SOCIAL EXCLUSION - A GREEN VIEW FROM THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
By Jean Lambert, Green MEP for London

In the EU, you cannot put poverty in the official title of any Directive, Communication etc. because the word does not appear in the Treaties - presumably because poverty will not exist in the fully functioning EU. Some of us may remember the Conservative Government's response to the UN Conference on Poverty in Copenhagen, when the British Government declined to draw up an official report as poverty was not an issue for the UK. Social exclusion, however, does officially exist as it is in the Treaties.

It is only since the Portuguese Presidency of 2000, that the social dimension of the EU project has been given such prominence, basically since the Lisbon Summit and the associated Lisbon process. This has sought to do two things - firstly, to integrate the economic and social dimensions and secondly to develop what is called an "open co-ordination"  between member states on social inclusion: this being one of four key social areas the Union will work on over the next few years ( the others are: pensions, health and making work pay).

Member states have been developing the first National Action Plans to combat social exclusion and these should have been ready in June this year. They will develop guidelines to provide a common framework but can develop their own methods to deal with the problems. The idea is that by exchanging best practice, the overall standard will rise. Twenty seven indicators have been proposed to help assess the scale of the problem.

It sounds good, but there are some basic difficulties. There is no agreed definition of what social exclusion is - it was found to be too difficult to come to a consensus on a brief definition. The indicators are problematic because different countries measure different things and in differing ways. Even the UK has different definitions of part-time employment, depending as to whether you are applying for benefit or being assessed for tax.

Of course, social exclusion is a complex issue anyway and can be experienced in many ways. Some of the assessment will be based on personal experience and is qualitative rather than quantative. We know that poverty is an important factor in affecting standards of health and education, which are then important in terms of employment prospects and democratic participation. Race and ethnicity are also important in whether or not people can play a full part in society and that also has some links to poverty. Gender, age, sexuality, even religion are also factors. These are all areas now to be covered by certain EU Directives, known as the "Article-13 " Directives, as this is the Article in the Amsterdam Treaty which deals with anti-discrimination.  

Much of this concern is laudable, so why am I uneasy? Because the impetus for much of this new-found concern seems to be linked to worries about demographics and the EU's declining work-force and growing number of pensioners: hence, the desire to get everyone in to work who can work and cut social security spending, while aiming to meet the so-called "sustainable" growth target of 3% per annum. It is perceived economic need driving social change: our economy needs workers so we have to find them.

We are not seeing any real re-examination of the EU's economic policies in this claimed integration, so don't hold your breath for the addition of the environment so we could look to real sustainability. Few Governments are really asking if our current economic system and goals actually lead to social exclusion, which I believe they do and not just in the EU but in the accession and developing countries too. 

I make a point of asking Commissioners and Ministers how they are going to assess the content and quality of the 3% growth they are seeking; how the benefits will be distributed and what it will do to improve the quality of people's lives. I have not yet had a satisfactory answer.

Until we get to grips with how our economy can deliver at the local level for people and planet, we are going to see a lot more Social Exclusion Action Plans. We need to develop the tottering steps towards sustainability we have seen recently, for example in the Prodi proposals for Gothenburg, in order to tackle the problems we face.
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