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POVERTY: A FUROPEAN RESPONSE

Poverty is one of tha most fundamenti]l problems in N. Ireland and the rest of
the European Community. But it has not received the attention it deserves
from government or from European Coamunity {institutions as a whole,

Indeed, all the available data shows that far from improving, poverty has
increased {n recent years. Despite the theoriss of Reaganomics and
Thatcharism that the free market would ensure a trickle down of wealth
throughout socisty, the result has tien an ascending cascade towards tha top.
Wealth has been concentrated whila poverty has been spraad more widely.

The Government's own survey of Housiholds balow average 1income has revealed
that between 1879 - 1989, the incom: of tha bottom 10% of housaholds fell in
real term; by 6X%.

Pefﬁébéwiﬁat is why the H1n{stry'bﬁ Agricuiture'has published a low
cost diet which advises you to surviva on three quarters of a rasher and half
a fish fingar a day. Vegetarians ar@ spoiled ~ they are allowed one and half

Even looking at more realistic meas.res of poverty, batween 1978 - 1989 the
percentage of people with less than 60% of the average incoms (after housing
costs) rose from 22 to 30% - an wxtra 4.9 million people pushad below a
reasonable standard of living.

The Bradshaw Report recently published by the Rowntree Foundation raveals an
astonishing gap between adequate 1iving standards and the lavals achieved by
those on incoms support, Professor 3radshaw defined a "modest~but-adequate”
budgst for a coupla with two childrsn under ten and a much mora restrictive
"low cost” budget. Tha latter excacded income support by £36 a week. Ths
fermer by a relatively massive £214 a week.

Nor 1s the problem of poverty ¢onfined to Britain and Ireland. Throughout the
European Community, millions of ¢ tizens experience 1iving stardards wel)
below a reasonabls level, .

The unemployment rate in the Comnunity 18 9.5%. For the under twenty-fives,
the figures reaches 18 par cent, Wcmen under 25 have a one-in four-chance of
being unemployed. To make matters worse, mi11ions are trapped in long-term
unemploymant,

Poverty is a scourga, but it can be vvercoma. Provided the politica) will and
visfon {s there, it can be conquertd. There 18 no mystery about the causes
of poverty, the problem is the Jack of determination to address these causas.

Chief among these causes {8 unemplcyment. Not only are millions deprived of
employmant, tha massive financial custs of unemployment drain resources which
could otherwise be used to deal wilh other causes of poverty.

For those 1in employment, low pay is a major burden. Despite efforts to
implemant equal pay Jegislation, iomen are the prima victims of Tow-wage
economies.

In this respect, the proposed Employment Bill 1s a disgrace. Instead of
enhancing economic development an:d skill levels, upon which dacent wagas
depend, governmant proposes to sliminate what few protections exist by the
abolition of wages ccuncils and by further attempts to undermine collectiva
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bargaining. The B111 in effect sugyests that poverty and low wages are an
answer to unemployment. That {s & dingerous and 111-conceived notion.

Then there are thoss who are 30 excluded from the labour market that they are
not even counted as unemployed, or w'ose prospecta of employment, for Jack of
ski11s or experience, would be remote aven in a pariod of boom.

Finally, & significant proportion of thosa in poverty {8 accounted for by the
retired, 1In Morthern 1reland, and in Britain, the conditions in which we
allow pensioners to exist are particularly paor.

If we are serious abcut dealing with poverty, a fundamental re-appraisal of
aconomic and social policies pursued throughout the Community 18 required,
while many initiatives can be taken within the context of Northern Ireland,
thers 18 & clear need for a European anti-poverty strategy.

80 what contribution ¢an the Community make to the reduction and elimination

Thare are three areas for priority action:

= The launching of an &C recavery programme - — —- -
- The rapid and thorough implementation of economic and social
cohesion
- The developmant of a sccial Europs,

Next week, the European Council is mneting in Edinburgh and has an opportunity e
to set the Community on & new path. Colleagues such as Dick Spring and John =
Smith, and the leaders of other European social-democratic parties, will be
calling on the Council to do precisely that.

The Council must realise the seriousness of the ¢risis facing the world
sconomy, and the need to regard unemploymant as the numbar one priority. The
European Commission must be instructed to put into operation an action plan
for employment and growth, and to opan talks with the new American Presidency
on a global responase to the crisin. Working towards full employment 1s a
yital task for the 1990s.

