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Civil society against social exclusion of children and young people – the role and activities of an EU network

Summary

In this article, Jana Hainsworth, Secretary General of Eurochild aims to highlight the particular role of an EU-wide non-governmental network in influencing public policy – both at an EU and national level. The article first explains the evolution of the network and then how this complements the EU’s vision of networks as set out with the Open Method of Coordination on social protection and social inclusion. The broader influencing agenda of Eurochild and its members is then described, in addition to describing how this dove-tails with the work of other NGO networks at EU level. Finally, the article outlines some of the challenges ahead, particularly with regards to civil society’s input into tackling poverty and social exclusion of children and young people in Europe.
Who & what is Eurochild?

In June 1989, the year of adoption of the UN Convention on the rights of the child, 38 national child welfare non-governmental organisations (NGOs) from across six continents founded the International Forum for Child Welfare (IFCW) in Haikko, Finland. Recognising the added-value of collaboration at regional level, European members of IFCW soon established their own platform - the European Forum for Child Welfare. Members of this platform decided in 2004, to establish a new, independent structure with its own legal identity.
Eurochild was officially registered as an international NGO based in Brussels in April 2004. While the founding members (and still a majority of members today) are non-governmental organisations, Eurochild was set up as a platform for all organisations working in the interest of the rights and welfare of children and young people in Europe. This means we are open to public service providers, professional associations, research departments and statutory authorities – with a view to bridging traditional sectoral divides and bringing together different professional perspectives.
While at the end of 2004, Eurochild had 25 members from 13 European countries, the organisation now counts 52 members from 26 countries. Most come from the member states of the European Union, but we cover all of Europe, and organisations from neighbouring countries are showing a growing interest to join the network, not least because the influence of the EU policies its own borders.

What motivates the member organisations to join the network?
First and foremost, members want to build international links with like-minded organisations to share knowledge and experience. Today, with an active secretariat of three - soon to be five staff - the organisation is also able to provide an excellent information service to members, keeping them informed of the latest policy developments, funding opportunities, events and reports. In a recent members’ survey almost 80% of respondents considered the weekly Info Flash ‘very useful’. It is perhaps the most immediate and obvious benefit of joining Eurochild.
But for many organisations, there is a longer-term objective of joining a network like Eurochild. Being part of an EU-wide network can strengthen an organisation’s influence and help to bring about change at regional, national and European level. While children’s rights and welfare remain firmly the domain of national (or in many cases regional) government, the European Union has an important role to play. This may be due to legislation that has a direct or indirect impact on families and children – such as the Directives in the field of migration and asylum - or it may be due to soft policy instruments – like those existing in the fields of social inclusion and social protection and youth policy. Although set up to facilitate cooperation between member states rather than to promote any kind of standardisation or harmonisation of policy, there is an underlying expectation that these EU instruments level will lead to more convergence in social protection and welfare standards across the Union. The EU can therefore be a useful source of support for organisations lobbying national or regional governments to improve the situation of children and young people in their own constituencies. Eurochild, as other European networks, have an important intermediary role – both translating EU policy and action into a language accessible to members and ensuring EU policy and action reflects reality and the needs within the Member States.

In the next section we’ll look at how this works in practice in the field of social inclusion.

Working in partnership with the EU’s social inclusion agenda

Concern about the extent of poverty and social exclusion in the EU are far from new. Already in 1975, the Council of Ministers adopted a ‘Resolution concerning a social action programme’ which was succeeded by three successive programmes to combat poverty and social exclusion. Nonetheless it is only from the end of the 1990s and even more so from March 2000 when the Lisbon Strategy was launched, that social protection and inclusion have become specific policy areas for EU cooperation
.

The Lisbon Council in 2000 agreed that the process of collaboration on social policy should take place within the Open Method of Coordination (OMC). The OMC is a mutual feedback process of planning, monitoring, examination, comparison and adjustment of national (and sub-national) policies. In practice in means the EU agrees a common set of objectives, backed up by indicators that enable monitoring of progress towards these objectives, in addition to a regular reporting process and financial support for comparative research and networks.
Following a mid-term review of the Lisbon strategy in 2005, the process has been ‘streamlined’. It now brings together EU cooperation in the fields of pensions, health and long-term care and social protection and social inclusion into one reporting process. There are also attempts to ensure better interaction between the EU’s economic reform agenda and its social objectives, after an initial scare that under Barroso’s leadership the Lisbon strategy would be reduced to a sole focus on ‘growth and jobs’. As stated by the Social Platform
 in its Resolution of March 2005:
“….it is now common knowledge that greater social cohesion does not result automatically from increased economic activity alone. A strong economy can have a positive effect on poverty, but securing such positive benefits requires effective social policies. The same goes for issues like equality between men and women, the fight against discrimination, the integration of migrants, the access to child and elder care, and the promotion of public health which require pro-active policies from governments.”
To a certain extent the lobbying efforts of social NGOs paid off. Member states are now required to demonstrate how their National Reform Programmes (focusing on growth and jobs) also promote social cohesion. Likewise the ‘national reports on strategies for social protection and social inclusion’ should reflect how social inclusion policies interact with economic growth and sustainable development goals.

