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	Comment on recommendations and actions

	Draft Resolution
	The Council asks:

· that, whilst welcoming the decision of the Department of Work and Pensions to correct its exaggeration of benefit fraud statistics, the Chancellor should now publicly correct his ministerial statement on the matter

· that housing benefit reform should have at its heart the needs of vulnerable families to have secure and stable housing and the provision of affordable homes for all regardless of means

The Council resolves to:

· encourage the Joint Public Issues Team and the wider Church to work to challenge the causes of poverty and inequality, supporting in particular the need to ensure that people in poverty are treated as respected and equal members of our Church and society and to ensure that housing benefit and welfare reform recognises the needs of vulnerable families and individuals;

· ask the Joint Public Issues Team to bring a report to Conference 2011 which helps churches to reflect on the impact of poverty and inequality and encourages us all to take action;

· to work with others, including Housing Justice and Church Action on Poverty, as well as ecumenical colleagues, to promote fairness; and 

· to encourage all churches to consider how they can best work with disadvantaged individuals and communities as part of their mission.

	Alternative Options 
	Proposal of alternative or amended actions in response to issue


Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims
	To propose actions in response to the Council resolution of October 2010 on poverty and inequality. 

	Main Points


	The context of poverty in the UK; current levels of poverty in the UK; recent trends in poverty and inequality; consequences of poverty and inequality; 

actions Proposed in response to Poverty and Inequality

	Background Context and Relevant Documents 
	Methodist Council resolution October 2010: text in Section 2.2 of report.

	Consultations
	Faith & Order, interested groups within the Connexion; wide range of external partners including JPIT partner Churches, Church of Scotland, Church Action on Poverty, Housing Justice.


Summary of Impact 

	Risk
	There are reputational risks in silence or in speaking in an uncoordinated or ill- prepared manner.


Responding to Poverty and Inequality in the UK

1.0 Purpose 

1.1 In October 2010 the Methodist Council voted on a resolution set out in section 2.2 below. Recent developments within the economy and in public policy are predicted to have a large impact upon the poorest and most vulnerable in society. This paper sets out the context for areas of concern and proposes ways forward for the Methodist Church, including a focus on particular policy areas, a report to Conference 2011, and support for co-operative working with partner organisations where possible.
2.0 Introduction
2.1 Concern for the poor is a central plank of the Christian message. This concern for the poorest was a key part of Wesley’s ministry, and the ministry of his followers in the years after his death. UK poverty has changed considerably in character over those intervening years. Yet poverty is still present and those living in poverty still suffer consequences in term of health, life chances and opportunities for their children. In short, lack of material resource prevents many from realising the potential that God has given them and we as the Church are called to stand beside those in poverty as well as challenge the structures which allow poverty to persist.
2.2 The United Reformed Church Mission Council and the Methodist Council meeting together in October 2010 agreed unanimously the following text: 

“The Methodist Council and URC Mission Council meeting together note that:

· despite being the 5th wealthiest country in the world, in the UK almost 1 in 4 adults and 1 in 3 children live in poverty

· income inequality in the UK has risen to its highest level since the Second World War

· all are created to experience life in all its fullness, and that for those in poverty lack of resource is an often insurmountable obstacle to this 

· relative poverty impacts on life chances, in terms of lower educational attainment, health, and life expectancy

· inequality is increasingly a barrier to the relationships within society and it is clear that the impact of inequality makes us all poorer economically, socially and spiritually

· 20th October 2010 the government will announce reductions in spending expected to have lasting effects on the poorest and most vulnerable in society.

The Methodist Council and URC Mission Council meeting together resolve:

· to promote just distribution of income by confirming our commitment to the Living Wage and by calling for benefit and wage policies that provide the opportunity for all to live and work in dignity

· through the work of the Joint Public Issues Team and others, to challenge the causes of poverty and inequality inherent in our society 

· to stand alongside those worst affected by the government spending review and to demand that the burdens of the current economic situation are not unfairly put on the poor and the vulnerable

· to challenge those who would stigmatise the poor and portray those in poverty as “lazy”, or “having made a lifestyle choice”, or being “scroungers”. 

· to listen to and tell the real stories of those who struggle on low incomes.

