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Child Poverty and Social Inclusion in Europe and Central Asia
Issue Brief
Introduction
Even while gaining visibility, child poverty and social exclusion remain low on political agendas across Europe and Central Asia.  In many countries, children are the population facing the highest likelihood of poverty and continue to miss out on economic growth and opportunities for participation in society.  Indeed, reducing child poverty and tackling social exclusion among children remain major challenges across the region.  In more than two-thirds of European Union Member States, children experience levels of income poverty higher than those for adults.  In 2003, child poverty rates of over 24% were registered in Italy, Portugal, and the United Kingdom.  Across CEE/CIS countries, attention on economic transition and increasing living standards often overlooks and leaves behind children in particular, and regional trends show a growing share of children growing up poor.  Despite increasing awareness of child poverty and exclusion, the tools needed to make progress have advanced relatively little.

In the European Union, there has been a new focus on setting targets for addressing child poverty as part of the Lisbon Social Inclusion Process.  Relatively few countries, however, have matched this with a similar level of political commitment.  Furthermore, child poverty targets and broader regional developments have brought attention to the need for better instruments to monitor children’s well-being – to understand the trends and dynamics of child poverty and social inclusion over time, and to adjust policy measures accordingly.  Moreover, by ratifying the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), all countries in the region undertook the obligation to implement the whole of the Convention – including various economic and social rights, such as Article 27 on children’s right to an adequate standard of living – and to continuously monitor the extent to which children effectively enjoy their rights.
In this context, this issue brief introduces innovative approaches to developing rights-based and child-specific indicators on poverty and social inclusion, and to measuring child well-being over time in multi-dimensional terms.  Such data-based monitoring efforts are examined in light of national and regional policy developments, including related possibilities for regional collaboration on the development of child-specific indicators.
Understanding and Measuring Child Poverty and Social Inclusion
There are still no widely accepted definitions of poverty and social exclusion.  Definitions of poverty range from a lack of income or material resources to wider perspectives that acknowledge the complexity of life situations and personal well-being.  While the conceptualization of poverty should acknowledge the multi-dimensionality of deprived life situations, definitions need to differentiate between “poor” and “non-poor.”

Poverty among children needs to be analyzed at the household level – in terms of family income, housing, nutrition, and other indicators of absolute and relative deprivation.  It also needs to be analyzed at the level of individual children.  It is crucial to know what resources actually reach children, as their economic situation can differ considerably from that of other household members.  While many parents try to protect their children from the impact of income poverty, others may prioritize one child or family member over another.  Tax and benefits also affect families with children differently.

Social exclusion has often been equated with a multi-dimensional approach to poverty.  This is not entirely correct.  The concept actually stands for a change in perspective, focusing on the interaction between an individual and societal processes that result in exclusion or inclusion.  The important question then becomes the conditions of participation for that individual in society.  

The concept of social exclusion is increasingly being adopted in policy fora in Western European countries, helping to understand the processes of alienation and experiences of insecurity and vulnerability among young people.  Social exclusion has also been found useful as a concept in addressing issues of discrimination experienced by groups on grounds of ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation.  It is less familiar in CEE/CIS countries.  The deep economic and social transition experienced in these countries marks a transition in the conditions of participation, with new opportunities, risks, and demands falling on children and young people.  The region has also seen a sharp rise in exclusion, for example, of Roma; of children excluded from access to education or health on grounds of disability, or lack of income; and of marginalized young people turning to legal or illegal use of drugs, and finding themselves infected with HIV/AIDS.          
Against this background, poverty and social exclusion have to be seen as complementary, interacting concepts that depict different dimensions of life situations.  It is possible for a child to be poor but socially included, as it is for her to be excluded without being poor.   

This is particularly important in regard to children since their role is ambiguous: they are dependent on their families and the resources allocated to them, while at the same time they are independent members of society with rights and entitlements as individuals. 

Taking into account this complexity opens the possibility of considering a wider range of processes through which poverty and exclusion affect children, and helps to understand what measures could be effective to support children and their families.  

Both concepts are central children’s rights concerns, beginning with their intrinsic link to children’s right to an adequate standard of living.  Social inclusion is intertwined with children’s right to participate and be heard in all matters affecting them (Article 12), and both poverty and inclusion bear directly upon States parties’ obligations to ensure children’s development to the maximum extent possible (Article 6) – key aspects to two of the CRC’s general principles.  Indeed, levels of poverty and social inclusion may directly limit or facilitate children’s development and their access to other fundamental rights.  For example, child poverty as compared to economic sufficiency is correlated with worse outcomes for children in health, cognitive development, educational attainment, psycho-social well-being, and employment and income over time.  When periods of poverty are longer, more frequent, or more severe, or when children facing them are younger, outcomes are even worse.  As such, governments bear the responsibility to address both poverty and inclusion, acting to resolve structural conditions that impede children’s rights implementation and to foster conditions for their full realization.  Likewise, systematic measurement of child poverty and social inclusion is an imperative component of State obligations to implement children’s rights and monitor their progressive realization.

