All feedback on MASS from members in the two rounds of consultation

In the last round, EAPN Germany and EAPN Bulgaria gave their feedback (see them below). 

All the other responses are for the previous round. I have included the full responses from each of these members. 
Feedback EAPN Germany 

Dear Tanya,

I am sending you the comments from EAPN Germany with a short delay because of two weeks of illness. 

EAPN Germany acknowledges the impressive amount of work that the Task Force has done developing the MASS. We agree that a discussion about capacity building could be an option to further improve the work of EAPN. The MASS seems to be a sophisticated and elaborated concept but we have doubts that the way of implementing it is the right one. It seems to be invented predominantly for big NGOs rather than networks with scarce ressources.

EAPN Germany doubts that it will be able to undergo the MASS given its ressources and structure. We believe that our network would be overcharged by the MASS spending our ressources that are very limited. We do not have the budget nor the human ressources and furthermore not the will to undergo a full MASS. 

We are very much interested in doing the political work that we are dedicated to. In the past years, EAPN has been very much occupied with its own structures and discussions about their reforms. We are looking forward to coming back to the important political work for the poor and excluded in times of crises.

EAPN Germany strongly argues in favor of a voluntary participation in the MASS. We do think that it is not feasible that the ExCo is deciding who takes part in it. It should be voluntary - otherwise it could be seen as a penalisation. There should not be fix amounts of networks that have to go through the MASS. That creates only pressure and nobody is able to predict today how things will go on. We do think that it could be an option for networks not to go through the whole MASS but chose topics that they are interested in. That would be the way that EAPN Germany could support.

Another problem we suspect is the translation of documents. It seems that a lot of documents in English will be required. The translation of these documents would be very time-consuming.

So far, that's it...

Best regards

Alexander Kraake
Grundlagen der Wohlfahrtspflege in Europa / Welfare Work in Europe

Deutsches Rotes Kreuz-Generalsekretariat / German Red Cross National Headquarters
Carstennstraße 58, D-12205 Berlin 

Phone +49 (0)30 / 85 404-217, Fax +49 (0)30 / 85 404-431
E-Mail KraakeA@drk.de, www.drk.de 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Flüchtlingsdrama: Bitte helfen Sie den Menschen in Syrien mit Ihrer Spende!
Onlinespende: http://www.drk.de/onlinespende
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Feedback EAPN Bulgaria

Dear all,

Following the e-mail below and within the deadline, please find attached EAPN Bulgaria view on the MASS document. This is a summary - because it is quite time and efforts consuming to write and translate all the comments and some of our arguments were already presented by Maria Jeliazkova at the last ExCo and could be taken from the minutes.

Best regards: EAPN Bulgaria

Ref.: Membership Assessment and Support System 

From: EAPN Bulgaria 




Summary position

The basic idea of the document is to define a core set of NNs activities and to use this set of activities (comparing it with the real set of NN activities) as a tool for assessment of NN.  (This should be clearly stated). 

That is why looking at the document we can find a structure of activities that is preferred and will be stimulated and supported by the System. We made an attempt to extract this “preferred” (or promoted) structure of activities. The aim of the extraction is to assess reliability of the preferred activities’ structure and possible effects of the promotion of these activities. 

I. CORE ACTIVITIES 

1. THE INFLUENCE AND ITS MAIN DIRECTIONS

We fully agree with the central aim of the “System”: “…to make sure that an important part of their (NNs) activities is focused on monitoring and influencing the design of policies (especially social and antipoverty ones, but not only), and (elaborating?) measures to improve the situation of people experiencing poverty and social exclusion…”  

We have to agree also that we have two basic lines of activities for achieving the above mentioned impact    

A) MAIN DIRECTION: Influencing the public at large (public opinion) throughout public presentation and dissemination of critics of the status quo and proposals for improvements.  (In the document this is mentioned as “Raising awareness, not just of policy makers, but also of the public opinion and of society, as a way to produce impact and social change” and “Awareness-raising, visibility and dissemination activities.”).      

