Developing the Tradition of Economic Affairs: 

Mapping the Agenda 
The word ‘economics’ originates in the Ancient Greek word, Oikonomia, which described the management of a household, or stewardship in the New Testament. In Politics, Aristotle describes the science of economics as the search for the good life. In the contemporary context, a nation’s values and priorities are revealed by the nature of the ‘good life’ it seeks to create. Likewise, the way in which a nation, or household, is economically managed reveals its priorities. Budgets, despite their necessarily technical character, are moral documents that reflect the values of a nation, and reveal what is most important to those setting the economic agenda.
 Examining the priorities revealed by a country’s economic life is, among other things, a profoundly ethical exercise – and this is increasingly leading the Church to engage with economics. 
From the late 1990s to the present there has been a renewed outburst of denominational and ecumenical Church interest in political economy, demonstrated through the wealth of publications on this matter.
 In addition, the Church is increasingly engaging with the economy in the regions – increasingly in an interfaith capacity in the Northwest - alongside serious thought given to the question ‘what is religion’s capital?’
 These developments are accompanied by growing interest in the tradition of relating economics to ethics. The continuation of these traditions is vital – “Churches will increasingly and rightly cease to count less unless they think more – and that means promoting a public Church with a public theology. And that will continue to be tested on the anvil of economic affairs, the central determining reality of contemporary society.”

The Anglican Church has the opportunity to participate significantly in this developing tradition. For example, a vital contribution could be the promotion of economic literacy, and further thinking within the Church on the connections between ethics and economics. This would start with the theological assertions of the sanctity of human life, the understanding of all being created equal and in the image of God, and therefore for a bias for inclusivity. This starting point necessarily involves critiquing economic stances that reduce human well-being to secondary considerations. We are compelled to engage with economic affairs because they are so intimately correlated with issues of justice and efficiency. 

This paper will highlight a number of significant economic issues which affect society at local, national and global levels. The aim of this paper is to briefly detail a number of issues which Christians should be ready to engage with because of their impact on society. The paper has been divided into two arenas, within which ten issues will be discussed:

1. UK Economy and Society
2. The Global Economy

However, there will be inevitable overlap between the issues due to the effects of globalisation and its increasing influence on localities. 

1. UK Economy and Society
The UK is experiencing increasing prosperity and the persistence of severe deprivation and inequality. We have the world’s fourth largest economy, and British people are the world’s twelfth richest - 78% agreeing that “there are no material comforts missing from my life”.
 Around 75% of people of work age are in employment, with numbers of people claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance at the lowest levels since 1975.
 

However, despite this wealth, there is a growing gap between the rich and poor. Using the ‘Gini’ index for measuring inequality, the UK is the least ‘equal’ society in the European Union.
 Nearly 13 million people live below the poverty line, defined as less than 60% of average disposable income, and it is predicted that by 2010 the top 10% of people will be 10 times richer that the bottom 10%.
 It appears that however ‘successful’ an economy may be, some get left behind and are unable to participate in the benefits available to others. 
1.1 Credit

Credit is a key requirement for consumers in contemporary society, bringing a means of easier access to services and goods, and providing consumers with greater flexibility in making best use of their income. However, for some, frequently the income poor who are forced to borrow from the home credit industry (also known as sub-prime lenders) at very high interest rates due to exclusion from mainstream banking systems, credit can lead to unsustainable and crushing over-indebtedness. This burden not only has serious implications for those locked into a cycle of debt, but also affects wider UK society, for example, through the affects of stress on health.
 

The credit offered by sub-prime lenders is typically at a very high interest rate due to the high risk nature of the loan, so the poorest in society are paying more for financial services. The Consumer Credit Bill (CCB), currently progressing through the Parliamentary processes, is a governmental attempt to respond to this situation. It was hoped by many campaigners that this would tighten up home credit regulations and put structures in place to punish lenders who enter into unfair relationships through offering unsustainable loans, often with accompanying high interest and charges. However, NGO organisations believe that the CCB does not go far enough to protect low-income borrowers from high-interest lenders and have suggested amendments which they argue extend further protection to vulnerable people.
 A key recommendation by NGOs is that a power be included within the CCB to set maximum levels of interests and charges. Another amendment proposes the introduction of an ‘affordability test’ to ensure that lenders are not offering credit irresponsibly.

