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Thursday, 2 June 2016, from 11.30 am to 1 pm 
 
Increased income inequalities are a threat to social cohesion  
Rapporteur: Mr Tuur Elzinga, Netherlands, UEL 
[AS/Soc (2016) 15] 
 
Ms Deborah Hardoon, Deputy Head of Research Oxfam GB, Oxford (United Kingdom) 
 
Ms Hardoon first introduced the activities of Oxfam, a confederation of NGOs working in more than 90 
countries around the world to fight poverty and injustice. During the last few years, Oxfam had been 
actively campaigning against rising economic inequality. In many countries, people at the bottom of the 
income ladder faced unjust inequality of opportunities, hindered access to basic rights and impaired social 
mobility, whilst suffering from various social, economic, political and environmental consequences. Not 
only Oxfam, but also the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the OECD and other organisations had 
sounded the alarm regarding current trends and the worrying consequences of income inequalities, 
stating that the latter represented the number one issue of our time.  
 
Ms Hardoon presented a recent report by OXFAM on “An economy for the 1%”, which analysed the main 
drivers of inequality. The study revealed a positive story of growth at the aggregate level, meaning that the 
world was becoming richer. However, according to World Bank estimates, around 10% of the global 
population still lived in extreme poverty; this group had seen a negligible increase in income over the last 
30 years, whereas, the biggest share of the increase in income had been attributed to the richest 10%. 
 
The picture was even more extreme in the case of wealth distribution: the richest 1% possessed more 
wealth than the other 99% combined; 62 billionaires had the same wealth as the bottom half of the planet. 
Whilst the richest 1% had seen their wealth growth exceed 50% of the total wealth stock, the wealth of the 
bottom 50% had been declining in real terms since 2010.  
 
Additionally, the study showed a decline in the share of income attributed to labour all over the world, 
whereas the return on capital was growing. This trend corresponded to Thomas Piketty’s main findings 
about the rate of return on capital, which was greater than the growth rate of the economy and confirmed 
that owners of capital, landlords and investors were getting an increasing “share of the pie” compared to 
ordinary workers. Indeed, certain asset owners could make up to 5 million dollars a day just on interest 
payments. 
 

1 Minutes approved and declassified by the Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development at its 
meeting on 21 September 2016 in Paris. 
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By the same token, CEOs and other top earners were prospering at the expense of employees: they were 
often seeing their income grow whilst lower wages stagnated. 
 
 
Amongst the most flagrant examples of unjust economic dynamics leading to the unfair allocation of 
rewards (disconnected from social contributions or value adding activities), Ms Hardoon mentioned the 
active lobbying of pharmaceutical companies against access to medicines, the increasing financing of 
heavy lobbying by the financial sector, and tax dodging by individuals and companies (example of the 
“Panama papers”). 
 
In order to make a transition from exclusive economies to inclusion and fairness, Ms Hardoon suggested 
putting in place the following policies: 
 
• Share the tax burden fairly to level the playing field and invest in inequality-reducing public services, 

as well as agree on a global approach to end the era of tax havens;  
• Pay workers a living wage, close the gap with executive rewards and share rewards more fairly 

through the supply chain; 
• Promote women’s economic equality and women’s rights and end all forms of discrimination 

against marginalised groups;  
• Keep the influence of powerful elites in check; 
• Change the global system for Research and Development and the pricing of medicines so that 

everyone has access to appropriate and affordable medicines. 
 

 
Ms Céline Thévenot, Policy Analyst in social affairs (Income Distribution and Poverty Section), 
Directorate for Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) 
 
Ms Thévenot started her presentation referring to a number of OECD publications, namely “Growing 
Unequal?” (2008), “Divided we Stand” (2011) and “In it together: Why less inequality benefits all” (2015), 
in which experts describe the economic consequences of rising inequalities. She explained that the level 
of inequalities was measured by the Gini coefficient: from 0 for perfectly equal societies, to 1 for 
absolutely unequal ones. Within this range, 0,25 was generally considered acceptable, while 0,35-0,40 
represented critical levels. The lowest level of inequalities was registered in Nordic countries and some 
Eastern European countries (around 0,25), whereas the USA, Turkey and Mexico demonstrated 
extremely high levels of inequality. France and Germany were in the middle of the statistical chart. 
 
