CHURCHES REGIONAL COMMISSION 
FOR YORKSHIRE AND THE HUMBER

RISING UNEMPLOYMENT AND THE CHURCHES 

‘It began with a squeeze, then the squeeze became a crunch and the crunch became a

downturn and the downturn became a crisis. A crisis of faith as the temple of Mammon on which we have all sought to build our economic prosperity was tried in the fire of truth, honesty and reality, and was revealed to have shaky foundations. …When the day of reckoning came - and there is always a day of reckoning - the winds of truth blew away the countless houses of cards. Greed, risk-taking, the trading of false rumours and the speculation of the money markets has pulled down banks and businesses overnight. The removal of morals from markets has led us to this present position.’

Archbishop of York, writing in The Times, 24 December 2008
‘To follow (the Word made flesh) …in the months ahead will mean…asking repeatedly what is asked of us locally to care for those who bear the heaviest burdens in the wake of our economic crisis – without waiting for the magical solution let alone the return of good times.’

Archbishop of Canterbury’s Christmas Sermon 2008

Introduction 

1. Unemployment is now rising very quickly in our region. This paper makes some suggestions for the churches’ response to this disturbing development, drawing on experience of the recessions of the early 1980s and early 1990s and the Council for Churches in Britain and Ireland’s influential 1997 Report ‘Unemployment and the Future of Work’. 
2. This paper does not address the fundamental issues about the causes of the present crisis and their implications for the churches’ attitude to the working of capitalism. There is an interesting discussion of these issues in a recent paper ‘Implications of the Financial Crisis and Recession’ written for the General Synod by Rev Dr Malcolm Brown, Director of Public Affairs of the Church of England. See http://www.cofe.anglican.org/about/gensynod/agendas/feb09/gs1719.pdf
Impact on the Region
3.  Regional bodies
 have described this as ‘a time of great economic uncertainty’ and ‘possibly the most challenging economic environment the country has encountered since the Second World War.’ In order to lead the response to the challenges posed by this economic downturn, a Regional Economic Delivery Group, chaired by Rosie Winterton MP, the Regional Minister, has been established. Priorities for the group include:

• improving our understanding of the economic impact across industrial sectors and localities;

• ensuring the initiatives in place to support business and individuals affected by the downturn are effective; and

• supporting people who may be facing redundancy with advice and training linked to new job opportunities.

3. Some of the potential or actual features of the crisis in our region are as follows:

· Likely severe cutbacks in the financial sector, particularly affecting Halifax, owing to the near collapse of HBOS and its takeover by Lloyds, and Leeds with its highly developed financial sector; Sheffield’s biggest  financial sector company, HSBC, has been less affected; 

· The crisis in the financial sector has created very difficult business conditions for most other sectors, primarily owing to problems in obtaining credit; leading to….

· Abandonment, suspension or slowing down of development projects and house-building in cities and towns across the region, due to the drying up of private capital; this in turn has caused a sharp cutback in the construction industry;

· Impact on retail sector, with the closure of various retail chains, notably Woolworths, the loss of 1,000 jobs at Grattans in Bradford etc. 

· Impact on manufacturing, because of decline in global demand as well as credit shortage eg loss of 700 jobs at Corus in Rotherham. 

· Increased level of home repossessions and even greater pressures on social housing. 

4. These developments will increase unemployment. Regional unemployment was  173,000
  last Autumn (up 36,000 on 2007). Despite regeneration efforts in recent years, the Yorkshire unemployment rate remained higher at 6.6% than the GB rate (6.3%). In Jan 2009 the narrower count of those on Jobseekers Allowance was 126,700, an increase of 47,600 over Jan 2008.  Unemployment figures lag behind economic developments so we can expect the figures to increase substantially in the coming months. Even when the economic situation improves, unemployment will continue to rise for a while. 
5. Discussions of unemployment tend to focus on the large towns, but rural communities should not be overlooked.  Unemployment rates are generally lower in rural than urban areas but recently there have been steep rises in unemployment in some rural districts. The number of people chasing every ‘unfilled vacancy’ in many peripheral rural districts is far higher than the average across Britain. In the year ending December 2008, for example, Jobseekers Allowance claimants increased by 51.5% across North Yorkshire as a whole but in Craven and Richmondshire districts the increases were 66.1 and 67% respectively. The rates of increase appears to be accelerating in some rural districts and at a faster rate than in towns and cities in the county.

6.  No one knows how long this downturn will last. In the recession of the early 1980s, UK unemployment was above 3 million for four years, whereas in the early 1990s recession it touched 3 million and then swiftly came down again.  This downturn seems more like that of the early 1980s. It seems unlikely that it will last less than two years and it could be much more prolonged, unless ways can quickly be found to revive normal bank credit. The Japanese banks and economy were in the doldrums for many years after the bursting of an asset bubble at the end of the 1980s. 

