp.22-3)

The key identifiable sections of the community
that are susceptible to the range of issues
related to poverty and social exclusion
include:

Children: Child poverty is a useful indicator of
the extent of deprivation within communities
and across regions. Between 2002 and 2005,
25% of children were living in income poverty.
[Kenway, p.63) By 2009 this was 26% with an
estimated 110,000 children living in poverty.
[New Policy Institute 2009, p.3). In October 2008
the United Nations (UN]) Committee on the
Rights of the Child specifically highlighted
Northern Ireland as an area where 20% of
children were living in ‘persistent poverty’.
The United Nations’ definition of poverty is
worth stating here:

“Fundamentally, poverty is a denial of choices
and opportunities, a violation of human
dignity. It means lack of basic capacity to
participate effectively in society. It means not
having enough to feed and clothe a family, not
having a school or clinic to go to, not having
the land on which to grow one’s food or a job
to earn one’s living, not having access to
credit. It means insecurity, powerlessness
and exclusion of individuals, households and
communities. It means susceptibility to
violence, and it often implies living on
marginal or fragile environments, without
access to clean water or sanitation”. (United
Nations, June 1998)

The numbers of children in Northern Ireland
living in long term poverty remains more than
double the rest of the regions in the UK.

Northern Ireland has been singled
out as the worst case scenario.

Figures released by OFMDFM in 2009 attracted
media attention because they confirmed the
fear that almost one in four of the region’s
children were officially living in poverty. That is
where the government has quantifiable data to
confirm the number of children living in a
family which has an income of under £16,224
per annum after household costs are removed.

The percentage that this amounts to equates
to 22% of children in Northern Ireland (96,000)
with 12% (52,600) living in what the
government describes as ‘absolute poverty” -
that is living on half the average household
income. (OFMDFM, 11 February 2009)












were on the “live register” of unemployed in
the Republic. In the North, the high levels of
public subvention and public sector
involvement in the economy have cushioned
the extent of the economic shock that came
with the recession elsewhere. In the North the
most visible aspect of the recession has been
the closure or rundown of high profile private
sector companies which had been drivers of
regional economic development (Visteon,
Seagate, Zawvi, Shorts, Nortel, Woolworths,
Adams), with job losses averaging 1,000 per
month. Between May 2008 and May 2009
there was a 159% increase in redundancies
with 49,000 people unemployed - an 11,000
increase on the previous year.

[Belfast Telegraph, 13 May 2009)

This will be added to by an anticipated
contraction within the public sector in 2011
and the job cuts related to the estimated
billions necessary in savings that the
government of Northern Ireland is intending
to make in the financial year 2011-2012. With
this single sector of the economy in Northern
Ireland employing 32% (222,000) of the
working population, income poverty will be
visited upon many additional thousands of
families. The anticipated cuts could mean a
further 20,000 people unemployed.
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Stephen Kingon, the Chair of Invest Northern
Ireland commented: “I do not think we will be
spared any harsh realities. It is going to be a

tight decade or two.”

[Belfast Telegraph, 16 June 2009)

Accounting for the already formidable
problems relating to the regionally peripheral
position of Northern Ireland, the legacy of the
conflict, high levels of poverty, unemployment,
and house repossessions, it is anticipated that
the outworking of this recession will bring
additional complications to already stressed
governmental and voluntary sector attempts
at intervention.

In effect, an already difficult
situation for many people will
become worse and the numbers
who are subjected to poverty and
social exclusion will increase as
long as the recession continues.

With this in mind the poverty generated by a
prolonged recession urgently needs to be
planned for by government and voluntary
sector organisations.







The New Testament builds on
and enriches the Old
Testament’s teaching about
the poor.

Jesus grew up as one of the
common people, and his
ministry was for the most
part directed towards them.
He came “to bring good news
to the poor, to proclaim
liberty to captives.”

[Lk 4:18-21) Jesus in his
ministry had special concern
for the poor, dejected and
those excluded from of
society. (e.g. Lk 17: 11-19)

Concern for both
charity and justice
should be of the
utmost importance to
all who call
themselves
Christians.

