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Moving forward with mutual learning and the
evaluation of national good practice

At their annual Spring summit on 23-24
March 2006, European leaders issued a
clear reminder that social cohesion is one
of the central elements of the Lisbon
Strategy. Unless social protection
systems and action to promote social
inclusion are modernised, the Lisbon
Strategy will fail. So the latest joint report
on social protection and social inclusion
adopted by the Commission and the
Council emphasised the need for the
Union to act more effectively in managing
risks and accompanying social change.

Within this context, the Council stressed
the importance of implementing growth
and employment policies that could have
a decisive impact on reducing poverty
and social exclusion by 2010. It also
adopted a new framework for the open
method of coordination of social
protection and social inclusion. This
contains a new series of common
objectives — three overarching aims plus
specific ones for each of the three policy
areas of social inclusion, pensions, and
healthcare and long-term care. In the
strand aimed at generating a “decisive
impact on the eradication of poverty and
social exclusion”, the following objectives
have been set:

guaranteeing access for all to the
resources, rights and services
needed for participation in society,
preventing and addressing
exclusion, and fighting all forms of
discrimination leading to exclusion
ensuring the active social inclusion
of all, both by promoting
participation in the labour market
and by fighting poverty and
exclusion

ensuring that social inclusion
policies are well-coordinated and
involve all levels of government and
relevant actors, including people
experiencing poverty, and that they
are efficient and effective and
mainstreamed into all relevant public
policies, including economic,
budgetary, education and training
policies and structural fund (notably
ESF) programmes.

Editorial
Streamlining action for social inclusion
A job for the experts

Peer Review agenda for 2006
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Providing a better response to these
objectives will be a key challenge over
the coming years. First and foremost, this
concerns the Member States, who have
prime responsibility in this field. It also
involves the European Union, as active
cooperation between the Member States
makes it possible to move forward more
quickly and effectively.

With that in mind, and strengthened by
the lessons and the successes of the
past two years, the new “peer review and
evaluation” component of the community
action programme to fight social
exclusion will make a substantial
contribution to the preparation and
implementation of the national action
plans for social inclusion.

The activities envisaged should, in
particular, help to:

build greater mutual understanding of
Member States’ policies on the fight
against poverty and social exclusion

improve the effectiveness and
efficiency of social inclusion policies
and strategies at the national level by
learning from the experience of other
Member States of the Union

facilitate the transfer of key policies
and institutional arrangements that
have proved effective in fighting
against poverty and social exclusion
within their original context and are
relevant in other contexts.

During 2006, at least seven priority topics
will be examined in depth:

The fight against the
intergenerational  transmission  of
poverty, and the reduction of child
poverty

Active inclusion policies for those
most remote from the labour market
National strategies for preventing and
combating homelessness

Promoting the integration of ethnic
minorities, such as Roma and
immigrants

The handling of over-indebtedness
Minimum retirement pensions and
poverty among women

Tools for the mainstreaming of social
inclusion into policy as a whole.

| invite all readers of this newsletter to
contribute to this work, so that we can
exchange views and compare
experiences.
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Streamlining action for social inclusion

This newsletter kicks off a new and more
ambitious phase of the European
Commission’s  activities to  support
Member States in promoting social
inclusion across the EU.

It is part of a new programme, entitled
Peer Review and Assessment in Social
Inclusion, which builds on the success of
the last two years (2004-2005)
[www.peer-review-social-inclusion.net/
peer/en/index_html] of exchange and
learning from experiences and good
practice though the first series of Peer
Reviews.

As well as scheduling a number of Peer
Review meetings over the coming two
years, enabling Member States to see
how different approaches to countering
social exclusion are taking effect at a
practical level in other countries, the
programme covers the management of a
growing network of independent experts
[http://europa.eu.int/comm/ employment
social/social_inclusion/naps_rep_en.

htm], set up in 2002 to monitor the
implementation of the National Action
Plans on social exclusion (NAPs/Incl).

