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Combat Poverty highlights the critical role of public services in tackling poverty in 21st Century Ireland

The introduction of flexible and responsive public services is critical in tackling poverty and promoting social inclusion in modern Ireland, according to the Combat Poverty Agency which published its 2006 Annual Report today. The report was launched by the Minister of Family and Social Affairs, Martin Cullen TD. 
In the report, Combat Poverty recognises the significant contribution economic growth and co-ordinated anti-poverty policies have made to tackling poverty in Ireland over the past decade, but points out that almost 290,000 people (including 10 per cent of all children) are still living in consistent poverty – in other words, living on a low income and deprived of one or more basic necessities such as adequate food, clothes or heating.
“The extent and effects of poverty and inequality today are not as evident in visual terms as they were in the past, when dole queues and emigration were the defining images. Instead, it is hidden and often multiple factors such as poor physical or mental health, educational disadvantage, low self-esteem and limited access to quality services that distinguish rich from poor”, says Kevin O’Kelly, Acting Director of Combat Poverty. “The worst affected are those who are not in a position to take up a job: older people, carers, lone parents, children, long-term unemployed and people who are sick or disabled”.
“While income supports are important to ensure that people can afford a basic standard of living,  to meet the national policy target of eliminating consistent poverty by 2016 it will be necessary to increase the availability of flexible and responsive public services in areas such as employment, education, health, housing, transport and childcare.” says Mr. O’Kelly. “In a wealthy society like Ireland, access to high quality services should not be dependent on income”.  

The need to improve public services, and access to them, as means of tackling poverty has been recognised and reflected in a number of major national policies over the past year, including the national partnership agreement - Towards 2016, the National Development Plan and the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion. “The key challenge now”, says Mr O’Kelly “is to ensure that in developing services, priority is given to meeting the needs of low income groups. Achieving optimal outcomes will depend on good coordination and communications between service providers and the participation of people experiencing poverty in decisions about how services are developed. This will require leadership and appropriate training of staff at all levels”. 

In its report Combat Poverty highlights the well-established relationship between social expenditure and poverty - countries that spend more on social services tend to enjoy lower levels of poverty. Despite significant increases in social spending over the past two decades, research published by Combat Poverty in 2005
 shows that Ireland still has relatively low levels of social spending per capita compared with other EU countries. 
“It has been suggested that the low level of social expenditure can be accounted for by the relatively young age profile in Ireland,” says Mr. O’Kelly. “While this reduces expenditure in areas such as pensions and healthcare, it means that higher relative levels of expenditure are required in other areas such as childcare, housing and education”. 
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