Statement on Benefits, Differentials and Bonuses

There is a saying in Africa that when the elephants fight it’s the grass that gets trampled.  This is precisely what is happening in the debate about benefits which is being argued with slogans and prejudice rather than reason and compassion.  Those many who are genuine recipients in the spirit that William Beveridge originally introduced the welfare system are being demonised alongside and because of those who, we are told, are gaining unreasonable amounts of funding from the system.  But the language in which the debate is couched as well as the need to take account of those trapped in wealth also have to be borne in mind.  

People can be trapped in poverty and dependency for a variety of reasons and they need help to be released from this trap.  Some, through circumstances beyond their control, maybe brought about by harsh personal circumstances or the fierce economic climate, will need the safety net of the welfare system.  On the other hand others may have no desire to take opportunities to be released, in which case the public purse cannot be expected to sustain them unless there are compelling reasons for doing so.  As the row over large pay differentials and inflated bonuses shows, people can also be trapped in wealth.  The Bible is more critical of the rich than of the poor - this is not from the perspective of envy but out of concern for their ultimate well-being and from the damage that their wealth can inflict on their neighbours and society as a whole.  One of the reasons we are facing the present financial crisis is not because of the poor but because of the rich.  One way of helping both rich and poor from their traps is for society to affirm people and their potential above wealth and acquisitiveness.

The argument of ‘fairness’ is common today.  Many would argue for a reform of the benefits system on the basis of fairness.  This would be a mistake.  It should, instead, be reformed on the basis of justice.  Fairness is a judgement about right and wrong when everybody starts from a level playing field: justice has morality at its heart and acknowledges the inequalities in society.  There are strong  arguments for an overhaul of the benefits system just as there are strong arguments for an overhaul of differentials and bonuses, but let them be undertaken on the basis of justice rather than fairness.

+Brian Tonbridge

An interview with Bishop Brian will broadcast on BBC Radio Kent on Sunday 5 February at 6:50am.
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