
Gender, Austerity and Economic Crisis:  A perspective on EU and Ireland 
Debate on the economic crisis and the European Union (EU) has focused on the financial and banking crisis, contraction of paid employment, rise in unemployment and the huge issues of household and sovereign debt that hac been imposed on a number of EU economies (Greece, Spain, Ireland, Cyprus, Portugal and Italy). The consequences of austerity policies on levels of poverty and deprivation, extremely high levels of youth unemployment, dramatic reductions in public expenditure (on welfare in particular) shrinking pension entitlements and barriers to accessing affordable childcare and housing. Bail-out programmes imposed on EU countries by primarily the European Central Bank (ECB), together with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the European Commission (EC) - known in Ireland as the ‘troika’ - have been radically criticised for turning the enormous private corporate debt of the banking sector into public or ‘sovereign’ debt, resulting in major cutbacks to key pulic expenditure prograames in order to finance impossible levels of debt repayments. 

Ireland was the first European Union (EU) country to declare itself officially in recession in August 2008 and the second Eurozone country (after Greece) to have a structural adjustment programme imposed by the IMF/ECB/EU[footnoteRef:1] known as the troika. Specific countries, for example Greece, has had a wholly unmanageable and unsustainable debt repayment system forced on its government and its people, and no amount of savage reductions in social spending have been sufficient to meet the demands of the troika. Ireland is now held up as a country that has successfully exited the bail-out programme and in which employment growth has resumed. This fragile ‘recovery’ of the Irish economy deliberately ignores the major increases in poverty (particularly child poverty) that have taken place, the unresolved debt burdens which have trapped tens of thousands of households in homes with mounting mortgage repayment arrears, the cruel impact of the loss of supports to lone parents, those with disabilities and their carers, the Traveller community and the rising level of homelessness. [1:  The troika was made of representative of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), European Central Bank (ECB) and the European Commission (EC).] 


Ireland has been through a boom-bust cycle of economic activity and economic policies characterised by crisis management focused on saving the entire banking system no matter what the economic consequences. Economic policy throughout the ‘boom decade’ from 1998-2008 - when Ireland was known as the ‘celtic tiger’ - was based on a neo-liberal low-tax strategy and the consequences of this have shaped the particular way in which the economic recession unfolded and the level of debt that has been imposed enormous negative impact on Irish public finances for generations to come. The Irish government has guaranteed since 2008, not just depositors but also all bondholders, secured and unsecured, in Irish banks and credit institutions, even those which had already failed. Key characteristics of the Irish economic crisis were firstly, an overreliance on declining taxation income from a completely overblown property and construction sector and secondly, the high level of public subsidy poured into a crisis-ridden Irish banking sector, both with particularly negative impacts on low-income households.

Each EU country that entered the ‘bail-out’ programme became subject to a detailed Memorandum of Agreement signed with the troika and covering all areas of economic policy including public expenditure and taxation policies - subject to quarterly review – including a commitment to repay all banking debt. Over the crisis years this has meant a severe drop in public expenditure, a huge increase in public debt, rising poverty and deprivation levels, a fall in income levels, with a particularly negative impact on those with low to middle level earnings linked to a high level of household debt and cut-backs of a wide range of public services.

Ireland was recognised across the EU as a country with strong and comprehensive equality legislative and policy framework, covering a broad range of discrimination grounds in relation to both employment and services, backed up with independent statutory agencies and organisations. That was up until the onset of the economic crisis in 2008 when this situation was changed radically. An entire infrastructure of public and statutory bodies established to promote and advocate equality, monitor progress, enhance awareness and develop new practice have been restructured, closed down, subjected to drastic budget cuts or were part absorbed into Departments of Government. The budgets of the Equality Authority and the National Women’s Council were cut, prompting the resignation of both directors and considerable disquiet. The independence of important statutory agencies has been undermined as government departments have absorbed the work of key bodies such as the Combat Poverty Agency, National Consultative Committee on Racism and Interculturalism, the Women’s Health Council, and the Crisis Pregnancy Agency.
This paper explores the consequences for gender equality of the economic crisis and austerity policies, and the gender dimensions to the austerity policies which have been imposed across the EU. From a gender equality standpoint, it is important to highlight the extent to which there are common gender dimensions to policy processes that have been implemented at EU level. A definite gender dimension to the policies that have been implemented in Ireland through the different phases of the crisis have clearly been identified (Barry and Conroy 2014). This paper looks at the Irish situation but also takes a comparative perspective drawing on analyses of core policies at EU level, exploring the gender patterns evident in the way in which economic and social policies have been developed and implemented and some of the consequences for women’s employment (Rubery and Karmanessi 2014; ENEGE 2013; Oxfam 2013; Trefell 2012; Smith). 