The impact of unemployment 

7. Short periods of unemployment as people change jobs are not a serious problem. But the scale of the current increase in redundancies and decline in vacancies is such as to lead to a substantial increase in long-term unemployment. There is a substantial literature drawn from the slump of the 1930s and the recessions of the 1980s and 1990s about the poverty (given the UK’s ungenerous benefit rates), demoralisation and sense of futility caused by long periods of unemployment.  This is reflected in strains on families, physical and mental health problems and even occasionally suicide. Long term unemployment can be corrosive for whole communities as well as individuals. These issues are not new to us in Yorkshire, since many places in the Region have still not fully recovered from the loss of coalmines and other industries in the 1980s or 1990s. But in the next two years or more these problems are going to be much more widespread. 

8. Higher long term unemployment is likely to affect particularly:

·  the young who will have great difficulty in getting established in the labour market;

· older workers, since many organisations will use early retirement for downsizing;

· private sector employees rather than public sector employees: the latter’s turn will come later when the Government sheds staff to pay back the huge debts it has incurred;  

· vulnerable groups like the disabled, and 

· ethnic minorities, who may be scapegoated in an adverse economic climate , whereas in reality the worst impact may be felt by them eg those immigrants who are debarred from recourse to social security.  

What can the churches do? 

9. First, the churches should press for Government policies which lead to the reintroduction of full employment. This was the central message of the 1997 CCBI Report ‘Unemployment and the Future of Work’  - that work is central to the human condition, not an optional extra. The Report argued that the goal of full employment – or Enough Good Work for Everyone – must be a policy priority. This rationale helped to underpin the successful New Deal programmes of the early Blair years. Unfortunately, less attention was paid to other aspects of the Report, such as the need to re-evaluate employment including its social function, to tackle overwork and distribution of work, to reduce inequality and to redistribute resources through the tax system. The Report could not anticipate the return of high unemployment owing to excessive risk taking in the deregulated financial sector. But this experience reinforces the Report’s call for a fundamental ‘re-evaluation of employment’ to ensure sustainability in the future.  

10. Second, the churches should press the Government to adapt its welfare to work policies to the realities of the present labour market. Niall Cooper of Church Action on Poverty, writes:
‘The whole thrust of the Government’s welfare to work programmes over the past 12 years has been built on the assumption that there is work available – and the question is how to enable various ‘disadvantaged’ groups – young people, single mothers and now those in incapacity benefit – to get them. This strategy is now out of date – as unemployment is on the increase and the number of jobs are being cut. Even those with relatively high skill, good employment records and motivation will be struggling to find work over the next couple of years. Those who don’t have these won’t stand a chance. So the Government needs a new strategy.’ 

The Welfare to Work Bill currently going through Parliament is insensitive to the real lives of those living on benefit and even more inappropriate given the present economic situation.

11. Third, the churches should be sensitive towards, and supportive of, those of their own members who experience unemployment.  We have already noted  the potential effect of long term unemployment in corroding  the morale and sense of self-worth of individuals. This will apply to those inside the churches as well as to those outside. Churches with their wide range of voluntary roles and activities provide ample opportunities to maintain or rebuild that sense of self worth in other ways than paid work.   

12. Fourth, as in previous recessions, churches should be prepared to run employment projects within any Government programmes that might be set up.  The churches are among the biggest voluntary sector bodies and, as was argued in Faithful Cities (2005), they have substantial ‘faithful capital’ at their disposal in terms of motivation (the Kingdom), personnel, buildings and expertise in running social projects. But they do not have large amounts of spare cash. Along with other parts of the voluntary sector, church projects in regeneration areas have been affected by the loss of EU money (which now goes to Eastern Europe) and by reduced funds from central Government. It remains to be seen whether the Government will introduce large employment programmes designed to harness the commitment and expertise of the voluntary sector as occurred in the 1980s. One programme with which the churches co-operated in that period was the massive Youth Opportunities Programme. Another was the Community Programme, introduced in 1982, which was remarkably flexible in the range of public benefit activities it supported. It peaked in 1987 with 250,000 places. Attached in the Appendix are some criticisms of church involvement in these projects in the 1980s. These should be seen as a checklist of points to watch out for rather than reasons for cold-shouldering any Government schemes that might emerge. 

