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Speaking points
First of all I would like to thank the Greek Ombudsman for his kind hospitality. I also like to thank Ms Papoulia and Mr Kirkoglou of the Greek ESF coordination authority (EYSEKT) for the good cooperation in organizing this seminar.  

I am extremely glad to be here today to represent the European Commission and to be able to speak about this very important topic. I am also very happy to see so many colleagues that are responsible for the ESF/ERDF operations in the Greek regions. And last but not least I welcome the presence of Unicef and Eurochild who are our good partners in Brussels. 
We have been working together on the issue of investing in children for a number of years, among others through the Social Protection Committee. The Commission presented last year its Recommendation titled “Investing in Children –breaking the cycle of disadvantage” which is also the title of today’s seminar.

Background: why invest in children? 
Investing in children has become an important priority in the Commission’s social agenda over the last years and there are many reasons behind it. It is of course linked to a very challenging context, where children and families have been particularly hit by the crisis. 
Child poverty and social exclusion has increased in a large majority of Member States over the last five years, even if it not always as sharply as in Greece. 

But there is also a longer term vision behind this approach. It has become increasingly clear that we must do better to break the transmission of inequalities across generations, and that the earlier you intervene, the better the result will be. 
The family you are born in is too often the main factor determining how well you will do in life, your background matters often more than your own skills or abilities. 
Eurostat published very telling figures a few months ago on this issue, which showed that more than 2/3 of adults who have financial difficulties had actually faced a similar situation when they were children
. 
This reflects a huge loss of social and human capital that Europe cannot afford, as most Member States are ageing rapidly. We must make sure that our children grow up as future taxpayers that they can contribute to our welfare state instead of becoming benefit recipients forced to drain our social insurance systems.  
The Recommendation: main messages
This is precisely the message the European Commission wants to put forward in the Social Investment Package and the Recommendation on Investing in Children: breaking the cycle of disadvantage. 

The Recommendation recalls that social investment focused on children is not only a fair but also a cost efficient approach, which contributes to long term growth.
In a nutshell, our objective with the Recommendation was to propose policy guidance to stimulate policy reforms in three areas or pillars that are essential for children’s outcomes, 1. access to adequate income, 2. Access to quality services and 3. children’s participation. 

The Recommendation offers a broad framework and you will find all the detail on the EPIC website, the European internet Platform for Investing in Children. 
Rather than going in a detailed description I would like to highlight a few elements which are particularly relevant for today’s seminar. 
Access to resources 
First of all, supporting parents’ access to paid work on the labour market should always be the first step, as it is the best guarantee against child poverty. 

Yet we see that families are often facing many obstacles to access work, like the lack of childcare facilities. Families, and in particular single parent families, are also much more exposed to in work poverty. 

Before continuing I do of course now that there is currently in Greece a lack of decently paid jobs. The crisis has destroyed many of these jobs and it is only now, 5 years after the start of the recession, that we see positive employment growth returning also to Greece. This means that talking about access to jobs will increasingly start to make sense again also in Greece.
Now back to the Recommendation, it recalls that for people to move from inactivity to having a job there should always be a financial gain, we have to make sure that work pays. This can be achieved for example by reducing social benefits gradually when taking up a job and by keeping childcare affordable also for those who have a job. 

The REC also highlights individual support and training, this can be a great help for women and lone parents to find a job, particularly in the delicate period following a long parental leave where many risk alienating from the labour market. 

Income support for families with children
Secondly, precisely because having a job is not always enough, additional income support is essential to ensure decent living conditions for children and families. 
Social transfers manage to reduce child poverty by 30% on average in the EU. Among the range of social transfers, child and family benefits play a central role. This is an area where Greece is not performing well, its score is only about 10%. Most of its expenditure on social protection goes to pensions and this was already the case before the crisis started. Greece is one of the few EU countries that does not have a minimum income scheme. In this sense, we welcome the scheduled introduction of the new pilot minimum income scheme in Greece in 2014 with a foreseen national roll out in 2015.
To ensure a maximum impact of social protection, the Recommendation recalls that income support should be at a level which is adequate and be redistributive towards those on low income. Social protection systems should also evolve to respond to changes in society, and for instance make sure that one parent families and migrant families are well supported. 
Early childhood education and care

Next to the question of families’ income, the Recommendation touches upon a range of quality services that are essential to raise children outcomes such as housing, education or health services. 
We have put a particular emphasis on early childhood education and care. This because we are now much more aware, compared to a decade ago, that quality early childhood education and care can have a very positive impact on the outcomes for disadvantaged children. 

