Why fund anti poverty organizations?
Background paper for lobby actions in support of EU financing for anti poverty NGOs

Discussion paper for the Sustainable Finances of National Networks Group

1. Introduction

In 2007, EAPN conducted a survey of its members on the funding situation for social and anti poverty NGOs in the EU member states. The survey Funding Anti Poverty NGOs – Where Does the Money Come From? raised critical questions about the availability of funding and the obstacles to accessing funds which have a direct impact on the financial sustainability of the sector. The survey highlights that little public funding goes to anti poverty NGOs and there is a lack of funding in developing participation of people experiencing poverty in policy making, advocacy and work on poverty in general. Project funds target specific groups and make it difficult to look at poverty as a complex phenomenon.  
In addition to this survey, EAPN has been looking at the funding gaps for national and local NGOs to engage with the EU Social Protection and Social Inclusion Strategy,(Open Method of Coordination on SPSI) as well as NGO access to EU Structural Funds. While there are many more funding programmes of the European Commission, these two are the main sources of supporting directly social inclusion and poverty work. Building on all the work done so far, and in preparation for 2010, the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion, EAPN is launching an awareness raising and lobby action, targeting decision makers and society at large and calling for a redress in the funding conditions for social and anti poverty NGOs in Europe. 

This paper highlights the added value of NGOs as unique stakeholders in the policy making process and as community-based service providers, contributing to better policies, empowering people to act and strengthening democracy. It then looks at the obstacles NGOs face when accessing EU funding and reviews the missing aspects of the main funding programmes addressing poverty and social exclusion. The EAPN demands are presented as concluding remarks to this paper. 
2. The added-value of anti poverty NGOs in combating poverty

Anti poverty NGOs are the forums through which people experiencing poverty express their, concerns, needs and develop together their policy demands and recommendations. Placed mid-way between people and the policy makers, they have a unique role to ensure that all the expertise of the people on the ground and their demands are translated into adequate policies and support the direct empowerment and engagement of people experiencing poverty. 
Working daily lobbying for improved conditions or providing services to people experiencing poverty and social exclusion, anti poverty NGOs and their networks aim to build alliances with all stakeholders and develop proposals to policy makers that will have a better impact on the lives of people experiencing poverty. While their level of engagement has increased over the past years, the funding mechanisms have diminished considerably. Yet there is a unique added-value that NGOs bring to improved policy governance process, to people experiencing poverty themselves and to more and better democracy and governance, which in turn leads to better policy making.
2.1. Anti poverty NGOs contribute to better policies to tackle poverty and exclusion
The EU-funded transnational project Mainstreaming Social Inclusion finds that “wider public participation increases the pool of knowledge to be drawn on and can provide detailed and specific evidence that experts often miss... and by hearing from the wider population, more appropriate and effective policies and legislation are developed that have the support of people”.
 
This is well reflected in the European Commission’s Guidance Note on the National Strategic Reports ”…the report should outline how the quality of this involvement is assured. This  requires examining to what extent a genuine participatory element is ensured, e.g. through exchange of views, rather than mere information sessions, whether stakeholders' views and experiences both with respect to needs identified and proposed solutions are reflected in policy development and implementation.”
 

Bringing added value to the policy making cycle
· Anti poverty NGOs bring added value to policies because of their direct contact with people experiencing poverty and social exclusion by empowering people to effectively engage with policy-making; they form broad and inclusive networks, ensuring that all affected groups have a say in the policy making process;
· Anti poverty NGOs and their networks bridge the local, regional, national and the EU agenda; 

· Anti poverty NGOs develop expertise and can support the development of evidence-based information and act as a barometer on poverty. NGOs complement the official statistics by monitoring the reality of poverty stricken groups and identify the causes and new issues to be taken up by policy making. 

· Anti poverty NGOs monitor the impact of policies and provide feedback to governments on their policies and consultative initiatives, analyzing them from the perspective of people experiencing poverty. 

· By engaging in transnational cooperation, anti poverty NGOs profile their national expertise and approaches to poverty reduction and help compare and contrast knowledge and innovation from other EU member states;

· Anti poverty NGOs bring focus to cross-cutting issues in poverty such as gender and non discrimination) ensuring that policies propose coherent solutions. 

