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I

To speak about poverty in Portugal is not easy, because it touches the national proud and self-esteem. For long time it was more or less a taboo, although when in the past, before the revolution of 1974, poor people were always visible in the public life, in the streets of the cities or in the villages when landless people made seasonal work for great land owners. Portugal has been since centuries a country of migration. However since the 50ies there was a massive increase of emigration, often clandestine. Young people and a significant part of the intelligence leave, trying to escape from misery, dictatorship or from the military service for the colonial wars in Africa. 

But the poverty was even spiritual: The illiteracy in the beginning of the last century lied closed to 80%, and the obligatory school has gone until 1967 only until the fourth grade. A continuous fear created by the political police of the Salazar regime, the authoritarian school based on memorisation, the repression of any social or political critic and a catholic church largely submitted to the dictatorship have constituted the superstructure of the society. In the national imaginary, the maritime “great discoveries” of the XV and XVI centuries were worshiped not only as an historical period, but also as a worldwide civilize mission. In reality, during the XX century, Portugal was the last colonial realm and has conduced during 13 years a colonial war in 5 African States. The dictator Salazar has proclaimed the famous and arrogant sentence of “proudly alone” (orgulhosamente só) for impeach every European influence. Although if today these past was broken in a violent rupture in 1974, in culture and economic development it means a heavy heritage. As consequence, poverty is, until today, a characteristic not only of a special social group, but a personal experience of the average citizen. Therefore to promote a good Social Work in consideration to this background, will be a challenge not only to fulfil a particular task, but to contribute for the change of often hidden aspects in the society, how we will explain in the last chapter.   

For understand the situation in concrete, I will mention some facts. 
- The average income per capita is nearly 72,5% of the European GDP per capita (Eurostat, 2006).

- The level of development varies a lot from region to region in Portugal: There are two big city agglomerations (Lisbon and Oporto), where half of the Portuguese population lives. Meanwhile, in the greater Lisbon the GDP is close to the European mean, the north and the interior regions are much poorer (there are differences of life index from 1 to 5, in some places also from 1 to 10). 

- The economic activities are based on small or medium enterprises, often organized by family structures. 
- The textile industry in the north of Portugal was the major branch of employment in Portugal and have, 20 years ago, employed 500 000 people, mostly women workers with low salaries. Some enterprises are restructured, but especially the small and media enterprises are closing, thus creating a quickly growing unemployment, the entire region is fallen into a “pool of poverty”. 
- In Alentejo, the region in south Portugal, famous for the Agrarian Reform after the revolution, is now in part a “region of emergency”, after the cooperative system was dismantled.
- There are also large regions in the interior of Portugal, depopulated by emigration in the sixties and seventies. Today lives here an older population, while the young people are leaving to the big cities or to foreign countries (for example, France, Switzerland, also United States, South America, Venezuela and Brazil). These regions in the interior of Portugal are menaced by human desertification and have strong difficulties to be competitive and attract investments. 

- Another problem facing the interior of Portugal, one which we cannot underestimate, is the large influence of alcoholism. In some municipalities a significant percentage of illnesses are alcohol related.
- The market, either offers young people precarious labour contracts or give them work without contracts at all, like the so-called “independent” work.

- There are also the poverty-stricken people among the elderly, especially women who have not contributed for the Social Welfare during working days. This is often a hidden situation, as it happens in other European countries. 
-  For centuries Portugal was a country of emigration. To the population of nearly 10 million habitants in the country, came almost 5 million emigrants living in different continents. In the last years, Portugal has changed from a country of emigration into a country of immigration. There is the traditional immigration from the former colonies, in Africa (closed to 400000) and from Brazil (100000), but also, in an increasing way, there are immigrants from the East Europe (for example, more than 120000 from Ukraine, Romania e Moldavia). The Africans, who often have the advantage of speaking Portuguese as their first language, quite frequently live in ghettos, especially around Lisbon.   

