Working seminar “ALLIANCES TO FIGHT POVERTY”- Rome, 28th and 29th of April 2011.
The economic crisis shed light on the serious flaws of the neo-liberal structures and yet policies continue to be subordinated to the same market-driven logic. Austerity measures in response to the crisis are an example of this short-sighted approach, placing arbitrary measures of economic stability above concern for social well being. Cuts to welfare, pensions, education, health and social infrastructures, lower living standards, and affect the poor disproportionately.  Recent historical experience shows that the flaws of this system and it by ignoring them we are on a course to systematically reproducing the same risks and failures. Policies can yield positive results especially in terms of poverty reduction only if anchored to a new approach. 

On 28th and 29th April, the working seminar “Alliances to fight poverty” was held in Rome to discuss the current social policies on poverty and social exclusion at European level and at national level. It was organised by the Belgian ACW and MOC the umbrella bodies for christian workers’ organisations in Flanders and Wallonia and EZA, the European centre for workers. The main aim of the Conference was to get answers from different kind of stakeholders (academics, trade unions, non-profit organizations) to questions on social and economic policies in the EU and formulate political demands to address to European policy-makers. 

The EU2020 strategy was the starting point for discussion. Bart Vanhercke, administrative director of the European social observatory, pointed out that at a first glance the new strategy has made considerable progress in comparison with the previous Lisbon strategy. The key focus at least in rethorical terms goes beyond growth and jobs and the mere existence of a poverty target is a step forward. The risk is to push the wrong paradigm in practice and repeat some of the Lisbon flaws.
A paradigm change is therefore essential. Chiara Saraceno, Professor of social policies in Berlin (It, Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung), drew attention to the fact that several political measures have failed to reduce poverty because the focus was too much on employment. She underlined that in recent years there has been an increase in what is called social investment while social protection for the most vulnerable went down. Social investment tends to focus only on people who can be active and useful members in society. This logic is discriminatory as it leaves out other vulnerable groups who cannot be active such as the elderly. 
Pierre Defraigne, Executive Director of the Madariaga-College of Europe foundation, pointed to the need for governments to increasing social protection and solidarity measures, and to avoid too much focus on employment. A broad vision of the interconnectedness of policies is necessary to tackle poverty in a holistic way. Not only policies directly addressing the problem of poverty must be reformed but also other policies such as taxation policies which have a big impact.

Soft law instruments such as the Social OMC and the social clause in the Lisbon Treaty, if properly used with the participation of all relevant stakeholders, can help in designing better policies. 

Maurizio Franzini professor of political economics at the University of Rome,  added important perspectives to the fight against poverty. Poverty is a problem of inequalities, not only in terms of income but also of education, capacities and other factors. In Italy, poverty tends to be persistent, steady in the medium-term and it is often transmitted between generations of one family. Investment in low income families is insufficient. Excessive segmentation of the territory between the north and the south and the fact the fact that there are professions which are excessively paid and protected compound inequalities. It is therefore important to reduce the territory segmentation, to reduce the privileges of certain professions and to focus on the social network effects.  

One possible approach to policies which can yield positive results in the fight against poverty is the Capability approach. Jean De Munck, Professor in sociology (BE, Louvain-la-Neuve) and then Robert Lindley, Prof. and Director of the Institute for Employment Research (UK, Warwick University) depicted the main features of this new approach which was originally conceived by Amartya Sen, nobel prize economist.
The approach is not limited to the distribution of resources. Poverty does not only represent material deprivation but also concerns the quality of life. (balance professional and private life, human rights… etc). Every individual has different means and capabilities of using resources for its personal fulfillment which depends from a wide range of factors. Someone could be deprived of such capabilities in many ways, e.g. by ignorance, government oppression, lack of financial resources, or false consciousness.
This approach to human well-being emphasizes the importance of freedom of choice, individual heterogeneity and the multi-dimensional nature of welfare.
The key messages are therefore to reconnect the economic and the social, recognizing social capital and its role in the economy. Social networks play a big grole in job search and well-being. Individuals can mobilise resources embedded in social networks (respected norms, trust, enfoerceability of obligations). Moreover policies should not be imposed in a top-down perspective but they should come out of a dialogue and collaboration between policy-makers and all the relevant social actors.
Capability offers a way of thinking about objectives which can alter the style of policy-making. 
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