Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on reducing inequalities with a special focus on child poverty, adopted by the Commission on 24 February 2016
1.
Rapporteur: Inês ZUBER (GUE/NGL/PT)

2.
EP reference number: A8-0310/2015 / P8_TA-PROV(2015)0401
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 24 November 2015

4.
Subject: Reducing inequalities with a special focus on child poverty

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMP)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and of requests made in it:

The resolution requests a detailed roadmap for the policy agenda that was outlined in the 2013 "Investing in Children" Commission Recommendation from both the Commission and the Member States complete with country specific targets based on indicators. It is unlikely that there will be a qualified majority for this in the Council.

7.
Response to the requests and outlook regarding the action, that the Commission has taken, or intends to take:

(Paragraph 3) The Commission to establish (with Member States) a roadmap for the implementation of the recommendation ‘Investing in children: Breaking the cycle of disadvantage’ and ensure annual monitoring and reporting by Member States;

Combatting child poverty and social exclusion, as well as preventing the inter-generational transmission of disadvantages, is an overarching principle of the 2013 Commission Recommendation "Investing in Children: Breaking the cycle of Disadvantage". The Recommendation covers three pillars of action: access to adequate resources and support to households through supporting parents’ participation in the labour market and providing adequate income support to households with children through a combination of benefits; access to quality services; and supporting children's participation. As a follow up to the Recommendation, a European Platform for investing in children was set up (EPIC). EPIC is a tool that monitors activities under the Recommendation and helps Member States implement it by collecting and disseminating innovative and evidence-based practices that have been found to have a positive impact on children and families in EU Member States.

The Commission will step up the monitoring of Member States implementation of the Commission Recommendation.

As regards specific targets for child poverty, the Council conclusions of 17 June 2010 stated that Member States are left "free to set their national targets on the basis of the most appropriate indicators, taking into account their national circumstances and priorities." This means that they also have the possibility not to set quantitative national targets in numbers of persons.

Regarding the European Social Fund (ESF), a minimum of 20% of the 2014-2020 ESF allocation of EUR 86 billion was earmarked for social inclusion. Member States agreed to put aside 25.6% (EUR 22 billion) for social inclusion, out of which about EUR 8 billion reserved for supporting childcare and projects against early school leaving.

(Paragraph 9) "… the Commission to agree with Member States on EU standards or establish an agreed methodology for determining the cost of raising a child and for defining adequate resources to prevent and combat child poverty";

20 years ago the EU adopted a common definition for a poverty line, which was put at 60% of the median income. It has also agreed to use one methodology to account for household size and composition, which is known as the "OECD-modified equivalence scale". This weighting scale was adopted by Eurostat in the 1990s and assigns a value of 1 to the household head, of 0.5 to each additional adult member and of 0.3 to each child.

(Paragraph 10) "… the Commission to refrain from recommending reformulations and cuts in the public services of Member States, from promoting flexible labour relations and the privatisation of public services, which have led unequivocally to the weakening of the social rights of children";

When recommending reforms to the Member States, the Commission always keeps in mind the long-term interest of children. Indeed in some Member States the economic and financial crisis had a severe impact on public finances, affecting all layers of society, including children. Whenever possible, measures were proposed to mitigate hardship. In the case of Greece, in 2015 the Commission prepared a social impact assessment of the new Stability Support Programme, as already indicated by President Juncker in his Political Guidelines for the new Commission: "in the future, any support and reform programme [should go] not only through a fiscal sustainability assessment; but through a social impact assessment as well", also to ensure that the social effects of structural reforms [are] discussed in public". In addition, the Commission has, together with the Greek government, as part of the reforms, developed a guaranteed minimum income scheme for families without income. Such a scheme did not exist in Greece before the crisis.
(Paragraph 11) "… the Commission to emphasise the need for investment in free, public education by pinpointing specific education methods for the most vulnerable social groups, such as immigrants or people with disabilities of various kinds …";

In line with the UN Convention on the rights of the child, the IiC recommendation does argue that Member States should invest more in affordable high quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) and, more general, in education. The recently adopted Joint Report on the implementation of the strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training (ET 2020), which sets out new priorities for European cooperation in education and training up to 2020, places a special emphasis on addressing the needs of the most vulnerable groups. Notably a specific priority is devoted to inclusive education, equality, equity, non-discrimination and the promotion of civic competences. Activities will address topics, such as the integration of newly arrived migrants, social inclusion, combating discrimination and promoting fundamental values.
(Paragraph 19) "… in the context of the mid-term review of the multiannual financial framework, the Commission to make better use of the European Social Fund, the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived and the Programme for Employment and Social Innovation and check whether children are a priority in the programming and implementation of regional and cohesion policies with particular regard to the obligation to gradually eliminate large residential institutions (enforceable since 2014)…";

The suggestion is duly noted for the mid-term review of the ESIF programmes, which is scheduled for 2018. The requirement of de-institutionalisation was one of the ex-ante conditionalities during the programming phase. The Commission will be able to monitor its progress on the basis of the operational programmes annual implementation reports of the Member States. The Commission has already created detailed indicators by family type that allow for an analysis of child poverty in the European Survey for Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC).

