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Why the Strategy is important

EAPN has argued since its foundation for an integrated strategy to mainstream the fight against poverty into policy-making across the European Union, which can build from the different traditions and approaches of member states but work to a common set of objectives.  The adoption of the European Social Inclusion Strategy at the Lisbon and Nice Councils (2000) is an important step in this direction.  I would like to present some conclusions This paper will outline some of the potential of this Strategy, our experience to date and some proposals to strengthen it.  

Strengths of the strategy

In spite of our criticisms of some of the ways in which the strategy has been implemented, or has not been implemented, EAPN remains committed to making it work.  

From the point of view of the EAPN, some of the potential strengths of the strategy include:

1. Political commitment: The strategy takes its mandate from the clear recognition by the heads of government, in the Lisbon conclusions of 2000, that the level of poverty in the EU is unacceptable and the agreement for Member States to cooperate to ‘make a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty by 2010’.  

2. Comprehensive approach: As one of the three pillars of the Lisbon Strategy to modernise the EU’s economic and social model, social inclusion is placed, at least in principle, firmly at the centre of EU policy-making.  The Strategy includes implicit and explicit requirements that the employment and economic strategies promote the social inclusion objectives.

3. Ambitious Objectives: The Objectives for the Fight Against Poverty and Social Exclusion, adopted at the Nice Council are ambitious and comprehensive.  The emphasis on employment and social rights, on supporting the most vulnerable, on preventing the risk of exclusion and on mobilising all the actors are clearly stated and defined

4. Rights and cross-cutting issues: Within the Objectives and the guidelines for the National Action Plans (NAPs Inclusion), the emphasis on rights and on the need to address particular issues of gender and race are particularly important in addressing specific causes of poverty.

5. Cooperation and participation: Objective 4, ‘Mobilising all the Actors’ is an important new contribution from the Strategy.  The fight against poverty needs to be taken up by Governments at national, regional and local level, as well as by civil society.  EAPN gives particular weight to the leading role the strategy aims to give, to people experiencing poverty and the organisations which work with them in the design, delivery, monitoring and evaluation of policies which affect their lives.

6. A tool for learning: The Open Method of Co-ordination, with its strong emphasis on mutual learning between member states, is a powerful method for developing the strategy, in spite of its weaknesses which are discussed below.

Strengths of the strategy to date

To date, the Social Inclusion Strategy has played an important role in keeping poverty on the policy agenda in the member states.  This has also been true in the new member states and in some of the next ‘wave’ of candidate countries.  The Joint Inclusion Memoranda have been seen as an important part of the accession process and in the development of the first ESF programmes in these states.

It has also been important in providing a framework, and deadlines, for strategy development.  This has included linking, at least on paper, different areas and levels of Government, national, regional and local, in the fight against poverty.

The Strategy has provided an opportunity for NGOs and other voices in society to analyse and discuss Government approaches to poverty and social exclusion issues, even though the direct involvement in consultations and discussions has varied considerably from country to country.

The strategy provides a lot of useful information for learning between different countries and regions, and at least in principle, a framework for comparison.  The National Action Plans and Joint Inclusion Memoranda, the Joint Inclusion Report, the Peer Review process, the transnational exchanges, the common indicators and so on provide an enormous amount of comparative information on strategies, and to a certain extent their impact, between countries.

Weaknesses of the strategy to date

On the other hand, if we look at the Social Inclusion Strategy in terms of its own aim ‘to make a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty by 2010’ the experience to date has been less encouraging.  Four years after the Lisbon Council, there are serious doubts about the ability, or at least the will, of the EU’s leaders to reach this Objective.

The EAPN national networks’ analysis of the first two rounds of national action plans show that, in most countries, the strategy did not lead to significant new policies or resources to fight poverty or to address the more specific Objectives.  Most NAPs Inclusion are more reports than plans, listing and linking existing policies but adding little to them.

This is particularly true in areas outside the direct control of social ministries, such as budgetary policy and employment policy and politically sensitive new areas such as migration and discrimination.

The NAPs Inclusion have been used, in most countries, to describe positive national policies, but often there is a miss-match between the analysis and the challenges identified and the policies and actions proposed.  In addition there is little or no references to policies which are being pursued and prioritised which increase or deepen poverty. This means that they give an incomplete picture of the real situation and challenges in each country.

The ‘mobilisation of all the actors’, as the Objectives call it, has been particularly patchy.  In most countries, there has been little real attempt to consult people affected by policies or to survey their needs and views, although there has been more thought given to the challenges involved in doing this both among NGOs like the EAPN and among Governments at national, regional and local levels. This situation has improved from the first to the second round of National Action Plans, with broader consultation in most countries, but even in the countries with the broadest consultation, there was little visible link between consultation and the content of the Plans. 

