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European Commission White Paper

A New Impetus for European Youth

Introduction:

The debate on the future of Europe is up and running.  One of the clear messages from across Europe is that this debate must happen with the people of Europe.  Following enlargement, there will be 75 million young people in Europe between the ages of 15-25.  The full and democratic participation of all of these young people is fundamental to the future of the EU.  The development of a youth policy in the European Union provides the opportunity to involve young people at all levels in the construction of the European project. Not only can a youth policy address some of the key problems that young people face but it can inspire and encourage them to become more involved as active citizens.

ETUC Youth therefore warmly welcomed the initiative taken by the European Commission to launch a White Paper on Youth Policy.  We were pleased to actively participate in all stages of the consultation process, including the Paris Conference, the hearing in the Economic and Social Committee and both the Umea and Ghent Conferences.  In addition we prepared a detailed submission to the European Commission and organised a meeting with Commissioner Reding in June 2001 to reinforce our position and concerns.  

The key issues we underlined throughout the process are still the issues which we would like to see taken on board, namely youth employment and social integration, education, mobility, participation and civil society.  Sadly, few of our proposals have been reflected in this White Paper, a fact that we very much regret.  We consider the present White Paper to be a very vague and limited document.  While we appreciate that it is a first step, we believe it should have gone much further.  

Apart from real disappointment as regards the content, there is also a sense of frustration that the hard work and efforts of so many young people have largely been ignored.  It begs the question why such a large scale consultation process was undertaken, when the results do not appear to reflect the discussions and debates.

Open Method of Coordination in the Specific Field of Youth

Operating under the umbrella of the ETUC, ETUC Youth has already had some experience with the open method of co-ordination in particular with regard to the European Employment Strategy (and more recently with the social inclusion process) and have always been strong supporters.  For this reason, having seen the benefits of such an open method of coordination, we can welcome the idea of extending it to the youth field.  However, a key feature that characterises the European Employment Strategy is that there is a clear role for all of the actors concerned, including the social partners.  

A similar consultative approach, however, for the open method of coordination proposed in the White Paper on Youth is not clear and hence we have a number of concerns and reservations about the methods proposed by the Commission.  

ETUC Youth demands that:

· When deciding on the priority areas of common interest, the Council of Ministers must consult young people and their youth organisations;

· The role given to civil society and in particular to the social partners who represent young people must be clearly stated;

· The involvement of young people in this process cannot be limited – given that the exercise is to have an impact on young people, then it is young people via their youth organisations who need to be involved in the entire process and not only in a limited manner;

· National youth councils and the social partners who represent young people must have a say in the appointment of a national co-ordinator;

· In order to achieve this, adequate resources (human and financial) must be available at the EU, national, regional and local levels.

With regard to the subjects (pillars) proposed: participation, voluntary service, information and improving the public authorities awareness of young people’s concerns, we would question why these issues have been selected over and above other policy areas.  

We are shocked that the White Paper does not acknowledge the role currently played by youth organisations and representative bodies in fostering participation of young people.   We cannot accept that our organisations are non-existent nor that we are un-representative.  Democracy and solidarity are and always have been among the core values of ETUC youth.  

Participation:

The idea that participation should be developed first and foremost at the local level and then extended to the regional, national and European level is one that we share.  However, we are shocked that the White Paper makes no reference to the role currently played by youth organisations, nor to the involvement of young people who are already members of youth associations, organisation and representative bodies.  While we believe in the participation of young people who are not involved in associations, we cannot accept that the European Commission chooses to disregard those who work and move in democratic structures.

While we welcome the reference to increasing the representation of young people within the Economic and Social Committee, we would questions why such an increase of youth representation is limited only to this institution.  We would suggest considering the possibility of setting up a youth advisory committee to the European Commission or working group, adequately resourced, which would meet twice a year to discuss issues of concern and propose recommendations.

While we welcome the suggestions to organise direct dialogue with young people, we would stress that this should be done through national youth councils and European representative bodies via the European Youth Forum. 

The proposal to involve young people in the initiative on the Future of Europe, following the Lacken Summit is a good mechanism to give young people a voice.  This is a priority issue which must be developed and  ETUC Youth will be monitoring this very closely. 

Information

We are pleased that the European Commission has identified the need to provide young people with information and would underline the importance of involving young people fully in this process.  We would caution against basing any information campaign solely around the internet as not all young people have access to this.  We would also recommend that the White Paper proposes measures to involve schools and universities across Europe in this information campaign.

