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The Irish Context

Before I talk about the current situation in Ireland and the response of anti-poverty social movements to that crisis, it may be useful to briefly remind you of the specific and severe situation which Ireland faces.

From the middle of the 1990s, Ireland went through a historic period of economic growth which brought us from one of the poorest EU countries to – at least on paper - one of the richest. There is no time to go through the particular causes or phases of this growth here, but suffice it to say that, while during this period virutally every person in the country got richer, the entire period was characterised by a substantial growth in the gap between the rich and the poor. 

While the first years of this growth represented a long awaited ‘catching up’ to remedy Ireland’s historic economic underdevelopment arising, in part form its colonial status; the final few years of the boom – certainly from 2002 onwards - was based on an extraordinary speculative bubble, mostly involving property values. 

During the boom years, those concerned about economic and social justice were critical of how the wealth being generated was being distributed. In retrospect, our concerns were wrongly placed. The fundamental issue was that most of the wealth being accumulated was not being generated at all – it was an illusion. 

From around 2007, it all went spectacularly wrong. Ireland’s crisis first become visible as a banking crisis, but when the Government moved to guarantee the banks – not just the bank deposits but also the bank investors, all the bank investors,  those who were secured but also those that were notionally unsecured – the crisis spread from the banks to the broader economy. A society which had been convinced that profits were fair rewards to be enjoyed only by the individuals to whom they belonged suddenly decided that losses were a different matter. Losses needed to be shared by us all.

Ireland has seen a property collapse, a banking collapse, a Government funding crisis, and an unemployment crisis. Unemployment now stands at almost 15%. Emigration has returned – this in a country in which, in the fifty years after independence, half of the people born in Ireland, emigrated. A country which believed that this evil was a thing of the past.

The one sort of crisis that Ireland has not experienced is a social crisis – there has been remarkably little civic unrest, few public demonstrations of any size, and despite widespread cuts in wages and savage tax increases, very little industrial action. 

What there has been is a general election. In talking about Irish responses to the social effects of the crisis it is useful to talk about the time before the election and the time after it.

Before the election

At our previous meeting in September last year I explained how the organisation for which I work, Focus Ireland, initiated a broad campaign involving voluntary anti-poverty organisations and trade unions to form ‘The Poor Can’t Pay’. As one of Irelands leading homeless and housing charities, we work with and for the poorest and most excluded in Irish society. We recognised that those living in poverty were coming under attack from all angles, the effect of socialising the banking losses was to open up a ‘resource war’ in which every section of society was fighting to hold on to as much of its ‘Celtic Tiger’ gains as it could. In such a battle, the poor always come off worst – the very factors that make them poor in the first place see to that.

We set out to campaign to protect the value of basic social welfare payments and the national minimum wage.

We identified this as the heart of our campaign because of the key role which an adequate regular income plays in keeping people out of poverty, and also because these payments would be the hardest to regain once they were lost. 

Last year I told you about how, despite our campaign efforts, the Government had cut welfare payments by around 6%, but we hoped to avoid further cuts and to protect the minimum wage.  

Well. In the weeks after that conference the Irish people were repeatedly told by our Government that that there was no question of needing an EU bailout, and that we were past the worst of the crisis. One morning we woke up to an interview with the Governor of our Central Bank – a recently appointed widely respected economist – telling us the EU and IMF were already in Dublin and of course there would be a rescue package. Within weeks we saw the nature of that rescue package. It involved further cuts in welfare payments and a €1/hour cut in the minimum wage. It also involved throwing the country’s last economic reserves into the black hole of our banks – these funds which we had campaigned to get invested into an economic stimulus package to get people back to work.

These announcements led to a few public demonstrations and some actions more designed to excite the tabloid press than effect political change. 

Nevertheless during the period up to the ‘EU/IMF Deal’ a large number of new what might be called ‘social movement’ groups were formed, and this process accelerated after the deal was announced. 

Some of these movements, while calling for reform, are largely looking for reforms that are consistent with or reinforce a neoliberal model of development. For instance New Ireland (2011) launched  ‘A blueprint of recovery’ which, while looking to enhance accountability, specifically sought to recapture competitiveness without reference to equality or sustainability. If implemented, these would be likely to result in  greater inequality. 

There are a number of groups concerned only with reform of our political system – our parliament and our voting system. They are largely neutral about wider social and economic issues, but this very neutrality can be seen as representing a comfort with the neo-liberal moble that consistently generates both boom-and-bust and growing inequality. Similarly several groups – Political Reform, We the People – propose a variety of ‘peoples assemblies to rekindle trust in politics. The Second Republic campaign has 600 people subscribed to a national mailing list and has had local meetings in Cork, Dublin, Galway and Limerick. This is a broad-based movement, with members from many different political perspectives uniting around a shared desire to see a reformed Ireland. Central to this movement is the belief that reform should not be decided solely by politicians or expert groups. Instead, it sees itself as a lobby for a National Convention to deliberate and decide on reforms and for a referendum on political reform. 

