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1. INTRODUCTION 

The European Union’s (EU) ‘social dimension’ has developed far beyond what was perceivable 

a few decades ago and today we find EU-based strategies within a number of policy areas of 

direct relevance for national welfare states. One policy area that has made a remarkable 

recovery over the years is EU’s poverty policy. It remained a weak and highly contested part of 

the social dimension throughout the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, yet gained greater significance 

with the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) and is now one of the five main targets of the 

new EU 2020 strategy and one of the seven Flagship initiatives. The growing literature on 

Europeanization of national welfare reforms and social policies rarely reflects upon the role 

Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) might play, and one may ask what role, if any, have CSOs 

played in this turnaround and especially with regard to current ambitions to reduce the 

number of European citizens living below the poverty line by 25 % or 20 Million people. 

The aim of this paper is twofold: Firstly, we will review the current burgeoning literature 

on Europeanization, drawing on theoretical perspectives on relations between governments, 

CSOs and networks of disadvantaged citizens and earlier empirical studies of how EU-policies 

affect and/or are affected by CSOs? The ambition is to identify useful conceptual tools and 

research findings of broader relevance for EU social policy analysis. Secondly, we will analyse 

the activities and strategies of the European anti-poverty network (EAPN). EAPN has been a 

key player in EU poverty politics since it started in 1990 and has members in more or less every 

Member State. What role did EAPN play with regard to the EU 2020 strategy? To what extent 

could EAPN build on previous experiences with the OMC on social inclusion? If so how, did 

the network gain and/or rally support from members to put pressure on national governments? 

The paper draws on data from a larger study of the history of the EAPN, complemented by an 

analytical reading of current policy documents as well as national case studies of (anti-) poverty 

organizations and issues of welfare governance in Sweden and Norway.  

2. EUROPEANIZATION – WHAT ROLE(S) FOR CSOS?  

There is a growing scholarly discussion on Europeanization, in terms of how EU integration and 

EU policy formation encourages policy change at domestic level (e.g. Cowles, Carporaso & 

Risse 2001; Graziano & Vink 2008; Olsen 2002) and Europeanization of domestic welfare 

reforms (e.g. Falkner 2005; Graziano, Jacquot & Palier 2011; Heidenreich & Zeitlin 2009; Kvist 

& Saari 2007). The following brief review will focus on how we can depict and understand the 

role of CSOs in processes of Europeanization, an issue that has not been systematized in 

current Europeanization literature (for exceptions see e.g. Kendall 2009; Sanchez-Salgado 

2007), while extensively debated in relation to EU governance (e.g. Jobert & Kohler-Koch 2008; 

Kohler-Koch & Finke 2007; Liebert & Trenz 2011). The ambition is to unpack the notion of 

agency in Europeanization processes and to enrich the current debates on ‘bottom-up’ 

approaches or ‘usages of Europe’.  
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2.1 TOP-DOWN AND BOTTOM-UP APPROACHES 

The academic debate on Europeanization can generally be divided into two different strands, 

each depicting different views on the relationship between EU and domestic changes. Top-

down models starts from the presence of European integration and evaluates the level of 

fit/misfit between EU-level and Member States policies with the intention to explain presence 

or absence of domestic changes (see Börzel & Risse 2000; Caporaso et al 2001; Exedaktylos & 

Radaelli 2009). Policies are developed at EU-level and considered to exert some kind of 

pressure on domestic institutions and reform processes, which – by the means of mediating 

intervening variables – might lead to adaptation at the domestic level (Radaelli & Pasquier 

2007). Typical analyses are hence the implementation of EU directives and the ambition to find 

explanations to why some countries adapt, while others fail to comply with EU policies (e.g. 

Falkner et al 2005).  

This view on Europeanization has been criticized lately. It is considered misleading to 

reduce Europeanization to what is happening in ‘Brussels’ (Radaelli 2004) and instead one 

needs to depict Europeanization processes in a much broader scope, focusing on the complex 

processes and actions that take place at national, regional and local levels, i.e. a so-called 

‘bottom-up’ approach to Europeanization (Radaelli & Pasquier 2008:36). As Radaelli (2003) 

puts it: ‘European policies are not a mysterious deus ex machina situated ‘up there’. Instead it 

originates from processes of conflict, bargaining, imitation, diffusion and interaction between 

national (and often subnational) and EU level actors’. In contrast to top-down approaches that 

EU policies as almost an independent variable to domestic changes, bottom-up oriented 

approaches starts and completes the analyses at the level of domestic actors and domestic 

problem definitions. Of key relevance is hence to depict the resources, alliances and conflicts at 

play in national politics as well as the discourses that are dominating in national policies 

(Radaelli & Pasquier 2008). By the means of process tracing and time-sensitive policy analysis 

the main ambition is hence to try capture if, when, and how the EU provides a change in 

national political systems and institutions.  

This shift in the Europeanization literature coincides with a major shift in EU governance 

and policy-making. Up until the late 1990s, much EU policy making was based on legal 

approaches in terms of using directives and/or court rulings to make Member States comply 

with decisions. The introduction of the European Employment Strategy and the Open Method of 

Coordination (OMC) implied a new way of making EU policies, relying much more on soft 

mechanisms and the willingness of domestic actors to follow the broad guidelines developed by 

EU institutions (e.g. Heidenreich & Zeitlin 2009; Zeitlin et al 2005). This innovation has 

certainly promoted this shift in the Europeanization literature as it became apparent that EU 

‘influence’ could take many different guises, e.g. in terms of policy frames, discourses, common 

problem conceptions (Borrás & Jacobsson 2004).  

2.2 TOWARDS USAGES OF EUROPE 

One of the most interesting results of these debates is the growing focus on actors and agency in 

Europeanization processes. Jacquot and Woll (2003 & 2010) have explored the notion of 
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‘usages of Europe’ and others have made developed similar actor-oriented analyses of the OMC 

processes (Jacobsson & Johansson 2009). By the term ‘usages of Europe’, Woll & Jaquot 

means that the EU ‘… can become a vector of change by providing new resources, references 

and policy frames, which national policy actors use strategically. It therefore becomes crucial to 

understand what motivates these different strategies and to study the action of individual 

participants in the policy process (ibid, p. 113). This implies that can take a very active and 

strategic stance on EU policies, in terms that they can ‘… engage with, interpret, appropriate or 

ignore the dynamics of European integration’ (ibid. p. 116), both in cases of direct pressure 

from EU on Member States (misfit hypothesis) as well in cases where one cannot find such a 

pressure (fit hypothesis). These considerations have led to a typology of usages, very much 

following the policy process. Cognitive usage refers to the understanding and framing of a 

political issue, i.e. how ideas can be used as a persuasion mechanism. Strategic usage more 

refers to actors’ ambitions to enhance their positions in relation to the political process as such, 

building coalitions, enhancing interests and the like. Legitimizing usage could mean to refer to 

Europe to justify decisions taken, or to criticize unwanted decisions (Jaquot & Woll 2003; Woll 

& Jaquot 2010).  

Based on sociological theories, they have also argued for a distinction between resources 

and usages. EU policies (broadly defined as containing resources and constraints) could be 

understood as a necessary condition for the analysis of agency behavior, but not sufficient 

conditions for strategic behavior. As they put it: ‘They [resources and constraints] are only 

contextual elements, which usages are based upon; actors intentionally transform them into 

political practices in order to reach their goals’ (ibid., p. 116). In more recent writings this idea 

has been developed further as Graziano, Jaquot & Palier (2011) started to define types of 

resources that might be embedded in EU policies, for domestic actors to respond to and use in 

domestic policy debates and policy making procedures. This promising development is only in 

its formative phase, yet appropriate distinctions are made between – at least – five different 

types of EU resources: i) legal resources: primary legislation, case law etcetera; ii) financial 

resources: budgetary constrains as well as new funding opportunities, iii) cognitive resources: 

communications, ideas etcetera; iv) political resources: argumentation, multi-level games and 

iv) institutional resources: committees, agencies, networks etcetera (ibid.) 

