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EU SOCIAL AGENDA CONTRIBUTION
TO STRENGTHENING FAMILIES,
FIGHTING AGAINST CHILD POVERTY
AND PROMOTING CHILD WELL-
BEING

Abstract

Eurochild is an international network of
over 90 children’s organisations working
across Europe to improve the quality of life
of children and young people. Eurochild is
one of the largest advocacy organisations
on children’s issues at European Union (EU)
level whose work is underpinned by the 1989
United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC). Eurochild campaigns
for the realisation of children’s rights across
Europe. We focus particularly on those
children at risk of poverty, social exclusion
and marginalisation.  Poverty prevents
children and young people from achieving
their full potential and autonomy, adversely
affecting their health, inhibiting their personal
development, education and their general
well-being. This contribution focuses on the
child poverty situation in Europe and how the
fight against child poverty and the promotion
of child well-being can be addressed. It will
then look at the added value of EU action and
at the opportunities presented by the Europe
2020 strategy as well as the potential risk
factors.

Agata D’ADDATO
Eurochild policy officer

agata.daddato@eurochild.or

Keywords: child poverty; risk of poverty;
EU Policies; support services, child-rights

approach

Rezumat

Eurochild este o retea internationald de
peste 90 de organizatii care lucreaza in toatd
Europa cu scopul imbundtatirii calitatii vietii
copiilor §i a tinerilor. Eurochild este una
dintre cele mai largi organizatii militante (de
advocacy) in domeniul drepturilor copiilor
la nivelul Uniunii Europene (UE), avdnd
ca fundament Conventia Natiunilor Unite
privind Drepturile Copiilor (United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child -
UNCRC). Eurochild organizeaza campanii
pentru implementarea drepturilor copiilor
in toate tarile Europei. Ne concentrdm
atentia in special asupra copiilor aflati in
sardcie, excluziune sociald si marginalizare.
Sardcia este o piedica in realizarea deplind
a potentialului §i autonomiei copiilor si
tinerilor, avand efecte negative asupra
sanatdtii - lor, inhiband dezvoltarea lor
personald, educatia §i bundstarea generald.
Acest articol se centreazd asupra sdrdciei




copiilor in Europa si asupra modului in care
se poate actiona pentru reducerea sardciei
si promovarea bunastdarii. De asemenea, el
discutd valoarea addugata a actiunilor UE,
precum §i oportunitdtile si factorii de risc
potential pe care-i creeaza strategia Europa
2020.

Cuvinte cheie: sardcia copiilor; risc de
sardcie; politici europene; servicii de sprijin;
punctul de vedere al drepturilor copiilor.

1. Child poverty in Europe — the situation
In 2007, the latest official data we have from
Eurostat on relative poverty rates across the
EU, 16% of the population was living at risk
of poverty — but 20% of children under the
age of 18. That is one in five children living
at risk of poverty. Children are among the
groups most exposed to poverty.

Due to specific situations or characteristics,
some children face greater risk of poverty
(Eurochild, 2010a):

. Children in lone-parent households
=> 1 in 3 children living in lone-parent
households are at risk of poverty (Source:
Eurostat);

. Children in large families => 1 in 4
children living in families with 3 or more
dependent children are at risk of poverty
(Source: Eurostat);

. Children living in households where
nobody works => 1 in 10 children in the EU
live in jobless households (Source: Euro-
stat);

. Children with parents born outside
the EU => 1 in 3 children with parents born
outside the EU are at risk of poverty (EU-15
data) (Source: Lelkes O., Platt L. & Ward T.
(2009), page 95);

. Young people who drop out of school
early => 15% of young people (aged 18-24)
in the EU have no more than a secondary ed-
ucation and are not in education or training
(Source: Eurostat).

The situation is clearly deteriorating and
insecurity is growing as a result of the eco-
nomic crisis which took hold across much of
Europe and government responses. We know

from our members that families and children
are being disproportionally hit by the effects
of the crisis and the austerity measures taken
by several Member States in the face of soar-
ing public debt (Eurochild, forthcoming in
2011).

Vital support services from families and chil-
dren are threatened by cuts, whilst protection
tends to be ring-fenced. Strained local au-
thorities are pulling resources precisely from
the sectors that will save money in the long-
term and make most difference. Dealing with
problems resulting from family breakdown,
abuse or neglect are much more costly.