What this highlights is the important role that Europe-wide NGOs have played and can play in pressuring the EU to maintain a strong political focus on social issues. As in many domestic governments, different Ministries struggle to get their issues to the top of the political agenda. In 2005, the OMC on social inclusion and social protection risked becoming marginalised in EU policy making. The Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities of the European Commission was helped by NGOs to ensure this did not happen. Rather social cohesion took centre stage again in the revised Lisbon strategy. By March 2006 the Council Conclusions stressed that:
“The new strategy for jobs and growth provides a framework where economic, employment and social policy mutually reinforce each other, ensuring that parallel progress is made on employment creation, competitiveness, and social cohesion in compliance with European values. For the European social model to be sustainable, Europe needs to step up its efforts to create more economic growth, a higher level of employment and productivity while strengthening social inclusion and social protection in line with the objectives provided for in the Social Agenda.”

The emergence of child poverty and social exclusion as an EU priority

Since the OMC on social inclusion and social protection was established in 2000, there has been a steady rise in the attention given to the situation of children and young people. In part, this is due to a growing awareness of the problem. The UNICEF report on Child Poverty in Rich Countries 2005 concluded that “child poverty has risen in 17 of the 24 OECD countries for which data are available.” Four EU countries were found to have exceptionally high rates of child poverty – between 15-17% - the UK, Portugal, Ireland and Italy
. Figures collected through Eurostat also revealed that “in most countries children experience levels of income poverty that are higher than those for adults”
.
Then there is a growing concern about the implications of child poverty on future social cohesion and economic growth. Children growing up in poverty are at much greater risk of suffering poor health, low educational achievements, unemployment and poverty in adulthood. Combating the intergenerational inheritance of poverty has therefore become a major focus.

Cross-country comparisons have also shown the effectiveness of spending and social transfers on families and children. According to the UNICEF study “no OECD country devoting more than 10% of its GDP to social transfers has a child poverty rate higher than 10%. No country devoting less than 5% of its GDP to such transfers has a child poverty rate of less than 15%.” Likewise a study by Petra Hoelscher in 2004
 concluded that the social-democratic welfare states typical of Nordic countries had the lowest child poverty rates, due a “combination of universal benefits, activating employment policies, good childcare and service provision … plus support for vulnerable groups is mainstreamed in general social services and benefits.”
A general consensus has therefore emerged in the EU that child poverty needs to be tackled as a priority. While in 2001, only a few member states highlighted the issue in their first round of National Action Plans on social inclusion, in the reports received in 2006 for the period 2006-2008, 20 member states identified child or family priority as a particular priority.

In the Spring Council meeting of 2007, Heads of States reaffirmed their commitment to tackling child poverty, stating “the Council stresses the need to fight poverty & social exclusion especially child poverty & to give all children equal opportunities”.
In response, child poverty was selected a specific thematic priority of the OMC on social inclusion and social protection in 2007. In practice, this has resulted in several parallel actions, including national reports by the independent network of experts on social inclusion
; the creation of a ‘task force on child well-being’ which is looking into existing indicators to measure and monitor child well-being with a view to recommending a new common indicator at EU level
; and finally a peer review process among member states based on an exchange of ‘best’ policies and practice.

In spring 2008, the European Council will adopt its Joint Report on Social Inclusion and Social Protection together with the European Commission. This annual report sets the political direction of the EU’s social inclusion agenda. It is expected that the particular focus on child poverty and social exclusion will result in clear policy recommendations towards member states.

Eurochild’s influencing agenda

To a great extent, Eurochild and its members have been key to putting child poverty at the heart of the EU’s social inclusion agenda. A highlight in our campaign came during the UK Presidency in the latter half of 2005. During the Round Table on Poverty and Social Exclusion – an annual event bringing together all key stakeholders in the OMC on social inclusion and social protection – a DVD of children and young people sharing their own experience of poverty and social exclusion was shown during the opening plenary. Later during the workshop on children and families, the young chair of the Wales-based ‘Rights to Action’, network for disabled children and young people, himself a disabled young man, spoke about the need to give disabled young people the chance to meet and talk about the issues affecting them. The young chair of ‘Who cares Scotland’ also gave an important insight into the issues for children in public care.