These analytical advancements coincide with developments in other fields. For some 

sociologists, EU could be considered as a political opportunity structure that international and 

domestic CSOs and social movements act/react upon (e.g. Marks & McAdam 1996). As an 

‘opportunity structure’, the EU refers to dimensions of the institutional, political and legal 

environment that stimulate individual and collective action by affecting people’s expectations 

for success or failure, i.e. there are financial, political and legal opportunities to mention a few 

(ibid.). Changes in the social and political environment may hence bring about not only 

improved access to material resources, but also political and administrative elites’ recognition as 

legitimate participants, and improved scope for political representation.  

EU’s advancements in fields of environmental concerns, disability policies, gender 

equality etcetera have given birth to a number of analyses of how the EU encourages the 

formation of agency in the forms of social movements or types of trans-national activism (e.g. 

Imig & Tarrow 2001). These analyses complement the Europeanization literature by seeking to 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 7 of 32 

collective mobilization and the organization of citizen’s interest as well as these organizations’ 

strategies vis-à-vis existing opportunity structures (e.g. della Porta & Caiani 2009). Since one 

tend to find limited classic protest behavior at EU level, concepts such as movement advocacy 

coalitions or trans-national advocacy networks possibly better encapsulates the new type of 

organizing taking place at EU level (Ruzza 2004; Keck & Sikkink 1998). That is, CSOs 

working on the EU level seem to share several features with conventional interest organizations. 

They use lobbying rather than protest strategies to gain political leverage and are seeking 

alliances with other CSOs and taking on a role as a translator, innovator and transformer of 

trans-national ideas. Despite these more conventional strategies, they seem to have a basis in a 

movement’s political commitment to social change, democratic renewal and capacity 

promotion. They claim to speak and act on behalf a cross-European constituency or ´grass-root´, 

even if the mechanisms for representation, authorization and accountability may vary in strength 

and scope.  

These discussions raise questions regarding how to understand the notion of ‘usage of 

Europe’ as CSOs/SMOs might use some of the same type of resources as explored within the 

Europeanization literature as well as develop much more contentious strategies. Arguably, a 

relevant analytical question is to study further the link between EU opportunity structures 

(resources and constraints) and the types of usages developed by CSOs.  

2.3 A MODEL FOR THE ANALYSIS OF CSOS IN EUROPEANIZATION PROCESSES 

The vast bulk of the Europeanization literature could be placed either in a top-down and/or 

bottom-up relationship between EU policies and national and local policies. The role of CSOs in 

Europeanization processes could naturally be included in these relationships, yet with the risk 

of creating analytical ambiguity. In contrast to domestic politicians and officials, CSOs are 

acting outside the formal political systems and hence they may on the one hand very well act 

in accordance with decided EU policies and support the implementation and transposition of 

EU directives or soft law processes, and at the other hand they may also challenge, contest or 

even try to obstruct domestic EU policy adaptation. Arguably, an analytical model that depicts 

the role(s) CSOs might play in Europeanization processes, needs to define CSOs as direct 

agents of Europeanization processes at national and local levels and as intermediaries in the 

forms of networks, coalitions or assemblages of CSOs working jointly at EU-level to represent 

the concerns of citizens and members in EU politics. The analytical model we find more fruitful 

embraces four different types of relations, as be depicted in Fig. 1. Each relationship naturally 

embodies both opportunities and constraints for each respective partner (as implied in the 

discussion of usages and resources above).  

Figure 1. An analytical model for the study of CSOs in Europeanization processes.  

 

 

 

EU policies EU-based networks 
of CSOs 
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EU policies – EU-based networks of CSOs (relation 1): Recent research have noticed a growing 

number of interest groups (public and private) operating at EU-level that seek political 

leverage and representation of members interests. The relation between CSOs and EU 

institutions is highly complex as some CSOs might have a close and cordial role to EU officials, 

while others acts as challengers or contestants of EU policies in general. Some CSOs are also 

highly depending upon EU resources for their survival, while others fund their activities by 

other means. This raise questions regarding CSOs relative dependence/independence from EU 

institutions, their relative influence over EU agenda and the purpose(s) they might play for EU 

institutions in legitimizing, implementing and raising awareness for EU policies at 

supranational, national and local levels.  

EU-based networks of CSOs and domestic CSOs (relation 2): Several networks of CSOs working 

in Brussels make claims to represent citizens across Europe, while their internal structures for 

authorization and accountability are often unclear and sometimes of less priority. Many 

organizations are meta-organizations as their members are other national, regional and local 

CSOs, which further complicate the question on whose behalf these organizations are actually 

speaking and operating.  Arguably, the relationship embodies opportunities (and constraints) 

for each respective partner. National members might provide EU networks with information 

e.g. on the implementation of EU policies possible to use in lobbying activities in Brussels. An 

exchange-based relationship might also benefit domestic actors as they might gain 

information, knowledge and direct instruments to put pressure on national governments to 

adjust their policies and provisions. Transfer activities necessitate resources, interest and 

capabilities on both parts regarding what takes place at EU and national levels.  

EU policies and domestic CSOs (relation 3): The EU has also been a direct promoter of CSO 

activities domestically. The Structural funds have been a major source of income for many 

CSOs, but to be funded by the EU might imply that one signs up to work in partnerships with 

private and public actors, follow certain aims and certainly also to accept EU’s formalized 

financial controls etcetera.  Moreover, this relationship can also embody elements such as 

domestic CSOs directly using selected elements of EU policies in their national campaigning or 

lobbying activities. Some CSOs may even have direct representation in EU institutions, such as 

the EESC. 

Domestic CSOs and national and local policies (relation 4): This relationship is certainly 

complex and raises questions of a similar kind as in relation 1, above. A key issue in 

Domestic CSOs National and local 
policies 
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organizational research and analyses of state-CSOs interactions has been to understand if, how 

and why governments interact with societal actors. Already in the mid 20th century, Selznick 

(1949) demonstrated that governments regularly invited external non-state critics to join 

government-dominated bodies as a way to expose them to expectations about collegiality, 

consensus and shared responsibility for decisions. As the critical opponents joined such 

governing bodies, they directly or indirectly started to behave more responsibly and avoided 

more radicalism and militant political behavior. To what extent this might be of special 

importance as domestic CSOs aim to ‘use Europe’ in relation to domestic policy-making is a 

question that needs further empirical observations. 

3. WAVES OF CSO EUROPEANIZATION 

The EU formation of CSOs started most likely at the same time as EU became a point of 

reference for international and national actors, either with an ambition to try to promote EU 

policies within their certain fields or to try to influence existing agendas. The following analysis 

presents a historical description on what forms of CSO representation one finds at EU-level. 

We notice a stepwise movement from national CSOs locating some of their activities to the EU-

level, to the establishment of larger thematic networks of national and European CSOs and 

ending up with the present coalition building efforts among pan-European umbrella networks.  

3.1 THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A EUROPEAN ANTI-POVERTY NETWORK 

During the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, a few national CSOs started to join forces or 

established an office in Brussels. Taking the step from the national level to the European level 

was underpinned by several different strategic considerations. First and foremost it was 

increasingly important to have an organizational representation in Brussels as decisions were 

made at EU-level, above all in relation to the structural funds or different programmes. Equally 

important was the ambition to forge partnerships with other CSOs and hence become more 

competitive in raising European funding, or to increase one’s own funding by being ‘on place’. 

Despite these growing incentives, the costs remained high for national CSOs to transfer some 

of their activities to an EU-level and probably members questioned why their organization 

should have a representation in Brussels, above all organizations working with social welfare 

related issues. Some national CSOs had, however an interest and sufficient resources to set up 

a European branch. One example was German welfare organizations, which pooled resources 

in what was called the Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft der freien Wolhfahrtspflege (BAGFW) and 

set up a joint office with Caritas in Brussels (Harvey 1993).  