EU – policies towards gender equality
There was clear evidence at EU level of an increased emphasis on gender equality, particularly in employment policy, in the decade through to 2005, but this radically changed with the onset of the crisis. Central to EU policies towards gender equality was the development of a European Employment Strategy (EES). Villa and Smith (2014) identify four phases in the implementation of the EES. Phase 1 1998-2002 saw gender equality designated as a core priority of EU employment policy and defined as one of the four pillars which made up the framework for employment policy (a policy based on 22 guidelines, five of which came under the gender equality pillar). During this period a new concept was also introduced - gender mainstreaming – which was to become a stated aim of establishing gender equality, and in 1999 was adopted as a horizontal principal across all policy areas, not just employment policy. Linked to this stronger emphasis on gender equality in economic policy, was a decision by the EU Council of Ministers meeting in Lisbon in 2000 to set down a target for women’s paid employment rate of 60% and for men’s paid employment rate of 70%, to be reached by 2010. Throughout this period (known as the Lisbon Process) the clear focus was on increasing employment rates, and women were seen as central to achieving that objective.

New changes were introduced in Phase 2 2003-2005, coinciding with the enlargement of the EU from 15 to 25 member States, and which resulted in redefining of the EES to incorporate 3 over-arching objectives and 10 guidelines, only one of which was a gender equality guideline, but which continued to include the mainstreaming of gender equality across all policy areas. Within another few years, further changes to the EES took place and the gender equality emphasis was significantly diluted. Phase 3 2005-2009 was characterized by the introduction of Broad Economic Policy Guidelines based on twenty-four integrated policy guideline. This time there was no gender equality guideline just a statement in the preamble of the importance of gender equality, combating discrimination and gender mainstreaming. The most recent Phase 4 2010-2020 developed in the midst of the crisis saw a continuation of this process with just ten integrated policy guidelines. Yet again, no gender equality guideline was included and a very simple statement in the preamble to the EES that visible gender equality is important in all relevant policy areas: Villa and Smyth (2013) argue:
	
The fourth phase was marked by the end of the Lisbon process in 2010 and the beginning of the formulation of a new strategy to take the EU to 2020. The new Europe 2020 strategy further marginalizes gender equality with none of the ten integrated guidelines related specifically to equal opportunities and only four related to employment. Moreover, gender mainstreaming is not mentioned. Furthermore this reformulation occurred in the middle of the crisis, when policy makers’ attention was focused on its immediate impact on male employment, a context in which the gains made in raising female employment during the Lisbon process were quickly overlooked. (Villa and Smyth 2014, p 278)

As is clear from the following Table 1, employment rates changed dramatically across the EU through the crisis years. And while the gender gap in employment rates between women and men has narrowed, this does not reflect a positive change towards greater gender equality but reflects the faster deteriorating employment situation of men across the EU, particularly during the first stage of the crisis.

