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What is minimum income?

‘Minimum income’ is the term usually used 
to describe the payment made by the state 
that provides a ‘safety net’ for people who 
cannot work or access a decent job. This 
‘income of last resort’ or social assistance is 
a social right and one of the corner stones 
of the welfare state, and an essential basis 
to ensure the right to a dignified life for all. 
National schemes currently exist in most of 
the EU countries (except Hungary, Italy and 
Greece) and EFTA countries (except Norway).

Although the characteristics of minimum in-
come schemes vary a lot from one country 
to another, one thing is clear: existing ‘mini-
mum income’ schemes are not enough to 
take people out of poverty, nor do they ad-
dress people’s real needs nor enable them 
to participate in their communities or soci-
ety on an equal basis. In addition, minimum 
income schemes currently face multiple 
threats: rising prices are squeezing their pur-
chasing power, active labour market policies 
are increasing the conditionality of benefits; 
people on minimum income are increasingly 
labeled as lazy and stigmatized for being in 
receipt of these benefits.

The right to an adequate minimum income 
is therefore a key demand from the anti-pov-
erty movement: to ensure an acceptable and 
dignified standard of living for all. The cur-
rent debate is focused on how a standard for 
minimum income could be developed and 
implemented across the EU. 

Why is adequacy important? 

There are strong arguments which sup-
port the need for a high level of minimum 
income:

•	 Minimum	income	schemes	are	a	key	instrument	
in	 preventing	 poverty	 and	 social	 exclusion,	 as	
long	 as	 the	 levels	 are	 sufficient	 to	 take	 people	
out	of	poverty.

•	 They	 give	 vulnerable	 people	 the	 long	 term	 se-
curity	they	need	to	engage	in	pathways	to	em-
ployment,	greater	 social	participation	 or	other	
routes	to	inclusion.

•	 They	 ensure	 the	 social	 inclusion	 of	 people	 for	
whom	 employment	 is	 not	 an	 option,	 whether	
because	 of	 disability,	 long-term	 sickness	 or	
mental	health	problems,	age	or	family	commit-
ments,	or	where	quality	jobs	are	not	available.

•	 They	are	the	catalyst	for	fair	wages	if	wage	levels	
are	linked	in	a	positive	hierarchy	to	decent	levels	
of	minimum	income.

•	 Member	 States	 have	 already	 committed	 at	 EU	
or	 international	 level	 to	 ensure	 adequate	 in-
come,	but	the	implementation	of	these	commit-
ments	has	been	weak.

•	 Above	all	they	provide	a	solid	foundation	for	a	
socially	cohesive	society,	built	on	solidarity

•	 In	 the	 current	 economic	 crisis,	 they	 not	 only	
prevent	hardship	for	those	without	jobs	but	pro-
vide	an	essential	floor	to	consumer	spending	to	
boost	the	economy.

IntRoDUCtIon
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1.  See the Council Recommendations 92/441/CEE of 24 June 1992 on common criteria concerning sufficient resources and social 
assistance in social protection systems at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31992H0441:EN:HTML

2.  See EAPN’s reaction to the Commission Recommendation on Active inclusion at http://www.eapn.eu/index.php?option=com_
content&view=article&id=548:report-of-eapn-seminar-on-active-inclusion-13-june-2008--paris&catid=42:eapn-policy-pa-
pers&Itemid=82&lang=en

3.  Within the activities of the EU Social Open Method of Coordination, the network of independent social inclusion experts provides 
each year reports on each country and a synthesis report. See National Experts reports and the synthesis report Minimum	Income	
Schemes	Across	EU	Member	States,	Synthesis	Report by	Hugh Frazer and Eric Marlier, October 2009 on the Social Inclusion Peer Re-
view website: www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes

4.  See the Communication from the European Commission A	 European	 Economic	 Recovery	 Plan,	 November 2008 at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/publication13504_en.pdf

5.  See the Conclusions of the March 2009 European Council at www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/
en/ec/106809.pdf and EAPN reaction to the Spring Council Conclusions at: http://www.eapn.eu/index.php?option=com_
content&view=article&id=834%3Apress-release-spring-council-fails-to-give-an-integrated-social-response-to-the-
crisis&catid=7%3Apress-releases&Itemid=100002&lang=en

Why an explainer on adequacy 
of minimum income now?
Since 1992 Members States (MS) have pub-
licly committed to ensuring an adequate 
minimum income for a dignified life1. In De-
cember 2008, the EU Employment and So-
cial Affairs Ministers endorsed the Commis-
sion Recommendation “Taking forward the 
active inclusion of people furthest from the 
labour market”, which included:

1.	 The	 provision	 of	 an	 adequate	 level	 of	 income	
support	

2.	 A	link	to	the	labour	market	

3.	 Access	 to	 services	 and	 in	 particular	 social	
services2.	

EAPN is campaigning for the concrete imple-
mentation of these commitments. A series of 
activities were delivered by the Commission 
in 2009 to further the implementation of 
the Recommendation. This includes a study 
on Minimum Income in the EU developed 
by the EU network of national experts on 
Social Inclusion3 and published in October 
2009. National experts were asked to assess 
national Minimum Income schemes with 
regards to their coverage, adequacy and ef-
fectiveness as well as their role in integrated 
Active Inclusion strategies. The analyses in 
this report are close to EAPN’s position and 
we strongly support the conclusions and 
recommendations contained in this report. 

EAPN hopes that this report will be instru-
mental in the push for further progress on 
developing standards on Minimum Income 
at EU level, through the EU Social Open 
Method of Coordination...

Finally, in the context of the economic cri-
sis, the EU has pressed Governments to 
recognize the dual role of social protection 
in cushioning the social impact and provid-
ing a lever to boost consumer demand, in 
its proposals for economic recovery4. This 
means that minimum income schemes are 
currently the focus of renewed interest from 
policy makers. On the occasion of the 2009 
European Spring Council, MS agreed that 

“building	 on	 solidarity	 and	 allowing	 social	
protection	 systems	 to	 fully	 play	 their	 role	 as	
automatic	 stabilizers	 are	 key	 to	 restoring	 and	
strengthening	 confidence	 and	 help	 pave	 the	
way	for	recovery”5.

Today, poverty directly affects at least 84 mil-
lion people in the EU. The economic turmoil 
is generating more unemployment and ex-
tending the number of people at risk of pov-
erty. Minimum Income schemes that are set 
above the poverty threshold and at a level 
allowing for a decent life, would make a sig-
nificant impact on the number of people at 
risk of poverty. Now is the time to ensure that 
minimum income schemes are provided in 
all Member States and at a level where peo-
ple can live a dignified life and participate in 
the society.

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31992H0441:EN:HTML
http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/publication13504_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/publication13504_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/106809.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/106809.pdf
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What this explainer will tell you

Adequate income can come from a number 
of sources: wages, pensions, social benefits... 
EAPN defends the right to an adequate 
minimum income for a dignified life across 
the life-cycle, including decent wages and 
adequate pensions. However this booklet is 
primarily meant to give an introduction to 
the question of the adequacy of minimum 
income from social assistance, not these 
other sources, and will make only side refer-
ences to wages and pensions issues.

We try to answer the following main questions: 

•	 What	 does	 adequacy	 mean?	 How	 is	 adequacy	
calculated?	(Chapter	1)

•	 How	 adequate	 are	 the	 levels	 of	 current	 mini-
mum	 income	 for	 people	 experiencing	 poverty	
in	reality?	(Chapter	2)

•	 Are	there	examples	of	good	practices	for	better	
calculating	adequacy?	What	are	their	strengths	
and	weakness	(Chapter	3)	

•	 What	 is	 the	 way	 forward	 in	 policy	 making?	
(Chapter	4)

•	 How	 is	 adequacy	 addressed	 in	 the	 current	 re-
forms	 of	 national	 social	 protection	 systems?	
(Chapter	5)

Obviously, the adequacy of an income level 
is highly related to the accessibility of key 
services on the ground. Relatively high levels 
of Minimum Income can prove insufficient 
in a context of expensive basic services. On 
the contrary, the affordability of basic serv-
ices increases the purchasing power of low 
level Minimum Income schemes. Whilst the 
current explainer cannot address in detail 
the question of the accessibility of services, 
we will be looking at ways of assessing the 
concrete purchasing power of minimum in-
comes in given national contexts, which usu-
ally depends on the accessibility and quality 
of services. 
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WHAt ARe We tALKInG ABoUt?  
DeFInItIons, LeGAL BAsIs AnD ReALItIes

1.1. Definitions

Minimum	income

The vast majority of Member States provide 
Minimum Income schemes. These are basic 
‘safety nets’ which are normally non-con-
tributory (i.e. do not rely on contributions 
arising from peoples’ wages), means-
tested social assistance schemes meant to 
guarantee an income for people who cannot 
rely on any other source of income. These 
schemes of last resort are a life line for the 
poorest in Europe. They should be at a suf-
ficient level to allow more than mere sub-
sistence, and should enable participation in 
society and be a basis for a stable life.

Minimum Income schemes differ from wel-
fare states’ contributory sources of income, 
such as pension schemes and unemploy-
ment benefits, where financial contribu-
tions are deducted from employers and 
employees when they are working. In some 
cases, people may benefit from a minimum 
income support made of different strands of 
welfare and social benefits (for example in 
France the ‘revenu de Solidarité active’ is a 
complementary assistance: it comes on top 

of other sources of income to ensure that 
people’s income reaches a minimum floor).

There is currently no precise common defi-
nition of Minimum Income for all Member 
States. Different titles are also given to these 
non-contributory and means-tested last re-
sort schemes depending on the countries 
and regions. This is illustrative of the diver-
sity of national social protection systems and 
policies. International and EU instruments re-
fer only to general principles (see below), and 
use either the wording ‘income support’, ‘re-
sources and benefits’: this reflects the difficul-
ty of building a shared approach at EU level. 

Note: Minimum Income should not be con-
fused with Minimum Wage, which is a mini-
mum level of salary fixed by the law or by 
collective agreements.

It is also different from the idea of a ‘basic in-
come’, promoted by some researchers, which 
is an income granted unconditionally to all 
on an individual basis, irrespective of any in-
come from other sources, without any work 
requirement. In the world today, the unique 
concrete example of a genuine basic income 
is the Alaska’s annual oil dividends scheme6.

6.  For more information on the ‘basic income’ see Basic Income Earth Network website: 
www.basicincome.org/bien/aboutbien.html
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Adequacy

The notion of adequacy of minimum in-
come as it is understood and used at EU 
level is defined in International and EU legal 
instruments.

The EU Commission Recommendation 
adopted in October 2008 states that “an ad-
equate income support” should be “suffi-
cient to lead a life that is compatible with 
human dignity”. 

This Recommendation also restates the 
terms of a Recommendation adopted by the 
EU Council in 1992, which is a reference. 

A key legal basis: the 1992 Council 
Recommendation

The main reference in the EU context is the 
Council Recommendation 92/441/EEC7 “on	
Common	criteria	concerning	sufficient	resourc-
es	and	social	assistance	in	the	social	protection	

systems”, issued at the end of the Poverty III 
transnational exchange programme. This 
Recommendation invites Member States 
(MS) to recognize ”a	fundamental	right	to	suf-
ficient	and	reliable	resources	and	benefits,	and	
to	 adapt	 their	 social	 protection	 systems	 ac-
cordingly”, according to the following com-
mon principles, the first being that this right 
is based on respect for human dignity. 

The Recommendation goes on to detail how 
Member States should ensure the adequacy 
of these resources:

“—the	 amount	 of	 resources	 sufficient	 to	 cover	
essential	 needs	 is	 fixed	 in	 line	 with	 the	 living 
standard	 and	 price level	 for	 different	 types	
and	sizes	of	household;

Supplementary	 amounts	 to	 meet	 specific 
needs	may	be	fixed	(…)”	

Though constituting a strong incentive to 
develop minimum income schemes at na-
tional level, this Recommendation leaves the 
implementation to Member States, accord-
ing to the principle of subsidiarity that is cur-
rently applied to social protection matters at 
EU level. 

