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Preface 

This policy document on women and poverty is the culmination of three years 
of work on the issue by the Agency. It draws on both the experience of local 
women's projects in marginalised communities and research and analysis 
which the Agency has undertaken. 

In its first three-year Strategic Plan published in 1987, the Agency recognised 
that 'the burden of poverty often faUs on women, particularly those isolated at 
home with young children, or those struggling to bring up families on low 
incomes and in poor environments, single parents and the victims of domestic 
violence'. Asa result, the Agency, in its subsequent work programmes, initiated 
or SUPPOI tOO a wide variety of activities oriented to reducing the effects of 
poverty among women. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

funding and support was given to the ParentsAloneResourceCentre 
in Coolock, Dublin as part of the 2nd EC Programme to Combat 
Poverty; several others of the projects in the EC Poverty Programme 
also developed work with women; 

three pilot women's projects were funded and supported for two 
years in Ronanstown, the North Wall area of Dublin and Bray - a 
detailed evaluation of these initiatives has been undertaken and is 
published as an accompanying document to this statement;l 

a detailed review of the nature and extent of poverty among women 
in Ireland was undertaken and published} 

a considerable number of small grants was made to local women's 
gfOupsoverath~yearperiodf 

the Agency advised and assisted the Allen Lane Foundation in 
running a small grant programme for local women's groups in 
Ireland; 

women's leadership programmes of a pilot nature were organised in 
Cork and Dublin with Agency support; 

the Agency funded and organised a number of seminars and confer
ences on the topic of women and poverty; 

an initiative taken bytheCoundl for the Status of Women to organise 
a tribunal to give voice to women's experience of poverty was funded 
and supported by the Agency in 1988. 

The recognition that it is women who mainly have to cope with poverty has 
beenreinforced by both direct contact with many women's projects and research 

1 LHayes, Working{orCMnge: AStudyofThru Womm'$ CommwnityPro~cts,Dublin: 
Combat Poverty Agency, 1990 

2 M. Daly, WOJ1'Ienfmd POik,ly. Dublin: Attic PresS/Combat Poverty Agency, 1989. 
3 See Annltal Repo,.t 1988 and A""ltal &po,t1989. Dublin: Combat Poverty Agency, 

1989 and 1990. Women Learning by Fran McVeigh, published in 1988 by Combat 
Poverty Agency, gives an account of some women's projects that received Agency 
funding during 1987. 
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Preface (contd.) 

undertaken by the Agency. For instance, research on moneylending' and case 
studies describing life on a low incomess highlighted that it is women, particu
larly when there are children involved, who have to manage the day-to-day 
pressures of life associa led with poverty. 

The impact of poverty, particularly on women, has achieved wider recognition 
over the past three years. The inclusion by the Government in the 1990 Budget 
of special funds of £350,000 for local self-help groups working for women is a 
reflection of the growing importance of this issue. The announcement of a new 
commission on the status of women has created an additional opportunity for 
considering and addressing many of the issues that have emerged. The policies 
set out here have the potential to make an important contribution to the 
deliberations of the commission. 

In producing this policy document, the Agency is conscious of its statutory 
duties both to advise and make reconunendations to the Goverrunent on all 
aspects of economic and social planning in relation to poverty and to promote 
greater public understanding of the nature, causes and extentof poverty and the 
measures necessary to overcome it. TItis policy statement also arises from and 
contributes to fulfilling the Agency's other two statutory functions of support
ing projects to tackle poverty and initiating research. It is hoped that this 
document will lead to both a greater public awareness of the need. for action to 
combat poverty among women and further policy initiatives by Government. 

, 

4 M. Oa.ly a.nd J.Walsh, ~lending and Low Income Families. Dublin: Combat 
Poverty Agency, 1988. 

5 PidltTe50fPowrty. Dublin: Combat Poverty Agency, 1989. 
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Introduction 

Large numbers of Irish women are living on very low incomes: in 1987 there 
were 274,OOOwomen living below a lineequivalentto£48 a week foroneperson, 
compared with 244))00 men.' On these figures, which assume that income is 
shared equally within families, women have as high a risk of poverty as men. 
Thisevidencealso indicates that women in rural areas are more likely to be poc>r 
than those in urban areas and that women between the ages of 35 and 64 years 
are at a higher risk than women in any other age group. Women in the following 
circumstances are the most vulnerable of all to poverty: 

- those rearing children on their own; 
- women in low paid work; 
- Traveller women; 

women who are homeless; 
elderly women, especially those living alone; 
women caring in a full -time capacity for elderly or ill relatives. 

Financial poverty, the focus of research on poverty lines, is only one dimension 
of poverty. The quality of people's lives and their expectations for the future 
must also be taken into account in order to fully understand. how being poor 
affects people over time. Life for JXX>r women is particularly difficult. They try 
to lessen the effects of poverty for their husband s and children and often bear the 
brunt of a family's poverty as a result. For example: among families in a JXX>r 
Dublin suburb, the nutrient intake of women was found to be lower than thatof 
men and children? 

The physical workload can also be very heavy for women living on poverty. 
Housework, for instance, is much harder and more time-consuming in homes 
with limited access to labour savingdevices, usually the pcx>rer homes. Washing 
with cold water and by hand rather than with a machine, walking longdistances 
with shopping rather than travelling by car or bus, the longer cooking time 
reqUired for cheaper cuts of meat - these are just some examples of how women 
living on low incomes substitute their labour for money. 

Emerging social, demographic and economic patterns mean women are at an 
increased risk of poverty. First, there is the growth in the number of one-parent 
families - the group with the highest risk of poverty of all sectors of the settled 
population. At least 80,000 such families existed. at the time of the last Census in 
19868, most of thcm headed bya woman. The majority of women in this situation 
are dependent on social welfare or on private maintenancerrom their husbands 
or partners. The adequacy and security of their income is in doubt, especially 
those who are depending on private maintenance: of a sample of 1.127 mainte
nance orders made through the courts between 1976 and 1986, only 13% were 
fully paid up.' Also, the amounts awarded were very low. 

6 These figures are based ona special analysis of the data set presented originally in 
T. Calb.n et aI, Poverty and the Social Welfau System in Iuumd. Dublin: Combat 
Poverty Agency, 1988. 

7 P. Lee and M. Gibney, Patterns of Food and Nutrient Intake jn a Suburb of Dub/in with 
Clu01lica1ly High Unemployment. Dublin: Combat Poverty Agency, 1989. 

8 M. O.ly, Women and PlMlfly, op cit, p16. 
9 P. Ward, The Financial Con5e'lutnces of Marital BreakdOWtl. Dublin: Combat Poverty 

Agency, 1990. 
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"Women's responsibility to carefor children reduces women's access to an 
income of their own, therefore heightening their risk o/poverty" 
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Introduction (contd.) 

A second important social trend is increasing longevity. Although the propor
tion of the elderly among the poor in Ireland has actually faUen over the last 
decade, there is still an association between old age and poverty. The longer one 
lives the more likely one is to be poor. Since women live longer than men, their 
risk of poverty in old age is greater than that of men.10 

Thirdly, trends in the economy, especially the growth of service sector jobs and 
the developments leading towards the completion of an internal European 
market by 1992,11 may mean an increased reHanceon either part-time work or 
low paid full-time work, both typically associated with women. 

Thefocusofthisdocumentison women whoarepoor. It isal waysadifficultand 
somewhat risky exercise to select out one group from among the poor popula
tion. Yet not to do so is to assume that everyone is equally poor and that their 
poverty arises from the same source(s). This is patently untrue. While poverty 
among all groups has some common roots, there are also specific aspects of 
people's lives that put them a t risk of poverty .1 n the case of women, for instance, 
the fac t thatit is usually the woman's responsibility tocare for children reduces 
women's access to an income of their own, therefore heightening their risk of 
poverty. 