Table 1       Contraction in EU employment rates 

Employment Rates 		women		men	                   Gender Gap 
(15-64 years)

2008-2010   First Stage 	60% to 56%		76% to 64%		15 points
2010-2014   Second Stage  	56% to 55%		64% to 62%		  9 points 

Source:  www.ENEGE.eu

The negative impact of these policy changes at EU level resulted in a change in policy priorities. Policy moved from a position in which targeted gender equality initiatives were supported, to an initial process of mainstreaming gender equality across the policy-making process, to a crisis period which lacks any definite support for gender equality. Pfister (2008) makes the point that gender equality became increasingly marginalised within the EES, at least in part because of the vagueness of the concept of gender mainstreaming which effectively displace the concept of gender equality:
….the gender equality dimension of the EES suffered from two main problems. First, its relative weight was affected by repeated attempts to refocus the EES (and the Lisbon strategy) on flexibility and activation in terms of employment rates. Although its importance or inclusion in the process has never been questioned, gender equality had been narrowed down, subordinated to other concepts and finally lost most of its visibility” (Pfister 2008, p 15). Secondly, this shift of relative weight was aggravated by a shift of meaning of the already vague key concepts gender equality and gender mainstreaming….the principle of gender equality became increasingly conflated with the strategy of gender mainstreaming (Pfister 2008 p 232).

In Ireland, employment policy mirrored the changes happening at EU level. Ireland had in fact reached the Lisbon targets by 2007 as women’s employment rates had increased dramatically over the decade before the deep recession engulfed the country in 2008. The Irish Development Plan 2000-2006 adopted gender mainstreaming as a horizontal principle and almost all measures funded under that plan had to be assessed from a gender equality perspective. While the gender impact assessment was limited in practice, it did reflect a greater recognition of gender equality in the policy-making process (McGauran 2010; Barry 2013). Once the crisis hit, employment policy priorities shifted. Gender equality is no longer specified as a core aspect of Irish employment policy and the crisis years have seen a move away from a policy of increasing the supply of labour through policies of gender equality that had promoted women’s access to the paid labour market. As male unemployment levels surged, policies towards reducing unemployment took priority. Gender equality was marginalized and treated effectively as a luxury that, due to crisis, was rendered unattainable. 

A recent report on the economic crisis - the ENEGE Report 2013 carried out by the EU Network of Experts on Gender Equality and Employment (www.enege.eu) - argues that there are specific austerity measures, having particularly negative impacts on gender equality, that have been widely applied in different countries, and are:
· Public sector cuts include wage freezes or wage cuts; ban on recruitment; pension cuts and changes in eligibility requirements (applied in 10 Countries)
· Staffing freezes or personnel cuts in the public sector (applied in 9 countries)
· Pension reforms – postponing retirement (applied in 8 countries)
· Reductions and restrictions in care supports; reductions in family payments, related benefits /allowances/facilities (applied in 8 countries) 
· reduction of housing benefits or family benefits (applied in 6 countries)
· Restrictions on eligibility criteria for unemployment and assistance benefits or reductions in replacement rates (applied in 5 countries)
· Increased charges for publicly subsidised services (applied in 8 countries)
There are interesting patterns evident in the midst of this crisis both in Ireland and across the EU. One of the arguments for which there is strong supporting evidence is that the labour market behaviour of women during this particular crisis years has taken on a different character. Women in Ireland, and elsewhere, who have lost paid jobs have maintained a strong attachment to the labour force, holding onto a self-definition as ‘unemployed’, refusing to retreat into the self definition of ‘engaged on home duties’ (used in labour force surveys). The traditional view that women act as a reserve labour force, brought into paid employment at significant levels only when demand increases, and subsequently dumped back into unpaid work when demand levels contract, is not supported by the evidence documenting the experience of this crisis (Gune 1980). The reserve labour force is no longer only gender specific. As the ENEGE Report on this crisis highlights “the contemporary reserve labour force are young men and women on temporary, short-term employment contracts and migrant workers”. This report also highlights new evidence of a change in women’s economic role across the EU. For example, where double-income/dual-earner couples have been displaced from the workforce, this has been almost exclusively by female breadwinner couples who have increased their share of the paid workforce by almost 10% (ENEGE 2013).

