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I am very pleased to be here and to have been invited by FEANTSA to say a few words about how the issues of housing and homelessness fit into the new European framework of co-operation on social protection and social inclusion more widely.
Some of you will know a good deal about the role the European Union has played in the field of social inclusion since the year 2000, when the European Council challenged the Members States top make a decisive impact on levels of poverty in Europe. The challenge provided the political basis both for co-operation between the Member States consisting of an agreement on common objectives, national action plans and European level reports on progress, and for a 5-year spending programme to promote greater understanding of the phenomena of exclusion and exchanges of experience and good practice between the Member States.
You will know also, though you may not have followed it so closely, that the European Council has since added further strands of co-operation on social policy to support the sustainability of pension provision and the quality and accessibility of health care.
So we have had 3 separate and parallel processes on inclusion, pensions and health and long term care at different stages of development, each with their own separate reporting cycles and requirements, each with their own objectives, each with their own peculiarities and political sensitivities. Three complex bureaucratic processes, each adding value to what was happening in the Member States, but cumulatively a heavy burden for regional, national and European administrations who were spending almost as much time on reporting on what they were doing as actually doing it.
So when last year the European Council decided to review all the Lisbon processes and to simplify them as much as possible, questions were naturally asked about whether the so-called social processes were really necessary, or whether they weren't rather a distraction from the main goals of creating jobs and economic growth. So there were proposals to downgrade or even abolish co-operation on social inclusion and social protection.
Fortunately, two factors militated against the complete abolition of the processes. First, the Commission had already proposed that the three processes should be streamlined into a single, lighter process and so there was a ready argument against those who complained about the bureaucracy. Second, there was a strong network of NGOs at European level who had been supported financially by the Social Exclusion Action Programme and who were ready to lobby hard and effectively against the watering down of the priority given to social cohesion at European level both because to do so would in itself undermine work on growth and jobs, but also because efforts to promote social cohesion and social justice are a fundamental element of the European Social Model. And in the slightly panicky debate following the results of the French referendum on 29 May, politicians were eager for signs that Europe was actively promoting social goals. So in some ways the French 'no' clinched the 'yes' to social Europe.
So what are the implications of the streamlining of the processes, and especially for work on housing and homelessness? First, we have simplified the objectives which all Member State Governments are signed up to across the three fields. On that basis, we are agreeing indicators which all Member States and the Commission will use to measure progress towards those objectives. I won't pretend this is easy, and we will see over the next few weeks whether we succeed, for example, in agreeing indicators for the quality of health care. Later this year for the first time, we will have single consolidated reports from the Member States based on those objectives and indicators. The reports will describe the social situation in each country and set out the strategies each has put in place to improve it. 
Our idea also is that the National Reports should become better focused and more strategic, linking in more effectively to the national policy making processes. In the past, if we are honest, some of the National Action Plans on Social Inclusion were little more than lists of ad hoc and sometimes disparate initiatives, all worthwhile in themselves no doubt, but generally not strategic and frequently failing to capitalise on the links between different policy areas. And as we know that social exclusion is a multidimensional phenomenon, failing to make the connections between different policy areas compromises the success of all our efforts.
Nowhere is this more true than in the field of homelessness, perhaps, where homelessness is frequently the outward and visible sign of deeper problems such as family breakdown, addiction to drink or drugs, poor physical and mental health, poor levels of literacy and numeracy and education more generally and financial exclusion. Homelessness can be the result of all this, but it also exacerbates and deepens the crisis. But you know all this much better than I do.
What can we do at European level to make a difference to what happens on the ground? 
First, we can help with the exchange of ideas and good practice between partners in the Member States. Member States have agreed to concentrate in their reports on their top three or four priorities in fighting social exclusion. Some countries will choose homelessness as one of their issues, others won't. But even some who don't will choose to include it as an example of good practice, as for example Austria intends to do with its success in reducing homelessness in Vienna. So I hope that we will see that there is a lot to learn from others' experiences and that the exercise will help to raise the political profile of the question in some Member States. Of course, the level of attention which is given to the issue of homelessness in the national reports will be determined largely by the priority which is given to it by local and regional actors and by civil society in the drawing up of those plans. The Commission can put pressure on national governments to consult other stakeholders, but only those stakeholders can help to determine the priorities which Governments choose to present. 
In what we call the 'lighter' years, that is the years where we do not expect a full report from the Member States, we have agreed that we should focus on a particular theme which is of interest to all Member States. That might be child poverty or the integration of immigrants. It might equally be homelessness or other forms of housing exclusion. The decision will depend again depend on the profile of the issues at national level across the Member States. 
Second, Europe can help with funding. Those of you who are local and regional actors will know that the negotiations are now underway for the National Support Frameworks for the Structural Funds for the period from 2007 to 2013. Under the Social Fund, fighting social exclusion has become a clear objective and so is eligible for co-financing, as long as the Member State signals now that it wishes it to be included. Governments are consulting local and regional authorities, social partners and sometimes civil society organisations on their priorities, and so it is vital to ensure that fighting homelessness is included in these frameworks to maximise funding opportunities for the future.
In the meantime, we will continue with our current activities, supporting transnational exchange projects, peer reviews and studies, including of course the study being undertaken by Dundee University, and which is drawing on FEANTSA's expertise, to develop a framework for measuring homelessness and other forms of housing deprivation and so of the effectiveness of national policies to combat them. We are also finalising a study of the situation of slum-dwellers in Turkey, which will help us to understand the challenges the country faces as it begins its negotiations about accession to the EU.
A recent conference we organised here in Brussels concluded that there was much more we could do to make sure that the results of our work are better known. As the Social Exclusion Programme comes to an end this year and the new PROGRESS programme gears up from the beginning of next year, we will be devoting more attention to this and trying to reach out more to local and regional actors. It is sometimes difficult for us to do so directly, so initiatives such as this by FEANTSA are an extremely useful way of helping us to make that contact in a thematic way and to make sure that we make the most of the added value which Europe can bring to these essentially local and regional issues.
Thank you for your attention, but most of all thank you for your continued efforts to combat exclusion and to promote social cohesion across Europe.
