Immediate release

29 May 2007

Combat Poverty marks 20 years with unique photo exhibition tracing history of poverty in Ireland
- Fr. Peter McVerry launches exhibition at city’s Civic Offices -

The pivotal role that the Combat Poverty Agency has played in defining, measuring and tackling poverty in Ireland over the past 20 years will be celebrated today when a unique photographic exhibition is unveiled at Dublin’s Civic Offices.

The exhibition, which combines the work of renowned photographer Derek Speirs with a fascinating historical narrative, will be officially opened by Fr. Peter McVerry.  It will run at the Civic Offices on Wood Quay for a week before touring the country.

Titled ‘Combating Poverty 20 Years On’, the exhibition uses over 60 photographs to present a year by year illustration of the changing face of Ireland from 1986 to today’s Celtic Tiger economy.  It also traces how the role of the Combat Poverty Agency, in working to prevent and eliminate poverty, has evolved through two very different eras. 
“The Ireland of today is almost a world apart from the Ireland of 1986 when 17 per cent of the workforce was unemployed and 28,000 people were emigrating each year.  Our economic success has resulted in major reductions in unemployment and in a virtual ending of involuntary emigration, which, in turn, have resulted in a significant reduction in poverty. Today, however, there are new challenges. Not everyone can take up a job, and not every job guarantees an adequate income.  Many people remain at risk of poverty, with 18.5 per cent of the population living on less than €209 per week. One of our biggest concerns is that a low income can prevent people from accessing the opportunities that others take for granted and, as such, condemn them and their children to a constant cycle of disadvantage,” said Helen Johnston, Director of the Combat Poverty Agency. 
The main role of Combat Poverty since it was established has been to advise the Government on economic and social policies to improve the lives of people living in or at risk of poverty. This exhibition charts the many milestones of success over this period to which Combat Poverty has made a major contribution.  

“Over the years, we have played a lead role in supporting the development of the institutional framework and co-ordinated responses that now exist for tackling today’s poverty issues. We have progressed from championing the need for a National Anti-Poverty Strategy to playing a supporting role in assisting the government and other agencies in implementing that strategy.  We have also built a hugely informative bank of evidence-based research which defines the nature, extent and experience of poverty.  Twenty years ago, this information simply did not exist.  Today, it is central to the design and monitoring of anti-poverty policies and strategies” added Ms. Johnston.

The value of the work undertaken by the Combat Poverty Agency was underlined by Fr. Peter McVerry.  “The role that Combat Poverty is playing in defining poverty and in devising policies to tackle poverty is as relevant today as it was 20 years ago. In a wealthy society, poverty is about the choices and opportunities people have. If you are living on less than €209 per week, you have no option except to rely on public services, so the quality and accessibility of those services determines your dignity and quality of life, as well as the outcomes you can hope for in terms of health, education and future prosperity.  Investment in these services and the supports people need to engage with them can make a significant difference to people’s immediate living standards and their potential to escape poverty in the future.  
Combat Poverty’s work in defining and prioritising poverty issues over the past two decades is documented in the exhibition which also sign-posts many of the news stories which earmarked each year since 1986 - from Jack Charlton’s appointment as the manager of the Irish soccer team to the State funeral for former Taoiseach, Charles Haughey.
The exhibition focuses on a series of issues including who is affected by poverty, how communities are responding to poverty, income adequacy, the value of education in addressing poverty, financial exclusion and child poverty.
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