If one accepts that specific as well as general factors underlie poverty, one must 
also accept that, within a general anti-poverty progranune, there must be 
measures targeted at specific groups. Such an understanding underlies this 
policy document. It recognises that women will benefit from general measures 
to reduce poverty but it also holds that so entrenched are gender and socio
economic divisions in Ireland that targeted measures are needed to overcome 
the poverty of women. So, some of the suggested measures will be general ones 
- designed to improve the position of an sectors of the poor population - while 
others will focus excIusivelyon women whoare living in poverty seas toreduce 
thedisparitiesbctweenthemandotherwomenandalsobetweenthemandmen. 

10 National Council for the Aged, Incomes of lhe Elderly in IrelRnd. Dublin: National 
Council for the Aged, 1984. 

11 M. DaIy, 'Women as the hidden workers: Some likely effects of the internal market', paper 
presented to EC conference, Women and the Completion of the Internal Market, 
Dublin, 14·16 February, 1990. 
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Access to an 
Adequate Income 

Eliminating poverty among women requires measures to improve both their 
current income position and the opportunities they have for changing their 
living standards and expectations for the future. A policy to combat poverty 
among women should have three overall objectives: 

1 to ensure that women have access toan adequate income in a way that 
maximises their independence; 

2 to ensure that women have access to vital services and opportunities 
over the course of their lives; 

3 to ensure that women living on low-incomes have access to develop
ment opportunities in theirown communities, through local women's 
projects for example, asa first step in bridging the gaps between them 
and other sectors of the population. 

For the purpose of developing a policy to tackle poverty among women, each of 
these will be treated separately, although of course in practice women' s income 
position is c10sclyrelated to the opportunities and other resources towhich they 
have access. 

1 Women's Access to and Control of an Adequate Income 
A fundamental priority for policy must be to improve women's income level by 
ensuring that they have access to and control over an adequate income. The 
following three factors are mainly responsible for preventing this at present: 

only a minority of Irish women earn an independent income through 
paid work; 
often when they are in a job women are low paid and do not have the 
opportunity or the resoUrces for promotion and development; 
social welfare payments are low and some of them reinforce a depend
ent role for women. 

1.1 Small numbers of Irish women are in paid work 
If people do not have property or other capital, paid work is their only source of 
an adequate income. However, only a minority of Irish women - 31 % of those of 
working age in 1988 - are in the labour force. This is in comparison with over 
725% of men.ll Almost 700,000 women between the ages of 16and 64 years are 
based full-time in the home. While this is a choice for many women, being 
outside the labour market has very important long-tenn consequences. The lack 
of an income of her own makes a woman financially dependent on her partner, 
her family or on social welfare. Dependence on family members means that a 
woman has no enforceable right to her own share of income. Having to rely for 
income on another person also makes the dependant relatively powerless over 
how the income is spent. 1llerefore, many women have less control over and less 
security in their income compared with men. 

Oneof the main barriers preventing women from entering employment, ora key 
factor in forcing them to leave it, is the virtual absence of affordable childcare 
services in Ireland. This has particular importance for women since they 
continue to bear the main responsibility for thecare of children and the homein 
Ireland, although there have been some changes. In one survey, 80% of the 

12 Labour Fora SurTMY, 1988. Dublin: Central Statistics Office, 1989. 
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Often women are in low paid jobs or they live on low social welfare payments 
which may reinforce a dependent role for women. 
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Access to an 
Adequate Income 

women said that they did most or all of the housework themse1ves.ll Creche 
and childminding facilities are vital therefore for mothers, lx>th for those 
working within and outside the home. But such provision is minimal in Irelandl4 

State provision (other than schooling) is virtually non~xistent. Existing state 
funding for pre-school children is channelled mainly through the health boards 
to either day nurseries or community play groups for children who are defined 
to be 'at risk'. These are not state-run facilities as such, but are run by voluntary 
organisations with state subventions. It is estimated that some 283 day care 
centres get health board support, catering for over 6poD children. Parents 
usually pay a nominal contribution (SOp - £1 a week). There are a number of 
special projects for what are called 'socially disadvantaged' children; they 
include preschools for Traveller children and the Rutland Street Preschool, a 
special education programme in Dublin's inner city. 

Workplace creches are very rare in Ireland. Only nine are known to exist at 
present. almost all in the public sector, mainly the universities and some semi~ 
state companies. So the potential contribution of employers in this regard is 
almost totally unrealised in Ireland. 

Given this situation, many women are forced to make a choice 'between caring 
for their children full~time in the home or working fun~time outside the home. 
Yet they may prefer a combination of these two options. However, this is not 
often possible in Ireland, not only because of the lack of affordable child care but 
because work is still organised very inflexibly in terms of male life-styles and 
life-cycles. The extent of part~time work here is below the European average and 
career breaks and other forms ofleave are the exception rather than the rule. All 
of this, together with the relative absence of affordable, good quality child care, 
places paid employment outside the range of many women. 

1.2 Many women are in low paid work 
Work is only an escape from poverty when itis adequately paid. Low paid work 
is quite widespread in Ireland ~atleast 1 inevery4 workers is estimated to have 
been low paid in 1987 (taking a low pay threshold of £130 a week).1!Over 60% 
of these workers were women. Part~time work is very likely to 'be low paid as 
well: the same research estimated that 65% of all part-time employees eam less 
than the above low pay threshold. Women not only dominate the part-time jobs 
but they also predominate amongst the low paid part-timers: 85% of the low 
paid part-time workers are women. Although part-time work often suits women 
best from a logistic point of view, because it is low paid and offers few career 
prospects and opportunities for personal development, i t contributes li ttle in the 
way of long-term advancement. 

Women'swages have lagged consistently behind those of men. In 1987, women's 
hourly earnings averaged about 60% of those of men. While the Anti-Discrimi
nation (Pay) Act of 1974 and the Employment Equality Act of 1977 have had an 
impact, women still predominate in the low paid jobS. The effects of legislation 

13 See F.Kennedy,Family, &onomyamf Gouiilmrnt in lrefilmf. Dublin: Economkand 
Social RHurch Institute, 1989, pp64 - 65. 

14 A. McKenna, ChildCL/T~ tmd Equal Opparlllnifies. Dublin: Employment Equality 
Agency, 1988. 

15 Law Pay: The Jrish e.xperien~. Dublin: Combat Poverty Agencyllrish Congress of 
Trade Unions, 1990. 
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Access to an 
Adequate Income 

have been limited, not because the legislation has been defective, but because 
legislation is in itself a limited response to sex segregation in the workforce. It 
cannot get to the root of inequality to attack the seglegation process that begins 
far earlier than when people take up employment. The problem now is not that 
women and men are not paid the same when they do like work but that women 
and men tend still tododifferenttypesof jobs. So to achieve equality there needs 
to be a much broader response. This would recognise that, along with equality 
legislation, there must be educational and support measures for women at 
national and local level, as well as measures to achieve a more equal sharing of 
family responsibilities between men and women. 
Training and re-training are vital for women. Working long·term in the home 
places one at a disadvantage in relation to employment - the skills learned at 
home are not regarded as valuable and one becomes distanced from the jobs 
market and work·related developments especially technology. Access to train· 
ing courses can be very difficult for women living on low incomes. For instance, 
women claiming social welfare as lone parents are ineligible for most state·run 
training courses (apart from the return to work course) because they are not 
registered as unemployed. Similarly, the range of courses suitable for women 
returning to the work force is q uite limited and lack of childcare provision is a 
common problem. 