A new type of CSO activities emerged in the mid 1980s. As the EU expanded its 

activities in the social policy areas, it became important for national CSOs to be represented at 

EU-level. The Commission (lead by Jacques Delors from 1985) aimed to take the process of 

European integration into a new level and had an ambition to build a ‘social dimension’ to give 

the European Community a more ‘human face’. The introduction of the social dialogue in the 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 10 of 32 

mid 1980s encouraged the Commission to look for partners in other policy areas. However, this 

turned to be much more difficult as groups such as ‘homeless people’, ‘poor people’, ‘disabled 

people’, ‘women’s groups’ or different ‘ethnic groups’ lacked representation at EU-level. The 

situation challenged the Commission to develop a much more entrepreneurial role in relation to 

the EU representation of marginalized groups (Harvey 1993: 190). During a few years at the late 

1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, the Commission was actually instrumental in bringing 

together national organisations in fields of homelessness, anti-discrimination, gender issues 

etcetera and encouraging them to form a European network. Examples of such networks are 

FEANTSA – European federation of national organisations working with the homeless (est. in 

1989), the European Women’s lobby (est. in 1990), EDF – European disability forum (est. 

1996) and ENAR European network against racism (est. in 1997).  

The establishment of EAPN (hereafter ‘the Network’) followed similar lines as the 

Commission – with a reference to previous Poverty programmes – financed the establishment of 

a pan-European network of CSOs working against poverty (Johansson 2011). The Commission 

funded the activities of a special working group made up of national CSO representatives to try 

to set up a European network (Harvey and Kiernan 1991). The formal establishment of EAPN 

took place in autumn 1990 at inaugural meetings, one decided that the network would allow ‘... 

voluntary anti-poverty groups whose explicit and main purpose is the empowering of people 

and communities facing poverty and social exclusion, and whose actions aim at strengthening 

the autonomy of these people....’ (Harvey 1991 for original EAPN statutes). Membership was 

defined in a fairly broad manner as long as members were directly involved in the fight against 

poverty, as a kind of normative condition for membership. Members could then be informal 

groups or formal organisations, groups established as non-profit associations or cooperatives, 

formal and informal local networks and wider federative organisations, but not public 

organizations. The Network consists today of 26 national networks and can hence be pictured as 

‘an organization of organizations’, ‘a network of networks’ or ‘an umbrella organization’.  

In table 1 (see appendix) 

Of great relevance for our analyses of Europeanization, almost all EU Member States are 

‘represented’ in the Network; although it lacks members in Latvia and Estonia it includes 

organizations from Norway. Its membership coverage illustrates an ambition to secure 

geographical representation, partly due to external pressure from EU institutions. The 

Commission expects umbrella networks, such as EAPN, to have a member in each and every 

Member State. This is often spelled out as a prerequisite for substantial EU funding and is also 

a matter of legitimacy. National networks consist of other organizations (national, regional and 

local) and internal Network documentation indicates that the 26 national networks have 

almost 1,600 members (EAPN 2005). Some national networks have a large number of member 

organisations (Portugal, the UK and Ireland), while other national networks have less than 25 

member organizations (Germany, France, Italy) and mainly consist of peak organizations at 

national level (ibid.) 

In table 2 (see appendix) 
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These figures need to be critically examined. National networks differ considerably. Some are 

acting as one coherent national organization (for example the Portuguese network), while 

others are constituted as coalitions of national organizations with a loose coupling to other 

domestic organizations or even mainly a few persons working with EU-related issues within a 

weak domestic organization.  

3.2 FROM SPECIALIZED NETWORKS TO BROAD COALITIONS  

The Commission’s entrepreneurial attitude has continued and still plays a key role in the 

establishment of certain EU-based networks of CSOs, yet to some extent has the process 

changed character over the last years. Since the mid 1990s there have been efforts among 

CSOs to enter into broader coalitions. One such coalition is the European Social Platform which 

– at present – brings together approx. 40 organizations working at European level, including 

organizations as Caritas, European Disability Forum, Solidar, European anti-poverty network, 

European network against racism, Red Cross, European Women’s Lobby etcetera. It has 

become one of the most important actors at European level, bringing together a large number 

of social NGOs and civil society organizations working with racism, social exclusion, anti-

discrimination and equality (Cullen 2009 & 2010). Up until now it appears as if the Platform has 

chosen to focus on issues, which are the least common denominator among its members, e.g. 

the civil dialogue, and hence the platforms internal working orders, have aimed at avoiding 

conflicts and confrontation and instead aimed to achieve consensus and a united front in 

relation to EU institutions (ibid).  

The efforts to establish larger coalitions have continued as the four large umbrella 

networks (CONCORD, Green8, HRDN and the Social Platform) initiated the Civil Society 

Contact Group (www.act4europe.org). Today the Civil Society Contact Group brings together 

eight large umbrella networks, operating in all policy fields at European level. Besides the 

social platform, members of the Civil Society Contact Group include CONCORD (a European 

NGO confederation for Relief and Development), The Human Rights and Democracy Network 

(HRDN); The European Women’s Lobby; The GREEN; The European Forum of the Arts and 

Heritage, and the European Public Health Alliance, i.e. rights and value based NGOs in the 

areas of culture, environment, education, development, human rights, public health, social and 

women. 

3.3 CHALLENGES FROM EU INTEREST FORMATION 

This short historical odyssey raises several questions relating to the structure of EU-based CSOs 

and their possible role in Europeanization processes. It is apparent that the Commission has a 

complex relationship to the issue of citizens’ representation in Brussels, or rather CSOs acting 

on behalf of groups of citizens, i.e. to what extent are CSOs operating in Brussels a response to 

the decisions and ambitions taken by groups of citizens across Europe and/or the result of a 

strategic decisions taken by the Commission as one needed ‘representation’ in certain policy 

areas? The ongoing and continuous institutionalization of CSOs working in Brussels raise 
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questions regarding their link to domestic and local ‘members’. One can clearly question to 

what extent some of these networks actually have a constituency and contact with individual 

citizens across Member States. In some cases this most likely is a problem one struggles to 

overcome, while in other cases CSO representatives mainly see themselves as experts and 

policy officers working in Brussels to advocate an issue, and not directly as being elected and 

accountable for groups of citizens across Europe.  

4. THE EU POVERTY AGENDA - BEFORE AND AFTER LISBON 

There have been several reviews and general analyses of EU’s agenda on poverty and social 

inclusion and the following presentation will only make a few short remarks on the 

development of this agenda, from the start of the 1970s and until today’s more ambitious 

European Year against Poverty and Flagship to combat poverty and the most recent initiative, 

the EU flagship – Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion as part of the EU 2020 agenda.  

4.1 CSOS AND THE ANTI-POVERTY PROGRAMMES 

The EU has had poverty programmes since the mid 1970s. The first (1975-1980) was a small 

community action programme with a minor budget and focusing on action research and the 

establishment of a few projects in a limited number Member States. The second poverty 

programme (1986-1989) was somewhat larger and funded a greater number of projects and 

like its predecessor it generally funded network activities among researchers and different 

types of organizations (community groups, local grassroots organizations, larger service 

provider organizations etcetera) who were working against poverty in different Member 

States. Scholars who closely monitored the first poverty programmes more critically acclaimed 

that the Commission used these as ‘... a foot in the door, setting the precedent for Commission 

activity in this field and possibly leading to a more ambitious anti-poverty policy (James 

1981:131).  

A few years before the Maastricht treaty was being ratified, the Council accepted a 

‘Community programme for the economic and social integration of the least-privileged groups 

in society’ (Council decision in 18th of July, 1989, 89/457/EEC), a decision that marked the 

start of the Poverty 3 programme (1989-1994). Even though previous programmes had rested on 

the involvement of voluntary organisations, grass-root groups etcetera, this now become one of 

the guiding principles of Poverty 3. The Commission also stated that participation of people 

experiencing poverty was a direct factor deciding the relative success of the programme. The 

different poverty programmes can be summarized in table 3.  

In table 3 (see appendix) 

One might claim that these programmes were too small to make a difference on poverty 

levels, but marked the start of an expansionist period in the area of EU poverty policies. 
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Besides these programmes, the Commission used a variety of actions to seek to institutionalize 

the poverty issue at EU-level.  

 The Commission took part in establishing a European Observatory in the field of social 

exclusion. The Observatory worked to monitor Poverty 3, but also published a series of 

reports that had much more of a policy exploring flavour.   