A recurring theme of Eurochild’s advocacy work is – “listen to what children and young people themselves have to say”. In 2005 and 2006, Eurochild organised an event in the European Parliament bringing together children and young people from different member organisations to share their experience and recommendations with members of the European Parliament and other key decision makers. The underlying message is that when trying to tackle child poverty, do not treat children as passive recipients but rather as active players. Efforts aimed at empowering children are a key part of the solution.

Another message that Eurochild is repeating throughout its advocacy work is need to link efforts aimed at tackling child poverty and social exclusion to the UNCRC. One of the main shortcomings of the OMC on social inclusion and social protection when it comes to child poverty is that, so far, the only indicator used to monitor the situation of children is family income. This is a wholly inadequate proxy for understanding child well-being across the EU. There are of course a whole range of factors influencing the child’s environment, including income, material deprivation, family situation, friendships, education, health and access to leisure and play and other services. The latest report card of the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre provides a more comprehensive comparative view on child well-being across the OECD focusing on six different dimensions
. Although there are inevitable challenges with the collection of comparable and up-to-date data, this report is an important first attempt to look at child well-being as a whole across a range of countries. Furthermore, an interesting conclusion from this report is that “there is no obvious relationship between levels of child well-being and GDP per capita.”
In this context, Eurochild is monitoring closely the on-going work of the Task force on child well-being, set up by the Social Protection Committee in the framework of the OMC on social inclusion and social protection. In 2011-2012 the European statistical system will review and possibly amend some of the core variables in the Community Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC). It is expected that the Task force will bring concrete recommendations to extend these variables to include a wider range of indicators reflecting child well-being. Already there are plans to extend the variables on material deprivation for both adults and children.
Eurochild has also repeatedly advocated that indicators to monitor child well-being should be informed by children and young people themselves. There are good examples in member states of surveys targeting children directly – such as the Child Living Condition Survey in Sweden, or the Children’s Panel in Denmark. Of course, transferring such systems across the EU is fraught with difficulties, but there remains huge potential for member states to learn from each other and adapt their monitoring systems to take better account of children and young peoples views.

But linking social inclusion policy to the UNCRC is much more than improving indicators and monitoring systems. Eurochild recently commissioned a report on a ‘child rights approach to child poverty’ examining how such a conceptual framework on child poverty will influence policy responses
. Firstly, we highlight a child rights approach necessarily requires government coordination across different sectors and levels of governance. Secondly, policies consistent with the UNCRC require application of the four core principles namely: non-discrimination, best interest of the child, survival and development and respect for the views of the child. The notion of participation is one of the most important principles in the design and implementation of any policies affecting children. And finally, we stress that rooting national policies in the UNCRC strengthens the role of the state in the design, implementation and evaluation of national strategies on child poverty reduction.

A firmer legal basis for child rights at EU level
Eurochild’s efforts to strengthen the child rights approach to child poverty and social exclusion are boosted by other recent developments in the EU. The Lisbon Treaty agreed by Heads of State in October and signed on 13th December, makes, for the first time, specific reference to the need for protection of children’s rights (Article 3). It also makes the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights legally binding – meaning EU citizens can use it to challenge decisions taken by EU institutions, or by member states implementing EU law. Article 24 explicitly refers to the rights of the child - as expressed in Articles 3 and 12 of the UN Convention on the rights of the child (with the exception of those countries that negotiated an opt-out – notably the UK, Ireland and possibly Poland). The Treaty has yet to be ratified by each member state. However, in most cases this will be done by Parliament, which is much less risky than through a referendum. The Treaty is therefore likely to enter into force in 2009 before the next elections to the European Parliament, giving the EU a much stronger legal basis on which to address children’s rights.
Furthermore, in July 2006, the Group of Commissioners on Fundamental Rights adopted a Commission Communication that promised the development of a long-term EU strategy on the rights of the child – that will secure the compatibility of all EU action, policy and legislation with the UNCRC. The Communication promised a number of actions, including the launch of a consultation in 2008 on the key elements of an EU strategy and a Forum on the rights of the child, bringing together key stakeholders including children to discuss specific children’s rights issues. However, despite the good intentions progress has so far been very slow, perhaps due to the uncertainty that followed the failure of the EU Constitution. With the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty, the EU should have firmer ground on which to act. In particular, Eurochild, through its members is focusing its advocacy on five key points:
· The need to build the long-term EU strategy on meaningful consultation with member states, civil society, inter-governmental organisations, researchers and children and young people themselves. We are asking for the consultation paper to be launched by June 2008 to allow time for elaboration and adoption of a long-term EU strategy on the rights of the child by mid-2009.