We eagarly await Jacques Delor's promised political document on poverty. Wa
hope it will ba a major contributicn to the davelopment of 4 social Europe.
It is precisely becayse of the pousibiiities provided by the Commission’s
rights of initiative that we must vefend such rights against thosa who seek
to circumscribe them.

However, we cannol assume tnat such a programme would be erough. A rising
tide does not 1ift all boats. Thery would still be ssvers problems for those
without a boat or in leaky vessels in the 1esz developed regions and tha mora
marginalised social groups.

Respact for the principle of economic and social cohesion within the Community 7
{s & prerequisite for eliminating poverty and for the future progress of tha -4
Community. A
Northern Ireland has been excludec from tha new Cohesion Fund, That is &

matter of deep regret, but 1t should be an incentive to build more direct

1inks between our region and the Community institutiens,

But tha very existence of the Cohasion Fund is vary important to us. The
degree of acceptanca which Dalors II package obtains at Edipburgh will be a
symbol of the Community’s commitment or otherwise to tackls the problems of
under-development, unemployment and social sxclusion. If thare 13 a serious
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Community effort to address thesg problams, there will be much greater
11kelihood of the implementation . of. the types of social and ecenomic
stratsgies needed to deal with paverty 1in Northern Ireland.

Poverty 1s clearly a social as we'l as an economic problem. The social
dimansfon of the Community must be unhanced urgently.

The concept of & social Europe has always been present in Community
legislation and practica, but unfortunately it has always occupied a secondary
status. —So¢ial 1nitiatives have traditionally been by-products of economic
policies, not positive innovatfons In their own right.

There has been much controversy over the Treaty of Maastricht. No ona would
clafm it is perfect, but it received the support of an overwhelming majority
__of the Community's elected represertatives in tha European Parliament. An
important consideration for those of us who supported it was the création of
new Community competences in tha social arena, and the introduction of
qualified majority voting in certain areas, 11 out of 12 Member Statas
acceptad the Social Chapter. The is:lation of the British government should,
I hope, provoke a serious campaigr for opting-in back 1nto the Europaan
mainstream.

A social Europe 1s a political and economic necessity. Without it, the

strains of economic integration and nodernisation will cast the futurs of the
Community into doubt. Thers is alao a dangar that the development of economic
and monetary union will be used as an excuse to cut social expenditurs, That
would be very short-sighted, and wa nust resist any such anti-social palicies.

A recent study commissionad by the European Parliament concluded: “the
organisation of a Community singln market 1n 1992, in which freedom of
movement of persons, goods, servizesa and capital, together with c¢ommon
standards and standardisation, Community-wide works, contracts and harmonised
taxation will be achieved, whersas social policy alone will remain highly
diverse and undar the jurisdiction of national govarnments can only result in
insupportakie economic, social, po’ itical and regional tensions"., [8ocial
Policy in & United Europe: European Parliament Research Division: 1991]

Some of “these tensions hava alreasy been -in -the waves of social protest
sweaping Mediterranean Europe, and vihich are beginning to make their way into
Northarn Europe. The governments ¢F the Member States must show the vision
to respond to the fears and aspiratisns of their peoples. The Community must
present a human face to 1ts citizers.

In Edinburgh next week, I hope tha mambars of the Council will be preoccupied
with the need to seize the opporlunity to plan for balancad socia) =nd
eccnemic development, not obsessad with puerile parliamentary games.

The debate over subsidiarity is crucial for the possibility of European union
with a human face, If subsidiarity ‘s a means of maximizing participation and
regional, local and Community invalvement in decision-making, it will be
walcomed with open arms, 1If, by contrast, subsidiarity 1s a code word for
Whitehall and Stormont centralisatfan, and a method for lowering standards of
gocial protection, then it must be resisted at all costs.

In the coming months, there will e a ¢hance to verify the gocd faith of
government. A policy for regional developmant and an anti-poverty strateay
cannot be d2livered from above. Wiile poverty disempowers individuals and
cormunities, {1t can only be eradicated 1f they ara smpowered, and helped to
help themsalves,



ﬁb4 DEC '92 17:20 ' P.4/5
/

The Council for Voluntary Action document on the naw Community support
programma {8 a major contributicn to this process.

As the document proposes, tha voluntary sector must be involved in the
definition, implementation and monitoring of the Community Support Pregrammae.
A strategy for Coomunity development must ba an integra’ part of sconomic and
social poliey.

The European Community must give a positive response not Just to major
praestige prospects, but also to more modest 1local inftiatives with the
potantial to integrate entire communitias inte the mainstream of economic and
social progreas.