This 1992 Commitment has been reaffirmed 
by a “Commission	 Recommendation” adopt-
ed on the 17 October 2008, and endorsed 
by the EPSCO8 Council in December 20089 
asking MS to “review	 their	 protection	 system,	
as	necessary,	in	the	light	of	the	common	princi-
ples	listed	in	paragraph	B	of	the	Recommenda-
tion	92/441/EEC“.

The 1992 Recommendation is a key element 
in a legal context characterized by a series of 
other international agreements in favour of 
the implementation of this fundamental right. 

7.  See the 1992 Council Recommendation at:  
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31992H0441:EN:HTML

8. Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council.

9. See Council Conclusions of 17 December 2008 at: www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/104818.pdf
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Legal	framework:	what	international	
agreements	says	about	adequate	
minimum	income

Many other International and European 
commitments recognize the right for all to 
a minimum income sufficient to promote 
a decent standard of living, as a matter of 
respect for human dignity, and as a way to 
fight against poverty and social exclusion. 

United Nations: Universal Declaration on 
Human Rights 1948, reconfirmed at the 
World Conference on Human Rights 1993 
and the 1966 International Covenant on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights – Article 25 
states that “Everyone	has	the	right	to	a stand-
ard of living adequate	 for	 the	 health	 and	
well-being	of	himself	and	his	family,	including	
food,	clothing,	housing	and	medical	care...”

The Council of Europe’s European Social 
Charter (revised version, 1966): article 13 
states that “anyone	 without	 adequate re-
sources	 has	 the	 right	 to	 social	 and	 medical	
assistance”.

The Community Charter of the Funda-
mental Rights of Workers (1989) stipulates 
in paragraph 10 that “persons	who	have	been	
unable	 either	 to	 enter	 or	 re-enter	 the	 labour	
market	 and	 have	 no	 means	 of	 subsistence	
must	be	able	to	receive	sufficient resources 
and social assistance	(…)

The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
EU (2000) states in article 1 that “human	dig-
nity	 is	 inviolable.	 It	 must	 be	 protected	 and	 re-
spected.” Article 34 part 3 stipulates that “In	
order	 to	 combat	 social	 exclusion	 and	 poverty	
the	Union	recognizes	and	respects	the	right	to	
social	and	housing	assistance	so	as	to	ensure	a	
decent existence	 for	 all	 those	 who	 lack	suf-
ficient resources (…).”

The Charter of Fundamental Rights in the 
EU10 is now legally binding, as part of the 
new Reform Treaty, approved by all Member 
States and in force from December 1st 2009.

10.  See more information on the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the EU on the European Parliament website:  
www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/default_en.htm
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1.2. Anti-poverty organisations’ 
approaches to adequacy 
Whilst the EU and International legal defini-
tions are vital theoretical reference points, 
their concrete implementation is left to the 
national and the local levels. How effective 
are they, on the ground? 

The 2009 synthesis report on Minimum In-
come Schemes across EU by the EU Network 
of National Independent Experts on Social 
Inclusion (‘2009 National Experts Synthesis 
Report’)11 underlines “the	reality	which	is	that	
most	Member	States	do	not	emphasize	the	 is-
sue	of	adequacy	and	have	not	defined	what,	in	
their	 own	 national	 and	 regional	 contexts,	 an	
adequate	minimum	income	would	need	to	be	
if	it	is	to	ensure	a	person’s	right	to	live	in	dignity”. 

Some academics and anti-poverty activists 
have made proposals on how adequacy 
could be defined and implemented more 
concretely.

The issue of the adequacy of income has 
been particularly studied in Anglo-Saxon 
research. John Veil-Wilson underlines “that	
adequacy	 of	 income	 support	 can	 not	 be	 as-
sessed	 in	 the	 abstract,	 but	 understood	 only	
concretely.	He	proposes to use the following 

four questions12: 

•	 Adequate for what? 

•	 Adequate for whom?

•	 Adequate for how long?

•	 Who says it is adequate?

A transnational project “Towards an EU 
initiative on Social Standards”13 gathered 
researchers, NGOs including EAPN as well as 
public actors during two years and worked 
on minimum income as a possible area for 
establishing minimum standards at EU level. 
The project has highlighted the importance 
of the multidimensionality of poverty, and 
listed the different understandings of ad-
equacy that should be taken into account: 

 − in terms of income (how much is enough?);

 − in terms of coverage of the population and  
accessibility of the various existing schemes;

 − in terms of the policy solutions proposed to 
tackle the problem;

 − in terms of the adequacy of the services 
provided.

Indeed, all the dimensions raised are key to 
approaching the reality of the adequacy of 
support provided to the most vulnerable. 
Notably, the accessibility – particularly the 
affordability and the quality of services of 
general interest, including social services, 
but also transport, energy, public employ-
ment services, financial services etc… have 
a direct impact on the concrete purchas-
ing power and quality of life of people 
concerned. 

11. www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes

12.  John Veil Wilson in Why money matters: family income, poverty and children’s lives / edited by Jason Srelitz and Ruth 
Lister, London : Save the Children, 2008. 

13.  “Making	a	decisive	impact	on	the	eradication	of	poverty,	Towards	an	EU	initiative	on	social	standards”, Report from the transnational 
project, 2007. www.eapn.ie/eapn/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/setting-minimum-standards-french.pdf

http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes
http://www.eapn.ie/standards
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14.  Unless another source is specified, these quotes come from the preparatory work and the exchanges during Meetings of People 
experiencing poverty. Meetings of people experiencing poverty have been organized since 2001 under successive EU Presiden-
cies, with the support of EAPN. They gather people facing poverty from all EU countries, who exchange during these meet-
ings in their mother tongue on their concerns and demands. The 2008 meeting focused on Minimum Income as one of the 
pillars in the fight against poverty. See information on http://www.eapn.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&
id=600%3Athe-european-meetings-of-people-experiencing-poverty-a-process-going-forward&catid=16&Itemid=14&lang=en.

15.  ‘Voices	 from	 the	 poverty	 line	 :	 jobs	 and	 unemployment	 in	 the	 EU’, EAPN, 2006: see http://www.eapn.eu/index.php?option=com_
content&view=article&id=127:-eapn-book-voices-from-the-poverty-line-jobs-and-unemployment-in-the-eu&catid=40:eapn-
books&Itemid=84&lang=en.

tHe ReALItY oF (In)ADeQUACY 

2.1. What people say

The reality is far from matching the criteria 
of adequacy set by the 1992 Recommenda-
tion. What the people concerned know, and 
what statistical data and studies show, is 
that the vast majority of minimum incomes 
are totally inadequate to meet these criteria. 
They do not allow for proper access to hous-
ing, healthy food, adequate heating, quality 
health care nor participation in social and 
cultural life… People who have to rely on 
these schemes face difficulties in many or all 
these aspects of their lives. 

The following quotes give a snapshot of the 
reality of the life of people living on mini-
mum income.14 

Minimum income does not open the door 
to a life in dignity:

“Minimum	income	allows	you	to	survive,	not	to	
live.”

“I	can’t	be	sociable.	My	self	confidence	is	ruined,	
because	every	day	I	must	worry	about	the	next	
day.”15

“I	 felt	 ashamed	 of	 being	 a	 beneficiary	 of	 the	
guaranteed	 minimum	 income.	 I	 always	 want-
ed	to	work	and	I	like	to	feel	useful.”

Minimum Income is not even sufficient to 
address the essential needs:

“I	can	afford	only	cheap	food.	Fruit	and	vegeta-
bles	to	feed	children	are	too	expensive,	healthy	
food	is	too	expensive	for	me.”	

“With	 only	 a	 minimum	 income,	 you	 can’t	 pay	
the	rent.”

“We	see	rises	in	food	prices,	 in	electricity	prices,	
rises	 in	 general	 in	 the	 cost	 of	 living,	 but	 no	
substantial	 adjustment	 in	 social	 benefits	 or	
pensions.”	

“Living	 on	 minimum	 income	 is	 worse	 than	sur-
vival.	 If	 you	 do	 not	 ask	 for	 money	 from	 those	
around	 you,	 you	 cannot	 go	 till	 the	 end	 of	 the	
month.”	

Minimum income does not prevent 
poverty:

“The	good	thing	about	minimum	income	scheme	
is	that	it	exists,	but	it	does	not	solve	poverty”.	
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16. Idem 15.

17.  See Trends,	 Recent	 Developments,	 Active	 Inclusion	 and	 Minimum	 Resources,	 Synthesis	 report	 of	 the	 independent	 review	
based	 on	 national	 reports	 from	 independent	 experts, first semester 2006, at: www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/
network-of-independent-experts/2006/first-semester-2006

18.  The median household income divides households into two equal segments with the first half of households earning less 
than the median household income and the other half earning more. See more explanations in EAPN Explainer on poverty at:  
http://www.eapn.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=33&Itemid=52&lang=en

19.  See Commission staff working document Monitoring	progress	towards	the	objectives	of	the	European	Strategy	for	Social	Protec-
tion	and	Social	Inclusion, October 2008, page 53 at: http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/2008/
omc_monitoring_en.pdf

“The	 minimum	 income	 is	 often	 below	 the	 pov-
erty	threshold.”	

The amount of minimum incomes is not 
based on people’s needs but on arbitrary 
criteria:

“Minimum	 income	 benefits	 vary	 too	 widely	 –	
they	are	a	post	code	lottery.”

“The	 fact	 that	 whether	 you	 are	 properly	 fed	 or	
not	 is	 decided	 by	 which	 municipality	 you	 are	
living	in	is	just	another	factor	of	feeling	of	injus-
tice,	abandonment,	and	social	exclusion”.

Some just get no income at all:

“Young	people	aged	18–25	have	no	entitlement	
to	anything.”

“Young	people	should	hibernate	till	they	are	25!”

“Foreigners,	even	with	a	visa,	face	great	difficul-
ties	claiming	minimum	income.”

Some get their income withdrawn for not 
having met the conditions placed on them 

in terms of job search, leaving them without 
any income: “I	felt	awful.	 It	was	a	total	shock.	
I	 had	 no	 savings	 and	 benefits	 were	 my	 only	
income.	I	had	no	money	for	food	or	heating”.16

2.2. The facts

Most	minimum	income	schemes		
do	not	lift	people	out	of	poverty

Minimum income schemes vary enormously 
from one Member State to another. Their 
level of generosity is the first variable17. But 
in all Member States, the levels are a long 
way from taking people out of poverty.

Within the EU, people falling below 60% of 
median income are considered to be in or 
‘at-risk-of-poverty’18. A Commission working 
document published in 200819 compares the 
net income of jobless households relying 
exclusively on social assistance benefits and 
housing benefits to the level of the official 
poverty line (i.e. 60% of the median house-
hold income).

This comparison shows that only a few 
countries provide workless households 
with a minimum income and related 
benefits that are sufficient to lift them 
close to or above the 60% median in-
come threshold (i.e. the poverty thresh-
old), and this only for some family types.  
(See table 1 in Annex 1)
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20. Idem 3.

21. Idem 3.

22. http://www.eapn.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=33&Itemid=52&lang=en

23.  Idem 17.

This document demonstrates that: 

•	 Lone	parents	can	receive	social	assistance	 ben-
efits	and	related	benefits	(i.e.	housing	benefits)	
at	or	above	the	poverty	threshold	only	in	Latvia,	
Germany,	 Denmark,	 the	 United	 Kingdom,		
Ireland	and	the	Netherlands.

•	 In	all	countries	but	Latvia,	Germany,	the	United	
Kingdom	and	Ireland,	couples	with	two	children	
relying	on	social	assistance	benefits	would	have	
disposable	 income	 levels	 below	 the	 poverty	
threshold.

