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An Economic Boom for Whom?

Women’s Basic Economic Rights in Ireland

Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of ALL forms of Discrimination against Women in 1985.  Upon putting its name to this treaty, Ireland undertook the international legal ‘obligation to ensure the equal right of men and women to enjoy all economic, social, cultural, civil and political rights’ (CEDAW introduction).  Ireland obliged itself, for example, to ensure that women’s economic rights are protected and promoted to an equivalent degree as men’s economic rights.  Ireland’s domestic implementation of women’s human rights would mean, then—among other things--that women in Ireland enjoy the right to an adequate standard of living to the same extent that men do (Article 11, ICESCR).

The Human Rights Commission is currently writing a report to shadow the Irish government’s account of progress in implementing its legal obligations to eliminate discrimination against women.  The Irish government sent its own report into the UN CEDAW committee last June.  The Human Rights Commission has consulted with women’s groups—especially those involved in the Women’s Human Rights Project—to assist discerning which priorities the Commission will focus on in its shadow report.   We also took into account the 1999 Concluding Observations of the UN CEDAW Committee, noting the questions that the Committee asked Ireland to address in the progress report that has been recently sent.

The Human Rights Commission has decided, now, to focus on the following issues in its report to the UN CEDAW Committee:

1. To review and comment on the Irish Constitution from a gender perspective;

2. To examine Ireland’s method of monitoring progress on eliminating discrimination against women;

3. To review the impact of selected aspects of domestic policy and legislation with regard to reducing women’s discrimination and promoting women’s rights in the following areas:

Women and poverty

Women and disability

Migrant women and women of racial and ethnic minorities

Older women

This evening in our public consultation, we would be particularly interested to hear your own views of Ireland’s progress with regard to these issues.  

In my own remarks tonight, I want to focus on Ireland’s progress—or lack thereof—in relation to the poverty of women in this country.  More specifically, I want to raise some critical questions in relation to women’s right to an adequate standard of living in an Ireland where more women than men are poor.  

When the UN CEDAW Committee examined Ireland’s last progress report (submitted seven years ago in 1997), it made this concluding observation:

The Committee requests that a detailed analysis be included in the next report of the causes, forms and extent of women’s poverty and its intergenerational perpetuation, as well as of the impact of measures to reduce and eliminate women’s poverty in general and that of vulnerable groups of women in particular (UN CEDAW Committee, No. 195, 1999).

Ireland’s current report to the UN Committee contains a small section on ‘poverty’ that lays out targets set by the government’s National Anti-Poverty strategy to reduce—if not eliminate altogether--the number of women who are consistently poor.    This is followed by a longer section, listing the various government policies and initiatives that are in place to tackle the poverty of particular groups of vulnerable women such as lone parents, Traveling women and older women.   

Nowhere contained in the report of 171 pages, however, is an indication of  (a) the extent of women’s poverty; (b) how women fare as compared to men and (c) the actual impact of the extensive listing of policies and initiatives designed to tackle women’s poverty, or stated positively, to promote women’s rights to financial security in the form of an adequate standard of living.

While it is not possible to provide a full analysis of these issues within the context of this one evening, I do want to outline some of the facts, and then conclude by raising questions about some very recent examples of government policy and legislation.

So first let’s look at the question: what is the extent of women’s poverty in Ireland, and how do they fare in relation to men?

In trying to measure the extent of poverty, the most common approach has been to identify a poverty line based on people’s income, a line that is 40, 50 or 60 per cent of average income.  The more generally accepted poverty line is that of 50 per cent of the average income of an adult (equivalent to 180 euros per week, 2004 terms).