The expert pointed to several important trends related to inequalities. Firstly, on average inequalities had 
increased in the OECD countries since the mid-80s. For instance, 30 years ago Germany was more equal 
than France, and now the countries had the same Gini coefficient. A similar rise could be witnessed in 
Sweden, Finland and Denmark – countries which used to be considered equal. Secondly, inequalities did 
not increase at the same pace; there were certain episodes, which suggested that the rise could be linked 
to policy reforms or to economic changes. Thirdly, inequality had already been on the rise before the 
crisis, which proved that it was a long-term trend. 
 
Ms Thévenot summarised the main messages of the OECD report “In it together: Why less inequality 
benefits all”: 
 

• Inequality has reached record highs in most OECD countries. 
 
• It is not only about poverty, it is about the bottom 40%. Inequality was not an issue for the very 

bottom of income distribution only, it concerned a significant part of the population. 
 

• The rise in non-standard work contributed to higher inequality. Non-standard work was defined as 
any type of work that was not fixed-term, full-time work, and encompassed temporary work, part-
time work and self-employment. The presence of these forms of employment had significantly 
increased in the OECD countries during the past 30 years. People involved in non-standard 
employment generally had lower wages, poorer access to education and training, and weaker 
social protection. In many countries, this resulted in an unemployment trap for non-standard 
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workers with reduced social mobility, which contributed to increased polarisation of the labour 
market. 

 
• High wealth concentration limits investment opportunities. Wealth concentration was significant 

and more important than income concentration: in OECD countries, 10% of the population owned 
50% of the wealth, whilst the bottom 40% owned only 3%.  

 
• More women in the workforce contribute to the decrease of household income inequality. The 

increased participation of women in the labour market had contributed to mitigating the increase in 
inequalities over the past 2-3 decades. It was estimated that if women had kept the same 
participation level as 30 years ago, the inequalities would have been 2 points higher. 
 

• Rising inequality drags down economic growth in the long-term. The rise of income inequality by 
1 Gini point lowers the GDP per capita growth rate by -0.12 percentage points per year. In 
unequal societies there was less access for those at the bottom to higher education or to social 
mobility, which resulted in increasing the inequality for future generations: children with lower 
parental education background tended to perform less well in terms of education, years of 
schooling, literacy, numeracy and future performance on the labour market.  
 

As far as the redistribution policies were concerned, the study showed that redistribution through taxes 
and transfers did not necessarily lead to bad growth outcomes. There was no clear impact of 
redistribution on economic growth.  
 
In conclusion, the expert recommended 4 policy measures to tackle high inequality and promote social 
cohesion: 
 

• Promote employment and good-quality jobs;  
• Foster women’s participation in economic life;  
• Strengthen quality education and skills development;  
• Improve the design of tax and benefit systems for a more efficient redistribution. 

 
Forthcoming projects of the OECD would focus on intergenerational social mobility and income mobility. 
More information could be found on the OECD website www.oecd.org/social/inequality-and-poverty.htm. 
 
Debate 
 
Mr Jónasson thanked the experts for launching this important discussion and asked for more detailed 
information on the term of non-standard work. 
 
Ms De Sutter enquired about the Gini coefficient which seemed to be more correlated with the feeling of 
the well-being of people rather than with a country’s wealth. She asked about the relation between 
inequality and more or less stable and democratic political systems. Was there less inequality in countries 
where human rights were most respected? Was it a result or a cause? 
 
Mr Grin underlined the importance of vocational training in tackling income inequalities. He drew attention 
to the need to take into account the volatility of the financial markets when analysing capital gains.  
 