II
As the most important data about poverty is regarded the at-risk-of-poverty-rate in the European Statistics (Eurostat, 2006). Here Portugal ranks in a group of countries like Spain, Ireland, United Kingdom and Italy in about more or less 20% of poverty after the social transfer. It is an achievement for Portugal that the percentage was reduced to 18% in the last year. 
What can the European poverty line show? It is calculated by two different measures: Before and after the social transfer. This will be important in the European comparison. The Portuguese index of poverty is at 25% before social transfers. This percentage is close to the European average (26%). In all Europe a quarter of population has to be supported! After the social transfers the percentage of poor people in Portugal remains still 18%, a comparable high level. 
But it will be difficult to establish through this index a direct comparison of different European countries. The risk-of-poverty-threshold is set at 60% of the national median income (not at the arithmetic mean!). In Portugal the salaries are in general much lower than in the European mean, and also they are low for the current prices of essential goods. The gap between the 20% of lowest incomes and 20% of highest incomes is 1 : 6,8 (European mean 1 : 4,8)! (Eurostat, 2006, Inequality of Income Distribution). As resultant, the calculated Median is always lower than a middle-class level for live (x < than 700 Euro). This Median income covers the cost of living with difficulties. Consequently the percentage of indebted families is very high; f. ex. nearly all young families have a mortgage for housing for 25 years.   

In Portugal the poverty threshold is set by the Social Security to 340 Euro (other calculus 380 Euro), a quality absolutely insufficient to cover the expenses of individuals and families. (Source: debate in TV in January 2008 at the national day for combat against poverty). Even so, there are in Portugal 1,8 to 2 million people under this line. For my understanding, there is a hidden poverty for a large percentage of the population, who lives above the statistic poverty threshold, but have a life marked by poverty symptoms.  
In the eighties has begun a struggle against poverty. An important step was gone by the former socialist government of António Gutteres to establish a better organized social policy and, in 1994, a Minimum Social Income for persons without any means. 
But the ancient poverty continues to resist in large scale. The financial amount is still insufficient for overcome the poverty, and the mechanisms of poverty are profoundly enrooted in the history and the mentalities.
Why the number of identified poor stays’s still so high, when the poverty threshold lies so low? 
The scandal is that 30% are working-poor, where the incomes are lower than the official State minimum salary (420 Euro). The causes for such low salaries are: Lack of school education, an incipient system of professional formation and a high percentage of precarious contracts or irregular work. Other 30 % are pensioners, often women who have worked all their lives an informal economy. And 40 % consists of other situations.
In Portuguese studies, the term of poverty or poorness is seen more as a category of policy to intervene, and less as a scientific category to analyse.
  The criticism here is, that the discourse is too generalist for a comprehension of these phenomena’s and their generating factors, which are very different from each other. Also terms like “poverty” or “exclusion” refer only negative aspects which can tilt to social pre-concepts against these groups of population.

There are two types identified: “persisting” poverty and “incidental” poverty. In Portugal, nearly 90 % of “poor’s” belongs to the first category, who has inherited the poorness and the respective mentality for generations. But also in this category 83% of men and 45% of women have some economic activity. They work in seasonal work (agriculture or fishing), civil construction, or in under qualified places in the services.

The incidental poverty seems less expressive, but my data stems from 2002 and in the meantime a lot of jobs were lost. Through rationalisation of the services and closing down of factories made unemployment rise continuously. 
The social security has distinguished different types of receivers of subsidies:
1. long time unemployed;

2. families with strong health problems or with a member, what needs family care;

3. ethnic minorities (there are two groups which are significant: The Roma and African immigrants. These groups, living in their own communities, are marked by profound cultural differences and need special approximation in Social Work. Also they take more effort to overcome poverty, when they can find acceptation and integration.
4. families with youngsters in situation of marginalisation (toxic dependency or delinquency);

5. isolated people (old people or situation disrupters of family structures);

6. monoparental families.

