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MAIN RESULTS OF THE TWO FIRST YEARS OF PEER REVIEW ON SOCIAL INCLUSION POLICIES
Mutual learning is an essential element of the Open Method of Co-ordination. In close consultation with the Social Protection Committee, the European Commission launched a programme to promote the identification and exchange of good practices in the field of social inclusion policies throughout the European Union. To this end, eight peer reviews took place in different Member States in 2004, and seven in 2005.

Definition

A peer review on social inclusion policy is a 2 days event where a host country presents a policy or institutional arrangement, it considered as being a good practice, to a selected group of decision-makers and experts from other countries (peer countries) especially interested in the type of policy presented or the area of social inclusion it tackles, and to stakeholders' representatives and European Commission officials. Peer reviews allow for an open discussion. They are designed to disseminate examples of good practice and examine their transferability to other Member States, and to exchange experience and compare perspectives in the field of social inclusion. Thus, they provide unique mutual learning opportunities for both the host and peer countries.

3 main objectives

1. To contribute to a better understanding of the Member States' policies in combating poverty and social exclusion, laid down in their National Action Plans (NAPs/incl).

2. To improve the effectiveness of the policies and the strategies for social inclusion in present and future Member States.

3. To facilitate the transfer of key policies, or of institutional arrangements, which have proved effective in combating poverty and social exclusion in their original context and are relevant to other contexts.
Implementation of the programme

All 15 peer reviews envisaged for the two first year of the programme were successfully implemented according to schedule. Altogether, the 15 host countries received 100 peer country participations (normally made up of two people on each occasion). The large majority of the Member States took part fourth. The great majority of participants in the 2004-2005 peer reviews had read the papers distributed before the meeting, and could thus make use of the information they contained. This is in contrast with most conferences, where only a minority of participants read papers distributed before the event takes place. Peer review participants thus gain an insight into a specific policy or institutional arrangement that goes far beyond the level of information provided at a traditional conference. The relatively small size of the meetings enables in-depth discussion, and facilitates the active participation of all. Moreover the site visits and direct contacts with beneficiaries, and the joint reflection with the group of peers, independent experts and stakeholders' representatives, enable a comprehensive analysis and assessment of the measure or policy under review. Even controversies, when they occur, are handled and used as learning opportunities. Thus, the cultural and political diversity represented by the different groups of participants becomes an asset rather than an obstacle. It can be concluded that the peer review instrument, which is completely new in the field of social inclusion policies, has been welcomed by the national governments.

The level of satisfaction of the participants, in terms of both effectiveness and efficiency, has been high in all cases. The evaluation of the questionnaires distributed at the end of each peer review reveals that between 78% and 100% of the participants found the usefulness of the outcomes very positive or positive with only one exception (53,3%). The cost-effectiveness of the process was considered positive or very positive by a majority of 73% to 95,5% with two exceptions (58% and 28%), while the efficiency of the organisation received a predominantly feedback-between 70% and 95,5% with again two exceptions (40% and 62,5%).
With regard to the key issue of transferability of the policies under review, participants’ feedback is more variable. The Irish policy on preventing and tackling over-indebtedness came out best with 85% of the participants judging possible transferability positive or very positive closely followed by the Italian policy on preventing the risks of exclusion of families with difficulties with 81,3% and the Belgian policy on minimum income and social integration with 79%. Achieving between 64% and 70% of positive or very positive scores are: the Swedish programme on local mobilisation of all relevant stakeholders to tackle poverty, social exclusion, and ethnic segregation in the metropolitan regions; the English street homeless eradication strategy; the Dutch policy on social activation of benefits claimants (including alcoholics and drug addicts, people with health or psychological problems, single mothers with low support, immigrants with poor language skills, and those who are unqualified or illiterate); the two new initiatives within Germany’s family policy on Local Alliances for the Family, and Work and Family Audit; the Greek policy on pathways to social integration of people with mental health problems; the Czech programme on field social work in socially excluded Roma neighbourhoods . Almost half the participants of the Austrian, Finnish, French, Danish, Hungarian peer review were indifferent to this question.

After each peer review various papers were produced in order to document the findings and results and to enable their dissemination beyond the group of participants: a short report of 1-2 pages summarising the main findings and results, the minutes of the peer review meeting, and a synthesis report, based on the papers distributed prior to and the discussions at the meeting. All these documents were immediately published on the programme website. The synthesis reports, which are the most coherent and relevant outputs of the whole peer review process, have also been provided in print versions in English, French and German.