2.3 The Council of the Baptist Union of Great Britain has also affirmed this statement in a slightly amended form.
3.0 The context of this paper

3.1 The current financial climate brings the issues of poverty and inequality to the foreground. The Government has announced a wide range of measures aimed at reducing spending with the stated aim of reducing the “structural” deficit to zero by 2015. The position of the Church has been to not comment on the aim of deficit reduction but only to comment when actions disproportionately affect the poor or the vulnerable. The July 2010 Budget, the Comprehensive Spending Review and local government spending settlement will all dramatically affect how the state funds and supports the poorest and most vulnerable. There is a party-political argument over the “progressive or regressive” nature of these spending changes, but a number of relevant points are a matter of broad consensus:
· Unemployment is expected to rise in the short to medium term.
· The total amount of money spent on welfare has been reduced, and at a greater rate than the average departmental spending reduction
· The rise in VAT will disproportionately affect the poorest

A number of partner organisations have expressed concern around the fate of discretionary services provided by local authorities such as women’s refuges, youth projects, and regeneration projects. The other and potentially most damaging change which has been highlighted by partners in the housing, children’s and poverty sectors is the impact of the proposed changes in housing benefit.
3.2 The changes above will take place as the Government develops its ideas for a “Big Society” which incorporates support for active citizenship, charitable provision of public services, transparency of government and a smaller state.  The concept of the Big Society and the Church’s response to it will be the subject of a paper to the April Council.
4.0 Current levels of poverty in the UK
4.1 The most commonly used threshold of low income is “a household income that is 60% or less of the average (median) British household income in that year.” Using this measure there are 13.5 million people living in poverty in the UK
. This is an increase of 1.5 million over the past 3 years and encompasses over 1 in 5 of UK adults. Surprisingly the majority of these people live in households where one or more of the adults are in full-time work. 1 in 3 children live in poverty, making them more likely to be poor than adults. 

4.2 The poverty levels of the over-65s have shown a consistent decrease over the last 10 years as specifically targeted benefits have increased the standard of living of many of the poorest pensioners. Using some measures pensioners are less likely than the rest of the population to experience low incomes; however illness and frailty can lead to additional financial burdens for the elderly.

4.3 There are a number of standard methods of measuring poverty, the major differences being how housing costs are taken into account. Most common measures of poverty do not relate to the cost of living but instead compare incomes against others in society.  The exception to this is the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s Minimum Income Standard (MIS), which estimates the minimum amount of money needed to live participate in society, and consistently put the poverty threshold approximately 20% higher than other methods (i.e. suggests more people are living in poverty).
5.0 Recent trends in poverty and inequality
5.1 Official statistics show that numbers in poverty between 1979 and 2008 increased during recessions and continued long after economic growth had restarted. More marked is the observation that even when the economy boomed there was a small decrease in the numbers living in poverty but no decrease in number in severe poverty (Chart 1). Indeed in the years of high economic growth prior to the 2007-8 recession the poorest tenth of society, saw a drop in their income after inflation was taken into account (Chart 2). The richest tenth of society gained over 40% of the proceeds of growth, with the groups in between following a similar pattern. The justice of this distribution is questionable but should this pattern of distribution continue into the next part of the economic cycle, a rapid rise in poverty and inequality would be inevitable.
5.2 Given these patterns, it is therefore reasonable to expect that poverty levels will show a large increase in the short to medium term, and the experience of living in poverty will become more common as jobs are lost and the difference between reasonable minimum income standards and benefit levels increase. Just as importantly the experience of living in poverty is likely to become qualitatively worse as the public services used more by the poor face financial pressures. Those individuals will, with some exceptions, stay in poverty even as the rest of the economy picks up. This is especially the case for those who fall into extreme poverty and will affect the education and life-chances of the children of those in poverty. There is now considerable evidence showing that poverty, especially severe poverty, is both sticky and hereditary - once you find yourself in poverty it is difficult to get yourself or your children out. 
6.0 Consequences of poverty and inequality
6.1 In modern developed countries such as the UK, poverty and destitution are not synonymous. The current benefit system alongside other widely available public and charitable services means that destitution as Wesley would have known it is currently mercifully rare
. 
6.2 The increase in poverty in the UK is therefore related to the fact that inequality between rich and poor has increased to historically high levels. Some have argued that avoidance of absolute destitution is sufficient to discharge our duty towards the poor. Discussions within the Connexion and with partner organisations have indicated that this is not a position that Methodists would be happy to accept. There are strong practical, moral, sociological and most importantly theological grounds to reject this argument. 
6.3 Living in poverty as defined by any of the measures above has deeply negative effects on an individual’s life chances. For the individual measures such as health, lifespan, educational attainment and family relationships including divorce are all negatively influenced by poverty, as well as more elusive aspects such as happiness, satisfaction and stress. 
6.4 Many of these negative consequences cannot be directly explained by a lack of money or resource, but by the interaction between those who find themselves in poverty and the rest of society (including public service providers). It is a sad fact that both personal stories and empirical data show that the less well off are often not treated as respected equals by society at large. 
6.5 While economic and sociological studies can provide a broad picture of the effects of poverty the experiences of ministers and church members provide stories and insights that show the human face of poverty and the impact of the disconnections of relationships which inequality creates.   The Joint Public Issues Team would welcome any stories or experiences which members of the Church have which would help in the developing an understanding of poverty and inequality as it affects people throughout the Connexion.
6.6  The report to the Methodist Conference 2011, proposed in this paper, would seek to explore how ideas from the Christian tradition of justice, the common good and human flourishing can inform our response to rising inequality, and encourage the Church to speak authoritatively and prophetically on the issue.  The report would draw on existing sources and work with the Faith and Order network to highlight where further work may be needed.  The report would also explore ideas and programmes from partner Churches and other organisations which may help our understanding of the issue, as well as place before it the principles by which campaigning or statements on public policy will be made. 