Thus, for example, the World
Synod of Catholic Bishops in
1971 - representing a
watershed in the
interpretation of the
teachings of the Second
Vatican Council (1962-65) -
declared that: “Action on
behalf of justice and
participation in the
transformation of the world
fully appear to us as a
constitutive dimension of
preaching the Gospel.”
[Justice in the World)

In his first encyclical letter
Deus Caritas est (2006) Pope
Benedict XVl emphasised the
Church’s ministry to those in
need and identified it as
pertaining to the very identity
of the Church:

“The Church's deepest nature
is expressed in her three-fold
responsibility: of proclaiming
the word of God, celebrating
the sacraments, and
exercising the ministry of
charity. These duties
presuppose each other and
are inseparable. For the
Church, charity is not a kind
of welfare activity which could
equally well be left to others,
but is a part of her nature, an
indispensable expression of
her very being.” (n. 25)

There is the recognition that
the practice of the Christian
faith has concrete social
consequences within the
Catholic Church, especially
since the nineteenth century.
It has led to the emergence of
a substantial and evolving
body of literature referred to
as Catholic Social Teaching
and this developing teaching
has informed the outreach to
the poor by almost a million
volunteers in the Society of St
Vincent de Paul in 132
countries globally, as well as
other Church based agencies.
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WHAT IS CATHOLIC SOCIAL
TEACHING?

Catholic Social Teaching
emphasises the central place
of justice in personal and
social relationships. This
teaching is grounded, of
course, in the values of
Judeo-Christian religious
experience which are
reflected in the Scriptures
and the Church’s lived
tradition. Its fundamental
principles are directed not
just to Catholics, but to
everyone in the Christian
tradition and to people of
goodwill everywhere. They are
thus not characteristically
formulated on the basis of a
specifically Catholic or
Christian outlook, but draw on
a language and philosophy
which may resonate with
peoples of all faiths and none.
Pope Benedict XVI has
recently published a social
encyclical, Caritas in Veritate
(2009] , and this encyclical
has been widely praised in
media and political circles
internationally as an
insightful and comprehensive
reflection on Catholic thinking
on economic activity,
business, and social justice.
[see Donal Dorr, p.463)

It crucially links economic
development to poverty
alleviation.



28

The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace
in its 2004 Compendium of the Social
Doctrine of the Church encapsulated what it
termed the four “permanent principles” -
drawing from scripture and the tradition of
the Church - of Catholic Social Teaching,
namely, the dignity of the person, the
common good, subsidiarity and solidarity.
These principles offer a powerful antidote to
the ills and injustices caused by the
machinations of unfettered capitalism (so
much in the public eye at the moment] and
valuable perspectives on what government
and society in general should prioritise in
terms of both social and economic policies.

EXPLORING THE FOUR KEY PRINCIPLES OF
CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING

The first principle is the dignity of the human
person. Human beings are created in the
image of God and have a dignity that is
expressed in many ways. They are both body
and soul; they are by nature open to God,
unique and social. They have an essential
equality and freedom. Created by God, all
persons have rights that are “universal,
inviolable, inalienable” (Compendium, n.153] as
well as reciprocal duties. Before God they are
all equal, no matter their race, sex, class or
creed. The Catechism of the Catholic Church
enunciates this point succinctly when it
teaches: “Created in the image of the one
God and equally endowed with rational souls,
all [people] have the same nature and
origin...all enjoy an equal dignity.” (CCC, 1934)

The second principle concerns the common
good and builds on the understanding that
the human person is both sacred and social.
The communitarian character of human
existence means that the good of each
person is bound up with the good of the
community. (Compendium, 167] The Second
Vatican Council expressed this well when it
stated that humans were created by God not
to live life in isolation but for the formation of
social unity. (Gaudium et Spes, n.32) We realise
our human dignity and rights through our
relationship with others in community. The
way in which society is organised, in terms of
politics, economics, law, the environment and
social policy directly affect human dignity and
our capacity as human beings to flourish.

The third principle is subsidiarity. Its focus is
the need to enhance participation for the
sake of the common good. It assumes the
natural right to associate and organise in
society. It recognises that the primary
relationships in society are family and small
social groups. Thus individuals do not exist
for the state but rather the state exists for the
well-being of individuals and families
entrusted to its care. It seeks to empower
people at the local level and to emphasise the
person as opposed to an instrumentalising
bureaucracy. Subsidiarity implies that nothing
should be done or imposed at a higher level
that can be done or fulfilled as well or even

more effectively at the local level, namely at
the point closest to where it will have its
immediate and greatest impact. (see Pope
John Paul I, 1991, n.48)







& Recommendat

Conclus

¢

Sl
\\(
-~




These include:

¢ Addressing income poverty. This is based
on the belief that poverty is not inevitable
and that there are ways “to ensure that
policies can be implemented to tackle
income poverty.” (SVP, 2009a)

¢ Ensuring that vulnerable people have
access to services. This would include
providing support for access to quality
education, health, housing services and
financial services.

