Poverty amidst plenty:
Europe’s unions fight for fairer shares

If you were looking for an impoverished continent, Europe would
not spring readily to mind. But a substantial and growing number
of Europeans find it difficult to make ends meet. Trade unions are
among those tackling a scourge that is often hidden.

fficially, 72 million people in the Eu-
ropean Union are at risk of poverty.
That is in Europe’s wealthier regions.
Some of its poorest countries are outside
the EU, and they are knocking at the door.
In all parts of the continent, trade unions
are building alliances against poverty.
Europe used to be divided by the Iron
Curtain. The differences still show - not
least in living standards. In Central and
Eastern Europe, the former communist
regimes seldom even admitted the exist-
ence of poverty. But, as a report from the
European Trade Union Confederation
(ETUC) notes, the new era has brought new
threats: “The democratic transition has
been accompanied by economic changes
inspired by neoliberalism (insecure jobs,
social security reforms leaning heavily to-
wards privatization, etc.).” This has led to
“a considerable increase in poverty and in
precarious situations (low wages for those
in employment, minimal social benefits for
the sick, the retired, etc.)”?

Exclusion — and action

Western Europe has its problems too, and
they are not about to go away. Poverty
is on the increase in the EU, the ETUC
paper reports. “The growth in the num-
bers of the working poor, in almost all
European countries, is one sign of this
deterioration. National and European
policies for combating poverty have not
had any really positive effects, other than
keeping the poverty rate constant in some
regions. On the other hand, low pay, the
progressive erosion of income from social
security allowances (sick pay, pensions,

unemployment benefits), greater inse-
curity of employment, and the weakening
of collective relationships and contractual
agreements, whether at the European or
the national level, have all been helping to
create an environment that is favourable to
the growth of poverty.”

That poverty lurks even where it might
least be expected. In 2004, for instance, the
Austrianrailwayworkers’union publisheda
think tank report showing that 876,000 peo-
plein Austria—11 per cent of its population
—are poor or at risk of poverty. “An above-
average risk of poverty exists among rural
people, women, the self-employed, one-
parent households, large families, people
with limited education, pensioners, the
unemployed, people with disabilities and
migrants. Which means that children are
also particularly affected.”

That “at risk” list would be the same in
most European countries.

At an ETUC seminar in October 2001,
unions, researchers and NGOs listed fac-
tors that produce social exclusion through-
out Europe. We give the main points
below. And then, in italics, we describe
the corrective action being taken by Euro-
pean unions — drawn from ETUC papers
or other sources.

Here, we concentrate on union action
against poverty in Europe itself. But Eu-
ropean trade unions also play a leading
role in campaigns for more and better as-
sistance to other continents. They make a
clear link between the fight for worldwide
social justice and action against poverty
closer to home.

According to the ETUC, among the
main factors causing poverty in Europe
are the following.
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Low-quality jobs and very short
periods of employment

“Having a job is an effective way of escap-
ing the risk of poverty and social exclu-
sion. In 1997, for example, 7 per cent of the
employed population were living below
the poverty threshold, as against 39 per
cent of the unemployed and 26 per cent
of the economically inactive. However,
the proportion of the working poor did
not decrease in the period 1995-1997. And
in Greece, Spain and Portugal, the work-
ing poor make up 11 per cent of those
living below the poverty line. As regards
very short periods of employment, these
have been identified as putting women
at major risk of poverty and social exclu-
sion, particularly when these frequent
interruptions of employment are added
to career breaks for family reasons. They
also constitute a significant risk for single
women and elderly women, especially in
countries where the amount of pension
received depends mainly on the periods
of time worked.”

Trade unions’ core roles of organizing and
collective bargaining are clearly their most
vital contribution to tackling this problem.
The growing proportion of “working poor”,
in particular, shows that a decent wage is still
a dream for many in Europe. In addition to
bargaining, union pressure for the establish-
ment or the upgrading of a minimum wage
has a part to play, as do campaigns for the
improvement —or maintenance — of state bene-
fits and social services.

