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Demographic change is high on the political agenda of the European Union. Almost all EU Member States have birth rates below those needed to maintain population levels. Combine this with increasing life expectancy and it is easy to see why the issue is receiving such attention. But most of the debate is framed in the context of demographic change as an economic problem. The main focus is on how Europe will support a growing elderly population when the actual number of people of working age is expected to fall steadily from 2010 onwards. Promoting higher labour market participation and active ageing policies are among the legitimate policy responses. However, Eurochild argues that fundamental rights of so-called ‘dependents’ are at best being ignored, and at worst being undermined, in the current debate. In the case of children, this translates into an overriding focus on childcare provision to free parents up to work, or into incentives to increase birth rates. The rights and wellbeing of the child, and the quality of childhood are barely mentioned. Policies that encourage higher fertility rates should be as much about improving how society values children and caring tasks (whether they are remunerated or voluntary) as promoting economic activation.

Unprecedented changes to the EU’s demographics
The on-going changes in the demographic make-up of the European Union are unprecedented. The average number of children per woman is currently 1.5 (EU-25) far below the replacement rate of 2.1
. Only Ireland, Sweden and France have birth rates that can sustain a natural increase in their population. All new member states (except Malta), plus Germany, Greece, Italy and Spain have birth rates below the EU average.
At the same time, life expectancy is steadily increasing. In 2004 the average life expectancy in the EU-25 was 81 and 74 for women and men respectively. By 2050 this is expected to increase to 86 and 81 years. It means that while there were some 18.8 million people over the age of 80 in 2005, there are expected to be 34.7 million by 2030 – the equivalent of a 54% increase over a 25 year period
.

Without the inflow of migrants, the EU’s population would already have started to decline. However, the EU is, and will to continue to be, an attractive destination for migrants from third countries. A conservative projection is that around 40 million people will emigrate to the EU between now and 2050, although the long-term impacts on Europe’s demographics are hard to predict. Evidence suggests that second and later- generation migrant communities take on the host countries’ fertility rates.

What is the role of the EU?

Concerns about ageing in the EU are not new. Until a consultation document and a Communication on demographic change recently published by the European Commission, most of the discussions at EU level focused on ‘balancing the books’ – how to pay for social protection systems and pensions given that the absolute and relative number of people of working age is expected to fall over the coming years. A frequently cited statistic is the so-called “dependency ratio” – the number of people of working age (aged 15-64) for every person over 65. Currently in the EU this ratio is 4 to 1; in 2050 this is expected to be 2 to 1. Most of the policy discussions at EU level were therefore quite alarmist and focused on economic considerations.
Since the Amsterdam Treaty of 1997, when member states agreed to expand the EU’s competences in the social sector, the European Commission has been charged with the task of reporting each year on progress in achieving specified social objectives, including on the demographic situation in the Community. But the real shift towards the EU taking a more proactive and holistic approach to managing and responding to demographic change happened when the current Commission took office in 2004.
Demographic change has been one of the more personal concerns of Commissioner Vladimir Špidla, responsible for the Directorate-General of Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities in the European Commission. An ex-Prime Minister of the Czech Republic, he has witnessed the dramatic fall of the birth rate in his home country, where the average number of children per woman is 1.2 – the lowest in Europe together with Slovakia, Slovenia and Poland.

Commissioner Špidla launched a consultation paper
 in 2005 that looked at demographic change from the wider, life-cycle perspective. It raised questions about how European societies and economies can adapt to the changing age structure of the population and labour force as well as the reasons for low fertility rates in Europe and how can demographic dynamics best be influenced.
The consultation received around 240 responses from the governments of most member states and a wide range of stake-holders including public authorities, NGOs, companies, social partners, academic institutions and individuals. In its response to this consultation, Eurochild highlighted a number of concerns: (1) that tackling poverty and social inclusion is key to unlocking the potential of all EU citizens and that it is not sufficient to focus only on economic growth and jobs; (2) that low birth rates need to be analysed from a wider social perspective of enabling children, young people and their families to lead happy and fulfilled lives; and (3) that education and training systems need to adapt to better equip all children with the skills and competences needed in Europe’s knowledge-based economy.
Following the consultation, a Communication adopted in October 2006 by the European Commission took on board some of these concerns. This EU official policy document emphasises the need to promote a better balance between private and working life, universal access to assistance services for parents – in particular for education and care for young children, and insists on the facilitation of access to affordable, quality child care. It also mentions the eradication of child poverty as a key policy priority in the EU’s response to the demographic challenge.
The launch of this Communication was accompanied by the first European Demographic Forum – a conference that took place in Brussels in October 2006. The European Commission plans to organise similar events every two years, bringing together practitioners, academics and policy makers to showcase and discuss policy and practice responses to demographic change. The programme’s breadth illustrated the complexity of the issues, but still overwhelmingly focused on labour market participation and productivity. One welcome addition to the programme was the intervention of the European child-friendly cities network
. Perhaps this is just one sign of recognition that we need to build societies and communities that value childhood and provide child-friendly environments - it may be one piece of the puzzle towards enabling parents to have the number of children they wish.

Family policies take centre stage
The EU’s follow-up to this Communication has since taken an interesting direction. This is due in large part to the enthusiasm of the new German government and in particular Mrs Ursula Von der Leyen - Federal Minister for Families, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth - for a European Alliance for Families. Indeed attention has shifted almost entirely towards using the EU as a mechanism for exchanging views and best practice related to family policies. It’s easy to see where Germany’s enthusiasm stems from. Germany still has one of the lowest rates of female participation in the labour market. Provision of child care is minimal, most often half-days or only starting from age 3, so most mothers choose to stay at home after having children. Furthermore, birth rates are very low (1.4 children per women) as more and more women postpone having children or choose not to have children in favour of a career. Mrs Von der Leyen, herself a mother of seven children, has clearly taken on the mission of reversing this trend and changing the culture of the stay-at-home mother.  She has already spear-headed policy reform – such as increased child benefits and parental leave arrangements – to move Germany in this direction.