Other groups come from a ecological perpective and strongly promote ‘alternative paradigms’ of development, others link to our nationalist republican tradition.

The only one of these movements which is both substantial in its scale and expressly includes the issues of inequality and poverty in its concerns is ‘Claiming our Future.’ The same broader concerns which drove Focus Ireland to take a lead in forming the narrowly focused ‘The Poor Can’t Pay’ coaltion led us to become involved in the much wider agenda of ‘Claiming our Future’.

At the end of October 2010, Claiming our Future brought together over 1,000 people from all walks of Irish life in an innovative and highly participative discussion about the values and actions that should inform a new social movement. The participants were organised into 100 tables of ten people, each with a facilitator and a computer linked to a consensus forming voting system. Each participant was asked to indicate the ‘perspective’ from which they approached the issues so that the tables could be randomised to maximise the interaction. Over an entire day the groups discussed a range of issues and then voted to decide which priorities should inform the next stage of the initiative. 

The event decided to prioritise values of: 

· Environmental sustainability

· Accountability from those in power

· Participation by people in decision making that impacts on them

· Solidarity between all sectors of society

And to prioritise six policy areas for action: 

· A sustainable alternative to our boom-and-bust economy 

· A more equal society

· Change the way we govern ourselves  

· Decent and sustainable jobs 

· Radical reform of the banking system

· We need reform of our public services

The event was a great success, but left the organising team exhausted and fundless, so that the momentum was not immediately sustained. Nevertheless, Claiming our Future campaigned against the cut in the minimum wage and raised all its core issues in newspaper articles, media interviews and leaflets in the run up to the election and during it. 

Claiming our Future is currently working on a major event using the same techniques, this time concentrating on the issue of income inequality – poverty and wealth. This will take place at the end of May.

The election outcome 

But the context in which the May event will be in many ways different to the October 2010 event, because of the intervening election. 

The electon resulted in the wipe out of one of the parties in Government, the Green Party, and the loss of three quarters of the seats of the senior party, Fianna Fail. 

Some optimists dubbed the 2011 election the ‘democratic revolution’ or the ‘pencil revolution’. However others have argued that, like the pencil, the results of General Election 2011 may be easily erased. 

The new Government, comprising the Christian Democratic Fine Gael party and the Social Democrat Labour Party faces the same economic wasteland as the outgoing government, and is bound by the same commitments to the EU/IMF. We have new faces and we have removed those who were in command when the ship hit the rock. These are not substantial changes but there have also been some other changes of very considerable importance to those on low incomes. There is a commitment to reverse the cut in the minimum wage and also to make no further cuts in the rate of social welfare. 

But as our Minister for Education, Ruairi Quinn, keep reminding the teaching unions ‘our republic has been put into receivership and we no longer control out affairs.’
Despite the fact that the same problems face us and several years of further cutbacks in social expenditure are inevitable, most of the social movement groups that had emerged prior to the election have become less active in its aftermath. Indeed looking back at the end of last year, the strongest demand from all these groups was ‘call and election now.’ Whether that level of civic activity will gradually remerge as people realise how little can be changed simply by an election, remains to be seen. In any case ‘Claiming our Future’ perhaps because of the radical and long-term nature of its demands is one of the few such movements which is still showing any degree of movement.

Some conclusions 

I want to leave you with three points from my presentation.

First, that I regret depressing you with all this bad new. There is an Irish ballad that my mother used to sing in which a long term emigrant asks a recent emigrant ‘how is dear old Ireland and how does she stand?’ The answer given is ‘She’s the most distressful country that every you have seen.’ And I think the man who wrote that 100 years ago would be shocked that it is still true today.

Second, I want to draw attention to the shifting position of the EU. For many people who have worked for equality, social justice and an end to poverty over the last twenty years, the EU has been an ally. For some it has even been the solution to the power of international capital. Now it is the enemy. There is a foolish debate going on between some Irish politicians and some central bankers about where blame lies and who should be grateful to whom. I am not referring to that. I am referring to the fact that the Irish distress is a EU phenomenon and the EU will rightly be judged by the sort of solutions that it can find. I do not attempt to deny our own national responsibility for electing the Governments we did and following the policies we did. But what has happened could not have happened except in the particular structure of economic and currency union which we have constructed. And our solutions are defined by their impact on those who share that structure with us. 

This is a much more significant point than ‘what will the EU do to help us out?’ It relates to whether nations will continue to trust that solutions to the challenges that face us can be found collectively. More specifically is relates to whether the ordinary people who comprise nations see international bodies like the EU as part of the failure or part of the solution. If the distressed people in the distressed states come to see the EU as part of the problem, it will be swept away as quickly as political party which rule my country for most of the last 50 years. 