A further alternative to the sub-prime lending industry is provided by, often Church run, Credit Unions who offer better access to credit and savings. This links powerfully to global development finance alternatives, for example the development of micro-credit schemes in Bangladesh
. It is at this point that the important possibility of conversations between Christians and Muslims increases, for example around the Islamic development of interest-free banking (itself an original Biblical concern and a central Christian tradition until the sixteenth century).  

1.2 Women and the Economy
Globally and nationally, women are more likely to live in poverty than men. Women account for over half of those living in poverty in developing nations, and in the UK one in four women lived in poverty in 1999/2000 compared with one in five men.
 Poverty is complexly gendered, as men and women are often poor for different reasons, experience poverty differently, and have differing capacities to withstand and or escape poverty.
 In developing nations, living in poverty is more immediately devastating for women than in the UK. However, British poverty leads to exclusion and marginalisation which is experienced in a number of ways and the effects of women’s poverty are felt throughout society. A central reason for these far-reaching consequences is the impact on children. 

For women in paid employment, pay inequality contributes significantly to the differing circumstances of men and women. Men are paid more than women, and about one-third of the pay gap is directly attributable to gender alone. Other factors contributing to the gap include different lifetime working patterns of men and women and different levels of qualification. Results from the Annual Survey of Hourly Earnings showed median hourly pay of £11.04 for men and £9.46 for women. 
 In addition, as women take time out of the labour markets and spend fewer hours in employment due to their caring responsibilities, the pay gap is even larger if viewed over a week, year or lifetime.
 The TUC reported in 2003 that “The most effective way to lift women out of a life of poverty would be to eradicate the gender pay gap, to allow women to earn a decent wage for the work they do.”

Two distinct groups of women are most likely to be affected by poverty in the UK – pensioners, especially single older women, and lone mothers. The pension system was created on the basis that a long, unbroken spell of work was the norm, but this is often not the case for women. Currently, around two-thirds of Britain’s poorest pensioners are female, and this trend will continue as women are more likely to be unable to save privately and unable to claim a full state pension.
 Only 49% of women qualify for the full state pension, compared with 92% of men, due to women often having times out of the paid workforce to care for dependents, and, despite rising rates of divorce and separation, almost a quarter of all women say they are relying on their partner to provide for them in later life.
 This is a paradoxical situation given the likelihood of women to outlive men.  

There are 1.8 million one-parent families in Britain and they care for nearly 3 million children. About nine out of ten lone parents are women.
 Lone parents overall are the poorest group in society; two thirds of children in one-parent families are poor, compared with one quarter of children with two resident parents.
 This highlights that in order to address the issue of child poverty effectively it is vital to confront the fact that children are often poor because their mothers are poor. Currently, 55% of lone parents are in work.
 However, many lone parent families continue to live in poverty because single mothers face the same issue that all working women face – lower pay for women – despite the greater burden of childcare.
A significant consequence of women living in poverty is the effect that this has during pregnancy. When people are living in poverty they often resort to buying cheap, filling food with low nutritional value. Pregnant women, in these circumstances, can develop micronutrient deficiencies which have significant health impacts on developing foetuses.
 This factor is contributing to widespread low birth weight in the UK – the highest incidence in Western Europe. Low birth weight is the most prominent indicator of risk of mortality and morbidity which includes brain disorder, damage and chronic disease. It also produces a cycle of deprivation resulting in poor childhood achievement, poor school performance, poor job opportunities and a repeat in the next generation. 
 All of these factors suggest increased public spending, to counteract a cycle of poverty and exclusion. 