One of the main weaknesses of the NAPs Inclusion is that they are simply not known to the public, particularly among people most affected by them.  This is even true for many of the people who are responsible for delivering anti-poverty strategies at national, regional and local level.  In the new member states, the main public debate on EU accession has centred on the achievement of budgetary targets and the development of competition policy, with little visibility or discussion of the Joint Inclusion Memoranda. The new NAPs visibility fund is welcome, but the scale does not in any way correspond to the task of making the strategy truly European.

Without visibility, there can be little accountability or debate on whether the Objectives will be achieved and how they will be achieved.  This is compounded by the failure to involve national Parliaments or the European Parliament in scrutiny of the Plans. The European Parliament has taken only a superficial interest in the strategy and has not carried out any in-depth studies or hearings on the Plans.  At national level, there has been little detailed discussion of the National Action Plans in most Parliaments 

Development of the strategy at EU level

Within the European institutions, the strongest commitment to the strategy seems to come from the social inclusion specialists in the Commission and the member states, grouped in the Social Protection Committee (SPC).  This has ensured a continuing focus on poverty.

The Joint Inclusion Report is, in many ways, the ‘cement’ which holds the Strategy together. As I have mentioned, the Report is a vital source of information, both on a country-by-country and on a comparative level.  The identification of ‘challenges’ on a national and European level are extremely useful and have the potential to form the basis of public debate and policy formation.  

The main weaknesses of the Report, however, is that it does not judge the NAPs Inclusion against the ambitious Objectives from Lisbon and Nice, but largely reports on what is described in the Plans.  In addition, its focus is relatively narrow, on policies described in the NAPs Inclusion, and other important, particularly negative, trends in policy are not covered.

The development of common indicators, adopted at Laeken, and the advice to member states to develop more specific national and sub-national indicators, are the main developments at Council level.  The actual use of these indicators, either to drive policy or to stimulate public debate, still remains to be seen.  The same can be said for the information emerging from the Joint Inclusion Report.

Having adopted the Social Inclusion Strategy, the European Institutions, like the Governments, have allocated relatively few resources to co-ordinate or promote it.  The social inclusion unit in the European Commission, has a very small staff responsible for working with 25 to 27 Governments on their Memoranda and Action Plans; developing the Joint Inclusion Report, overseeing the Social Exclusion Programme, interacting with other areas in the Commission etc., etc.

The Social Exclusion Programme provides an important back-up role in information-gathering, in supporting learning between actors in different countries and in promoting engagement with the strategy.  The scale and resources for this Programme, and the late involvement of many of the new member states, limits its impact and there are some threats to its continuity.

The Commission and the SPC have also devoted relatively few resources to the promotion of public awareness of the strategy or of the information and policy options emerging.  The funding available from this year is welcome, but bears little relation to the needs if we are to bring the debates on the Plans and the Strategy out to the broader society.

When the strategy was announced originally, the Peer Review Process seemed to be one of its most important components.  The slow start-up of this process, its limited scope and the relatively closed nature of the work under its different strands have made the impact to date hard to assess.

Strengthening the Strategy at national level

For the social inclusion strategy to succeed, the most important factor is a serious political commitment at national level.  National leaders need to raise their ambition again from simply providing better co-ordination and clearer strategies to the original Lisbon objective ‘to make a significant impact on the eradication of poverty and social exclusion by 2010.
The Joint Inclusion Report adopted at the Spring European Council 2004, spells out the more detailed challenges well, both in terms of process and policy.  The Report’s main recommendations on process include:

· To continue to promote participation of all stakeholders, “including marginalised persons themselves” and civil society
· To ensure that the inclusion and employment strategy are mutually reinforcing

· To ensure more impact on overall spending priorities

· To ensure that the social inclusion priorities are included in the mid-term review of the Structural Funds and the development of new funds post 2006

· To strengthen gender and ethnic minority perspectives

· To maintain and develop common indicators and national indicators and develop national statistical base

· To make targets more developed and precise

· To place more emphasis on monitoring

In terms of policy, they recommend:

1. Investment to meet the needs of people who have the greatest difficulties in accessing employment

2. Ensuring social protection schemes are adequate and accessible for all, providing effective work incentives for those who can work

3. Increased access to decent housing, quality health and life long learning opportunities

4. Concerted efforts to prevent early school leaving

5. Focusing on ending child poverty

6. Reducing poverty and exclusion among immigrants and ethnic minorities

EAPN supports these proposals, but we feel that more is needed if the Nice Objectives are to be reached.  Some of the areas needing attention at national and sub-national level include:

· More explicit mechanisms for mainstreaming anti-poverty policy and ‘poverty-proofing’ all policy areas

· Much greater visibility for the strategy, among the general public, policy-makers and other stakeholders.  At present, the Plan is not even printed and publicly distributed in some countries

· Much more accountability and transparency in the Plans

· Clearer implementation frameworks with timetables and targets which are easily monitored 

· Dedicated resources to implement the Plans

Strengthening the Strategy at European level

The EAPN’s view is that the strategy is not on course to achieve ‘a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty and social exclusion by 2010’, or the more detailed Nice Objectives.  We need to develop new mechanisms to strengthen it at EU level.