The website is the most important dissemination tool of the programme. It contains, and regularly updates, the programme of reviews and a full set of documents for each individual peer review. Since its launch in April 2004 the numbers of visits and downloads have increased significantly every month. While in the third quarter of 2004 on average 24 visits per day were registered, in the last three months of 2005, the average number of visits per day rose to 123. The information presented had a high success with in the first half of 2005 a total of 27,756 documents downloaded from the website and in the second half of 2005 the number of 26,398 documents downloaded.
The website is also a means of permanently extending the pool of experts eligible for participation in a peer review. It contains a section for online registration of new candidates and thus enables the programme to draw on specific expertise for all the different thematic areas in the field of social inclusion. In order to provide a full three-language version of the website and to establish thematic areas a powerful content management system has been developed and a relaunch of the enhanced website is envisaged for March 2005. 

For early information of national governments and other stakeholders an electronic newsletter was designed and six issues were produced in English, French and German with announcements of the programme, short reports and other useful information. More than half of the users preferred the French and the German versions.
Methodological aspects

As a general conclusion it can be stated that the appropriateness of the methodology applied has been confirmed. 
The composition of the group of participants is a key success factor. The good mix of policy-makers, practitioners and researchers, enriched by the participation of European and national stake​holders (social partners and NGOs) brings a broader perspective, guarantees a comprehensive analysis of the measure or policy under review and provides for lively discussions. The active participation of Commission representatives provides an excellent opportunity to communicate the Commission’s view to the Member States in a non-directive way. However it was felt that the local policy implementers, i.e. the civil servants or NGO specialists who directly deliver the services to the beneficiaries, are underrepresented, and should therefore be given a prominent role during the site visits, allowing direct communication with the participants. 

Clusters

If any kind of clustering is arbitrary because of the multidimensional approach of most good practices, still some observations can be made which seem significant.

Twelve of the good practices put considerable effort into the mobilisation of all relevant bodies, with an emphasis on the local level. Thirteen good practices work towards the prevention of the risks of exclusion, whereas nine good practices are targeted to help the most vulnerable.

Three specific clusters of approaches can be distinguished. The first group of peer reviews (Sweden, Finland, and Portugal) focuses on local arrangements to improve the provision and the accessibility of services as well as to better involve relevant stakeholders and all public authorities at local level. The second group of peer reviews (Netherlands, Austria, Germany, Greece, and Belgium) focuses on the integration of specific target groups excluded or at risk of exclusion from the labour market. The remaining three peer reviews (France, Ireland, the United Kingdom, Italy, ) all demonstrate a targeted approach to a specific group of people (immigrants, Roma people, over-indebted people, homeless, families with difficulties, people living in small village and remote homestead community) who are or risk becoming excluded from society, ranging from a preventive approach to a combination of preventive and curative measures.

Transversal issues
The peer review process provides a wealth of creativity and inspiration to Member States, even if clear results can only be expected in the long term. Although impact is difficult to measure owing to the diversity of objectives and multiple dimensions of the social inclusion process, the peer review process can provide the spark to ignite changes and improvements in social inclusion in the Member States. 

Several transversal key lessons drawn can be identified. These are:
· Political consensus support and strong government commitment contributed very strongly to the success of the policy
· A national or regional powerful framework should include legislation, clear entitlements, funding, support structures, co-ordination of actors, adequate governance, monitoring and evaluation process.

· Combined bottom-up and top-down approach are needed. A centralised approach lacks the flexibility to accommodate the needs and wishes of the local actors and beneficiaries, and offers little opportunity for broad local co-operation and meaningful involvement of all stakeholders. An exclusively bottom-up approach, based on user initiative, would perhaps meet the needs of the local participants better, but it would lack the necessary support and structure to become a widespread and comparable good practice. The combination of national funding and support structures with flexible design and implementation at local level may be seen as a factor contributing to the success of all good practices.
· Partnerships at multiple levels and with multiple partners and co-operation at governmental and service provision levels, leading to integrated services allow multi-dimensional supplies. Involving different actors demands a new style of governance and behaviour, which can cope with the increased complexity. Compartmentalisation must be overcome. The involvement of NGOs and civil society organisations contribute to a multiple added value exercising a wide variety of roles and responsibilities: representation, advocacy and lobbying, client / interest groups, self-help, service provision, social partners, charitable organisations, etc.. 

However more attention needs to be paid to two other transversal issues: monitoring and evaluation and clear definitions. Only three good practices in 2004 had developed explicit monitoring and evaluation exercises. Two others had monitoring and evaluation tools in place. For the 2005 peer reviews, explicit information has been required on the state of monitoring and evaluation, and it is recommended that thematic experts and host country experts focus more closely on the link between tools, indicators and targets. In addition, some peer reviews raised the problem of the absence of clear EU definitions. The Irish peer review for instance blamed the lack of EU data on over-indebtedness on the absence of a joint definition. Such a definition of over-indebtedness at EU level would assist Member States to develop clear targets and comparable data. In addition, a shared definition would also be helpful in addressing the impact on this specific issue in other policy directives and measures at both EU and national levels. Also the Austrian peer review suffered from the fact that “disability” is defined differently in different countries.