Ms Magradze had always believed that having a great number of rich people was positive for society, 
however now it seemed that the high concentration of wealth was jeopardising social stability. She then 
wondered whether the existence of wealthy people was good for a country. 
 
Mr Schennach said that during the economic downturn in Europe, rich people were multiplying their 
wealth, whereas simple workers had to ‘pay’ for the financial crisis. He enquired about the data available 
on the young generation, specifying that many 20-30 year-old people with high education were in a 
precarious situation, only accessing unstable jobs.  
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Ms Günay drew the attention of the rapporteur to the fact that the report was focusing mostly on the 
economic side of the subject, whilst addressing cultural, social, ethical, environmental, human capital and 
social protection dimensions was paramount to ensuring inclusive growth. 
 
Mr Eßl did not agree that part-time work could represent a serious problem, since many people were 
keen on having such work, willingly accepting the part-time schedule. In his view, it was important to 
distinguish between flexible and atypical work. 
 
Mr Kiral noted that redistribution policies would discourage and demotivate people from becoming 
successful, and it was therefore important to focus, instead, on empowering municipalities and local 
authorities where 80% of the global population resided. Following his meeting with the Mayor of Athens, 
Mr Kiral underlined the importance of improving links between local authorities, national governments 
and supranational levels. He fully supported the idea of vocational training, however, the social benefit 
system should be reviewed at the same time, with special attention to the proper verification procedures in 
use. He stressed the importance of improving legislation in order to make wealthy people socially 
responsible, referring to examples of French companies investing in infrastructure and schools, in different 
countries where they operated. 
 
Mme Cimbro pointed to the link between gender equality and economic growth. Women’s income 
contribution was important for many households, but adequate childcare needed to be provided to 
reconcile family life and work. 
 
Lord Foulkes underlined the importance of establishing control over those financial managers who were 
awarding themselves generously, regardless of the economic performance of their companies and their 
added value. He referred to the “Panama Papers” case which had revealed the ultimate lack of 
transparency and showed how many rich people secretly “stashed” their wealth in tax havens. Countries 
like India, China or Russia, which in the past had not witnessed the existence of very wealthy people, 
were now obviously facing considerable inequality problems and subsequent tensions. Rich people 
needed to justify the acquisition of their wealth. 
 
Concerning the question of inequalities and people’s sense of well-being, Ms Hardoon explained that 
there was a lot of evidence of existing links. For instance, in the richest areas of Glasgow, people were 
expected to live 15 years longer than those in the poorest. At the same time, although in the poorest 
areas of Glasgow, people had a decent income which was significantly higher than in India, they were still 
expected to live shorter lives than the poor in India. The relative gap between rich and poor mattered a lot, 
even more than the absolute income, as relative inequality drove people into despair, drug and alcohol 
abuse. 
 
The expert asserted that inequality and political rights were very interrelated. Those at the top of the 
income ladder had impunity in many cases, getting away with avoiding judicial sanctions. Those at the 
bottom quite often did not know their rights, and did not have access to representation in court.  
 
Regarding the social, cultural and ethical aspects of inequalities, Ms Hardoon referred to data showing 
that the richest 10% of people were producing more than 50% of global carbon emissions, thus 
contributing to a number of disastrous environmental consequences. It was also important to have a 
genuine meritocracy and equal opportunities for all, to ensure that the best jobs were not captured by 
those with power and influence. 
 
It was indeed, not the flexible work, but the work in precarious conditions which represented the main 
issue. With temporary and “zero hours” contracts, workers were not certain about their future and about 
their financial stability. There was no evidence that redistribution discouraged entrepreneurs from doing 
business.  
 