· Anti poverty NGOs and their networks continuously build the capacity of the sector to analyze policies and engage with advocacy and lobby activities; 

Engaging with the Open Method of Coordination

· They  have become key stakeholders in the governance process giving important external input to the design, development and evaluation the National Action Plans for Inclusion and the National Strategic Reports on Social Protection and Social Inclusion.

· Anti poverty NGOs have been complementing the OMC peer learning from the NGO perspective, and have contributed to more creative policy making keeping the NAPs up to date with the latest trends of poverty and social exclusion;

Providing crucial services to people in need

· Anti poverty NGOs provide a variety of social services and services of general interest to people experiencing poverty; 

· Anti poverty NGOs develop innovative services responding to local needs, through projects and longer term programmes which can inform policy making decisions;
· Anti poverty NGOs ensure that the user perspective of people in poverty is integrated into quality assurance mechanisms in the management of social services
EAPN continues to press for better quality engagement in the design, delivery and evaluation of national anti-poverty policies and measures and the need to go further by establishing an on-going structured dialogue between governments at national and local level and stakeholders which include people experiencing poverty, in the whole cycle of the strategy development and delivery.
 The current economic context increases the urgency to support financially the involvmenet of NGO’s who are in touch with the reality of the social impact.
2.2. NGOs empower people experiencing poverty and social exclusion and their organizations 

· NGOs often reach the most excluded groups, support their empowerment and accompany them into a more active participation in society;

· Anti poverty NGOs and their Networks organize information, awareness raising and training activities for organizations of people experiencing poverty; 
· They develop and implement participative methodologies ensuring that individual people experiencing poverty take active part in processes that impact their lives;

· Anti poverty NGOs create employment opportunities and offer lifelong and lifewide learning opportunities, which increase the active citizenship of various disadvantaged groups and individuals; 

· Through all of their work, anti poverty NGOs empower people and develop pathways out of poverty. 

2.3. Anti poverty NGOs contribute to stronger democracy and better social cohesion 
· By promoting a rights-based approach, anti poverty NGOs contribute to a better understanding of the causes of poverty in society and better social justice;
· They raise society awareness of the existence of poverty in all societies, rich and poor;
· They provide a concrete model of participative engagement and delivery of services which can strengthen the development of participative democracy.
· Their work increases social cohesion and promotes the sharing of economic benefits;

· Their commitment to active participation and support to people experiencing poverty and social exclusion in policy processes, helps promote more accountable policy making and brings credibility to the civil dialogue and participatory democracy processes.

3. Obstacles to accessing funding by NGOs
NGOs depend primarily on public funding to exist and to develop their activities. The EAPN survey on the funding situation of its member National Networks highlights that funding opportunities for anti poverty NGOs are closing down or becoming increasingly difficult to access for advocacy and lobby actions, for developing participation of people experiencing poverty and for working on poverty and social inclusion in general. 
NGOs are sidelined from the governance process by not getting funds to cover core costs or basic meeting expenses. NGOs often have to explain to politicians that working on poverty cannot come free of charge!
 Public authorities fail to see the value of engaging in civil dialogue with anti poverty NGOs or of setting up a transparent governance process for social inclusion policies. The EAPN funding survey finds that the limited public funding available is project-based and targets specific groups of people experiencing poverty, thus limiting the chance for work on poverty and social inclusion in general. There is a gap of funding actions linking local and national to EU policy agenda and lobby actions linked to policy making which threatens to further distance citizens from the European Union. 

Anti poverty NGOs need information, capacity building, micro-grant schemes and resources to be able to compete or manage bureaucracy-ridden EU project funds. Instead of opening up funds to the NGOs, decision makers have put in place more rigid rules and have often ignored the recommendations to involve them as stakeholders. A renewed commitment to combating poverty and social exclusion must address this situation.  
4. The main EU programmes, what is there and what is missing 

4.1. Background of EU Funding Programmes 

Since the first action initiatives in fighting poverty and social exclusion at the European level, the European Union Institutions, and primarily the European Commission has maintained a strong and dynamic cooperation with anti poverty NGOs. This mutually enriching cooperation ensured that people experiencing poverty and social exclusion and their organizations are part of the governance process at European, national, regional and local levels. 

Funding mechanisms such as the Poverty I, Poverty II and Poverty III, EQUAL, some parts of the Structural Funds and PROGRESS programmes supported the development of a vibrant NGO sector, actively developing policy solutions, encouraging participation of people experiencing poverty and providing services to vulnerable groups. Other EU funds address social inclusion and poverty from a smaller perspective. Therefore, these two are the key EU Programmes we look at. 