Another gendered trend across the EU over the crisis years is the rise in cases of discrimination against pregnant women in paid employment - this is a consequence of the crisis that specifically affects women in paid employment. The rights of pregnant women to maternity leave and benefits have been curtailed and increased levels of discrimination against pregnant women have been documented in case law in many countries (including Ireland). 

A recent Report on the UK revealed that discrimination cases involving pregnancy and maternity leave have increased dramatically over the crisis years:

In 2005, three years before the global financial crisis of late 2008 and subsequent economic recession, a landmark study by the Equal Opportunities Commission (since merged with other bodies to become the Equalities and Human Rights Commission) found that half of all pregnant women suffered a related disadvantage at work, and that each year 30,000 were forced out of their job. Eight years on, the available evidence suggests that figure has ballooned to some 60,000. Since 2008, as many as 250,000 women have been forced out of their job simply for being pregnant or taking maternity leave (Maternity Action 2014, p 35).

Another critical gender dimension conclusion from the ENEGE Report (2013) is that “household expenditure went down in most European countries for the consumption of items for which women’s unpaid work is acting as a substitute”. What is evident from this research is that cuts in services, particularly around care, are being replaced at household and community level by mainly women’s unpaid labour. The European Women’s Lobby (EWL 2013) highlights the gendered implications of cut-backs in public sector employment in a context is which women constitute 69% of public sector workers in the EU. This report analyses how the ‘first wave’ of the crisis was a private sector crisis which impacted more on male dominated sectors of the economy (mainly construction) while in the ‘second wave’ the crisis extended into the public sector when negative consequences were felt more by women. The EWL document shows how cuts have hit female-dominated sectors of health and education hardest, giving the example of Latvia where a teacher’s minimum salary has been cut by 30% to €6000 per year and the gender pay gap increased from 13.4% to 17.6%. Significant lay-offs among public sector workers are also  highlighted; in Greece (-25%), the UK (-20%); Romania (-10%); and Latvia (-10%). Wage cuts or freezes are recorded in at least 13 countries aand increases in poverty rates between 2009 and 2012 are revealed as especially high in Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Spain and Ireland (for both men and women). 