Once again, the programme operates
within the Open Method of Coordination
(OMC). Formulated as part of the 2000
Lisbon Strategy, the OMC is a flexible
way of improving policy development. It
means that common objectives and
indicators for measuring progress are
agreed at EU level, but Member States
retain responsibility for choosing and
implementing the most appropriate
means of achieving those goals. The

Peer Review system offers Member
States the opportunity to learn from each
other’s successes — and indeed failures —
in fighting social exclusion, and where
possible achieve a more coherent, EU-
wide approach to many shared problems.

The Peer Review and Assessment in
Social Inclusion programme will also play
a part in meeting the Commission’'s
objective of streamlining the operation of
the OMC in social protection and
inclusion policies and giving its activities
a higher profile. From September 20086,
Member States will submit national
strategies for social protection and social
inclusion, setting out priority objectives.

Mutual support

Bringing together the independent
network of experts and the Peer Reviews
into one programme will benefit both
strands of work. For example, network
input can help to identify the most
relevant cases of good practice for
Member States to assess, and learning
from individual reviews will feed back
directly into the experts’ conclusions and
recommendations.

In 2006 and 2007, up to eight Peer
Review meetings will take place per year.
Each one gives an individual Member
State the opportunity to present and
evaluate - with stakeholders,
government representatives and experts
from other countries — a practice or policy
that contributes to one of the EU's
priorities for action, such as tackling
homelessness or alleviating child
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poverty. The transfer of key elements of
best practice is a prime objective.

Disseminating information is crucial. The
up-to-the-minute Peer Review website
will also serve as a portal for wider social
inclusion topics. And this Flash Report,
offering a summary of the Ilatest
developments at EU and national level,
will appear in English, French and
German every two months.

A job for the experts

One important innovation in the Peer
Review and Assessment in Social
Inclusion programme is the expanded
role of the network of independent
experts [http://europa.eu.int/comm/empl
oyment social/social _inclusion/naps _rep

en.htm]

The European Commission set up the
network in December 2002, to help the
Directorate-General for Employment and
Social  Affairs  with the annual
assessment of the then 15 Member
States’ National Action Plans for social
inclusion (NAPs/Incl). Made up of one
expert per EU member, in 2004 the
network took in representatives from the
10 new Member States as well as
Romania and in spring 2005 from
Bulgaria and Turkey. The EEA/EFTA
countries Iceland, Liechtenstein and
Norway are now also set to join. The
network has already published a number
of reports.

Over the last three years, the experts
have built up a growing body of
knowledge and experience of national
social inclusion policies. In future, they
will work more closely with the Peer
Review process, to the mutual benefit of
both sides.

A new consortium of organisations will
manage the coming phase of the
programme. It consists of Vienna-based
OSB Consulting, the research centre
CEPS-INSTEAD from  Luxembourg,
which will be in charge of coordinating
the experts’ network, and the Institute for
Employment Studies (IES) in the UK.

The network will have a key role in
assessing policies and practices, and
their potential for transfer within the EU.
One way of developing the synergy
between the expert network and the peer
reviews themselves will be to invite
selected experts to take part in the
review meetings.

Timetable of work

Every six months, the experts will submit
a ‘semester report’ outlining national
trends and policy developments relevant
to social inclusion in their respective
countries. The reports will also evaluate
the success of these policies in
contributing to the Lisbon reform process.
Each of the two semester reports in 2006
will include one chapter specifically
devoted to one priority topic, which
should help increase the potential for
international comparisons and mutual
learning. These will be: for the first
semester report "active inclusion and
minimum resources"; and for the second
semester report "integration of
immigrants (first and second generation)
and/or ethnic minorities". Each expert will
be asked to review national trends and
policy developments and to provide an
assessment of progress on this common
key issue.




These semester reports will form the
basis of a biannual synthesis report for
the Commission.

The network’s second important task will
be to continue its independent
assessment of Member States’ national
plans and strategy reports on social
inclusion and social protection. It will be
responsible for helping the Commission
to judge whether selected policies are
proving effective in tackling key
challenges on social protection and social
inclusion, and reaching objectives set
both at EU level through the Open
Method of Coordination and at national
level.

