Troika Task Force Meeting
22 September 2012
Brussels, EAPN Offices

Present: Sebastian Năstuţă (EAPN RO), Sandra Araújo (EAPN PT), Katherine Duffy (EAPN UK), Nickos Ntasios (EAPN GR), Philip O’Connor (EAPN IE) + Amana Ferro (EAPN Secretariat).
Introductory Session

Minutes of the previous meeting (July 13th) are adopted. Comments:
· Katherine: in the country updates, last page at the top says “there is a corrupt relationship…”, please change it to “a too close relationship”; 

Status quo:

· Romania still to send the country fiche;

· Greece brought it along, and it was distributed to participants;

· The UK, Portugal and Ireland produced a draft, which needs to be finalised;

· Difficult to write fiches, because realities change every day – write what you can till the deadline, and make changes subsequently, on Katherine’s synthesis document.
Confirmed timeline:
· 5th October – submit final fiches (for those who haven’t yet, and updates for who wishes);
· 5th November – Katherine produces a draft of the synthesis report; Amana writes a short introduction about EAPN’s action; Sebastian prepares the template for collecting indicators (for the Annex).
· Before 15th November – TF members read the above and make suggestions for change.
· 15th November – Next TF meeting in Berlin, before the EU ISG meeting; discuss changes, agree indicators’ template, discuss and agree key messages, as well as follow-up (type of document, distribution); prepare presentation to the EU ISG the next day.
· 16-17 November – Katherine presents the draft final report to the EU ISG + discussion;
· Before Christmas break – Katherine finalises the text, Amana finalises the introduction, Sebastian finalises the table of comparative indicators (with input from all participants).
· January 2012 – Report printed and distributed.  
Presentation and discussion of country fiches & identifying common messages
MACROECONOMIC:
IRELAND: Sovereign debt and private debt (banks) + structural deficit problem. Main issues: how do you bridge the deficit gap, where is it coming from? How do you negotiate with the Troika? The deficit began because the construction sector collapsed, so the property market did, and a huge source of revenue disappeared. Increase taxes or cut spending? How do you distribute?
UK: Incomes are so law that taxes are not enough to make up, and in the private sector, taxes are either low, or avoided. How far does the deficit need to be closed by austerity, or taxation? How much of the deficit is due to the crisis, and how much was already there? Clinton/Blair/Thatcher decided to dominate banking and financial markets in the mid-90s (see Glass-Steagall Act).
PORTUGAL: Troika came on top of already existing problems. Structural deficit due to importing more than exporting, although now the balance of trade is improving. But unemployment is so high and rising. Jobless recovery is a big risk. Youth particularly hit. Emigration soaring. 
GREECE: Debt has been about 300 billion since 2000 (about 110% of GDP). The main issue is the common currency, which helped Northern country to export cheaply, while it made it very difficult for periphery countries. We became a parasite economy, borrowing money for a decade, paying about 100 billion euro just as interest. Now debt has reached about 160% of our GDP, while GDP is also massively declining (already 17% decline, and 20% estimated for December 2012). Troika supplied money to pay salaries and pensions, but with a 5% interest. We are paying more money than is actually coming in. There is no investment in salaries, infrastructures etc. Obama supported heavily that Greece remains in the eurozone, so it is important that he stays in power after November 2012.

ROMANIA: Consumerism led people to borrow so that they could fill the lifestyle gap, after the fall of communism, between us and developed nations. In 2007, we had +8% economic growth, but it was all a bubble. Right now, everything is blurred. We will see the true state of Romania from next year, because, once again, we are in an electoral year, so it is very hard to come across real information. We have a Troika programme since early 2010.  

Common messages:

· Structural debt versus crisis impact; jobless recovery; where is the money going?

· The phenomenon of low, stagnant wages (even in Germany, see Harz reforms etc) in order to drive competitiveness made people turn to borrowing to support a lifestyle, in euro countries and non-euro countries. This fuelled a huge private debt of households.

· Globalization generalised a particular set of values, based on consumerism, which made it less possible for individual Governments to actually control what is going on in their countries.

· Redistribution of debt issue: who pays? Fighting corruption, tax evasion, tax havens – in the private, but also in the public sector;