Voluntary Service amongst young people

ETUC Youth questions why voluntary service has been included as a central theme in the white paper.  The European Voluntary Service (EVS) experience has been well received in some quarters, less so in others.  For ETUC Youth the central issue is to ensure that where voluntary service takes place it does so within a framework which guarantees social protection and working conditions for the volunteer and does not result in exploitation of young people.  The experience gained whilst carrying out voluntary service must also be recognised.

As Europe is becoming more accessible, larger numbers of young people are travelling abroad as part of their studies or to work.  Such trips abroad offer young people very valuable experiences and help to broaden the mind and become more tolerant of difference.  There are many programmes at the EU level which help facilitate this type of activity and it is an objective which is very well supported.   However a number of concerns need to be taken on board if young people are to really benefit from increased mobility in Europe:

· For many young people in the accession countries, there are real worries that their diplomas and qualifications will not be recognised

· Young workers wishing to work abroad are not always guaranteed the same working conditions and rights as nationals and this is particularly true for young people moving from Southern Europe to the North and for non –EU moving to EU countries.

· Recent tragic events have heightened awareness of the growing problem of traffic in human beings and illegal immigration, many of whom were young people wanting to move to the EU in search of a better life.  

If the White Paper is tackle an issue such as mobility it must propose ways of overcoming or preventing such problems from arising.  

Greater understanding of youth     

We welcome efforts to strengthen and focus research and studies on youth across Europe and in particular better provision of statistical information.  This is especially important in policies such as employment, social exclusion etc if we are to have a real picture of the reality facing young people.  However, we would underline that information gathered must not be used in a detrimental manner.  

If such research is to have a positive impact it will be vital that young people are actively involved in the entire process – from the planning and researching to the dissemination and eventual use of such information.

Taking more account of youth in other policies

In principle the idea of integrating youth into other policies is a laudable one, however one which we fear will be problematic.  Similar efforts have been made to carry out such an exercise in other policy areas, namely gender equality, via gender mainstreaming, and the results to date have been varied with only a moderate rate of success.  If such a policy is to be successful a number of measures must be in place from the outset including:

· Political will

· Sufficient resources both human and financial

· Expertise in youth issues

· Awareness raising and educational tools (tool kits etc.)

· Proper consultation with civil society including social partners

· Monitoring and evaluation, indicators, targets and benchmarking

We broadly welcome the themes outlined in the White Paper namely employment, education, formal and non-formal learning, social integration, racism and xenophobia, immigration, consumer affairs, health and risk prevention etc.  Our concern however is the extent to which a real account will be taken of youth in these policies.  Proper structures and measures must be put in place to ensure that this happens, to avoid that this part of the White Paper is accused of merely paying lip service to young people.

Key policy issues for ETUC Youth

As outlined in our earlier submission, we identified a number of policy areas for young people which receive little more than a passing reference in the White Paper.  Key amongst are concerns are employment + social integration, education + mobility and discrimination + racism.

· Employment and Social Integration

In particular we highlighted the following problems:

· Precarious + unprotected work

· Lack of awareness of rights at work both for nationals and non-nationals

· Young people often excluded from collective agreements

· Subject to very high levels of stress especially for parents of young families and lone parents

· High numbers of young people becoming victims of work accidents

· Many young people falling into category of “working poor”, financially dependant

· Large numbers of young people being paid less than the “minimum wage”

· Specific problems of child poverty

· Young people for whom the education system fails and who leave early – these school “drop-outs are more likely to suffer from social exclusion, unemployment and social poverty.

A key demand from ETUC Youth is that issues such as the above should be tackled through the European Employment Strategy and the Social Inclusion Strategy.  A clear message to ensure that this happens in a more systematic way is needed from the White Paper.   

Although some progress has been made to tackle youth issues via the European Employment Strategy already, in our view it is limited.  Many of the actions outlined focus on “supply side issues” only – i.e. they tend to explain the reason for youth unemployment in terms of a lack of skills, motivation, etc.  The European Employment Strategy needs also to focus on ways of dealing with the real problem of youth unemployment – the lack of real, quality jobs (i.e. good working conditions, decent salary, social protection and social security, definite contracts etc).

The measures proposed offer mainly short-term solutions to young people – such as measures which offer young people training / apprenticeships. These measures in themselves are not bad.  However, often after having completed such training cycles, many young people re-emerge back on to the market, qualified, but unable to find a job.  This “revolving door phenomenon” is a real problem for young people and needs to be tackled.

The quality of jobs provided is also one of great importance for young people, many of whom work in precarious jobs with little or no stability.  We welcome the new horizontal guideline on quality of work  - this must be monitored with vigilance.

