International Federation of Social Workers Europe (IFSW-E) Delegates Meeting and joint ENSACT conference.  April 2011

Report to Council on International Affairs 

IFSW-E Delegates Meeting

     Delegates from 25 countries across Europe, including Ireland, met in Brussels on the 8th-10th April for the annual IFSW European regional meeting.

The Financial Crisis

     A report on the IFSW-E project on the financial crisis has been circulated to IASW recently.  The project was discussed at length by delegates.  At the end of these discussions, a 9-point statement ‘We don’t pay for your crisis’ was released highlighting the serious social consequences caused as a result of financial systems disregarding social responsibilities.  This statement will be put on the IASW website and the IFSW European region website – www.ifsw.org/europe.  Also on these websites are the reports from two workshops held in Dublin and Zagreb earlier this year.  

     The work on this project continues.  IASW members who would be willing to share stories of the impact of the financial crisis on users of their services or the impact on their own personal circumstances can contact John Brennan at jpbrennan1@mac.com   

     The future work on this project aims to develop -

- A set of principles

- A set of narratives

- A tool kit for social workers to help them make sense of the situation

    It was noted that the ‘social’ is completely absent from political debate on the current financial crisis.  The ‘economic’ holds sway to the detriment of everything else.  This is the result of the dominance of right-wing thinking in Europe today, which, amongst other things, advocates ‘small government’.  The World Bank supports this thinking.  The situation has been aptly described as ‘neo-feudalism’.

Social Platform

     The IFSW-E’s contribution to the European Social Platform highlighted the role of social work as advocates for human rights.  Social Platform is the largest alliance fighting for social justice and participatory democracy in Europe and particularly in the European Union (EU).  It consists of 42 networks of NGOs.  Social Platform campaigns to help ensure that EU policies are developed in partnership with the people they affect and that they respect fundamental rights, promote solidarity, and ultimately improve lives.  The Social Platform website is at www.socialplatform.org.

IFSW-E Work Programme

     The European work programme for 2011-12 was agreed.  This programme sets out the priorities for the IFSW-E region under the following headings – Human Rights, Social Policy, Professional Development and Organisational Development.  IFSW achieves its programme aims through its own member organisations and its links with external NGO and EU bodies.

Council of Europe Report

The IFSW-E Representative to the Council reported on activities during the past year.  The European Social Charter is 50 years old this year with various activities being organised to celebrate.  

      There are a number of changes to the structures of the Council.  There will be only 3 Commissions instead of 5 – 1. Human Rights; 2. Democracy, Social Cohesion and Global Challenges; 3. Civil Participation and Education.  Meetings will be reduced from 4 to 2.  Opportunities for IFSW to participate will be reduced because the number of elected members to each is also being cut.

Project: Social Workers realising Human Rights

     IFSW-E is looking for examples of explicit human rights activity by social workers in Ireland.  Please send your contribution to the IASW office for the attention of John Brennan or directly to jpbrennan1@mac.com.  It was noted that many other professions do not know what we are talking about when we speak of human rights.  More work needs to be done to ensure that human rights issues are to the fore in decision-making involving users of health and social services.

     Last year’s IFSW-E project on Standards in Social Work Practice Meeting Human Rights remains a work in progress.  It is available on the IFSW website www.ifsw.org 

Commissioning of social services

     The Delegates meeting heard that in the UK, many care services are now been run by large multi-national companies, including banks.  Very large profits have been made (£50 million in one case) on buy-outs of these services.  Privatisation is everywhere!

IFSW-E Elections/Appointment of Reps, etc

I was appointed IFSW-E ‘Elections Officer’ again for a further year – you have no idea how onerous this task can be!!

ENSACT Conference: Brussels

     Following the Delegates meeting, a joint ENSACT conference was held in Brussels.  700 delegates attended this conference: Social Action in Europe: Sustainable Social Development and Economic Challenges
     What is ENSACT?  It is the European Network for Social Action.  ENSACT brings together social professionals, teachers, lecturers, social service providers, and associations to strengthen the quality of social policy throughout Europe. 
     At the ENSACT conference, amongst many interesting papers, there was a paper given on how to encourage social work practitioners to present workshop papers.  This workshop was presented by two delegates from BASW UK.  Richard Wilkinson gave a key note paper on the topic of equality.  He will be well worth hearing at the forthcoming IASW conference!