It is essential that governments at all levels
recognize this challenge and ensure that bud-
get cuts do not compromise the well-being of
families and children. Investment in preven-
tion and early intervention services is a major
concern. It means reach out to families be-
fore problems arise, provide support that is
non-judgmental and empowering (D’ Addato
A., 2010), enable families to find their own
routes out of poverty and social exclusion. It
means a long-term investment in accompa-
niment and support, through family centres,
children’s centres, out-reach work - includ-
ing health visitors, parent advisors attached
to schools, parents supporting other parents,
and community schools. This requires a long-
term vision as well as funding.

2. A child-rights approach to address child
poverty and improve children’s quality of
life

Eurochild believes a chid-rights approach is
the most effective way of tackling child pov-
erty and promoting child well-being in the
long-term (Eurochild, 2007). Children must
be recognized as citizens in their own right.
All EU Member States have ratified the UN-
CRC, which should be seen as the foundation
for all policies affecting children and young
people. The promotion of children’s rights is
now embedded in the Lisbon Treaty and the
Europe 2020 strategy is the first opportuni-
ty to take account of this new development,



mainstream child rights into EU policies and
get a systematic, comprehensive approach to
children’s rights as a political priority.

There must be a recognition of children’s own
right to grow up in an environment that nur-
tures their full potential. It means supporting
the family as carrying the principal responsi-
bility for the child, but it also acknowledges
the importance of a whole host of other ser-
vices centered around the child (Eurochild,
2010b). This includes:

*  Promoting early childhood services
that are focused on the child’s de-
velopment and needs, rather than be-
ing conceived as a “parking place”
for children of parents who work
(D’Addato A., 2008);

* Ensuring that free, high-quality edu-
cation is provided to all children and
that schools provide the best possible
learning environment for children,
harnessing children’s potential, sup-
porting children’s growing autonomy,
giving children the confidence and
skills to develop and express their
own views and opinions;

* Ensuring adequate play spaces and
safe communities with a range of
non-formal learning opportunities —
including access to leisure, civic, cul-
tural and sporting activities;

*  Promoting a joined-up thinking and
an integrated approach to children’s
well-being across different policy ar-
eas, enhancing coordination between
and within ministries as well as at
local and regional level, and bridg-
ing gaps between the measures taken
at national and international level,
namely with regard to the use of EU
structural funds.

3. How can the EU agenda contribute to
fight child poverty and promote child well-
being?

The local authorities are certainly at the front-
line of ensuring children and families have

access to the high quality of services and a
healthy environment. But the policy frame-
work at national level also matters a great
deal — employment, taxation, access to edu-
cation, training of professionals working with
and for children play a crucial role.

What is the role of the EU? Whilst the EU has
no legal competence, the leadership it sets in
the social policy arena is an important driver
of policy reforms at national, regional and lo-
cal level. Over the last 10 years of the Open
Method of Coordination on Social Protection
and Social Inclusion (Social OMC) — which
is the mechanism through which EU Member
States and the European Commission have
been cooperating in the field of social policy
since 2000 (Eurochild, 2009) —, all Member
States recognize child poverty as an issue and
many have identified it as a particular poli-
cy priority. The Social OMC has provided
a framework for benchmarking and mutual
learning, but also allowing convergence of
policy principles and achieving considerable
consensus on the best policy responses. We
need now to move forward with this agenda.

We stand at a cross-road. The financial and
economic crisis and the social consequences
of it have generated a consensus that eco-
nomic and employment goals cannot be
pursued to the neglect of social and envi-
ronmental goals. The entry into force of the
Lisbon Treaty introduces a transversal social
clause requiring that all EU policies and ac-
tivities take into account their impact on so-
cial inclusion. The social pillar of the new
Europe 2020 agenda provides an important
opportunity to adopt a systematic, coherent
and comprehensive EU approach to tackling
child poverty and child well-being as a key
political priority for the Union. In the Europe
2020 strategy, a headline target on poverty
reduction was approved. The poverty target —
consisting in lowering the number of people
in the EU who are at risk of poverty and/or
materially deprived and/or living in jobless
households — puts poverty and social inclu-
sion among the core objectives of the Union.




The strengthening of the social dimension of
the EU, and in particular the delivery of the
poverty target will depend significantly on
the proposed flagship initiative, the “Euro-
pean Platform Against Poverty” (Eurochild,
2010c; European Commission, 2010). With
these ingredients, the European Commission
can surely be very ambitious in its agenda for
the EU coordination in the social field.