Another key feature of the gender consequences of the crisis is the rise in part-time and casualised employment, much of it involuntary.  European Parliament (EP) Report on the gendered impact of the crisis highlights the gender equality measures that have been cancelled or delayed and states that potential future cuts in public budgets will have a negative effect on female employment and on the promotion of equality. This report also argues that the economic downturn should not be used as an excuse to slow down progress on work/life policies and to cut budgets allocated to care services for dependents and leave arrangements, affecting in particular women’s access to the labour market. The EP argues that “cuts in education, childcare and care services have pushed women to work shorter hours or part-time, thereby reducing not only their income but their pensions as well”.  In a further crisis impact analysis, this Report states that studies have also shown that violence against women intensifies when men experience displacement and dispossession as a result of the economic crisis. (European Parliament  2013).
The latest Joint Employment Report (2015) from the European Commission recognises some of the effects of the economic crisis, such as persistent high unemployment and rising long-tem unemployment, increased ‘poverty or social exclusion in many Member States’ (including  a rise in the working poor)  particularly affecting children. Specific sectors have experienced extremely high levels of unemployment, with youth unemployment rates of between 20 and 50 per cent in most countries. Employment rates of migrants within the EU has also seen a severe decline, from 62.4% to 55.4 between 2008 and 2014. A particular feature of the crisis has been the displacement of full-time jobs and a rise in part-time employment, including a significant amount of involuntary part-time working. Across the EU
…full-time employment has decreased by roughly 8.1 million between the first quarters of 2008 and 2014 Conversely, there has been steady growth in part time jobs in recent years, with 4 million more since the first quarter of 2008 (European Commission 2015 p 11).
Women are strongly overrepresented in part-time work in the EU, accounting for 32% of women’s paid employment compared to just 8.3% of men’s paid employment. The proportion of part-time work accounts for over 40% of women’s paid employment in a number of Western European countries, such as Austria, Belgium, U.K., German and The Netherlands – the rate in Ireland is 35%. What is classified as involuntary part-time employment increased from 25.3 per cent of the total to 29.6 per cent between 2008 and 2013. A growing proportion of those in paid employment are in casualised employment – made up mostly of women, young people and migrants. Young people across the EU account for 42.4 per cent 31.9 per cent of temporary and part-time work, respectively. Economic crises create opportunities to undermine employment and other rights (Klein 2009) and this latest crisis is no different. What Guy Standing (2008) identified as the precariat – the casualised, marginalized parts of the workforce - sharply increased as the crisis presented an opportunity to curtail employment rights and consolidate employer-led flexibility. Low or zero-hours contracts have become widespread, mainly in the retail and hospitality sectors. Workers have been forced into unprotected on-call systems without the possibility to plan their time and care responsibilities. There is no indication that the ‘recovery’ will redress this change.
The services sector now accounts for nearly three-quarters of all employment within the EU and that is where women’s jobs are concentrated. Persistent gender pay gaps are evident through the crisis years particularly in private services employment, while public sector employment which had generated more diverse and secure flexible jobs has been shrinking. Women are paid on average 16 per cent points less per hour of work and experience a significantly higher earnings gap:
The gender gaps in employment, in number of hours worked and in pay add up and lead to a wide gender total earnings gap (37% across the EU) European Commission 2015, p 30).
Gender segregation has been shown to be highly significant across the EU labour market but also marked differences between countries are evident, even within the same occupational group, for example banking officials.  Burchell et al  show that in the EU just 18 per cent of women work in mixed occupations (i.e. ratio 60-40 percent men and women), 69 per cent work in female dominated sectors (>60 per cent female) and only 13 per cent in male dominated occupations (>60 per cent male). This contrasts with only 15 per cent of men who work in mixed occupations and 59 per cent in male-dominated occupations.  They also argue that segregation may have contradictory effects, both positive and negative, for example women make up the majority of public sector workers and a significant portion of those are in middle level jobs. Gender segregation also has negative consequences that are partially linked to austerity:
Yet segregation also limits employment choices and access to higher-level jobs and may lead to higher risks of job loss under austerity policies to reduce public sector jobs where women predominate. It may also facilitate the undervaluing of female-dominated occupations (Burchell et al, 2014 p 8)
Another consequence of the crisis has been the growth in inequalities both within and between EU countries. Not surprisingly, countries whose economic policies have been dictated by the ‘bail-out’ terms of structural adjustment programmes, are those in which inequalities are high and have increased since 2008 (Greece, Cyprus, Spain and Portugal). Added to these are countries in which inequality is the highest, mainly at the margins of the EU project (Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and Bulgaria) and in all of which the income share of the top 20% is recorded in 2013 as at least six times higher than that of the bottom 20% (European Commission 2015).
Rising poverty levels are a feature of this crisis in almost every country affecting one in five of the population. Children, in particular are experiencing growing levels of poverty, particular those in large families, lone parent and low-income households, characterized by unemployment and/or low pay. Migrants are another sector that experience a significantly higher than average risk of poverty and social exclusion, at 40.6 per cent across the EU (in the age group 18-64 years). Positive pre-crisis EU policies focusing on early childhood education and childcare services became another victim of the crisis. Women, as primary carers, are the frontline in defending households against poverty, but there are other aspects to the way in which poverty is gendered. For example, as pensions reflect earnings throughout life, the gender gap in pensions is wide (39 per cent on average) and this is directly linked to a higher risk of poverty or social exclusion among women over 55 years in all EU countries.
A Global Perspective