Other items: Changes in the United Kingdom
     BASW UK is likely to be wound up as an entity in the near future.  In its place, the four constituent member organisations of BASW – England Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland will have their own bodies and there will be a new ‘College of Social Work’.

     This raises possibilities for collaborative efforts by social work in Ireland and Northern Ireland that we should pursue given the challenges we face as a profession.

IFSW Global

     The IFSW Global President, Gary Bailey, will lead a meeting of the global Executive to take place in Dublin in June next.  As it happens, the date coincides with the IASW 40th anniversary celebration on the 17th June.  It is hoped to arrange a meeting between IASW and the global executive during their stay here and to use the opportunity to promote the social work profession here.

Global Agenda

     The IFSW has been working with the International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW) and the International Council on Social Welfare (ICSW) to develop a Global Agenda so that the voice of social work will be heard on global social development issues during the next decade.  The development of a Global Agenda gives social work an opportunity to take stock of its past experiences and to articulate a new and crucial vision for engagement that can mobilise members and partners (taken from Joint Statement, Hong Kong, 2011).  The aim is to have a document that will – 

- Serve as the global foundation for professional education, research and ‘political’ action

- Clarify future directions for social work

- Support advocacy and other campaigns

- Help engage the social work profession and others involved in social development

     The discussion on the Global Agenda is centred on a framework comprising 4 elements as follows –

- Social and economic inequalities within countries and between regions
The concentration on the ‘economic’ to the detriment of the ‘social’ in responding to the financial crisis.  The growing inequalities and marginalisation of people within societies 

- Dignity and worth of the person

Human rights issues, respect for difference and diversity, the position of migrants

- Environmental Sustainability

Protecting the environment and involvement of communities in formulating responses to threats to the environment.

- Importance of human relationships

The needs of children, families, older persons, people with a disability and those suffering abuse, amongst others

Questions raised include –

1. What are the priority social problems and challenges nationally /globally?

2. What specific actions should IFSW take to address these issues?

3. How do we work together to address these issues?

      Work on this task will be completed by March 2012.  If you have comments, or ideas, for inclusion in the Global Agenda, please forward them to the IASW office for the attention of John Brennan, or directly to jpbrennan1@mac.com 

     At the end of the process, the Global Agenda document will be handed to the United Nations, the European Union and to all national governments on Social Work Action Day on the 20th March 2012.

Future IFSW Meetings

     The next European IFSW delegates meeting will be held in Armenia in 2012.  The next global IFSW delegates meeting will be in Stockholm.  

Future IFSW Conferences

A joint IFSW, IASSW, ICSW global conference will be held in Stockholm, Sweden, from the 8th to 12th July 2012.  The title of this conference is – World Conference on Social Work and Social Development 

Deadline for abstracts is the 1st March 2012.  The conference website is www.swsd-stockholm-2012.org 

     The next ENSACT joint European conference will be held in Istanbul, Turkey, from the 23rd to 26th April 2013.

     These conferences provide an opportunity to network, understand social work from an international perspective and to promote and gain ideas about practice and learning.  They are a meeting point for practitioners, policy makers, academics and students.

Human Rights

     There is now a joint IFSW-IASSW website on human rights.  This excellent site is designed for students, teachers and practitioners working in the social professions.  It is a guide to helping resolve ethical dilemmas that people meet in the course of their work and to stimulate ethical practice.  You will find not only theoretical analysis, but practical case examples to help think through key areas of practice. This will be done through hyperlinks to detailed case examples and relevant papers.

     You will also find a section concerning methods of intervention that you may find helpful in working positively towards reducing human rights violations.

     This is a living website for the social professions. To keep up to date with current human rights issues IFSW-IASSW seek your involvement in contributing to the material available on this site, your issues, your dilemmas and your examples of good practice - via the website or email human.rights@ifsw.org
     There are often no easy solutions to some of the critical issues that social workers grapple with and each situation is unique.  It may be that there are some issues that you may wish to refer to the IFSW-IASSW Commission directly. This can be done by email to human.rights@ifsw.org
     The Human Rights website can be accessed via IFSW at www.ifsw.org 

John Brennan, International Affairs, IASW



20.04.2011