Finally, I want to point at the hope that ‘Claiming our Future’ has the potential to represent. It uses new technology and new ways of decision making to create real face-to-face discussions on the issues that matter to people. It is concerned not just with political reform but with the reasons that such reform is important – to create a free, thriving and more equal society. One of the questions that people are asking about our bank bailout is ‘what do we get for all this?” We are being given no alternative but to guarantee a proportion of our income – and our childrens income. Well there should be a trade off for us shouldering that responsibility – in exchange we need to get a say in how things are ordered. Easy to say but hard to push home that assertion: Claiming our Future suggests a mechanism through which that can be acheived

Ends 

� � A forthcoming publication by Murphy and Kirby (Pluto Press) outlines the range of new organisations as follows:


“A number of projects for reform come from think-tanks promoting equality,  sustainability and wider republican values. TASC is an independent think-tank dedicated to combating Ireland’s high level of economic inequality and ensuring that public policy has equality at its core. This includes working to create a new economic model which marries economic wellbeing with ecological sustainability and broadening public awareness of the case for equality by publishing research and analytic material on equality and related issues, holding public events and monitoring public opinion. Social Justice Ireland is a membership-based organisation of individuals and groups who support basic values realting to poverty, inequality, social exclusion, sustainability and the environment and is a leading advocate of the changes required to build a society characterised by justice. Community Platform, a coalition of 26 community and voluntary sector groups has worked to develop broad alliances around progressive policy agendas such as those contained in A Better Ireland is Possible (2008) and also on the issue of tax reform. Is Féidir Linn is a network of individuals promoting development of an alternative Ireland; however, it became  less active in  early 2011 having initiated the process that lead to Claiming Our Future. ResetIreland, a call for action for an alternative Ireland established in November 2010 to bring different social movements together, ceased to exist after the 2011 election, while Enough is Enough, a petition for political reform promoted by journalist Fintan O’Toole, struggled to find a role for itself and appears to have petered out as an active campaign. The Ireland Institute for Historical and Cultural Studies actively seeks to promote republican ideas and thinking and to develop a republican critique of society. It is primarily an intellectual environment for the study, discussion and promotion of Irish republican thought. 


Trade unions play a key role in civil society but their rhetoric is not matched by strategic capacity or vision to map alternatives. Similar to unions across Europe, Irish unions have been challenged in their response to the current crisis. Some unions have revived an anti-capitalist logic while others are inclined to renew dialogue and partnership approaches to managing the crisis (Hyman, 2011). There are significant stresses in the trade union movement. Strategies of conflict and dialogue interact and the strains are often exposed in inter-union conflict and in public sector-private sector conflict. Irish trade unions are traditionally divided along pro and anti-partnership lines finding expression more recently in the divisions between public sector unions for or against the Croke Park Agreement on public sector reform. Doherty (2011) argues that Social Partnership is unlikely to be revived and he notes the new trend for some trade unions to forge civil society alliances like The Poor Can’t Pay, and the Minimum Wage Campaign or to involve themselves in movements like Claiming our Future. Public discourse has tended to identify unions as a ‘cause’ of crisis and the public sector as the ‘villain’ of the story which trade unions are actively seeking to contest. 


Ecological 


Various environmental groups promote progressive demands for a a sustainable future many are part of the Irish Environmental Network is a network of civil society groups focusing on environmental sustainability. Feasta (the Foundation for the Economics of Sustainability promote what economic, cultural and environmental change is required to achieve a truly sustainable society. Sustainable Futures Ireland, a group of NGOs representing environmental sustainability engage with Claiming the Future and a wider change agenda.   Leonard  (2010) draws attention to how issues of   wider rural identity that has shaped grassroots environmentalism in the Irish case. Ecological movements have often been collective community responses to Ireland’s dramatic transformation from a primarily agrarian and rural society to an industrialised economy where demands of rapid growth threaten communities, environment and heritage. Cultivate, a civil society organisation who promote sustainable living  have responded to the crisis with a Community Resilience Programme and Green Works a Labour Market Activation programme. Similar practical processes occur through food co-operatives, movements like the Cloughjordan ecovillage and the Transition Towns movement.  Ryan (2010: 64) argues that ordinary people, acting together in initiatives for local food, transport and energy, can educate elected leaders and lawmakers and contribute to cultural change. One such example is Seomra Spraoi is an autonomous social centre in Dublin city centre run by a non-hierarchical, anti-capitalist collective on a not-for-profit basis and is a hub of positive resistance in a city where public spaces have been reduced by consumerism, property speculation and car culture. User Groups include the Irish Palestine Solidarity Centre, the Workers Solidarity Movement, the Latin American Solidarity Campaign, the Radical Anarcha-Feminist Group in Dublin, Choice Ireland, a Dublin-based pro-choice group, the Shell to Sea campaign opposing the siting of a oil pipeline in Mayo, Transgender Equality Network Ireland, and the Climate Camp. While these groups do not overtly identify with the concept of a second republic, they are promoting values of global ecological sustainability and justice consistent with the idea of a second republic and work to promote not just active citizenship but activist citizenship (Isyar 2011).  
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