Union action to promote gender equality
is also of great importance here. In addition
to mainstreaming women’s concerns in their
demands, unions run projects to assist disad-
vantaged women. In Spain, for example, the
Comisiones Obreras labour federation (CC.
0O0.) opened a centre which provides unem-
ployed women with training for the catering
trades. This is supplemented by social case-
work and help for children with problems at
school. At the same time, the centre trains shop
stewards about social issues, including drug
addiction.
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Long-term unemployment

“There is an obvious link between long-
term unemployment and low income
levels. In countries with particularly high
rates of long-term unemployment (i.e.
more than 4 points above the European
average), namely Spain, Greece, Italy, Bel-
gium and France, this risk is regarded as
a major contributory factor to poverty and
social exclusion.”

Union responses to unemployment are “di-
verse”, the ETUC study notes. At the policy
level, “there is still the strategy of prevention
and of “repairing” active employment policies
via national and international institutions
(ILO, European Union, Council of Europe)”.
But “in concrete struggles, unions have con-
trasting levels of collective commitment. These
range from denial (‘it isn’t union business’) to
strong, sustained commitments integrated to
the greatest extent possible into collective, local,
regional and national action”.

In fact, there are two issues here: how can
unions help to reduce unemployment, but also
how can they keep in touch with —and possibly
organize — the long-term unemployed?

Responses to unemployment itself are
generally part of the unions’ macroeconomic
lobbying at the national and European levels
— see below under “Lobbying government”. In
general, unions press for policies that encourage
productive investment, rather than speculation
and “jobless growth”. They also favour active
labour measures such as vocational training
and retraining.

In many European countries, governments
have been making access to long-term unem-
ployment benefits more difficultand have taken
tougher measures to ensure the “reinsertion”
or “reactivation” of the registered jobless.
While not always opposing these measures
as such, unions do warn against “blaming
unemployment on the unemployed”. They are
also against forcing people into * junk jobs”.
The vacancies offered to the unemployed must
be good quality and properly paid, unions
insist.

One policy option quite clearly does not
work, the ETUC study says: “Wage moder-
ation has not contributed to employment. On
the contrary, it has had devastating effects:



© Company profits, not to mention manage-
rial remuneration, appear unreasonable,
and the distribution of the fruits of higher
productivity is seen as unjust.

O The growing incidence of low pay keeps
purchasing power weak, thus affecting
domestic demand and firms’ level of activ-
ity, including the creation of jobs.”

On union contacts with the unemployed,
over half the unions surveyed by the ETUC
“report that members who lose their jobs keep
up their union membership”. Unionization of
the unemployed generally remains high “when
there is a very specific reason for it, such as
when the union is responsible for paying out
unemployment benefit or when membership
helps in finding a new job”. Most unions either
do not charge unemployed members any dues
at all or else offer a special rate — “generally
30 to 50 per cent of the normal trade union
contribution”.

Local trade union centres for the unem-
ployed have proved their worth in a number of
European countries. “They generally fulfil a
dual function: they offer advice and services to
the unemployed, and they act as a representative
body by coordinating the demands of the unem-
ployed as regards job creation, social security,
leisure services, free public transport or cheap
fares, etc.” In some countries, the centres are
co-funded by the local or national employment
authorities.

Living in a “vulnerable” family

“The European statistics show that house-
holds made up of two adults and three
or more children, as well as households
composed of one parent with at least one
dependent child, are at higher risk of social
exclusion and poverty than are other types
of household. Young people between the
ages of 16 and 24 also show great vulner-
ability. Twenty-five per cent of them are
living below the poverty line. Moreover,
children living in surroundings of poverty
are obviously also likely to experience
less favourable educational conditions.
They are also in poorer health, and have
fewer opportunities to take part in social

and cultural life, etc. In aword, they are at
major risk of ending up on the fringes of
society, and thus being excluded from it.
Often, poor literacy levels compound these
problems.”

Here too, unions’ lobbying of governments
on social issues is crucial — particularly on de-
cent family benefits, income support and educa-
tion. And many unions have special outreach
programmes for young people — this also in the
unions’ own interests. The average age of trade
union members in Europe has risen steeply in
recent decades.