7.0 Actions in response to Poverty and Inequality
7.1  In addition to preparing a report for the Conference on responses to poverty and inequality, the Joint Public Issues Team is planning other pieces of work.  People throughout the Connexion will also be considering how to respond to the impact of public spending cuts, and should be supported.

 7.2 There are a number of government proposals which will take effect before the Conference which will have a large impact upon poverty and inequality that are of immediate concern. The Council’s view on these areas would be useful in allowing the Church to respond robustly prior to any decision of Conference.
7.3 Taxation: The Treasury is currently reviewing a number of areas of tax law, including regulations designed to reduce offshore tax avoidance. The 1990 Conference report “Ethics of Wealth Creation” discussed taxation and stated “taxation is a rightful claim which is gladly paid”. This principle implies that all should pay their due and complex legal structures, affordable only by the wealthy, should not be used to avoid paying tax. The moral obligation of individuals and companies to pay their contribution is especially relevant when spending cuts are affecting the poorest. It is also of note that the poorest tenth of society pay a greater proportion of their declared income in tax (46%) than the richest tenth (34%), suggesting avoidance by the wealthiest to be particularly unjust.  Whilst not proposing involvement in the technical and complex field of taxation law, it is believed that principles laid out in previous reports of the Conference can still usefully add to the public debate on taxation.
7.4 Housing Benefit: The Government is introducing new rules for housing benefit which will begin to come into force in April 2011. Discussions with housing charities and a number of groups directly helping vulnerable people have highlighted urgent fears as to the potential impact of the policies. The capping of maximum housing benefit levels at unrealistically low levels, the increase of social housing rents, and imposition of a total benefit limit will make rented property in many areas completely unaffordable to those on low incomes. The consequential movement of poor families will create problems for schooling, provision of local authority services and the supply of any housing at all at affordable rents. Citizens Advice Bureaux have warned that the new rules may put tens of thousands at risk of homelessness.  The Government have already moved under pressure from charities changing the implementation date for new claimants but the main thrust of the policy remains unchanged. The Joint Public Issues Team would seek to work with organisations such as Housing Justice and Church Action on Poverty on these concerns
7.5 Stigmatisation of people in poverty: Government ministers and advisers have made a number of statements about people in poverty which raise the question of whether there is a lack of understanding of what it is like to live on a low income in the UK today. Statements saying that poverty is a “lifestyle choice” or the unemployed can “just get on a bus” to find work or that benefits “encourage the poor to breed” are clearly unacceptable.  The government has also chosen to emphasise benefit fraud, which, although clearly a crime, makes up only 0.6% of the welfare budget. In the Chancellor’s speech announcing the Comprehensive Spending Review and in a ministerial foreword to a Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) official document
 the level of fraud was exaggerated three-fold by combining figures for government and claimant error with fraud, and labelling it all as fraud. Churches wrote to the Prime Minister asking for these errors to be corrected
 and the DWP publication has subsequently been corrected, though not other ministerial statements. This is to be regretted as it pollutes the debate over welfare reform.
7.6 In addition to the language being used, there are a number of policies which are of concern in this area:

