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Follow up to the 2011 Methodist Conference Report on Poverty and Inequality

Basic Information

	 Contact Name and Details

	Paul Morrison, Policy Adviser, The Joint Public Issues Team (morrisonp@methodistchurch.org.uk)
Rachel Lampard, Team Leader and Policy Adviser, The Joint Public Issues Team (lampardr@methodistchurch.org.uk)

	Status of Paper
	Final

	Action Required
	Information and decision

	Draft Resolutions


	41/1   The Council receives the report, and encourages further work by the Joint Public Issues Team and others to challenge the stigmatisation of people in poverty;
41/2   The Council recommends that churches use the report “The lies we tell ourselves: ending comfortable myths about poverty” and the accompanying resources to aid our own and our wider communities  understanding of poverty in the UK
41/3   The Council recommends that local churches use resources provided by Church Action on Poverty’s Close the Gap campaign, or other bodies recommended by JPIT to explore and challenge attitudes to those in poverty.


Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims


	The Methodist Conference of 2011 received a major report, Of Equal Value: Poverty and Inequality in the UK.  It was agreed that the Joint Public Issues Team would report back to Methodist Council on the follow up to that report.

This report is a summary of actions taken as a result of the Conference resolutions.

	Main points
	The report shows the range of work undertaken as a result of the Conference report, including promotion of the Living Wage and ethical investment, support for the Close the Gap campaign and tax justice, media, policy and campaign work, and making resources available for churches.

	Background Context and Relevant Documents (with function)


	Of Equal Value: Poverty and Inequality in the UK, report to the Methodist Conference 2011
http://www.methodist.org.uk/downloads/conf2011-pc-11-poverty-and-inequality-0812.doc
The lies we tell ourselves: ending comfortable myths about poverty, 2013

www.jointpublicissues.org.uk/truthandlies


Summary of Impact 
	Financial
	Ongoing Connexional Team costs

	Personnel
	None

	External (e.g. ecumenical)
	Ongoing work with ecumenical colleagues and partners


MC/13/15
Follow up to the 2011 Methodist Conference Report on Poverty and Inequality

Purpose of the Paper
1. The Conference of 2010 received a report, Of Equal Value: Poverty and Inequality in the UK.  It was agreed that the Joint Public Issues Team would report back to Methodist Council on the follow up to that report.


This report is a summary of actions taken as a result of the Conference resolutions.

Introduction
2. As David Bosch wrote in Transforming Mission: “According to Matthew’s `Great Commission’, it is not possible to make disciples without telling them to practice God’s call of justice for the poor. The love commandment, which is the basis for the church’s involvement in politics, is an integral part of the mission commandment”.  

3. The debate around the report Of Equal Value reaffirmed the commitment of the Methodist Church to support those in greatest material poverty, and to work for justice and greater equality, as part of its understanding of its calling.

4. The predictions about poverty and inequality contained in the report were, if anything, understated.  There has been a decline in average living standards alongside increases in income inequality, wealth inequality, and three of the four Government poverty measures, although the relative income measure of poverty has shown a slight decline as the median wage has decreased.  It is expected that this measure of poverty will increase in the next year.    April 2013 will be momentous, as Council tax will be extended to most people of working age regardless of health or income; a total benefit cap of £26,000 will be introduced, hitting larger families with multiple needs; housing benefit changes will further squeeze those who need help with a home; and disabled people will undergo further capability tests.  As announced in the pre-Budget statement, a further £4 billion will be cut from the welfare budget, on top of £18 billion cuts already announced.  The Methodist Church’s commitment to justice for the poor has meant that our Church has acted and will need to continue to act pastorally, politically and prophetically.  
5. In 2011 the Conference passed a range of resolutions, some relating to church life and others to public policy.  Since then the Joint Public Issues Team of the Methodist, Baptist and United Reformed Churches has been working to take some of these resolutions forward; others have been tackled by individuals and other bodies across the connexion.  Members of the Joint Public Issues Team would be keen to hear from members of the Council and beyond about activities which local churches are undertaking, or how changes in poverty and inequality are impacting on the communities.
6. On 1 March 2013 the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church, the United Reformed Church and the Church of Scotland released the major report “The lies we tell ourselves: ending comfortable myths about poverty”. The Methodist Conference report on poverty in 2011 identified the problem of the poorest being misrepresented and stigmatised. In the intervening time a narrative which blames the poor for poverty has become even more prominent in public debate. It is clear that the public, including churchgoers, increasingly believes this narrative. It is also clear that these beliefs fly in the face of the available evidence.

