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Background Paper

About Eurochild

Eurochild is an international non-profit making association promoting the rights and welfare of children in Europe. Established in 2004, it is the only Europe-wide network that brings together NGO’s, public authorities, researchers and ombudspersons working to further the interests of children and young people. The network now has 47 members in 24 countries, many of which are themselves national umbrella organisations. This enables Eurochild to reach out to several hundred organisations across Europe, all of which are working directly with or for children and share a commitment to promoting the principles enshrined within the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child. Eurochild is particularly concerned to promote the rights of the most excluded children and young people and to impact on national and EU level policies to further this objective.

The EU policy context of Eurochild’s work

Member States of the EU collaborate towards the achievement of agreed Common Objectives to promote greater social cohesion and increased economic prosperity. The basis of this collaboration is a process of policy exchange and mutual learning known as the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). Since 2006, the three interrelating areas of poverty and social exclusion, pensions, health and long-term care have been amalgamated into one integrated process. The OMC allows Member States to jointly develop policies without compromising subsidiarity. The Common Objectives for the OMC on social protection and social inclusion are contained within the EC Communication “Working together, working better: A new framework for the open coordination of social protection and inclusion policies in the European Union”. Member States translate these objectives into national policies and produce National Reports on Strategies for Social Protection and Social Inclusion every three years. The EC publishes, analyses and assesses National Reports, producing Joint Reports on progress, examples of good practice and key priorities for the next planning cycle. The 2007 Joint Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion was adopted by the Council of Ministers in March this year. In the intervening years, Member States focus on selected priority themes which they can address in more depth. The theme for 2007 is Child Poverty. 

European networks are considered an important instrument for facilitating the participation of civil society in the EU policy process. As a European network of children’s organisations, Eurochild has received EU funding from the Community Action Programme (CAP) to facilitate the exchange of information, experience and best practice on issues concerning children to impact on this process. From 2008, the CAP will give way to the PROGRESS programme, the instrument of financial support for the implementation of the EU’s objectives in the areas of employment, social affairs and equal opportunities. Activities funded under PROGRESS include research, trans-national activities and support for European networks. 

How Eurochild contributes to the child poverty agenda

Significant amongst Eurochild’s activities since 2004 has been the publication of reports based on an analysis, from a children’s rights perspective, of Member States’ national reports on social inclusion, the most recent of which is Ending Child Poverty within the EU? A review of the 2006-08 national reports on strategies for social protection and social inclusion. Amongst the key recommendations of successive reports has been the need for the development of child poverty indicators that are non-income related, specific to children and young people, and informed by their perceptions. Eurochild has long argued that an indicator based on family income is wholly inadequate on its own and welcomes the current initiative of the Social Protection Committee Task Force on child poverty and well-being, to develop a set of indicators that can be used to measure children’s well-being on a multi-dimensional matrix. However, Eurochild will continue to call on Member States to act on the recommendations of the Task Force and to supplement commonly agreed indicators with appropriate national indicators. 

Eurochild will also continue to campaign for stronger links between the monitoring and implementation of the UNCRC, the implementation of the EC Communication on the Rights of the Child and EU social protection and social inclusion processes, in the belief that this is the only route to recognition of children and young people as citizens with a right to be heard. Eurochild contributes annually to the EU Presidency Round Table conferences on poverty and social inclusion and was pleased to see this theme reflected in the conclusions of the workshop on Child poverty and the risk of intergenerational transmission of poverty, as was the call for increased accountability through better monitoring and reporting processes. 
 

Eurochild organises thematic conferences, seminars and working groups each year and produces information bulletins and fact sheets. The most recent publication, the Fact Sheet on Child Poverty, brings together the latest data on child poverty in the EU; the demographic situation relating to children and families; a profile of childcare provision, employment and child poverty, education and health and the situation of Europe’s most vulnerable children.
The challenges of demographic change 

All Member States are facing unprecedented change in the age composition of their societies.  At the moment there are four people of working age for every citizen aged 65 or over. By 2050 the ratio is expected to be 2:1. Only 33% of EU households have children. The average birth rate across the EU is 1,5 children per woman. The number of children necessary, per woman, to sustain present levels of population is 2,1. 