13. Fifth, churches should begin now to review whether they develop more  projects for those who are unemployed. The CRC has a close relationship with existing church regeneration agencies (TfR - Together for Regeneration - in South Yorkshire, Active Faith Communities in West Yorkshire and Search in Hull). These bodies had their origins in the damage caused by high unemployment in previous years and may be able to assist church consideration of what action should be taken as the present recession deepens. Some existing church projects provide support in one way or another to unemployed people and maybe others could be adapted to do so. While any large church contribution would probably be dependent upon the allocation of public funds, it would be right for those involved in regeneration projects, social responsibility officers, workplace chaplains and others interested in the unemployment challenge to begin now to review whether any existing projects could be adapted or new projects launched to meet the growing unemployment challenge eg for young people. 

14. Sixth, as a first step the CRC will initiate early consultations on church responses in Yorkshire and the Humber to the deepening economic crisis. We will ask Yorkshire Forward for their perspective on implications for the Region. Representatives of the Commission and its Social Inclusion Group, together with  church regeneration agencies and others with appropriate experience will engage in discussion on possible practical church contributions. 

15. Finally, the CRC will ensure that its consultations take full account of the need for varying approaches in different types of area within the region. Para 5 above drew attention to the special problems and needs of rural areas, which must not be overlooked. It is suggested that the Rural Churches Task Group should be invited to consider these issues. 
Conclusion 

16. The Commission of the CRC affirms that: 
(a) The churches should press for Government policies which lead to the reintroduction of full employment.  

(b) The churches should press the Government to adapt its welfare to work policies to the realities of the present labour market.

(c) The churches should be sensitive towards, and supportive of, those of their own members who experience unemployment. 

(d) As in previous recessions, churches should be prepared to run employment projects within any Government programmes that might be set up. 

(e) The churches should begin now to review whether they can develop more projects for those who are unemployed.

(f) As a first step, the CRC will initiate early consultations on church responses in Yorkshire and the Humber to the deepening economic crisis.

(g) The CRC will ensure that its consultations take full account of the need for varying approaches in different types of area within the region.

David Price

March 2009, affimed by the Commission in April 2009
APPENDIX

Commentary on church involvement in Government employment projects 

The following paragraphs appear in Dr Malcolm Brown’s paper of January 2009 for General Synod on ‘Implications of the Financial Crisis and Recession’: 

‘96. Whilst economic forces have driven many other institutions and

professional people out of the hardest-pressed areas (rural and urban), the

Church of England continues as a Christian presence in every community.

The church’s ability to engage with all manner of groups and communities

– in particular, those who will feel the impact of recession most acutely –

grounds the gospel message in the lived experience of real people.

97. The report of the Archbishops’ Commission on Urban Priority Areas,

Faith in the City of 1985, is frequently cited as the high-water mark of

recent Anglican social theology. Faith in the City sprang out of the

practice of clergy and congregations in hardest-pressed urban Britain and

energised the church to develop and continue its work in alleviating

hardship and working towards a more just society.

98. The Church Urban Fund, begun in the wake of Faith in the City, has

continued to develop this work ever since, and there are many published

accounts of the church’s practical witness among hard-hit communities.11

The church’s record in the urban regeneration programmes of the last
twenty years has been considerable. 

99. Nevertheless, many practitioners who were active in the 1980s would

testify that the church often made mistakes in its attempts to address the

local effects of economic hardship. These included:

• Mixed motives. For example, churches which saw projects with

unemployed people as a good way to make use of the Church Hall

during the week, often found that the demands of serious project work

and Hall lettings policies were hard to hold together.

• Social distance. Some church projects betrayed the social gulf that

existed between congregations and the people they hoped to serve. For

instance, the idea that “the unemployed” would gladly be ministered

to under that banner often misunderstood the complex psychology and

sociology of unemployment.

• Over-estimates of capacity. Fired by Christian zeal, some churches

underestimated the sheer hard work, frustration and energy required to

offer ministry through project work. The capacity of congregations for

sustained engagement was sometimes found wanting.

• Over-reliance on statutory funding. Many church projects found to

their cost that, having been courted as partners by statutory bodies

such as the Manpower Services Commission, the statutory sector itself

proved to be a fickle partner. This remains a contentious issue in 2009

as government continues to court the voluntary sector to deliver its

welfare programmes.12

• Inadequate theology and spirituality. Practical projects were not

always well integrated into the spiritual, theological and worshipping

life of the local church – the case for social action as discipleship was

not always well made.

• Lack of coherence. Local church action was not always well coordinated

within a wider area or region. Churches too often failed to

tell each other – or potential secular partners – what they were doing.’
� Regional Funding Advice for Yorkshire and the Humber Region. Final Report 28 February 2009. 


�This is the Labour Force Survey figure, which is more comprehensive but less up to date than the claimant count of those on Jobseekers Allowance (JSA). 


� Rusource (Arthur Rank Centre) Briefing 783. ‘Rural economies recession intelligence’.  