(The concrete tools are mentioned in the document – publications of analyses results; seminars, workshops, participation in public debates – through mass medias (articles in newspapers, TV, Websites etc.) 



B) SECOND DIRECTION OF INFLUENCE: through direct contacts with national (state) institutions (Ministries of social policies and state agencies) and other centres of policy (decision) making. The contact institutions are mentioned in the document – Government, Members of Parliament (MPs), Members of European Parliament (MEPs), members of the Social Protection Committee (SPC) or the Employment Committee (EMCO), contacts with the Independent Expert on Social Protection and Social Exclusion, other decision making bodies,


There is a small question about our influence: Why the public at large and the above mentioned institutions would pay attention to our ideas, proposals, claims, criticism etc? 

There is only one possible reason for paying attention to our networks – because our proposals are funded on solid knowledge and basic moral values. And this requires another set of activities. We can find traces of these activities in the document. 

2. CREATING RESOURCES FOR INFLUENCE - “Contributing to development of collective knowledge” (as it is mentioned in the document), but not only “on anti poverty strategies”. The key components of this line of action are: 

A) Policy analyses (including Structural funds as a policy instrument), social impact assessments; 

C) Accumulating and systemising knowledge about anti-poverty measures and strategies at EU level and from other member states; 

D) Extremely important is research looking for answers of the following questions “What went wrong with social legislation”; Why the legislative framework for social rights is so weak compared to the “green” legislation, for instance; What could be done in order to change the declarative character of social legislation – for ex. Is it possible to improve the European Social Chart, etc.   

3. CAPACITY BUILDING (CREATING THE BASIC RESOURCES, THAT ARE NECESSARY FOR THE INFLUENCE) 

Having in mind the previous points and especially – the resources for influence, obviously NNs have to be producers of such resources (or consumers of resources, provided by other producers).  In other words NNs have to produce knowledge or to use knowledge. We find traces of this idea in the document: 

“Strong Anti Poverty Networks should be a space for learning and growth for all the people and member organisations involved”. 

This is the main stream of development and (basis for) growth of the Networks. Unfortunately, when the document interprets directly the issue of “development and growth” it perceives the issue as “getting bigger” (grow and bring together different organizations). Small organizations could be very influential – even more than some big organizations.  


The bad question concerning the good vision of “space for learning and growth for all” is: do we (NNs) have enough capacity to produce and use knowledge; are we capable to devote a large part of our activities to production and use of knowledge? And even if this is possible for some networks do these networks (especially if they work on voluntary basis) have still other resources to work on the other proposed dimensions of activities?  

CONCLUSION: THE CHANGE IS A GOOD IDEA, BUT UNREALISTIC AND CONSEQUENTLY – USELESS.  

Promotion of the above mentioned sets of activities - preferred and stimulated trough MASS – is new idea and big change. (By the way, introduction of the new line is strange compared to the previous directions of NNs development and sets of activities).

For us, the idea for this change is good, but only within the frame of NN long term development.  

The problem is that such change needs long term preparation (capacity building) of the networks; development of relations with other professional producers of knowledge; accumulation of enough experience, etc. 

NNs are hardly ready to make such change - “big jump”. But they are expected to do this and are subjected to implicit requirements to “jump”. 

Can we guess what will be the result of the ‘assessments”? Yes, we can. 

And something else will happen – the proposed troika for assessments will acquire large space for “free assessments”. 

4. What means participation of PEP

The document states that “participation of People Experiencing Poverty is a second pillar of Strong Networks”. 

That’s right. 

The problem is that the main forms and procedures of participation of PEP are missing in the document. Something more – they are substituted by superficial forms of participation with doubtful effectiveness.  Some people would ask how ethical are the forms of participation that are recommended by the document.  

There are others lines of PEPs participation, but EAPN didn’t develop them conceptually and practically. First of all – inside participation -  participation in the activities of NN presented in points 1 and 2 - influence and creating knowledge as resource for influence ( “Contributing to development of collective knowledge”). 