 The Commission fostered contacts between CSOs working in the fields of poverty and 

social exclusion, giving them encouragement to form transnational networks, above all 

with regard to a European anti-poverty network (see above).  

 The Commission worked to push forward a recommendation in the field of anti 

poverty policies, i.e. The Council Recommendation 92/441/EEC on common criteria 

concerning sufficient resources and social assistance in social protection systems.  

The Commission’s more expansionist ambitions came to a halt as the Council decided to reject 

the Commission’s proposal for a Social Exclusion/Poverty 4 programme. Council members 

(Germany, the UK and Denmark) questioned the legal ground and the feasibility and in later 

court rulings, the ECJ decided in favour of these Member States (see Case C-106/96; Bauer 

2002). In short time, most of the poverty agenda fell from grace. ‘No one’ spoke of the 1992 

Council recommendation. The European Observatory was put to an end. The Commission tried 

to compensate by using a loophole in one of the treaties to continue funding minor projects, 

but also these activities ended after a short while (Johansson 2011).  

These changing conditions constituted a great challenge for CSOs working in the field of 

social exclusion and poverty policies at EU-level. From being a favoured actor and working 

fairly closely with the Commission in developing the poverty agenda at EU-level (jointly 

coordinating conferences, participation in common working groups etcetera) the Court decision 

implied more or less a complete stop of all EU-related activities within the field of poverty and 

social exclusion. However, the Commission continued to fund the EAPN network (except for a 

short period in 1996/1997). Arguably, EAPN was more or less the only body working with 

poverty and social exclusion at a EU level. A former EAPN president suggests that this was an 

important time for the network. It started to re-think its aims, objectives and strategies to 

achieve these. The blocking the Social exclusion/Poverty 4 had placed the Network in a very 

strong position, ‘... because it was effectively the only body that was taking on this problem of 

poverty and social exclusion’. (Interview former EAPN president) 

4.2 EAPN AND THE LINK TO THE SOCIAL OMC  

The Amsterdam treaty paved the way for a more expansive and generous political climate with 

regard to social exclusion and anti-poverty issues. The introduction of the social exclusion 

clause in the treaty encouraged the Commission to revise previous set-backs (e.g. the Social 

Action Programme and the Social Exclusion Programme). It is now well documented that at the 

Lisbon Council in spring 2001, Heads of State decided to initiate both new objectives in the 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 14 of 32 

field of social inclusion as well as a new method to try to accomplish these, i.e. the OMC. After 

a few years, both objectives and methods were slightly changed as part of the general criticism 

of the Lisbon Strategy and its failure to deliver on key objectives. There is certainly an 

extensive literature on this topic and the following discussion will only make a few remarks 

(Daly 2006 & 2008; Zeitlin, Pochet & Magnusson 2005; de la Porta 2008; Marlier et al 2007). In 

short, the OMC can be depicted as consisting of different elements (e.g. Frazer Marlier 2010). 

  

 A set of objectives (e.g. access for all to the resources, rights and services needed for 

participation in society....) (one set of objectives from 2001-2005 and slightly amended 

after 2006, see Daly 2006 & 2010).  

 The usage of National Action Plans on social inclusion and after 2006, National 

Strategic Reports on social protection and social inclusion, i.e. to ‘translate’ common 

objectives into national policies. 

 Commonly agreed indicators to support the development of coordinated analyses of 

poverty in all Member States (see Marlier et al 2007) 

 The regular monitoring of common objectives and national performances by the 

means of peer reviews and joint report-making procedures.  

 Development of community action programmes to enforce the implementation of 

policy objectives (The Social Exclusion programme 2002-2006 and the PROGRESS 

programme 2007-2013).  

 

The OMC on social inclusion has certainly been a major window of opportunity for several 

CSOs operating at EU-level and especially for the EAPN network (Kröger 2008a & 2008b; 2009): 

The objective’ ...to mobilize all relevant bodies’ served as a motive for the Network to argue 

for a better position for itself (as being one of the major networks of CSOs working against 

poverty at EU-level) and its national member organizations. The design of the process (soft 

governance and reliance on national activities) encouraged EU officials to start to seek for 

allies to monitor the implementation of the process at national level. Moreover, The social 

inclusion strategy also imbued a number of annual occastions for the Network to interact with 

national and EU officials and politicians, e.g. with regard to annual joint reports, round tables 

on poverty and social Exclusion etcetera (Johansson, 2011).  

It appears as if EAPN took on a multitude of functions in relation to the OMC process. It 

acted as an expert and produced several reports on the OMC and the NAPs on social inclusion. 

As part of this, the Network analysed and monitored the development of the OMC nationally 

and hence transmitted information from national to EU-level policy-making. To some extent it 

almost appears as if the Network played the role of a ‘partner’ to the Commission (DG Empl) to 

monitor, assess and spread information on the OMC, both upwards and downwards in the 

policy-making process. These activities also seem to have challenged the Network in several 

respects. Due to the design of the OMC, one had to build a much more effective and close link 

to national members than had been the case during the 1990s. National members were now 
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expected to have time and capacities to respond to internal questionnaires, use common 

lobbying tool-kits and participate in national policy-making. To act as key player in the OMC 

process was certainly encouraging for a network that previously had lost key resources in terms 

of the Poverty programmes, yet also raised questions regarding the raison d'être of the Network. 

Especially after the revision of the Lisbon strategy, the Network entered into a more self-critical 

process whether it should be a provider of handy and effective information to feed into the EU 

debate or act as a more independent voice for people experiencing poverty.  

 

 

4.3 EAPN CAMPAIGNS FOR MINIMUM INCOME 

These critical and more reflexive debates gained greater magnitude within the Network after 

the revision of the OMC in 2005/2006. The Network started to search for new ways to try to 

push the social exclusion/poverty agenda one step further and to become a more proactive 

network (Johansson 2011). Several options and action repertoires were discussed, yet one 

decided to develop the Network along two different lines. One strategy concerned to explore 

how to better include people with a direct experience of poverty in policy debates at EU-level 

(e.g. by the means of People experiencing poverty meetings and the like). Another strategy 

concerned to develop campaigns to promote the Network’s message and try to influence 

decision-makers at EU and national levels.  

The Network’s first campaign grew up in close correspondence with changes in the EU 

agenda. The revision of the OMC on social inclusion encouraged the Commission (i.e. DG 

Empl.) to develop its own thinking on social inclusion policies and in February 2006 the 

Commission lunched a consultation on active inclusion. References were made to the revision 

of the Lisbon strategy and the greater focus on employment policies, yet also to the almost 

forgotten EU recommendation from the early 1990s concerning minimum income systems 

across Europe (Council 1992). However, in the following recommendation on Active Inclusion 

(Commission 2008), the Commission did not directly refer to the term minimum income 

schemes. Instead the Commission introduced the notion of ‘adequate income support’, in terms 

of a recognition of ‘… the individual's basic right to resources and social assistance sufficient to 

lead a life that is compatible with human dignity as part of a comprehensive, consistent drive to 

combat social exclusion’ (ibid.).  

The campaign on minimum income ran between 2008 and 2010; although intended to 

start much earlier. At a planning stage the Network had the ambition to run a campaign 

embracing both conventional (letters, leaflets, webpage, newspaper ads) as well as 

unconventional methods (marches, picketing, stunts and similar) (EAPN 2007). But the latter 

remained just a point at meetings and the campaign came to concentrate on regular methods, in 

terms of writing policy papers, sending out press releases and designing web pages. One also 

developed much more legal strategies and hired legal experts to draft proposal for framework 

directives in minimum income (see EAPN 2010d).  
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However, the campaign relied very much on the activities of national members as the 

Network’s secretariat in Brussels was mainly monitoring and designing the campaign, while the 

national networks and members were expected to deliver all the leaflets, contact politicians, try 

to find funding for newspaper ads etcetera (see www.adequateincome.eu). The involvement of 

national networks in the campaign, that is this form of usage of ‘Europe’ is naturally an issue 

that needs empirical analysis yet internal EAPN documentation demonstrate that several 

national networks had difficulties in finding funding and to run the campaign, as intended by 

Network leaders (EAPN 2009c). Nevertheless, EAPN seems to have managed to get a few key 

supporters as for instance Jacques Delors, the ex-president of the European Commission 

allegedly supported the campaign and EAPN’s demands (www.adequateincome.eu, accessed 

2011-07-07).  