Replying to the questions put to her, Ms Thévenot said that the OECD study defined non-standard work 
as any form of employment which was not a full time or permanent contract: temporary, part-time work 
and self-employment, specifying that this definition had no relation to trade unions. These categories were 
not necessarily negative forms of employment. Policy makers should find the most appropriate policy 
tools to also support non-standard forms of employment, to ensure that workers were treated on an equal 
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footing with other workers in more stable forms of employment. Some ideas could be found in the OECD 
study on “Digitalization and the new forms of employment”. The links between well-being and inequality 
depended on each country and the way in which inequalities were accepted. The link between human 
rights and inequalities was evident: children living in more unequal countries clearly lacked equal 
opportunities whilst children with a high parental education background generally did better in life. Life-
long learning and professional training were among the key policies aiming at reducing inequalities.  
 
As for the “Panama Papers”, Ms Thévenot described the OECD project “Base erosion and profit shifting” 
aimed at promoting more transparency, and addressed the tax avoidance strategies that exploit gaps and 
mismatches in tax rules. As far as the role of women in mitigating inequalities was concerned, the expert 
explained that it was not a simple correlation. Sometimes an increased participation of women in the 
labour market tended to reinforce inequalities, increasing the gap between poor and wealthy families. 
Very often, one-earner households were extremely fragile, whereas the presence of two earners in a 
family would help to smooth economic shocks. It was important to provide policy tools to empower women 
to participate in the labour market, in particular, good quality and easily accessible child-care services or 
tax incentives. 
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List of decisions 
 
 
 
The Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development, meeting in Paris on 2 June 
2016, with first Ms Sílvia Eloïsa Bonet (Andorra, SOC), First Vice-Chairperson, and then Mr Serhii Kiral 
(Ukraine, EC), Chairperson of the Sub-Committee on Environment and Energy, in the Chair, as regards: 
 
 
− Increased income inequalities are a threat to social cohesion (Rapporteur: Mr Tuur Elzinga, 

Netherlands, UEL): held an exchange of views with: 
 
-  Ms Deborah Hardoon, Deputy Head of Research Oxfam GB, Oxford (United Kingdom), and  
- Ms Céline Thévenot, Policy Analyst in social affairs (Income distribution and Poverty Section), 
Directorate for Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD). 
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Committee on Social Affairs, Health and Sustainable Development 

Commission des questions sociales, de la santé et du développement durable 
 

List of presence / Liste de présence 
 
 
Chairperson / Présidente : 
 
Ms Stella KYRIAKIDES  
 

  Cyprus / Chypre 

 
 
Vice-Chairpersons / Vice-Présidents : 
 
Ms Sílvia Eloïsa BONET  
 

 Andorra / Andorre  

Ms Vasiliki KATRIVANOU  
 
Greece / Grèce 
 

 
Mr Ionuţ-Marian STROE 
 

 Romania / Roumanie 

 
          Members / Membres                                                             Alternates / Remplaçant(e)s 
 

1. Mr Petrit VASILI Albania / Albanie Ms Silva CAKA 
2. Ms Sílvia Eloïsa BONET  

1st Vice Chairperson / 1er 
vice-présidente 

Andorra / Andorre Mr Carles JORDANA  

3. M. Vahan BABAYAN Armenia / Arménie Ms Naira KARAPETYAN 
4. Mr Franz Leonhard EßL Austria / Autriche Ms Angelika WINZIG 
5. Mr Stefan SCHENNACH Austria / Autriche Mr Andreas SCHIEDER 
6. Mrs Sevinj FATALIYEVA Azerbaijan / Azerbaïdjan Mr Vusal HUSEYNOV 
7. Mr Ganira PASHAYEVA  Azerbaijan / Azerbaïdjan M. Muslum MAMMADOV 
8. Ms Cindy FRANSSEN  Belgium / Belgique M. Damien THIÉRY  
9. Mr Stefaan VERCAMER Belgium / Belgique Ms Petra De SUTTER 