The second field of activities (creating knowledge) where PEP could and should participate is extremely important. 

Technically speaking this means first of all participatory (action) research: participatory policy assessments; social impact assessments; participatory descriptions of the living conditions of poor people and the consequences of living under such conditions; participatory poverty assessments  (World Bank developed a methodology for this type of assessments); participatory determining of poverty lines, household budgets, etc. 

If these forms of participation were proposed in the document, they would be consistent with points 1 and 2 above. But they are not mentioned.  

Additionally, extraction and utilization of the knowledge of PEP is a front line simultaneously of participation of PEP and development of social sciences. But it is also very complicated process that requires specific knowledge and skills. Some organizations (ATD Fourth World for instance) have experience in this type of PEP involvement in their work. NNs of EAPN don’t have such practice and expertise. The lack of capacity is compensated by introduction of “easy” forms of (substituting, imitating) participation. 

Another line of PEP participation is outside the NNs - participation in decision making process at local, regional, national level. Since NN don’t participate in this way, we cannot involve PEP in this line of participation.  

Instead of meaningful participation, the document proposes to make something like a mix between PEP union (not taking account of the whole available knowledge on unionism) and permanent replication of EU PEP meetings. The main criterion being numbers.

5. Development and Growth of the Network

Here development of the NNs is equalized to growth in numbers of members.  This criterion ignores plenty of arguments that are well known:

· In the times of crisis many NGOs die. This is mainly true for authentic NGOs who worked on voluntary basis and have no more resources to continue with such activities.

· The membership criteria does not differentiate between NGOs, often called at least in transitional countries GONGOs (governmentally owned NGOs), who always dispose with financial resources and support the policies that generate poverty, and authentic anti-poverty movements. They as well are in the best condition to follow the outlined in the MASS criteria. This is a big risk: first because in such way authentic anti-poverty NGOs are easily controlled and second, the problems that arise currently with some NN could reflect the fact that in order to become EAPN members some NNs have neglected the differences and have united NGOs with thoroughly opposite visions.

· By the way, we have the following experience: in 1998-2001 our Social Ministry and Bulgarian UNDP office provided ‘us’ with financial resources: they rent an office for us, employed three people (coming from the ministry), start dictating with which NGOs (GONGOs) we should work, which NGOs should be members of the network, on which topics seminars should be made, what should be the directions of our activities and so on and so on. It became more and more clear that we are used just as an imitation to support the official policies. So we stopped this ‘collaboration’. There are plenty of lessons that could be learned from this experience, but we are not going into details here. The problem is that the criterion in MASS could be best covered if we continued to follow this pro-poverty stream.

· The current protests in Bulgaria (but this is not quite far from Indignados in Spain) among other important vectors are against conventional NGOs (basicly meaning GONGOs). The protests are authentic civic movements that unite people on common aims not on membership. By the way in the whole transition umbrella organizations are looked at with suspicion.

We could continue with the arguments. The important thing is that in the current MASS there is an unfounded pressure on membership instead on horizontal structures, common initiatives and joint actions where different organizations and individuals are free to be involved. 

6. Before going to conclusion and proposals may be it is important to mention two recent development we are witnessing:

a) The previous two years Trade Unions and Employers’ Associations in Bulgaria (perhaps in other countries as well) were pressed to make an overall review with detailed proofs of their membership. According to them this cost them a lot of money, time and efforts. However, the basic price was different – as recently stated by a representative of an employers’ association on Bulgarian Radio “In the previous two years instead to be engaged with economic policy, the labor market, tri-partite dialogue, negotiations with trade unions, social policy, etc, we (the employers’ associations) and the trade unions were forced to spend our time on counting members by endless proofs and strange criteria that are not necessary for anybody”.

b) In different spheres there are obvious attempts to transfer the importance of the ranking agencies, independently of their bad image with the crisis. Clear examples are such activities concerning universities, knowledge production institutions, the so called impact factors, etc. There are common trends in this assessment procedures: they are as a rule based on numbers not on quality, very supportive of some kinds of official conventional policies, following financial streams, always English language centered (pretending that this is costless) and so on and so on. Simultaneously, the knowledge against such procedures is accumulating.