The key tenet of Member States’ policy response is ‘demographic renewal’, that is, encouraging citizens to have the number of children they want by providing better early years services and a better work/ life balance. The launch of the EC Communication Promoting solidarity between the generations in May 2007, and the European Alliance for Families underlines this. The Alliance is intended to serve as a platform for the exchange of views and knowledge on family-friendly policies, as well as the sharing of good practice between Member States: 

 “The Alliance is based on the assumption that the alarmingly low birth rates currently registered in several EU Member States are not a reflection of changed values and life objectives but primarily a result of the difficulties Europeans are experiencing in founding families and ensuring a good standard of living for them....... Modern family policies must make sure that no one is forced to choose between pursuing a career and raising a family....... With this web portal of the European Alliance for Families, we want to invite all citizens of the EU, all representatives of the political, economic and scientific communities and all NGOs, to use the Alliance as a platform and to help shape and develop it.....Our objective is a family-friendly, attractive and sustainable Europe“ [introdutory remarks, Alliance web portal].    

The need to support families has gained momentum within this context.
The Family Support Workshop 

a) concept and anticipated outcomes

One of the basic tenets of anti-poverty and social inclusion strategies is that the most excluded can be reached. The workshop on Family and Parenting Support will focus on sharing positive examples of different approaches to supporting families and parents most at risk, to begin to establish the underlying principles for success. It will launch a process of discussion, information exchange and collaboration on ways in which the most excluded families can be identified, engaged with and empowered to participate fully in society and to access their social rights. 

The focus groups will provide an opportunity to look in more depth at the drivers of social exclusion to explore the reasons why some of the most socially at risk families remain beyond the reach of support services. We want to look at the challenges of engagement - from the perspective of families and service providers - to begin to build a profile of what works, how these experiences might be replicated and how we might address knowledge gaps. 

The process will continue beyond the conference workshop through Eurochild’s thematic working groups, commencing in 2008. These will bring together Eurochild members with a specific interest and commitment to engage in more detailed exchange of information and practice on how strategies have had their effect in improving the lives of children and families, and how mutual learning and the transfer of experience across Member States can best be facilitated. A parallel process of this workshop will be an exploration of participants’ views on the dynamic needed to facilitate this collaboration to maximise policy influence at European, national and sub-national levels.  

b) presumptions 

The workshop will presume a shared commitment to a child rights approach to child poverty and social exclusion, in keeping with the principles and provisions of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC]. This recognises children and young people as citizens and holders of rights independently of parents and families and is significant as it not only defines children’s place in society, but also the relationship between children and their parents, where the emphasis is shifted from parental authority to parental responsibility to help children realise their rights, and to provide appropriate direction and guidance in the exercise of those rights. This is not to undermine the rights of parents or to underestimate the challenges of making children’s rights a reality in everyday life. On the contrary, in keeping with the principles of the UNCRC, we recognise the family as “the natural environment for the growth and well-being of its members, particularly children” and will presume a shared commitment to supporting families as one of the main axes of action to tackle child poverty and social exclusion. 

We also presume, in keeping with the UNCRC, the recognition of the state’s responsibility to help parents and carers to fulfil their responsibilities for the upbringing and development of the child and their additional responsibilities towards families facing poverty and social exclusion. How parents manage their parenting responsibilities depends on the support and resources they have available to them. The Council of Europe Recommendation to Member States on positive parenting Recommendation 19 [2006] provides a helpful frame of reference. Both children and parents are recognised as holders of rights and the importance to children of growing up in a favourable family environment and positive atmosphere is recognised. At the same time, the responsibility of the state is emphasised in creating the right conditions for supporting parents in this task. Creating the right conditions means ensuring access to appropriate material, psychological, social and cultural resources; taking steps to remove barriers to positive parenting, such as a better reconciliation of family and working life; and importantly, raising awareness of the value of positive parenting. The Council of Europe recommendation underpinned Eurochild’s seminar Promoting Children's Rights through Positive Parenting Policies held earlier this year and the workshop will take account of key messages from the seminar.

Adopting a child rights approach also means an awareness of the wide range of rights from economic, social and cultural rights, such as education and health care, to civil and political rights such as the right to safety and participation, which go beyond those secured and protected by families. A denial of these human rights amounts to deprivation with all the consequent effects in later life. 

Anne Williams

Consultant to Eurochild

Workshop Chair and Coordinator
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