Disability

The risk of social exclusion posed by dis-
ability “is identified by virtually all EU
Member States, and 97 per cent of Euro-
pean citizens think that more should be
done to integrate people with disabilities
into society. However, with the exceptions
of Italy, Spain, Portugal, the United King-
dom and France, few countries ... have
provided for specific measures with this
aim in view”.

Unions in many European countries have
specific policies aimed at fighting discrimi-
nation against disabled workers.

In Denmark, the decision was taken to
reduce poverty by promoting disabled peo-
ple’s access to employment. One element was
to make both public and private employers
shoulder their responsibilities by bringing in
employment quotas. “But in parallel to that,
particularly in the private sector, it was also
a matter of promoting negotiation between
the social partners, through a trade union
awareness-raising campaign in favour of
hiring people with disabilities, while main-
taining the competitiveness of the enterprises
(which, amongst other things, implies that
the person is hired for a job — and/or is as-
signed a task — which corresponds to his or
her aptitudes).”

Unions in Italy support local projects
that train shop stewards and workgroups to
understand the needs of disabled people, de-
fend their rights — especially the right to a job
— and secure appropriate access facilities in
the workplace.

35



36

Bulgaria — poverty wages in the EU?

Bulgaria is one of Europe’s poorest countries. It hopes to enter the European Union in 2007, but
its average wages are lower than in all the EU Member States and Romania.

Poverty estimations by official Bulgarian sources vary widely, but an assessment by the Bul-
garian trade union federation CITUB, using its own indicators,' shows that the situation is dra-
matic, even for those who have jobs. According to calculations by the CITUB-linked research in-
stitute ISTUR, 18 to 20 per cent of Bulgarian workers — some 550,000 people - are living below
the poverty line.

Since the beginning of the “transition”, in the early 1990s, Bulgarian workers have seen the
value of their earnings decline by 57.3 per cent. This growing poverty results from a combination
of several factors: a major drop in the country’s GDP, the crisis in its banking and financial system,
privatizations and numerous businesses going into liquidation. But above all, it is due to galloping
inflation, which reached 1058.4 per cent in 1997. Since the establishment of a Monetary Council
that same year, inflation has been brought back down to a few per cent. Per month!

In fact, wage rates are now less than basic living costs. In the year 2000, the average wage was
238 leva (approximately €125 or US$110), while living costs for the same period were 258 leva.

Massive wage arrears are also causing great poverty among workers in Bulgaria, as in anumber
of other East European countries. According to national statistics, at the end of June 2001, wage
arrears owed to Bulgarian public sector workers had reached 43 million leva (about €22 million
or US$28 million at November 2005 exchange rates).

The pressure for wage moderation exerted by the international financial institutions (the IMF
and the World Bank) was also decisive. But the neoliberal theory that wage moderation creates
a favourable climate for employment growth was totally disproved on the ground in Bulgaria.
Far from reducing unemployment, real wage moderation over the past two years has actually
boosted joblessness. “Official” (i.e. registered) unemployment, which is considerably lower than
“real” unemployment, rose from 14 per cent to 18-19 per cent over that period.

One further influence on poverty among Bulgarian workers is the current reform package
which comes down to greater reliance on privatization in a whole range of fields, including health
care, pensions, education and other public services.

Naturally, Bulgarian unions’ priorities are wage policy and social benefits, and they are pur-
suing these issues in their negotiations both with the State and with the private employers. Each
spring, the unions hold campaigns against poverty and unemployment, during which they submit
proposals to Parliament and the Government. At the same time, awareness raising and organizing
drives are held in enterprises within the informal sector.

While Bulgaria is keen to join the EU, the country’s unions see few signs of the much-vaunted
“European social model”.

“How can we continue to be proud of a country where the average wage is €150?” protests
Konstantin Trencheyv, President of PODKREPA trade union federation. “The progress made in terms
of social legislation is obvious, but in practice it doesn’t work,” explains Ekaterina Ribarova, head
of European integration affairs at CITUB. The EU Commission’s latest evaluation report agrees:
“Bulgaria’s efforts must now be focused on the effective creation of the implementation struc-
tures required in the areas of employment, the fight against discrimination, the promotion of
equal opportunities and public health. It should also strengthen social dialogue and increase its
financial resources.”