•	 In	Slovakia,	Malta,	Estonia	and	Spain,	all	three	
family	 types	 are	 likely	 to	 experience	 deep	 pov-
erty	with	out-of-work	incomes	below	60%	of	the	
poverty	threshold.	

•	 The	 three	 family	 types	 get	 at	 least	 60%	 of	 the	
median	 income	 line	 (i.e.100%	 of	 the	 poverty	
line)	only	in	2	countries	(the	UK	and	Ireland).	

•	 Single	people	receive	 less	than	60%	of	the	pov-
erty	 threshold	 in	 7	 countries	 (Lithuania,	 Slo-
vakia,	 Portugal,	 Malta,	 Estonia,	 Hungary	 and	
Spain)	and	at	 least	60%	of	the	median	income	
line	(i.e.100%	of	the	poverty	threshold)	in	only	6	
countries	in	the	EU	(Finland,	Sweden,	Denmark,	
UK,	Ireland,	The	Netherlands)20.

These conclusions are based on a simula-
tion of the minimum safety nets provided to 
houseless households, using OECD tax-ben-
efit model. Therefore they reflect theoretical 
situations. In the reality, the social income 
that people in need actually access is obvi-
ously lower.

It is true however that social protection is at 
least alleviating poverty: in the absence of all 
social transfers, the average poverty risk for 
EU Member States would be 26%, as against 

16% after receipt of government support). 
But it is not sufficient: still more than 84 mil-
lion people in the EU are left below the pov-
erty line. 

The assessment made by the 2009 National 
Experts Synthesis Report21 is that ”in most 
countries Minimum Income Schemes fall 
short from allowing all people to live a life 
with dignity and many fall very short”. 

These poverty figures cover different 
realities:

Clearly living on the poverty line does not 
imply the same standard of living in each 
Member State of the EU. The at-risk-of-pov-
erty national thresholds are also expressed 
by Eurostat in ‘Purchasing Power Parities’ 
(PPP). PPPs are currency conversion rates 
that convert economic indicators expressed 
in national currencies to a common currency 
and, at the same time, take account of price 
level differences and thus allow comparisons. 
This means that when comparing national 
at-risk-of-poverty-threshold expressed in 
PPP you can actually compare the purchas-
ing power of people living on the poverty 
line across state borders. At-risk-of-poverty 
thresholds expressed in PPP range in the 
EU from 1765 per year in Romania to 17 575 
per year in Luxembourg. This means that, 
in the reality, the standard of people liv-
ing at the 60% median income (at risk of 
poverty line) in Luxembourg is about ten 
times that of people at risk of poverty 
in Romania. (However, poverty is not only 
about material deprivation but it is relative 
to the capacity to participate in the society 
we live in (see EAPN Poverty Explainer22).
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24.  Spanish Expert report on Minimum Income on the web site of the Network of Independent Experts, available at: 
www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes

25.  Source: MISSOC website: Comparative table on social protection, available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/missoc/db/public/compareTables.do

How	are	the	amounts	of	minimum	
income	schemes	calculated	and	
reviewed?	
How	are	the	amounts	of	minimum	income	
calculated?	

In 2006, an expert report commissioned by the 
European Commission23 underlined the differ-
ing philosophies underpinning arrangements 
providing minimum income at national 
level. The report made a dis-
tinction between Member 
States such as Sweden 
where the aim was to 
include the whole 
population in a 
general welfare 
system and oth-
ers such as Den-
mark adopting 
a much more 
targeted ap-
proach, focus-
ing on specific 
m a r g i n a l i z e d 
groups.

They also noted the 
influence of the type 
of family policy nationally 
implemented. 

In most Member States, the amount of Mini-
mum Income is fixed centrally by national 
governments. In some Member States, reg-
ulations are fixed at sub-national level: at 
the level of Autonomous Regions - in Spain 
for example, as well as in Italy. In this case 
regional disparities can be huge: as for ex-
ample in Spain with the level of Minimum In-
come ranging from €285 to €585 in 200724. In 
Sweden, minimum income is split between 

national and regional authorities for differ-
ent elements: for example for some items 
the amount is decided yearly at national lev-
el, for others the municipalities are required 
to pay the real living costs (housing costs for 
example) if they are considered ‘reasonable’. 
For the ‘2009 National Experts Synthesis Re-
port’, “there	is	the	lack	of	a	clear	rationale	for	
establishing	 the	 levels	 of	 Minimum	 Incomes	
and	inconsistencies	in	the	amounts	paid	to	dif-

ferent	categories	for	little	logical	reason.”

In some Member States the 
amount of Minimum 

Income is deliber-
ately fixed in rela-

tion to incomes 
deriving from 
employment 
( D e n m a r k , 
Luxembourg, 
Malta, and the 
Netherlands). 

In Luxembourg, 
minimum in-

come is fixed 
in relation to the 

minimum wage and 
minimum pension, 

and to the minimum wage 
in Malta and in Netherlands. In 

Denmark, it is fixed in relation to 80% of 
the maximum unemployment benefit for 
parents with children, with 60% of this maxi-
mum for people without children. 

Only a few Member States fix the amount 
of guaranteed income in reference to 
what they consider to be the real needs 
of people, or what is adequate to partici-
pate fully in society.
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26. Idem.

27.  Source: Updated	assessment	by	the	SPC	and	the	European	Commission	of	the	Social	 impact	of	 the	economic	crisis	and	the	policy	
responses, May 2009, available at: http://ec.europa.eu/social/keyDocuments.jsp?type=0&policyArea=750&subCategory=758&
country=0&year=0&advSearchKey=&mode=advancedSubmit&langId=en

28.  EAPN Synthesis report on the social impact of the crisis, December 2009, available at: http://www.eapn.eu/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1294%3Aeapns-report-on-the-social-impact-of-the-crisis-and-of-the-recovery-
package&catid=42%3Aeapn-policy-papers&Itemid=82&lang=en

29.  Building	Security,	Giving	Hope,	EAPN	assessment	of	the	National	Strategic	Reports	on	Social	Protection	and	Social	Inclusion	2008-
2010, available at: http://www.eapn.eu/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=676:building-security-giving-
hope-eapn-assessment-of-the-national-strategic-reports-on-social-protection-and-social-inclusion-2008-10&catid=42:eapn-
policy-papers&Itemid=82&lang=en

In Lithuania, the guaranteed minimum 
is based on the price of an agreed basket 
of goods. In Cyprus, it is based on a survey 
using statistical indicators from a previous 
Family Budget Survey. In Germany, the as-
sistance towards living expenses (Hilfe zum 
Lebensunterhalt) includes food, accommo-
dation, clothes, personal hygiene, house-
hold equipment, heating and personal 
needs of daily life. The overall need for nec-
essary subsistence resources is granted in 
the form of standard rates (Regelsätze) and 
the full coverage of cost of accommodation 
and heating. There are supplementary ben-
efits in cases of special need...25

More usually, the level depends on the 
governments’ political objectives. For 
instance, on how far governments want to 
keep levels low in order to provide an ‘incen-
tive’ for people to take any job. The 2009 Na-
tional Experts Synthesis Report also points 
out that one of the strongest trends across 
Member States is to link income payment 
with employment support and activation 
measures, and that there is a “tendency	 in	
many	countries	to	increase	conditionality	and	
introduce	 restrictions	 in	 the	 access	 to	 social	
benefits	 and	 services”. Indeed, ‘Make Work 
Pay’ has been a dominant paradigm in the 
development of Employment policies in the 
recent years. This tendency has led to cuts in 
social and employment benefits paid to peo-
ple unemployed or inactive, with the aim to 
intensify incentives to work. EAPN members 
have continually raised the negative impact 

of these Make Work Pay policies on people 
who are not in work. Governments are seen 
as instrumentalizing benefits to push peo-
ple to take up any job, with the objective 
of raising the employment rate and cutting 
the number of people receiving benefits.  
In this political context sanctions on benefits 
are often used against people. For example, 
benefits may be cut or even removed. 

How	are	the	levels	of	the	minimum	income	
reviewed?	

National approaches vary a great deal. 

In a number of Member States the amount 
of the minimum guarantee is reviewed every 
year in line with the prices index26.

• In only 2 countries the indexation to the 
price level is automatic and not left to the 
decision of the government (Belgium and 
Luxembourg). 

• In other countries the amount is linked to the 
level of pensions or to the level of wages. 

• In some Member States the amount is clearly 
adjusted in line with available budget (Bulgar-
ia, Latvia). 

• In Spain, the updating of the amount is decid-
ed by regional governments. In some regions 
such as Catalonia it is negotiated with the 
Trade Unions.

http://www.eapn.eu/content/view/1294/82/lang,en
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30. Idem 27 concerning data of all five countries.

31.  Idem 27.

The reality experienced by people con-
cerned is that Minimum Income levels, 
which are already below the poverty line, 
have not been adjusted to the huge in-
creases in the cost of basic needs such as 
housing, food and energy in the last years, 
squeezing even more their limited pur-
chasing power. 
In Latvia, rents have increased by 23,4% 
between the last quarter of 2007 and the 
last quarter of 2008, and heat energy prices 
by 31,6%27 in 2008. Energy prices notably 
have risen substantially in many countries 
(Italy, Belgium, Bulgaria, Malta…), to such an 
extent that some Member States are trying 
to compensate for this burden: in Malta for 
example the poorest people are subsidised 
by the government to be able to pay their 
utility bills. 

More	pressure	on	minimum	income	under		
the	current	economic	crisis

Under the current crisis, two conflicting 
trends are impacting on Minimum Incomes. 
On the one hand, several Member States are 
taking action to maintain social cohesion 
and protect the most vulnerable, including 
increasing minimum income levels and cov-
erage. On the other hand, as illustrated in 
the EAPN report on the social consequences 
of the crisis28, there is a renewed pressure on 
reducing minimum income schemes, their 
eligibility criteria or coverage29 in the con-
text of mounting public deficits. 

Belgium increased a range of social benefits 
including Minimum Income by 2%. How-
ever the Government did not agree to raise 
minimum income above the poverty thresh-
old, as asked by local social public services 
(C.P.A.S) together with anti-poverty activists. 

Romania raised the level of Minimum In-
come by 15% since July 2009, but it is still far 
away from what is necessary.

Bulgaria raised the level of Minimum 
Income and family benefits.

In Portugal, the duration for the receipt of 
minimum income was temporarily extend-
ed from 12 to 18 months.

Austrian EAPN members expressed their 
concern about the level of benefits, as un-
employment benefit is at a low level and not 
upgraded. 

In Spain, members point out “large	regional	
differences	and	inconsistent	application	under-
mining	minimum	income	as	a	social	right,	with	
local	 authorities	 dragging	 a	 debt	 of	 €30	 000	
million	and	looking	for	cuts”. At the same time, 
they mention that the Spanish government 
has recently established a fixed benefit that 
some of the unemployed can claim under 
certain conditions after having exhausted 
their rights to unemployment benefits.30

As the SPC/Commission report on the crisis 
clearly reports “some	 recovery	 plans	 clearly	
specify	 that	 increased	 spending	 in	 some	 ar-
eas	will	be	counter-balanced	by	cuts	in	others	
or	that	overall	spending	will	be	cut	across	the	
board	(e.g.	IE)”31.
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32.  Take	up	of	welfare	benefits	in	OECD	countries:	A	review	of	the	evidence. OECD Social employment and Migration paper”, available 
at: www.oecd.org/dataoecd/60/30/30901173.pdf

33.  Idem 17.

34.  The	 big	 holes	 in	 the	 net,	 structural	 gaps	 in	 social	 protection	 systems	 and	 guaranteed	 minimum	 income	 systems	 in	 13	 EU	
countries, Ides Nicaise and Steven Groenez (HIVA, K.U. Leuven), April 2004. See list of publications from Ides Nicaise at 
https://perswww.kuleuven.be/~u0014508/hoofdpaginas/publistw.htm

35.  “Some benefits schemes which provide minimum income protection drive beneficiaries to take up any job offer, whether suita-
ble or not, and lower even withdraw benefits when they refuse. Experience shows that this may lead to situation where a signifi-
cant share of those targeted by such schemes may not actually benefit from them, either because they cannot claim their enti-
tlement so long as they do not accept work or because the income support provided becomes insufficient to participate fully 
in society due to sanctions reducing its level for a certain period of time”. In	Missoc	analysis	2008:	social	protection,	aspect	of	flexi-
curity	and	active	inclusion, available at: http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/missoc/2008/missoc_2008_analysis_en.pdf

‘Non	take-up’	and	‘insufficient	
protection’

Not only are the amounts of existing mini-
mum income schemes insufficient, but a 
significant part of the population does not 
effectively access even these minimum in-
come guarantees. 