The European Meetings of People Experiencing Poverty complemented this engagement by creating a reality check forum, where people with direct experience of poverty and social exclusion bring their concerns and evaluate the progress and the adequacy of the policies fighting poverty in the EU. 
These funding mechanisms, together with the Presidency meetings and the commitments made at least in the guidelines of the Open  Method of Coordination in the social sphere, have highlighted the commitment of the European Union institutions to an active collaboration with and to support anti poverty NGOs at all levels. 
4.2. The current programmes and what is missing
4.2.1. Structural Funds

Before the starting of the current programming period 2007 – 2013, EAPN made a series of proposals to the European Commission to make structural funds more effective and accessible to NGOs. If some of them were incorporated in the current Regulation, most of them were not. Good practices of using the global grants and technical assistance mechanisms in the UK, France and Portugal, funds for capacity building in Hungary and Spain
 have helped develop and strengthen thematic approaches to poverty reduction and contributed considerably to the development of strong anti poverty NGO networks. 

What is missing and what is needed?

Partnership has been redefined in the structural funds’ general regulation (art. 11) and should now explicitly involve NGOs, from the planning to the delivery phase. However, anti poverty NGOs are not really involved in structural fund management. Real implementation of the partnership principle in all EU member states would be a big improvement. 

Although global grants are a known, effective means of delivering social inclusion projects, only a few Member States have set up these mechanisms directly aimed at small NGO participation. Transnational projects are largely underused by NGOs due to the mainstreaming of EQUAL. It represents a big loss of knowledge and sharing of experience in combating poverty. 

The EU should build on good practice developed in the past programme periods, and make sure that small NGOs can access the funds and can participate in the monitoring process. More earmarking in Structural Funds for NGO-led activities and adjusting the rules to make funds available to grassroot level NGOs with clear objectives on that spending should address some of the key aspects of the funds’ regulation. A more appropriate follow-up of EQUAL transnational cooperation and inclusion-proofing of all Structural Fund projects will contribute to the objectives of the cohesion policy.  

4.2.2. PROGRESS Funding Programme has been established to finance actions to support the implementation of the EU Social Agenda of more and better jobs and more cohesive societies that offer equal opportunities for all. It aims to support Member States in complying with related EU laws, to give ownership to all decision-makers and stakeholders and to develop effective partnership with stakeholders at national and European level. It brings together previous community programmes, for examples the ones supporting the implementation of the European Social Inclusion Strategy. Good governance of the OMC, particularly in stakeholder involvement in the National Action Plans on Inclusion are key to the success of the EU Social Protection and Social Inclusion Strategy. 
What is missing and what is needed? While previous funding programmes included the development of pilot projects, PROGRESS explicitly excluded this and only funds information, research, exchange and development of tools. For NGOs the closing of Poverty 3 and the mainstreaming of EQUAL in the Structural Funds has created a big gap of funding project development in social innovation. The EAPN report on the funding of anti poverty NGOs shows that organizations cannot access funds that link national to European policy making or project work and the PROGRESS calls have not addressed that need. 
PROGRESS not only explicitly exclude funding for new projects/pilot services, but there appears to be an increasing focus on “evidence-based” input and exchange and the involvement/funding of more mainstream actors – particularly academic institutions, local and regional authorities and in some cases national governments (eg latest call on social experimentation). As the requirements become more complex, NGOs find it increasingly difficult to engage with social policy making. 
PROGRESS does not provide sufficient measures to involve people with direct experience of poverty and social exclusion and their organizations in the OMC process. This comes in direct contrast with the Commission’s objective to improve the governance process of the OMC. Such a component would increase ownership and transparency of the policy making process. 
A new funding programme is needed for combating poverty and social exclusion in Europe, with a strong pillar to develop projects and innovative/effective anti-poverty approaches at grass-roots levels as well as supporting capacity building and inclusion of people experiencing poverty and their NGOs in the policy making process particularly in the involvement in EU processes like the OMC, more means to support transnational learning and policy making among NGOs, more means to ensure an on-going dialogue and direct engagement between people experiencing poverty and social exclusion and their organization on one side and policy makers, on the other. Finally, the European Commission and Member States have to take governance seriously, and secure enough funding from national and from European sources to help grassroots organizations engage with the EU strategies to combat poverty and social exclusion and deliver effective participation and governance.
4.3. Can the EC do better in terms of funding programmes?
Recognizing the burden of running a coherent funding programme on the Directorate General for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, EAPN refers to the Youth in Action Programme, ran by the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency of the European Commission. The programme is run in a similar policy context of division of competencies, where Member States hold primary responsibility and the EU supports policy exchange through an Open Method of Coordination. The programme supports Member States and NGOs to engage in improving national policies and programmes aimed at active citizenship of youth, and constitutes an encouraging practice of good governance of EU programmes. Project funding for small and large NGOs, youth exchanges and cooperation, research, a funding framework for European Youth Networks and funds supporting consultation and structured dialogue between NGOs and decision makers are all included in the objectives of the programme. National Youth Agencies serve as a funding reference point for NGOs of all levels and thematic resource centres co-funded by the hosting National Agency and the European Commission support the development and good practice learning from transnational exchanges. In addition, the Executive Agency runs two other large funding initiatives – the Lifelong Learning and the Europe for Citizens programmes which address broad interests of society and give additional opportunities to grassroots NGOs to have a say on Europe. 
5. EAPN Demands 
Despite the stated commitment to combat poverty and social exclusion, the EU actions in the last years have drastically reduced the opportunities to access funding by anti poverty NGOs for all types of activities (effective service and project delivery, participation, advocacy etc).. The lack of a coordinated approach to funding means that currently NGOs have to consult several different sources to understand the funding landscape and are able to apply for funding support in a piecemeal fashion.
However, the reality has changed in the past decade. Eurobarometer Surveys show that citizens think that poverty is going to get worse and they have little confidence in decision makers. In times of crisis, when poverty is becoming more present and inequalities more visible, the commitment and engagement of all stakeholders, and especially of the people experiencing poverty and social exclusion and their NGOs, is critical to the fight against poverty.