(Paragraph 20) "… the Commission and the Member States to consider whether food-based strategies, such as dietary diversification and food fortification, as well as nutrition education, public health and food safety measures, and finally supplementation, need to be addressed for particular groups of the population in order to prevent the negative effects of malnutrition or under-nutrition on the health of children";

The suggestion is duly noted. Actions to improve nutrition including healthy diets and related supplementary measures are regular discussion topics of the High Level Group on Nutrition and Physical Activity.

In this context, it is important to note that the clear priority should be for citizens and children, in particular, to be able to access all the necessary nutrients via a healthy diet. Supplementation and fortification should be considered as complementary tools of last resort.

(Paragraph 22) "… the Commission to develop guidelines to support the participation of children in the policy-making process …";

The third pillar of the IiC recommendation includes guidelines on participation in legal proceedings and in after school extra-curricular activities. In June 2015 the European Commission published the results of an evaluation of legislation, policy and practice on child participation in the EU28. The Commission has always sought to better embed child participation in the rights of the child projects. In light of limited progress and limited responses to calls for better participation, the Commission has stepped up guidance and requirements (e.g. a 2015 call REC Programme Rights of the Child, which was published in January 2016. The deadline for this call for proposals is 4 May 2016)
. The European Platform Investing in Children (EPIC) contains interesting examples of practices in the area of child participation in the Member States
.

(Paragraph 23) "… the Commission and the Member States set targets for reducing child poverty and social exclusion";

The Europe 2020 Strategy has a strong emphasis on employment and social dimensions and contains specific goals for employment and poverty reduction. Benchmarking and performance assessment are already provided through the existing tools and will be supported and further built upon, also within the work of the Employment and Social Protection Committees.

The Council conclusions of 17 June 2010 clearly stated that Member States are "free to set their national targets on the basis of the most appropriate indicators, taking into account their national circumstances and priorities." "Free" in this context means that Member States can refrain from setting any quantitative national targets in numbers of persons.

(Paragraph 30) "… EU institutions, EU agencies, Member State authorities and other stakeholders to develop clear roles, responsibilities, regular dialogue and procedures when children are in need of protection in cross-border situations";

Approximately 1 million children come into contact with police and judiciary every year, either as suspected or accused of crime or as victims of crime.

Children need specific protection when facing criminal justice as they are particularly vulnerable. In 2013 the Commission proposed a Directive on the procedural safeguards of children, and an agreement could be found with the European Parliament and the Council in December 2015. The rules will make sure that children will, in most cases, be assisted by a lawyer. Children are also set to benefit from other safeguards, such as being assisted by their parents (or other appropriate persons) or not being questioned in public hearings. Children will also have the right to an individual assessment to make sure that their specific needs concerning protection, education, training and social inclusion are taken into account. Finally, children should be detained separately from adult inmates, to prevent ill-treatment and abuse.

Child victims are also protected through the Victims' Rights Directive 2012/29/EU and, in particular, through communication safeguards, specific support and special protection measures for children. This horizontal Directive safeguards victims’ rights throughout criminal proceedings and takes a clear child-sensitive approach, in particular with regard to their right to understand and be understood, the right to information, access support services and protection. In addition to protection measures provided to all victims, children will, because of their vulnerability, benefit from special protection measures (e.g. interviews in premises adapted for children, carried out by trained professionals and by the same persons, interviews can be audio-visually recorded and used as evidence, child right to a special representative and lawyer, arrangements during court hearings to avoid visual contact with the offender or presence of the public).

Besides the annual European Forum on the rights of the child
, the Commission seeks to continue to support Member States' efforts by promoting exchange of best practice, cooperation and communication with and among national authorities responsible for protecting and promoting the rights of the child.

The Commission has been active in facilitating discussions related to child protection and integrated child protection systems, which serve to protect children from violence. Effective measures to protect children from violence must certainly be seen in the broader context of the social protection of children and the Investing in Children Recommendation, in particular with regard to prevention, treatment and follow-up to violence.