1.3 Social welfare inadequate and may reinforce women's dependence 
Nearly half a million women in Ireland are now directly or indirectly on social 
welfare. The numbers of female social welfare recipients are growing fast· 
increasing by 90% over the last ten years. The biggest growth has occurred 
among women claiming unemployment payments16 and those rearing children 
on their own. Although the social welfare system is being continually improved, 
many problems still remain, some spedfic to women and some b'ue for all 
welfare beneficiaries. Chief among the difficulties that women and men on 
social welfare experience at present are inadequate rates of payment. Other 
difficulties are little encouragement for women claimants to reduce their de
pendence on welfare, current practices which reinforce a traditional role for 
wo men and theexdusionof some women from specific social welfare coverage. 

While the rates of social welfare do not in themselves overtly discriminate 
against women, theconcept of dependency, so widespread in social welfare, has 
long·term consequences for women. The existence of 'family payments' • 
whereby one adult claims for and collects the payment for the other adult and 
any children · which is based on the concept of shared living expenses, perpetu· 
ates the concept of dependency in social welfare. Prio r to 1986 married women 
were precluded from qualifying for unemployment assistance. However, since 
1986, when the EC directive on equal treatment between men and women was 
introduced,11 married women can claim unemployment assistance intheir own 

16 This is due to the fact that the changes introduced in the social welfare code in 1986 
in order to comply with theEC equality directive gave married women an entitle
ment to Unemployment Assistance. 

17 In 1978, theEC passcdanequalitydirectivewhich was tobeimplemented bytheend 
of 1984. This provided that women and men were to be treated equally in 
employment-related social welfare payments. It was 1986 before the most funda· 
mental changes were fully implemented in Ireland. A consequence of the directive 
was that married women could claim for dependants and were equally entitled to 
unemployment benefits as men. However, because of the way the directive was 
implemented, at least 17))(0 families lost some income. Temporary 'cushioning' 
payments (of either £10 or £20 a week) were inboduced (FootnoU Continued) 
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right if they satisfy the qualifying conditions. However, the majority of women, 
because they aTe engaged in family responsibilities and because of low female 
partid pation in the labour force,are not eligible for unempioymentassistance in 
their own right. As a consequence men usual1y claim for the family. So, the 
number of female adult dependants outnumbers that of males by four toone at 
present with at least 12S,OOO women being treated as men's dependants in the 
social welfare system. This has a number of negative outcomes for women. 

First, it means that the adult dependant gets no income in her/his own right. 
She/he has to depend on the other partner to share the money. Apart from the 
psychological effects of this in making one partner, usually the woman, feel 
beholden to the other, there is a good deal of evidence emerging now to indicate 
that resources are not shared equally between husbands and their wives. The 
Agency's iesearch on moneylending. for instance, found that in 14% of cases 
serious money management problems in the family were the result of the 
husband not sharing the income with his wife.18 Research in Britain has also 
shown that resources are d istribu ted and consumed unequally within the fami! y 
and that the needs of the mother are accorded less importance than those of 
other family members.I ' So the way soctal welfare paymentsare paid to families 
may heighten the risk of poverty for women because the only money women in 
this situation and in many other situations are guaranteed is their child benefit 
• from around £3.60 to £5.30 a week per child. 

A part from the issue of whether she gets the money or not, furthercomplica tions 
arise from the fact that the rates of payment for the main claimant are low and 
the rate for theadultdependentisabout60% of that for the main claimant, that 
isa minimum of £31 a week. The 60% isin line with the recommendations of the 
Conunission for Social Welfare. However the Commission recommended that 
the basic rate of payment for the claimant should be higher. The follOwing are 
some examples of the amounts paid per week as of July 1990 for the main 
claimants and the adult dependant: 

Unemployment Assistance 
Unemployment Benefit 
Contributory Old Age Pension 

Main Claimant 
£32.00 
£48.00 
£61.50 

Adult Dependant 
£31.00 
£31.00 
£39.20 

(footnou 17 con.tinvd) to ease these families' transition to equality. These are still 
being paid but are being gradually reduced as levels of Government payments are 
being increased. The legal provisions implementing the directive provided. that 
where both of a married couple qualified for a payment in theirown right the overall 
amount payable would be limited. to the appropriate "married" rate. This had the 
effect that there was no incentive for women to claim seperatelyand this reinforced 
fue principle of dependency. Asa consequence of the Supreme Court ruling in the 
Hyland case the same limitation was applied to cohabiting as to married couples. 
The resulting loss to a couple could be as much as £21 a week. 

18 M. D.;lyand J. Walsh, Moneylending and Low Incom.! Families,op cit. p91. 
19 H. Land, 'Poverty and gender: the distribution. afre5()UTCe$ within thefami1y', inM. Brown 

(ed), The Structure af DiSlldtNmUl.ge. London: Heinemann,. 1983; J. Pahl,.. ' Earning, 
sharing, spe:ndi"g: TT/Ilrried couples and their mon.ey', in R. Walker and C. Parker(eds), 
Money Matters. London: Sage, 1988. 
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Access to an 
Adequate Income 

An already difficult situation is accentuated when income is not shared fairly 
and some women are forced to live solely on the dependant's part of the 
payment. Through an arrangement known as 'split payments', itis possible for 
a woman to get the adult dependant part of the payment paid directly to her (in 
cases where she is not receiving enough to live on from her social welfare 
claimant husband or partner) as well as the payment for the children. In 
recognition of this problem there was provision in the Social Welfare Bill 1989, 
to allow the woman, or man, to receive a higher proportion of the overall 
payment. However, tegulations still have to beintroduced to implement this. It 
is understood thatthesewill be madein the immediate future. Whilethisshould 
help as long as the social welfare system continues to put the onus on the 
dependent to seek separate payments then women are likely to go on expcrienc· 
ing poverty to a greater degree than men. 

There area number of schemes catering specifically for women. These included 
deserted wives, unmarried mothers and prisoners wives. However, there were 
other women who did not qualify under any specific scheme and had todepend 
on the safety net of supplementary welfare allowance· the scheme with the 
lowest rates of payment. These included women who were separated, divorced 
or living apart from their husbands for reasonsother than desertion. Not catered. 
foreither were women who could not prove that their husbands leftvoluntarily 
or that they had to leave them because of violence or other hardship, Le., 
constructive desertion. The new Lone Parents Schemeis intended to rectify this 
situation. 

Many women who are married. and caring for elderly and ill relatives are also 
largely excluded from benefits. Only around 2,000 people currently receive the 
Prescribed Relatives Allowance.20 The new Carers Allowance will provide a 
means tested social welfare payment to carers living with and providing full· 
timecareand attention toa pensioner. It is in itself a very welcome development 
not least because it raises the payment to £45 a week (from £28). It offers the 
possibility of significantly improving the position of women in this situation. 

The role social welfare plays in facilitating access to the jobs market is crucial in 
the fight against all poverty but especially poverty among women. There are two 
aspects to this: first, the extent towhich it is possible for social welfaredaimants 
to participate in training and educational opportunities and, secondly, how 
earnings are accommodated. with welfare allowances. Atpresent, the 13O,oooor 
so women on the lone parent schemes (e.g. deserted wives, unmarried mothers, 
widows, prisoners' wives) and the men who can now claim as deserted. hu,Soo 
bands and widowed fathers cannot participate in F AS work schemes. Schemes 
such as the VTOS are directed specifically at the unemployed. This precludes 
many women from availing of these opportunities. In future lone parents should 
be encouraged to take part in this and similar courses. There arealso difficulties 
for women in participating in F AS training. 

Loneparentson welfare are also affected by 'poverty traps' if they look for work. 
They areallowed means of amaximumof £6 per adult and £6 perchild per week, 
with an additional provision forchildmindingexpenses. Beyond this, however, 
welfare payrnentsarecutona £1 perf1 basis. Thisa significant deterrent to lone 

20 J.O'Connor et aI, Ouing for the EUkrly Parll: A study of Cilrers at home and in the 
rommunity. Dublin: St.1tion~ty Office, 1988. 
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parents developing their own independence and needs to be addressed. An
other barrier to having earned income is the loss of benefits such as a medical 
card and differential local authority rents. The interaction of family income 
supplement and taxation thresholds adds a further dimension to the poverty 
trap for lone parents. 

