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THE QUESTIONAIRE

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 innovative approach of the OMC allowed for a new impetus into the debates on how to combat the multidimensional problem of poverty and how to best involve all relevant levels local, regional, national and European into the process. The fact that it specifically called for the involvement of all stakeholders was reason for optimism for NGOs all over Europe. 

In how far the Open Method or Coordination has lived up to the expectations, especially when it comes to the participation of organised civil society, will be evaluated under the following points. 

Overall it can be said that the OMC on social inclusion and social protection help to create necessary debates and to forge new cooperation between different stakeholders. Especially in the new Member States, the OMC process was an important instrument to bring the issues of poverty and social inclusion on the national agenda. 

Nevertheless do some national governments and national NGOs state that the OMC social inclusion did not have any direct impact on the national political agendas. Many actors indicate that the process has gained more visibility and impact on the political agenda on EU level than on national level. In the member states the NAP Incl. is often seen as not more than a necessary reporting process with no real effects. 

With the mid-term evaluation of the Lisbon Strategy and the new focus on jobs and growth, objectives such as social inclusion and the eradication of poverty run the risk of being side-lined and only to be taken into account when promising economic benefits. In such a difficult time for European social policy, it is important that the processes for social inclusion and the eradication of poverty are not further weakened but improved to fulfill their maximum potential. Any decision on the streamlining should take the negative signal the weakening of social inclusion process would send out to the citizens of European in the current political climate.  

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 common objectives identified are in line with the key policy priorities and do address important challenges. It is important that the revised common objectives do not endanger the policy priorities for the sake of streamlining. All four objectives need to be retained in the streamlined process. 

The recognition of the importance of access to goods and services is an important element of social inclusion and Solidar therefore welcomes the reflection of this aspect in the common objectives. 

Another very important objective is the ‘mobilisation of all actors’. Only by involving all actors on all levels can policies against social exclusion gain the political importance and the effectiveness they need to make an impact. It needs to be seen whether this objective will become an overall guideline for all three OMCs or will remain one of the guidelines specifically listed under the Inclusion pillar – in which case it should be equally mentioned and strengthened in the two other pillars. Overarching guidelines can be useful in fostering integrated strategies between different social policy areas to address poverty and social exclusion. Whichever way, it needs to be clear that the ‘mobilisation of all actors, including civil society organisations, is a binding objective NAPs in all three areas will be evaluated against. 

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?  

On EU level

The overall target of the OMC to make a ‘decisive impact on the eradication of poverty by 2010’ is important and needs to be safeguarded in the current political climate of focusing on growth and jobs. It is important to make it clear that this is not only a target for the social inclusion and social protection processes, but should guide the whole Lisbon Strategy approach. As the phenomenon of social exclusion has many causes, social inclusion must be a horizontal objective of EU policies. 

The current wording of ‘making a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty’ however remains ambiguous when it comes to measuring the process. Whereas the Lisbon Strategy sets clear targets for example regarding the employment rates for women and elderly, the impact on the eradication of poverty should be ‘decisive’. A clear commitment to a headline target on an EU average as well as per Member State would help to send out a strong signal to the citizens of Europe that the EU as well as the member states take this process seriously. 

On national level the picture varies a lot from one member state to the other. While some set clear targets and made a progress analysis, others set targets which lack ambition and only praise their already existing policies without any progress. Again others fail to set any targets at all. This differences call for an increased exchange of experiences in the development of meaningful targets at national level. 
Solidar shares the view that the number of indicators needs to be limited in order not to risk the credibility of the process. However, participation in society as well as questions of education and illiteracy are important aspects when it comes to social inclusion and should therefore be reflected in the targets.

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?

One of the strengths of the Open Method of Coordination is that it clearly calls for the involvement of all stakeholders in the NAPs process. In order to improve social policy strategies, a better involvement of civil society organisations in policy planning, implementation and evaluation is essential. Involving NGOs also helps raising the awareness of the strategy amongst citizens. 

At European level cooperation between the European Commission and NGO networks has been quite good and effective, very often due to the Social Exclusion Programme (see point 5). On national level however, the situation is very different from one member state to another. 

In some member states one was able to observe improvements regarding the involvement of civil society organisations between the first and second round of NAPs Incl. These improvements regarding consultation and participation run the risk of being endangered if the process is restructured. It is therefore important that the NAPs Incl process keeps its distinct profile on national level notwithstanding streamlining on EU level. Other member states still fail to involve NGOs in the process of drawing up the NAPs. The overall picture shows a still patchy and insufficient involvement of organised civil society in the process. It is therefore important that the overall objective of mobilisation of all actors is kept and strengthened in future. 

Many Solidar members reported that the timeframes for the drawing up of the National Action Plans was too limited to allow for sufficient consultation. Furthermore, NGOs are often consulted at a very last stage when the NAPs are already nearly finalised. Other members reported that they were, at a very late stage of the process, asked to provide best practice examples, which then were not taken into account without being told why.

In order to allow for a good consultation process which enriches both sides it is important to set some kind of codes of good conduct regarding the timing of the consultation as well as how the input will be taken into account. NGOs should not only be involved in the preparation of NAPs, but also in the implementation and evaluation of the plans. 

Raising visibility

There is overall agreement on the need to raise the visibility of the Social Inclusion Processes. This however can only be achieved to a very limited extend operating on EU level. It is mainly the involvement of regional and local actors, and especially civil society organisations which work directly with discriminated groups on these levels, that will ensure a heighten understanding of the process and raised visibility. Instruments to integrate the local and regional levels are missing. 