The notion of ‘non take-up’ is commonly 
used to describe the fact that people 
do not claim the rights they are entitled 
to. Several reasons can explain this lack of 
take-up:

•	 Most	 of	 the	 social	 assistance	 systems	 are	 very	
complex,	and	people	are	neither	sufficiently	 in-
formed,	 nor	 supported	 by	 independent	 advice	
on	their	rights	to	claim	their	benefits;	

•	 	 A	 strong	 stigma	 is	 still	 attached	 to	 claiming	
non-contributory	 benefits,	 with	 people	 charac-
terized	as	“scroungers”.	Many	people	therefore	
prefer	not	to	claim	these	benefits.

•	 In	 some	 cases	 like	 in	 Austria	 social	 assistance	
can	be	claimed	back	when	the	beneficiary	gets	
back	to	work.

A study36 published by the OECD in 2004 
suggests that take-up rates mainly vary be-
tween 40% and 80% in the case of social 
assistance and housing programmes: this 

means that for every ten people entitled to 
these rights only between 4 to 8 out of ten 
people get their rights. 

The 2006 independent experts’ synthesis 
report on the implementation of the Social 
Inclusion strategy37 underlines that “in	some	
cases	the	complexity	of	the	systems	appears	to	
be	a	specific	problem	that	may	result	in	eligible	
claimants	 not	 receiving	 the	 benefits	 to	 which	
they	 are	 entitled	 because	 they	 are	 put	 off	 by	
the	complexity”. 

The assumptions behind non take-up have 
recently been challenged, notably because 
it concentrates only on individual psycho-
logical factors, whereas people are often 
prevented from accessing their rights by 
broader social and institutional obstacles. 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/60/30/30901173.pdf
https://perswww.kuleuven.be/~u0014508/hoofdpaginas/publistw.htm
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A study published in 200438 by I. Nicaise and 
S. Groenez uses the concept of “insufficient 
protection” to characterize the failure of 
the system to provide a universal minimum 
income. This study concludes that the “rate	of	
insufficient	 protection	 is	 astonishingly	 high: on	
a	yearly	basis,	between	2	and	13	percent	of	the	
population	has	at	some	point	lived	with	less	that	
the	 national	 (guaranteed)	 minimum	 income”. 
The study was based on data from 93 to 97 in 
13 ‘old’ EU countries. Although the data is not 
recent, the conclusions of the study are in line 
with what EAPN members regularly express. 
The study highlights the following reasons why 
minimum income schemes fail to function as 
an absolute floor: eligibility rules, adminis-
trative obstacles, miscalculation of amounts, 
sanctions and suspensions, over indebted-
ness... In some cases the schemes may “provide	
amounts	that	can	be	lower	than	those	prescribed	
in	the	law,	when	regulation	is	not	fully	applied,	or	
when	part	of	the	benefit	is	withheld	for	example	
for	the	reimbursement	of	debts”.

In recent years benefits have been instru-
mentalised in order to pressure people to ac-
cept jobs. Sanctions have been implement-
ed on benefits. An analysis drawn by the EU 
Mutual Information System on Social Protec-
tion Secretariat in 200839 has highlighted the 
negative impact of some of these Make 
Work Pay policies with regards to the “aim	

of	 these	 schemes	

36. Idem 28.

37. See: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=756&langId=en

which	 is	 to	 provide	 adequate	 level	 of	 income	
for	all”. As a French EAPN member said:”the	
right	 to	 Minimum	 Income	 should	 be	 uncondi-
tional,	since	it	is	the	minimum	for	survival.	You 
cannot sanction people living on €440 a 
month!” 36

For many Independent National Experts in 
their 2009 report, “it	is	clear	that	non	take-up,	
while	 insufficiently	 documented	 non	 take-up,	
is	a	major	problem	requiring	urgent	attention”, 
all the more so as that problem affects most 
countries.

Research in Belgium for the period 1993-
1997 showed that the proportion of indi-
viduals falling through the safety net (3.9%) 
was larger than the proportion of individuals 
rescued by the safety net (1.2%).

In Finland, based on data collected in 2005, 
it has been evaluated that only half of the 
eligible population actually take up social 
assistance.

The Austrian expert notes that “the rate of 
non-take-up appears to be substantial”. 

For the German experts “the estimated 
number of unreported cases amounts be-
tween 25 and 40 percent”.

In Portugal, the take-up rate of the SII scheme 
ranges from 70 to 75%. 

Extracts	from	the	2009	Independent		
National	Experts	synthesis	Report37

Experts also point out that the risks of non-
take-up are greater for some groups. For in-
stance, in Belgium they are greater for wom-
en, couples, individuals with an education 
level below the second stage of secondary 
and the 16–24 age range. In Austria, the risks 
of non-take-up can also vary significantly by 
region.
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38.  B. Nolan, with E. Marlier, A.B. Atkinson and B. Cantillon (2006) The	EU	and	Social	Inclusion:	Facing	the	Challenges. Bristol: Policy 
Press.

39.  Source of the data: the EU-SILC questionnaire is an annual, EU-wide, survey, as part of an EU-wide programme to obtain infor-
mation on the income and living conditions of different types of households.

The idea of implementing adequate mini-
mum incomes for all often raises a lot of 
scepticism. People may not believe that it 
is possible to calculate and agree on what 
is needed for a decent life, particularly at 
EU level, across different Member States. 

There is no agreed method at EU level to cal-
culate what level of income is needed to lead 
a life in dignity. Considering the incapacity 
of the current social protection system to 
address the persistence of poverty, research-
ers, activists, people experiencing poverty 
themselves and some public administration 
departments are exploring different meth-
ods for calculating adequacy, and the nec-
essary instruments at national and EU level. 
They try to define what a minimal decent 
level of living implies in real terms, looking at 
what are the basic needs in our society, and 
how much it costs.

Some thought-provoking approaches are 
presented below, highlighting their strengths 
and weaknesses. 

3.1. Material deprivation  
indicators: an EU statistical  
approach of inadequate lifestyle

The EU current set of indicators agreed as 
part of the Open Method of Coordination on 
Social Inclusion and Social Protection38	(the 

“Laeken” indicators) does not really allow an 
understanding or comparison of the con-
crete situation of people living in poverty. In 
2007 a group of social policy experts made a 
call for research, into: 

•	 “what	 can	 a	 family	 living	 on	 the	 60%	 poverty	
threshold	in	each	country	actually	consume?

•	 “what	 is	 in	 each	 country	 the	 relationship	 be-
tween	 the	 60%	 threshold	 and	 the	 minimum	
incomes	 provided,	 and	 to	 what	 extent	 people	
falling	below	the	poverty	line	are	in	fact	on	the	
guaranteed	minimum	income”39.	

In 2009, a first improvement has been intro-
duced in the set of indicators: two new indi-
cators have been agreed, in order to com-
plement the set of indicators used under the 
Social OMC, aiming at monitoring material 
deprivation. Although these indicators are 
not specifically designed to help calculate 
adequacy of minimum income levels, in real-
ity they will facilitate:

CALCULAtInG 
ADeQUACY 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=756&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=756&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=756&langId=en
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40.  Idem 39.

•	 A	 clearer	 understanding	 of	 what	 inadequate	
income	 implies	 concretely	 given	 the	 diversity	
of	living	conditions	across	the	various	Member	
States;

•	 A	 focus	on	the	most	vulnerable	among	people	
living	 below	 the	 poverty	 line.	 Indeed,	 among	
people	at	risk	of	poverty,	some	are	living	far	be-
low	this	 line:	 these	new	indicators	give	an	 indi-
cation	on	the	proportion	of	people	living	under	
extreme	deprivation.

An	assessment	of	what	is	considered	
as	necessary	for	a	normal	dignified	life

These new material deprivation indicators as-
sess access to basic goods and services con-
sidered essential for a normal dignified life. 

They are based on a list of 9 items40, which 
are socially recognized as necessities (see 
box below): 

List of items socially recognized as 
necessities:

The household can afford:

•	 to	pay	for	arrears	(mortgage	or	rent,	utility	bills	
or	hire	purchase	installments)

•	 one	week	holidays	away	from	home

•	 to	keep	home	adequately	warm

•	 a	meal	with	meat,	chicken	or	fish	every	second	day

•	 to	face	unexpected	expenses

The household can afford (if they wanted to)

•	 to	have	a	TV

•	 to	have	a	telephone

•	 to	have	a	car

•	 to	have	a	washing	machine

The choice of these items has been socially 
validated through an EU wide Eurobarom-
eter survey, which showed that almost all of 
these items were considered as absolutely 
necessary or necessary to have a decent 
standard of living by at least 50% of the 
population in the EU 27. People experienc-
ing poverty together with EAPN were also 
involved in testing these priorities.

The	two	new	indicators:

The first indicator adopted is the ‘propor-
tion of people lacking at least 3 items in 
the list’. In 2006, 3% of the population in 
Luxembourg lacked at least 3 of the listed 
items, whereas in Latvia 50% of the popula-
tion lacked at least 3 of these items.

The second indicator adopted is the ‘mean 
(i.e. average) number of items lacked by 
people deprived in the different coun-
tries’. It aims to answer the following ques-
tion: among the group of people lacking at 
least 3 items, how many items do people 
lack on average: 3, 4, or more? What is the 
extent to which they lack basic goods? How 
to assess the severity of their deprivation? 

For example, in Iceland, people lacking 
at least 3 items lack in average 3,36 items, 
whereas in Latvia, among the group of peo-
ple lacking at least 3 items, the mean number 
of items lacking is 4,12. That means that the 
deprivation of the most vulnerable is more 
severe in Latvia than in Iceland.

The template below displays the values in 
the EU of the deprivation rate and of the 
mean deprivation index. 
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Country % of people lacking  
at least 3 items

Mean number of items 
among the “deprived”

Luxembourg (LU) 3 3,49

Norway (NO) 5 3,71

Sweden(SE) 6 3,45

Netherlands (NL) 6 3,48

Iceland (IS) 8 3,36

Denmark(DK) 8 3,59

Finland (FI) 10 3,48

Austria (AT) 10 3,48

United-Kingdom(UK) 10 3,49

Spain (ES) 11 3,45

Ireland (IE) 11 3,66

France (FR) 13 3,57

Belgium (BE) 13 3,76

Germany (DE) 13 3,51

Italy (IT) 14 3,70

Slovenia (SI) 14 3,49

Czech Republic (CZ) 20 3,79

Portugal (PT) 20 3,74

Greece (GR) 23 3,81

Cyprus(CY) 31 3,50

Slovakia (SK) 36 3,77

Hungarian(HU) 38 3,96

Lithuania(LT) 41 4,09

Poland (PL) 44 4,06

Lavia(LV) 50 4,12

Deprivation	rate	and	mean	deprivation	indexes	(out	off	9)	among	people	lacking	at	least	3	items	in	
the	list,	2006.	Source:	Eurostat,	EU-SILC	2006. 
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Strengths	and	weaknesses	of	the	approach

The agreement on the indicators reflects an im-
portant consensus among institutions and Mem-
bers States at EU level on a set of goods consid-
ered necessary for a dignified life. 