1.4 Policy Recommendations to Improve Women's Access to tln Adequ.ate 
Income and to Reduce Dependency 

A rune-point programme of action is suggested to improve women's access to 
an adequate income and to move away from the concept of dependency and 
towards the provision of social welfare benefits on an individual basis. Some of 
the proposed measures will benefit poor men and children as well as women, 
while others are targeted Specifically towards women living on low incomes. 

. 
1 An AdellW1.te Social Welfare Payment for Women: A key aim of the 
welfare system should be to provide women living in low income 
households with an adequate payment. Basic payments should be 
raised to the levels recommended by the Commission on Social 
Welfare, that is, between £57 and £68 a week for an individual. 

There is a need for further research into the adequacy of the current ar
rangements whereby a household consisting of a married. or cohabit
ing couple is paid 1.6 of a single payment. 

2 Reducing Dependency: There is a need to examine further ways in 
which women could be given an enforceable right to a share of family 
income. In relation to social welfare there should be a commitment to 
move away from the concept of dependency and towards a system of 
individual entitlements for all. It is to be hoped that this will be a 
central feature of the work of the Household Review Committee 
established. by the Govenunent. In addition it is recommended that 
there should be further examination of how state polities, whether tax 
or social welfare, reinforce the dependency of women. In theimmedi
ate future steps should be taken to further develop child benefit as a 
very important means of reducing dependency and to finalise the 
regulations to implement the provision in the 1989 Social Welfare Act 
to allow dependent women or men the right toa higher proportion of 
the overall payment. There should also be moves towards enabling 
women working in the home and/or in family-run businesses and 
farms to become insured in their own right. 

3 A More Flexible Social Welfare System: In general. income support 
polities need. to be more flexible, accommodating income from other 
sources in a less severe way than at present. The extent towhich income 
from other sources is disregarded should be reviewed as a matter of 
urgency in order to overcome existing desincentives to le enter the 
labour force. For instance the part-time job incentive scheme could be 
extended from the long-telnt unemployed toother categories such as 
single parents. Furthennore, all female social welfare claimants should 
be facilitated to participate in training, educational and employment
related schemes. There should also be an adequate allowance for 
childcare costs aSSOCiated with participation in part-time employ
ment, second chance education and training schemes. 
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4 Adequate Allauxznces forChild Dependants; Better social welfareprovi
sion for children is integral toaddressing family poverty. Anessential 
element of this is improved child dependant allowances which take 
account of the full cost of children and how these increase with age. 
This should be possible now that there has been a streamlining of child 
dependant allowances. The further extension of additional payments 
to families with children at certain times of the year should also be 
considered such as the clothing/f<X>tware scheme. 

5 LowPay: The more lenient taxationmeasuresand lheimprovements 
in the Family Income Supplement for low paid workers in the last two 
Budgets were welcome. However, unless developed further, the taxa
tion measures will bring only limited improvements to the living 
standards of low paid workers. 1bere should also be an ongoing 
appraisal of the FIS scheme to ensure that take-up is maximised and 
that the scheme is as effective as possible. The possiblity ofFIS being 
paid direct to the mother, as is the case with Child Benefit, should be 
investigated. The problem of low pay also needs to be attacked at 
source through higher earnings. The extent to which the earnings 
threshold for spouses of social welfare claimants actually depresses 
wagesordiscouragesworkersfromseekinghigherwagesmustalsobe 
taken into consideration. 

6 Part-time Work: Part-time workers need to be better protected by leg
islation and by extending their social insurance coverage. At present, 
a person has to work for at least 18 hours a week to be covered. by 
employment protection measures such as unfair dismissals, holiday 
and sick leave and so on. The hours threshold should be signi,ficantly 
reduced to ensure that many more part-time workers are coveled by 
the employment protection legislation and measures should be taken 
to extend social insurance to part-time workers. 

7 ChildCQ.re Facilities: A range of state-funded child care facilities is also 
needed. These should: a) be accessible for all low income women,. 
whether employed or non employed; b). be"Carefully monitored and. 
regulated; c) allow parents an inpuf into how they are run- through 
representation on the boards of management. Generally, the state 
needs to take a much greater role in both funding and monitoring 
services for young children. There is an equally important role for 
private provision of child care facilities by employers" With this in 
mind, thereisanonuson both the stateand employers toprovidesuch 
facilities. It ~s important to note that the need for child care fadIities 
does not end when children begin in school.There should also be state 
support for creches for all adult training and re-training facilities and 
for adult education courses. 

8 Training: Training is also vital to improving women's employment 
prospats and their general social situation. F AS should make training 
provision for women living on low incomes, whether in empIoyment 
or on social welfare, a priority. 

9 Action to Deal with Unemployment: Unemployment isnowoneof the 
main factors associated with poverty and inadequate income. The 
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current level of unemployment - around 17% of the labour force - is 
unacceptably high. The rate for women in August 1990 was 20% and 
for men 16.8%. Unemployment must be addressed by an intensified 
programme of job creation as a matter of urgency and there is a need 
for special programmes for the long tenn unemployed. 
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2 Improving Women's Access to Essential 
Services and Opportunities: 

Shortage of income is but one factor causing poverty. Over the course of their 
lives, it is usually lack of access to key services and opportunities that makes 
and keeps people poor. Among the most important resources are education, 
health, good housing and the law. In many cases, women have less access to 
and choice in these key resources than men, and women living on low incomes 
have poorer access to them than women from other backgrounds. 

Given this, some of the measures suggested to improve the position of poor 
women will also apply to men and to women from other income backgrounds. 

2.1. Access to education 
Education is a vital resource. It remains the most important factor influencing 
access toemployment and income over the course of the life<yde.21 Among the 
main problems with existing education services for women are accessibility, cost 

, and choice. 

Educational participation rates vary by scx::io-economic status and by gender.22 

Women, and indeed men, living on low incomes have reduced access to 
education compared. with people in other income groups because of inequalities 
in our education system. Some of these inequalities are due to income - in the 
absence of sufficient state subsidies to households on low incomes, the costs 
associated with third-level education place it outside the reach of many young 
people from low, and sometimes even middle, income backgrounds. The costs 
of education a t second-level are also becoming probJema tic for families because 
the public spending cut-backs have meant that schools are having to impose 
charges or contributions for some services/activities. Other causes of unequal 
access toeducationalso exist: the fact that schooiscatering for pupils from low 
income areas are less likely to be able to raise privately the necessary funds for 
additional facilities. Sexism in texts and in the attitudes of teachers, parents or 
pupils, while less than in the past, can also be a factor. 

Ireland has always had a strong record of adult educational participation. 
However, thecostsassociated withadulteducationoften put it beyond the reach 
of many people living on low incomes. The average fee for a night class course 
- £20 to £30- is almost half the weekly payment for a woman with one child on 
unmarried mother's allowance. The costs of third-level education are prohibi
tive. A welcome development in this regard is thecut from four to two honours 
on the requirement for qualification for higher education grants. However, 
studentsadmitted touniversitiesas 'mature students' are not eligible for student 
grants. In addition, a limited number of scholarships, ten in 1988/1989, are 

available each year specifically for women living on low incomes who are aged 
over 25 years. 

2.2 Access to health services 
Ill-health is one of the most widespread consequences of poverty. Women living 
onlow incomes have a high riskofboth mental and physical ill-health, although 
they do not always appear in the health statistics. The following are the main 

21 R. Breen et ai, Understanding Conlmtporary Ireland: SUlte, clllss and developmmt in the 
Republic ofIreblrul. Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1990. pp53 - 69. 