When it comes to language learning, ECEC can for instance prevent that children from migrant families lag behind by the time they start compulsory schooling. 
And yet disadvantaged children are precisely the ones who use ECEC the least in Europe.  
The Recommendation recalls that we need to address the lack of infrastructures, the high costs but also the fact that parents who are not working are not always eligible to childcare services.  

It also emphasizes that better access to ECEC should go together with better quality. This can take many forms: better training of professionals (in a sector which remains underqualified), smaller groups, involving the parents and working more together with health, social and education services.
Child protection
Finally, let me say a few words about child protection. The Recommendation clearly emphasizes the need for a more preventive approach, supporting children and their families as much as possible and before it is too late. 

Our partners, such as UNICEF, Eurochild or the European Foundation for Living and Working Conditions have gathered a lot of expertise and good practices examples on family support services from all across the EU. 

I hope this can also be a source of inspiration for some of you today.  

Implementing the Recommendation: what is happening now? 
It is now a bit more than a year since the Recommendation was adopted and our main concern is now its implementation across Member States. 
2014 is a special year for all of us, with the upcoming European election and the renewal of the College of Commissioners, but it does not mean we are now in a waiting mode. 
Europe 2020
Europe 2020, the EU’s growth strategy, will remain our main instrument to monitor what is happening in Member States also for the policies covered by the Recommendation. 
It allows us to point to existing challenges and work together to do better, through the adoption of Country Specific Recommendations. 

In 2013, 14 countries received country specific recommendations related to investment in children, which shows that the issue is now firmly on the agenda. 
For instance, Latvia and the UK were asked to to pay particular attention to child poverty and income support measures, Romania to strengthen the quality of care for children who grow up outside of their family environment. 
Because Greece is a Programme Country it did not receive any country specific recommendations. But I can assure you that poverty figures highly in our discussions on reforms with the Greek authorities. The Troika has always been taking the issue seriously and has tried tries to spare the existing programmes for families and children. The problem is that Greece never spent much money on children and families even before the crisis in the first place. 

I now would like to recall the two main recommendations formulated by EKKE, the Greek national institute for social research in its independent report on the implementation of the Recommendation. 

What Greece lacks in the first place is a well-designed and evidence-based Strategic Action Plan for tackling child poverty and promoting child well-being, as part of an overall integrated and comprehensive national strategy for social inclusion. Such a Strategic Action Plan should cover the period 2014-2020 and be based on the three key pillars of the Commission’s Recommendation. 
Second Greece must of course secure the necessary funding to implement such a strategy. In the current period of severe economic crisis, special attention has to be given to the provision of access to public healthcare services and education and a guaranteed minimum level of living standard for all children, especially those facing multiple disadvantages. 

This brings me to the role of the
Structural and investment funds

Stepping up social investment requires money and the SIP serves also as a basis when discussing priorities for the new programming period of the Structural and Investment Funds. 

We are doing our best to ensure that the 28 partnership agreements and many more operational programmes for the ESF focus on the right priorities. 

For the programming period 2014-2020 structural funds' resources allocated to Greece are almost € 12 billion. 
According to the Greek PA that was submitted to the Commission Services in April, the ESF share will be 3.7 billion. At least 20% of these monies, €780 million, will have to be allocated for interventions under the thematic objective dedicated to social inclusion. In our view early childhood education and care and support to women’s labour market participation should feature prominently among the investment priorities. 
I also like to highlight the role of other essential programmes, such as the new Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived which can address emergency situations. Under the FEAD Greece has received an allotment of €250 million which can used to alleviate the plight of children who are badly nourished or who are homeless.  
Other instruments
Europe 2020 and the Structural and Investment Funds are part of a wider range of instruments and actions to implement the Recommendation. 
The Commission will organise  a series of national training seminars for regional/local authorities involved with structural funds. Today’s seminar here in Athens is an example of such a seminar, it is the second in row. We had one already in Italy and more are planned later this year in SP, IR, LV. 

