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Ireland scores well in European study for integrating poverty and social inclusion into Government policy

- Combat Poverty Agency leads trans-European evaluation -

Ireland is one of the better performing countries in Europe when it comes to integrating poverty and social inclusion objectives into Government policy but could be doing more to involve people experiencing poverty in devising and supporting solutions, according to the findings of a study of nine European countries to be published today.

The ‘Evaluation of Mainstreaming Social Inclusion in Europe’ study was led by the Irish state agency, Combat Poverty, and involved surveys being undertaken in nine European countries among policy makers and administrators at central, regional and local levels of Government, social partners and representatives of anti-poverty NGOs.
“Combat Poverty has worked for the past three years with partner organisations across Europe to develop a methodology for evaluating how social inclusion issues are mainstreamed into public policies and practices.  The studies conducted in the nine European countries provided us with an opportunity to test that methodology and the findings have identified the policy areas in each country which benefit from social inclusion and those where improvements can be made,” said Helen Johnston, Director of the Combat Poverty Agency. 

On a scale of 1-10, Ireland scored 5.94 in terms of how well social inclusion is taken into consideration across all areas of public policy making. This was above the European average of 5.56. 
“48% of respondents to the survey conducted in Ireland considered reductions in poverty and social exclusion to be high on the Government’s policy agenda.  Closer analysis of the findings positively underline the effects of the approach that has been taken in the areas of social protection and employment but the need to refocus attention in areas like transport, health and education is also underlined,” she added.

The survey in Ireland showed that 37% of Irish respondents believed that social inclusion gets a high prominence in employment policies, while one fifth said it was a high priority in economic development. 27% felt that social inclusion is incorporated into employment laws.  
However, just 10% of Irish respondents agreed that social inclusion issues are taken into consideration to a high extent in the formulation of transport policy, and 14 per cent said this was true in the context of Information and Communications Technology. 

“Applying better practices of mainstreaming social inclusion objectives into all areas of policy making could make a significant difference to the lives of people living in poverty.  Adopting this approach in the area of transport, for example, could ensure that people on low incomes are provided with better access to public transport, that areas of disadvantage are better served by public transport and that schemes such as the Rural Transport Initiative are extended for the benefit of communities throughout the country,” Ms Johnston continued.

“The surveys have revealed that we need to maintain and expand our approach to developing policy and legislation and that a need also exists to ensure that those who can contribute to the process of policy-making are fully involved.  While the Irish survey found that Ireland is good at providing information and knowledge on the causes and extent of poverty in Ireland, and also scored higher than the EU average in terms of consultation and participation, we must continue to live up to our commitment to involve people experiencing poverty in devising and supporting solutions,” she added.
On a positive note, the study found that Ireland was one of the better performing countries at putting structures in place to deliver social inclusion such as a Cabinet Committee chaired by the Prime Minister,  and dedicated offices and specialised units in a number of Government departments, agencies and local authorities.  The commitment to improve social inclusion over a number of years in the National Development Plan and the National Plan for Social Inclusion, for example, is also positive.  
Another trend that emerged in each of the nine countries is the lack of understanding and communication between the different levels of administration. Some respondents in central departments/ministries expressed the view that there was little commitment to social inclusion at local level but that it received ‘high priority at central level.  Conversely, some respondents at local level felt that  social inclusion was not considered to be ‘high’ on the national agenda but that it was given a ‘high’ policy priority at local level. Here again, Ireland scored higher than the EU average in this area.
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