These indicator complement the 60% median 
income line and thus maintains this important 
reference point. 

Strengths

Material deprivation indicators give a more accu-
rate picture of what poverty really means for peo-
ple living at or below the EU agreed poverty line.

The choice of indicators has been checked against 
the EU public opinion: implying an important 
step forward towards social standards at EU level.

Weaknesses

People experiencing poverty were not systemati-
cally involved in shaping the indicators, although 
they were involved in the testing. This may have 
led to distortions on priorities.

The 9 items were selected by a majority of EU 
population in a survey, but many people may not 
prioritize the same items.

The indicators do not illustrate fully the multidi-
mensionality of poverty: (in terms of access to 
decent housing, social life, culture, education, 
health…) , nor fully reflect the interplay between 
the factors. 

They do not reflect the harsh reality of poverty 
in some countries. “In	 Romania,	 people	 living	 in	
poverty	first	need	to	have	enough	money	to	survive	

and	to	 let	 the	children	go	to	school,	all	schools	be-
ing	 very	 expensive	 (more	 that	 €50/month/person).	
Most	 of	 poor	 people	 do	 not	 have	 a	 real	 home	 for	
living,	with	basic	sanitary	conditions” said an EAPN 
member.

The indicators may be used to focus on abso-
lute forms of poverty only, to the detriment of 
more ambitious anti-poverty policies aimed at a 
reducing relative poverty and promoting a fairer 
society.

In general, a more ambitious approach is needed 
to improve the capacity of the EU to understand 
and compare the concrete reality of people living 
in poverty. Notably, further investigation is need-
ed on the concrete purchasing power of people 
on minimum income schemes. 
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3.2. A minimum standard 
budget for a decent life  
in Britain

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation mini-
mum income standard project shows 
that it is possible to define what level of 
income allows for a decent life.

A study published on 1st July 2008 by the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation aimed at an-
swering the following question: what level 
of income do people think is needed to af-
ford a socially acceptable standard of living 
in Britain today, and to participate in society? 

This study devised a minimum income 
standard for Britain based on what mem-
bers of the public said, and showed the cost 
of covering basic goods and services for 
different household types. Full details and 
reports are available on project website: 
www.minimumincomestandard.org

The method followed combined two lead-
ing budget standard methodologies used 
previously: the ‘consensual methodology’ 
based on group discussions among mem-
bers of the public and the ‘expert-led meth-
odology’. The study considers the minimum 
standard of living as including more than 
just food, clothes and shelter, but what you 
need in order to have the opportunities and 
choices necessary to participate in society. 

Lists of what is required by different house-
holds were developed during 39 group dis-
cussions and workshops. This included: food, 
clothes, accommodation, utilities, fuel, house-
hold goods, personal goods and services, 
transport, social and cultural activities. Groups 
were informed by advice from experts (such 
as nutritionists, heating engineers….). Partici-
pants also focused on ‘needs’, not ‘wants’. 

As a result, the study gives a weekly budget 
for a variety of types of families, likely to 
allow a standard of living considered as 
acceptable by the “man and woman in the 
street”.

The project concludes that in Britain the 
state falls far short of guaranteeing peo-
ple enough income to reach what these 
groups thought was an acceptable level. 
According to this study, income support 
covers only 42 per cent of this accept-
able budget in the case of a single person 
in 2008. Families with children on Income 
support receive about two-third of this ac-
ceptable budget. Conversely, the income 
support for a couple of pensioners exceeds 
this budget by five per cent.

This research has been updated in July 2009. 
It shows that the cost of minimum household 
budget has risen by about 5 percent. “This	is	
well	above	the	inflation	rate,	because	someone	
living	on	a	minimum	income	spends	a	greater	
than	 average	 portion	 of	 their	 budget	 on	 food,	
domestic	fuel	and	public	transport,	whose	pric-
es	have	risen	by	7	to	12	percent”, they said.

Interestingly, explanatory research shows 
that, in time of recession, people still think 
that a minimum standard of living should al-
low people not only to survive but to play an 
active part in society.

http://www.minimumincomestandard.org
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Strengths	and	weaknesses	of	the	approach

Strengths

The approach effectively assesses the degree of 
adequacy of safety net benefits, demonstrating 
the possibility of achieving a consensus around 
necessary goods for a decent life. 

As the results are built on the opinion of ‘ordinary’ 
people, it is more likely to facilitate public consen-
sus for acceptable benefit levels.

The approach is notable for its comprehensiveness, 
as it applies to a multiplicity of situations. 

Participation is given priority. People experienc-
ing poverty are involved in the decisions on the 
indicators rather than only in the verification.

Weaknesses

The opinion of people from different income and 
target groups were taken into account when de-
fining what is acceptable ‘for all’. But there was no 
specific focus on the views and expertise of peo-
ple living in poverty, whereas their voice must be 
at the core of any discussion on adequacy. 

The approach is very intensive and complicated, 
involving a lot of time, staff and resources. This 
makes it difficult to transfer. However other coun-
tries could build on the work already done. 

The approach requires a demanding follow up 
to ensure that the weekly budgets proposed are 
kept up to date. It is also difficult to keep track 
of changes in living standards in the long term 
which may require a revision of the content of 
minimum budget.

This approach doesn’t maintain a link with the 
60% median line reference: this runs the risk of 
having a discussion focused on absolute mate-
rial poverty rather than on relative poverty and 
inequalities.

The involvement of mixed income groups en-
sures a fairer appraisal of the necessary standards 
for a decent life—for example the group of sin-
gle parents included poorer and better off single 
parents. Involving poor people only, runs the risk 
of establishing more minimal levels.

It has proven a useful tool for creating discussion, 
as well as for lobbying and policy making. 

The approach can be easily updated ie assessing 
the impact of the current crisis on the poorest. 
Because it is a participative research it also tells us 
about public opinion on minimum standards of 
living, highlighting that even in time of economic 
crisis, people in the UK do not seem to give up on 
the ambition to ensure a decent minimum living 
standard for all. 
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3.3. A consumption basket 
model building on the exper-
tise of people experiencing 
poverty 
An EU transnational project led by EAPN 
Ireland entitled ‘Setting minimum social 
standards across Europe’ brought togeth-
er a variety of public and NGOs perspectives 
during two years (2005-7) on the question 
of the role the EU could play in setting so-
cial standards that would strengthen the 
fight against poverty, and how this should 
be developed. The final report41 presents 
the elements of consensus reached among 
participants. It states that “agreeing	 a	 com-
mon	 approach	 to	 social	 standards	 at	
EU	 level	 is	 best	 seen	 as	 a	 process	 of	
dialogue	 involving	 the	 European	
Union,	 Member	 States,	 people	
experiencing	 poverty,	 social	
researchers	 and	 the	 general	
public	to	agree	a	set	of	goods	
and	 services	 needed	 in	 each	
Member	States	for	a	dignified	
life	 there,	 and	 complementary	
programmes	 and	 actions	 at	 all	
the	 appropriate	 levels,	 to	 ensure	
that	every	one	has	access	to	such	‘sets’”.	

The Belgian Anti-Poverty Network, after 
having been involved in this transnation-
al project, is now engaged in a research 
project at national level on a “good prac-
tice methodology for calculating adequa-
cy”, which is conducted by the University of 
Antwerp and the Catholic High school of the 
Kempen, that could be seen as the continua-
tion of the social standard project. 

A first phase was carried out in the Flemish 
Region. The Flemish Anti-Poverty regional 
network participated in the steering group 
of the research and several associations of 
people experiencing poverty where directly 
involved as a focus group.

Within this project, a scientific hypothesis 
about human needs for a dignified life has 
been tested against the experience of people 
experiencing poverty themselves. The project 
used an academic ‘basket of goods’ which 
was extremely comprehensive and precise in 
the listing of what is needed for a decent life, 
ranging from needs in food to participation in 
cultural activities, housing, safety… For each 
of these items, the project started by gather-
ing the scientific views of professional experts 
on the issue. Then the results were verified by 
points of views and experience in two focus 
groups, one of social workers active in the 
area and one of people experiencing poverty. 
The latter was given great importance in case 
the outcomes of the two focus groups were 

not the same. 

The needs were budgeted for 
different types of household 

and then discussed again by 
groups involving experts 
and people experienc-
ing poverty from several 
associations. 

The feed back of people in pov-
erty was used to highlight when 

this academic model did not match 
the reality of the life in poverty and suggest 
changes. For example: 

•	 Some	 people	 live	 too	 far	 away	 from	 the	 shops	
with	 the	 lowest	 prices,	 so	 they	 have	 to	 choose	
between	 buying	 goods	 at	 a	 higher	 price	 in	 a	
closer	shop	or	spending	money	to	get	to	a	shop	
offering	lower	prices.

•	 Some	people	do	not	possess	a	fridge	or	a	freez-
er.	This	means	that	they	have	to	manage	their	
shopping	from	one	day	to	the	next,	rather	than	
being	able	to	reduce	costs	by	bulk	buying;

•	 The	model	does	not	cover	the	specific	needs	and	
costs	related	to	sickness	and	ill	health,	whereas	
people	 experiencing	 poverty	 are	 more	 likely	
than	 other	 people	 to	 be	 besieged	 by	 health	
problems,	including	mental	health.

41. www.eapn.ie/standards

http://www.eapn.ie/standards
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In a second phase, meant to run till the end 
of 2009, the method is applied in the two 
other regions of the country, Wallonia and 
Brussels. The outcome expected would be 

a more general instrument applicable to 
the whole country. (In this broader phase of 
the research the cost of health will be better 
taken into account). 

Strengths

The first results show that the budget needed 
for a decent life is higher than the level of the na-
tional poverty line, and higher than the minimum 
income level. 

The results highlight the crucial role of participa-
tion from people experiencing poverty.

The budget aims at full participation in soci-
ety rather than minimum survival. It takes into 

account a person’s roles in society and expecta-
tions. For example, as a parent you are expected 
to look after your children and to give them a 
good education; as a worker you are expected to 
contribute to the production of goods or services, 
by keeping in touch with new developments in 
your sector, as well as performing your job tasks; 
as a member of your local community you are 
supposed to stay informed of what is happening 
around you, etc... 

Strengths	and	weaknesses	of	the	approach

Weaknesses

The scientific budget model refers to a fictitious 
‘ideal’ person who is assumed to be healthy, with-
out specific needs involving separate costs (i.e. 
disabilities), well-informed and operating ration-
ally when buying what he/she needs. The reality 
for people in poverty is very different. 

The project is limited to a confrontation between 
academic expertises, views of workers and pov-
erty experience, without involving the views of 

“ordinary” people: the budget model is therefore 
not tested against mainstream standards of liv-
ing, which should be also a central reference 
for the definition of a dignified life. (For exam-
ple the scientific budget model used involves a 
quantity of meat sufficient from a health point 

of view, but lower than middle class standards of 
consumption).

The research does not take into account the situ-
ation of migrants in the country. Some results 
with migrants have shown a lot of similarities 
with Flemish people experiencing poverty, but 
also some important additional problems. These 
are not integrated in the final results of the first 
phase. Neither are they taken into consideration 
in the second phase (in Wallonia and Brussels).