In order to enhance exchange of information among and with Member States, and the exchange of best practices and coordination between Member States, the European Commission set up the informal Expert Group on the rights of the child in 2013.
 Previous discussions covered, among others, EU Directives on child sexual abuse and victims' rights, unaccompanied migrant children, child participation, funding for social inclusion and de-institutionalisation, integrated child protection systems, child poverty, trafficking in human beings, education, and child-friendly justice
. The European Commission has also published studies on children in vulnerable situations, such as the 2013 study on missing children in the European Union (mapping, data collection and statistics)
.

The Brussels IIa Regulation
 establishes a clear framework for the jurisdiction of the courts and authorities of EU Member States in child protection matters and ensures the cross-border recognition and enforcement of the resulting judgments. Since 2015, the 1996 Hague Convention on Child Protection equally applies in all Member States and complements the Regulation by adding rules on the applicable law, cooperation, jurisdiction, recognition and enforcement of child protection orders in relations with third States. The Commission supports the operation of these instruments through a number of actions: it organises annual meetings of the Central Authorities designated in all Member States under the Brussels IIa Regulation (which also function as Central Authorities under the 1996 Hague Convention) within the framework of the European Judicial Network in civil and commercial matters. These meetings are dedicated to discussing general questions concerning the application of the Regulation in plenary; in November the topic was in particular the cross-border cooperation between central authorities and other national authorities, in particular child welfare relevant authorities. Moreover, the Commission facilitates and organises bilateral working meetings between central authorities during the annual meetings with a view to discussing problematic cases. Moreover, in 2015, a revised Practical Guide on the Regulation as a whole was published; in 2016, a best practice document on how to handle child abduction cases at central authority and judicial levels, which was elaborated within the European Judicial Network, will be made available in all languages. An Italian Presidency conference in October 2014 was dedicated to international parental child abduction; a Dutch Presidency conference in April 2016 will address cross-border cooperation in child welfare/ child protection matters.

The last three editions of the European Forum on the rights of the child (2012, 2013 and 2015) discussed integrated child protection systems
. At the Forum in June 2015, the Commission proposed ten principles for integrated child protection systems.
 They have a strong cross-border component and are intended to facilitate strengthened cross-border cooperation on child protection.

The work of EU Agencies such as EASO, FRA and FRONTEX serves to improve cross border coordination and cooperation for children in need of protection in cross-border situations, and this will continue.
(Paragraph 43) "… the Commission to make the early school leaving rate and tackling child poverty an explicit priority";

Reducing early school leaving and combatting poverty and social exclusion are explicit priorities of the Europe 2020 Strategy. One of the education targets is to reduce early school leaving to a level below 10%. Reducing the number of persons at risk of poverty and social exclusion by 20 million before 2020 is also one of the targets of Europe 2020.

(Paragraph 44) "… the Commission to participate actively in combating the trafficking of children for any form of exploitation, including work, forced marriage, illegal adoption, illegal activities and sexual exploitation";

The Commission highlighted in its EU Agenda for the rights of the child
 that the well-being of children can only be achieved in a society which is free of violence, abuse and exploitation of children. The Commission has proposed legislation and issued policy documents on child sexual abuse, trafficking in human beings, child victims and children in migration
. The Commission funds projects to protect children from violence
, amongst others through the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme
.

In addition, the Commission organises the European Forum on the rights of the child. The last three editions of the European Forum on the rights of the child (2012, 2013 and 2015) were on the topic of integrated child protection systems
. At the Forum in June 2015, the Commission proposed ten principles for integrated child protection systems (see also the reply to paragraph 30), which have a strong cross-border component and are intended to facilitate strengthened cross-border cooperation on child protection
.

(Paragraph 45) "… the Commission to support the functioning of European and transnational networks to combat child and youth poverty and exclusion …";

The Commission provides annual funding to a number of EU level NGO networks such as Eurochild, COFACE, PICUM, ESPN, which focus on child and youth poverty. Furthermore, in line with article 5(6) of the Common Provisions Regulation, the Commission set up (in the second half of 2014) the Structured Dialogue with ESIF partners for the programming period 2014-2020. Among members there are also EU umbrella organisations focusing on child and youth poverty and exclusion, including Eurochild, the European Anti-Poverty Network and the European Youth Forum
.
(Paragraph 46) "… the Commission and the Member States … to introduce a child guarantee …";

The funding possibilities for children in the existing EU financial instruments (ESF, ERDF and FEAD) have in fact been significantly strengthened for the current 2014-2020 programming period, and these have by far not been used to their full potential.