Several other member states are lending their support to Germany’s initiative of a European Alliance for Families. In fact the enthusiasm with which countries such as Poland have seized on the idea are worrying from Eurochild’s perspective. They clearly see a potential to promote traditional family values through this initiative. A resolution adopted at a recent seminar in the European Parliament on ‘the Future of Families in Europe’ has strong moralistic undertones, stressing that ‘the complementarity between men and women must be a reality in family life’
. While recognising the right of every child to know and be cared for by both parents (Article 7 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child), it is important that conservative elements do not use this initiative to discriminate against alternative family types such as single parents or lesbian and gay couples.  Eurochild would subscribe to a much broader definition of families, such as that proposed in “Families Matter” - a proposal of the regional government of Northern Irelands for a family and parenting strategy
:

“A family consists of any child or young person under the age of 18 (21 for young people leaving care and disabled young people) and their primary care takers. A primary care taker can be a parent, an expectant mother or other biological relative or any person involved in bringing up the child or young person who has parental responsibility for that young person or child.”

At the time of writing, the European Commission is finalising a Communication on families due to be launched at the end of May 2007. Written by the Unit for Social Situation and Demographic Change in DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, this Communication will launch the European Alliance for Families. The topic is extremely relevant for Eurochild too, given that we also recently held our first members’ exchange seminar on ‘promoting children’s rights through positive parenting policies’. Our seminar was organised in the context of combating social exclusion and poverty among children, recognising that support for parents can be an important part of the solution.
It is clear from the growing experience among Eurochild members that support for parents - whether through the informal, voluntary sector or through formal education and training programmes – is in high demand and can play an important role in early intervention and preventing crises. We advocate that parenting support should be universally available, in addition to the provision of targeted support to particularly vulnerable groups such as single parents and immigrant families. Often investment in parent and family support are overlooked in policy responses to demographic change. However, Eurochild argues that it can play an important role in building parents’ confidence, self-esteem and their ability to fulfil the rights and welfare needs of their children.

Services for young children get priority

On the other hand, a lot of attention is given to child care provision in policy responses to demographic change. At the Barcelona European Council in 2002, member states made a clear commitment to increase provision of child care: by 2010 it should be available to at least 90% of children aged between 3 and 6, and at least 33% of children under 3 years of age. However, the EU as a whole is a long way from meeting those targets. Only 5 member states have reached the Barcelona target of 33% and 7 are still under 10%.
 These targets are not only focused on quantity rather than quality, but are also inadequately monitored. Moreover, in many EU member states, parents still have no legal right to child care for children under 3. Furthermore, funding levels are still woefully low, with only three member states spending more than 1% of their GDP on childcare – Denmark spends the most with 1.7% of its GDP being spent on childcare.

Sweden provides a outstanding example of good practice. The combination of long parental leave (480 days), which can be split or taken in equal parts by both parents, plus the legal guarantee of a public child care placement from the age of one, means the country has one of the highest rates of female participation in the labour market in Europe at 76% (2005). Furthermore, although public funding for child care provision was squeezed during the 1990’s recession, all municipalities apply a maximum fee for child care and quality appears to have been maintained. In 2002, the child/staff ratio for child care was 4.2 children per staff member and for pre-school 17.4 children per staff. Furthermore university trained pre-school teachers make up the largest group of employees in public care.
Eurochild supports the drive for increasing provision of child care services, without, however, losing the focus on the affordability, accessibility and quality of that provision. In their discussion document, Children in Europe
 have set out their vision for an EU-wide approach to provision of services for young children. They have set out 10 principles that aim to set a common understanding of the rights of children in Europe with respect to services – an urgent task at a time when increasing numbers of children attend these services. These principles refer to: access, affordability, pedagogical approach, participation, coherence, diversity and choice, evaluation, valuing the work, partnership with compulsory schooling, and cross-national partnerships.
Children’s rights on the EU agenda

The EU debate on addressing demographic change has undoubtedly shifted during recent years towards a life-cycle approach, giving welcome attention to the position of families. Nonetheless, the position of children as rights-holders themselves is less obvious. Indeed, some critiques of the EU’s policies so far would say that there is a tendency to ‘instrumentalise’ children – seeing them solely as workers and taxpayers for the future, rather than human beings in their own right in the present. Although the German Presidency and the EC have been quick to reject this accusation, there is still an overwhelming focus on labour market participation and productivity. In her address to the European Parliament in January 2007, Minister Von der Leyen
, stressed that the challenges ahead are not only economic but also social. It is this latter focus that NGOs, and particularly those promoting the rights of children and young people, need to be particularly attentive to.
The fact that the European Commission recently adopted a specific Communication on children’s rights should help us in this goal. The Communication “Towards an EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child”
 was launched by the Group of Commissioners for Fundamental Rights in July 2006, with a view to setting out a road map of actions for the adoption of an EU child rights strategy by 2009. One of the most important aims of this document is the mainstreaming of children’s rights in all legislative and non-legislative actions that affect them; another is the involvement of children in the decision-making process. These are important commitments that will help to raise the visibility of children in the EU’s agenda and in particular in the responses to demographic change.
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