· The need for a dedicated child rights Unit in the European Commission responsible for ensuring implementation of the commitments in the Communication and respect for the timetable of actions. The Unit should have a strong coordination role with other DGs that have a direct interest in children’s rights.
· The transparent organisation of a European Forum on child rights with clear process to involve children and young people in a meaningful and safe way.
· Accountability to, and involvement of, EU member states in the development and implementation of the strategy.
· A stronger role for the European Parliament in ensuring the effective monitoring of the EU strategy.
Networking of networks – building on each others strengths

In order to strengthen Eurochild’s voice for the rights of children at EU level, Eurochild needs allies and partners. One successful collaboration is the Action Group of NGOs on the EU’s strategy on child rights – so called CRAG (Child Rights Action Group)
. This informal grouping brings together eight networks or international organisations that base their work on the UNCRC. Together, the grouping had a strong influence on the content of last years’ Communication on the rights of the child and we continue to work together to ensure that the commitments made in that policy document become reality.
Membership of the Social Platform
 has also proved useful in terms of ensuring recognition of children and young people as rights holders themselves. The Social Platform brings together some 30 Europe-wide NGO networks representing different social interests. It campaigns on a platform of social justice and fundamental rights for all European citizens.

Eurochild is also a member of the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN)
 that brings together national coalitions of NGOs fighting against poverty as well as several more ‘specialised’ European networks. EAPN has been instrumental in ensuring a strong civil society involvement in the OMC on social inclusion and social protection process – and in particular highlighting the need to engage people experiencing poverty themselves directly in the dialogue. Together with the EU Presidency during the first half of each year, they organise a ‘meeting of people experiencing poverty’. The meeting follows many months of preparation and dialogue in member states, with the aim of mobilising resources towards empowerment and participation of service users, rather than viewing them as passive recipients of support.

The challenges ahead

The above overview illustrates quite a favourable environment for dialogue with civil society networks promoting the rights and welfare of children and young people at EU level. The OMC on social inclusion and social protection advocates strongly for involvement of civil society – and service users directly – in formulating and monitoring policies. This is backed up – at least at EU level – with financial resources for civil society networks. The prospect of a long-term EU strategy on the rights of the child, promised in last year’s Communication and now given a stronger legal base with the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty, also stands in our favour. Nonetheless, activists in the field of child rights and welfare have no room for complacency. There are several areas where organisations representing the interests of children and young people need to be vigilant.

Firstly there needs to be more work done to understand, validate and increase the visibility of the value and impact of coordinated action at an EU level. Too often, NGOs, other service providers, and particularly children and young people themselves see the EU as remote and irrelevant to their everyday work and challenges. But lack of participation at EU level not only erodes the fabric of participatory democracy, but is can also result in poor policy direction. Networks such as Eurochild play an important role in engaging civil society at all levels in EU debates.
Secondly, a key challenge ahead is also how to directly engage children and young people – particularly the most disadvantaged – in the EU project. So far, the EU has set up a process of structured dialogue in the framework of EU youth policy which has achieved some success at engaged organised youth (mainly through the youth councils) in policy at national and European level
. But such a process has so far failed to reach out to disadvantaged or disenfranchised young people. Despite the fact that much of the dialogue focuses on social inclusion and participation, the young people that experience these challenges are rarely around the table. This gap needs to be urgently addressed, and it is often the NGOs and service providers working on the ground with the most disadvantaged that are in the best position to redress the balance.
Looking forward, we need to closely watch developments concerning the EU Forum on the rights of the child. Rightly, the EU has committed to involving children directly in the Forum, but how this is implemented will be crucial to its success. Enough resources must be given to the process to give children a real voice – not only in the event itself, but in deciding its agenda, its format and it’s follow-up. The national or regional structures involved – such as children or youth parliaments, other peer lead groups or NGOs – need to show how they are inclusive and representative of different interest groups. It is crucial that the EU and civil society step up to the challenge of meaningful child participation.

Finally we need to recognise that despite massive achievements in the last 18 years since the UNCRC was adopted, children’s rights are still being violated on a daily basis across the EU – the richest economic block in the world. Some 18 million children under 18 are still living in relative poverty across the EU and the number of the most vulnerable children – including children without parental care or street children – is actually increasing in many member states. Commitments on paper, whether in the OMC on social inclusion and social protection or in the Communication on the rights of the child, are hardly worth the paper they are written on, unless the policy makers are held accountable to the young people and children concerned. The role of civil society as watch-dog cannot be underestimated. Working together through European networks is one way through which our voice can be heard more strongly and effectively at all levels of governance.
JH 24/11/07
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