1.3 Earned Poverty
This issue relates to the persistence, yet changing nature, of poverty in the UK – from previous unduly high incidence rates amongst the elderly to the increasing presence of low-paid, or earned poverty. 3.5 million of Britain’s poor are now in working households. This is linked to well-intentioned government policies of pushing people from benefits to work, and is despite the impact of minimum wage. A 2004 survey of vacancies at Greater Manchester Jobcentres found that 10.9% of all vacancies and 44.1% of part-time vacancies paid below the Lower Earnings Limit - defined as gross hourly pay of less than two-thirds of the median. 25.7% of all jobs (3.8% of full-time and 92.1% of part-time) paid less than a couple with two children would receive on Income Support.
 
This problem of working poor is intimately linked to global economic change. The marginalisation of Britain’s poor, particularly the unskilled and unqualified, will be exacerbated as China and India enter more fully into the global economy. Britain’s already marginalised labouring communities cannot compete with these countries’ reserves of labour. A further problem for unskilled workers is the growth of job opportunities that are only available to skilled people. Reich describes this as "symbolic analytic" work because most of it has to do with analysing, manipulating and communicating through numbers, shapes, words, ideas.
 There are stark contrasts between these highly paid executives – who operate across national boundaries, owing diminishing loyalty to place - and the UK poor – who are increasingly confined in urban spaces. 
The ‘Living Wage’ is one response to the situation of the working poor. The UK’s first Living Wage campaign was launched in 2002 by London community organisation, TELCO, to convince employers to pay their in-house and contracted staff a wage which more accurately reflects the cost of living than the minimum wage. In 2005, Ken Livingstone announced the 'official' Living Wage for London as £6.70 an hour minimum. He estimated that nearly half a million workers in London are paid 'poverty wages' below the Living Wage figure but just above the Minimum Wage figure of (then) £4.85.
 
1.4 Refugees and Asylum-seekers 

Asylum is not primarily an economic issue – yet it has significant economic implications and is a profoundly global phenomena. For the Churches, asylum is also about the ethical and legal imperative to offer protection to those seeking refuge from persecution in their country of origin. However, as economic arguments are often used as a reason to limit asylum or prove that refugees are somehow damaging to the UK, it is important to examine these claims. 

A frequent assertion in the media is that asylum seekers and refugees cost ‘the British taxpayer’ billions. They are described as lazy - claiming huge benefits whilst being provided with superior accommodation and healthcare. However these claims do not accurately represent the current situation. Although the asylum system is expensive, there are many contributions – economic, social, cultural -  that these people bring to the UK.
 A Home Office study estimated that the foreign-born population – including refugees - pay about 10% more to the government than it receives in expenditure.

In addition, as part of the wider category of migration, the presence of asylum seekers and refugees raises economic matters such as the growing imbalance in the West between an increasingly elderly population and a reducing number of economic contributors. This matter has important implications for pensions, welfare payments and productivity, the latter being essential for global competitiveness. Current figures suggest that pressure will grow on the pension system as the number of pensioners age grows - numbers could increase by 9.3% from 11.1 million in 2004 to 12.2 million in 2010.
 As stated previously, this benefit of refugees and asylum (as a small grouping within immigration) is not a reason for granting refuge, but it does indicate the value of refugee’s contributions to the UK given the context of major demographic change. 
1.5 The Paradox of Prosperity

There is growing debate, nationally and internationally, about what constitutes human fulfilment and happiness, and the role that economics plays in this. For example, the UN Development Programme recognises that human development is concerned with health and education as well as income, whilst the economist Sen has explored the idea of human fulfilment as what is necessary for people to pursue their self-chosen purposes. Central to this debate has been the observation that sustained economic growth in the UK and US since the 1970s has not been matched by an increase in life satisfaction (including human happiness). 