Jane Lethbridge’s (2012) Report Global Context: specific impacts of austerity on women carried out for the Public Services International Research Unite (PSIRU) explores the global context of the crisis and comes to a number of key conclusions which confirm EU-based research but looks further into the impacts in poorer countries. Women workers and their children, in both the public and private sectors, are bearing the brunt of cuts in vital public services. As women globally are the majority among public sector workers therefore they have lost more jobs while wage freezes and cuts have reduced the incomes and mobility of women who were already among the lowest paid. Letheridge argues that more and more women are working in insecure jobs with long hours, low pay, and poor working conditions to support their families and reductions in public services and women’s income will have long term effects on the health, well-being and future opportunities of their children. The gender pay gap has widened at a global level. Shelters for victims of domestic violence have been closed. In her view, the long struggle for equality has been set back by closure or funding cuts for public institutions that promote equality for women at work and in society
Letheridge’s work argues that those who are most vulnerable are being hurt the most and she puts forward the example in poorer countries of girls dropping out of school to care for other family members, while their mothers seek work and that often households have to sell assets which contributes to a situation of chronic poverty. One of her important conclusions is that the economic crisis has reduced demand for exports from developing countries in sectors where most workers are female. Reduced access to health and education for women and girls will have long term effects on their position in gendered societies. The effects of an economic crisis are felt for many years and will likely slow down improvements in the position of women over a long time period.  The impact of reduced access to health care and education for women and girls has long term effects on women’s health and the position of women in society.  Changes in the position of women in the labour market show different trends because of  the crisis, she argues, which has pushed more women onto a deteriorating labour market to make up household income because of the rising rates of male unemployment. Letheridge also concludes that research reveals women having to work harder and often take on degrading activities (Letheridge 2012).
Irish experience
As Ireland is one of those countries that has had a structural adjustment programme imposed on them, it is interesting to see how, what may be argued as the mis-management of the crisis, has impacted on those most vulneranble. There are two central features of Ireland’s continuing still fragile economic recovery is the increasing levels of poverty and disadvantage that are evident in the most recent data for 2013 (CSO 2015) despite the continued significant reduction in unemployment rates to 10.4 per cent, the lowest rate since April 2009. European comparative data for Ireland reveals important features of this changing situation. While male unemployment rose steeply from 2008 due to the collapse of the construction and completely over-blown property sector. However, what is evident since 2012 is that male unemployment is falling a lt faster than female unemployment. The fall in unemployment has begun to have a positive effect in lowering the still high levels of youth unemployment – particularly for young men aged 15-24 years whose rate have fallen significantly from 36.4 to 29.8%, and young women whose level has fallen only marginally from 24.0 to 23.5% – resulting in almost halving of the gender gap from 12.4 to 6.3 percentage points (Barry 2015). 
The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) reported in 2013 that the US and Ireland had the highest percentage of low paid jobs in the developed world – low paying jobs were defined as those that earn less than two-thirds of the median income. The ratio in the US was 25% and in Ireland 22%, UK at 21% contrasting with Switzerland and Finland at ratios of 10% (OECD 2013a). The level of the statutory National Minimum Wage (NMW) in Ireland has been static since 2008 and, combined with additonal taxes and charges, loss of benefits and low hours contracts, has resulted in rising numbers of low paid and low income households.
The rate of part-time employment in Ireland is highly gendered and continues at a high level accounting for 35.6 per cent of women’s employment compared to 14.3 per cent of men’s in 2013. Among men part-time employment grew consistently during the recession years, and this seems to have now stabilised. This high level of part-time employment is largely because women continue to be the primary carers, and childcare infrastructure receives little public support. There is growing concern, as is the case across the EU, that casualisation of working conditions and low pay have become endemic for women working in care, hospitality and retails jobs.
Poverty levels in Ireland continue to rise untouched by the recovery.  There is also a persistence of long-term unemployment and under-employment across the economy (CSO 2013). Specific minorities, for example, Travellers, already experiencing disadvantage and poverty, have been very badly hit by economic cutbacks (Harvey 2013) and asylum seekers who are not allowed to access paid work in Ireland and are denied access to 3rd-level education, are housed for five years and more in private profit-making institutions without basic human rights (Irish Refugee Association 2013).
The most recent EU data show that poverty has increased substantially in Ireland between 2011 and 2013.  Data available for 2013 (CSO 2015a) reveals a further systematic increase in the enforced deprivation rate[footnoteRef:2] from a level of 11.8 per cent in 2007; 22.6 per cent in 2010; 24.5 per cent in 2011; 26.9 per cent in 2012; most recent data shows a level of 30.5 per cent in 2013.  Of even greater concern is the increase of the deprivation rate for those at risk of poverty in just one year from 46.8 per cent in 2012 to 53.9 per cent in 2013. The deprivation rate among Lone Parents is extremely high at 63 per cent - the highest of the different social sectors. Consistent poverty increased from 7.7 per cent in 2012 to 8.2 per cent in 2013 – women’s rates are slightly above men’s rates. Those experiencing the highest poverty levels are adults (mainly women) and children in Lone Parent households and those in households in which no adult is in paid employment. The particular vulnerability of Lone Parents is confirmed by new data from the CSO Household Finance and Consumption Survey 2013 which highlights that households with one adult and children are burdened with more debt than all other types of households (CSO 2015b). The gendered nature of poverty is also evident in recent figures from the Economic and Social research Institute (ESRI) that show women in couples experienced a 14 per cent drop in income compared with 9 per cent drop for men during the recession (CSO 2015; ESRI 2015).  [2:  A oerson is said to be  severely materially deprived (according to the agreed EU measures) if they they cannot afford at least four of the following: (1) unexpected expenses; (2) one week’s annual holiday away from home; (3) to pay for arrears; (4) a meal with meat, chicken, or fish every second day; (5) to adequately heat their home; (6) a washing machine; (7) a colour TV; (8) a telephone; (9) a personal car.] 