This approach does not maintain a link with the 
60% median line reference: this runs the risk of hav-
ing a discussion focused on absolute material pov-
erty rather than on relative poverty and inequalities.
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3.4. Using a reference budget 
as a benchmark for policy 
making: the Swedish example

Reference budgets are expenditure pat-
terns for different types of households. Such 
budgets have been developed across Eu-
rope and are used for a variety of aims. There 
is a European project supported by the Eu-
ropean Commission under the Progress 
Programme which is coordinated by some 
members of the European Consumer Debt 
Network. It is currently promoting the con-
struction of such budgets in countries where 
they have not been used so far and is in-
creasing exchange between groups in coun-
tries who had been using such budgets for 
many years.42

Material produced within this project brings 
together interesting examples from a variety 
of countries. In Sweden, the reference budget 
is more than a Minimum Budget. It has been 
developed since 1976. It makes it possible to 
satisfy a little bit more than the basic needs, 
for example it enables people to take part 
in social life including leisure activities. The 
amounts and the way it is calculated are pub-
lic. This reference budget or similar reference 
budgets are used in many ways:

•	 budget	advice	and	debt	relief

•	 credit	review	when	banks	are	to	grant	loans

•	 debt	collection

•	 public	research	related	to	household	budget

•	 analysis	of	the	situation	of	different	household	
groups

•	 education

•	 awareness	raising.

Currently it is also used as a reference for the 
social welfare allowance. 

For example, for a family composed of two 
adults, one boy of 10 years’ old, and one girl 
of 4 years’ old, the daily expenses according 
to the Swedish Reference budget includes the 
following budget items: food, clothing and 
footwear, hygiene, recreation/leisure, con-
sumables, newspaper, radio, TV, telephone, 
for a total amount of €825 per month. The 
welfare allowance would top up the dispos-
able income of this family to this amount of 
the reference budget, plus real expenditures 
such as housing, electricity supply, journeys 
to and from work, household insurance, child-
care, and membership of trades union and an 
unemployment insurance fund, if considered 
as reasonable. 

42. See www.ecdn.eu

http://www.ecdn.eu/index.php
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Strengths	and	weaknesses	of	the	approach

Strengths

The reference budget is an objective and effec-
tive tool for calculating welfare allowances.

The fact that this reference budget is concretely 
used as a public reference for social welfare gives 
legitimacy to this tool, and is a step towards the 
recognition to the right to a decent life. 

This reference budget is used in many ways; that 
gives a visibility to this tool likely to contribute to 
better understanding of the realities of poverty. 
High level of transparency, builds acceptability 
and ownership.

Weaknesses

This reference budget does not cover the full 
range of the daily expenses of a family, notably 
housing and energy. These expenses may be 
supported, but they are dealt with separately. In 
practice, the municipalities can set local guide-
lines on these items, for example: a limit to the 
amount of housing costs covered. This reference 
budget has become both a minimum and a maxi-
mum. Some municipalities were more generous 
before it was established. Moreover, the different 

expenses are not adequately updated i.e. in re-
lation to rising costs of health, energy, housing, 
and energy. This method did not involve the par-
ticipation of people experiencing poverty. This 
reference budget is also disconnected from the 
60%median income line reference. Its level is not 
generous enough to ensure full participation in 
today’s society. The situation of vulnerable peo-
ple is made even more difficult by the current 
pressure to reduce social expenditures.
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WAYs FoRWARD  
In PoLICY MAKInG:  
tHe eXAMPLe oF  
tHe PensIon PILLAR

Adequacy is a central concept in the EU 
policy debate concerning pensions.

At the EU level, within the Open Method of 
Coordination (OMC) for Social Protection 
and Social Inclusion, a Strategy on Pensions 
is implemented in parallel to the Strategy for 
Social Inclusion and the Strategy for Health 
and Long Term Care. 

The EU Strategy on Pension is organized 
around the objectives of the adequacy of 
pension provisions and the financial sus-
tainability of pension systems. The strategy 
aims notably at addressing the threats on the 
future of pensions posed by demographic 
evolution, and the persistent high risk of pov-
erty among older people in many Member 
States. (See for more information the dedi-
cated European Commission web page43).

Whereas the sustainability aspect tends to 
be often dominant in the ongoing national 
pension reforms, organisations representing 
the interests of the elderly insist on the fact 
that adequacy of income in old age must re-
main the fundamental goal of any pension 
model. (Detailed information on this debate 
can be found on the website of AGE, the Eu-
ropean Older People’s Platform45). Moreover, 
in the context of the crisis, older people’s 

organizations take the opportunity to recall 
the role of the state in ensuring adequate 
pensions for all, where individual contribu-
tions are supplemented by an efficient soli-
darity component. 

In this respect, AGE Platform in its 2009 State-
ment on Pension Ensuring	adequate	pensions	
for	 all	 in	 the	 EU	 —	 a	 shared	 responsibility	 for	
society49 reiterates with new urgency their 
call for: 

•	 A	balanced	and	diversified	pension	architecture	
with	 adequate	 and	 reliable	 statutory	 schemes	
(the	so-called	first	pillar);	

•	 Strengthened	 security	 for	 individual	 entitle-
ments	in	funded	pension	schemes;	

•	 Measures	 to	 facilitate	 the	 retention	 of	 older	
workers	 in	 their	 jobs	 and	 access	 to	 quality	 em-
ployment	for	those	seeking	work;	

43. http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=752&langId=en

44. www.age-platform.org

45.  Available at: http://www.age-platform.eu/en/age-policy-
work/social-protection/age-position-statements
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•	 Specific	 attention	 to	 be	 paid	 to	 address	 the	 ex-
isting	 gender	 inequalities	 in	 old-age	 income	
and	avoid	creating	new	sources	of	 inequalities	
for	future	cohorts;

•	 Support	 to	 individuals	 with	 shorter	 or	 atypical	
employment	 careers	 to	 help	 them	 build	 suffi-
cient	pension	rights.

By doing so, AGE Platform insists on the need 
to ensure that any further pension reforms – 
when introducing a closer link between con-
tributions and benefits – will be achieved in 
an appropriate and socially fair manner.

Putting forward the above demands regard-
ing adequacy is particularly crucial in an EU 
where people aged 65 and over often have 
the highest at-risk-of-poverty rate among all 
age population groups.46 According to AGE 
Platform, this implies specific recommenda-
tions in terms of policy response with regard 
to the most vulnerable older people groups, 
such as older women, single person, migrants 
or disabled people:

•	 Member	 States	 should	 guarantee	 a	 minimum	
income	 for	 older	 people	 equivalent	 to	 at	 least	
the	 poverty	 threshold	 of	 60	 percent	 of	 nation-
al	 median	 equivalised	 household	 income,	 as	
a	 way	 to	 promote	 their	 social	 inclusion	 and	
autonomy.

•	 Refer	to	the	Article	1	of	the	European	Charter	of	
Fundamental	 Rights	 on	 human	 dignity	 when	
developing	pension	schemes	i.e.	the	right	to	ad-
equate	minimum	income	should	be	recognised	
as	 fundamental	 and	 necessary	 for	 everyone’s	
dignity	and	independence.

•	 Contribute	 on	 behalf	 of	 those	 who	 are	 unem-
ployed,	 sick	 or	 caring	 for	 children	 and	 older	
dependants	 when	 private	 funded	 schemes	 are	
encouraged	or	imposed.

•	 Develop	comprehensive	safety	net	mechanisms	
allowing	older	people	to	live	in	dignity.	

•	 Ensure	 adequate	 indexation	 to	 allow	 pension-
ers	 to	 keep	 up	 with	 society’s	 progress	 and	 not	
fall	 gradually	 into	 a	 poverty	 trap.	 Modality	 of	
indexation	 is	 to	 be	 decided	 by	 the	 relevant	 na-
tional	 stakeholders	 according	 to	 the	 ongoing	
economic	context.	

The example of the Open Method of Coor-
dination on pensions is telling: putting ad-
equacy at the core of policy making is pos-
sible and operational; it brings together 
the promotion of a rights based approach 
and the response to specific needs.

46.  See social inclusion indicators on Eurostat website:  
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/
portal/employment_and_social_policy_indica-
tors/omc_social_inclusion_and_social_protection/
social_inclusion_strand 
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ADeQUACY oF MInIMUM 
InCoMe ADDResseD In 
PoLICY MAKInG toDAY

nAtIonAL eXAMPLes  
oF ReFoRM

In the current period, often in the context 
of active inclusion policies, a number of EU 
Member States have undergone or started 
discussing a reform of existing Minimum In-
come schemes. Did they take on board the 
adequacy challenges in this process? How 
did this happen and who said how much is 
adequate, and why?

Four of these national reforms processes are 
presented below (France, Austria, Finland 
and Belgium). These analyses have been di-
rectly provided by EAPN national networks. 

EAPN observes that current reforms con-
cerning minimum income schemes are 
first dominated by the objective of press-
ing people into employment. The objec-
tive of allowing people to live in dignity is 
rarely mentioned. However, in some cases, 
the issue of adequacy may have been raised 
at the margins of the debate, opening win-
dows of opportunities for some progress on 
the issue. 

5.1 The creation of the  
‘revenu de Solidarité active’ 
(‘rSa’)47 in France: 

Implementing the active  
inclusion strategy

Background:	failure	of	previous	
minimum	income	schemes	to	get	
people	into	jobs

RMI (combined income support/jobseeker’s 
allowance) has been provided in France for 
20 years (1988). It has met its first objective 
which was to provide everyone above 25 
with the basic income to survive. But it has 
only partially achieved its other purpose – 
helping people integrate into society and 
employment. 

The Government therefore decided to 
change it in order to “activate passive ex-
penditure”, i.e. to create a stronger tie be-
tween benefit and employment.

47. Active-Solidarity	Income. N
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The	policy	tool	–	current	status		
and	process:	creation	of	the	‘rSa’		
(‘revenu	de	Solidarité	active’)

The rSa is a new minimum income scheme 
that is replacing the former scheme (entitled 
RMI, for ‘Minimum Income for Insertion’).

The legislation was passed after a trial run in 
different Départements in December 2008, 
and implemented from 1 June 2009.

More recently (October 2009), the rSa has 
been made accessible for young people un-
der 25, provided that they have worked at 
least two years during the past three years. 
Previously, the rSa was not accessible to peo-
ple under 25. 

People experiencing poverty took part in 
the groundwork for creating the rSa as part 
of a comprehensive governance mechanism 
involving key stakeholders.

Key	elements:	what’s	new?

The rSa strengthens incentive-to-work pro-
vision: the in-work poor will be able to par-
tially add their benefits to their wages.

Minimum income level is not upgraded.

How	is	adequacy	addressed?	

The reform aims at addressing the issue of 
working poverty, and to encourage mini-
mum income claimants back into employ-
ment. Adequacy is not seen in terms of 
what is needed to live a decent life, but in 
terms of what is seen as a “fair” reward for 
people participating in the labour force. 

Strengths	and	weaknesses		
of	the	reform

rSa represents undeniable progress for 
those in the working-poverty trap, who will 
have slightly more money coming in.

But NGOs had called for a 25% increase 
in RMI over 5 years to keep pace with the 
increase in the incomes of people with 
disabilities and the elderly, and for the 
amount to be linked to the cost of living 
index. That was not agreed, which is re-
grettable given that the purchasing power 
of RMI has declined significantly compared 
to the minimum wage. 

NGOs’ big complaint about rSa is that it has 
not improved the plight of those in great-
est difficulties and most out of touch with 
employment. Nothing new has been done 
for these groups, and they will get less help 
than those in work.

EAPN France also regrets the conditionality 
element of the rSa: claimants can be penal-
ized for failing to abide by their integra-
tion contract or refusing two job offers that 
match their profile

For more information, contact: 
Bruno Groues, UNIOPSS, EAPN France  
bgroues@uniopss.asso.fr

mailto:bgroues@uniopss.asso.fr
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5.2 Austria: A new law  
on means-tested minimum 
income

The	weaknesses	of	current		
decentralised	system

Social welfare benefits such as social assist-
ance, disability benefits, costs for retirement 
and care homes are non-contributory, “last-
resort” elements of the Austrian social se-
curity system. Financed by general taxation, 
they are meant to provide a survival mini-
mum in cases of need or emergency.

The most important social assistance 
(Sozialhilfe) is defined, implemented and 
administered by the Federal Provinces 
(Bundesländer).