One issue pressed by the trade unions is the need for greater partnership in deciding how
to use the funds allocated by the EU. From 2004 onwards, pressure from the social partners and
from Brussels did get union and employer representatives into most of the subcommittees deal-
ing with Bulgaria’s use of pre-accession financial aid. “But we are never able to prepare properly
for the committee meetings,” Ribarova says, “as we never receive the documents in time. On top
of that, we cruelly lack the means and human resources required.”

After the EU admonished Bulgaria over the spending of funds, an “expert” came up with the
suggestion that partnerships be established between administrative institutions and business circles
“reputed for their flexibility and creativity”. Civil society groups were left out of the picture.

* They calculate the cost of living on the basis of a “shopping basket” consisting of 593 goods and consumer
services needed for a normal existence. To define the poverty threshold, the reference point is a reduced “bas-
ket of 77 basic goods and services, including a guaranteed intake of 2.400 kcal, the nutrition needed for a
person’s physical survival.

Sources: ETUC paper for ILO colloquium; ICFTU Trade Union World Briefing No. 12, October 2005. www.icftu.
org/www/PDF/LMSDossier12-05BulgariaEN.pdf



Health problems

“Countries suchasFinland, Sweden, Spain,
Greece, the Netherlands, the United King-
dom and Ireland emphasize the strong
correlation between ill-health and the risk
of poverty and exclusion.”

Unions across Europe continue to campaign
for high-quality health care available to all, and
either free at source or at least affordable.

The workplace itself is, of course, a major
cause of ill-health and injury. Unions’ oc-
cupational health and safety work, and their
campaigns against laxer regulation and inspec-
tion, are therefore also part of the fight against
poverty.

Old age and retirement

Europe’s oldest citizens are frequently
among its poorest. Workers who devoted
their lives to building up the continent’s
industrial strength are not the first to
enjoy its fruits, particularly in societies
where the family unit no longer includes
the third generation. In many European
countries, the financing of pensions is
under threat — pensions which, in some
cases, are already inadequate.

Pensioners have joined together in as-
sociations or unions, often led by retired trade
unionists. At the European level they are
grouped in the European Federation of Retired
and Older People (Fédération européenne des
retraités et personnes agées -FERPA), which is
affiliated to the ETUC.

“FERPA emphasizes the urgent need to
establish a minimum income which can enable
people to break out of the poverty spiral”, the
ETUC paper reports. This would help many
older people — for instance, “Greek pensioners
who worked in agriculture and who, because of
their flawed retirement provisions, have to turn
to public assistance. 700,000 retirees are in this
situation.” So FERPA launched a petition to
have the right to a decent minimum income
built into Europe’s Charter of Fundamental
Social Rights. The petition has garnered more
than a million signatures.

FERPA argues that an adequate European
minimum would be:

o for pensions, in each country, the equivalent
of 50 per cent of its per capita GDP

o for wages, 60 per cent of per capita GDP

o for the guaranteed minimum income, 40 per
cent of per capita GDP.

Precarious living conditions
and homelessness

“Ensuring access to decent accommoda-
tion is one way of combating isolation and
exclusion. EU Member States see housing
as a major problem. Countries such as
Austria, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, the
United Kingdom and Finland emphasize
the importance of the problem posed by
homelessness.”

ETUC affiliates report “various activities
in which trade unions or union officials work
either in ad hoc or permanent partnership with
specialized associations™ to assist the homeless.
Union-run centres for the unemployed help
their members find affordable accommodation,
and also campaign on such issues as fair access
to water, gas and electricity supplies. In some
countries, unions help to organize tenants’ as-
sociations or housing cooperatives.

Immigration, ethnic issues,
racism and discrimination

“The majority of Member States clearly
identify ethnic minorities and immigrants
as being at serious risk of exclusion and
poverty. Denmark and lIreland, for ex-
ample, are facing a growing influx of im-
migrants and have to step up their efforts
to offer them suitable services and assist-
ance. France, Spain, Portugal, Italy and the
Netherlands have taken specific measures
in an effort to address these problems.”
Immigration is nothing new in Europe.
Unions there have a “wealth of experience
built up over many years” on this issue, the
ETUC points out. Although this is “often a
difficult process beset by internal tensions and
contradictions”, unions have always been to the
fore in helping migrant workers “to improve
their living and working conditions while at the
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same time gaining recognition in working life,
through the opportunity — often won through
sheer persistence — to vote and stand for election
in company and industry representative bod-
ies (joint industrial councils) as well as trade
union policy bodies”. Unions are also active in
denouncing racism and campaigning against
racist political parties.