¢ Building community. This is achieved by
overcoming the problems related to
isolation, social exclusion and loneliness -
problems which are highlighted by the
experiences of migrants, the elderly, those
with physical and intellectual disabilities,
and lone parents. It means investing in
community support structures.

¢ Advocating on behalf of those in poverty.
Attempting to change government policies
to be actively anti-poverty and supporting
individuals and families who are having
difficulty with government agencies.
Supporting agencies need to create the
space for those in poverty to reflect on and
articulate their experiences of poverty.

The recession has caused immense hardship
for many families and this is reflected in the
stress placed on communities and

neighbourhoods throughout Northern Ireland.

With this cycle of economic instability set to
continue for years to come the problems that
affect vulnerable families and individuals are
intensifying. The inequalities between those
who have so far weathered the storm of
recession and those who have not, reflects on
political and economic leaders struggling to
control a volatile economy.

While in the pre-recession period there was a
sense of, and evidence of, poverty being
addressed, in the current climate with
thousands of job losses, house repossessions
and increased homelessness, child poverty
rates among the highest in the UK and
Ireland, and things set to get worse, the
concept of ‘joined up government’ is more
important now than in decades.

Social partnership with charities such as the
Society and similar organisations can provide
an opportunity to confront the effects of
poverty and recession, until the recovery can
be registered.
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Working at community and family level in
Northern Ireland there is a general aspiration
towards the eradication of poverty from Irish
society. Indeed, this should be the stated
objective of all organisations challenged by
this injustice. The possibilities are there to
engage with poverty, but these demand the
right will and the proper dedication of
resources. However, such initiatives are
dependent on the goodwill of various agencies
working in this field and agencies need
partnership to carry this vision forward.

To quote the Society’s paper Submission to
Strengthening Families Strategy”: “As the
largest charity in Ireland working with people
experiencing multiple and emerging forms of
poverty, exclusion and inequalities, the
Society is a daily witness to the stresses and
strains of families living on the margins of our
society. Its privileged position close to the
heart of disadvantaged families allows it an
unfiltered view of how government services
can impact on and support disadvantaged
families...to capture the experience of people
living in poverty and to inform government
about the policies, structures, strategies and
services that work for vulnerable people.”
(SVP, 2004)

Finally, taking direction from the various
opinions and points made in this document
from both a qualitative and quantitative
approach, and in respect to the ethos base of
the organisations contributing to this
document, a number of recommendations can
be surmised. These relate to the role that
civic society, individuals, government and
faith-based communities can play in the
alleviation of poverty in our society.

e |tis important to continue to highlight the
impact of poverty on the most vulnerable
sections of our society. Lobbying and
campaigning are aspects of anti-poverty
work that are in need of constant renewal.

e This would give the causes of poverty a
more pronounced profile and provide a
forum for engaging with the effects.

e There should be pressure on our politicians
and policy makers to ensure that the
elimination of poverty and social exclusion
are the most important issues being
addressed in a recessionary period.

e |n the midst of recession capital investment
in housing security through social housing
should be prioritised; benefit security
should be supportive in overcoming poverty
and not contributing to poverty; children
should be provided with a framework of
support mechanisms to give them the best
possible opportunity through schooling and
into adulthood irrespective of their social
background; older people and those with
disabilities should be facilitated with the
means to live full, valued and - where
possible - independent and fully integrated
lives within the community.

e More investment is needed to target those
sections of our community who have been
caught in a cycle of poverty, such as older
people, people with disabilities, victims of
violence and migrants.

e The various organisations working with
those exposed to poverty should be
facilitated to ensure that groups do not feel
as if they are working in isolation from
others and state agencies. Networking
should be recognised as a central plank in
any strategy to confront poverty.

Where possible the cycle of deprivation for
individuals needs to be broken with strategic
and concerted intervention. Organisations
working directly with vulnerable individuals
should continue to be a focus for investment.
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