7.  The report launched a joint campaign to challenge the myths and misleading information that are common in the debate about poverty. The campaign aims to engage with church goers, the wider public, policymakers and politicians in order to encourage a more truthful and respectful debate about poverty and welfare in the UK.  
8. Additional resources available on the campaign website (www.jointpublicissues.org.uk/truthandlies) include a portal for writing to your MP, resources for worship, a quick guide to myths, “infographics”, a powerpoint presentation, and further reading.
9. The report received substantial coverage in the secular and the religious media, as well as reaching well over 34,000 people using social media within just the first three days of the launch.  Members from around the Connexion have written to their MPs (and local press) about the report and useful conversations at both a national and local level have begun. 
Resolutions from Of Equal Value: Poverty and Inequality in the UK
10. Resolutions relating to Church Life

a. Encourage churches within the Connexion to explore ways of building relationships within the Methodist Church between people of different economic backgrounds

· Action for Children are increasingly promoting volunteering and closer connections between church members and projects helping children and families. Churches and circuits are encouraged to contact Action for Children if they wish to explore links further.
b. Asked the Connexional Team, within existing budgets, to explore the possibility of using a Church Twinning model as a way of promoting understanding between churches from different backgrounds
· Further investigation has suggested that the Church twinning model used by the Church of Scotland requires a greater level of resources than those within existing budgets.  It may be possible to develop different models, but this work is not currently prioritised

c. Asked the Connexional Team, within existing budgets, to explore the feasibility of gathering and sharing information on community projects that currently engage Methodist churches

· The mapping resource available through Statistics for Mission is a powerful tool for identifying the types of community projects happening in or through Methodist churches.  This has already been used to put churches hoping to develop particular projects in touch with those running established schemes.

d. Ask the Joint Advisory Committee on the Ethics of Investment (JACEI) to include issues of poverty and inequality in the UK in the advice it provides to the Central Finance Board (CFB).
· JACEI has expressed support for the Living Wage and, through the Fair Pensions campaign, the CFB has engaged with a number of large companies in which it holds funds to press them to pay the Living Wage.   Early successes include Standard Life, Barclays and Standard Chartered committing to be Living Wage employers.
· JACEI and the CFB have also looked at the issue of excessive pay, and CFB has voted against a large number of remuneration proposals on the basis of high pay deals which are unrelated to performance.

· JACEI has welcomed a paper on the role of ethical investment in tax justice and will be looking at how this area of the chuch’s mission is incorporated into our investment practices.
11. Resolutions relating to Public Policy

The Conference:
e. reaffirms its commitment to ending the scourge of poverty and to promoting the welfare of the poorest and most vulnerable in representations to all levels of government and civil society;

· The Methodist Church, together with ecumenical colleagues, has made a number of media statements on the impact of public policy changes on the poorest (see http://www.methodist.org.uk/news-and-events/news-releases)

f. calls upon the Methodist people to consider how best they may play their part in bringing this about be it by prayer, charity, social action or political action;

· Methodist Churches around the country are involved in different ways.  The JPIT Conference, Think Speak Act: Equipping Christians for Mission and Justice, in February 2013 included workshops for participants on preaching and praying for justice, needs analysis of your local community, campaigning and using the media.
g. speaks out where changes to Government policy adversely affect the poorest or most vulnerable, and when these groups are portrayed unfairly;

· Baptist, Methodists and members of the United Reformed Church have been at the forefront of highlighting concerns about the use of rhetoric to scapegoat the poorest and those on benefits (see www.methodist.org.uk/news for media releases).  
· The Lies Above Poverty report and campaign (see above) is ongoing.
h. calls upon the Methodist people to examine their own practices to ensure they are contributing all taxes that are owed, both legally and morally, to ask if tax ‘efficiencies’ are in fact tax avoidance strategies outside of the intention of the law, and to challenge the culture where the payment of tax is viewed as a merely a legal obligation to be minimised, rather than a moral obligation to be embraced;

promotes a fair tax system where all income groups share fairly the tax burden and preferably the wealthiest contribute more as a proportion of their income; and where all individuals and companies pay their contribution to society by both the spirit and the letter of the law;

· Working as part of the Close the Gap campaign with Church Action on Poverty, we supported the Tax Bus which toured the country in autumn 2012.  The Tax Bus promoted the message of tax justice for the poorest communities locally and globally and was financially supported by the Methodist Church 
· Paul Morrison of the Joint Public Issues Team featured on Radio 4’s Moral Maze to make the case for tax justice.

· The Conference in 2012 gave general support to the objectives of the the Methodist Tax Justice Network, being established by the Birmingham District, which is seeking to increase awareness across the connexion. (Memorial 32(2012)
· The Beckly Lecture in 2012 was given by tax expert and broadcaster, Richard Murphy.  This received coverage well beyond Methodism, and is available at www.jointpublicissues.org.uk
· Church Action on Poverty has produced resources for church members through its Close the Gap campaign

i. encourages policies which seek to reduce the levels of poverty and inequality in the UK and to support enthusiastically Church Action on Poverty’s “Close the Gap” campaign (www.church-poverty.org.uk);

· Close the Gap Campaign has been supported by a substantial Connexional Grant 

· The campaign has produced a number of resources for churches, some of which have been written or edited by Methodists, and has co-ordinated campaign actions in which thousands of people have participated.

