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Questionnaire 

Evaluation of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC)

in order to prepare the streamlining in the field of

Social protection
Response from the European Disability Forum

"States should recognise the rights of organisations of persons with disabilities to represent persons with disabilities at national, regional and local levels. States should also recognise the advisory role of organisations of persons with disabilities in decision-making on disability matters."

Rule 18 of the United Nations Standard Rules on the Equalisation of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities

WHAT IS EDF

The European Disability Forum (EDF) is a European umbrella organisation with 70 European NGOs and 29 National Councils from all of the EU, Candidate countries and EEA as members.

EDF was founded in 1996 in order to advance disabled people’s human rights and promote equal opportunities in the EU Institutions and Member States in accordance with principles of non-discrimination. It was set up by organisations of disabled people and parents of disabled people unable to represent themselves who were conscious of the growing importance of decisions at European Union level and of its impact on the lives of disabled citizens. They recognised the need to establish a truly representative consultative body that would tackle European Union common policy issues of concern to the whole of EDF membership and the need for strategic campaign work and systematic monitoring of legislative proposals. 

EDF is today acknowledged by the EU Institutions, the Council of Europe, the European Social Partners and other Social policy NGOs as the major umbrella organisation representing the interests of 50 million disabled citizens in Europe.

INTRODUCTION

EDF welcomes the presentation of the questionnaire and the possibility given to EDF to contribute with this response. At this stage this is a good opportunity to reflect on the main aspects of the strategy in order to provide information about the advantages and issues to be improved of the current OMC.

One of the reasons for the rejection of the European Constitution in some European countries is the lack of social dimension of the European Union policy making process. The revision of the strategy on social inclusion and social protection is the opportunity for Europe to pass from words to deeds. It is a good way to show that the European Union has a social dimension among its policy priorities. 

The European Council has confirmed the synergies between the economic, Social and environmental pillars of the Lisbon Strategy. At this stage, the modernisation of national strategies on social inclusion, social protection and pensions takes great importance facing the challenges of globalization and the new social gaps created by the ICT developments. 

The European disabled citizens are one of the most vulnerable target groups in the social inclusion and social protection strategies. This has been demonstrated in the last Reports produced by the European Commission.

The last Joint Employment report 2004/2005 presented by the European Commission stated that : “…long term unemployment has also increased and there are worrying signs of deteriorating job prospects for... the low skilled and vulnerable groups such as disabled people… who faced compounded disadvantages, including risk of discrimination”. 

Althought disabled people is one of the most vulnerable groups, one of the main problems analysing the situation of people with disabilities in Europe is the lack of information available at National and European level. As it has been confirmed by the Joint Report in social protection and social inclusion “available statistical evidence at EU level on poverty and social inclusion still does not cover some of the most exposed groups. The NAPs/ inclusion highlight that immigrants … people with disabilities … face very particular risk”

Also the Report on social inclusion in the 10 new member states highlights: “it is sometimes difficult to identify those policy measures that relate to disabled people because they are included in the vague category of `vulnerable groups´” It is the challenge for all governments and NGOs to mainstream disability in all policies, included at European level where the vague concept has been replaced by “disadvantaged groups” being as unclear as the National terminology. 

The big challenge of the European Union is to mainstream disability issues in areas beyond employment. There is a tendency to reflect the situation of people with disabilities just in regard with employment. People with disabilities face several ways of discrimination that lead quite often to poverty and social exclusion.  The absence of concrete measures for people with disabilities in access to transport, education and services are demonstrated in the Joint reports in Social Inclusion and they should be part of National strategies of social inclusion.

The commitment from all member states “to make a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty by 2010” will not be attaint unless European decision makers and political leaders have a clear action to eradicate levels of absolute and relative poverty of people with disabilities. 

This document shows a general response based on the answers of EDF national members to the questionnaire on the Evaluation of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) in order to prepare the streamlining in the field of Social protection. A European perspective gives the general picture of the European progress on the OMC but, on the other hand, there are so many disparities in the answers that it is difficult to find general trends at European level.

Questionnaire 

for the evaluation of the open method of coordination (OMC) in order to prepare the streamlining in the field of social protection 

1. The added value of the OMC

To what extent has the OMC helped to achieve progress in the national policy making process and at European level? 

The answers received by EDF identify the positive character of the OMC to advance in a European perspective towards policy areas remaining in National competences. Their experience shows that the cooperation on those areas is still limited but, on the other hand, it establishes new ways of working together towards common objectives and goals.

One of the main problems of the implementation of the OMC is the lack of awareness at national level in some of the countries participating in the process. There is not real commitment and there is no real impact in society. Many organizations at EDF have shown the great interest of civil society in the issue but unfortunately with a lack of information and of real involvement in decisions from their governments. 

