For release December 21st, 1998

SURVEY REVEALS STRONG SUPPORT FOR

GOVERNMENT ACTION ON POVERTY

A new survey of public perceptions of poverty in Ireland, carried out for the Combat Poverty Agency (CPA), reveals that the overwhelming majority of Irish people support government action to tackle poverty. Over 80% of survey respondents said that poverty is a problem in Ireland despite the economic boom, with over half (53%) stressing that it is a serious problem.  

The survey is contained in the December edition of the CPA’s magazine, Poverty Today, which will be published tomorrow.  It was carried out by Research and Evaluation Services (RES), on behalf of the CPA, as part of the Irish Social Omnibus Survey (ISOS). 

“Support for government intervention in tackling poverty was high, with approximately eight in ten respondents saying that the Government should be involved in this type of strategy,” Hugh Frazer, Director of the CPA said.  “This high level of public support for government action is very encouraging.”  He noted, however, that despite this high level of support, less than 10% of the people surveyed were aware of the government’s National Anti-Poverty Strategy (NAPS).

When asked to identify who should have the highest degree of responsibility for solving poverty the majority of respondents (67%) cited the individual, with 60% of respondents citing the Government/State and 51% identifying Social Services.

Mr Frazer said that the survey revealed an urgent need for more public education on the causes and nature of Irish poverty.  A majority (54%) of respondents defined poverty as ‘having absolutely no money or other resources (eg. food, clothes, housing)’.  Only a quarter of the respondents understood poverty as being relative to normal living standards in society and resulting in exclusion from or lack of participation in society because of inadequate money and resources. 

Public perceptions of the three most common causes of poverty were long-term unemployment (72%), alcoholism/drug use (60%) and being brought up in disadvantaged conditions (41%).  The survey revealed a mixed response to the reasons why people are living in poverty with almost a third (32%) of respondents citing ‘injustice in our society’ and 28% identifying ‘bad luck’ as a reason.  ‘Laziness and lack of will power’ was seen as a reason by 19% of people with poverty deemed as an ‘inevitable part of modern progress’ by 22% of respondents.

“The survey points to difficulties in reconciling individual and structural causes and consequences of poverty.   For example, while unemployment was most frequently cited as the main cause of poverty it was closely followed by alcohol/drug use,” Frazer explained.  “Yet, when asked what measures were most appropriate to solving poverty, the top three responses referred to structural problems over which individuals have little or no control.  These were increasing employment, increasing the supply of training for the unemployed and early school leavers and the redistribution of resources through the tax system.”

He said he was encouraged by this public support for policy priorities that the Agency advocates such as a fairer tax system, targeting resources to reduce long term unemployment and tackling educational disadvantage.

The survey also showed that there was a high degree of pessimism on the chances of escaping from poverty, particularly amongst those most likely to have the least educational qualifications and the lowest incomes.  In total, just over one third of respondents believed that it was possible to escape from poverty, according to Frazer.  

Mr Frazer concluded by saying that his Agency was encouraged by the fact that there was over 40% public awareness of the CPA.  In addition, the overwhelming majority (92%) of all respondents felt that there was a need for an organisation which works to reduce poverty and social exclusion through advising the Government on poverty policy.
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The Combat Poverty Agency is a state agency responsible for providing advice to the Government on economic and social planning in relation to poverty.