22 R. Brunetal,Understanding Cmdmtporary Ireland,opdt,ppl23-142. P. CLancy, Who 
Goes to College? Dublin: Higher Education Authority, 1988. 
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Lack of access to essential services means that many women have to queue for 
health care provision and that Travelling women often do nOt have access to the 

most basic amenities. 
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known adverse health effects experienced by women on low incomes, incom
parison with other women23: 

-
-
-

Shorter life span 
Greater risk of illness 
Higher risk of depression 
More health hazards in the home and at work 
Higher risk of violence 
Less informed about preventive health 
Higher infant mortality rate 
Higher birth rate. 

Although women's life span exceeds that of men by five and a half years, all 
those living on low incomes are more likely to die at a younger age than those 
in other income brackets. Both women and men in the lower income groups are 
also more at risk of illness throughout their lives. Women have an especially 
high risk ofdepression.2~The trauma of un employment along with poverty have 
been found to increase mental stress among women.l.'i Women's work can also 
be quite unsafe. Many employed women work in jobs with health hazards -
Visual Display Units (VDUs) in office work, the chemical preparations used in 
hairdressing, laundry work, dry cleaning, and so on.2~ Women working in the 
home - a place not usually associated with health hazards -are alsoatrisk.27 Male 
violence is one of the health hazards in the home: research on women in a poor 
community in Dublin found that 30% had experienced violence, with depres
sion as one of the consequences.28 

There is a close associa lion between large numbers of children and poverty. Irish 
women have high birthrates by international standards. Although the birthrate 
has been falling in recent years, in 1987 it was 16.6 per 1,000 population. Women 
from poorer backgrounds have more children than those from other income 
groups, perhaps in part due to the fact that women on low incomes have a more 
limited choice of contraception. The developments in family planning seem to 
have passed by some women in lower income groups: one study found no 
increase in the uptake of family planning services by women from poorer 
backgrounds over a five-yearperiod..29ltcan be very difficult for women in rural 
areas to get access to contraceptives. The number of babies born outside 
marriage is increasing, reaching 13% of all births nationally in 1989; thirteen 

23 M. Daly, Women and Prwerty, op cit, pp82 - 96. 
24 A. Cleary. 'A study of depression among women - implications for prevenlive mental hmIth'. 

Paper presented to the International Conference on Mental Health Education, 
Dublin, September 30, 1986. 

25 J. CuUen et ai, Employment, unemployment and the hmlth of women: Impact of own and 
spouse' semploymenl sWlus'. ResearchMemo 1, Health Careand Psycltsomatic Unit,. 
St. James Hospital,. Dublin, 1984. 

26 World Health Organization, Womrn and Occupaliotwl Health Risks. Copenhagen: 
World Health Organization.. 19S3. 

27 M. CuUen and T. Morrissey, Women and Health: Somuum!nl isslU$.Dublin: Health 
Education Bureau,nd, pp35 -47. 

28 A. Cleary, op tit 
29 W. O'NeilJ.. 'A ProfikofFamily Plsnning Need', Thesis for Membership (Part Two) of 

Community Medicine Faculty, Royal College of Physicians, Dublin,. October. 1986, 
unpublished. 
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yearsearlieronly4%ofall babieswerebomoutsidemarnage. Manybabiesbom 
outside marriage are born to women from lower social economic backgrounds. 
While not all of these women will rear their children alone, a Significant 
proportion of them will be lone mothers, thereby running a high risk of poverty. 
Many are also very young: 30% (nearly 2,O(X)) were aged 19 or less in 1987, 
according to Department of Health statistics. 

Access to health services is a vital issue. Social class differences in health care 
appear to be growing: with the cut-backs in public health provision more and 
more people are turning to private medical care. However, the poor cannot 
afford an alternative - they remain dependent on their medical cards, having to 
suffer queues and waiting lists as a result. Therefore, the quality of the public 
health services eSpecially affects pcx>r people. Women bear the brunt of poor 
health services because they are the primary health providers and carers. Cut
backs in health services often increase women's unpaid work - community care 
usually means care by women and people being released from hospital earlier 
are released to the care of women. 

2.3 Access to housing a.nd rela.ted services . 
Housing is vital to well-being and good health. For women housing conditions 
areespecially important because they usually spend moretimein the home than 
any other family member. With continuing spending cut-backs, housing is 
likely to remain a major poverty-related issue and a lot of the progress that has 

_ been made in the public housing situation over the last fifteen years may be 
undone. A number of problem areas exist at present: inadequate and inappro
priate housing stock, poor maintenance and inadequate provision of facilities 
and housing for Travellers and people who are homeless. 

As regards housing supply, there is an impending serious shortage, mainly due 
to the fact that the public house building programme has been severely curtailed 
in recent years. The waiting list for local authority housing is estimated to rise 
from 20,637 in 1987 to 23,600 by 1990.30 50 problems caused by inadequate 
supply of housing are likely to increase in the future. One likely result is 
increased homelessness - a significant problem already. Women often become 
homeless trying to escape from violence and other forms of abuse. In the twelve
month period betweenJune 1987 and June 1988,one Dublinshelterfor homeless 
women had 259 residents, two-thirds of whom had been battered.31 There is very 
little emergency accommodation available for women who have to leave home 
because of violence with the result that much of it is over-crowded. In addition, 
much of the available accommodation is unsuitable for families. 

A related problem with the current public housing stock is that it is very limited 
in range. Public housing provision in Ireland is dominated by three-bedroomed 
houses, and one-bed roomed. maisonettes to a lesser extent. Given its limited 
range, the public housingsystem has a Hmi ted capacity tocope with smaller and 
larger families. Lone parent families with one child in Dublin, for instance, are 
usually housed in a one-bedroomed flat. Inaddition, the private rented sector is 
largely outside statutory control: rents are uncontrolled, landlords are not 

30 E. Fitzgerald, 'Housing a1 /l. tuming paint', in Housing - Moving into crisis? Dublin: 
Combat Poverty AgencylNational Campaign for the Homeless, 1990. 

31 J. Bell,- Women /l.nd Children First. Dublin: National Campaign for the Homeless, 
1989. 
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obliged to provide a rent book and tenants are entitled to a lease only after 
twenty yearsof continuous occupation. Furthe:t lllOre, there isa limited choice of 
private rented accommodation; it is usually expensive and it is often in }XJOT 
condition and unsuitable for children. 

The housing allocation policies of the local authorities also create difficulties, 
especially for women. For a long time, female-headed families had difficulty 
being housed. The points system placed female-headed households and other 
women ata disadvantage relative to two-parent families with large numbers of 
children and theelderly. However, over the last number of years when there was 
a public housing surplus in some of the larger urban areas, these families and 
some single and homeless people were housed in large numbeI'sin areasoflow 
demand. For example, over a third of all those in the 'homeless' category who 
were housed in one large suburb of Dublin during the last six months of 1986 
were women rearing children on their own.31 This type of policy has the effect 
of creating housing 'ghettoes'. Also, given the very severe cut-backs in public 
house building and the 1ikelihood of a housing shortage in the future, the 
housing prospects of lone parent families and other housing applicants are 
increasingly insecure. 