According to the Austrian Constitution each 
province has its own Social Assistance Act 
(Sozialhilfegesetz), but there are some com-
mon basic principles: social assistance is 
granted in individual situations of need if a 
person’s own resources and payments from 
third parties are no longer sufficient to allow 
for a decent way of life. Eligibility depends 
on household resources; other relatives 
have a duty to provide financial support. All 
resources are considered in the means and 
income test (apart from family benefits). If 
circumstances allow, the benefit must be re-
paid after the recipient has stopped receiv-
ing social assistance (though not all provinc-
es enforce this regulation).

Minimum standards are missing for most 
of the social benefits and as well for social 
assistance. As a result, more than half of the 
unemployment benefits and more than 80% 
of social assistance benefits are below the 
‘Ausgleichszulagenrichtsatz’ (an assistance 
which is paid to supplement low pensions in 
order to raise them to a certain level). 

Claiming social assistance is highly stigma-
tized and there is a severe lack of informa-
tion with regard to the eligibility criteria. So-
cial researchers estimate that there is a non-
take-up rate of 50%.

Moreover, a survey carried out by the Aus-
trian EAPN, showed that there were severe 
deficits in the distribution of social assist-
ance. 17% of the questioned NGOs have had 
the experience that the social assistance of-
fices dismiss claims for social assistance, 47% 
report that the access to social assistance 
has only been agreed after the intervention 
of an NGO, very often the amount paid is be-
low the standard defined in the Social Assist-
ance Act.

A	new	national	means-tested		
income	system

The core objectives of the new model of a 
means-tested minimum income system (‘Be-
darfsorientierte	 Mindestsicherung’) are the 
implementation of minimum standards 
and better access to social transfers, in-
cluding improving the take up rate. It does 
not question the central principles of the 
Austria social system (e.g., its emphasis on 
access to the labour market and the house-
hold principle).

The process of introducing an Austrian wide 
means-tested minimum income system 
started a few years ago, with negotiations 
regarding which level of income is adequate 
and what a minimum income system should 
include. 

The former government has organized con-
ferences to discuss their conception of a 
means tested minimum income. The new 
government has adapted the original plan 
and reduced the scope without any public 
discussion. 
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EAPN Austria was not directly involved in 
the shaping of the reform, but took the 
shaping of this law as a window of op-
portunity to campaign for the Minimum 
Income they want in the framework of 
the EAPN campaign. They provided regular 
input and assessment in relation on the re-
form – press releases, public discussions, and 
inputs in various public events 

At the moment the minimum income sys-
tem in Austria is in the process of negotia-
tion between federal and national govern-
ments. The agreed date for implementation 
is September 2010. 

What’s	new?	

•	 The	 creation	 of	 a	 national	 minimum	 in-
come	 scheme,	 synchronizing	 existing	 federal	
schemes;

•	 Standardized	regulations	for	minimum	income	
in	 Austria	 (requirements,	 recuperation	 regula-
tion,	one	common	minimum	income	level,	pro-
cedural	law);

•	 Inclusion	of	all	recipients	in	health	insurance;	

•	 Reduction	of	the	minimum	income	up	to	50%	if	
a	person	is	considered	as	not	“willing”	to	work.

How	is	adequacy	addressed?	

According to the current draft, the minimum 
income scheme should cover housing and 
living costs. Furthermore it should be suf-
ficient to cover costs for medical treatment 
when necessary and to enable social and 
cultural inclusion. A single person would 
be entitled to € 744 (12 times a year) which 
is about € 200 below the poverty line (€ 951 
per month in 2008). 

Adequacy was not the initial aim of the re-
form, but EAPN Austria has always claimed 
adequacy as a topic in public discussion.

Strengths	and	weaknesses

The reform includes health insurance for all 
recipients.

It limits the obligation to pay back benefits 
when accessing work. 

It aims at the harmonization of the different 
federal schemes.

But some aspects still do not give satisfaction:

•	 It	does	not	include	a	sufficient	amount	to	cover	
rent	and	energy	costs;	

•	 It	does	not	cover	costs	linked	to	special	needs;

•	 The	 level	 of	 minimum	 income	 will	 still	 be	 well	
below	the	poverty	level;

•	 It	will	still	be	paid	to	households	rather	than	to	
individuals;	

•	 It	will	still	include	punitive	conditionally	in	terms	
of	availability	for	work.

For more information, contact: 
verena.fabris@volkshilfe.at. 
EAPN Austria: www.armutskonferenz.at

5.3 Finland: Reform of pen-
sions and benefits in 2011

Background	

The current social protection system consists 
of a large number of different social security 
benefits created and amended over decades. 
It is not considered as fair, comprehensive or 
providing sufficient incentives in the context 
of ageing population and globalization.

In its Government Programme (19 April 2007) 
the current Cabinet of Finland plans to reform 
gradually the whole social protection system. 

mailto:verena.fabris@volkshilfe.at
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More information on: www.stm.fi/en/
strategies_and_programmes/sata

The	policy	tool	and	the	process	

The aims of the reform are to make accept-
ing job offers more attractive, to reduce pov-
erty and to ensure an adequate minimum in-
come in all life situations. A further aim is to 
make the entire system of social protection 
simpler and clearer.

The reform is being prepared by the SATA 
committee consisting of representatives 
of the relevant administrative sectors, and 
of the labour market organisations and the 
third sector. 

The Committee submitted its proposal for 
the basic principles of the overall reform in 
January 2009. 

What’s	new?	

The proposals of the Committee cover the 
whole sphere of the national social security 
system. However, two recommendations 
have already been adopted by the Govern-
ment, both concerning the adequacy of 
minimum income: 

•	 Introduction	 of	 the	 guarantee pension	 in	 or-
der	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 smallest	 pensions	 reach	
a	 reasonable	 level	 (€685	 per	 month	 in	 current	
money),	to	be	implemented	as	from	March	2011	

•	 Basic	 social	 security	 benefits	 (minimum	 allow-
ance,	 child	 benefit,	 home	 care	 subsidy,	 private	
day	 care	 subsidy)	 will	 be	 linked to the con-
sumer price index.	The	first	index	increase	will	
be	effective	from	1	March	2011

See: www.stm.fi/en/income_security 

How	is	adequacy	addressed?	

Adequacy of the minimum income was one 
of the initial aims of the reform. It stems 
from the Constitution, which stipulates 
that everybody has the right to essential 
subsistence and care, and the right to basic 
income security in the event of unemploy-
ment, illness or disability and during old age 
as well as at the birth of a child or the loss of 
a family provider. 

The concept of adequacy is not yet defined. 
According to the Committee, a comparison 
with the general level of income and stand-
ard of living can be used as a point of refer-
ence but, ultimately, what is considered as 
an adequate standard of living is always a 
value-based judgement and thus subject to 
political decision-making. 

The Committee is proposing a rule whereby 
the Government would be required to as-
sess the adequacy of the basic security 
benefits every four years, based on the de-
velopment of general income levels, taking 
into account both the sustainability of the 
public economy, social sustainability and 
other requirements linked to the average 
development of the society. 

Strengths	and	weaknesses

The above mentioned recommendations are 
good and important, but insufficient. Rais-
ing the level of the basic security benefits is 
essential to solve the plight of those who are 
in the most difficult situations. Unless this is 
done, relative poverty and social exclusion 
can only be expected to increase.

For more information, contact: 
kirsi.vaatamoinen@stkl.fi

EAPN Finland c/o The Finnish Federation for 
Social Welfare and Health, www.eapn-fin.org 

http://www.stm.fi/en/strategies_and_programmes/sata 
http://www.stm.fi/en/strategies_and_programmes/sata 
http://www.stm.fi/en/income_security 
mailto:kirsi.vaatamoinen@stkl.fi
http://www.eapn-fin.org/
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5.4 Belgium: A general  
planification tool against 
poverty 

Background

The Belgian Constitution states that “every-
body has the right to live in dignity” (Article 23). 

In 2006, 14.7% (equivalent to 1 470 000 per-
sons) of the Belgian population was living 
under the poverty line.

The current amount of the Minimum In-
comes Schemes (€726 per month for a sin-
gle person), entitled the ‘Social Integration 
Income’ is below the poverty line (€878 per 
month for a single person in 2009). 

A Public Service devoted to the Fight against 
poverty, precarity and social exclusion was 
created in 1999. 

The	Federal	Anti-Poverty	Plan

An Anti-Poverty Plan was adopted at nation-
al level in July 2008 for the years 2009, 2010 
and 2011, through of a participative proc-
ess: all Ministries (of all 6 governments in 
Belgium) and all actors of civil society were 
consulted. The Belgian Anti-Poverty Network 
was actively involved and still as a privileged 
advisory status.

What’s	New?	

A series of measures aiming at fighting pov-
erty, clustered under 6 main objectives: 

•	 An	income	allowing	people	to	plan	their	future;

•	 Guarantee	of	the	right	to	health;

•	 Employment	 as	 a	 source	 of	 social	 integration	
and	well-being;

•	 Access	to	housing;

•	 Guaranteed	access	to	energy;

•	 Access	for	all	to	public	services.

How	is	adequacy	addressed?	

Without the word ‘adequacy’ itself being used, 
the issue of adequacy is dealt with under dif-
ferent objectives of the plan. A first range of 
measures aims directly at increasing the level 
of incomes: the first objective (‘an income al-
lowing people to make plans for their future’) 
includes increasing purchasing power through 
an increase of the social benefits, an increase 
in minimal pensions, and family benefits.

A second range of measures aims at ‘guaran-
teed access for all to energy’. It includes the 
development of a ‘social tariff’ for energy.

A last range of measures aims at ensuring ‘ac-
cess for all to public services’. It encompasses 
measures concerning social tariff for phones, 
fight against digital divide, and reduced in-
ternet access tariff.

The plan to raise social benefits (including 
the social	 integration	 income)	to the level of 
the poverty line has been integrated by the 
State Secretary during the preparation of 
this Federal Plan, but then not pursued by 
the government.

Strengths	and	weaknesses

The reform helped to build a consensus 
among a variety of actors including Secre-
tary of State on the need to raise social ben-
efits in order to respect human dignity. 

Progress on the issue has to be gained step 
by step; an important step has been build-
ing public consensus. 
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Progress on adequacy can be gained by rais-
ing the level of income itself and actions to 
raise effective standard of living for people 
in poverty.

But in the end the availability of public 
budget remains the ultimate criteria

For more information, contact: 
Ludo Horemans,  
ludo.horemans@antwerpen.be

EAPN Belgium, www.bapn.be

mailto:ludo.horemans@antwerpen.be
http://www.bapn.be
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More and more evidence is being gathered 
that establishes the urgent need to reform 
the current state of play regarding Minimum 
Income schemes in the EU. Both academics 
and people on the ground are saying that 
the current systems do not guarantee access 
for all to a dignified life. This failure is putting 
social cohesion at risk. 

An increasing number of actors are trying 
to address this issue. Small steps are being 
made. This trend is visible both through 
projects aimed at approaching concretely 
what adequacy means and policy debates 
around current Minimum Income schemes 
reforms. 

The EU dimension could play an important 
role as a catalyst for progress on this issue, 
provided that Member States agree to move 
forwards on the implementation of the com-
mitment that they made in 1992 in favour of 

“a	 fundamental	 right	 to	 sufficient	 and	 reliable	
resources”.

The recommendations made by the Report 
of EU networks offer an important way fro-
ward (see Annex 2).

The Adequacy of Minimum Income is at the 
core of EAPN’s concerns. A specific website 
(www.adequateincome.eu) has been devot-
ed to EAPN’s campaign for Adequate Mini-
mum Income schemes for all, where detailed 

information about developments on the 
issue as well as campaigning ac-

tions taken can be found.

ConCLUsIon

http://www.adequateincome.eu/templates/adequate_income/favicon.ico
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Annex 1: net income  
of social assistance  
recipients (2006)48

48. In Commission staff working document Monitoring progress towards the objectives (...) Social Inclusion, October 2008.
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As a % of the at-risk-of-poverty threshold for 3 jobless family types, 
incl. housing benefits.