5. EUROPE 2020 – AN EMERGING POST-LISBON STRATEGY 

The more recent developments with regard to EU’s poverty agenda is highly interesting. In 

March 2010, the European Commission presented its proposal for launching a new strategy for 

jobs and growth – Europe 2020 (COM(2010) 2020, 3.3.2010).  While the emphasis in the 

subsequent process has been very much on integrated efforts – expressed in five interrelated 

headline targets and seven flagship initiatives – it has taken time to flesh out the details of the 

strategy and how they are to be implemented.  

5.1 POVERTY – REPLACING SOCIAL INCLUSION?  

One of the five headline targets is to reduce the number of Europeans living below national 

poverty lines by 25 % and lifting 20 million people out of poverty. Although all seven flagships 

initiatives are seen as contributing to this and the other headline targets the most specific 

follow-up of the goal to fight poverty is the flagship initiative of a “European platform against 

poverty”. The operational goal of the flagship is “to ensure social and territorial cohesion such 

that the benefits of growth and jobs are widely shared and people experiencing poverty and 

social exclusion are enabled to live in dignity and take active part in society”. 

It is striking that neither the headline targets nor the flagship goals included an explicit 

objective to fight exclusion or promote inclusion. No attempt has been made to present a 

measurable target in this respect. For these reasons it is notable that when the Commission 

presented their proposal for a Council Decision on Europe 2020 guidelines for employment 

policies of Member States 27 April 2010 (COM(2010) 193 final), later followed up by the 

Council Decision of 21 October 2010, the title of the final guideline 10 was ‘Promoting social 

inclusion and combating poverty’ (Official Journal of the European Union, L 308/50-51, 

24.11.2010).   

This guideline emphasises the goals of ensuring equal opportunities and gender equality, 

providing access to high quality, affordable and sustainable services and effective anti-

discrimination measures, empowering people by promoting labour market participation and 
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preventing in-work poverty, and the role of social protection systems, lifelong learning and 

active inclusion policies in achieving these and related goals. Social protection systems should 

promote adequate income support and services, be sustainable and encourage participation in 

society and the labour market. The guideline concludes by explicating the headline target in this 

way:  ‘The EU headline target, on the basis of which Member States will set their national 

targets, taking into account their relative starting conditions and national circumstances, will 

aim at promoting social inclusion, in particular through the reduction of poverty by aiming to 

lift at least 20 million people out of the risk of poverty and exclusion’; Adding in a footnote: 

‘The population is defined as the number of persons who are at risk of poverty and exclusion 

according to three indicators (at risk of poverty, material deprivation, jobless households), 

leaving Member States free to set their national targets on the basis of the most appropriate 

indicators, taking into account their national circumstances and priorities’. Arguably, the 

conclusion and explanatory footnote seem to leave the Member States with considerable scope 

for discretion, not only by leaving to national governments to decide the relevant means to 

achieve their target, but also to specify the target.  

5.2 WHAT ROLE FOR STAKEHOLDERS? 

The social OMC and the following system of strategic reports placed great emphasis on the role 

of stakeholders and to mobilize all relevant bodies. This is an issue that remains fairly unclear in 

the new Europe 2020 programme. Recital 11 of the Council Decision of 21 October 2010 

stresses that Member States should adhere to the agreed fiscal consolidation while pursuing 

their targets for combating poverty and exclusion (ibid. L 307/47). Moreover, Recital 16 of the 

Decision states that Member States should closely associate stakeholders, including 

representatives of civil society, in the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of the Europe 

2020 strategy. There is no specific mentioning of involving representatives of people 

experiencing poverty and their associations in Member States, either in recital 16 or in guideline 

10. 

This is certainly a key issue for the design of the Platform. The Commission presented its 

Communication about the Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion on the 16
th
 of 

December 2010 (COM(2010) 758 final), describing it as a ‘dynamic framework for action’. The 

Commission highlighted the following areas of action for the Platform: 

 Delivering actions across the policy spectrum; 

 Greater and more effective use of the EU funds to support social inclusion; 

 Promoting evidence-based social innovation; 

 Working in partnership and harnessing the potential of the social economy; 

 Enhanced policy coordination among the Member States.’ 
 

The Communication listed a number of forthcoming studies and policy proposals as follow-ups. 

Under the partnership heading the Communication highlights that CSOs have become essential 

actors in the fight against poverty and social exclusion and engage in regular dialogue with 

public authorities. Similarly, the Commission emphasised: ‘The participation of people 
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experiencing poverty is acknowledged as a paramount objective of inclusion policies, both as a 

tool of individual empowerment and a governance mechanism. The EU has been setting the 

example and will continue to disseminate knowledge and best practice on participation.’ (ibid. 

p.16) 

Given this strong statement and pledge, the proposed action seems rather weak and 

ambiguous: ‘The Commission will elaborate voluntary guidelines on stakeholders’ involvement 

in the definition and the implementation of policy actions and programmes to address poverty 

and exclusion, and will promote their implementation at national, regional and local levels’ 

(ibid. p. 17). The Communication did not motivate the use of the term ‘voluntary’ and how the 

proposed action more generally related to the experiences and lessons made in the course of ten 

years of Social OMCs (see for instance Frazer & Marlier 2010).  

During the spring of 2011 the Social Protection Committee and the Council endorsed the 

Commission’s proposal for the Platform against poverty and exclusion, while stressing that 

partnerships between decision makers and people experiencing poverty should be encouraged 

and continue to be developed in a structured way and that one should not lose the wealth and 

dynamism of the OMC but rather reinvigorate it to help Member States reach their targets for 

promoting social inclusion (Opinion of the Social Protection Committee 15 February 2011, 

6491, SOC 124 & Council Conclusions adopted by EPSCO 7 March 2011, 7434/1/11, SOC 

216). 

5.3 EAPN’S RESPONSES AND SUBMISSIONS TO EUROPE 2020  

EAPN gave a first response to the Commission’s proposal for Europe 2020 in mid-March 2010, 

praising it as a potential historic step forward for the EU fight against poverty, but also 

expressing several concerns about the needs for strong commitment to this objective by 

Member States, followed up by clear and concrete policy measures and effective 

mainstreaming (EAPN 2010a). The EAPN highlighted these key messages: 

1. Set out more clearly a vision that puts people first and show how the growth strategy 

will deliver progress and mainstream social objectives. 

2. Defend the proposed relative poverty target and establish an explicit Action Plan 

against Poverty. Make it achievable by reducing social inequalities and being ambitious 

on social standards. 

3. Emphasise the need to invest in social security and social protection systems and 

defend social services. 

4. Focus on how to create quality jobs and ensure access to people who are currently 

excluded through Active inclusion approaches. 

5. Strengthen the architecture and governance – guarantee a reinforced Social OMC and 

equal standing of all pillars, delivering on social cohesion. Agree guidelines for 

meaningful participation of civil society actors, including people in poverty, throughout 

the strategy’ 
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At this point, the EAPN had strong reservations about the proposal for a Platform against 

Poverty, calling it ‘ambiguous’, suggesting to replace it with an EU Action plan or Road Map 

with concrete policies, based on the vision of eradicating poverty and reducing inequalities. It 

maintained that the most effective way to prevent poverty would be to ensure an adequate 

minimum income for all. EAPN also argued that the suggested architecture was confusing and 

providing insufficient participative governance mechanisms (ibid, pp.2-4). 

