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The EU has arrived at another milestone in
the coordination of European social
inclusion policy with the publication of the
first independent synthesis report on
Member States’ activities to combat poverty
and social exclusion.

The document presents an overview of the
25 separate country reports for the first half
of 2006 (one for each EU Member State),
prepared by the national experts who make
up the European Commission’s Network of
Independent Experts on Social Inclusion. It
offers a well-informed summary of current
trends and models of good practice
throughout the EU, as well as casting a
critical eye over some of the less
successful initiatives. It also analyses in
greater depth the issue of active inclusion
and minimum resources in the various
countries.

On the latter, the report emphasises in
particular that while the range of social
inclusion policies is impressive and
countries seem to have embraced active
inclusion as a philosophy, new problems
may be emerging. For example, as
employment rates rise and individuals with
positive labour market attributes obtain
jobs, it becomes necessary to reach out to

increasingly marginalised groups with
complex social difficulties. “The trend
towards greater conditionality in the
provision of benefits will also need
careful implementation and monitoring to
avoid risks of penalising the least well-off
or creating a two-tier system
characterised by a higher rate for those
prepared to take steps to find work,
thereby watering down the solidarity
dimension of policy in favour of its
activating function.”

Independent experts chart the success
of national inclusion efforts
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The European Commission set up the network of for Bulgaria, Romania and Turkey) and a
non-governmental experts in 2002, initially for EU-  “network core team” of independent
15 countries, to support Directorate-General for experts which is coordinating the work of
Employment, Social  Affairs and Equal the country experts and preparing
Opportunities in assessing the implementation of syntheses of their reports for the
National Action Plans on social inclusion Commission. Their combined
(NAPs/Inclusion). With EU enlargement in 2004 assessment reveals common patterns in
the network took in experts from the 10 new policy across the EU, as well as specific
Member States. It consists now of 28 independent  differences.

experts (one for each Member State plus one each

Fighting poverty and social exclusion is a priority However, a gap still persists between the
for the EU. The Commission’s Joint Report on Social employment and social goals set by the
Protection and Social Inclusion 2006 underlines the Lisbon Agenda, and actual policy implement-
major challenges facing the EU. High on the list tation across the EU. The degree of effort
are growing global competition, the impact of new varies from one Member State to
technologies, and Europe’s ageing population. another, and firmer action is needed to
achieve the Lisbon objective of moving
Meeting the objectives of the revised Lisbon towards the eradication of poverty by
Strategy for growth and jobs, agreed by EU Heads 2010. The synthesis report highlights
of State and Government in March 2005, requires administrative challenges, relating for
maximising all the human resources available and example to the increased complexity engendered
developing financially sustainable social protection by decentralisation of responsibilities or the
systems. The synthesis report finds that social financing of social protection. All this
inclusion is now high on the political agenda in means that the focus must now switch
several Member States, leading to an impressive  from broad principles to the practical
range of fresh initiatives and new legislation. implementation of effective strategies.

The EU Social Inclusion Process, and specifically = The national experts are critical of a lack
its Peer Review Programme, offers opportunities of consistency in some Member States’
for EU countries to exchange their varied policies, and unfairness in the way
experiences and learn from each other's different groups are treated. Some take
successes and failures. The report notes that the the view that EU cooperation in the field
Social Inclusion Process has had an encouragingly  of social inclusion has had limited impact,
strong impact in the newer Member States. especially in countries with complex and
Together with funding from the European Social well established welfare systems. The
Fund, it has brought visible improvements in synthesis report calls for greater overall
governance in a number of countries. coherence of policies in the battle against
poverty and social exclusion in Europe -
at EU, national and sub-national levels.
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In 2005, the European Council called on
Member States to give special priority to
meeting the needs of the most vulnerable
young people, particularly those in poverty.
The synthesis report notes that youths,
together with immigrants, are identified in
many countries as groups that encounter
special difficulties in the labour market. In
areas where job creation is low, they find it
harder than most to secure employment.

Generally, elderly and young people and
single-parent households (especially headed
by mothers) are particularly at risk of
poverty. Indeed child poverty is still a major
problem, with evidence of growing
inequalities in some countries, while gender
issues also fail to receive adequate
attention. Immigrants and ethnic minorities
are singled out in almost every national
report as suffering a greater degree of social

Women who are self-employed, in
temporary or part-time jobs, or who have
been out of work for a long time and
therefore have difficulty accessing the labour
market, all require specific support to enable
them to reconcile work with their family
responsibilities.