Despite economic growth, longer holidays and better health, happiness has stagnated in Britain over the last 50 years.
 Comparisons between different countries show that where average income is less than $15,000 a year, extra money makes people happier. However, comparing countries where average income is above that level, happiness is independent of income. This is what Layard calls ‘the paradox at the heart of our civilisation’, and he attributes this lack of correlation between income and happiness levels to people comparing themselves to a ‘norm’ which is constantly rising. There are two factors which drive up the norm with which people compare their incomes: first, the income that they have experienced - which habituates them to a higher standard of living - and secondly, the income of other people – which they try to rival.
 

Beyond this essential basis of material welfare other factors become important, such as mental health, secure work, and life philosophy - including religion. This links to discussions on the importance of social capital to human well-being and communities, particularly, some argue, in its form as religious capital.
 This debate highlights the need for a renewed understanding of ‘prosperity’, as increased financial capital alone is not creating wider experiences of well-being. In addition, prosperity as financial gains is associated with social divisions, for example, in 1997 the richest 10% in the UK had as much income as the bottom 50%.
 

A task for the church, then, whilst promoting the importance of developing adequate basic income levels through paid employment, is further exploration of other contingencies for human happiness. For example, the fostering of healthy communities and relationships, freedom - including wider participation in matters affecting one’s life – and developing thinking on life philosophy, including religious beliefs.

1.6 Local and Regional Inequality
Significant regional differences exist in the distribution of wealth and poverty within the UK. As a result, where a person is born can have significant effects on many areas of their life - how healthy they are, how they achieve educationally and their income. It is clear that a person’s postcode is a significant determinant of their life chances.
 The UK government recognise these problems, and have committed to tackling the ‘postcode poverty’ which means that poor areas are often the least well served in terms of education, health care, public transport and other public services.
 

In the Northwest, 22% of individuals live in poverty, compared with 16% in the South East. The longest waiting time for in-patient or day case treatments recorded in 2003 was in the Southwest Peninsula (Devon and Cornwall) at 4.1 months; the shortest was in Birmingham and the Black Country (2.5 months). Manchester has the lowest male and female life expectancy of any local authority in England.
 Unemployment rates also differ by region. Despite having the strongest regional economy in the UK, London also has the highest regional unemployment rate.

In addition to these regional variations, wealth and poverty often co-exist within local proximities – sometimes separated only by a road marking a postcode change. This issue was highlighted by a BBC Panorama programme which examined the situation of 7-year-old Kurt who lives in an estate in Rowner, Hampshire. Rowner is one of the fifth most deprived areas in the country, whilst the neighbouring postcode –Alverstoke – is one of the 5th least deprived. Kurt’s father described their situation: “Its only across the road... half a mile, not even that, but it's like heaven and hell... Their nightmare is Rowner and our heaven is Alverstoke."

Whilst the significant rise of income inequality is now slowing, local and regional poverty is proving to be an intractable problem. Investing in local schemes will not address the market issues that cause local poverty in the first place, such as the UK’s flexible labour markets. Whilst these bring benefits, such as minimising unemployment and allocating labour resources efficiently across the economy, these benefits are achieved in part by allowing incomes to vary with the supply of and demand for labour.
 Some economists cite this as a cause of wide income variation.
 
2. Global Economy
The second arena selected in order to allow closer examination of a number of issues is that of the Global Economy. The economies of most of the world’s nations have become increasingly interconnected - this process includes the globalisation of production, markets, finance and the labour force, and whilst this trend has opened many opportunities, it has also created problems. Globally, the imbalance between those who ‘have’ and ‘have not’ is striking and morally unacceptable. As Christians living in this globalised context, and with a Biblical imperative to speak and campaign on behalf of the silenced, destitute, poor and needy, taking seriously the global economic context of the UK is crucial.
 
2.1 Global Threats

In an increasingly global context, the inevitable spread of disease is accelerated and has higher global costs. This issue also links to the measurement of health as one of the key indices of human development as defined within the UN Human Development Index. A global threat which has potentially devastating human and economic cost is the likelihood of an influenza pandemic due to the spread of HN51 virus, or ‘avian flu’. Presently, this virus is very difficult for humans to contract, but if the virus mutates, it could become passable between humans and a pandemic triggered. The Director-General of the World Health Organisation describes this as inevitable: “We don’t know when this will happen, but we know it will happen... No society will be exempt.” Even if ‘avian flu’ does not spread as feared, scientists predict some form of influenza pandemic in the next few years as historically such events occur three or four times a century.