Transfer of the "good practice or components of it

It can be stated that the peer reviews engender a high number of transfer activities, and if there is no transfer they increase mutual learning, stimulate new ideas and contribute to the policy debate and practice in the peer countries. They also contribute in some cases to amendments and further development of the host countries’ programmes under review. 

Surveys realised among the peer review participants 6 to 12 months after the seminars showed that altogether, 32 out of 99 participants who answered responded positively to the question of transfer of a host country programme or components of it to their peer country. For 2004 three out of seven peer country or stakeholder representatives at the peer review in the UK, and five out of seven participants in the peer reviews in Finland and Germany, mentioned some kind of transfer. In the case of Ireland, four out of eight participants reported such an impact. The peer review in Austria generated transfer activities in two of the five peer countries that responded to this question. For year 2005 three out of nine participants in Denmark, two out of nine participants in the Czech Republic, two out of seven participants in Hungary, three out of eight in Greece and three out of nine in Belgium mentioned also some kind of transfer. 

The explanations given by the participants in the open part of the question show that the nature and quality of the transfer activities are very different in terms of scope, outreach, and persistence. In some cases they refer to activities that are already under way, while in other cases there is only an intention to take the example studied in the peer review into consideration for national policy development.
New Member States are clearly over-represented amongst those who reported an impact of a peer review in terms of transfer activities. This is another outstanding result of the peer review programme that underpins its importance in the context of the Open Method of Co-ordination. 

In addition, participants were asked whether or not the reviews had provoked amendments to or further developments of the programmes presented (host country participants) or of the policy debate and practice in the peer countries; 31 out of 94 peer country and stakeholder representatives and 11 out of 23 host country participants confirmed such an impact. Another question referred to the stimulation of new ideas through participation in a peer review. Here, the responses are overwhelmingly positive: 96 of the 123 participants who responded to this question confirmed such an impact. In the cases of the UK and Irish peer reviews all participants answered ‘yes’. This is also the case for the Italian peer review.

Success stories

To get details of the individual transfers that took place and their impact, follow-up interviews were realized in September 2005. As a result the following success stories can be presented:
Over-indebtedness: impact of the Irish Peer Review

· Creation of a "Consumer Insolvency Act" in Hungary 

Over-indebtedness: Impact of the Irish Peer Review in Hungary: Peer Review results are used in debate on creation of a "Consumer Insolvency Act" in Hungary 

· Discussion of new measures for debt reduction in Denmark by the Parliament

Danish Parliament discusses proposal for debt reduction for cash benefit recipients 

·  Feasibility study on Irish and Dutch systems of debt counseling commissioned in Germany
Germany commissions feasibility study on Irish and Dutch systems of debt counseling in order to analyse the transferability of components of both systems to the German situation. 

Homelessness: impact of the UK and the Danish Peer Reviews

· Mandatory Policy Formulation For Marginalised Groups In Denmark 
Inspired by the UK Peer Review explicit policy formulation for all marginalised groups became mandatory in Denmark 
· Inter-ministerial "Protocol of Collaboration" in Romania 

Following the peer review on the "Rough Sleepers Unit" in the United Kingdom, which discussed the method of inter-institutional co-operation to tackle homelessness, the Romanian Ministry of Labour, Social Solidarity and Family signed a "Protocol of Collaboration" with the Ministry of Transports, Constructions and Tourism which provides the creation of an information system bringing together all relevant data on the situation of homeless people 

· Proposal to build "skaeve huse" (alternative  housing) in the Netherlands 

Inspired by the Danish experience of the so-called ‘freak houses for freak existences’ (skæve huse til skæve existenser), a plan for alternative housing for people who refused "normal housing has been discussed with two main political parties (PvdA and VVD) in the Netherlands with the objective of developing new legislation on this matter. 
Reconciliation of work and family life: Impact of the German Peer Review 

·  "Familienallianz" (Family Alliance) launched in Austria
After discussing experiences and perspectives with colleagues in charge of the "Allianz für die Familie" (Alliance for the Family) in Germany, Austria launched "Familienallianz" (Family Alliance)
Social exclusion of families: Impact of the Italian Peer Review 

·  Complementary benefits for families provided in Romania
Inspired by the Italian Peer Review Romania provided complementary benefits, particularly for families at risk of social exclusion 

Mobilisation of all relevant actors: Impact of the Finnish Peer Review 

· Pilot project on social support networks in Latvia 

Following  the Finnish Peer Review on " Citizen's Social Support Networks" (HYVE) encouraging all partners to talk to each other when planning and implementing  social services reforms, a pilot project was adopted in Latvia: "Social support networks to promote employment of social exclusion risk groups": 
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