10. Ms Milica MARKOVIĆ Bosnia and Herzegovina / 
Bosnie-Herzégovine ZZ... 

11. Mr Borislav BORISOV  Bulgaria / Bulgarie Mr Antoni TRENCHEV  
12. Mr Desislav CHUKOLOV Bulgaria / Bulgarie Ms Krasimira KOVACHKA 
13. Ms Nada TURINA-ĐURIĆ Croatia / Croatie Mr Josip BILAVER 
14. Ms Stella KYRIAKIDES Cyprus / Chypre Ms Athina KYRIAKIDOU 

15. Mme Daniela FILIPIOVÁ Czech Republic /  
République tchèque Mr Pavel HOLÍK  

16. Ms Gabriela PECKOVÁ  Czech Republic /  
République tchèque Mr Rom KOSTŘICA 

17. Ms Aaja Chemnitz LARSEN Denmark / Danemark Ms Christina EGELUND 
18. Mr Jaak MADISON Estonia / Estonie Ms Marianne MIKKO 
19. Ms Anne KALMARI Finland / Finlande Ms Anne LOUHELAINEN 
20. M. Damien ABAD  France Mme Catherine QUÉRÉ  
21. Ms Maryvonne BLONDIN France M. Gérard BAPT 
22. Mme Marie-Christine 

DALLOZ  France Ms Danielle AUROI  

23. M. Denis JACQUAT France M. Jean-Claude FRÉCON 
24. Ms Guguli MAGRADZE Georgia / Géorgie Mr Zviad KVATCHANTIRADZE 
25. Ms Doris BARNETT  Germany / Allemagne Ms Elvira DROBINSKI-WEIß  
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26. Ms Sybille BENNING Germany / Allemagne Mr Tobias ZECH 
27. Ms Herlind GUNDELACH Germany / Allemagne Mr Axel E. FISCHER 
28. Mr Andrej HUNKO  Germany / Allemagne Ms Annalena BAERBOCK 

29. Ms Nina KASIMATI Greece / Grèce Ms Vasiliki KATRIVANOU 2nd  Vice 
Chairperson / 2ème vice-présidente 

30. Mr Evangelos MEIMARAKIS Greece / Grèce Ms Eleni RAPTI 
31. Mr Márton GYÖNGYÖSI Hungary / Hongrie Ms Mónika BARTOS 
32. Ms Erzsébet SCHMUCK Hungary / Hongrie Mr Gábor HARANGOZÓ 
33. Mr Ögmundur JÓNASSON Iceland / Islande Ms Oddný HARÐARDÓTTIR 
34. Mr Joseph O’REILLY Ireland / Irlande Mr Michael McNAMARA 
35. Ms Maria Teresa BERTUZZI  Italy / Italie Ms Eleonora CIMBRO 
36. Ms Nunzia CATALFO  Italy / Italie Ms Cristina DE PIETRO 
37. Mr Giuseppe GALATI Italy / Italie Mr Francesco Maria AMORUSO 
38. Ms Laura PUPPATO Italy / Italie Ms Adele GAMBARO 
39. M. Andris BĒRZINŠ  Latvia / Lettonie Ms Inese LAIZĀNE 
40. Mr Rainer GOPP Liechtenstein Mr Hubert LAMPERT 
41. Mr Arturas SKARDŽIUS  Lithuania / Lituanie Ms Dangutė MIKUTIENĖ 
42. Ms Martine MERGEN Luxembourg Mme Françoise HETTO-GAASCH 
43. Mr Deo DEBATTISTA  Malta / Malte Mr Charlò BONNICI 