· the increased emphasis on compulsion of the workless, including enforced “manual labour in return for benefits”;
· the testing of 10,000 people a week to move them from Incapacity Benefit to the lower Job Seekers Allowance despite the fact that the testing process is flawed. The result is approximately 1,000 of the most vulnerable people in society have their benefits cut by a third incorrectly
 each week;
· the cutting of housing benefit for those who remain unemployed for over a year regardless of their housing need;
· reduction of all benefits over time by reducing the rate at which they are annually uprated
· the capping of the total financial support a family can receive regardless of the family’s size or its level of need.
7.7 The proposals to provide assistance to the workless looking for employment, to simplify the benefit system, and to ensure that employment always receives financial reward are welcome.  However the view that the poor are lazy or in some way lesser is concerning. This view was prevalent in Wesley’s day and he declared it “foolish and wickedly false.. to say [the poor] are poor because they are idle”. Methodism’s role today may be to make the same point 200 years later.

Resolutions:

The Council asks:
· that, whilst welcoming the decision of the Department of Work and Pensions to correct its exaggeration of benefit fraud statistics, the Chancellor should now publicly correct his ministerial statement on the matter

· that housing benefit reform should have at its heart the needs of vulnerable families to have secure and stable housing and the provision of affordable homes for all regardless of means
The Council resolves to:

· encourage the Joint Public Issues Team and the wider Church to work to challenge the causes of poverty and inequality, supporting in particular the need to ensure that people in poverty are treated as respected and equal members of our Church and society and ensure that housing benefit and welfare reform recognises the needs of vulnerable families and individuals;
· ask the Joint Public Issues Team to bring a report to Conference 2011 which helps churches to reflect on the impact of poverty and inequality and encourages us all to take action;
· to work with others, including Housing Justice and Church Action on Poverty, as well as ecumenical colleagues, to promote fairness; and 
· to encourage all churches to consider how they can best work with disadvantaged individuals and communities as part of their mission.
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Chart 1: Shows the number of people in the UK living in poverty (defined as 60% of median income) ,

and severe poverty (defined as 40% of median income), in the years from 1979/80 to 2008/09.

Data from Joseph Rowntree Foundation, derived from the annual Households Below Average Income

survey (1994/5 onwards) and Family Expenditure Survey (prior to 1994) performed on behalf of

Department ofWork and Pensions and its predecessors. FES Data compiled by Institute ofFiscal Studies.
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Chart 2a and b: The UK population are divided into deciles by income, the poorest tenth, the second

poorest tenth and so on until the richest tenth. Chart a shows the proportion of total UK income

received by each group, Chart b shows the proportion of income growth that was received by each

group over the years 1995 to 2008.

Datafrom Joseph Rowntree Foundation, derivedfrom the annual Households Below Average Income survey performed

on behalf of Department of Work and Pensions and its predecessors. Graph a relates to the UK while Graph b relates

to Great Britain only.

Chart 2: Income and growth distribution amongst different sections of society.


� All figures are from the most recent dataset available usually 2007/8; data from other dates are noted in the text.


� For some sections of society, however, such as those seeking sanctuary, living on 70% of benefit levels largely given in vouchers not cash, such extreme levels of poverty are much closer.


� “Tackling fraud and error in the benefit and tax credits systems” 


� http://www.methodist.org.uk/index.cfm?fuseaction=opentogod.newsDetail&newsid=473


� Atos is a private company contracted to make 10,000 Work Capability Assessments on people claiming incapacity benefit (the majority with mental health problems) per week. 30% of decisions are overturned on appeal with the number rising to 70% if the claimant has some form of legal representation.





Chart 1: Numbers of people living in Poverty in the UK (1979/80 – 2008/09)  

Chart 1: Shows the number of people in the UK living in poverty (defined as 60% of median income) , and severe poverty (defined as 40% of median income), in the years  from 1979/80 to 2008/09.



Data from Joseph Rowntree Foundation, derived from the annual Households Below Average Income survey  (1994/5 onwards) and Family Expenditure Survey (prior to 1994) performed on behalf of Department of Work and Pensions and its predecessors. FES Data compiled by Institute of Fiscal Studies.
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Chart 2a and b: The UK population are divided into deciles by income, the poorest tenth, the second poorest tenth and so on until the richest tenth. Chart a shows the proportion of total UK income received by each group, Chart b shows the proportion of income growth that was received by each group over the years 1995 to 2008.



Data from Joseph Rowntree Foundation, derived from the annual Households Below Average Income survey performed on behalf of Department of Work and Pensions and its predecessors. Graph a relates to the UK while Graph b relates to Great Britain only.

Chart 2: Income and growth distribution amongst different sections of society.  
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