· The campaign was reviewed by the Strategy and Policy Group of the Joint Public Issues Team in 2012.  Analysis showed that the campaign was engaging Methodists and other Christians who had not previously been involved in such campaigns.
j. encourages and congratulates the Government on its commitment to end child poverty by 2020, and to reaffirm and celebrate the Conference’s relationship with Action for Children, seeking their advice and guidance in matters related to child poverty;

· Since this report was received by the Conference, the Government has proposed to change the definitions of child poverty, moving away from measures of deprivation and income and towards measures of family dysfunction such as addiction, divorce and unemployment. The definition is a matter of grave concern as it will shape both public policy and public perception of those in poverty for a generation.
· In addition to financial and voluntary support from many Methodists, the Methodist Church has continued to work with Action for Children over public policy and campaign issues relating to children, young people and families. JPIT staff meet with Action for Children staff to plan their co-operation and mutual support.
k. promotes fair working conditions for the poorest by continuing to support the Fair Work Coalition, and other campaigns aimed at enabling low-paid workers to have dignified, life enhancing employment;

· The Fair Work Coalition is dormant as its agenda is unlikely to be successful at the moment.  But the Methodist Church has continued to promote the cause of people who are defined as the working poor.  This has become increasingly important as for the first time in a generation the majority of adults and children in poverty are in working families.
· The Methodist Church has continued to promote the Living Wage.  All main denominations now recommend that their churches pay the Living Wage; the Methodist Church is the only one to go further.  

l. welcomes and seeks to engage constructively with the Government as it tries to simplify the benefits system and to enable more people to work without fear of losing their benefits;

· The Methodist Church worked actively around the passage of the Welfare Reform Act, highlighting concerns to Peers and Members of Parliament, and continues to work with others on relevant legislation.
m. reaffirms a commitment to linking benefit levels to a minimum income standard so that those unable to work may live in dignity.

· The purpose of the minimum income standard is that a person or household’s benefit should be calculated so that it meets the real needs of that household.  The Methodist Church, Baptist Union and United Reformed Church are the only major national organisations which oppose the principle as well as the practice of the total benefit cap (under which the total benefits which can be received by a family is £26,000) irrespective of their needs.  The objection was on the basis that someone who has been judged to be in severe need should have those needs met.  
Conclusion

12. The Conference has identified poverty and inequality as a growing problem with in the UK, and has asked the Methodist people to respond to the challenges this presents. This report highlights progress on the tasks given to the Methodist Council by the Conference. It is clear from data collected in the annual returns, from the increasing requests for Mission Alongside the Poor grants, and from contacts throughout the Connexion that this is an area where the Methodist people have long worked and are attempting to meet the new challenges posed by the current recession.

13. Average Living Standards in the UK are falling and are predicted to continue to fall in a way that is unprecedented in post- war Britain. The lives of the least well-off have been dramatically affected by the recession, both in terms of incomes and the availability of public services. There is as yet no sign of economic circumstances changing for the better.
14. In previous recessions public sympathy increased towards the least well off, the unemployed, and people receiving help from the state. The rationale being that in hard times it is inevitable that more people will need help. During this long and deep recession the opposite is true: people are increasingly likely to believe that welfare claimants are lazy, fraudulent, and choosing instead to live on benefits rather than working. Surveys show that active Christians hold similar views. It is however clear that where evidence is available it does not support the view that increasing laziness is driving poverty, indeed for the first time in a generation the majority of people in poverty are in working families. The words of John Wesley appear to be as relevant today as when he wrote: “So wickedly, devilishly false is that common objection, 'They are only poor because they are idle’”.
15. It is fundamental to our Christian belief that every human is a unique and valuable creation of God. Each person deserves to be treated with dignity and respect, irrespective of their ability to acquire money. This is a message that the Methodist people must continue to promote in the coming months as the lives of the most vulnerable become increasingly more difficult.

***RESOLUTIONS:
41/1.
The Council receives the report, and encourages further work by the Joint Public Issues 
Team and others to challenge the stigmatisation of people in poverty;
41/2.
The Council recommends that churches use the report “The lies we tell ourselves: ending comfortable myths about poverty” and the accompanying resources to aid our own and our wider communities’ understanding of poverty in the UK
41/3.
The Council recommends that local churches use resources provided by Church Action on 
Poverty’s Close the Gap campaign, or other bodies recommended by JPIT to explore and 
challenge attitudes to those in 
poverty.
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