The EAPN also went to the unusual step of expressing their concerns and reservations 

against the proposal for a Platform in a special letter addressed to the Member States’ leading 

government representatives in mid-March 2010 (EAPN 2010b). Here the EAPN reiterated that 

they found the Commission’s proposal of transforming the OMC on social inclusion and social 

protection into a platform for cooperation ‘very confusing and potentially very worrying’. The 

EAPN called on the European Council to deliver on previously agreed commitments to an 

autonomous, but strengthened OMC on social inclusion and social protection, stating that a 

more effective stakeholder engagement, including the active involvement of anti-poverty NGOs 

and people experiencing poverty will be needed to deliver this approach. 

EAPN published its first detailed response to the proposed Platform against poverty on 

the 30
th
 of June 2010 (EAPN 2010c). While now welcoming the idea of a broader Platform 

against poverty, the EAPN highlighted the following proposals: 

1) ‘Transform the Social OMC into dynamic EU and national Platforms against poverty. 
2) Develop mechanisms to assess the effectiveness of current instruments and move 

forward on establishing European frameworks to guarantee EU social standards. 
3) Mobilize EU financial instruments to support the development of social and 

sustainable services infrastructure, demonstration projects and better participation 
and governance promoting civil dialogue. 

4) Ensure that Social Inclusion objectives are mainstreamed across Europe 2020, linked to 
effective Social Impact assessment.’ (EAPN 2010a)  

 

In these ways the EAPN emphasised the need for a visible EU strategy to combat poverty, with 

operational goals and timelines, and in particular; the need for systematic involvement of and 

dialogue with a wider set of stakeholders, including people experiencing poverty and their 

associations. For instance, EAPN proposed that the Platform should set up a Stakeholder 

Forum at EU level to review progress, highlight challenges and make recommendations to 

national governments. Similarly, the EAPN suggested that the Platform could play a key role in 

drafting an EU Framework Directive for guaranteeing an adequate minimum income, building 

on the Council’s 1992 Recommendation and the 2008 Commission Recommendation on active 

inclusion of people furthest from the labour market (ibid). The submission also stressed the 

significance of sustainable funding of NGOs and networks of and for people experiencing 

poverty. 

In January 2011 the EAPN presented a more detailed response to the Commission’s 

December 2010 proposals for the Platform against Poverty and Social Exclusion (EAPN 

2011a). Here the EAPN elaborated and developed further its June 2010 proposals, including the 
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suggestion of a Framework Directive to establish an adequate minimum income guarantee, the 

demand for a stronger involvement of and dialogue with associations and networks of people 

experiencing poverty at all levels of governance, and the provision of sustainable funding to 

secure the participation of NGOs representing people experiencing poverty and social exclusion.  

At the same time the EAPN welcomed many aspects of the Commission’s proposal for 

the Platform, especially the commitments signalled in the proposal. The EAPN pointed to 

proposal’s underlying values (e.g. the unacceptability of poverty, the core values of human 

dignity and solidarity),  the promise of a new partnership approach, involving all European, 

national, regional and local stakeholders, and the recognition of  NGOs as essential actors and 

the participation of people experiencing poverty as a paramount objective of inclusion policies. 

The EAPN did, however, criticise the Commission’s proposal for not giving sufficient 

attention to the detrimental effects of increasing social inequalities more generally, for instance 

as these had been caused by the crisis and recovery packages in many Member States, and as 

one of the factors behind rising poverty and exclusion rates. The EAPN also argued that the 

Commission’s proposal failed to mention the importance of the new Horizontal Social Clause 

(Article 9 of the Treaty): ‘In defining and implementing its policies and activities, the Union 

shall take into account requirements linked to the promotion of a high level of employment, the 

guarantee of adequate social protection, the fight against social exclusion and a high level of 

education, training and the protection of human health’.  

6. THE USAGE OF ‘EUROPE’ AMONG NATIONAL CSOS 

The previous sections have demonstrated the EU’s poverty agenda and – in short – how the 

EAPN network has strategically acted with regard to changing institutional conditions. The 

following section aims to analyse how Swedish and Norwegian CSOs have used Europe in their 

strategies to influence national policy agendas and reforms. Key questions are: What are the 

European instruments, which provide domestic actors with supplementary resources for their 

national strategic efforts? How are domestic actors transformed by their relations with 

European policies, instruments and actors? The discussion draws on two cases of collection 

action on part by Swedish and Norwegian CSOs in the field of poverty and social exclusion, 

with a direct and indirect link to EAPN’s activities at EU-level.  

6.1 SWEDISH CSOS USAGE OF THE OMC TO GAIN NEW POSITIONS 

The social OMC was an important channel for EAPN’s ambition to seek political leverage and 

influence at EU and national levels. The participation and relative influence of CSOs in the OMC 

process have been fairly well studied when it comes to national processes. Scholars have 

observed that in Germany and France the OMC process was mainly a concern for a few 

bureaucrats within the national administrations, with a low degree of parliamentarization, but 

attracted a lot of interest from NGOs (Friedrich 2005; Kröger 2006 & 2008). Armstrong (2010) 

has reported that in Britain, the OMC incl. has empowered social NGOs in relation to the 
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government department and that the NGOs hope that the new working relations will spill over 

from the NAP on social inclusion to domestic policy-making. The following discussion will make 

a few general conclusions drawn on empirical studies of usage of Europe among Swedish CSOs 

and above all with regard to the OMC on social inclusion (see Johansson 2007 and Jacobsson & 

Johansson 2009 for more detailed analyses).  

In the Swedish context, social NGOs started to mobilize before the formal OMC process 

was set up. Before the national government started to plan the national process, representatives 

from national organizations were exploring what opportunities the OMC process would provide 

and how they could best take advantage of them nationally. Being members in EU-based 

networks and forums, such as the European anti-poverty network, the European Disability 

Forum and the Euro-Diaconia, they had access to the debates, discussions and key documents. 

One person from the national Swedish co-operative had a central position in the European 

Economic and Social Committee. These individuals provided other social NGOs with 

information and experience on the content and implications of the process. This enabled NGO 

representatives to clarify their strategies, develop capacities and direct efforts to mobilize 

partners at an early stage. Arguably, social CSOs strategically sued ‘Europe’ to achieve ‘a 

boomerang effect’ (Keck & Sikkink 1998). The notion refers to a situation in which NGOs tries 

to go beyond national governments and political structures, seek support by their affiliation or 

membership in trans-national networks or organizations and then – as the boomerang effect – 

bring acquired knowledge back into a national context to put pressure on national policies. Yet 

in contrast to other countries (see for instance on Norway below), this transnational affiliation 

was not only to networks of CSOs, but also to participation in formalized EU structures (e.g. the 

European Economic and Social Committee).  

Studies of the Swedish OMC process also indicate that processes of Europeanization can 

affect the organizational landscape and creation new actor constellations. In several other 

countries, EAPN was one of the key CSOs in monitoring and lobbying on the OMC and trying 

to be included in NAP reporting (e.g. Kröger 2008). The Swedish EAPN network was and still 

is fairly weak and did not manage to mobilize in relation to the OMC process at the start of the 

new Millennium instead did the person from the cooperation movement take initiative to form a 

national network on social exclusion, called ‘the Network against Social Exclusion’. One can 

say many things of this network and it certainly constitutes an innovation in relation to the 

existing organizational field. It established itself as a collective actor for a spectrum of national 

organizations that previously worked individually or with different agendas and has gathered 

organizations belonging to the Swedish movement of people with impairments, religious 

organizations and communities, user organizations, client organizations, social economy 

organizations, immigrant organizations and ethnic associations. The EAPN network has been 

one of the key actors within the Network, albeit not the one controlling its activities. This – 

together with the short remark made above – indicate that CSOs use European resources in 

many different manners, to gain positions and to form new alliances.  

This has become clear in the Swedish case, as the Network against social exclusion 

initially used the OMC objectives and above all the one on ‘mobilizing all relevant parties’ to 

demand access to Ministries and the OMC discussions. One also managed to achieve a certain 

degree of institutionalized involvement as it was continuously consulted throughout all the 
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NAPs processes (2001-2005) and Strategic Report processes (2008 & 2010). To some extent 

one also had ‘a say’ in relation to the government policies as one was invited to write a 

statement, included in the formal report as an appendix. However, it appears as if the tool-kits 

and positions papers developed by EAPN’s secretariat in Brussels played less importance for 

domestic activities.  