And they run practical local projects to as-
sist immigrants. In Mantua, for example, the
three Italian labour federations CGIL, CISL and
UIL joined together with the Lombardy regional
authority to support a scheme which “helps im-
migrants find accommodation and work, pro-
motes family reunification and provides other
services”. In a working class district of Paris,
the labour confederation Force Ouvriére has
an advice bureau “with a specialized member
of staff to deal with all immigration matters
(right of abode, legalization, employment, etc.)
and services (information, action, links with
the voluntary community)”.

Political risks

As well as marginalizing the people
directly affected and their families, pov-
erty, low pay and unemployment can, of
course, pose a threat to other workers’
living standards. They also raise political
risks, the ETUC points out. “For several
years now, the long-term unemployed, the
working poor and the marginalized have
been registering their protest by voting
for xenophobic groupings of the extreme
right.” This is the case in France, Britain,
Belgium, the Netherlands and eastern Ger-
many (former GDR). These working class
populations used to vote for communist or
socialist parties. Now, they complain that
they are no longer listened to by the polit-
ical groupings nor by trade unions and as-
sociations that used to be alongside them
in their struggles for emancipation.

“This poses very serious dangers for
democracy in many European States.”
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Lobbying government

As on other continents, one European
trade union response to poverty is to lobby
for better macroeconomic measures. This
pressure has to be exerted on at least two
levels. Organized labour in the EU may
not have to contend with Poverty Reduc-
tion Strategy Papers, but it does operate
within a system that gives ample scope
for governmental buck-passing. When
socially regressive measures are taken,
national capitals and Brussels tend to
point the finger at each other. So union
representations on anti-poverty action
have to be made in both the national and
the European spheres.

Nationally, unions in Western Europe
tend to press for the improvement of social
provisionsthat particularly benefitthe poor
(various state benefits, unemployment cov-
erage, health care, vocational training and
retraining). Or, more often these days, to
oppose cuts in those provisions. The word
from most European countries is that the
fight for social justice has not become any
easier. The trend is towards fewer and
tighter social benefits — a fact that govern-
ments variously blame on globalization
and an ageing European population. In
this regard, the ETUC “deplores the fact
that the policies put into effect do not place
enough emphasis on mechanisms for re-
distributing wealth, particularly through
social protection (social security) and the
tax system”.

Analysis by statistician Anne-Cath-
erine Guio suggests that the unions are
right to oppose social security cuts.® “A
comparison between the standard at-
risk-of-poverty rate and the hypothetical
situation where social transfers are absent
shows that such transfers have an impor-
tant redistributive effect that helps reduce
the number of people who are at risk of
poverty,” she notes. “In the absence of all
social transfers, the poverty risk for the EU
population as a whole would be consider-
ably higher than it is in reality (40 per cent
instead of 16 per cent).”

The Austrian think tank report agrees:
“Social transfers are extremely important,



Britain — poverty hits one in five

“l am scared to be old and need help in this country now. My husband was the lucky one — he
died. Even in death he had no dignity though; | had no money, so he went into a pauper’s grave
—and so will I.”

“All they have in front of them is more of it — constantly taking it in turns to sell things, pawn
things, use a credit card. All their children know is poverty, being told to keep quiet when the
bailiffs call, then the screams and tears when they get in.”

Two views from poor people today in one of the world’s richest countries, the United
Kingdom.

They come from Making UK poverty history, a brochure launched in October 2005." Behind the
booklet are Britain’s Trades Union Congress (TUC) and also well-known international development
campaigners like Oxfam. The TUC is very active in the fight against poverty, notably through the
network of union-run centres for the unemployed.