Consistently, the results of income surveys over the years indicate that women in Ireland experience a greater risk of poverty than men.  The picture from the most recent Living in Ireland Survey (2001) demonstrates the current reality:

Risk of relative income poverty by gender and age for 2001

(60% median income line)

	
	Men
	Women

	All adults
	19.4
	23.2

	Adults aged 18-64
	16.7
	17.4

	Adults aged 65+
	36.1
	50.2


Source: Whelan et al (2003:30)

Across all the age groups women are at a higher risk of poverty than men.  The difference is particularly pronounced in the age group over 65.  In that group, 50.2 per cent of women are at risk of experiencing poverty, compared to 36.1 per cent of men.

Secondly, let’s look at the question: what has been the impact of the extensive list of policies, initiatives and legislation regarding the reduction of women’s poverty?

One way of answering this is to look at the evolution of women’s poverty between 1997 and 2001 (which covers the period between the governments previous and current report to UN CEDAW Committee).  

Over this period of time, households headed by a person working full time in the home—a group composed predominantly of women—consistently made up the largest single group living in poverty.  The evolution of the poverty of these households looks like this:

Incidence of persons below 60% median income by labour force status

	
	1997
	1998
	2000
	2001

	Employee
	11.5
	6
	15.4
	18.8

	Self-employed
	7.8
	8.3
	8.2
	6.6

	Farmer
	8
	10.4
	8.9
	7.6

	Unemployed
	29.6
	22.9
	12.2
	7.3

	Ill/Disabled
	10.4
	9.1
	10.7
	11.9

	Retired
	9.1
	12
	16.3
	18.8

	HOME DUTIES
	23.6
	31.4
	28.4
	29

	Total All
	100
	100
	100
	100


 Source: Whelan et al (2003:24), equivalence scale a.

In 1997, of all households who were poor, those headed by women formed the largest percentage.  In 2001 there were a greater number of poor households headed by women than there were in 1997, and they still were the largest single group living in poverty.   What these figures reveal is that women’s poverty has increased over the last 8 years in spite of policies and legislation.   Furthermore, the data also indicate that in 2001, 46.8 per cent of all single-adult households and 42.9 per cent of single-parent households were in poverty (Whelan et al, 2003:20).  

Almost 43% of lone parents live in poverty.  If they have one child, this means that together they are living on less than 240 euros per week.  If they have two children, they are living on less than 300 euros per week, and if they have three children, they are living on less than 359 euros per week (CORI, 2004).  

In light of these facts, it is not possible for Ireland to argue that women’s right to an adequate standard of living is being fully protected or sufficiently promoted.  In light of these facts, Ireland cannot record progress in recent years on the elimination of discrimination between women and men in terms of basic economic rights.  

By way of an obvious conclusion, Ireland’s policies and laws in this arena are not working well.   An analysis of why this is the case is critical if there is to be any genuine progress in the future.    Several times throughout the government’s current report to the UN CEDAW committee, it is mentioned that Ireland is experiencing an economic boom.   Surely this provides us with a most positive context within which to progressively realize women’s social and economic rights, as well as their civil, political and cultural ones.  

Given this, the Human Rights Commission must raise serious questions about whether or not Ireland is fulfilling its international legal obligations with regard to women’s rights.    And, it places us at a particular critical vantage point to view some very recent changes in government policies
:

· That single parents are now refused the transitional half-rate social welfare payment to ease the break from welfare when she takes up employment and is earning more than 293 euros per week.  As I have already indicated, if a single parent with two children has an income of 300 euros per week, she still falls into the category of household poverty;

· That social welfare recipients must be on welfare for fifteen months rather than six months to qualify for the Back to Education Allowance at third level.  More women than men take up this allowance. 

· That the Creche Supplement, which assists in covering the cost of emergency childcare, has been abolished.  More women than men take up this supplement.

These all represent changes in current government policy that impact women more than men, and are examples of indirect discrimination against women.   These are policies that augment the poverty of women in Ireland.  Surely the logic of a human rights analysis calls for a reversal of such policies, as well as the design of new ones that will have a positive impact on women’s basic economic rights.   Otherwise, Ireland will be guilty of neglecting its international legal obligations.
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� These were introduced in November 2003 by the Minister for Social Welfare and Family Affairs.
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