The most recent Swedish report on the national reform programme (2011) has not 

followed the previous procedure. Consultation has taken place, yet without the previously 

possibility to address a wider audience in the formal document (see Swedish National Action 

Plans, Strategic reports and National reform programmes Europe 2020 – EU’s strategy for 

smart, sustainable and inclusive growth). This might imply that as the poverty policies and 

priorities are to be integrated into other policy areas, the possibilities for CSOs to participate 

becomes more limited, however an issue that needs further empirical studies. An issue also 

observed by the EAPN network (EAPN 2011c & 2011d).   

Adopting a Europeanization perspective on the Network against social exclusion also 

demonstrates interesting aspects of how CSOs use ‘Europe’ (and with what implications). In 

this particular Swedish case the OMC on social inclusion (and following processes) have 

constituted the ‘common discourse’, ‘common framing of claims’ and ‘conception of problems’, 

which keeps the network together. Throughout these years, it has not involved itself in other 

activities. Its main activity was to gain recognition in relation to the OMC incl. and to influence 

the NAP. As the OMC started to lose momentum this challenged the network to develop a new 

frame – or reason to exist. The network has also strengthened its connection to a government 

committee on social exclusion (which one proposes representatives to), but has remained largely 

invisible in the wider public debate and kept its informal structure. There are certainly several 

reasons therefore, yet one is most likely that EU issues have never been of great importance 

among CSOs and above all those working with social welfare issues. A clear connection to an 

EU-based network or similar might also hamper CSOs legitimacy, which we learned from 

studies of this Swedish network. Government officials namely questioned the contacts between 

national social CSOs and European networks at an early stage of the OMC process. That is, they 

questioned whether the Network represented EU networks – such as the EAPN or similar – or 

marginalized groups in Sweden. According to Ministry officials, it was not possible to have a 

dual representation. Even though this was not spelled out, one might also have questioned the 

link between EU based networks of CSOs and the Commission. To adopt a selective or limited 

usage of Europe could hence be of strategic concern nationally.  

Our investigations also demonstrate some of the constraints embedded in Europeanization 

processes. It is apparent that CSO actions in relation to EU policies require economic resources, 

linguistic skills and knowledge about policies and policy-making. Organizations that have a 

clear EU profile (and competence) tend to have a central position in the Network. They have 

contacts with European networks or organizations and can get hold of general information for 

instance on the status of NAPs in other member states. Interviews also tell that members of the 

Network experience barriers. Some find it difficult to understand the relevance of EU policies 

for the national policy context and their daily work. Others express that it takes years to fully 

understand the complex and technical language of EU policies in general and the OMC process 

in particular.  
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6.2 THE NORWEGIAN CAMPAIGN FOR ADEQUATE MINIMUM INCOME PROVISION 

The Norwegian Welfare Alliance (NWA) is an umbrella organisation of organisations and 

associations aiming to improve the situation of disadvantaged groups in Norway 

(www.velferdsalliansen.no, www.eapn.eu)  Established in 1998 the NWA has had about 20-25 

member organisations in recent years, claiming that these organisations have about 45 000 

members. Many of the individuals belonging to the organisations have personal experience of 

economic and other forms of hardship, that is, the member organisations are both for and of 

disadvantaged groups. The organisations are providing support to job seekers, tenants, single 

parents, job creators, households with children in poverty, parents of people with disabilities, 

people receiving an allowance and/or in training, convicts, immigrants, ex-drug users, people 

with mental illness and their relatives.  

The NWA seeks to coordinate external campaigns and the relations among its member 

organisations and between the organisations and various government agencies, political bodies 

and individual politicians. To a great extent the NWA is involved in campaigning and lobbying 

in relation to the government and the Norwegian parliament’s committees. By using 

opportunities for participation in various working and liaison groups the NWA aims to promote 

the interests of poor and disadvantaged citizens and the positions of their member organisations. 

Two causes have dominated the NWA’s work: i) A campaign for adequate and rights-based 

minimum income provision, based on national binding rates and ii) efforts to strengthen the 

agency and participation of individuals experiencing poverty and social exclusion and 

associations acting on behalf of these individuals.   

A key aim of the NWA has been to see the Norwegian government introducing a 

minimum income provision reflecting standard budgets for different types of household, as 

developed by the National Institute for Consumer Research. An important background for this 

campaign has been the strongly discretionary nature of means-tested social assistance in 

Norway, where a wide scope for local authority and professional judgment is justified by the 

aim of providing individually adjusted and personalised help to people in need for public 

income support (Bradshaw & Terum 1997, Lødemel 1997, Halvorsen et al. 2007) . Greatly 

variable social assistance payments have given inhabitants of Norwegian municipalities 

unpredictable and in many cases insufficient protection against poverty (Epland et al. 2011, 

Table 3.2, p. 24).  

Quite early the NWA saw closer collaboration with similar networks in other countries 

and at European level as an opportunity for strengthening their position in the national context. 

The NWA has been an associated member of the EAPN since 2005 and since 2011 a full 

member. The attachment to EAPN has been an important part of NWA’s self-presentation and 

in many contexts the NWA calls itself ‘EAPN Norway’. Moreover, the NWA has actively used 

the opportunities offered by this attachment, both in the European and national contexts.  
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 First, members of the NWA leadership have participated eagerly in the cross-

European activities of the EAPN, e.g. taking part in board meetings, hosting a board 

meeting in Norway and going regularly to thematic conferences and the European 

Meetings of People Experiencing Poverty.  

 Second and even more significantly, the NWA leadership participated in the EAPN 

Minimum social standards in Europe project (funded by the Commission, 

www.adquateincome.eu) and had a staff member on secondment at the EAPN head 

office in Brussels during the work on the project.  As a follow-up this engagement, 

the NWA has participated in the European-wide EAPN campaign for adequate 

minimum income provisions.  

 Third, the NWA had the final report of the European minimum income project 

translated into Norwegian and has used this report and the European campaign 

extensively in their campaign for a minimum income reform in Norway, e.g. at public 

anti-poverty hearings that the WFA co-organised in 2007 and 2009 (e.g. EAPN 

Norway/Welfare Alliance 2009, pp.57-50).   

 Fourth, the NWA had a leading role in organising activities, focus weeks and an 

international day as part of the 2010 European year for combating poverty and social 

exclusion used also these events to focus on their demand for adequate and rights-

based minimum income provision in Norway (EAPN 2011b, www.eapn.eu, News 4 

October 2010). NWA was a main initiator behind a special cross-national and 

European event 19 November 2010 where poor people formed human solidarity rings 

around parliament buildings in Brussels, Madrid and Oslo to remind politicians about 

the urgency of combating poverty and promoting inclusion, e.g. through improved 

minimum income provisions (www.eapn,eu, News 19 Nov 2010). 

Its membership in the EAPN network has been continuously used by the NWA in contacts with 

the national government. In these contacts one has persistently picked up the campaigned 

developed by EAPN and lobbied for an improved and more rights-based minimum income 

provisions, both in relation to other organisations of disadvantaged groups and in several 

committee meetings with government ministers. In these settings the NWA spokespersons 

have referred to the EAPN campaign for adequate and rights-based minimum income 

provision, the project report and other similar EAPN mapping studies, arguing that Norway 

belongs to a minority of European countries lacking an adequate system for such provision, 

based on binding national rates. In this sense the ‘European connection’ has given the national 

campaign for a minimum income reform in Norway added salience and weight.  

During the 2009 general election campaign key politicians from several parties also 

expressed their support for a shift towards a minimum income provision based on binding 

national rates reflecting standard budget for different household types. However, so far only a 

small liberal party in opposition has followed up this verbal support by presenting specific 

proposals in the parliament (Innst. 420 S. 2010-11), but the issue is still on the agenda. 