EAPN calls for a renewed approach to funding social NGOs by the EU governments and the European Commission, ensuring a comprehensive, coherent and accessible funding programme to support policy making, capacity building and transnational cooperation initiatives for all stakeholders, with particular support to NGOs of people experiencing poverty.  

The European Commission should  
A) propose a single coherent EU Funding Programme for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion. This could for example draw on PROGRESS funding and ear-marked European Structural Funds for inclusion. 
What would the Programme do?
1. Provide adequate funding for an active governance/participation process involving NGO’s and people experiencing poverty throughout the Open Method of Coordination for Social Protection and Social Inclusion eg
Fund EU anti poverty networks which bring collective input of NGOs from all EU member states

Funding European meetings and actions bringing together policy makers and anti poverty NGOs, to better understand and tackle the causes of poverty
Funding NGO transnational projects which promote mutual learning on strengthening the link between the OMC and national, regional and local anti poverty policies 

Funding peer exchanges between people experiencing poverty and social exclusion and their organizations. 

2. Adequate funding of NGO engagement and capacity building

2.1. funding national actions that link local, national and European social policy initiatives

2.2. funding capacity building for people experiencing poverty and their organizations to engage with policy-making 

2.3  funding capacity-building and the development of tools/instruments to help policy makers to promote the participation of NGOs and people experiencing poverty. 

2.3. funding confidence-building measures for people experiencing poverty and the policy makers and implementers 

2.4. funding transnational exchanges and learning from methodology development on participation and highlighting learning points.
3. Project funding for Innovative anti-poverty approaches
3.1 funding local/regional innovative projects to counter poverty and social exclusion which gives priority to NGO projects/partnership approaches.

3.2 supporting transnational exchange on learning from these approaches.

3.3 ensuring that learning from projects and exchange lead to policy impact through the OMC.

The Fund should be run by a separate agency, which will set out rules favourable to all stakeholders, recognize the specific value-added and barriers for grassroots NGOs, and will regularly consult with them to eliminate burdens and barriers. The Agency should proactively disseminate information about the fund and offer support to grassroots NGOs to engage at the local, national or transnational level.  
B) EU should develop common EU guidelines on governance and participation, and the role of funding in supporting the governance process, ie specifically targeting the involvement of NGO’s and people in poverty.
· It should establish mechanisms to ensure that this is mainstreamed across all policy areas and funding streams.

· Establish a interservice working group to implement and monitor the delivery of these guidelines, which would consult regularly with NGOs and people in poverty.
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