Policies towards redistribution have been critical in reducing inequality after social transfers in Ireland. National data clearly indicate that, in the context of rising poverty levels during the crisis years, that social transfers have been critically important in addressing income inequality. There is clear evidence that if all social transfers were excluded from household income, the ‘at risk of poverty’ rate would have been 49.8 per cent rather than 15.2 per cent in 2013. (CSO 2013). This means that policies that undermine the positive effects of redistribution have extremely negative conseuences for particular households.s. Key policies are argued to have directly contributed to increased poverty levels: changes in supports to lone parents, including the reduction of the “earnings disregard” which has undermined their attachment to paid work,; the reduction in levels of payment of Job Seekers Allowance to those under 25 years, discontinuation of the Cost of Education Allowance, including travel, food, books, and materials materials; reduction in Child Benefit; abolition of grants towards religious occasions; reduction of supports for Traveller Education; reduction of important allowances for disability; loss of double welfare payments at Christmas; fall in real value of State pension as a result of changing eligibility criteria for medical cards, reduced allowance for telephone costs, increased payments for medical prescriptions, and lower levels of fuel entitlements; reduction of the value of, and taxation of,  Maternity Benefit (MB) (European Anti-Poverty Network 2014; Barry 2014; Barry 2015). A particularly harsh measure was introduced in 2011, namely the Universal Social Charge (USC) in 2011, a new regressive income tax paid on gross incomes of those earning only marginally above the minimum wage (Barry and Conroy 2014). 

