Mind the Wealth Gap?

Can we afford the growing levels of inequality in our society?
On Wednesday 24th March about 60 people met in Moray House’s Godfrey Thomson Hall to participate in the Edinburgh Active Citizenship’s Seminar looking at the ‘Wealth Gap’ and growing income and wealth inequality in the United Kingdom.

Lynn Tett, Professor of Community Education and Lifelong Learning, University of Edinburgh, who chaired the meeting welcomed and introduced the speakers.

Adrian Sinfield, Emeritus Professor of Social Policy, University of Edinburgh gave an introduction to and overview of the ‘Wealth Gap’. In his very interesting input which was supported by statistics and quotes from people ranging from Adam Smith to Jean Baptiste Colbert, Finance Minister to Louis XIV of France he gave some background to the increasing inequality in income. His answer to the question ‘Can society afford the growing gap in income and wealth?’ was a resounding ‘No’. There is increasingly a recognition that growing wealth inequality is not only bad for those at the bottom of the pile but for society as a whole. Adrian likened this shift in thinking to the moment when it was first acknowledged that cigarettes caused cancer.

John Dickie, Head of Child Poverty Action Group in Scotland looked at the effect of the ‘Wealth Gap’ on families in Scotland. He spoke briefly about why child poverty mattered and how despite politicians’ commitments to end child poverty very limited progress had been made. In recent years the decrease in the number of children living in poverty has actually stalled. 

After the two thought provoking inputs the participants joined small discussion groups facilitated by EACG members. The groups were asked to discuss the following questions: 
· How does the wealth gap affect us all today?

· Who benefits and who loses?

· Can anything be done about it?

During the discussions possible solutions were explored (more progressive tax system, Tobin Tax, a ‘High Pay Commission’, a cap on top earnings). Some people were sceptical as to if anything could be done – it would need a radical shift in thinking and the way society is currently organised to address the issues raised.

At the end of the group discussions one key issue or question per group was put to the speakers. Adrian reminded participants that things have not always been the way they are – there have been times when inequality was decreasing as a result of taxation and economic policy – there is no reason why this cannot happen again.
The following websites give more information on the issues raised at the seminar and some ideas for further action:

http://www.poverty.org.uk/
http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/
http://www.scotlandequalitygroup.net/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2006/jul/25/socialexclusion.highereducationprofile
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/documents/2009/03/13/inequality.pdf
http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Guardian/documents/2008/09/12/13.09.08.Public.spending.pdf
