Active Inclusion Sub-Group Meeting – 26th October 2013
Participants: Tess (IE), Catherine, (Eurodiaconia), Maciej (AGE-Platform), Giedre (LT), Letizia and Vito (IT), Elke (BE), Julio (PT), Dag (NO), Gunvi (SE), Jeanne (FR) and Robert (LU).
Chair: Robert (LU)

Rapporteur: Jeanne (FR)
1. Review of the minutes. Catherine pointed out that she participated not Laura.
2. Introduction – Sian highlighted that the role of sub-groups is likely to come under scrutiny, so not clear that they will continue, with the new funding constraints. In the context of the Active Inclusion sub-group the loss of Claire from the secretariat means it will be difficult to continue the work on services (Vincent is also working on this, but is in the other group), although EO’s are working on it and could share work. Individuals could also offer to be reference people for the group.  Proposal to focus primarily on active inclusion in an integrated way, and on minimum income was widely accepted.

DECISIONS
· Group will focus mainly on integrated active inclusion and minimum income.

· Services will not be a key focus, but EO’s to share their work – eg Eurodiaconia on public procurement.
3. National developments – NRPS or CSRs – how far progress is seen on active inclusion?
· Italy- Govt has changed after the NRP was produced, so EAPN IT started to work on minimum income. The minister is going to invite a group of experts on Min Income – so we will analyse their proposal. Working on Active Inclusion and in the EMIN project with Govt, is useful, and we’re trying to have an influence on the proposals. Some optimism that there could be some new developments with a very difficult context. High level group on MI is important but there is also a strong movement against by MI as people are worried they will lose unemployment benefits (ie replaced by a more minimum safety net – MI). EAPN part of a coalition that gave a petition to Parliament about Minimum Income. This govt will last until the Presidency. For the first time there are no cuts in health/education. The govt tried to dedicate money to employment and tax deductions.
· Ireland: We have a new positive development too, the Dept of Work and Pensions and Education/training and community support have come together to provide integrated support to the unemployed, but focused on those who are nearest to the labour market. Sounds good in practice, but very different cultures. So a lot of practical problems. The Minister is very interested in Reference Budgets to set levels of MI. Community work scheme as been launched with unemployed people doing community jobs ie providing community childcare facilities. This has been improved as they will now be allowed to stay until they have a proper qualification.

· Eurodiaconia: We’ve been looking at Active Inclusion very generally – but we’ll start looking at reference budgets and doing mapping on what our members are doing on minimum income and living wage and starting on youth inclusion.

· Who has reference budgets? – used officially MI only Sweden. But SE IT, IE, FR, BE, NO, SE, LT, LU. Working on it. In Italy it’s used to define poverty on the basis of consumption, it’s not a reference budget to have a good minimum income scheme.
· France: There is no reference budget methodology, but there is a reflection with the National Observatory on the concept ie on a set of goods to define it. Active policies have been improved since September 2012 eg increase in solidarity income – it was indexed, and it has been raised because of ideological issues to 10 Euros more a month. Also thinking of merging solidary income and employment bonus, it’s a way to compensate for low wages and has same objective. So state compensates for low income/wages. Want to merge both concepts. Solidarity income not much used- very low take up as it’s too complicated. Supposed to be a pathway to decent work. Also some progress on the employment guarantee for low skilled young people introduced in 2012. In the past we had no idea who would pay for the training.. The strategy was start with a low skill job, then get sandwich training and get a more permanent job.. now this will be done – the training organisations are involved and are making proposals for young people. Central youth agencies are providing support and going in the right direction.  The local authorities put pressure on NGOs to recruit young people to get the subsidies… but we need people with skills…20 hour contract is being reviewed in the right direction, making the mechanism better – so all the different actors will be involved – with different types of mechanisms and it will be indexed to follow the MI. Support granted to the actors, integration through activity, wasn’t indexed, and now it is. It gives more possibilities to give longer term support. 3000 jobs were created in the public employment service. But still high unemployment rate, but some progress.
· Portugal: The government doesn’t speak of AI but wants to activate people in poverty. Last year ½ the number of people on MI just disappeared. They cut the MI subsidy by 2. So we do our best, we produce reports and exert pressure on the government but no real impact. Criteria of access is stricter so 50% don’t get it. More and more difficult to access it. And social workers asked by the government to reduce the amount of people on MI. The weakest are paying for the crisis.
· Belgium: Start with the positive. Still so much better in BE compared to PT. But the same evolution is happening. More pressure on activation – less jobs – pressure to take any job, even short-term low paid, less and less available..not quality jobs. These are vulnerable people who are being forced into poor jobs. At the same time the unemployment benefit for long-term UE went down. Once you’re unemployed, it is difficult to find a job again and they’ve now decreased UB to 450 euros.. on this level - you’re in poverty. The conditionality is also increasing – there are 7 conditions for MI.  They sound reasonable, but it’s a major problem to get access, and it’s the way they are interpreted that is most worrying. Willingness to work is the most negative focus. BAPN believes that having a decent job is one of the most successful routes out of poverty, but this Commission is creating problems.. eg a mother with children, can’t find affordable childcare, there are not enough childcare places, and there are long waiting lists , which the mother is on. She gets a job offer on a temporary job and she refuses because she has no care. So what happens? They take away her MI benefits. More and more people lose their basic rights, and we don’t get support from our social ministry to challenge this conditionality. There is increasing pressure on social assistance, aiming to lower the number on MI and UB. We get phone calls from social workers and people working in the employment/assistance officers very concerned about what they are being asked to do – I have to take away the benefits from so many people – where can I send them? And this from workers!.

