Speech by Fr Peter McVerry at the launch of Combat Poverty's 

20th Anniversary Photo Exhibition

This photographic exhibition by Combat Poverty is in itself a complete educational experience.   It provides a lesson in the history of poverty, the understanding of poverty and the changing nature of poverty.  Just using this montage of photographs by Ireland’s most renowned photographer of social scenes and social issues, Derek Spiers, could provide a major module in any civics or RE programme.   I can't possibly comment on the enormously wide and thorough coverage of poverty which these images and posters convey, covering our understanding of poverty, who is affected by poverty, responses to poverty, poverty and education, poverty and health, poverty and unemployment, poverty and children, poverty and women and so on, but I would like to look at some of the changes which they portray.

I went to live in the old Summerhill flats in 1974.  They were just awful.  They were small, the only heating was an open fire in the sitting room, Dublin Corporation had obviously never been told that sound-proofing had been invented, and the place was crawling with rats, rats the size of little kittens and immune from every poison ever invented.   Parents would tell you of waking up in the morning and finding a rat on the baby's cot.   Some blocks of flats had to share an outside toilet and the children had to be washed in the local Sean McDermott St. swimming pool, as they had no baths or showers.  

They demolished Summerhill and Gardiner St. and Sean McDermott St in 1980 and I moved to Ballymun.   After Summerhill, the Ballymun flats were paradise.   Spacious, central heating and sound-proofing which would allow you to murder your mother-in-law without anyone hearing her screams.  

Now, they have decided that they are not suitable for human occupation and some people, who only 25 years ago were sharing an outside toilet now have a lovely house with a small garden back and front.   The only downside is that you now have to put up with the mother-in-law because the neighbours next door can hear everything.

This perhaps illustrates one of the changing faces of poverty:  our expectations have increased significantly and so has our understanding of poverty, of what are acceptable conditions and what are not.    And that is the way it should be.    

This is not to say that the problem of housing has been solved, far from it.  The old slums of Summerhill and Sean McDermott St., may be gone, but the new slums are to be found predominantly in the private rented sector, where some people live in appalling conditions – often funded by the State – but in anonymous flats scattered around our cities.   This illustrates the second changing face of poverty, namely that poverty today is much more hidden than in the past.   It is still very visible in, for example, Travellers living on the side of the road or homeless people sleeping in doorways, but much of the poverty today is no longer in our face.    

The Celtic Tiger has reduced the level of consistent poverty from almost 20% to just under 7%, a figure still obscenely high in a country as wealthy as Ireland.   It is particularly unacceptable that 10% of children are still in consistent poverty, which means that their families cannot afford the basic necessities of life without getting into debt.  The impact of poverty on children can last long into adulthood, as these Combat Poverty posters remind us.   

However, the reduction in consistent poverty today has brought the reality of relative poverty to the fore.  This is perhaps the third changing face of poverty in Ireland today.    Relative poverty affects almost 20% of the population. Governments like to call it “at risk of poverty”, which suggests that it is not (at least, yet) real poverty, it is only potential poverty.  And since it is not real, we don't need to worry too much about it.

But relative poverty is real poverty.   We are accustomed, and encouraged by governments, to think of poverty as financial poverty, as consistent poverty certainly is.   But relative poverty is not predominantly about lack of money to meet basic needs.    Relative poverty is most easily understood as the poverty of lack of options, the poverty of limited choices, leading to exclusion.  

Development is not about having more money per se, it is about having more choices.    Money is of value to us only because it gives us increased choices.   The development of the last twelve years has allowed many people to choose to have a car, as we notice when we’re stuck on the M50.   Development has allowed many people to choose to have a foreign holiday, as we notice when we join the mile long queue at Dublin airport to get through security.   Development should be measured, not just by numerical increases in GNP, but by the increased choices which development makes available to people.  Those in relative poverty have limited choices and so they have not benefited equally from the development of the past twelve years.
In today’s society, all our basic needs have become commodities to be purchased if you can afford them.    Education, health, housing, childcare, care of the elderly are all available, and at a very high quality, if you can afford them.    The quality of our lives, and the opportunities available to us in life, are very dependent on these and other services.