Young people are one of the groups most affected by social exclusion and therefore more focused efforts are needed to prevent this phenomenon from occurring.  Social exclusion often manifests itself as a vicious circle, often with multiple, complex and inter-linked causes. Particular problems face young people who are living below the minimum income level due to unemployment or insecure jobs with poor working conditions, limited access to housing, no social security or social protection provisions etc.  Specific actions such as guaranteeing adequate resources and incomes for young people in difficulty need to be undertaken if progress is to be made in this area.

Education (formal, non-formal, informal, lifelong learning) + mobility
· All young people must have access to free education, initial and vocational training, and life long learning.

· Despite spending longer than ever in education, the majority of young people in completion of their studies, are obliged to follow further training courses being eligible for entry to the labour market.

· In certain cases, children do not attend school regularly from a young age, participating in the workforce instead – the phenomenon of child labour is not one that is confined to the developing world, but is a problem which affects children here on our own European doorsteps.

· For some young people, the education system fails to meet their needs and as a result they leave.  Many of these drop outs are more likely to suffer from social exclusion, unemployment and poverty.

· Segregation, to a certain extent, is visible in many schools, certainly visible after the period of compulsory education.  For many young people coming from disadvantaged families, remaining in education is not an option, often for financial reasons.

· Many children from immigrant families are falling outside the school system for various reasons.  Without a proper start in life, these children will continue to struggle.

· For many young people in the accession countries, there are real worries that their diplomas and qualifications will not be recognised.  Indeed at the EU level, this is also a problem for many and needs immediate attention.  While steps have been taken in this respect to date, more is required.

· Young workers wishing to work abroad are not always guaranteed the same working conditions and rights as nationals and this is particularly true for young people moving from Southern Europe to the North and for non –EU moving to EU countries.

The measures outlined in the White Paper to deal with such issues are largely insufficient.  We would like to see more specific proposals developed which would help tackle some of the problems outlined above and believe that the White Paper should be much stronger in this area.

Discrimination and Racism

Since the Treaty of Amsterdam, the Community has been given new powers to combat discrimination on a wider range of grounds than ever before including racial and ethnic origin, religion and belief, disability, age and sexual orientation.  

Acknowledging that tackling racism and xenophobia is a very serious issue and one which has become increasingly important in recent months, ETUC Youth would also like to draw attention to other areas of discrimination, in particularly issues of discrimination at the workplace and in education on the basis of age and multiple discrimination such as that experienced by young female workers, young migrant workers etc.
We call on the White Paper to focus attention on age-based discrimination as regards: 

· Access to the labour market

· Work contracts

· Access to the minimum wage

· Social clauses

· Health and safety at work

· Access to initial training and life long learning

We would call on the White Paper to draw attention to areas of multiple discrimination at work and education such as those experienced by young migrant workers, young female workers, young gay men etc.

Conclusion 

ETUC Youth had great expectations from the White Paper – A New Impetus for European Youth.  We believed that it would provide an opportunity to involve young people at all levels in the construction of the European project and hence we were happy to be involved at all stages of the consultation process.

Recognising that the White Paper is merely a first step, we welcome its publication.  However, we are bitterly disappointed with regard to its content. We see it as a missed opportunity to put young people firmly at the centre of Europe.  Young people are the future of Europe.

We feel let down that the results of the various consultations do not appear to have been taken on board to any real extent.   The vast majority of the paper is vague and limited, suggesting more in terms of words than actions and ignores most of the key issues.  We fear that as it stands, its impact will be negligible.

The 2 core aspects, namely an open method of coordination in the specific field of youth and taking more account of youth in other policies are commendable ideas and indeed some of the policy areas highlighted are welcome.  Their failing however stems from the fact that neither approach seems to be well thought through.  Without proper measures in place neither will flourish.

Our key demand is to ensure that in taking more account of young people in other policies, 3 policies in particular should be underlined and focused on:

· European Employment Strategy and the National Action Plans for Employment

· National Action Plans for Social Inclusion

· EU Anti-Discrimination Actions

For ETUC Youth protecting young people from a life of social exclusion and discrimination, ensuring that they have access to a decent quality of life, by providing access to education and training, to a quality, secure job that pays decent wages and does not exploit or discriminate against them, and which helps ensure that they can live financially independent lives are amongst our key priorities.  In order to make sure that the issues affecting young people are taken on board, a voice has to be given to young people so that they can drive the policies forward.  Involving young people in shaping their future is vital.