There is also an issue aoout the provision of facilities in public housing areas. 
Low income or poor areas are often }XJOrly serviced. Therefore, there may be 
little choice of local shopping or recreational facilities which makes life espe
cially difficult for women living in these areas. When shops are distant it is 
women who usually have to carry the shopping home; when there are few 
playing facilities for the children it is their mothers who usually have to mind 
them around the house all day. Also, some public housing is unsuitable for 
rearing children. High rise tower blocks, for instance, put children at increased 
risk of physical injury. Financial cut-backs alsoaffect SCI vices. For instance,a six
month delay in maintenance is reported in one Dublin suburb.l3 Housing poses 
particular difficulties for Travellers. Nearly a half of all Traveller families live in 
caravans, a quarter by the side of the road.34 This means that they are without 
either piped water, electricity, or a toilet. Uving in such conditions makes for a 
harsh life for all membersof these families but it is especially hard for Traveller 
women. Their life patter i LSsho~ this: the average Traveller woman marries very 
young, raises ten children and has a high risk of losing some of her' children at 
birth or in early childhood. Ufe expectancy at birth for female Travellers is 11.9 
years less than that for settled women (the difference for men 9.9 years).3S 

2.4 The law and access to legal services 
The legal framework, along with access to the law and legal services, are among 
the most importantdetei il tinants of the quality of people's lives. The last twenty 
years have seen important improvements in women's rights. Significant legal 
changesinc1udethe Family Home Protection Actin 1976 which ensured thatthe 

32 P. kelle;her,-5ettling jl'f the City. Dublin.: Focu. Poin~ 1988, p33. 
33 Par~ts Alcne &sowrce Centre, Evaluation &po,.t. Dublin: Paftnb Alone ResoUl'(e 

Centre, April, 1989. 
34 D. Rottmanetal, The Populaticm Strudllretmd Uuin.g Circwmstan.cesoflrish Trtlf1dJtrs: 

Results from the 1981 Cmsws of Tr4tlelJer fllmilies. Dublin: Ec:onomic and Social 
Resea.rch Institute, 1986. 

35 J. Bany et aI, The Travellers' HeIlltlt Stallls Stlldy: Vital stlitistics of Travelli'W pwple, 
1987. Dublin: Health Resea.rch Board, 1989, pIS. 
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family home could not be sold by one spouse without the agl eementof the other; 
since 1976 also spouses are legally obliged to support their partners and 
children; barring orders were introduced in 1981; and women are permitted. 
since 1986 to have their own, rather than their husband's, domicile. However, 
there is still a long way to go. The legal definition of rape remains limited; the 
non-financial contribution of women to the family is not recognised; women still 
bear the responsibility for pursuing their husbands for maintenance; and 
measures to deal with violence in the home are still inadequate. Legal services 
are vi tal to pursuing one's legal rightsand entitlements. At present, some people 
are denied access to the law because of inadequate and expensive legal services. 
This is especially the case for women involved in family law cases. 

Legal services are among the most expensive of all services to avail of privately. 
Yet many people on low incomes are forced to use private private legal services 
becauseof delays and other inadequacies in the civil legal aid scheme. Operating 
through twelve full-time centres (six of which are in Dublin) and eighteen part
time centres, the government-funded civil legal aid scheme is inadequate to 
meet the need for legal aid. Some areas are totally without a service and some 
centres have to be regularly closed to the public to catch up on the backlog of 
work. Apart from inadequate staff and resources, one area of law dominates: 
around 90% of the case work of the civil legal aid scheme in any year is family 
law. Areas not covered include social welf~reand other appeals, consumer law, 
housing-related matters, criminal law . The legal aid services are not in fact free, 
all users have to make a contribution, the minimum charge being between £10 
and £15 per client. Apart from the Legal Aid Board services, there is very little 
option for low income people: the Coolock Community Law Centre, which is 
funded by the Combat Poverty Agency, serves part of the north side of Dublin 
city and the Free Legal AdviceCenbesoperate limited services on a voluntary 
basis in Dublin, Cork, Galway and Dundalk. 

Far more women than men rely on the 'free' legal services. Of those w horeceived 
advice and representation from the Legal Aid Board in 1986,83% were women. 
Similarly, women are the major users of the Coolock Community Law Centre; 
in a sample of its cases over the last thirteen years, twice as many cases were 
brought by women. And yet there are women who cannot afford to get legal 
representation: 30% of a sample of women seeking maintenance from their 
husbands in the Dublin area had no legal representation in court (only 23% had 
a solicitor through the dvillegal aid scheme).3Ii 

25 Policy Recommendations for Improving Women's Access to Resources 
A programme of refonn in the following four areas needs to be implemented to 

improve women's life chances and living conditions. 

36 

1 Education services: The improved access of chiIdrenfrom low income 
backgrounds to all levels of education must be made a priority in 
educational funding. Atprimary, second and third levels, this means 
better subsidies to help these families meet the costs associated with 
education, such as school books, transport, uniforms and fees. Italso 
means that schools in low income areas rather than just being pnr 
tected. from the effects of financial cut-backs should get substantial 
additional increases in resources and funding. Women from low 

P.Ward, TM FinancW.I Consequences of Marital Brakdown, op cit 
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income communities should be encouraged and assisted to enter 
third-level education. The number of scholarships available to low 
income women entering university as mature students should be 
increased from the present 10 to 100 a year and mature students 
should be eligible to receive third level grants. 

2 Access to he4lth services: Women's health needs, especially those of 
women living on low incomes, must be made a priority for health 
service provision. Locally based services are a vital part of a compre
hensive health care programme for women and children. General 
matemi ty services, including post-natal clinics and screening services 
for women, should all be available free in local areas. Special efforts 
should bemadeto provide services for women in rural areas. Preven
tive health services should be given priority. Special education pro
grammes on preventive health for women living on low incomes 
should be funded. Adequate infonnation on and easy availability of 
contraceptives is also an urgent necessity. 

3 Access to housing seruices: Good quality, well-maintained and suit
able housing is a fundamental rightof all. The supply of local author
ity housing needs to be increased and its range extended. Not all of this 
has to be publicly built housing. Greater use should be made of the 
provision whereby local authorities can buy houses for rental to 
tenants. Also financial incentives for housing co-operatives and 
community-built housing should be increased and widely adver
tised. In general, there needs to be a greater local dimension to housing 
policy. The Agency endorses the recommendation in the NESC Re
view of Housing Policy that policy needs to be less centralised and be 
area-based soas to link in with specific problems of particular areas.37 

As part of this, there should be a greater role for local people in the 
physical development and planning of their area.38 Improved local 
consultative structures need to be developed. 

When allocating housing.. lone parent families 'should be given the 
same priority as families with two parents. The princip1e of choiCe of 
housing location should be made a core element in housing alloca
tions policy. 

Service provision and the availabili ty'of proper facilities for shopping, 
transport, leisure and other needs should be made a priority in 
planning. Facilities for children such as play areas and teenage recrea
tion areas should be recognised as a vital element of provision. The 
physical facilities necessary for a creche should also be made available 
in all publi~ housing areas as a matter of routine. Community meeting 
facilities should also be standard provision, in which access for the 
disabled should be a priority. 

Travellers and people who are homeless should be a priority for 

37 A Review of Housing Policy. Dublin: National Economic:and Sodal CounciL 1988, p. 
248. 

38 See A fnrmewurk for Community Participaticm in Integrated Development. Dublin: 
Combat Poverty Agem:y, February, 1989. 
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housing policy. What Travellers require isa range of housing types in 
locations that allow them dose access to otherfarnily members. In any 
case, well-serviced and maintained housing and sites for Travellers 
are a priority. 

More emergency accornmcxiation for women who are forced to leave 
their homes is also needed . Such accommodation should be suitable 
for children. Better long-term provision for women in this situation 
also needs to be made. 

Legislation toprotecttenants' rights in the private rented sector is also 
urgently needed.. Tenants' right to a lease, to rent books and some 
basic standards for private-rented accommodation should be set out 
in law. 

4 Access to legal services: Women's legal rights need to be further de
veloped. Therightsof women toanequal share in the family home, for 
instance, and to have their non-financial contribution to the family 
recognised must be asserted. Stronger measures to protect women 
from the financial ill-effects of marital breakdown need to be intra
d uced asa matter of urgency. If the Depa I tmentofSocial Welfare were 
touseitsauthority to pursue the deserting husband for maintenance, 
it would ease considerably the position of this group of female social 
welfare claimants. 

