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'Participation: an essential part of fighting social exclusion'

People have the right to influence and participate in the decisions that affect them and to have their views and experiences listened to and acted on.  

The concept of 'active citizenship' is a way to exercise this right.  'Active citizenship' must be open to all people residing in the territory and refers to the active role of people, communities and their organisations in decision-making that directly affects them.

The structures to engage in this 'active citizenship' need to be put in place thus creating participatory democratic institutions that enhance our representative democratic institutions.  Political will is needed to achieve this outcome.

People living in poverty are often confronted with barriers when trying to participate in society, to exercise initiative or choice, or to be 'active citizens'.

These Barriers include: lack of access to fundamental rights and services including lack of money and debt problems, all forms of discrimination; language barriers and cultural differences; poor access to training; lack of decent jobs; lack of decent and affordable housing; and poor access to information about rights and entitlements.  Further more the unequal burden of caring responsibilities borne by women is a significant barrier to participation. These barriers are linked to the way society is organised. 

To overcome these barriers structural reforms are necessary;  people need practical support and resources. Without this support 'active citizenship' and 'participatory democracy' will become a further source of marginalisation and exclusion.

The most recent figures from the European Union Statistical Office (Eurostat) shows that in 1995 almost 62 million people were living below the poverty line in fourteen member states of the EU (excluding Sweden).  Within all age groups, women were always at a greater risk of being in income poverty than men within the European Union.

If we are serious about the 'participation of all' the political will to create the frameworks, and to make the level of resources available, to ensure the voice of these people are heard in policy making, policy implementation and policy evaluation in all spheres and at all levels in the European Union is essential.

EAPN calls on decision-makers in Europe to build such participation through:

the following principles:

1. Assessment of all political decisions at all levels as to their impact on people in situation of poverty and social exclusion with the participation of those concerned

2. the recognition of the need for the social responsibility of the different actors (political, economic, social partners, NGOs)

3. Involving representatives of organisations, which represent those who are experiencing exclusion in consultation and decision-making fora across social and economic policy making arenas and at all levels.

The above general principles should be the source of the following measures:

1. Involving those in receipt of all social services in the decision-making about the delivery and shape of the services.

2. Investing and resourcing in the capacity of people experiencing poverty and exclusion to actively participate in organizations through which they can contribute to tackling exclusion, inequality and discrimination, drawing on their own experiences and demands.

3. Investing in the networking of such organisations at local, regional, national and European level. 

4. Respecting the autonomy of such organisations and networks and their right to choose their own representative spokespersons.

5. Promoting and supporting the development of partnerships between public sector bodies, trade unions, employers and enterprises and NGO's at all levels with the aim of ensuring the greatest possible mobilisation of human, financial and other resources in the fight against social exclusion while taking account of the voice of people experiencing exclusion. 

6. Ensuring the active involvement of organisations representing the interests of those experiencing poverty and exclusion, including women and ethnic minority organizations in all aspects, and at all levels, of the strategic approach to tackling poverty and exclusion across the European Union and in particular in the design, implementation and evaluation of the forthcoming national action plans to combat poverty and social exclusion.

7. Raising public awareness about the importance of social participation, overcoming discrimination and empowering people affected by poverty and social exclusion.  Particular attention should be given to the training of all those involved in the development and delivery of the full range of public and social services (including education, healthcare, police etc.)

8. Raising awareness among the traditional actors of social action to take account of the voice of those experiencing exclusion.

 EAPN will contribute to the achievement of these outcomes through continuing to build the active involvement of people who experience poverty and exclusion in the network and by making the network structures increasingly accountable to the organisations in which they participate.
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