We promote good practices from across the EU through the European Platform for Investing in Children, a web based platform serving as a repository of good practices. 
We will work with Member States to improve the way we measure the use of childcare services and reflect better inequalities in access. 

We will also work with colleagues in charge of children’s rights on the development of EU guidelines on child protection systems, on which a public consultation will be launched soon
. 
Conclusion
Important positive developments are taking place in Greece. The light at the end of the tunnel is in sight and it is definitely not a train coming from the opposite direction. The Greek economy has started to grow again and job creation has finally turned positive.
I hope that you, as national, regional or local authorities will be able to grasp some of the opportunities provided by the EU instruments - be they fresh ideas from elsewhere or direct financial support. And that we will continue to work together towards better outcomes for the children in Greece. 

Thank you for your attention.

CSRs adopted in 2013 
The points below are directly linked to EMPL issues, and do not cover education (beyond issues related to ECEC). 

Overall, 14 Member States received one or more CSRs related to children: AT, BG, CZ, DE, EE, ES, HU, IT, LV, MT, PL, RO, SK, UK 
	Income support and generic provisions on child poverty 

(BG, HU, IT, LV, RO, UK) (2012: UK, ES, BG) 

Total: 6 (3 more than 2012)

	BG
	3. Improve the accessibility and effectiveness of social transfers and services, in particular for children and older people.

	HU


	4. Ensure that the objective of the National Social Inclusion Strategy is mainstreamed in all policy fields in order to reduce poverty, particularly among children and Roma.

	IT


	4. Ensure effectiveness of social transfers, notably through better targeting of benefits, especially for low income households with children.

	LV
	3. Reinforce the delivery mechanisms to effectively reduce child poverty

	RO


	4. To alleviate poverty, improve the effectiveness and efficiency of social transfers with a  particular focus on children.

	UK


	4. Enhance efforts to support low-income households and reduce child poverty by ensuring that the Universal Credit and other welfare reforms deliver a fair tax-benefit system with clearer work incentives and support services.


	Efficiency/effectiveness 
 (EE) (last year EE)
Total: 1 (same as 2012)

	EE
	2. Improve the delivery of social services, including childcare, while increasing the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of family policy.


	De-institutionalisation 

(RO, BG) (last year: BG)

Total: 2 (1 more than 2012)

	BG
	3. Improve the accessibility and effectiveness of social transfers and services, in particular for children and older people
.

	 RO


	5. Speed up the transition from institutional to alternative care for children deprived of parental care.


	ECEC and childcare 

(AT, CZ, DE, EE, ES, HU, IT, MT, PL, RO, SK, UK)  (last year AT, CZ, DE, HU, IT, MT, PL, SK, UK)

Total: 12 (3 more than 2012)

	More specifically: 

· quality (ES, PL, SK, RO, UK
), 

· availability/provision (CZ, DE, HU, IT, MT ,UK, SK)

· affordability (MT, PL, UK)

·  inclusiveness (AT, CZ, SK) 

	AT


	3. Take new measures to increase the labour market participation of women, namely by further improving child care and long-term care services and address the high gender pay and pension gaps.

	
	5. Improve educational outcomes, in particular of disadvantaged young people, including by enhancing early childhood education and reducing the negative effects of early tracking.

	CZ


	4. Increase significantly the availability of inclusive childcare facilities with a focus on children up to three years old, and the participation of Roma children, notably by adopting and implementing the law on provision of childcare services and strengthening the capacities of both public and private childcare services.

	DE


	2. To this end, remove disincentives for second earners and increase the availability of fulltime childcare facilities and all-day schools.

	EE


	2. Improve the delivery of social services, including childcare, while increasing the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of family policy.

	ES


	6. Adopt and implement the necessary measures to reduce the number of people at risk of poverty and/or social exclusion by reinforcing active labour market policies to improve employability of people further away from the labour market and by improving the targeting and increasing efficiency and effectiveness of support measures including quality family support services.

	HU


	4. Continue to expand child-care facilities to encourage women's participation.

	IT


	4. Reduce financial disincentives for second earners to work and improve the provision of care and out-of-school services.

	MT
	3. Continue supporting the improving labour market participation of women by promoting flexible working arrangements, in particular by enhancing the provision and affordability of child-care and out-of-school centres.