Whilst it’s impossible to know what the human cost of a pandemic would be, even a low fatality rate could mean millions of deaths, and economists predict that economic consequences will be huge. As people die, become ill or stay at home to care for sick dependents, millions of work hours could be lost and emergency services overwhelmed.
 In the case of slower growing economies such as Europe a decade’s economic growth could be lost, and disruptions to trade and travel from efforts to control the virus would be incalculable.
 Less developed countries would be particularly affected to the increased pervasiveness of a pandemic where health and hygiene levels are low. World Bank figures show that the economic cost to high-income countries alone could be $550 billion at present values, and the actual global cost would be significantly higher because of the effect on developing countries.
 

Responses to this global threat would include attempts to produce a vaccine, and the senior UN coordinator for avian and human influenza has said that policies need to allow for more research into drugs and vaccines. A further response informs the public and minimises panic. The importance of this is highlighted by the example of 2003’s outbreak of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome. The most immediate economic impacts of this pandemic arose not from death or sickness but from the uncoordinated efforts of individuals to avoid becoming infected, minimizing face-to-face interactions and resulting in a severe demand shock for services sectors.
 In the case of a new pandemic, economists predict that fear of infection, leading to drastically altered behaviour, would result in the greatest economic damage.
  
2.2 The Arms Trade: Promoting Peace and Good Governance

In developing more effective economies in poorer nations, there is an increasing consensus on the central importance of promoting good governance – including order, security and the law. A recognised fundamental obstacle to this is the presence of conflict as civil wars and wars between nations. The trade in arms, represented by current government foreign policy, needs to be located within such recognition of ethical economics – including the issue of ethical investment. 

Many ethical concerns are raised by the trading of military equipment, or arms. The increase in numbers of civilians killed during wars from 5% at the beginning of the 20th Century to 80% at the end has been mainly attributed to the ready availability of small arms.
 The UK government, whilst stating a desire to be ethical, also knows that the defence industry is a valuable source of high-tech jobs and revenue.
 The production of arms is necessary for national security, and there is a need to sell weapons to sustain domestic manufacture. In 2004 the value of the UK’s arms exports was £1.4 billion, and the defence industry accounts for many manufacturing jobs in Britain. The government claims that there are economic, strategic and security benefits from involvement in the international arms market.
 

However, NGOs dispute these claims arguing that the trade is not so beneficial to the UK economy. The government subsidises the arms industry in order to reduce overhead costs, but the net amount paid in subsidies is greater than the savings gained.
 A 2001 study by Oxford Research Group estimates the total direct subsidy to the defence industry at £420 million, and suggests that ending the subsidy to the UK defence industry as a whole could save a further £4billion. The report also disputes the claim that arms exports and supporting a UK defence industry are vital for jobs, estimating that the government subsidises each of the 90,000 jobs that are dependent on arms exports £4,600, and calls for a new government initiative on defence diversification. 
The current UK involvement in the arms trade is also arguably counter-productive to its efforts for international development and security. At a 2003 arms fair, 23 of the countries invited to attend were involved in conflicts, and countries invited in the past include those with records of human rights violations.
 It can be argued that such action undermines development goals and signals the need for reformed policy which allows for economic development with adequate security whilst not simultaneously fuelling conflict.

2.3 International Trade
International trade refers to the exchange of goods and services across national boundaries. The World Trade Organisation (WTO) is the only international organisation dealing with the global rules of trade between nations. It works on the economic principle that global economic interdependence creates increasing international prosperity and stability. The goal is to help producers, exporters, and importers conduct their business, and bind governments to keep their trade policies within limits to everybody’s benefit.
 

