
services hard across Europe. Cuts to services
aimed at improving the lives of service users
have also resulted in the loss of social workers’
jobs and restrictions on their ability to practice.  

In the UK, more and more social workers are
finding it hard to pay their bills. They face
redundancies and wage freezes. According to
the Social Workers’ Benevolent Trust, a third of
social workers say they are more in debt than a
year ago. Employee benefits, such as fuel
allowances, are being cut and in the face of
ever-increasing workloads to compensate for
cutbacks, social workers are finding themselves
doing unpaid overtime. Staff who have been
made redundant, off long-term sick or on
maternity leave are not being replaced. And
with local authorities required to further reduce
their budgets over the next few years, more of
this is likely to come.

The voluntary sector is also suffering. Many
organisations are having local authority
contracts terminated and a new emphasis on
payment by results makes it difficult for smaller
voluntary organisations to compete with bigger
organisations offering economies of scale.

And yet, amid this gloom, there is light. We
are seeing the emergence of new and innovative
ways of working to mitigate against austerity.
Some local authorities are responding to the
attack on local government services by making
changes to empower social workers and
promote social work skills. Derbyshire’s adult
social care department is investing in qualified
social workers to ensure they base their practice
on relationship skills working in partnership
with local people and communities. The idea is
to deliver a safe and sustainable system of
person-centred and self-directed adult social
care support within a significantly reduced
budget. This investment in professional social
work leadership has been both challenging and
rewarding for practitioners. Last year,
Derbyshire Adult Care was recognised as best
employer and also won the best Newly
Qualified Adult Social Work practitioner in the
Social Worker of the Year Awards.

Although controversial, some of the social
work practice pilots in England provide a more
responsive service by reducing bureaucracy,
getting to the heart of communities and asking
people what they need and working closely
with them to ensure they get it.

Another example of how once statutory
services are being provided elsewhere is ‘asset-
based social work’ enabling older people to stay
independent longer. Such approaches involve
different models of engagement that give
control to citizens and nurture them to fulfil
their aspirations. Ultimately it can reduce
dependence on the state and empowers people
by showing them they have the resources to
help themselves live a better life.

Devolution in the UK demonstrates there
can be alternative approaches to austerity. The
Scottish Parliament took action to reduce the
impact of the UK Government’s austerity
programme, both on the Scottish economy and
vulnerable groups. It has committed to
delivering a social wage and providing direct
support to households through measures such
as mitigating the effect of the ‘bedroom tax’.
Scotland is also helping young people into
work through partnerships across the public,
private and third sectors.

Ideology-driven cuts

In the midst of the worst economic
downturn in living memory, creative solutions
have been sought and implemented to ensure
front line services are not affected. These help,
but are not the full solution. The bigger
problem is one of free market ideology putting
the needs of the economy before those of
people. In the UK, austerity has been used as
an excuse for ideology-driven cuts to welfare
and services that support people through
difficulties, undermining basic human rights
and putting people in poverty.

It is up to social workers to highlight the
impact of this across the world and they have
been doing so. What we now need is for world
governments to respond and introduce new
systems and processes to bring about long-
term solutions to social and economic
problems. People need measures that allow
them to live in stable and equitable
environments and sustain-able economies. This
is what we should demand on World
Social Work Day.
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n the summer of 2007, world
news focused on the earthquake
in Japan that threatened to send a
nuclear power plant into
meltdown. In the UK, people

talked of the smoking ban, the final Harry
Potter book and floods. No one then was talking
about world recession.

By the end of the year, however, it was the
phrase on everyone’s lips and the language of
politicians and the media was economic crisis,
fiscal tightening, public sector cutbacks and
austerity. It has been ever since. 

On 18 March, the theme for World Social
Work Day (WSWD) will be ‘Social and
Economic Crisis – Social Work Solutions’. This
reflects the growing evidence of the damaging
effects of inequality brought about by
government policies and the alternative
solutions social workers have for a more socially
just world.

As a profession, we are among the best
placed to see the impact austerity measures are
having on individuals and communities. We
understand how poverty and discrimination
affect lives and the damage done to sections of
society by political and media stereotyping of
the most vulnerable. Social workers know how
unemployment and disadvantage can lead to all
kinds of personal and emotional problems that
can become intransient.  

During the last year, the International
Federation of Social Workers (ISFW) – together
with the International Association of Schools of
Social Work (IASSW) – have held forums
around the world for social workers to speak
out about what’s happening to service users. 

They have worked with international bodies,
such as the United Nations and the European
Council, which have recognised that social
workers play a vital role in providing insights
into how social and economic policies are
impacting on the day-to-day lives of people.

Across Europe, where austerity measures are
being enforced, social workers speak of families
in crisis. Of people who have lost incomes,
homes and access to services essential to their
well-being. They highlight increases in suicide

rates, violence, stress and depression. 
There are long-term implications of austerity,

not just socially in terms of declining health and
well-being within communities, but also for
economic recovery as skilled people leave
struggling economies for countries where they
can find work.

The European Union has recognised that
youth unemployment – which exceeds 50% in
nations such as Greece and Spain – presents a
major risk to social stability. Last May,
European leaders warned of widespread social
unrest within member state governments.  

The French, German and Italian governments
have joined forces and launched initiatives to
“rescue an entire generation” that fears it will
never find a job. More than 7.5 million young
Europeans aged between 15 and 24 are not in
employment, education or training across
Europe, according to EU data.

It is hardly surprising that in the face of this,

social workers are becoming more politically
active than at any time over the last 30 years. It
is perhaps difficult for them not to be, if we are
to take seriously the IFSW/IASSW’s
international definition of social work and
BASW’s Code of Ethics, which says “principles
of human rights and social justice are
fundamental” to our work. Rory Truell,
Secretary General of the IFSW, has stated:
“Although people do have individual
responsibilities, they also need a fair and just
environment to support them. We (social
workers) are therefore compelled to advocate
for fair and socially just systems.”  

Across Europe, social workers are getting
involved in campaigns against policies that are
hurting the most vulnerable in society. Last
June, social workers from many European
countries joined anti-austerity groups in Athens
for the Alter Summit calling on Western
governments to radically change policy
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direction. The two-day event ended with
alternative proposals being put forward to meet
the economic crisis and the drafting of a
common agenda for action called the Athens
Manifesto. IFSW members from Spain,
Portugal, Greece and Ireland have met with the
European Commissioner for Employment,
Social Affairs and Inclusion, László Andor, to
urge the European Union to understand the
impact of austerity upon the people of their
countries. 

Last November, more than 1,300 Spanish
social workers came together in Marbella, Spain
for the national social work congress of the
Consejo General del Trabajo Social (CGTS).
The conference theme was ‘Social Intervention
in Troubled Times: We Know, We Can, We
Demand’. 

Standing up for the vulnerable in society
goes hand-in-hand with standing up for social
work. Austerity measures have hit social

IN THE MIDST OF THE WORST ECONOMIC
DOWNTURN IN LIVING MEMORY,
CREATIVE SOLUTIONS HAVE BEEN
SOUGHT AND IMPLEMENTED TO ENSURE
FRONT LINE SERVICES ARE NOT AFFECTED
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Global measures to deal with
recession have hit the most
vulnerable hardest, says Tracy
Chopping, who out outlines
how social workers around the
world have shown solidarity
with, and found new ways to
support those most in need.
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