EUR 25.6 billion of the ESF envelope of EUR 86 billion have been set aside for social inclusion, of which EUR 8 billion can be used for childcare and early school leaving. In addition to the ESF measures, under the European Regional Development Fund, EUR 10.7 billion are planned for measures promoting social inclusion and combating poverty, while approximately EUR 5.9 billion are planned for investment in education infrastructure. Moreover, Member States have not yet fully used up the funds of the 2007-2013 programming period.

The Commission will propose a new initiative on "Work-life balance: A new start for working parents and caregivers". This initiative will aim at promoting participation of women in the labour market after giving birth, which also can help reduce child poverty.

(Paragraph 48) "… the Commission and the Member States to develop statistical methods that integrate multidimensional indicators, disaggregated by age, gender and particular disadvantaged groups, in measuring poverty, social exclusion, inequalities, discrimination and child well-being …";

The construction of composite indicators on child well-being is a very arduous and controversial task, as often rather arbitrary simplifying assumptions have to be made to assure across country comparability. It is very difficult to find political agreement for this technical work in the Council. For this reason, the Commission considers that the construction of such indicators is best left to competent international organisations such as UNICEF and the OECD. UNICEF has already developed an authoritative composite indicator for child well-being which is published at regular intervals. In spring 2016 UNICEF is expected to publish its newest third UNICEF Report Card on this topic. The Commission has been financially supporting the OECD Family Database, and will continue to do so.

Eurostat and Member States are already collecting data on children material deprivation in an ad-hoc module in EU-SILC. For the year 2014, this includes basic needs but also educational and leisure needs. In the future, it is foreseen to also include child's health in a regular ad-hoc module in EU-SILC.

-------------------

� Child participation study: � HYPERLINK "http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/evaluation-of-legislation-policy-and-practice-of-child-participation-in-the-european-union-eu--pbDS0514101/" �Final report� - � HYPERLINK "http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/evaluation-of-children-s-participation-2012-2014-eu-study-pbDS0714077/?CatalogCategoryID=cOwKABstC3oAAAEjeJEY4e5L" �Children and young people's summary� - � HYPERLINK "http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/evaluation-of-legislation-policy-and-practice-of-child-participation-in-the-eu-pbDS0614240/?CatalogCategoryID=cOwKABstC3oAAAEjeJEY4e5L" �Research summary� - � HYPERLINK "http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/evaluation-of-legislation-policy-and-practice-of-child-participation-in-the-eu-pbDS0614241/?CatalogCategoryID=cOwKABstC3oAAAEjeJEY4e5L" �Resource catalogue� - � HYPERLINK "http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/evaluation-of-legislation-policy-and-practice-of-child-participation-in-the-european-union-eu--pbDS0514101/related/?PublicationKey=DS0514101&CatalogCategoryID=cOwKABstC3oAAAEjeJEY4e5L" �Reports for each of the 28 Member States�


� See � HYPERLINK "http://europa.eu/epic/practices-that-work/recommendation-pillars/index-pillar-3_en.htm" �http://europa.eu/epic/practices-that-work/recommendation-pillars/index-pillar-3_en.htm�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/events/child-forum-2012/index_en.htm" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/events/child-forum-2012/index_en.htm�


� Commission Recommendation of 20 February 2013 C(2013) 778 final, �� HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/c_2013_778_en.pdf" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/c_2013_778_en.pdf�.


� http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=2884&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1


� See agendas and meeting records:


� HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=2884" �http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=2884�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/missing_children_study_2013_en.pdf" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/missing_children_study_2013_en.pdf�


� Council Regulation (EC) No 1347/2000.


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/rights-child/european-forum/ninth-meeting/index_en.htm" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/rights-child/european-forum/ninth-meeting/index_en.htm�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/2015_forum_roc_background_en.pdf" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/2015_forum_roc_background_en.pdf�


� COM(2011) 60 final.


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/acquis_rights_of_child.pdf" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/acquis_rights_of_child.pdf�


� Overview of EU funding mechanisms in the area of child protection: � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/roc_funding_mechanisms_2014.pdf" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/roc_funding_mechanisms_2014.pdf�. See recent calls targeting the protection of children: � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/grants1/open-calls/index_en.htm" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/grants1/open-calls/index_en.htm�.


� REC has incorporated the previous DAPHNE programme specifically on violence against women and children: � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/grants1/programmes-2014-2020/rec/index_en.htm" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/grants1/programmes-2014-2020/rec/index_en.htm�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/rights-child/european-forum/ninth-meeting/index_en.htm" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/rights-child/european-forum/ninth-meeting/index_en.htm�


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/2015_forum_roc_background_en.pdf" �http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/files/2015_forum_roc_background_en.pdf�


� http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetail&groupID=3226&NewSearch=1&NewSearch=1
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