“In Britain, one in five people is living in poverty”, the brochure says. Many of them “go with-
out basic necessities such as a warm coat and decent shoes”, Poor children “are disadvantaged
even before they are born. A child born into poverty is more likely to weigh less at birth, and is
twice as likely to die before his or her first birthday, or to leave school without qualifications, than
one from a more affluent family”.

A strong link is made with international development issues. “Whilst material poverty is
more severe in developing countries, the underlying causes, and the ways in which people are
affected and the way they are treated, are very similar. In Britain, as in many other countries,
there is unequal power and wealth and a lack of political will to put poverty at the top of the
agenda.”

But there are also some differences: “Two Indian community workers who visited poor areas
of the UK in the 1990s observed that, although people appeared to be generally much wealthier
in the UK than in India, poor people seemed much more stigmatized and demoralized, and often
have a ‘complete lack of hope’. There is a ‘safety net of welfare which ensures you don’t starve’
but this also creates the ‘illusion that things are not so bad’.”

In Britain, one in four children, one in five working-age adults and roughly one in five older
people live in poverty, the brochure says. Unemployment is one of the reasons: “Over three-quar-
ters of individuals in households where the head or spouse is unemployed live in poverty.” But
“those in work are often poorly paid too - half of all children living in poverty have a working
parent”.

There are some signs of improvement — “the number of people living in poverty has started
to go down in recent years owing to a number of government measures, particularly designed to
help young children and families”.

But “it looks increasingly likely that the Government will miss its first target of lifting 1 mil-
lion children out of poverty by 2005, making it even tougher to meet the 2010 target without a
fairer distribution of income. The UN’s Human Development Report 2005 praises the Government
for its efforts to tackle child poverty since 1997, but argues it needs to consider raising taxes if
that progress is to be kept up”.

So ordinary people need to campaign against poverty, the brochure insists. But can alliances
between unions and other organizations really deliver the goods for the working poor? The
pamphlet tells a hopeful tale. Telco is a community organizing group in London. As well as local
unions, it includes churches, mosques, schools and other civil society institutions. In 2003, Telco
members attended the Annual General Meetings of two major banks, HSBC and Barclays, to ask
that they pay a “living wage” to their contracted-out cleaning and security staff. This demand
was initially rejected by the two banks, although the issue generated instant press interest, par-
ticularly when Abdul Durrant, a cleaner at HSBC, gave dramatic testimony about life on low pay
in Britain’s capital city. Part of the banks’ argument against the living wage was that they already
gave significant sums to charities in East London. “We want justice, not charity,” a local bishop
retorted. As a result of the persistent campaign, staff employed by contractors to the two banks
were able to secure a wage almost 50 per cent higher than the legal minimum.

* Online at www.tuc.org.uk/welfare/tuc-10763-f0.pdf
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as they reduce the number of poor people
in Austria by more than half’*®

In Central and Eastern Europe, an ad-
ditional union concern has been to ensure
the introduction of pension and social
security systems that offer the kind of
protection needed within a market sys-
tem. The ETUC has backed these efforts.
“From 1999 to 2003, the ETUC engaged in
training and information activities aimed
at showing what real social security sys-
tems, based on sharing and solidarity, are
like, and criticizing the reforms imposed
by the World Bank. This was done on the
basis of the standards of the ILO and the
Council of Europe.”

A proper social safety net for Europe’s
newer market economies is indeed a major
ILO focus. An ILO survey in Hungary in
mid-2001 showed that “poverty is heavily
concentrated among households with un-
employed individuals who want to work
and are able to do so, whether or not they
are classified officially as unemployed”.
Thisimplied that “the major instrument for
addressing poverty lies outside the social
welfare system itself in the creation of new
jobs and development of new expertise
and skills”. And yet, “given the magnitude
of unemployment, even the most vigorous
efforts at new job creation cannot be ex-
pected to have a significant short-term im-
pact. Hence we must expect that the social
welfare system will continue to play a key
role in poverty alleviation in the years im-
mediately ahead”. The survey also showed
that “universal and social insurance bene-
fits are more effective than targeted social
assistance payments in addressing poverty
among those who receive them”. So a key
recommendation from the ILO-commis-
sioned Hungarian experts was “a new
approach to setting benefits and determin-
ing eligibility”. This “should involve, first
and foremost, setting an adequate social
minimum, sufficient to lift families out of
poverty, whatever their size. In the past,
such a procedure has never been part of
the political process. Rather, the standard
of eligibility and total sum to be spent on
social assistance were determined entirely

by budgetary considerations”.
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From 1995 to 2000, the ETUC and the
platform of European social NGOs con-
tributed to the elaboration of the EU’s
Charter of fundamental social rights. In
doing so, “they were inspired in particu-
lar by the standards systems of the ILO
and the Council of Europe,” the ETUC
paper says.