The current programme, or ‘round’, of the WTO is the Doha Development Agenda (DDA), launched in 2001 with the aim of regulating international trade so that it benefits development. The Doha Declaration stated: “The majority of WTO members are developing countries. We seek to place their needs and interests at the heart of the work programme adopted in this Declaration.”
 However, the development round has not progressed well. One Ministerial meeting broke down in 2003 due to lack of agreement over key issues, and the DDA has been missing deadlines for key decisions. There has also been continued criticism of WTO processes which mean many developing countries are not adequately represented in decision making. 

It is of great importance that the DDA gets back on track so developing countries benefit from the international trade that could lift so many out of poverty. Free, unrestricted trade in principle provides a level playing field from which all countries can trade and create wealth. However, this economic theory is not practiced by all, and international markets are distorted by the subsidies which developed countries pay to their producers, and by the over-protectionism of developing economies. One aim of the DDA was to end such inhibitors to developing countries’ trading ability, as well as addressing such issues as tariffs. The DDA was also intended to allow developing nations so protect some of their own priorities of special developmental value, in order that they can begin to benefit from trade. A careful exploration of these matters, including the self-imposed obstacles to trade and prosperity of developing economies, should lead to a more careful understanding of ethical trade.

The sixth WTO Ministerial Conference will be held in Hong Kong in December 2005. This meeting is an opportunity for the DDA negotiations to be continued with fresh commitment to placing development concerns at the top of the agenda. The UK government has a crucial role to play within the EU to ensure that this happens. 
2.4 Climate Change
Environmental issues interlock with economic ones at many levels of societal and individual life, indeed the reconciling of economics and environment is likely to become the most significant agenda for globalised economies and localities. If an aim of our economic life is to create and share prosperity throughout a society, this will necessarily include a concern for the well-being of future generations of society and so development must be environmentally sustainable. 

For decades scientists have warned about the likely impact of global warming on the environment, including rising sea levels, shifting ecosystems and more intense storm patterns. Such predictions are increasingly being proved correct with devastating consequences, and projections for the future are bleak if energy consumption and ‘greenhouse’ gas emissions continue at the rate of current trends. More people worldwide are now displaced by natural disasters than by conflict. In the 1990s, natural catastrophes affected more than 2 billion people worldwide, and caused in excess of $608 billion in economic losses - greater than during the previous four decades combined.
 Poor development choices – such as destroying forests which act as natural flood defences – have also contributed to making humans vulnerable to costly natural disaster. “We are unravelling the strands of a complex ecological safety net"
 

The UK government is responding to climate change in a number of ways. One approach is through managing the Treasury budget to protect and enhance the environment. A further approach is in trying to meet the targets of the Kyoto Protocol – a series of legally binding measures to reduce greenhouse gases, principally CO2. One way in which countries hope to meet these targets is through allowing organisations to trade permits for emissions or credits for reductions in emissions of certain pollutants.
 However, some campaigners say that potential environmental benefits of this trading system have been undermined by Kyoto Protocol signatories allocating too many emission rights to their industries.
Conclusions
This paper has examined ten issues – some clearly economic in focus, others interlocking with wider issues and demonstrating the need to work with interdisciplinary partners to address the economic issues facing the contemporary context. Each of these issues links closely with human and environmental well-being, and so are of profound significance for Christians with a commitment to upholding the value of all, especially protecting the most vulnerable. These issues also demonstrate the connection between ethics and economics, and calls for further work by the Churches and other organisations to address the root causes of environmental degradation as well as the inequality and injustice suffered by so many in the national and global context. 
· Four issue Focus
Whilst the significance of all the issues examined within this paper is recognised, it is necessary to select four issues in order to give focus to the future work programme. These issues have been chosen due to a number of factors, such as previous work completed and the anticipation of agendas arising nationally. It is believed that these issues allow opportunities to respond to many of the broader themes which have informed this paper. 
1. Credit

2. Women and the Economy

3. The Paradox of Prosperity

4. International Trade
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