We better learn lessons from these developments instead to simply replicate them in the ant-poverty strategies and actions.    

CONCLUSION

1. In the proposed document, there is no clear, realistic model of NN assessment – MASS is based on set of activities, that are “theoretically good”, but are outside the real activities, that define the historical rise and development of many NN. Due to this inconsistency, assessment will be largely voluntaristic.

This conclusion is supported by the following facts.

Although the document uses two different terms (membership review and membership assessment|, IT SEEMS THAT THE leading idea is assessment (the system is called MASS) and there is a virus, embedded in the idea of assessment – the virus of asymmetric relationships between assessed and assessing bodies. Despite the fact that the assessing body is defined in terms of peer review, the proposal contains enough space for pressure and control on NN. This impression is strengthened by the “technology” of assessment and the image of “troika”, that appears behind the vision of peer review. Who selects the members of the “troika” and how – by random selection or by appointment (by whom)?? 

 2. In any case, this type of assessment increases centralised “governability” of NNs, but doesn’t provide a basis for development of NNs and support for their development. 

Proposals: 

1. Change the general orientation of the system (MASS) - “membership development and support”, instead of “membership assessment”; “review” instead of “assessment”; peer review instead of troika review. 

All these issues should bе very clearly defined (for instance – some NN proposes good practice for peer review, and than they also propose the reviewers – other NN, etc.).

2. Return to the basics – we consider that the basic values: that levels of poverty in EU are not acceptable and they are generated by policies and lack of political will, should be clearly stated. We think that these values are the basic for the development for NNs and EAPN, while depending on the different social and economic context tools and activities could be quite different.   

3. Formulate a realistic and widely shared (and approved by all) set of activities, as a basis for NNs development.  This means to proceed step by step and bottom up as already on February 14th (before the previous ExCo) EAPN Sweden has pointed out: 

“We can see and appreciate that the group has made a thoroughly job, but - as we see it - are giving suggestions very much built from top to bottom and not the other way around, that we usually say we are seeking after.

We do not believe that it is possible, nor desirable, to make a pattern for all NN´s. One size does not fit all...” (EAPN Bulgaria share the position of EAPN Sweden, send by Sonja. Please, return to it, because it was not reflected in the draft – for your convenience, we have copied it below). 

This will help as well to feel ownership of the document because the ownership of the available document is not quite clear. In fact from the discussions at the ExCo it seemed that most of the networks that had representatives in the Task force do not support the document, while the remaining networks, that were not represented at the Task force, were not asked at all when developing the document.  

4. We could then choose one meaningful activity from the set of shared activities and start developing EAPN wide project application (for capacity building of all the NNs). This is extremely important - we are not going here into details of financing such efforts, but they are widely known.

EAPN Bulgaria input also references an email from Sonja from EAPN Sweden which is included below. 

Feedback EAPN France

Hello Tanya,

I’ve read the MASS document, I have no specific input. Thanks for the work, it was necessary to have such a document at EAPN.

Best regards,
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Feedback EAPN Poland
Hi Tanya

Thank you very much for that document. I found it very clear and interesting. It's very well prepared but I have some doubts about it.

I think it can be a little tricky for EAPN as a network to make that assesment. The results can be different what we expect. What will be if more than half of the networks don't fill most of the pillars?? 

It's interesting to do it but I have a feeling that most of the network will feel that you (as a secretariat) want to control them. I know it because if we do it with our member organisations (I'm talking about WRZOS the network I work for) our members feel that we want to control them, change something in their work. Maybe it would be better if nobody from Secretariat will be part of the SAT. Also the choice of the people from NN who could be in the SAT is very difficult and tricky. They should be people who are experienced and come from well-fuctioning networks but how we will know it before we do the assesment. I think it should be something what the Task Force could take into the consideration.