Source: Joint EC-OECD project using OECD tax-bene�t models, and Eurostat.

Only countries where non-categorical social assistance bene�ts in place are considered.
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Adequacy

1.  In order to address the lack of clarity as to 
what constitutes an adequate minimum 
income to live life with dignity, it would be 
very helpful if the European Commission 
and Member States could agree on com-
mon criteria which would assist Member 
States in ensuring that their MISs meet 
the requirements of the 1992 EU Council 
Recommendation on common criteria 
concerning sufficient resources and social 
assistance in social protection systems and 
of the 2008 European Commission Rec-
ommendation on the active inclusion of 
people excluded from the labour market. 
These common criteria could then provide 
the basis for reporting on and monitoring 
Member States’ conformity with these Rec-
ommendations. In order to reinforce the 
importance of MISs within the Active In-
clusion agenda, consideration might then 
be given to adopting an EU Framework 
Directive on the adequacy of minimum 
income schemes which would incorporate 
the agreed common criteria.

2.  All Member States who have not already 
done so should urgently consider initiat-
ing a national debate to build a consensus 
on what level of minimum income is nec-
essary in their country to enable all people 

to live in a manner compatible with hu-
man dignity and to lift them out of pov-
erty and social exclusion. Such a debate 
could be informed by the common criteria 
proposed in our first suggestion.

3.  As an interim step to ensure the adequacy 
of all MISs, all Member States could con-
sider setting the goal that within a given 
timeframe (to be defined nationally) the 
combined effect of their minimum in-
come provisions and other policy meas-
ures would be sufficient to lift all persons 
above the at-risk-of-poverty line of the 
country where they live (i.e. 60% of the 
median national household equivalised 
income). This would be in line with the 
aforementioned European Parliament 
Resolution of 6 May 2009, in which EU 
deputies stated that “the implementation 
of Recommendation 92/441/EEC needs to 
be improved in relation to minimum in-
come and social transfers” and that “social 
assistance should provide an adequate 
minimum income for a dignified life, at 
least at a level which is above the “at risk 
of poverty” level and sufficient to lift peo-
ple out of poverty”. Progress towards this 
would need to be closely monitored and 
reported on by the Commission.

Annex 2: Main conclusions 
and suggestions from the 
2009 Report of eU network  
of Independent experts on  
Minimum Income49 

49. See : www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes

http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes


47

Uprating

4.  All countries which do not already have 
a transparent and effective mechanism 
for uprating the value of their MISs on 
an annual basis should consider putting 
one in place. This mechanism ought to 
ensure that MISs keep in line both with 
inflation and rises in standards of living. 
The Commission could usefully support 
the exchange of learning and good prac-
tices across EU countries on effective and 
timely uprating mechanisms.

Coverage

5.  Those Member States with very complex 
systems should consider simplifying these 
and developing more comprehensive 
systems.

6.  Those countries whose MISs exclude signif-
icant groups experiencing poverty such as 
homeless people, refugees, asylum seek-
ers, undocumented migrants and Roma 
should consider amending their schemes 
to better cover them.

Non-take-up

7.  All countries which do not already do so 
should consider putting in place arrange-
ments to monitor levels of non-take-up 
and the reasons for this; they should also 
consider introducing and monitoring the 
effectiveness of strategies to reduce non-
take-up. In this regard, at the central level, 
administrative records could be used to de-
tect households at risk of poverty, who may 
then be contacted proactively to check 
their potential entitlement to a minimum 
income benefit. In countries where admin-
istrations are weak, strategies could include 
initiatives to build capacity at the appropri-
ate level (national and/or sub-national) to 
deliver minimum income schemes in an ef-
ficient and transparent manner. In addition, 

it will be important to ensure consistency 
in the interpretation of eligibility criteria so 
as to avoid discrimination and racism in the 
delivery of MISs.

8.  In close cooperation with Member States, 
the Commission could usefully document 
and disseminate examples of successful 
strategies developed by Member States 
to increase take-up.

Disincentives

9.  In close cooperation with Member States, 
the Commission could also document and 
disseminate Member States’ good practic-
es that address at the same the dual chal-
lenge of ensuring that: a) MISs are efficient 
in removing disincentives to take up work 
and in ensuring that those in work have in-
comes that lift them above poverty; and b) 
the adequacy of MISs is guaranteed. This is 
essential to avoid some people being left 
outside the system.

Linking	the	3	pillars	of	“active	
inclusion”

10.  Member States lagging behind should 
consider putting in place a more system-
atic approach to targeting active labour 
market measures at recipients of MISs 
and to giving them a right to participate 
in activation measures and to develop-
ing more personalised and comprehen-
sive systems of support. The provision 
of quality supporting services should be 
considered at least as important as the 
use of financial incentives and sanctions.

11.  Those Member States who are not already 
doing so should consider giving specific 
attention to ensuring that recipients of 
MISs have access to quality services; they 
should also consider best ways of closely 
monitoring progress in this area.
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12.  In close cooperation with Member States, 
the Commission could usefully document 
good examples of Member States linking 
MISs to active labour market measures and 
access to quality services. As part of this, it 
would be helpful to document examples 
of good practices in ensuring a coordinat-
ed approach at local level through initia-
tives such as “one stop shops”. This is again 
an area where the exchange of learning 
and good practices ought to be promoted.

Monitoring	and	reporting

13.  In the context of the Social OMC and the 
2008 Recommendation on active inclu-
sion, the Social Protection Committee 
should consider establishing a transpar-
ent system for regularly monitoring and 
reporting on the role played by MISs in en-
suring that all citizens have the means and 
services necessary to live life with dignity.

14.  To assist Member States and the Com-
mission in their regular reporting, con-
sideration should be given to enhancing 
the role of the Mutual Information System 
on Social Protection (MISSOC) in system-
atically documenting the development of 
MISs and providing comparative tables on 
the characteristics of MISs across the EU.

15.  As part of monitoring the adequacy, cov-
erage, effective delivery and take-up of 
their MISs and social assistance services, 
Member States who have not already 
done so could usefully establish proce-
dures to involve the active participation 
of beneficiaries in the regular monitoring 
of these schemes.

Economic	and	financial	crisis

16.  In the light of the economic and finan-
cial crisis, the Commission and Member 
States should reflect on the best ways of 
ensuring that the key role being played 
by MISs, as both a means of protecting 
the most vulnerable and an important 
economic stabiliser during the crisis, is a 
key part of their monitoring and report-
ing on the crisis.



49

Annex 3: main documents and 
projects related to adequate 
minimum income

European Union’s Official 
Documents
National Experts synthesis report on Mini-
mum Income Schemes Across EU Member by	
Hugh Frazer and Eric Marlier, October 2009, 
as well as National Expert Reports are avail-
able on the Social Inclusion Peer Review 
website.

European Parliament (non-legislative) Reso-
lution on the active inclusion of people ex-
cluded from the labour market, May 2009:

w w w. e u r o p a r l . e u r o p a . e u /s i d e s /g e t-
D o c . d o?p u b R e f= -// EP// T E X T+TA+P 6 -
T A - 2 0 0 9 - 0 3 7 1 + 0 + D O C + X M L + V 0 / /
EN

Council conclusions on Common Active in-
clusion principles to combat poverty more 
effectively of 17 December 2008. 

www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_
Data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/104818.pdf

Commission staff working document. 
Monitoring	 progress	 towards	 the	 objectives	
of	the	European	Strategy	for	Social	Protection	
and	Social	Inclusion, October 2008

ht tp: //ec .europa.eu/employment _ so -
cial/spsi/docs/social_ inclusion/20 08/
omc_monitoring_en.pdf

‘Trends,	Recent	Developments,	Active	Inclusion	

and	Minimum	Resources’, Synthesis report of 
the independent review based on national re-
ports from independent experts, first semes-
ter 2006 www.peer-review-social-inclusion.
eu/network-of-independent-experts/2006/
first-semester-2006?set_language=en

92 Council Recommendation 92/441/
EEC “on	 Common	 criteria	 concerning	 suf-
ficient	 resources	 and	 social	 assistance	 in	
the	 social	 protection	 systems http://eur-
lex .europa.eu/LexUriSer v/LexUriSer v.
do?uri=CELEX:31992H0441:EN:HTML

Directorate General for Employment So-
cial Affairs and Equal Opportunities web 
page devoted to the Open Method of Co-
ordination: http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=753&langId=en

The data base of the mutual Information 
System on Social Protection (MISSOC) of-
fers a series of comparative tables on social 
protection systems in the EU. However the 
comparability of national minimum income 
schemes is limited in the reality given the lack 
of common definition. See: http://ec.europa.
eu/social/main.jsp?catId=815&langId=en

NGO’s campaign, networks, 
projects
EAPN’s campaign in favour of adequate 
minimum income schemes, with key back-
ground documents and EAPN website on 

http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes
http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/2009/minimum-income-schemes
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/104818.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/104818.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/lsa/104818.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/2008/omc_monitoring_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/2008/omc_monitoring_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/2008/omc_monitoring_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/2008/omc_monitoring_en.pdf
http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/first-semester-2006
http://www.peer-review-social-inclusion.eu/network-of-independent-experts/first-semester-2006
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/favicon.ico
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/favicon.ico
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=753&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=753&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=815&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=815&langId=en


50

Experience of the Vincentian partnership 
for justice in Ireland concerning standards 
budgets: www.budgeting.ie

Project of the Joseph Rowntree Founda-
tion showing the costs of covering basics 
goods and services for different household 
types: www.minimumincomestandard.org

Social standard transnational 
project:
www.eapn.ie/eapn/setting-minimum-so-
cial-standards-across-the-european-union

Belgian project:

www.menswaardiginkomen.be 

See also a power point presentation:  
http://onderzoek.khk.be/domein_Sociaa-
lEconomischBeleid/documents/PPTbudget-
standaardBereniceStorms.pdf

minimum income policy developments 

See: www.adequateincome.eu 
and www.eapn.eu

The Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN) is 
an international network that serves as a link 
between individuals and groups committed 
to or interested in basic income, and fosters 
informed discussion of the topic throughout 
the world. See: www.basicincome.org/bien/
aboutbasicincome.html

The European Consumer Debt Network is 
involved in a transnational project aiming 
at promoting the construction and use of 
standard budgets across the EU as an impor-
tant instrument to combat social exclusion: 
www.ecdn.eu

http://www.budgeting.ie/
http://www.minimumincomestandard.org
http://www.eapn.ie/eapn/setting-minimum-social-standards-across-the-european-union
http://www.eapn.ie/eapn/setting-minimum-social-standards-across-the-european-union
http://www.menswaardiginkomen.be/
http://onderzoek.khk.be/domein_SociaalEconomischBeleid/documents/PPTbudgetstandaardBereniceStorms.pdf
http://onderzoek.khk.be/domein_SociaalEconomischBeleid/documents/PPTbudgetstandaardBereniceStorms.pdf
http://onderzoek.khk.be/domein_SociaalEconomischBeleid/documents/PPTbudgetstandaardBereniceStorms.pdf
http://www.adequateincome.eu/
file:///Users/maciejszkopanski/Documents/EAPN/Adequacy%20explainer/www.eapn.eu
http://www.basicincome.org/bien/aboutbasicincome.html
http://www.basicincome.org/bien/aboutbasicincome.html
http://www.ecdn.eu/index.php
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This explainer has been drafted by Claire Champeix from 
EAPN’s Secretariat with support from the EAPN Social Inclu-
sion Working Group and Sian Jones from the EAPN’s Sec-
retariat. This document builds on published work by sev-
eral researchers in the field of poverty and social inclusion.  
The detailed references to their publications are to be found 
in the footnotes and in the bibliography. We also thank Eric 
Marlier and Hugh Frazer for their useful comments.
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