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This summer I read a column entitled “Calling Time on Progress” in a weekly journal Economist. The author writes about the recent financial crises and recession and how it affects what he describes as »European welfare state«. 

Not addressing the neoliberal greed and deregulation mania origin of the crises and not mentioning the geographic affiliation of its main and most damaging perpetrators, he displays a kind of intercontinental Schadenfreude. »Viewed from afar, Europeans are a complacent, ungrateful lot. Nannied from cradle to grave by the world's most generous welfare system, they squeal like spoiled children when asked to give up just a few of their playthings.«, says our author (The Economist, July 17, p. 32). And he adds: »Europeans thought they were progressing towards an ideal civilisation. Now time is up, and it hurts… The Europe's petty, possessive talk about rights and entitlements is now ending…” (Ibid.). The article abounds with similar “dialectical explanations” and reflects an amusement of a bystander watching how the crises triggered by greediness harms those that wanted to make the system less based on it.
We can be surprised by the language and tone of this commentary. We can disagree with all of the author’s suppositions about the origin and causes of the present financial crises. We can also disagree with the remedies suggested or implied. But at one point we must agree with the observation that the “European welfare state” faces a challenge. 

As far as the welfare state idea is concerned, perhaps, as Nils Christie said this year at receiving the European Society of Criminology Award in Liege “Our bright future is already behind us.” Perhaps “progressing towards an ideal civilisation”, as mocked by our columnist, has been removed from the agenda for the time being. Perhaps what is left will be more akin to the Red Cross’s mission of reducing the number of casualties in the system based on perpetual growth and doing our best at lobbying only for the lesser evil. 

But perhaps, such pessimism is misplaced and the debate can still be influenced by rational arguments. If high quality welfare state brings about a variety of benefits, its dismantling must impose short, medium and long term social costs. 
Messing with the quality of the welfare state has consequences, for example, for crime. Research demonstrates that the inequality and poverty have a robust affect on the amount of crime. (Cf. e.g. Taylor 1999, Kelly 2000, Petrovec et al. 2007, Grover 2008). The level of crime, primarily ordinary violent and property crime, is in a significant positive correlation with the level of economic inequality in a given society. The latest support for this proposition comes from the world wide victim crime survey (VCS) (Cf. Van Kesteren 2009, 25). The same study also points to economic inequality as one of the most decisive factors in explaining and predicting punitive attitudes in a society which may create a vicious circle we can witness on the other side of the Atlantic. 

In light of this evidence, the whole welfare state reforms debate needs reframing. It needs to take into account the inequality – crime nexus. One should stop pretending that deciding about the welfare state is not at the same time deciding about the amount of crime, i.e. about human suffering, humiliation, pain and social harm. Socio-economic policy affects the amount of crime. Crime policy is not isolated – it sits on a bigger boat called socio-economic policy.
And further; if, from an American perspective - and in contrast to the situation there – one can speak about the “world’s most generous welfare systems” of Europe, we know by ourselves that there is no “European welfare system“. Europe is in fact quite diverse. When, for example, Slovenia entered the EU statistical overviews as a new member state some years ago, we realized that the quality of our welfare system surpasses many others of the old member states. It came as a surprise to Slovenes in the first place, that - despite its relatively modest GDP per capita - Slovenia ranked among the most highly developed social welfare states in Europe. In quality of many of its dimensions it sided with the Scandinavian countries. On the other extreme, again surprisingly, there is a group of states, including old member states like Spain, Italy, Portugal and Greece, with comparatively much lower quality of its welfare system (Cf. Dettling, Becker, 2009).  

In case of Slovenia its social welfare structure is a direct inheritance of the previous – in many aspects liberal - socialist system of the 70’ and 80’. Perhaps at a deeper level it is a reflection of the traditional pro-egalitarian and pro-social justice inclined consensus in the nation. Here each European country can tell a story of its own. In the present economic crises turmoil each country will also reconstruct its welfare system in a specific way. It will start at already mentioned different starting positions and arrive at different destinations. 

No-one denies the need of constant transformation and improvement of the welfare systems. On the one hand, for example, the ageing of population demands the high quality transformation of the existing paradigm of pension systems. On the other hand - general and country specific - needless inefficiencies, conflicts of interest, embezzlement, corruption and simple incompetence have driven many public social budgets into a chronic deficit. The situation in the Slovene public health care system for example is reflected in a joke that there is no need to worry about its future; too many private companies live too well from it that they will never allow it to be abolished. 

White collar crime finds the ill defended belly of the social welfare budgets an easy target. The criminogenic opportunities and temptation abound. If, for example in Slovenia, low level of economic inequality managed to reduce social exclusion and anomie of the poor and socially excluded, it did nothing to prevent the anomie at the top. The anomie of members of political and business elite is not the same as the one of the disadvantaged poor. It is not the “disengagement from the normative order” of the poor, it is rather the one of being above the rules that the rest should follow; it is the anomie of the “gaming the legal order rather than disengaging from it” (Braithwaite, 2009, 447). 

And now, in these circumstances and with this Menchenmaterial, we face the challenge of transforming our welfare states. It may come natural to the elites that instead of addressing corruption, inefficiencies, incompetence and moral hazard situations in the public welfare sphere, they will do violence to the idea as such. Instead of addressing the shortcomings of the structure they will linearly allocate less money and lower its quality. In the end such policy decisions will affect us all. 
In my mind the future of many elements of social wellbeing in Europe, including the effective prevention of crime, is closely tied with the quality of its welfare state(s). If we want to remain societies of relatively low level of inequality and comparatively little crime in the streets, we need to preserve the basic backbone of the welfare idea. The damaging consequences of its haste dismantling need to be brought into the discussion and addressed. 
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