Two particularly critical changes have targeted lone parents on One Parent Family Payment (OPFP) including those who have part-time employment. The first is the significant reduction in the earnings disregard that enabled many lone parents to reattach to paid employment without loss of benefit. Severe reduction in the level of the earnings disregard is creating new and deeper poverty traps for lone parents, the large majority of whom are women. The second policy change means that eligibility for OPFP will cease when the youngest child reaches the age of seven years, compelling the majority onto Jobseekers Allowance (a welfare payment paid at a lower rate than the OPFP). This is linked to a form of compulsory engagement with training or employment – despite the lack of childcare supports to these parents and the high cost of childcare on the private marketplace. This policy change is based on the government’s stated aim of activating single parents to return to the labour market. This is strongly disputed by lone parents organisations who have estimated that, despite possible access to some back-to-work financial supports, losses to lone parent’s income (with one child) on the minimum wage will amount to between €25 and €51 euros per week (depending on hours worked). These factors, combined with the high cost of childcare, have been shown to discourage households from benefiting through accessing paid employment (OPEN 2012; Barry and Conroy 2014; SPARK 2015).  
Issues faced by migrant women from non-EU countries can create precarious work situations. Many women who travel or join partners do not have work permits or visas in their own right, and are vulnerable to super-exploitation on the labour market (many in the care sector) and by the sex industry. Asylum seekers are locked into deep poverty and deprivation through refusal of their right to work, no welfare entitlements, use of institutionalised private profit-making centres in which over-crowding, lack of autonomy, dignity and mass catering are all huge issues of basic human rights. Research has shown high levels of mental illness among women, men and children forced into long-term stay in these unacceptable conditions (Irish Refugee Council 2013).
Childcare costs are extremely high and affordability is a big issue. According to the European Anti-Poverty Network Ireland (EAPN Ireland) it is estimated that childcare costs account for 51% of total costs or 30% of disposable income in double income households with two yound children EAPN Ireland also highlight that while there is finance available for capital programmes resources are limited for staffing and running costs and so this burden is increasingly being passed on to the users whom just do not have the money to afford the service (EAPN Ireland 2007). A 2010 report by the OECD revealed that households with young children in Ireland pay on average 41 per cent of their income on childcare (OECD 2010). Another OECD Report (2013b) highlights that Ireland spends less than 0.2 per cent of GDP on care and education for pre-school children. place. OECD figures show just how much of an Irish family’s income after taxes childcare costs represents: 29% of a dual income-earning family but 51% of a lone parent’s net income (OECD 2013b). 
A recent research report which provoked much debate explored the extent to which the high costs of childcare act as a barrier to accessing paid employment, particularly in low-income households in Ireland and concluded that 25% of parents have been prevented from accessing paid employment by the high costs of childcare, including 56 per cent of parents in low-income households (Indecon 2013). Indecon estimates the cost of full-time childcare at  €16,500 per annum in a two-child household, putting the cost of childcare in Ireland, as a percentage of average wages, second highest in the OECD. In practice, unless the availability and the cost of childcare are addressed, then the policy changes that cut child benefits, thus reducing resources at household level, will continue to have a negative impact on low-income households (particularly lone mothers) and will do nothing to increase their participation in paid employment (Indecon 2013).
Following Ireland’s exit from the “bail-out” or Structural Adjustment Programme a number of things are clear. The importance of addressing low-income (including lone parent) households and of addressing the poverty risk of children is self-evident. Women-headed households and households with three or more children are the majority of low-income households in Ireland, and policies. Abrupt withdrawal of benefits is a significant factor in trapping women and children in poverty and unemployment. Policies have had clear negative impacts on young people, lone parents, and low-income households.
Conclusion
Gender equality has been systematically deprioritised in EU and national policies through the crisis years. Young people, lone parents, women in low-income households, migrants and specific minorities have born the brunt of the crisis in Ireland – a pattern at least partially repeated across the EU. Contractions in public expenditure (both across the EU and globally) have had particular negative impacts on women. On the one hand public sector employment is critical for women and, on the other hand, reductions in public services create new demands on women’s unpaid labour. Gender blindness, or at best ‘gender neutrality', is clearly evident in core policies.
While scant attention is being paid to gender and equality, this has been compounded over the crisis years by a shift in economic policy from an emphasis on increasing women’s employment rate, to a new focus on (majority male) registered unemployment, long-term unemployment and loss of traditional job opportunities. Women, who accounted for the majority of the growth in paid employment between 1997 and 2007, became marginalised in the attempt to prevent the growth in male long-term unemployment. In employment policy, the hard fought for attention to gender equality in the 1990s and 2000s has almost disappeared, leaving little trace of policies to address low pay, the gender pay gap, occupational segregation and gender-related themes of poverty and social inclusion. Consequences of the failure to include a gender equality perspective are particularly evident in rising levels of poverty levels, social exclusion of specific minorities and inequality. 
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