The inequality issue - sending our message to political parties 
*Trevor McGlinchey is the Executive Officer of the NZ Council of Christian Social Services, which is made up of six member organisations: Presbyterian Support Services Inc, Anglican Care Network, Baptist Churches of New Zealand, Methodist Church, Catholic Social Services and the Salvation Army.

As Election Day draws nearer, New Zealanders will receive increasing, and often conflicting, messages about the best direction to take - and who the best party is to guide us there.  Regardless of whether a person believes that wealth will trickle down to the lowest earners, or that raising the minimum wage is the better approach, the fact remains that New Zealand now has higher income inequality and worse social problems than almost all other wealthy countries in the OECD. This is particularly bad news for our children, who are the innocent victims of inequality, and the impact on Māori is huge.
The message I delivered at the Māori Synod hui, held at the Te Kakano o Te Aroha Church Marae in August, is that the NZ Council of Christian Social Services wants a more equal country where the difference between those who earn the most and those that earn the least is closer together.  In turn, this will mean we have a healthier, happier, more productive and greener society where we are all better-off.  I thank Te Aka Puaho (Māori Synod) Moderator, Rev. Wayne Te Kaawa, for inviting me to present to this committed and vibrant group.
What kind of impact is high inequality having?

In the April 2009 issue of Candour, Andrew Bradstock wrote, “Biblical teaching that all people are of equal value because they are created in God’s image places demands upon communities with respect to their social and economic arrangements – specifically, to ensure that no one is unable to meet their basic needs in terms of food, shelter and security; and that there are sound Biblical and sociological reasons for governments consciously to pursue policies aimed not simply at relieving poverty  but at narrowing the differential between rich and poor in society.”  
Yet in 2011, fewer people are able to meet these basic needs and government policies have not managed to reduce this differential; in fact, they may have actually contributed to its increase.  Examples of the impact high inequality is having on our society include:

· Wealth disparity: The top 10% of the population owns half of all our wealth while the bottom 50% of the population owns only 5% of wealth. There are more than half a million people living in households with "negative wealth".

· Unemployment: We have a fluctuating unemployment rate with big disparities. Youth unemployment – particularly in the 16-20 age groups and for Māori or Pacific people – is really high; even the Business Round Table recognises this will create a ‘time bomb’ for the future.
· Mental illness: One in five people live with some form of mental illness in New Zealand, which is more than twice the rate of more equal countries. Depression, addictions and anxiety-related illnesses are more common in unequal societies where more people experience on daily basis the reality of missing out. 

· Imprisonment rate: We now lock up twice as many people as we used to in the 1980s, even though levels of crime and violence or murder have not risen significantly. More equal countries have different approaches to imprisonment and use a wider range of means to deal with crime.

· Teenage pregnancies:  The NZ rate is five times that of more equal countries and only the UK & USA have higher rates of teenage births. Women who give birth as teenagers are much more likely to live in poverty, drop out of school early, have low or no qualifications, live in poor housing, suffer from depression and earn low incomes or be on a benefit. 

· High demand for social services: The impact on social services has been huge with waiting lists for family counselling and social work. Food banks distributing food at an ever increasing rate with many reporting several hundred per cent increases over the last few years.
What does this mean for our children?

Hundreds of thousands of children live in the households that are being "left behind" as income inequality grows. One quarter of our population is aged under 18 years - what we do to our children we are doing to our future as a country. Increasing inequality means that:

· Thousands of children suffer from infectious diseases such as rheumatic fever that are preventable.

· Over 200,000 children live in benefit-dependent households.

· New Zealand has one of the lowest rankings among the 30 wealthy OECD countries for child wellbeing and for health & safety.
· Children who have low family income in their first 5 years of life experience poor health and have poorer long term outcomes (leaving school early, unemployed in later life).

What does this mean for Māori?

Māori bear an unfair burden of inequality:
· Māori are much more likely to be on a benefit or in lower paid work than non-Māori.
· Rates of mental illness are much higher than for non-Māori.
· The imprisonment rate is more than three times that of non-Māori.
· Māori children are 23 times more likely than non-Māori to suffer from rheumatic fever (a classic disease of poverty).
· While things have got a bit better Māori life-span is still much shorter than non-Māori, approximately 7.5 yrs, on average. 
How can we encourage change? 
We need to encourage politicians from all political parties to consider inequality an issue and put in place policies that bring us closer together.  Therefore, we need people in focus groups and polls to be talking about the issues of inequality and fairness.  To do this, we need a grassroots groundswell of public opinion to be generated so that political candidates spell out how they will commit themselves to achieving a more equal and a fairer New Zealand.
What do we want politicians to do? 
We want our politicians to pledge to work towards a more equal society by encouraging and establishing policies based on: 

· Restraint – those in leadership and decision making need to lead by example and show restraint and help reduce the growth in difference between highest and lowest paid, work on creating greater equality and focus on the development of good jobs with good pay and conditions 
· Regulation - passing legislation and regulations to raise the lowest wages and restrain the highest pay levels 
· Redistribution - using the tax system to share income and wealth more. 
What can you do? 

Our worsening outcomes are not inevitable, but they are the result of choices we make as a country.  My presentation to the Synod about the NZCCSS’s education programme Closer Together Whakatata Mai, which aims to reduce inequality in New Zealand, was warmly received at the hui.  I deeply appreciate the wonderful support and korero I received from the participants, and thank all those who signed up to support it - but we need your support too.  
Please encourage your congregations, community, whānau and friends to sign up to the “Closer Together Choice” by signing a Freepost choice card or online at www.closertogether.org.nz.  Let’s work together to send the message to all political parties that we want a fairer country.
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