Maybe in the SAT should be people not connected with EAPN.

OK that all for now. I have to go to my EAPN EXCO meeting:-)

See you soon

Kamila

Feedback EAPN Sweden
Hi Tanya,
Only some quick reflexsions:

Our objections was particulary that the standards seemed a bit too formalized in the sence that everyone should live up to specific goals and organize in a certain way. Knowing that this is not possible for many NNs and also considering that every country has their own agenda (and so it must be! How could we work if we do not have the anchoring in our own realities?) we did not see the bottom up perspective. 

The realities tells us that most NNs do not have the capacity to have paied staff or muscles enough to do what the staff is asking us to do. Like :"We need your answers by tomorrow".... You can not fight if you do not have an army. So in my mind it is more a need of adaption from Europe to the NNs than the other way around. What is realistic to do on national level and what is the impact of those facts to the European level, is a question that needs to be answered?
I know that development work has been done in the past, but I think we still have a lot to do in that field, and probably go on doing so forever also trying to find new methods for it.

It is nice that the NNs have an interested in eachother, and probably we can learn some from other NNs. Still I think this is of marginal value for buildning capacity, as a majority of all tasks are very much associated to national conditions.

The reason why we suggested to have a closer contact between the Secretariat and the NNs is that we think it could give a more realistic view of what the realities are for the NNs and, as a result of that, the Secretariat could have more  realistic working loads for the NNs. Or a more realistic working plan for the Network as a whole.

I think many of us are frustrated for not living up to the expectations from Europe as we do not have the capacity for it, and we thought that the proposed guidelines was another pressure, more than something that could help us to build a stronger network, both on national and European level.

Of course I can see there are a lot of qualities in the work the Task Force has developed, but I am not sure if this is what we need for the time being.


All the best,
Sonja

Exchange with EAPN Sweden (response from Fintan)

Dear Colleagues

 

Seeing the exchange I think there is a great danger that we will miss something very important and necessary that has been done by the Task Force.  That is to try to reach a common understanding of what are the key features of a National Network of EAPN.  In the absence of such a common understanding we have always struggled to understand each other and to be able to share better with regards to our common efforts.   I think the common areas identified are important and I think it is important we come to a common agreement on what is expected of an EAPN Network.  So long as a Network is working together to try to be the Network we want Networks to be, I think there is no danger of this being top down development.   I think that this approach also creates a system to allow more understanding and more supportive development for Networks. So I hope we can find ways to move this forward in this direction. 

Sonja, I recognize the frustration and the feeling that you have that EAPN Staff are demanding responses from EAPN members and putting impossible demands on the members with the resources that they have. However from our side we see it differently, we think members set incredible agendas and insist to be involved in all decisions and we struggle to try to try to follow up all what members ask us to do.  So perhaps the truth is some where in the middle and may be we should try to meet there more often.

Best wishes and looking forward to seeing you next week.

Fintan

Fintan Farrell 
Director
European Anti Poverty Network
Square de Meeûs 18
B-1050 Brussels
Tel: +32.2.226.58.50
Fax: +32.2.226.58.69
In the name of 120 Million people in or at risk of poverty, SIGN the petition EU Money for Poverty NOW by 13 NOV!
Water is a Human Right! Say NO to water privatisation - sign the European Citizens' Initiative
Exchange with EAPN Sweden (response by Tanya) 

From: Tanya Basarab
Sent: 28 February 2013 15:09
To: Sonja Wallbom; Fintan Farrell
Subject: RE: EXCO/ACTION: For Consultation and feedback: Membership Assessment and Support System

Hi Sonja, 

I'll bring this additional reflection forward to the Task Force and I hope you can take it in the Exco which is the group responsible for the strategic development of EAPN and its members. 

Best wishes,
tanya
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