Human Rights Approach on Child Poverty and Social Inclusion
A human rights approach on poverty and inclusion explicitly founds its policies and institutions, first and foremost, upon the norms and values of international human rights law.
  This framework recognizes individuals as active rights-holders and sees States undertake binding legal obligations – in their ratification of human rights treaties such as the CRC – to realize and guarantee all rights contained in respective treaties.  People as active rights-holders, including children, thus take a central role in poverty reduction and social inclusion efforts, reflecting the widely recognized experience that effective poverty reduction is not possible without empowerment of the poor.

Drawing from this foundation, a human rights approach holds that all efforts on poverty and inclusion should be based on principles including inter alia the following:

· Empowering the poor, including children

· Explicit linkage to the international human rights normative framework

· Accountability of duty-bearers at the national and international levels

· Non-discrimination and equality, implying special attention to vulnerable groups

· Participation of all stakeholders, including all children and the poorest

· Progressive realization of rights against indicators and benchmarks

· Meeting core obligations and international minimum thresholds

· International assistance and cooperation
Monitoring Poverty and Inclusion

In the past, data collection typically focused on income and the perceived needs of parents and families – from the perspective of adults and economic models.  Wide agreement now supports direct measures of broader aspects of living conditions and social inclusion beyond traditional income data, thus including, for example, material situation at both the household and child levels; health; subjective well-being; and other indicators in key areas of economic, social, and civil life.  From a rights approach, this means translating all related CRC norms into measurable indicators, for both program processes and actual outcomes, and systematically integrating children’s perspectives.  Adequate quality, coverage, and disaggregation of data by all relevant categories is also necessary in order to reap the full benefits of a multi-dimensional portrait – such as insight into aggravating or mediating factors, and the dynamics of children’s poverty and social inclusion.  Children’s rights-based indicators thus inform policy development and improvement from the earliest stages – to improve both processes and outcomes – providing governments with a critical tool in meeting their obligations under the CRC.

One model for measuring child poverty and social inclusion in a rights-based framework comes from a team of researchers led by Prof. Jonathan Bradshaw at the University of York, United Kingdom.  This group has developed a child well-being index, following a children’s rights conceptualization of well-being, which uses existing comparative data sources in Europe.  It reflects national and multi-national experiences in indicator development, and takes a multi-dimensional approach to measuring poverty and inclusion.  The index is drawn from a database of 51 indicators organized in 8 clusters – including children’s material situation, housing, health, subjective well-being, education, children’s relationships, civic participation, and risk and safety.  The model demonstrates the potential for using multi-dimensional approaches to understanding and monitoring children’s well-being beyond mainly economic indicators.  Other initiatives are underway to develop agreed indicators of child poverty and exclusion across countries. 

Countries in the region benefit from a number of related efforts to monitor child poverty and inclusion – but these need to be further enhanced and expanded to ensure the standards of a human rights approach.  In the European Union, highest-level political support has notably grown beginning with the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty’s introduction of the fight against social exclusion among EU Objectives.  The 2000 Lisbon Council of the European Union specifically asked Member States and the European Commission to take steps to make a decisive impact on the eradication of poverty by 2010.  In the following years, children in poverty emerged as a target group for priority action.  Against this background, an independent report by a high level expert group - commissioned by the 2005 Luxembourg Presidency of the European Union to review 2000 Lisbon strategies to advance the Social Inclusion Process – strongly recommended “mainstreaming” of children in the context of poverty and social inclusion.  Furthermore, the Presidency Conclusions of the March 2006 Council of the European Union called on Member States to rapidly and significantly reduce child poverty by 2015, noting that social inclusion policies should explicitly include children in poverty as a target group.  

The momentum behind these developments offers both an opportunity and a challenge.  Technical capacity for rights-based monitoring of poverty and social inclusion exists, but these must be leveraged into action at the regional and national level.  At the same time, a sound human rights approach must guide such steps – in line with States’ CRC implementation obligations.

Conclusion

Across Europe and Central Asia, child poverty and social exclusion remain the daily reality for far too many children.  Policies that can reduce poverty and address exclusion among children are available.  Multi-dimensional rights-based indicators for poverty and inclusion offer a key tool – sorely missing at the regional and national level at present – to gain greater insight into the dynamics of poverty, to craft more effective policy, and for States to monitor their own progress in meeting relevant CRC obligations over time.

Discussion Points

· Conventional economic measures fail to reflect the breadth and dynamics of child poverty and exclusion.  What steps are necessary to shift the conceptual basis of such measures towards a more comprehensive approach?  What are the constraints that need to be anticipated for such a shift to happen? 

· What kinds of processes need to be put in place at the national or sub-national level so that an effective system of monitoring child poverty and exclusion is established?

· What is the role of children and young people themselves in such a process?  How can the perspective of children on poverty be included in policy decision-making?

· Is there a possibility of developing common indicators to measure progress on reducing child poverty across the Europe and Central Asia region?  If so, what steps are needed to move ahead in this direction?  
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