EAPN makes the following proposals to strengthen the strategy:

1. A legal basis for the strategy

Article 137 of the Amsterdam Treaty was important in enabling the social inclusion strategy to be developed and this was reinforced by the legal recognition of the Social Protection Committee in the Nice Treaty.  Nevertheless, the mandate of the social inclusion strategy comes primarily from political declarations, at Lisbon, Nice and other European Councils, and does not have a strong base in the Treaty.  This means that, at EU level, the strategy does not have the same legal force, or the same urgency as, for example, the Maastricht convergence criteria, the broad Economic Policy Guidelines or the Employment Strategy and therefore does not receive the same urgent policy attention.

EAPN has argued for many years for:

· a commitment to the eradication of poverty in the Treaties

· a chapter on inclusion modelled on the chapter on employment to ensure its implementation and a strong charter of fundamental rights.

The draft Constitutional Treaty reflects some progress with these concerns, even though the wording is weaker than what we would have hoped.  The commitment to social inclusion as an objective of the EU and the inclusion of the Charter of Fundamental Rights are welcome.  However actions must now be developed to ensure that the commitment to mainstream the fight against social exclusion in part three of the constitutional treaty is not just nice treaty text but actually ensures that combating social exclusion is taken into account in all areas of European Union policy, including fiscal and budgetary policy.  

2. A Stronger and more transparent policy coordination

The Joint Inclusion Report is a relatively weak document compared to the Joint Employment Report or the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines.  The Commission and Council need to be given a remit to issue Recommendations, on the lines of those in the employment strategy, to ensure stronger compliance.  The broader recommendations on the future of the strategy need to be presented to the annual Round Tables to form the basis for discussion there.  
The process of involving the actors in the preparation of the NAPs Inclusion and the Joint Inclusion Report needs to be made universal and systematic.  In the case of the Joint Inclusion Report, there should be more clarity on the role of bi-lateral meetings and the involvement of the different actors, particularly a commitment to include anti-poverty NGOs with an independent voice.  This should be part of agreed guidelines and codes of practice on participation in the design, implementation and monitoring of policy.

In addition, the process of drafting the Joint Inclusion Report needs to be more open and transparent.  The preparation should include an unedited analysis of the NAPs Inclusion by an independent source to provide a more objective evaluation than the Member States’ Governments or the Commission can provide.  

The process of Peer Review also needs to be made stronger and more transparent.  This should start with greater involvement of the ‘actors’ in the selection of the areas for Peer Review.  The Peer Review should look at how the strategy is contributing to key policy decisions and priorities not just at specific areas for actions.  More time should be given to the preparation of the Peer Reviews so that the different actors can have real opportunities for dialogue with their colleagues about the subject for the Peer Review.

As part of the process of making the Strategy more accountable, and in line with the spirit of the draft Constitution, National Parliaments need to have a named role in the development of the NAPs inclusion and monitoring its implementation.  The European Parliament, the Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions need to have a much stronger role in the development of the Joint Inclusion Report and the monitoring of its recommendations.

3. Resourcing the strategy

As well as the bigger question of providing dedicated resources for anti-poverty programmes within the Strategy, there is also a need for much greater resources to co-ordinate and implement it.  The social inclusion unit in the Commission needs significantly greater resources to carry out its work effectively, particularly in the context of an enlarging EU.

More resources also need to be provided for national administrations and experts to develop and implement to plans.  

To achieve Objective 4, there is also a need for Member States to agree across Europe to dedicate serious resources to promoting the participation of all stakeholders, including people experiencing poverty and the NGOs who defend their interests.
The Social Exclusion Programme, which plays an important role in the strategy, must be strengthened and extended.  There are signs of some threat to this process which need to be resisted.  The Programme should be made more available to smaller, grass-roots groups which are vital to its learning element but which are increasingly cut out of trans-national funding programmes because of administrative savings.  There is a need for much greater funding to support exchanges of ideas and fact-finding visits between people concerned with the strategy from different countries, particularly anti-poverty NGOs ,
The strategy needs a much higher public awareness budget, on the lines of the small-scale budget starting this year, to ensure that it becomes genuinely known, understood and owned by people in Europe.

All of these extra costs are not only justified but are needed to achieve the ambitious Objectives which the strategy sets itself.   They are modest compared to the resources put into other high-profile strategies like, for example, the ‘1992 campaign’ on monetary union.