The resources of the Legal Aid Board should be increased to a level 
which would allow it to meet the demand that exists and also to 
provide services in areas currently unserviced. Again, the access of 
people in rural areas to these services should be a priority. Commu
nity-based legal services, along the lines of the Coolock Community 
Law Centre in Dublin should be considered as an alternative model 
for providing legal services, as recommended by the Pringle Commit
tee. 
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3. Access for Women to Developmental Opportunities in their 
own Community 

In any coherent attempt to tackle the problem of pover ty as it is experienced by 
women, it is essential to consider the potential contribution of local women's 
groups. There is an emerging trend of local activity among women in poor 
communities. Over the last decade or so, there has been a great increase in the 
number and varietyofwomen'sgroupsactivein disadvantaged areasthrough
Qut the country. Some call themselves 'women's groups' or 'women's cenhes' 
and manyef the 'family' and 'community' centres find that the great majorityof 
their regular participants are women. However, most of them are 'groups', 
largely operating on a voluntary basis, because they do not have the resources 
to provide the services of a 'centre'. The most active groups are mainly to be 
found in urban areas which have concentrations of disadvantage, but rural 
women's groups are also vital. 

Local women's groups have an important role to play in the elimination of 
women's poverty in thatitprovides immediate support and advice for women; 
it assists them to gain more control over their lives and to identify causes and 
solutions to the difficulties they experience. It also assists locally based groups 
and the statutory sector to develop appropriate responses to women's poverty. 

3.1 Defining characteristics of local women's groups 
These local women's groups provide a model for personal development activi
ties in three main ways. First, they begin from the daily context of participants' 
lives. In other words they start with participants' needs which in most cases, 
initially at any rate, involve a general wish to be better at what they do: atbeing 
a wife and a mother, at being the manager of the family income, at being a 
memberofa community and soon. However, somewomenbecomeinvolvedto 
find an al tema live to their home-making roles and responsibilities. The needsof 
participants largely dete! mine the content of the groups' activities: parenting. 
personaldeveiopment,leadership,glOupdeveloplhcllt,healtheducationaware
ness of community needs, second chance education .. ln essence, the best of this 
work with women: 

.. deals with the person in a holistic way and consciously works to_link 
personal experiences to the social and political context in which 
women live; 

.. n.><:ognises theunique position womenare in todefine their own needs 
and to detennine how they can be met; 

.. adopts a community development model of working which sees 
tackling poverty as a process of change with the aim of increasing 
resources available to poor communities and reducing the inequali
ties experienced by these communities; 

.. recognises participants as individuals in theiroVw--rl rightasopposed to 
seeing Women only as mothers or wives. 

The second defining characteristic of local women's groups is that they adopt a 
participative approach to their activities. Across the various groups, the involve-
ment of participants ranges from making suggestions about activities or course 
content to detenniningthe overall direction and focusof the group. A facilitative 
lltethod is generally used. Participants are encouraged todiscuss and question, 
while the 'tutor/facilitator' is not seen in the traditional role of teacher, but 
rather as one member of the group who co-ordinates the process. 
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The third element that sets these local women's groups a part is tha t provision for 
children is integral to all their activities. There are two aspects to this: first, 
childcare has to be provided if local women are to be able to participate in the 
project's activities; secondly, the mothers need to know that their children are 
being properly looked. after. So creche facilities are almost always provided and 
are regarded as an integral part of the project's resource commitments. 

3.2 Some outcomes of local work with women 
Work by the Agency has identified a number of outcomes of local women's 
groUps.39 These include: raising confidence and general well-being; creating a 
sense of empowerment which counteracts the effects of living with long-term 
unemployment and low income; giving people the tools with which to under
stand the factors that influence their situation and the skills to resJX:>nd actively 
to these; providing opportunities for women to improve their home-making, 
parenting. management and other skills that are relevant to their lives;aUowing 
women the opportunity for second-chance education. Not all of the outcomes 
are confined. tothe participants' own development. Obviously family life is also 
affected. At a local level, women are enabled to become involved in their local 
communities, contributing actively where possible to providing services and to 
influencing decision making. For policy makers, the work of local women's 
projects offers an opportunity to engage in innovative approaches to working 
not just with women but with local community groups generally. The potential 
for greater dialogue between women, women's organisations and statutory 
bodies is also increased. 

3.3 Current issues for work with women at local level 
This kind of work is difficult and very challenging in itself. However, it is often 
made more difficult by inadequate funding and lack of resources. A number of 
issues are involved here. 

Most of the work with local women's groups operates on a shoestring. A new 
and very welcome development in this regard is the £350,000 funding for 
women's activities made available through the Department of Social Welfare 
this year for the first time. This will provide an important source of small grant 
funding for particular programmes run by women's groups. I t.is also important 
that there be longer-term funding, however, to enable core activities to be 
funded over time. The present situation means that few groupscan employ full
time or part-time co-ordinators and that an enormous amount of time and 
activity is taken up by the search for funding - each time a group wants to 
undertake an activity they must apply to a number of funding agencies in the 
hope that one of them will give them money. Because of the general levels of 
disadvantage in the areas in which they operate, it is not possible toachieveany 
real level of funding from local fundraising. 

A second issue relates to the focus of the work and the amount of time and 
funding needed fOTwork that is truly developmental. Any approach to tackling 
poverty must take account of people's own experience and perceptions of the 
problems. Women should not just be encouraged. to get skills to cope with their 

39 See 1.. Hayes, Wor1cing fr1r CJumge: A Study of Tw Women's Comnlltnity Projects, 
Dllblin: Combat Poverty Agency, 1990 F. McVeigh, Women Learning, Dublin: 
Combat Poverty Agency, 1988and J. Clarke, Empowerment fr1r Managemmt, Dublin: 
Combat Poverty Agency, 1989. 
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situation - they should also be encouraged to explore why they are in their 
situation and how itcan bechanged. Butthiskind of work takes time and money 
and is possible only in a very limited way on existing funding. Growth is a very 
slow process and ultimately comes about through tackling difficulties within a 
consultative and developmental framework. It is important that work with 
women ensures that their individual needs are dealt with in an integrated and 
consultative way. 

The third issue is one of control: it is important that the work ensures that the 
participants are given the skiIlsand support to gain more and more control over 
their own lives and over the project in which they participate. Regarding the 
project, this could mean, for example, that local women become more involved 
in the management of groups or, if applicable, get paid for work they do in the 
group. Projects which are oriented to true change must enable these and other 
outcomes to take place. 

Fourthly, there is the issue of 'volunteer' work. While some work will always 
have to be done on a voluntary basis, the cut-off point between paid and 
volunteer workers is sometimes a very fine one. Undoubtedly, many women are 
doing work in projects for which they should be paid. Therefore, it is important 
that a rationale for paying volunteer workers in groups should be worked out 
and thatgroupsareproperlyresourced to beableto pay their 'volunteers' for the 
work they do. 

A further area of concern and of much discussion within some groups is the 
question of networking. At present groups work largely independently of one 
another. Sometimes this is a choice and sometimes it is because the resources 
necessary to get together with other groups are not available. Funders must face 
up to the need to make it possible for women's groups to meet and share 
experiences so that they can assist and learn from each other. The Agency is 
strongly in favour of greater networking among local women's groups in 
disadvantaged communities. For maximum benefit to be reaped by the partici
pants themselves and the funders networking among groups and projects 
working in similar circumstances should be actively encouraged and facilitated. 

3.4 Policy Recommendations for Improving Women's Access to Development 
Opportunities in their own Communities. 
TIle Agency is finnly of the view that local development work with women 
should be adequately and securely funded. and resourced. The following 
measures are needed. 

1 Regular and Secure Funding: A regular source of statutory funding 
for work with women should beestablished. Thiscould take the fonn 
of an extension of the once-off Women's Fund set up this year under 
the auspices of the Department of Social Welfare or a primary source 
of funding could beestablished elsewhere within the statutory sector. 
What is vital, however, is that adequate public funds are made 
available on a permanent basis for the work of local women's groups 
and centres. Funding should be allocated on the basis of core support 
for basic activitiesand small grants for developmental and innovative 
pmposes. 