The ETUC also made efforts to give
content, and contractual effect, to the
cross-border European social dialogue.

Since 1990, “the ETUC has given con-
crete, continuous support to strengthening
the capacities of unions in the countries
of Central and Eastern Europe concerning
the whole range of social policies (decent
work, social security, a contractual and
participative culture, the ratification and
implementation of ILO and Council of Eu-
rope standards, participation in European
Works Councils, information and training
on social rights)”.

This experience “showed that social
policies, backed by legal and contractual
rights, are indispensable if civil, political,
economic, social and cultural rights are
to be put into effect and are to form the
criteria for any policy aimed at fighting
precariousness and poverty, by combin-
ing preventive measures and monitoring,
together with acquired legislative and
contractual rights”.

At the EU level, too, the ETUC has kept
up the pressure for anti-poverty policies.
“Since January 1974, the ETUC supported
the measures taken by the European
Union to combat poverty by means of pilot
projects. At that time, there was a certain
consensus on the definition of poverty.”
More recently, the ETUC has been scepti-
cal of EU anti-poverty efforts.

The Treaty of Amsterdam (1999) em-
powered the EU to “encourage co-op-
eration between Member States through
initiatives aimed at improving knowledge,
developing exchanges of information and
best practices, promoting innovative ap-
proaches and evaluating experiences in
order to combat social exclusion™

In May 2000, the European Council
meeting in Lisbon noted that people were
living permanently below the poverty



threshold and declared this state of affairs
to be unacceptable.

“On that basis, a series of objectives and
measures were decided (known as the Lis-
bon employment strategy), aimed at mak-
ing Europe the world’s most competitive
and dynamic knowledge-based economy,
capable of sustained economic growth ac-
companied by the quantitative and quali-
tative improvement of employment and
greater social cohesion. The promotion of
social inclusion and therefore of action to
eradicate poverty are essential elements of
this strategy.”

But, the ETUC paper says, “this strat-
egy, adopted in March 2000, was to end
in a fiasco”™

In December of that year, “the European
Union launched National Action Plans on
Social Inclusion (NAPs/incl.)), in order
to identify the causes and consequences
of social exclusion and poverty and to
remedy them through close cooperation
between the public authorities, the social
partners and NGOs”.

Notes

' On average, 16 per cent of the population in
the (current 25-State) EU were “at risk of poverty” in
2003, the latest year for which full data are available.
Thismeans that they were living in households with
an “equivalized disposable income” below 60 per
cent of the median equivalized income of the coun-
try they livein. “Thisfigure, calculated as a weighted
average of national results (where each country re-
ceives a weight that equals its total population),
masks considerable variation between Member
States,” notes the statistician Anne-Catherine Guio.
“At one extreme, countries with the highest poverty
rate are Slovakia, Ireland, Greece (21 per cent), fol-
lowed by Portugal, Italy, Spain (19 per cent) and the
United Kingdom and Estonia (18 per cent). At the
other extreme, the share of the population at risk of
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this document.
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terreichische Gesellschaft fur Politikberatung und
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Marie Le Pen came second in the first round of the
French presidentials in 2002, one French newspaper
ran the headline Job Insecurity Boosted Le Pen Vote. The
Force Ouvriére labour federation agreed, noting that
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earning population, to say nothing of the many re-
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Ouvriére concluded that it had a double task ahead
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ing our demands”. www.force-ouvriere.fr/index.
asp?lk=s&id=139&theme_choisi=Org.per cent 20-
per cent 20Conventionsper cent 20collec.

® op. cit.,, see note 1.
op. cit., see note 3.
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