In addition to these empirical and typological approaches, it is important to point out one indirect decisive data: The high rate of school leavers. 
The high rate for Portugal (around 40%) indicates a virulent problem for all society. For poverty, the precarious state of education is one of the most important structural factors. Since years education is a controversial public issue that provokes always confrontation in the public life. Continuously this subject is dominant in media and politics. Actually, an incisive organizational reform of the school system is ongoing, but it is largely contested by the teachers. 
Here a European comparison can demonstrate the strong differences in Europe. The highest levels are: Malta – 42 %; Portugal 39 %, Turkey 49%. (European mean: 20%).
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Table 1: Early school leavers total (Eurostat)
On the other side, since the famous carnations revolution of 1974 (after 48 years of dictatorship) Portugal has changed profoundly in mentality and development (infrastructure, economic sectors like civil construction, informatics or tourism, but also in the social and educational system. Actually, structural modernisation in services and conversation in industry and agriculture is in course to meliorate productivity, but also makes rare employments and push out new groups. F. ex. for young people, also for academics, it is extremely difficult to enter in the labour market.
III
In the theory of Social Work the theme of poverty has been redefined as social exclusion. While the English sociology speaks about poverty, orientated to analyse the aspect of the individual and the distributive aspects (level of life and income), in the Portuguese Social Work we prefer the term social exclusion appointing to the people’s personal relationships and their fragmentation. In the tradition of the French sociological School (Robert Castel), social exclusion is perceived as a process of marginalisation, caused by successive fractures between an individual and the society, when the living social and personal relations are broken, often with no return: People will be segregated due firstly to unemployment, so they lose their former life objective, entering in a financial crisis, making it impossible to pay the housing morgage or rent. Then it happens that family relationships break down, with the loss of affection, friends and social support.

In Portuguese social imaginary, there is a profound solidarity image of society, where the central unity is constituted by the family. Therefore this change of terminology tries to encounter this proposition of a solidarian society like a harmonious family. Beyond this, the dialectic of social exclusion and inclusion allows to overcome a perspective of assistentialism, having dominated for centuries, which focused the work of Social assistance on the immediate physical and moral support of individuals, without changing their social range. Today Social Work tries to work on the fundamental ideia of citizenship, i.e., on the basic human and social rights. In this ideology, exclusion is a scandal and inclusion a social obligation. The so called “poor” will be someone with civil rights; and dimensions such as personal respect and the person’s dignity. The minimum must serve to not only for basic necessities, but also for re-establish his social network, where he can participate, can be integrated and accepted as a human being. 

After the revolution 1974 against Salazar´s long time dictatorship (1926-1974), the Social Work, in the eighties, has made a “reconceptualisation” of his fundamental principles now based on the citizenship of all persons. This approach entails a refutation of the former role of Social Assistant as the State agent during the dictatorship, having the task to “administrate” but also to control the “poor”. In this manner, also traditional values are recuperated, like to treat everyone, also poor, workless and elderly people, with respect and dignity.
In the nineties the above mentioned State program of minimum revenue was built up, later transformed into a program for social insertion, where the distribution of a (small) monthly benefit is conditioned by the acceptance of an individual compromise by the receiver, which he/she will establish with the Social Worker: There are different dimensions: medical (inclusive dentist or psychiatric) care, an educational plan and professional training, children’s school attendance and interventions in housing situation, if the houses demonstrate subhuman conditions. 
To overcome illness, alcoholism or drug addiction, linked with social exclusion, to participate in the resettlement and to acquire professional skills, is not an automatic process for people who have been for a long time outside the social life and have lost self-confidence and the spirit to be responsible for themselves. To change from a long-time hopelessness and passive attitude to personal activity is an ambitious goal! In this programme of social reintegration, people must assume a personal compromise; he/she will be accompanied by a Social Worker, so that he/she can and must prepare himself/herself both for social and labour reintegration, despite the fact that often the only jobs available are quite precarious.  

IV
The Social Work has grown up a lot in the nineties, when the welfare system developed tremendously. Social Workers have begun to work in the structures of the democratic State, as a result of the social policy implemented by socialist governments: The minimum revenue, a system of therapy to combat drug addition, the social action, the public protection for abandoned children, the combat of violence inside the household, the integration in the public health system, the fight against the lack of school attendance and in the juridical system of alternative penalty. 