The conditions under which funding is made available and its dura-
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tion also need to be given careful consideration. As a group moves 
from its initial, usually informal, beginnings, it requires secure, flex
ible and integrated funding. This would enable women's groups to 
have a longer-term perspective than they currently do. It would also 
facilitate thetypeof developmental work - work thatgoes beyond the 
problems of the indi vidual- that is integral tocombating the effects of 
poverty within communities. 

2 Closer Unks withMainIineFunders: In the longer-term, a possiblegoal 
would be for the mainline providers to take on the funding and or the 
provision of some of the services of local groups. For example, the 
educational authorities are the most appropriate long-leI 11 t fundersof 
the groups' educational activities as are the health authorities of 
health-related activities. In any event, the innovative models and 
methods of teaching used by the local groups have a lot of potential to 
improve statutory provision. 

3 Childcare Provision: Adequately funded childcare provision, on site 
if possible, shouid be regarded as a standard cost of funding women's 
activities. Other expenses incurred by participants, for example trav· 
el1ing, should also be recompensed. 

4 Curriculum Development: Education for change is still very new in 
Ireland and groups largely work from their own experience or on the 
basis of hiring expertise for as long as they can afford. National 
curricula for this type of education with adults should be developed. 
The Agency recommends that the Department of Education together 
with F AS, AONT AS, and other relevant organisations, should make 
a commitment to developing the necessary curricula, integrating the 
best experience and practice from groups, and to making them more 
widely available. Integral to these curricula should be follow-up 
courses on such areas as leadership and management skills, among 
others. 

5 Training{orLowlncomeWomen:ltmustbemadepossibleforwomen 
partidpating in projects or groups to participate in maWine training 
programmes. In some cases the main barrier is lack of self-confidence; 
in others participation in training is hampered by basic educational 
inadequacies or by anomalies in welfare payments. The necessity of 
pre-training courses should be more widely recognised and sup
ported by the training authorities and appropriate provision and 
funding made available. The difficulties experienced by women as 
wives and mothers in participating in training programmes should 
also be acknowledged and accommodated. 

6 Networking: Greater contact and liaison between local groups is 
essential if they are to be a real vehicle for change in the position of 
women. Funding for networking should be made available and 
networking activities encouraged among groups. 
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"A short term priority must be to improve the current living situation and future 
prospects for women now living in poverty or those at risk of poverty." 
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4. Conclusions and Priorities 
A wide range of actions is necessary to tackle poverty among women. These 
relate not just to women's access to income but also to giving them better life 
chances and opportunities which will mean for example, improved access to 
education, personal development opportunities, health and housing among 
other things. While action mustbe targeted towards women who are poor, their 
position will not be significantly improved unless accompanied by measures to 
improve the social and economic position of all women and all poor people. 
Although there has been a good deal of action on women's issues over the last 
fifteen years, a lot remains to be accomplished. 

The priority in the short-term must be to improve the current living siruation 
and future prospects for women now living in poverty or those at risk of poverty. 
To that end the Agency identifies the following as priority measures that would 
significantly improve the position of women in these circumstances: 

raising the basic social welfare payments to the level reconunended by 
the Commission on Social Welfare (between £57 and £68 for one person 
in today's terms); 

there should be a commitment to move towards a system of individual 
entitlements for all. As an intermediate step measures should be taken 
to extend social insurance to part-time workers and in the immediate 
future steps should be taken to introduce regulations to implement the 
provision in the 1989 Social Welfare Act to allow dependentwomenand 
men the right to a higher proportion of the overall payment; 

- the extent to which income from other sources is disregarded should be 
reviewed as a matter of urgency in order to overcome existing d isincen
lives to re-enter the labour force; 

taxation on low paid workers should be further reduced and measures 
to ensure that an adequate minimum income is paid to all workers 
introduced.; 

the provision of state funded and regulated childcare facilities which 
would target low income families and be available to mothers working 
full-time in the home as theneed arises as well as to employed mothers. 
An increase in private provision of child care facilities by employers will 
also be important; 

pennanent, secure and adequate funding and support for developmen
tal programmes for women on low incomes would make a very big 
difference in combating the effects of poverty not just among women 
but in families and local communities. 
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THE following is a list of publications by the Combat Poverty Agency since 1987. 

• An Ami Poverty Programme - A Pre-Budget Submission Dec. '87 
• AnnualReporrs, 1987.1988.1989 
• Budget Analysis '88 - Implications for Poverty 
• Empowerml!fltjor Manage~nt: Reponon the Combat Poverty Agency's Man

agement Development Programme, 1990, J Clarke. 
• Evaluate It - towards understanding evaluation in commwtiry development 

projecls.1988. 
• Financial Consequences of Marital Breakdown. By Peter Ward, 1990, Price 

£.400 
* Guidelinesfor Grant Applications -1987188 
• Housing Moving into Crisis? (with the National Campaign for the Homeless) 

1990. Price £2. 
• Integrated Rural Development - A solution to Rural Poverty, 1989. 
• Lofty Ideals T angibfe Results - Interim Report by the Projects in the Republic of 

Ireland in the Second European Progcamme la CombatPovcny, 1988. 
• Low Pay - The Irish Experience. Edited by Brian Harvey and Mary Oaly. 

Published in conjunction with the IcrU. 1990. Price £4.00 
• Poverty Today (Agency's quarterly magazine) 
• Poverty an Issue for Rural Action, 1988. 
• Poverty and the Social Welfare System in Ireland (ESRI Report). 1988, Price 

£6.00 
• Women Learning - An account of the Women's Programmes funded by the 

Agency in 1987 by Fran McVeigh, 1988. 
• Women Together AgaillSt Poverty - the ~rjence of travelling and seuled 

women in the community, 1988. 
• A Review and Recent lIistoryo/the Co%ck Community Law Celllre. 1989. B. 

Oillon, 
• Assessment o/School Meals and a/Growth. Food Intake and Food likes/dislikes 

o/PrimarySchool Children inInnerCityDublinSchools, TR GonnIey, TWalshe 
and Kay Connican. 1989 . 

.. Budget Analysis' 89 - Implications for Poverty 
'" Community Organisations and the Media. Barry CuIlen, 1989, Price £4.00 
• Fr~worJ:for Community Participation in Integrated DeveiopfT'.ent, 1989 
• Patterns ofF ood andNutrient J ntake in a Suburb olD ublin with Chronically High 

UnempioymenJ.. Or Pauline Lee and Or Miehael Gibney. 1989 . 
.. Pictures o/Poverty. 1989, Price £3.95 
.. Poverty, Community and Development. Barry Cullen, 1989. Price £3.00 
• Poverty -Prioritiesfor Action. Submission to theGovemmenton the 1989 Budget 
• Poverty in Europe. A Declaration and Conference Report, 1989 (with ICSW) 
• Studying Y OUT Local Area -A Guide to InjormalionSoUTces. By Joy Rudd. 1990, 

Price £3.00. 
• Submission on the Programme o/Community Interest/or the Greater Dublin 

Area. 1988. 
• Towards a Funding Policy/or Comnwnity Development, 1989. 
• Training/or Community DevelopmenJ. (Register) 1989 
• Wealth and the Wealthy in Ireland, S.Byme. Price £2.00 
• Women and Poverty by Mary Oaly.(with AlIie Press) Price £3.95 
• Towards a policy/or combating poverty among women, 1990. 
• Child Poverty in Ireland, 1990. B. Nolan and B. Farrell. Price £4 
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• Working for Change, A study oj three women's community projects. 1990. L. 
Hayes, Price £4 

• Community Work in lrelfJlld - trends in rhe80's. options/or the 90's, 1990,Price 
£5 

• What Ghow Management? - key elements in community project management, 
1990. By Jane Clarke. Price £4.00 
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