The added value of the OMC policy is to contribute giving a better understanding about the ways social inclusion and social protection are addressed in European societies, and to be a driver for change.  

There is still a challenge to raise awareness of the NAPs and the OMC as well as the advantages of the method overall in European societies. The lack of the political involvement has often resulted in merely technical reports without.

All governments should use the OMC to create a major debate around the social inclusion and social protection strategies. This potential has not yet been exploited.

The ranking of states in the OMC is useful to see the progress made in individual countries towards social inclusion. At the same time the OMC has to be used as a real way of exchanging and learning from each other. Social problems are very similar in many countries, the responses to those changes are quite diverse and this is the richness of having an OMC to adapt successful stories to National contexts.   

2. The Common objectives

Are the common objectives still in line with key policy priorities and do they still address the most important challenges as identified in the most recent Joint Reports?

The objectives remain valid for the political priorities identified. On the other hand, there is a need to have concrete answers from the government since the implementation of those objectives is clearly neither satisfactory nor enough to have a real impact. One of the major problems in this respect is the lack of funding for concrete implementation. Without specific budgetary allocations, there will not be possibility to undertake real actions. 

There is still a challenge to identify concrete measures to tackle the specific discrimination faced by disabled people. There is a problem in the concept “vulnerable groups” as highlighted in the Report on social inclusion in the 10 new member states.  This concept is vague and provokes a lack of specific measures tackling specific needs of disabled people. More clarity in this respect is needed.

In order to achieve an effective streamlining it is important to find ways of coordination between the various committees dealing with the different areas of the OMC social inclusion. Eg .Pension systems cannot be analysed isolated from public transfers and service payments; Habitation support, health allowance, medical treatment, care of elder people. The rules of national supplementary pension should be included in the strategies in the pension field.    

3.  Indicators and targets

Have indicators fulfilled their role in monitoring the progress achieved towards the common objectives? Have targets proved to be both feasible and effective in driving forward more ambitious policy reform?  

The indicators have a key role in the development of the OMC. Some of the answers received by EDF focus more on the targets which are very relevant in order to quantify the progress made on the field. At the same time some other targets quantifying the quality of the proposed measures or services should also be in place. 

It is very problematic not to have targets at European level that could help to measure the progress towards the eradication of poverty. There is a lack of concrete evidence that could support Social inclusion reforms within the European Union. The need of a European perspective is missing from the OMC if there are no targets at that level.

As mentioned before, a public debate on the targets would be a good opportunity to raise awareness. All European governments and civil society organizations such as disabled people’s organizations, should be part of the strategy; this would have a clear impact on the efficiency of the strategy. The OMC is not under public scrutiny and as a consequence there is no general will to achieve its objectives.

At the same level, there is not a clear idea to identify who must be responsible for lack of implementation of the NAPs. There is no consequence or political judgment in this respect. Deadlines in the production of the reports are not followed by deadlines for an assessment or follow-up measures of the plans. 

4. Mobilisation of all actors and co-operation at national level

Has the OMC, on the national level been implemented effectively and in a way conducive to better coordination between different government departments and levels, and to greater mobilisation of stakeholders? 

The efficiency of the coordination between government departments is sometimes determined by the regional and local organisation of the state. Countries with more federal structures usually have more problems to find efficient ways of coordination, mainly when social competences are also decentralised. But regardless to the organisation of the state, the communication among national ministries is far from being perfect. It is quite often the case that just the ministries on social affairs are the only ones interested in the process. In this way, although cooperation has increased, still the communication inter-ministries have to be improved.

The consultation with disabled people’s NGO has been in general quite disappointing. The situation was quite diverse in the European Union countries. Some organisations were quite involved in the process but others were not involved at all in the development and evaluation of the OMC. Special attention should be paid to new member states where consultation with civil society is very weak. 

In some countries, organisations have been excluded from the process of the OMC. There is a lack of interest on communication with civil society and there is a lack of economic support to facilitate involvement of National and Local NGOs. 

5. Working methods at European level

Have the working methods developed at European level to promote mutual learning and to discuss results of the open method of coordination been the most appropriate and effectively managed? 

The main problem of the OMC is the lack of a political dimension in the OMC development. The debate and the exchange of practices usually remain in officers’ level without real political impact. Political actors could transform the results of the OMC in concrete actions to improve National policies in social inclusion.  

The Joint reports are an important source of information; they constitute very in depth analysis of the situation of social inclusion and social protection systems. However, the way the report is produced could be improved:

· Making the reports more concise

· With clear messages

· Accompanied by a more critical analysis from the European Commission 

· There is a lack of political compromise around the document

· There is a lack of clear recommendations following the example of the European Employment Strategy.