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 lack of political commitment

The OMC process has become very much an exercise between the relevant European Commission Unit, the Social Protection Committee and some European NGO networks. What is missing is a real political commitment to the process from EU Member States. It is important to involve high-level politicians in the process to reinforce its importance. The involvement of the European Parliament could also significantly strengthen the OMC process. 
This lack of political commitment shows also in the European Round Table on Social Inclusion. The Round Table has offered a good opportunity to discuss the European social inclusion process amongst different stakeholders from European and national level. But so far it has not developed to be a key moment for the future development of the Social Inclusion Process. In order to play this role, the Round Table would need to involve more political actors and follow a clear objective. The process should clearly aim at drawing up recommendations, which are passed on to the December European Council, so that they can be taken into account when preparing the synthesis reports about the development of the Lisbon Strategy for the Spring Council. 

Involvement of a variety of actors

The Community Action Programme has become an important element of ensuring a strong involvement of civil society organisations in the process. However, it runs the risk of focusing too strongly on the main funded networks. There is a need to ensure the overall openness of the process, and to ensure financing for specific activities of NGOs inputting to the social inclusion and social protection process. 

Lack of recognition of the role of services and their providers

The recent debates on social services, in the context of the proposed services directive and the White Paper on services of general interest, has clearly shown the role social services play for a more socially cohesive society and in the fight against poverty and social exclusion. A questionnaire of the Social Protection Committee sent out to the governments of all EU member states
 reconfirmed that social services of general interest (SSGI) play an important role in ensuring values, fundamental rights  and the promoting of social and local cohesion, and that this role of social services is recognised on national level throughout the EU. On European level however, the important role social services and the NGO that provide them all over Europe is often still not sufficiently recognised. 

Services are often the direct tool with which policies are translated into effective measures. The role of social services in fulfilling social and fundamental rights of people and combating social exclusion should be reflected throughout all stages of the OMC process. This can be done most effectively by ensuring that advocacy groups and networks of NGO social services providers and volunteer organisations, such as Solidar, are equally represented when it comes to the planning and evaluation of the strategy in European level activities. 
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 Lisbon Strategy, as agreed by heads of state in 2000, acknowledged the important interlinkage between social, economic and employment policies. This commitment to an integrated approach of policy making between the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines, the employment strategy and the social inclusion policies was however never set in place. The European Commissions synthesis reports for the European Spring Council each year failed to give equal weight to social inclusion objectives.
 Under the current ‘redefined’ Lisbon Strategy with its focus on growth and jobs, the social inclusion dimension more than ever is in danger of being sidelined. It is therefore important that any interaction starts of from a strong social inclusion process. 

It will be very important in the next few years to stress the costs of non-social policies. Negative effects on the economy and employment of social exclusion need to be analysed and taken into account. 

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? 

In 2003, Solidar published a position paper in which it welcomed the overall attempt to ensure a truly integrated approach of employment, economic and social policies in the light of fulfilling all Lisbon Goals by 2010. Solidar believes that the streamlining of the different processes that make up the Lisbon Strategy, namely the European Employment Strategy, the Broad Economic Policy Guidelines and the processes in the area of social policy is an important step towards a more integrative approach of economic, social and environmental policy planning. 

However, the paper also pointed to the dangers of streamlining the different OMC processes. The OMC still is a very young response to the need for a more flexible, participatory, multi-level governance system for social policy in Europe. The OMC in the field of social inclusion is still an instrument which did not have the chance to reach its full potential yet.
Combining three different processes into one annual report at this stage runs the risk of weakening the single strategies which are part of the package, therefore subordinating social inclusion and social protection under the economic and employment strategies.

To abandon newly established processes at this moment is to threaten the stability reached and the progress made to date. Expectations about the impact, continuity and visibility of the NAPs have been raised across all actors, and disappointing these expectations would mean to lose the momentum of the first years of the OMC process on social inclusion and social protection.  This is especially important on national level where the process, e.g. regarding targets and the involvement of civil society actors was shown to be in need for improvement. It is therefore essential to keep a distinct OMC process on social inclusion and social protection on national level. 

Further points

The last year has been proven to be very difficult for social policy in the European Union. The redefined Lisbon Strategy clearly shifts the focus on growth and competitiveness, even though the complete neglecting of the social inclusion dimension which many feared to happen at the Spring Council 2005 in the attempt to ‘reinforce’ the Lisbon Strategy,  was stopped by pressure from civil society organisation from all over Europe. On the other hand, debates especially about the draft directive on services have shown the importance of ensuring people’s well being, fundamental rights and promoting social inclusion all over Europe. The OMC on social inclusion and social protection therefore needs to remain an important pillar of the Lisbon Strategy. Every restructuring of the OMC processes should aim at the strengthening of the political importance and the practical impacts of the processes. The involvement of civil society organisations on European, national, regional and local level is an important element in ensuring the effectiveness and the visibility of the process amongst EU citizens and should therefore be further strengthen in the reorganisation of the OMC. 

solidar is a European network of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) working in development and humanitarian aid, social policy and social service provision. 

solidar promotes economic and social justice in Europe and worldwide by working in alliance with trade unions and labour movement organizations. 

solidar is a member of the Platform of European Social NGOs and of the Civil Society Contact Group that launched the act4europe.campaign on the Convention on the future of Europe.
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� To be sent back to the European Commission by mid December 2004 as an input to a planned communication with the aim to identify how social and health care services are organised in EU member states, identifying and recognizing their specific characteristics and analysing in which frameworks social services are organised in different member states. 


� See the Solidar briefings “Choosing to include. Social Policy in Europe three years after Lisbon; Paper for the annual evaluation of the Lisbon Strategy at the Spring Council, 21 March 2003” and ““Delivering Lisbon” – Social Europe stalls; Solidar annual evaluation of the Lisbon Strategy, Spring European Council, 25. and 26. March 2004” at www.solidar.org
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