Arguably, the NWA has been able to use its European connection – first of all their membership 

of EAPN – strategically as a source of information and arguments in the Norwegian policy 
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context. At the same time the NWA has actively participation in developing the EAPN policy 

and position on adequate and rights-based minimum income arrangements, through their 

participation in the European project and at later conferences on the same subject. 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has shown how the European poverty agenda changed over the last decades and 

provided CSOs operating at both EU and national levels with changing resources, possible to 

react upon with an ambition to promote the expansion of the EU poverty agenda. In the 

introduction to this paper we raised a few general issues regarding the role played by CSOs in 

EU poverty policies and especially with regard to the multiple roles and relations that exists 

between EU-based networks of CSOs and domestic organizations, with a direct membership in 

EU networks or with looser affiliations.  

First, the existence of CSOs working with poverty issues at EU-level is not given. Instead 

the EAPN network is a result of complex historical processes, both relating to Poverty 

programmes that explicitly drew on the involvement of voluntary organizations, grass-roots 

organizations and the like and the direct involvement of the Commission to establish a pan-

European wide network of CSOs representing ‘poor people’ in Europe. This is one example of 

how EU institutions have an impact on the organizational landscape and possibly on CSOs 

priorities: that is, CSOs are not only subjects but also objects in Europeanization processes. 

However, EU based networks – such as EAPN – continuously claim for more and better rights, 

better policies and programmes and more effective implementation. At EU-level they have 

generally been involved mainly in the first stage of a policy process, yet with soft methods like 

the OMC they also gained a role in putting these policies into action.  

Second, it is apparent that EU based networks of CSOs functions as a transmitter of 

information, knowledge and direct models for political actions at domestic levels. Domestic 

members of EU networks play have come to play a key role for the EAPN network, as the 

Network relies on these to remain a trustworthy producer of relevant information and status 

reports on different EU processes in the fields of poverty and social exclusion. EU networks 

also works to support the capacity among their members and provides them with training events 

and direct material on how to Europeanize at national level (e.g. tool-kits, press releases, model 

letters etcetera).  

Third, domestic CSOs use Europe in several different manners. In some cases 

membership in EU institutions (i.e. the EESC) provides them central information and 

knowledge before national ministries and officials have similar knowledge. Their membership 

and/or affiliation to EU-wide networks, such as the EAPN network, provides them with political 

and cognitive resources, e.g. in relation to how to operate with NAPs or National Strategic 

Programmes or direct campaigns on certain issues. These are translated into national 

circumstances and adjusted to the current political climate. Based on our national case studies 

we find that links to ‘Europe’ takes many different guises. In the Swedish case, acting as an EU-

based network appeared to be a disadvantage as the government questions CSOs’ purposes and 
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reliability. This guilt by association was of less relevance in Norway, as the Norwegian 

organization much more directly used its affiliation and membership in an explicit EU network.  

In table 4 (see appendix) 

The table summarizes some of the resources and constrains as well as the different strategies 

on part of EU-based and domestic CSOs in Europeanization processes. We have namely found 

extensive examples of barriers that hamper the participation and ‘usage of Europe’. It ranges 

from lack of organizational capacities (financial resources) to personal language skills. 

Noticeable is also that many CSOs have a ambiguous relationship to Europe, as it not only is 

seen as a means, but also a cause to the problem one aims to fight, i.e. poverty. Therefore 

there are ideological barriers to use ‘Europe’ in relation to domestic CSOs’ aims and visions. 

The extent to which these strategies have actually led to political influence on either the EU 

agenda and/or national poverty policies is an issue that necessitates further and much more 

thorough empirical investigations.  
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Table 1. EAPN national networks 

National EAPN networks (in chronological order) 

Belgium (1990), Ireland (1990), Spain (1990), Greece (1990), France (1990), The UK (1990), Portugal 

(1990), Denmark (1990), the Netherlands (1990), Italy (1990), Luxembourg (1991), Germany (1994), 

Finland (1995), Austria (1995), Sweden (1998), Bulgaria (2003), Hungary (2004), Malta (2004), Czech 

republic (2004), Cyprus (2005), Norway (2005), Lithuania (2006), Poland (2007), Slovakia (2007), 

Romania (2008), Slovenia (2009).  

Source:  www.eapn.org, accessed 20th of December 2010. 

 

Table 2. Profile of national EAPN networks 

COUNTRY NATIONAL (UMBRELLA) 
ORGANIZATIONS 

REGIONAL AND LOCAL 
ORGANIZATIONS 

TOTAL 

AUSTRIA 33 5 38 

BELGIUM 65 - 65 

BULGARIA 15 - 36 

CYPRUS 16 - 16 

CZECH REPUBLIC 14 - 14 

DENMARK - 10 10 

FINLAND 30 2 32 

FRANCE 28 2 30 

GERMANY 14 - 14 

GREECE 24 2 26 

HUNGARY 33 46 79 

IRLEAND 38 178 216 

ITALY - 10 10 

LUXEMBOURG 2 11 13 

MALTA 53 - 53 

NETHERLANDS 5 25 30 

NORWAY 9 12 21 

PORTUGAL - - 478 

SLOVAKIA 25 - 25 

SPAIN 15 16 31 

SWEDEN 15 23 38 

UNITED KINGDOM 54 255 309 

TOTAL 498 587 1584 

Source: EAPN (2005) and own calculations from www.eapn.org, accessed 20th of December 

2010.  
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Table 3. Poverty programmes, 1970s - 1990s 

Name Period Budget Number of 
projects 

Profile 

Poverty 1 1975 – 1980 
(decision, 21

st
 of 

January 1974) 

20 Million EUR approx. 20-23 
projects and 
studies 

Research and information 
exchange in combination 
with a few small exploratory 
projects  

Poverty 2 1986 – 1989 
(decision, 19

th
 of 

December 1984)  

29 Million ECU Approx 90 
projects 

Exploratory transnational 
pooling of practices in local 
projects 

Poverty 3 1990 – 1994 
(decision, 28

th
 of 

July 1989) 

55 Million ECU Approx 40 
projects  

Multi-dimensional approach 
to poverty; partnership 
between institutions and 
participation of groups 
concerned 

Source: Bauer 2002 

 

 

Table 4. CSOs in Europeanization processes 

 Resources for CSOs Constraints for CSOs Usages by CSOs 

(examples) 

EU policies – EU-

based networks of 

CSOs (relation 1) 

 Extensive examples of 

financial, cognitive, political 

and institutional resources.  

 Limited legal resources.  

 

 High requests on 

knowledge and 

expertise 

 Cordiality might inflict 

on legitimacy 

 Financial dependency 

vs. political 

independence 

 

 Lobbying strategies  

 Campaigning 

strategies 

 Cordiality strategies 

EU-based networks 

of CSOs and 

domestic CSOs 

(relation 2) 

 Financial resources limited.  

 Extensive examples of 

cognitive and political 

resources (information 

sharing on OMC processes 

and EU processes, upwards 

and downwards), 

 Capacity building in terms 

of training exercises, 

development of tool-kits.  

 Multi-level coordination of 

political strategies, e.g. in 

terms of campaigns.  

 

 Personal knowledge 

and expertise (EU 

talk) 

 EU issues considered 

limited relevance in 

relation to national 

agenda and priorities 

 Organizational 

capacity (e.g. 

economic resources)  

 Issues of 

representation (e.g. 

to hold leaders 

accountable)  

 

 Transfer of 

information and 

knowledge  

 Coordinated 

campaigns 

 

EU policies and 

domestic CSOs 

 Membership in EU 

committees (institutional 

 Acceptance of EU 

norms and values 

 Knowledge and 

information prior to 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es
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(relation 3) resources) 

 EU processes that directly 

‘demand’ CSO participation 

(e.g. social OMC) 

 

 Capacities to follow 

and analyze EU 

policies 

 

national governments 

on OMC 

Domestic CSOs and 

national policies 

(relation 4) 

 Resources in relation to 

relation 1-3 above.  

 Membership in EU 

networks basis for 

questioned legitimacy 

 Administrative and 

bureaucratic 

competence 

 Demands for 

institutionalized 

consultation as EU 

objective (OMC) 

 Demands for political 

influence as EU 

objective (OMC) 

 Claims every other 

MS follows EU 

policies 

 Part of wider 

movement of 

European CSOs 

(identity and self-

confidence) 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es