The peer reviews need also to be revised, in order to include the participation of civil society in defining the method and the content of this method.

The reports made by the European Commission are very informative but with a very exhaustive information. They are a key element within the strategy, but there is a lack of awareness in civil society about the strategy, also the selection of the issues, the definition of the content, and the impact of the studies. All these studies should be integrated in the OMC and NGOs should be an active partner in the definition, planning and evaluation of them. 

The Round table is a very important point of exchange of ideas and information. Nevertheless we consider that the structure could be improved. The Round table should be the real place to analyze widely the definition of the priorities of the strategy and their progress. 

The last Round tables have been very important forums but they should have more impact in regard with the analysis of the progress made at European level in social inclusion. There should be a change and an activation creating a real forum with input in the development of the Strategy. The adoption of targets and concrete actions to be evaluated from one Round table to the other would give continuity in the debates at the Round tables.

6. The links between the OMC and other processes 

How do you assess the interaction between the OMC in the field of social inclusion and pensions and other relevant coordination processes on the EU level? 

The influence of the OMC in other European processes has been very disappointing.  The European Employment Strategy, the Social Policy Agenda, the Broad Economic guidelines have reflected the priority given by the European Union to jobs and growth forgetting the social inclusion dimension. 

The areas where the European Union is clearly committed is the modernization of social protection systems. This modernization is needed and some aspects of the National systems can also be improved. The specific needs of people with disabilities in regard with the Social protection schemes make the input of disabled people’s organizations very important. The European Disability Forum has created a specific committee of experts dealing with Social Protection. EDF will be keen in providing input on this aspect. The modernization of Social protection schemes needs a whole consensus in European societies with full participation from all civil society organizations. The inclusion of European NGOs in the debate and definition of those aspects is clearly needed in order to have more accurate policies.

The lack of visibility in the spring summit for the strategy has provoked the absence of any action apart from the ministries in charge of social issues. There is no a holistic approach, in European governments, regarding the social inclusion and social protection strategy. The lack of coordinated initiatives will provoke slow processes of development regarding social inclusion, social protection and strategies of coordination and modernization of health and long term care systems.

There is an opportunity for the European Union to link the OMC Social Inclusion with other newly processes taking place now. In this way, the future National Reform Programmes should contain a connection with the social inclusion and social protection strategy. The Structural funds are also a good opportunity to look for complementarities among both processes. All structural funds ERDF, ESF, Cohesion Fund can contribute to the eradication of poverty through specific measures in employment, infrastructures, cohesion policies, etc…

The European Year in Equal opportunities (2007) and the European Year of Combating Poverty and Social exclusion (2010)are key opportunities to raise awareness about the multiple faces that discrimination and poverty can have in Europe, as well as raising the political profile of the OMC towards a participation of whole societies and political decision makers.

7. Future development of the OMC in a streamlined context

What suggestions would you make for the future development of the open method of coordination in the field of social protection and social inclusion? 

The current scheme for the OMC could be a good basis in order to be developed in the future and to become institutionalized. Even though the OMC social inclusion has not the Treaty support, it would be an option for the European Council to adopt the institutionalization of this OMC. Without this political dimension, the strategy will always lack of real impact in the policy agendas of the European governments.  

Streamlining has to ensure the coordination between the pillars of the OMC and to ensure the consistency with the decision making in other areas of the EU policy making. The Social Protection Committee when meeting on a specific area such as health, inclusion or pensions, should invite the chairmen of the other areas. The process has to ensure that measures taken in one area has an impact on the others. These areas are closely related, changes in one of them are useless unless the other areas are also aware of them. 

At National level there is still a need to clarify the connection between the NAPs and other national programmes. If streamlining will imply to have specific action plans for Social Inclusion, Pensions or Health or, on the other hand,  a single overarching report for all the processes. 

At National level there is a need to reinforce the process also stating clear National strategies of implementation. The conclusions of the OMC need to have an impact on policies.  The OMC has to be a real way of exchanging good practices and strategies. The ranking of states is very relevant to compare the progress towards a greater social inclusion but further strategies to follow up these processes are needed. Other institutions at National level such as National Parliaments and Regional authorities have to take part of the process.

The streamlining process should also address the issues of multiple-discrimination. Disabled people being women, from an ethnic minority, children, or with a specific sexual orientation, etc face a very distinctive discrimination in society. The streamlining process should include their needs in the definition of the strategy.  

The European Social Model has many advantages to prevent social inclusion and to fight poverty. It is important that all changes made on this area takes into account the achievements of the European Social Model conception and also respect the National specificities when implementing the results. 
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