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While Ireland has made great strides in economic growth and development, we have had mixed results in terms of social progress and reducing poverty, according to the Director of Combat Poverty, Helen Johnston. “Ireland has developed a successful economy, but we still have comparatively high levels of poverty and social exclusion,” said Ms. Johnston speaking at the launch of the Annual Report of the Combat Poverty Agency for 2003.

“Combat Poverty welcomes the progress which has been made in bringing down consistent poverty. But Ireland has become a very divided society with a growing polarisation in income distribution. Our position compared to the developed countries of the European Union is a matter of serious concern”, said Ms. Johnston. “The EU Measure of Poverty Risk shows 21% of the population living below the 60% income poverty line. This is compared to an EU average of 15%.
“Child poverty, in particular, is an issue of concern. It affects children’s nutrition and health and can have a lasting impact into the future. Children growing up in poor households are at risk of early school leaving, thus reducing their opportunities for the future. They also miss out on treats such as birthday parties and presents which other children take for granted. 
“A key challenge for us now”, said Ms. Johnston is to build a more successful society through applying policies that promote the elimination of poverty and social exclusion. The evidence from many of our European neighbours is that substantial poverty reduction can be achieved with economic growth,” said Helen Johnston.

Combat Poverty proposes that the following elements are required if Ireland is to make progress in turning our economic growth into sustained social improvements and poverty reduction:

· Political will and leadership are required to drive forward the implementation of the National Action Plan against Poverty and Social Exclusion
· All government policies and practices should take into account how they can best impact on reducing or preventing poverty and how they can promote social inclusion, particularly for people on low incomes. 
· For people who are unable to work because of sickness, disability or other reasons social welfare payments must afford a decent standard of living and an adequate income. 
· For people who are able to work, the tax and social welfare systems must activate them to move from social welfare into decent, secure and well paid full or part-time jobs. More resource for child care provision, life long learning opportunities and public transport are also important to support people to move into employment. 
· High quality public services make an important contribution to improving the quality of life for everyone. They are particularly important for people in poverty, who may be dependent on them for vital everyday services such as medical care, transport, housing and education. Investment in these areas needs to continue at high levels to ensure that people in Ireland can enjoy similar accessibility and public service standards as those available in comparative economies of EU member states. 
“We have evidence from a number of countries that strong social policies can support and complement economic growth and that poverty is not inevitable. In Ireland we have the vision, we have the plans and we have the resources. We are playing a key role in the European Union. We have already made much progress but the challenge remains to make a decisive impact on poverty in Ireland through a socially caring Budget.  
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