INCOME DISTRIBUTION (WAGES), EMPLOYMENT, ACTIVE LABOUR MARKET POLICIES:
ROMANIA: Unemployment rate is around 7%, but this is only those receiving unemployment benefits. Peasants, who do subsistence agriculture, are considered as employed, but they are not taxed and they are very poor. Youth unemployment is around 23%. Look up in-work poverty rates and GINI coefficient. 
UK: Unemployment is about 8%. Unemployment benefits are about 10% of average wages, disability benefit slightly higher. Increase in precarious, involuntary part-time, temporary jobs. Real wages fell 7% only last year. Much easier to hire and fire. 21% youth unemployment rate. Huge problem with unpaid work (internships) for young people. Work is not a solution to poverty. “Universal Credit” – hourly employment system – but paid to one person in the household (so issues about household distribution).  
GREECE: Employment rate declined by about 9% in 2010. Labour costs dropped, but productivity also declined by 9%, so it is a myth that lower wages boost productivity. All sorts of measures foreseen: implementing the 6-day working week, lower social security contributions for employers, diminish basic pension contributions, etc. Germany is increasingly advertising for cheap, high-qualified workforce, which is currently leaving Greece for Germany.
PORTUGAL: Youth unemployment reached 34%. Big problem with workless households, also on the rise, as well as long-term unemployment, and in-work poverty (12% increase from 2009 to 2010). After unemployment benefits (26 months), a single adult receives only 100 euro a month (social insertion income) as basic income, no additional benefits, regardless of means. Move to reduce employers’ contribution to social security from 23% to 18%.
IRELAND: Unemployment has gone from 5% to 14% in about one year (2009-2010). There is increased emigration, especially young people. Increase in offering pathways to work and internships. In the future, for the public sector, jobs will not be pen-ended contracts and will start on lower wages. Fight over tax increases: small increase in income tax, and discussion about introducing a property tax. In-work poverty on the rise. Faulty calculation of jobseekers – per day, not per hour, so people working a couple of hours a day are not entitled to benefits. Conditionality was present on paper, but not really enforced, whereas now this is changing. New activation programmes, amalgamating labour market reforms and benefits. Inequality is growing. Big decline in purchasing power.
Common messages:

· Youth unemployment is a big issue, as well as unpaid youth work;
· In-work poverty is high, as well as precarious work;

· MoUs set objectives, but then it is up to individual Governments to decide HOW to reach them and where to cut; this is not to say that, in discussions, Troika representatives do not encourage cuts in wages, services and welfare;
· Big increase in VAT – now at 23%.
The Troika is not a unitary beast:

· The ECB is mainly interested in the deficit;

· The EC is interested in guarding the Treaties;

· The IMF is interested in privatisation and flexibilisation of the labour market. 
POVERTY IMPACT – SERVICES, SOCIAL PROTECTION: 
UK: Over 20% households are at risk of poverty. Relative poverty is flatting down, but absolute poverty is rising, because wages fell faster and harder than benefits. Reliance on food banks (previously inexistent in the UK) is rising sharply. Poverty is very unevenly distributed. Privatisation (on the Thatcher model) is being implemented widely (health, education…). Cruelty becomes public policy, in a logic of dog-eat-dog – survival of the fittest means that weakness is condemned. Individual responsibility is paramount, so inequalities are on a sharp rise. 
GREECE: 30% of the population can’t afford basic daily living. The cost of heating is a big problem, especially since winter is coming. About 100.000 homes a year are delivered back to the banks – rise in homelessness. Troika asked additional cuts, by 2015, in pensions and benefits (disability, pension, etc). Increase of out of pocket payments for medicines and health services, merging of hospitals. 20% cuts in spending for education (teachers’ wages, school merging…). 2 suicides a day – about 3000 people from the beginning of the crisis. Return to the countryside (2000 / year). 
PORTUGAL: 18% at risk of poverty. Cuts in benefits, ever since before the Troika (unemployment, subsidies, allowances, pensions - frozen. The Government has a social emergency programme.  
IRELAND: The embargo on new recruitment is disastrous, especially for young people. Cutting staff in public services, while expecting them to cater for even more users.
ROMANIA: ESF was blocked, so the NGO sector is collapsing. People stay in education for longer (MAs, PhDs) as a survival strategy, and their expectations keep rising. 
Common messages:
· Poverty rates are going up (relative might be decreasing, but absolute is increasing);

· Groups are particularly hit – minorities especially;

· Most benefits (or secondary) are being cut, made worse by heavy inflation and rising prices of basic utilities and food;

· Access to services is getting worse – cuts in budget, staff numbers, resources, out of pocket payments on the rise (except Ireland);

· Reverting to a charity and emergency intervention model, versus empowerment.
Discussion on the final report
Main chapters:

· Macroeconomy

· Wages and labour market
· Poverty, services and social protection

· Civil dialogue and campaigns
Questions:

· Look at the situation “before” and “after” the Troika arrival;

· How to use UK as benchmarking? If the situation is worse than in Troika countries, then we can’t make the point that Troika requirements are making things worse;
· How to use Spain? 

Other issues:

· Stigmatisation and pitting one group against the other;

· Householdisation of benefits;

· Change of paradigm: from empowerment to charity

Discussion:

· How can we discuss the MoUs specifically by separating it from the general macroeconomic context, or the impact of the crisis more generally, or specific measures (i.e. cuts) which Governments adopt, with or without Troika?

· Maybe we should focus on how Troika arrangements are not working, they are not making the situation better, but rather worsening it; but maybe it is too soon to judge…
· Maybe we should focus on the fact that the path chosen by Governments to implement Troika requirements is driving economies into recession and people into poverty;

· Troika is driving the wrong model of recovery, and setting the wrong example; 
Next meeting: Thursday, 15th November 2012, in Berlin