The DOCET organisation (Donne
Organizzazione Carriera e Tecnologia) in
northern Italy analysed their needs in depth
and came up with an innovative solution: a
pilot project entitted Gender@ctive. It
involved awarding vouchers for services
such as childcare and help with other
dependents, housework and catering,
transport, and maternity support.

The pilot had an overall budget of 230,000
funded jointly by the European Social Fund
and the region of Emilia Romagna.

In all, 17 women applied for vouchers, which
were valid for three months from August to

exclusion, while the experts from several of
the countries with Roma populations find that
not enough is being done to help them
integrate.

The report examines national responses to
the challenges of social inclusion and
highlights three common trends. The first is to
hold individuals more responsible for their
own wellbeing, making benefits subject to a
series of conditions and narrowing the scope
of social solidarity. The second concerns the
targeting of specific social groups, such as
disabled people, child poverty or immigrants.
Finally, the third trend focuses on
administrative and funding reforms, frequently
aimed at making social protection systems
more sustainable, and including the
decentralisation of services to regional and
local level.

October 2005. They were responsible for nine
infants, 10 older children and two elderly
dependants, although in the end some of the
applicants dropped out of the project for a
variety of reasons.

“The voucher programme was not intended to
replace investment in collective services, but
as a way of making the system more flexible,”
explained project manager Lorenza Maluccelli.
While the pilot itself is now over, the
experience fed into regional legislation
introduced in 2005, providing for the funding
of voucher schemes through agreement
between local authorities, social partners,
NGOs and service providers.

“Therefore the result has been positive,”
confirmed Italian expert network member
Filippo Strati. “This local experiment has
provided lessons that can be transferred to
other situations.”




A campaign to make companies more aware
of the value of disabled employees, coupled
with an award for those who have done most
to integrate disabled people into their
workforce, is the brainchild of the Estonian
Chamber of Disabled People (EPIK), the
Estonian Employers’ Confederation (ETTK),
the Ministry of Social Affairs, and the Taevas
Ogilvy advertising agency.

The competition has already encouraged
more companies to employ disabled people
and to adapt workplaces to their needs.
“Companies do not obtain a direct benefit
from the scheme,” pointed out Estonian
expert network member Mare Viies. “The
label is important in creating an image, and
that is why already, in the very first year, it
became rather popular without a lot of prior
advertising.”

Eve Paarendson was the project manager
from the Estonian Employers’ Confederation
side. “We definitely hoped to inspire other
enterprises to be more open to disabled
people, and if possible to consider hiring or

As well as the broad picture, the
independent experts were asked to focus
on one specific area of social inclusion
policy: active inclusion and minimum
resources, covering elements such as
income support, empowerment, labour
market activation measures and access to
basic services.

Their reports show that different
philosophies underlie labour market
activation measures in different countries,
ranging from what the synthesis report
describes as a ‘solidaristic’ approach of
benefits coupled with targeted assistance,
to the ‘workfare’ system in which individuals

providing practical training for them,” she
explained. “In an era when we are facing a
serious worker shortage, we still have not
noticed disabled people as a potential
workforce. The purpose of the activity was to
change the mentality of society.”

The annual award is launched each year on 3
December — International Disabled People’s Day.
“l think this scheme could be implemented in
other EU countries — or even a common
European label,” suggested Ms Viies. “Why not?”

The first badge award ceremony in March 2006

come under increasing pressure to take a job.
Nearly all Member States provide at least a
subsistence income, but in some cases the
procedures for obtaining it are excessively
complex.