For example, parents of children with special needs can have their child’s needs assessed within days or weeks, if they can afford it.    If they cannot afford it, they may be waiting years for assessment, to the detriment of their child’s development.   And there is nothing they can do about it – they don’t have any choice.  

Parents of children with autism can give their children the ABA education they prefer, if they can afford it.   If they cannot afford it, they are dependent on the education which the State is preferred to offer, even if they consider it to be inadequate.   And there is nothing they can do about it – they don’t have any choice.

Some parents might want to give their children the added benefits which come from sending their children to fee-paying schools, or to grind schools, to improve their opportunities in later life.   They see many other parents in our society today who can choose to give their children an enormous advantage over other children by paying for their children’s education.  Such is the demand that one fee paying school is fully booked up until 2018.    

But those in relative poverty don’t have any choice because, while they might desire to do so for their children's sake, they can't afford it.  And there is nothing they can do about it.  As a consequence, they see their children growing into adulthood with limited job options, because they have been disadvantaged in their education and at a disadvantage when competing for the points needed for a Third Level qualification, or because they cannot afford to go on to Third Level in the first place.  And there is nothing they can do about it.   

They may then have limited housing options – unable to afford to buy their own place, they are stuck, along, perhaps, with other members of their family, in overcrowded or substandard accommodation.  Again, they can do nothing about it. They are totally dependent on the Local Authority, with its long waiting lists, for a transfer to more appropriate accommodation.  

They may not be able to afford Health Insurance and their children or their grandparents must go on to long waiting lists to see a specialist or to have elective surgery.  And there is nothing they can do about it.

A single parent might really want to get a part-time job to boost their income, to pay for a holiday or to give their child a good Christmas but they would need to put their children into childcare, and they cannot afford it.    And there is nothing they can do about it.     

Relative poverty is about absence of choice, absence of choices which are available to most other people in our society. Some, who could choose to pay for their children's education or health insurance, may choose not to do so.  But that is not the point.   The point is that they have that choice, and if the need arises, they can activate that choice.  

To understand the importance of the concept of relative poverty, we have to consider the feelings that relative poverty generates within some people.   People whose options are limited may feel excluded, pushed down or pushed out.   They may feel resentful towards a society that makes it difficult for them to compete on a level playing field – even if their dole payments go up each year in the budget! 

People in relative poverty simply want the opportunity to compete for life’s chances, especially for their children, on a level playing field.   They feel that they are being denied that opportunity by a majority in our society who wish to preserve their privileged access to those services which define the quality of life available to them.        

The solution to consistent poverty is more money.   If people cannot afford to buy their basic needs, then you give them more money to enable them to do so.  But the solution to relative poverty is not more money but a fundamental and radical change in the educational, health, and housing markets, a change that promotes equality of opportunity for all.    Equality of opportunity would mean that some find themselves with increased opportunities, relative to what they had heretofore, while others find themselves with decreased opportunities, relative to what they had heretofore.    Unfortunately, those who will find that their privileged opportunities, vis-à-vis the rest, have been reduced, tend to vote.  The solution to relative poverty is to create a more equal society, that is a society in which equality of opportunity exists, especially in education, health and housing.     

If  development then is about expanded choices, I would suggest that we measure development  at the end of the next ten years by the equality of choices available to people who are now disadvantaged, such as:

1)  Have travellers the same life expectancy as the rest of society?   Today travellers do not even have the choice of living to the same age as the rest of society, but have a life expectancy ten years lower.   You can't get any more basic choice than the choice of living a normal lifespan.

2)  Can every child leaving primary school read and write appropriately for their age? If not, their future choices are severely limited.

3)  Do 69% of young people in disadvantaged areas choose to attend Third Level education, a choice already available to 69% of children of professional groups in our society?

4)  Can everyone access quality health care on the basis of need, not money?  

5)  Has everyone got appropriate accommodation at a price they can afford? 

The exhibition being launched today answers many of the questions we may have about poverty and raises many more.  Poverty does not just affect poor people – as the African proverb says: “If your neighbour is hungry, your chickens aren’t safe.”  The elimination of poverty and the creation of a just society is in all our interests.  It is therefore for me a great privilege to launch this exhibition which is so important for all in our society.
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