People Experiencing Poverty Conference – 5 & 6 July 2007 

This was an excellent and very enjoyable conference and it was a pity that I was the only one from the Small Group Project there to enjoy it.  There was a good mix of those with experience of poverty and disadvantage, those from voluntary organisations and government officials.  In fact with thirty three government officials taking part in the workshops it was possible not only to get answers to many of our questions, but a general feeling that they were listening and taking good note of what was being said.  There was ample opportunity during the refreshment breaks – excellent food! - to collar the relevant civil servants and talk about specific any issues.  And you can bet I did.  It is very interesting and heartening to talk to all those doing similar work to us and to find out what is happening around the country to overcome poverty and disadvantage.  For example, one woman was part of a group in Glasgow who have been working for three years to get a derelict site by their housing estate cleared up so that their children have a green area to play in.  And they are still fighting.
The first part consisted of keynote speakers including the new Minister for Work and Pensions, Caroline Flint.  Mainly these speakers told us about what work was being done, and this included work being done at EU level, and hopes for the future.  The minister sounded very committed to her work and answered a number of questions in detail.  You felt she was genuinely aware of the problems and not just putting across the latest policy.  She also stayed at the conference until after lunch.  Very often ministers just whisk in and out making you feel like an item on a list of things to be done that day.   There was an overall feeling that things are set to change for the better and that this was welcomed by the officials attending the conference.  So some hope there.  

There were a number of issues I was able to raise and have discussed at the work shops.  Among them, as we had discussed, were employment opportunities in rural areas for those on incapacity benefits.  In particular the possibility of people with experience of disabilities being employed in an advisory capacity at Job Centres in order that the worries of those returning to work are better understood and counselled.  The experience of members of voluntary organisations to be better valued and used to greater benefit of the community and policy-making at all levels.  As could be expected, this was strongly endorsed by most in that workshop.   The decreasing funding available for short, targeted, training sessions and the value of these, especially for those lacking confidence to return to work, was another point  raised.  I have offered the services of the Small Group Project as a rural focus group to Revenue & Customs, well the person responsible for going from benefits into work. Not sure anything will come of it, but you never know.    

I submitted a written question to the minister about rural proofing – i.e. making sure policies are assessed for their impact in rural areas and do not have an adverse effect.  I also raised this issue of rural proofing with as many people as possible because sometimes one wonders whether policy makers are aware of the difference between rural and urban areas.  The Director of the Social Exclusion Task Force at the Cabinet Office assured me that it was on her agenda.  As she is responsible for the coordination of the delivery of the Social Exclusion Action Plan, we can check up and see if that is the case. 

All in all I came away quite hopeful for the future and with the feeling that there are a lot of people, both in government offices and of course in the voluntary sector, committed to combating inequality and disadvantage. 
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