44. Ms Liliana PALIHOVICI Republic of Moldova / 
République de Moldova   Mr Valeriu GHILETCHI  

45. M. Jean-Charles ALLAVENA  Monaco M. Christian BARILARO 
46. Mr Goran TUPONJA Montenegro / Monténégro ZZ… 
47. Mr Tuur ELZINGA Netherlands / Pays-Bas Ms Tineke STRIK    
48. Mr Paul SCHNABEL Netherlands / Pays-Bas Mr Ahmed MARCOUCH 
49. Ms Ingebjørg GODSKESEN Norway / Norvège Mr Tore HAGEBAKKEN 
50. Ms Margareta BUDNER Poland / Pologne Mr Krzysztof BREJZA 
51. Mr Krzysztof SITARSKI Poland / Pologne Ms Andżelika MOŻDŹANOWSKA 
52. Mr Andrzej WOJTYŁA Poland / Pologne Ms Agnieszka POMASKA 
53. M. Luís LEITE RAMOS Portugal ZZ… 
54. Ms Helena ROSETA Portugal ZZ... 
55. Mr Marian NEACŞU  Romania / Roumanie Mr Ben-Oni ARDELEAN  
56. Mr Cezar Florin PREDA Romania / Roumanie Mr Attila Béla-Ladislau KELEMEN 
57. Mr Ionuţ-Marian STROE 

3rd Vice Chairperson / 3ème  
vice-président 

Romania / Roumanie Mr Viorel Riceard BADEA 

58. Mme Giovanna CECCHETTI San Marino / Saint-Marin Mr Gerardo GIOVAGNOLI 
59. Ms Elvira KOVÁCS Serbia / Serbie Mr Ninoslav STOJADINOVIĆ  
60. Mr Aleksandar SENIĆ Serbia / Serbie Mr Dejan KOVAČEVIĆ  

61. Ms Darina GABÁNIOVÁ Slovak Republic / République 
Slovaque Mr Ľuboš BLAHA 

62. Mr Jan ŠKOBERNE Slovenia / Slovénie Mr Andrej ŠIRCELJ 
63. Mr José Manuel BARREIRO Spain / Espagne Ms Maria Mercedes ROLDÓS 
64. Ms Melisa RODRĺGUEZ 

HERNÁNDEZ Spain / Espagne Ms Ángela BALLESTER 

65. M. Ovidio SÁNCHEZ Spain / Espagne ZZ... 
66. Mr Markus WIECHEL  Sweden / Suède Ms Boriana ÅBERG 
67. Ms Carina OHLSSON Sweden / Suède Ms Eva-Lena JANSSON  
68. M. Jean-Pierre GRIN Switzerland / Suisse Mr Hannes GERMANN 
69. Ms Liliane MAURY 

PASQUIER Switzerland / Suisse M. Filippo LOMBARDI 

70. Mr Vladimir GJORCHEV 

“The former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia” / “L’ex-
République yougoslave de 
Macédoine” 

Mr Imer ALIU  

71. Mr Mehmet BABAOĞLU Turkey / Turquie Mr İbrahim Mustafa TURHAN 

72. Ms Emine Nur GÜNAY Turkey / Turquie Mr Suat ÖNAL 

 8 



AS/Soc (2016) PV 04add 
 

73. Mr İlhan KESİCİ Turkey / Turquie Mr Haluk KOÇ  
74. Mr Ertuğrul KÜRKÇÜ Turkey / Turquie  Ms Filiz KERESTECİOĞLU DEMİR 
75. Mr Oleksandr BILOVOL Ukraine Mr Vladyslav GOLUB 
76. Mr Serhii KIRAL Ukraine Mr Boryslav BEREZA 
77. Mr Viktor VOVK Ukraine Mr Oleksii GONCHARENKO 
78. Mr Mike WOOD United Kingdom / Royaume-Uni Ms Kelly TOLHURST 
79. Mr Geraint DAVIES United Kingdom / Royaume-Uni Mr John PRESCOTT 
80. Mr Jeffrey DONALDSON United Kingdom / Royaume-Uni Baroness Margaret EATON 
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Mr / M. Leocadio RODRIGUEZ ........ Coordinator of the European Joint Action on the prevention of frailty in the elderly  
 ...................................................... and Head of Department of Geriatric Medicine of Madrid’s Getafe University Hospital 
 ............................................................................. Coordonnateur de l’Action commune européenne sur la prévention 
 ............................................................................................................. de la perte d’autonomie des personnes âgées, 
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