In this respect, Commissioner Milian's document on the revisfon of the
Structural Funds Regulations 18 to ba walcomed., The Commissioner proposes
greater flaxibility in the funcs allewing greater attention to be paid to
health and edusation in Objective 1 rsgfons such as our ¢wn, streamlined
decision-making, greater scops for varying ratas of financial assistance; the
ra-organisation of measures aimed a* youth and long-term unemployment, and a
new Objective 4 on vocational training. Perhaps even mors importantly, the
document makes it clear that it expicts the econcmic and go¢ial partnars to
be intimately involved in the Community Support Programme.

A positive government response to thise proposals would show that its rhetoric
about subsidiarity will be taken nore seriously. This time round, the
govarnmant nust ensure affeactive any genuine participation.

Another area in which government can show ' its c¢ommitment to the
dscentralisation of powar i3 1n "the Social Dialogue™ between government,
employers and trade unions envisa¢sd by the Maastricht Treaty. It 18 no
accident that the richer Member States have well-balanced, highly organised
sye;g?T of collective bargaining, covering much more than wages eand
conditfons.

In a peripheral region such as curs, it 1s vitally important that government
works with employera and unions to produce coharsnt regional development
pclicies, and to establish a fair cistribution of the costs and benefits of
such policies. In particular, we need cooperative policies for vocational
training and technological advance.

Narthern Ireland cannot successfully compete as a low-wage economy. The
future Ties in the exploitation of new technologies and high levels of skills.

In order to achieve such goals, the soc1a1 d1aiogua must be endouraged and

enhanced,

Neverthsless, wa must be aware of the dangers of a two-speed society. We
cannot be content with high skills and decent incomes for those in employment
co-existing with largs-scale povarty and social exclusion for those outside
the active workfarce,

We neod Europsan-wide inftiatives ainad at the social and economic integration
of the socially sxcluded. Many such programmes exist, and jt is one of the
objectives of the structural funds. But much more remains to be done. The
European Community must take the idea of the common European society as
seriously as it has dedicated itself to the achievement of the single Europsan
market.

There must alsa be common Europear. standards of social protection for the
elderly, and for other groups who ¢annot taks part in the labour market,
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1993 has been daclared European year of the elderly. This is an opportunity
to highlight the problems of tha s&'derly, to encourage associations of the
aldarly to take action in defance of their own interests, and to move towards
the nacassary common European standa-ds. The Socialist Group of the European
ParTiament 18 planning ta continue Lhe work launched by the Sanior Citizens
Parliamen® held in Luxembourg earlier this year, and Northsern Ireland will be
represanted in this continuing campaign for justice,

The nead for a social Europe, and th: massive scopa for action, is clear. $So

what can be donae?

The “social deficit” in the Community is clsarly connected intimately with the
"democratic deficit". It {s therefcre vital that the members cf the Europsan
Parliament ensure that the interest: and concerns of their ¢onstituents are
constantly pressed upon the Counci’ and the Commission. As members of the
Parliament, we have a collective rusponsibility to ensure that the limited
powars of the Parliament are used to tha maximum possible extent in the

_jntsrgsts of the ¢itizens of Eurape.

We should collectively declare that unemployment, poverty and deprivation ars

no longer tolerable in societies 8.ch as ours with a massive potentfal for

prosparity.

This Conferencs can help to put poverty on the European aganda. From today's
conference, I hope a text will em:rgs which will provida the basis of a
resolution for tabling in the Parlianment. Such a resclution would call upon
European Parliament to conduct a major fnvastigation into poverty and to
produce a report containing a comprehensive anti-poverty strategy - it would
be “Beveridge A& L'&chells Europésnne”.

Finally, our focus today has naturully been the European Community But the
severity of our problems should hiot blind us to the world-wide scale of
povarty, A rich Fortress Europe is not only a morally reprehensible concept,
{1t 1s a practical impossibility.

An isolatad Europe in a sea of misery would be 11ke Canute trying to hold tack
the waves., A prosperous and dynaml¢ European Community is 1in the interests

~of the ex=Scvist-bloc; the African-Carribean-Pacific nations and othar Jesser-

developed countries. But there musl, ba a partnership which allows our fellow
citizens outside the Community to amergd from the nightmare of poverty as
well, ,

We face a massive task? Many questions have baen asked today. It 18 now up
to us to ensure that satisfactory answers are supplied. We have made &
positive start, we must now step up our offorts to c¢reate the socfal Eurape.
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