In the frame of Europe 2020, this is how Eu-
rochild envisages the development of EU
level work on child poverty: that the Euro-
pean Platform Against Poverty will create a
space for Member States to report regularly
back on their strategies for tackling child
poverty and we will have a clear, transpar-
ent system for comparing outcomes for chil-
dren across Member States using a broad
range of child well-being indicators. Child
poverty and well-being has been repeatedly
recognized as a top political priority by EU
leaders. Most recently a Declaration calling
for the EU to give particular priority to child
poverty and well-being, especially in this pe-
riod of economic crisis, was signed by the EU
Trio Presidency (Spain, Belgium and Hunga-
ry) at the Belgian Presidency conference on
2-3rd September 2010°. Eurochild — with the
Belgian Presidency of the EU — are calling
for a Recommendation on child poverty and
well-being, which will formalize the exist-
ing policy consensus on what works to tackle
child poverty and provide a framework for
monitoring mechanisms to measure progress
across the EU27 and follow-up action (Bel-
gian Presidency of the EU, 2010). We hope
this call will be heard and acted upon by the
Social Protection Committee (SPC) and the
forthcoming Hungarian and Polish Presiden-
cies of the EU.

On 16 November 2010 in the intergovern-
mental group “L’Europe de I’enfance” led by
the Belgian Presidency of the EU, Member
States adopted a Declaration calling for coun-

3 The signed declaration by the Trio Presidencies
is available at Eurochild website: http://www.eurochild.
org/fileadmin/Events/2010/09%20BE%20Presidency %20
Child%20Poverty/Signed%20Declaration.pdf.

tries to keep their commitment to the Bar-
celona targets on child care (or adopt more
ambitious targets where they have already
been achieved), and to develop and moni-
tor quality criteria such as staff-child ratios,
pedagogical approach, accessibility, afford-
ability. At the same time, a European Com-
mission Communication on early years and
education is expected in early February 2011,
which will include guidelines on accessibil-
ity (in its broadest sense, i.e. inclusivity), af-
fordability (including the discussion on uni-
versal vs. targeted services), and pedagogical
approach. This process should culminate in
Council Conclusions. This will launch a EU
process of Member State involvement in set-
ting standards, agreeing policy objectives and
exchange of good practices.

A European Commission Communication on
a EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child is
also expected to be launched early in 2012,
which will hopefully set a framework for EU
policies and actions that bring added value
and support Member States action to pro-
mote and protect children’s rights (Eurochild,
2010d). By doing this the EU can have a di-
rect effect on the quality of life of every child
in Europe.

To conclude, we believe that action at EU
level has been paramount to gather consensus
on the need to prioritise the fight against child
poverty and promote child well-being as well
as driving reforms at national, regional and
local level. However, follow-up action is cru-
cial for a breakthrough in the fight against
child poverty.

4. Concluding remarks

Child poverty needs to be a ‘Number 1’ prior-
ity across the EU. Poverty in childhood can
have lifelong consequences. It is therefore a
huge cost to society in the long-term. Espe-
cially during this period of economic crisis,
politicians need to think long-term and boost
investment in children — in particular in edu-
cation including early years services, health,
housing, culture and leisure, social services.



Brighter futures for many children in Europe
are under threat. Decisions taken by govern-
ments’ across the EU in response to the cri-
sis, risk jeopardizing millions of children’s
quality of life and their overall life chances.
In this era of austerity measures it is more im-
portant than ever that organisations commit-
ted to children’s rights and welfare work in
partnership and promote a common message.
As an outcome of Eurochild’s Annual Con-
ference “Brighter futures - Building effective
partnerships to end child poverty” (Orebro -
Sweden, 3-5 November 2010), recommenda-
tions to the three main groups of actors were
formulated*.

e The European Union needs to adopt
a comprehensive and ambitious EU
strategy on the rights of the child,
and a Recommendation on child pov-
erty and well-being. The EU policy
framework to fight child poverty must
promote a multi-dimensional ap-
proach based on a clear understanding
of children’s rights.

e Member States have to protect and
even increase budgets for children
and families. Member States should
strengthen cooperation and exchange
at an EU level on child poverty and
well-being. National action to address
child poverty and social exclusion
must support partnership and coop-
eration with different stakeholders.

e Eurochild and its members will work
on raising awareness of the UNCRC
and its influence on decision-making
among policy makers, practitioners,
parents and children. Our work on the
UNCRC creates a uniting force that
brings together stakeholders across
all sectors and professions. Eurochild
has an obligation to ensure the voices
and concerns of children and young
people themselves are heard and tak-
en into account.

4 The full version of the Concluding Statements is
available at Eurochild website: http://www.eurochild.org/
fileadmin/Events/2010/11%20AC%200rebro/Eurochild_-_An-
nual_Conference_-_Brighter_Futures_through_effective_
Partnerships_-_Concluding_Statements_-_November_2010.
pdf.
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