	PL


	4. Continue efforts to increase female labour market participation, in particular by investing in affordable quality childcare and pre-school education, by ensuring stable funding and qualified staff.

	RO


	5. Implement a national strategy on early school leaving focusing on better access to quality early childhood education, including for Roma children.

	SK


	3. Improve incentives for women employment, by enhancing the provision of child-care facilities, in particular for children below three years of age.

	
	4. Step up efforts to improve access to high-quality and inclusive pre-school and school education for marginalised communities, including Roma.

	UK


	4. Accelerate the implementation of planned measures to reduce the costs of childcare and improve its quality and availability.


Children’s rights in the EU agenda

Definition and Treaty basis

The rights of the child are explicitly recognised in article 3 TEU
, which sets an objective for the EU to promote protection of the rights of the child. Article 24 of the EU Charter
 concerning the rights of the child and the UN Convention on the rights of the child are other key references. 

No new judiciable rights derive from the Treaty objective, but this objective, combined with Article 24 of the Charter, reinforces the need to mainstream the rights of the child in all EU legislation and policy.  It is generally acknowledged that such mainstreaming implies in particular that policies should have a focus on children, recognise them as independent holders of rights, and take their interest as a primary consideration. 

Coordination within the Commission 

The Commission has a unit responsible for mainstreaming the charter and rights of the child, to fulfill a gatekeeping and oversight role, and a coordinator for the rights of the child (Margaret Tuite, DG JUST, C1). 

The 2011 EU agenda on the rights of the child 

Following on from a 2006 Communication, the European Commission adopted an EU Agenda for the rights of the child in February 2011.   

The EU Agenda recalled that the standards of the United Nations Convention must continue to guide EU policies and actions that have an impact on the rights of the child.  It underlined that the EU's commitment to the rights of the child requires a coherent approach across all relevant EU actions and that a "child rights perspective" must be taken into account in all EU measures affecting children.  

The “Recommendation on Child Poverty” was also mentioned in the Agenda. However the focus of the Agenda was put in particular on child protection and judicial systems through 11 key measures, set out below: 
· Proposal for a directive on victims' rights, raising the level of protection of vulnerable victims, including children.

· Proposal for a directive on special safeguards for suspected or accused persons who are vulnerable, including children.

· Revising the EU legislation facilitating the recognition and enforcement of decisions on parental responsibility.

· Promoting the Council of Europe Guidelines on child-friendly justice.

· Training activities for judges on the participation of children.

· Supporting the exchange of best practices and the improvement of training for guardians, public authorities.

· Paying particular attention to children in the context of the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies.

· Support to EU countries to ensure the functioning of the 116 000 hotline for missing children and the child alert mechanisms.

· Supporting EU countries and other stakeholders in strengthening prevention, empowerment and participation of children.

· Continuing the implementation of the 2007 
EU Guidelines on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of the Child

· Setting up a single entry point on the EUROPA portal.
Discussion has already started on the follow up to the Agenda but decision will be left up to the new Commission.

� The transmission of a low ability to make ends meet from parents to their children (current adults) significantly exceeds the transmission of a high ability to make ends meet from parents to their children, at 68.9 % and 55.9 %, respectively. � HYPERLINK "http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Intergenerational_transmission_of_disadvantage_statistics" �http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Intergenerational_transmission_of_disadvantage_statistics�


� These guidelines will be developed in 2014 and serve as a resource for policy makers and practitioners working on child protection at EU and national level. The aim is to ensure that there is more clarity on where the EU does act or can act, and where Member States can benefit from EU support.  A consultation will be launched in March, and DG EMPL should be involved by JUST. 





� CSWD makes clear reference to DI strategy and need to enhance progress so services for children should also be understood in this sense. 


� Last year CZ was the only country with such an explicit reference to quality 


� The Union… shall promote social justice and protection, equality between women and men, solidarity between generations and protection of the rights of the child.


� Article 24 of the EU Charter - The rights of the child


1. Children shall have the right to such protection and care as is necessary for their wellbeing. They may express their views freely. Such views shall be taken into consideration on matters which concern them in accordance with their age and maturity.


2. In all actions relating to children, whether taken by public authorities or private


institutions, the child's best interests must be a primary consideration.


3. Every child shall have the right to maintain on a regular basis a personal relationship and direct contact with both his or her parents, unless that is contrary to his or her interests.
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