Also on the adequacy of MI. We have been campaigning for it to be above the poverty line – it was in the Government plan, but only ‘if the means are available’ of course they aren’t!. Reference budgets: we have an experiment with a great study involving People experiencing poverty. We have these budgets.  But now we see more and more the challenges in these budgets. Centres of Social Welfare use them, to give additional support to people below MI, but also use it to give less support… ie you don’t need a car. Very important to have relative and absolute benchmarks, and be careful how they are used.

· Norway: We have a Reference budgets developed by the public research institute. Used for people who are bankrupt, but not related to the minimum income. The new government will come with new budget in 14 days and we will collaborate with them. The new government even though it is more right wing may be more honest.

· Sweden: Increasing the Gap is the main development and focus. The most important is to make work pay, so this means giving more to the rich, including tax reductions. We now have the 5th round of tax reductions, on the other hand you have activation conditionality, making people in poverty suffer. In the last reform, there is more focus on reporting on how you are seeking work, made more sophisticated, and it’s now very repressive. Those with income get tax reductions, no rise in UB or sickness benefit so increasing gap. Some practical measures to get youth more employable, but different opinions if they are any good as they don’t appear to have any effect. Short-term training is prioritised rather than formal education – so they won’t get work because they are not skilled enough.

· Lithuania: not so successful with 18.6% below the poverty line, more in rural areas – 22.8%. The good news is we have a new budget, our government will invest in health and education – will increase by 3%. We don’t have reference budgets but start looking at MI, hope to have some positive results.

· Maciej/AGE: Active Inclusion is important with the 3 pillars approach but mainly focused on working-age, but we still use the principles. Informal care to older people and children, with particular concerns about the sandwich generation. This is a big struggle. The Commission said there might be a legislative proposal on carers = recognizing childcare/and older people – in the life perspective. Activation is another concern - how to retain older workers, until the reach the effective retirement age, and bring those who are unemployed into work – shouldn’t put youth versus older people and should be addressed through different policy measures. Reference budgets – AGE is doing thematic work on the EMIN, on this, we’ve achieved an agreement – it might be an opportunity.. you can use reference budgets for very different purposes… you can  impose different consumption patterns. But more as a tool to assess the adequacy of minimum income. It’s important to refer to the benchmark of 60% - but is this enough? Participation is crucial. Very interesting, but as any other tool – there are 2 sides of the coin. It’s doesn’t assess inflation – it’s not called a basket of goods and services. The methods are crucial, it can be done on empirical data, or by consensus or with experts, including people experiencing poverty. Commission has discovered it. A tool to assess that existing MI are allowed a dignified life.

· Luxembourg – There is no AI strategy, but the 3 pillars exist. Starting with services – ruled by different ministries with little collaboration. On childcare facilities, we’ve had a big increase in number but not quality, the issue is affordability because you have to pay.. ie people on MI, it’s not enough and still have to pay, although there is some subsidy. We campaign for free services – like education/not childcare. Housing is the biggest issue – in the last 5 years rent has increased by 15% - we have 60.000 houses less that we should have. On the employment pillar activation – there are some positive developments – with a reformed public employment service with more people, so better support – one of the highest in Europe. No time to have tailored pathways. Income: we’ve started to prepare a reform of MI, we’ve achieved some things in a working group with a new law, before the elections – for June next year – we’ve had provisional elections last Sunday – not yet official. New government and Ministry of Family, but we know there results. It’s a good start with a study on reference budgets – even if Minister hasn’t promised to use it as a basis for calculating levels of minimum income.
CONCLUSION
The ideological approach matters. There is widespread mistrust of politicians and their policies which start from the assumption that people are lazy – but this leads to very destructive policies, when there are no jobs. 
4. EU Developments
Main developments are in the reference budgets area, with the adjudication of a study on developing common principles with the SPC. Not clear how far stakeholders will be involved or the common criteria underpinning it. Otherwise AI being monitored through NRPs/ CSRs. Some signs of increased focus, particularly in the Annual Growth Survey – but not apparent in CSRs.
5. Template letter

· Agreed it was good letter but not clear how it will be used.
· Some felt the concept of Active Inclusion is well known, others were not so sure, but the effect is the same as the only real focus is activation. 

· There is a real need to do PR work, particularly at the EU level may be an opportunity, but some felt it was more limited at national level – because it’s used for another agenda. 
ACTION
· Agreed that the letter would be sent out, but members could decide to adapt it for yourself – use for your own country and point out the weaknesses.

· Catherine to do the final revision, quoting the 2 main reports with links at the bottom of the letter.

6.  12 Arguments on Active Inclusion 

· The group discussed the 2 different papers, and whether they reflect a change in the focus.

· Catherine didn’t feel there was so much difference. She took some parts of the letter as it was a bit too descriptive, and used arguments from the Active Inclusion brochure, but forgot about the decision to highlight key selling points on what it is and what it’s not… we should add this.
Discussion points
Gunvi – who is the target audience? My immediate reflection is that I can use it in our paper – more aimed at the general public. Send as an annex to the letter. When it’s good for the wider public – then it’s good for decision-makers.

Vito - we should try to use it with the social dimension with the EMU – it’s important to use them in that framework.
· 2 weeks for Catherine’s revision and then 2 weeks to comment.

· A revised draft would be prepared to finalize in the next meeting.