Individual experts may also assist the
Commission in  providing  specific
information or research data. The
network itself should have an input in
selecting horizontal issues of particular
interest, which could be the subject of
national reports or experts’ meetings. It
is important for the work to feed into a

Europe-wide learning process that will
maximise the impact of the battle against
social exclusion throughout the EU.

Code of Conduct

In February 2005, the network members
adopted an ambitious Voluntary Code of
Conduct [http://ec.europa.eu/employment
social/social inclusion/docs/codeofcond
uct_en.pdf] to govern their work. This
commits the group to focusing on
strategic issues relevant to
understanding trends in poverty and
social exclusion, and to ensuring that the

voices of stakeholders and people
suffering social exclusion are clearly
heard. The network must respect

confidentiality of information, and
maintain an independent point of view.

In drafting their reports, the experts
undertake to aim for transparency, and
distinguish  clearly between factual
material and opinions.

Peer Review agenda for 2006

Seven Peer Review meetings are already
planned for 2006, covering five EU
Member States plus one of the EEA/EFTA
countries participating in social inclusion
activities: Norway.

UK: Surestart

The UK government introduced Surestart
to help every child to get a good early
start in life. The scheme involves
education, childcare and health services,
parental outreach and employment
advice, and is aimed at disadvantaged
families.

Its broad objective is to alleviate child
poverty and stop the cycle of
disadvantage passing down from one

generation to another. This benefits not
only children but also parents and
communities.

Belgium: Minimum pensions and
women'’s poverty

As Member States reform their pension
systems to meet future demographic
challenges, the issues of minimum
pensions and pensioner poverty are
becoming increasingly relevant.

The intention of this seminar is to
contribute to the ongoing Belgian Federal
Public Service study into minimum
pensions. This meeting will give the
opportunity to Member States to present
their individual approaches to this issue,




engaging in a mutual learning process on
experiences and evaluation of systems,
policies and institutional arrangements
that can be considered as good practice in
the framework of the EU social inclusion
process.

France: Social inclusion cross-cutting
policy tools (Document de politique
transversale - DPT)

This new administrative reform is
designed to encourage coordination
between ministries and programmes in
fighting social exclusion. It covers all the
measures included in the French National
Action Plan for social inclusion (NAP/Incl),
and funding provisions.

A lead minister is responsible for
supervising cooperation between different
sectors, with support from an inter-
ministerial committee against social
exclusion, chaired by the Prime Minister,
and a standing committee of ministers’
representatives.  Charters of social
cohesion promote consistency at local
government level.

Norway: National strategy to prevent
and tackle homelessness

With prevention and eradication of
homelessness as its general goal, the
strategy sets targets for local authorities
and the voluntary sector. These include
cutting the number of evictions by 30%.

In addition, no-one should stay in
temporary housing awaiting a permanent
home for longer than three months, and
no-one should be offered overnight shelter
that does not conform to agreed quality
standards.

Netherlands: Debt amnesty - a legal
solution to over-indebtedness

The Dutch debt clearance court (WSNP)
procedure is a last resort for people who
have made efforts to reach agreement
with their creditors on a system for paying
off their debts, but have been unable to do
Sso.

The court can decide, in consultation with
local authorities, whether the debtor has
acted in good faith to try and make
repayment.

Spain: Social integration of Roma
people. Municipal programme of
shanty town eradication in Auvilés
(Asturias)

The programme works towards four goals
for improving the conditions of Roma
people, focused on housing, education,
training and employment, as well as
health.

It involves networking with a number of
stakeholder organisations — public and
private — including Roma associations,
charitable bodies, social partners and
local authorities.

Sweden: Financial coordination within
the field of rehabilitation

The DELTA projects set out to help
people who have been ill or unemployed
for a long period, and are therefore a long
way from the labour market.

They tend to need assistance from a
range of services: health, adult education,
income and social support. DELTA used
pooled funds from different authorities for
26 projects in Hisingen, a suburb of
Gothenburg.

Since 2004 the projects have been
incorporated into a wider reform of
financial cooperation.