The network will draft two further sets of
national and synthesis reports this year,
covering not only EU-25 countries but also
Bulgaria and Romania. The first will be an
assessment of the social inclusion element of
the first National Reports on Strategies for
Social Protection and Social Inclusion
(NRSSPSI), which countries submitted to the
Commission in September; these reports will
be an important input for the 2007 Joint




Report on Social Protection and Social
Inclusion. The second set of reports will
analyse the so-called “feeding in and
feeding out processes” (the mutual
feedback between the social dimension of
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Launched in 2004, Norway's national
strategy against homelessness aims to meet
five specific targets by 2007: eviction
applications are to be cut by 50% and actual
evictions by 30%; nobody shall have to
spend time in temporary housing after
release from prison; nobody shall have to
seek temporary housing upon discharge
from an institution; nobody shall be offered
overnight shelters that are not covered by a
quality agreement; and nobody shall stay for
more than three months in temporary
housing. The strategy has already chalked
up some successes. Evictions went down by
19% between 2004 and 2005, and
collaboration agreements have been signed
between correctional services and local
authorities to anticipate prisoners’ housing
needs upon release.

But is the strategy transferable to other
European countries? The latest peer review,
hosted in Oslo on 7-8 September by the
Norwegian Ministry of Local Government
and Regional Development, came up with a
number of answers to that question:

A ‘“housing first” approach along
Norwegian lines is desirable — i.e.
tackling homelessness within the wider
context of ensuring adequate housing for
all. Housing agencies and environment
ministries also have a part to play in
combating homelessness, which is not
just a social issue.

Lisbon, on the one hand, and the refocused
EU Strategy on growth and jobs, on the other
hand); it will also look in depth at the
integration of immigrants and ethnic
minorities.

Limited resources in some countries
could make it difficult to transfer the well-
funded Norwegian strategy. One
suggestion was to take just some parts of
the strategy and start with local, less
comprehensive pilot projects.

Norway'’s state housing bank Husbanken is
responsible for coordinating the strategy.
There was agreement that one single
agency should take the lead in the fight
against homelessness in each country.
This agency could be national or regional,
according to each country’s structures.

Norway uses mainly “soft measures”
(funding and loans, networks and forums
for communication, training, good practice
awards and collaboration protocols) to
secure local authority participation in the
strategy. It was agreed that most of these
would be transferable without raising major
financial issues.

A common definition of homelessness

is needed. The typology developed by
FEANTSA, the European federation of
national organisations working with the
homeless, is recommended. It was
suggested that the European Commission
might promote this definition and might
recommend the adoption of national
homelessness strategies by Member
States.




Quality standards for accommodation
and services for homeless people are
important and need further discussion,
but international standards may be
difficult to set, due to the big differences
in available resources.

The time that homeless people have to
spend in “temporary accommodation”
should be shortened by eliminating the
bottlenecks between temporary and
permanent accommaodation.

Political commitment is an important
factor in the Norwegian strategy, but
would be more difficult to secure in some
other countries. Mainstreaming might be
one way forward, by including the

$ n

“l like this place,” K. says. “They give me
respect and | give them respect. | take
people as | find them.” Now aged 35, he
has done drugs ever since he was 13.
Three prison terms eventually followed the
crimes he kept committing to pay for his
habit. Dealing was not the least of them.
Back on the streets, he might well have
been a danger to himself and everyone
else. But straight after his latest release
from jail, he had a roof over his head. He is
living in the City of Oslo’s
Fredensborgveien residential centre,
waiting for a place on a methadone-based
treatment course which he hopes will get
him off drugs for good. After that, if all goes
well, he will spend a few months in an open
centre before venturing back on to the
regular housing market. Almost 50% of

housing issue within strategies on other
guestions.

The idea of setting targets for the
reduction of homelessness met with
varying degrees of scepticism, depending
on the scale of the problem in the country
concerned. The important thing is to
measure the progress achieved, and to
have aims and policies that are flexible
enough to be adjusted in the light of
experience.

Participants took home for further reflection
the Norwegian ideas for preventive
measures against homelessness and for
meeting the accommodation needs of
released prisoners and people
discharged from institutional care.

Oslo’s prisoners find themselves homeless
when they are released. But an agreement
between the city and the correctional
services aims to change all that. They are
now cooperating closely to avoid
homelessness among ex-convicts. Local
agreements of this kind have been
spreading throughout Norway as part of its
national strategy against homelessness.
“They do things properly here,” K. insists. “If
you can manage, fine, but if you can'’,
they'll help you — with Kkeeping
appointments, getting up in the morning,
making phone calls. They work with you,
but if you mess up badly again they just
say, ‘OK, come back next time'. This is a
good project. It helps people like me to
break out of the lousy life I've had.”