But presently, we see that the work with excluded people is suffering changes, going in a different direction. In the last years, the main policy of the government was to reduce the deficit of the State budget, to be in accordance to the criteria of the stability pact for the Euro-Region.  In a poorer country, the State must achieve contradictory and disputed goals, like industrial conversation, finance stability and social programs. In the consequence, the social policy of the State will no longer expand or even diminish, and the workplaces for young social workers are extremely reduced. 

Beyond this, there is also a political discussion going on about the efficiency of the intervention by State institutions in the social field. For subsume: We have the general feeling, that the classic system: Democratic State ( the concept of citizenship ( social policies ( social institutions (social work within State structures is been threatened. 

So we are obliged to think in a wider range of social work: In the (week) civil society, outside of assured State institutions. I am touching here a discussion that in the Social Work is controversial. What today is going on is to build up social projects which will function in a much more fragile framework then a State office. The cultural situation is so, that, on one side, there is in Portugal a long tradition of associations and cooperatives, whereas on the other, to work in the public field is something that the people desire, as they look also for personal stability. A social project has much more an aspect of militancy or social engagement with all inherent risks: To be much more flexible responding to social challenges, to have limited contracts, to be submitted much more to the public criticism, not having fixed timetables, to demonstrate accountability and so on. The social professions in the execution of social projects will be, often against their own desire, much closer to excluded people. Poverty will also affect social workers, who renounce to titles and academic status, in solidarity with populations, and not speak anymore about “clients” or “users” in the traditional language of Social Work. This also means we must learn how to do community work, leaving the assuring office. 

Briefly I would like to share an example, which can contribute to this new perspective for social engagement. In Portugal, since 2001, the programme ESCOLHAS (CHOICES) was created to prevent criminality among immigrant children and youngsters, especially among those of the second generation. Today this is a network with 120 projects, involving 766 local institutions and 480 workers in the third sector. In a perspective of proximity to the population, the program involves schools, municipalities, independent social associations, parent associations etc., and the intervention will arrive to at least 40 000 children and youngsters, immigrant and native, all over the country. Each project with constituted teams, a working plan, with well defined goals and financial resources was selected by the board of Escolhas as a result of the presentation of their project. Projects, that are working in a context of social exclusion, in which the State policy has difficulties to penetrate, are preferred. As defined goal, “their mission is to promote a social inclusion of children and youngsters coming out of vulnerable socio-economic contexts, to look for equal opportunities and strengthening the social cohesion…Prioritized are those who live in territories with higher indices of exclusion and without insufficient answers; young school leavers or people without basic school attendance. … Assisting 9 000 parents of these children is also planned.”

The reader can make an idea of the difficulty of this type of social work. It must be organized in network and also controlled and supported by the project leadership, within immigrants take place beside of Portuguese. 

What I know personally, is a project-group in a so called “reconversation” quarter; this is a neibourghood for 4000 immigrants who have come in after leaving a slum. There are a lot of difficult social and psychological problems, for example, abandoning school, disintegrated families, direct contact with the suffering and death of parents in Angola, and also little criminality. In particular, I was impressed with the task to create conditions for children to learn how to do their schoolwork: to read books and to resolve mathematical exercises, which they could not do in their often monoparental families. So the project is contributing to build up more stable human relationships and to help the parents to accept the place where they live. Also the project establishes a regular relationship with the basic or secondary school, where the teachers are often overcharged with children’s emotional reactions. For the professionals, it will be essential not only to analyse the needs of the families, specially the children, but to find out the decisive points of intervention. They must learn to build up a participative organization and to mediate conflicts in an ambience of often disruptive behaviour. 
This programme started in 2001 in the immigration field for African children, and has functioned in collaboration with the local police. It was later open to Portuguese and Roma populations, and it was enlarged from the capital district to the neglected interior regions.

It is interesting, that this is not a programme to build up economic structures or to give financial support, but an educational one.
 So in this way the Social Work enlarge his own field of intervention, it can open new opportunities in the civil education and realise social inclusion in a more human manner.
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� The majority of migrant people are working, so only a small part will receive benefits from Social Security. But they work always in extremely precarious conditions and have strong problems with the absence of mans, who often work far away from their homes. 





