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The Society of St. Vincent de Paul is celebrating 175 years in Ireland
The first group meeting of the SVP in Ireland
took place 1844 in a house in Halston Street in
Dublin. Since then the Society has provided
support and assistance to thousands of Irish
people through famine time in the 19th
century, two world wars, the uprising, civil
war, and times of recession and austerity.
At the celebration on April 13th the National
President of the SVP, Kieran Stafford,
reminded us “Even though times have
changed fundamentally since then, the core
need still continues to be much the same.
Members of SVP continue to go out every
night throughout Ireland helping people with
food, fuel, and shelter. On the one hand, it is
something that we as members can be justly
proud of but, as a nation ashamed that in
2019 there is still a growing need to help so
many with these basics”.
He drew attention to the 760,000 (approx)
people living below the poverty line, including
the 110,000 people who are at work, the
record number of people who are homeless
and he spoke of the 11,500 volunteers in
every county who “know and meet the people
behind the figures every week bringing
friendship and support”.

Bl. Frederic Ozanam

The VPSJ, (of which the SVP is a founding member and Trustee), is privileged to be associated
with the ethos, values, members and work of the SVP. This edition of Just.Now gives a brief
overview of some of the less known aspects of the work of the society in Ireland today.
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Working for Social Justice
The first meeting of the Society of St Vincent de Paul (SVP) in Ireland took place in
December 1844 when 19 men, the founders of the Society in Ireland, met in a room near the
Four Courts in Dublin and began to make plans to relieve the severe poverty, hunger and
destitution they witnessed in the city, 175 years ago.

SVP in Ireland today is involved in a wide range of activities with the aim of alleviating the
effects of poverty and helping people who are struggling to get back on their feet. While Irish
society has changed beyond recognition since the first meeting of the SVP in 1844, many of
the same issues persist for individuals and families who are struggling. In 2017 SVP received
almost 140,000 calls for help and spent over €500,000 every week helping individuals and
families in need with the costs of food, fuel, housing and education.

In addition to providing this practical support and friendship, a key part of the mission of
the SVP is to work for social justice. Frederic Ozanam, the founder of the Society of St
Vincent de Paul instructed the first members of the Society: “You must not be content with
tiding the poor over the poverty crisis. You must study their condition and the injustices which
brought about such poverty, with the aim of a long-term improvement”.

Source: Paving A Pathway out of Poverty , SVP
2018

Approximately 760,000 people are living below the poverty line, including 230,000
children. SVP’s 11,000 members across Ireland visit households living in poverty, often in
poor quality, cold, over-crowded, expensive and insecure housing. Our members meet
children and young people who are unable to benefit fully from access to education; we see
parents struggling with unemployment and lack of access to decent jobs; we visit people
seeking asylum living in direct provision centres for years on end and our members call into
hotels, B&B and other emergency accommodation due to the scandal of homelessness. An
emerging issue with the economy now almost at “full employment”, is in-work poverty – with
almost 110,000 people living below the poverty line in spite of having a job.

Many of the people SVP assists cannot afford a Minimum Essential Standard of Living,
which is a standard which meets physical, psychological and social needs at a minimum, but
socially acceptable, level. This means that they are dealing with a shortfall every week, a gap
between the income they have and the income they need. Recent research carried out by the
Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice on behalf of SVP found that families with an
inadequate income work very hard to make ends meet and use a myriad of coping strategies,
going without adequate healthy food at times, juggling bills, borrowing money and cutting
back on expenditure on clothing, personal care, health, education, transport, household
energy and social inclusion. Over time, resilience is eroded, debts begin to mount, health
problems and other challenges are exacerbated. Living on a low income is very stressful.
Parents try to protect their children from the effects of poverty but are not always able to: as
one parent explained “My eight year old daughter said ‘mummy I want a birthday party’ and I
had to say ‘you’re a big girl now, you don’t need a birthday party.’ It was very difficult to see
the disappointment on her face. I had to explain that we didn’t have the money.”

In 2012 the Irish Government set a target to reduce consistent poverty to 2% or less by
2020, and to lift 70,000 children out of consistent poverty by that date. However, in spite of
this ambition, poverty rates are not falling to the extent needed to meet the targets. Too
many people are being left behind. The Global Goals for Sustainable Development aim to
eradicate poverty in all its forms by 2030. If we are to meet our ambition of ending poverty,
significant investment is needed in good quality, affordable and accessible public services as
well as improved income supports for people both in and out of work. St Augustine said that
“Charity is no substitute for justice withheld”. Working for social justice is at the heart of the
Society of St Vincent de Paul and we will continue to challenge poverty and inequality and
advocate for investment in policies which will make a difference in the lives of people who
are struggling and will result in a fairer society for all. Caroline Fahey, Head of Social Justice & Policy ,SVP

Source: Joseph Rowntree Foundation

Reflection
Speaking at the celebration of our 175th Anniversary on 13th April, Archbishop Diarmuid Martin said “The spirit of the
SVP is in no way a glorification of poverty but a recognition that poverty is an imposed impossibility for people to
realise fully their God given talents. Those of you who in your Conferences visit families in their own homes know
that the dreams of those families is not just to receive the support and gifts you bring. Their dream is to be like you
and me; to be relieved of indignity; to be able to live their lives and proudly to see their children have dreams and
realize those dreams. The SVP brings hope to people that helps people to realise that hope.
Archbishop Diarmuid Martin

In your regarding it as inadequate to merely address the immediate effects of the challenges within Irish society,
your organisation seeks to tackle the fundamental causes of why poverty can reproduce itself from one generation
to another. The St. Vincent de Paul has a strong and well-developed awareness of the wider policy challenge, which
is to build an inclusive society, where poverty is reduced, social participation is increased and human rights are
enhanced. There is nothing inevitable about gross inequalities, structural poverty or a society of glaring gaps
between rich and poor that reproduces itself again and again.
President Higgins, April 2019
The problem which divides people today is not a political problem it is a social one. It is a matter of knowing which
will get the upper hand, the spirit of selfishness or the spirit of sacrifice; whether society will go for ever-increasing
enjoyment and profit, or for everyone devoting themselves to the common good…. Many people have too much and
still want more. Others do not have enough, or do not have anything at all, and they want to take by force what is
not being given to them. A war is threatening between these two groups, on one side, the power of wealth, on the
other the force of desperation. We must get in between these two groups, at least to reduce the impact if we cannot
stop it. Because we are young, because we are not wealthy, we can more easily fill the role of mediators.
Frederic Ozanam
‘Jesus willed to be born poor to have as His companions poor persons and to place Himself in the condition of
people in poverty so far as to say that the good or evil that we do to them. He will consider as done to His divine
Person. To say “Servants of the Poor” is as if one said “Servants of Jesus Christ”, since He considers as done to
Himself what is done to them.’
St. Vincent de Paul
‘I have come that they may have life and have it to the full.’ - Jesus - John 10.10

Prayer to Make Poverty History

Lord of Life,
Open our eyes to make us:
Aware of the poverty suffered by others;
Aware of the immorality of allowing that suffering to take place;
Aware of our rights as citizens to be heard;
Aware of the men, women and children dying as we speak;
Aware that our solidarity gives us strength;
Aware that our leaders may turn a deaf ear but Almighty God hears our cry;
And aware that only together can we: Make Poverty History.
Give us the strength and determination to work towards solutions
and policy changes that can free our sisters and brothers
around the world from the chains of poverty.
Inspire us to challenge our leaders to make debt relief
and fighting poverty a priority,
and make our voices loud and clear.
Amen.

Cardinal O’Brien

St. Vincent de Paul

