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1. Belgium: A short Introduction 

Belgium is a federal state which is compound of three communities: the Flemish, French and German community furthermore has Belgium three regions: the Flemish, the Walloon and Brussels metropolitan region. Flanders has only one Flemish parliament and one Flemish Government. The Francophone on the other hand, has not centralized the French community and the Walloon region (Deschouwer en Hooghe, 2005: 234). Each government has specific competencies. Eg. Flanders has an own public transport company, which is responsible for the public transport in Flanders. The Walloon provinces have also an own public transport company.

A community is a personal government in Belgium. The communities are, by the state reform, responsible for affairs which are directly related to people for instance education, welfare, sport, media, and culture. Every community can decide autonomously on these subject matters, through a decree (which is apart from the federal government).  Because there are three languages in Belgium (Dutch, French and German), there are also three communities.  Affairs which are more area bounded, e.g. environmental planning, are a responsibility of the regions.

A region is an area bounded government in Belgium. It can be defined as a district or a state. In contrast to the states in other federations, are the Belgian regions only responsible for territory related matters of their region, like environmental planning and urban development, economy, employment, agriculture, public works, external trade, municipality and province law. Every region can take an autonomous decision. The legislative power is the (region)-council, which are elected directly. The executive power is the (region) administration.
2. General Considerations on Children’s Poverty

2.1 The dimensions of child poverty

First we will define the concept of child poverty.  According to UNICEF  “Children living in poverty [are those who] experience deprivation of the material, spiritual and emotional resources needed to survive, develop and thrive, leaving them unable to enjoy their rights, achieve their full potential or participate as full and equal members of society.” (Minujin and Delamonica, 2005: 12). 

Child poverty is comparable with adult poverty on the level of social exclusion. Both children and adults do not have the means to gain access to the chances and patterns of living of other, not-deprivated people.  But child poverty is not totally the same: children are more vulnerable to poverty and the consequences of it are multiple and affect the rest of their lives. Important in the definition of poverty is that poverty is relative, multidimensional and gradual (Deleeck, 2003: 324-325). Different types of child poverty can be divided by these criteria: on which levels of the child’s life there is poverty present (e.g. only a low educational level or also bad housing and health), which gradation has the poverty (children from families with financial problems to homeless children) and what the standard of living in the country is. 

What is so important about child poverty is the ‘poverty cycle’ or generational cycle of poverty. It is important to put the attention on the issue of child poverty: if we want to reduce poverty in general, we have to start with reducing child poverty (Minujin and Delamonica, 2005: 6). Child poverty is disadvantuous for the future of the whole society, because it undermines its ‘human capital’.

The poverty cycle has several important factors, of which educational level and income are the crucial ones. When parents have a low educational level, they will be lower on the working ladder and receive a lower income or are even unemployed. Because of their lower income, their children do not often participate in higher education. They achieve also a lower educational level and receive a lower income. In this way there is a cycle of poverty from generation to generation. This is why education is always a very important policy issue, because it is the best instrument to break through the poverty cycle. 

Different dimensions of poverty can be approached according to Vranken. The dimensions are: time (intergenerational poverty, reproduction of poverty), height (the extent of the group of poor people), width (which domains of life are deprivated) and depth (how deep is the gap between the poor and the rest of society) (Vranken et al, 2006: 32-33).  Difference between and within these dimensions imply differences in the degree of poverty. Factors that lead to child poverty are for instance low educational level of the parents, low income of the parents, bad food and housing,… The more these factors are combined, the higher the poverty risk is. 

There are also different ways of measuring poverty. The ones that are mostly used are: the subjective method, the deprivation method, the budget method, the statistical or relative method, the food quote method, the statutory or political method (Deleeck, 2003: 327-333). Every method has its own point of view. This determines that poverty can be looked at in many ways and the results will –slightly or significantly- differ according to which method has been used. For child poverty, for instance, there is a difference in point of view between measuring the income of the parents and the percentage of young people without a diploma. There is always a difference in the results when researchers use implicit (who is poor now) or explicit (what will lead to poverty in the future) criteria. This shows us that the study on children’s poverty is often a matter of perception. 

2.2  How it is associated with Migration, Minorities and Disabilities
Sadly as it is, child poverty exists in our country. However it is particularly located in families from foreign origin and in single wage-earner or non- earner families, the employment is the best cure against poverty. The poverty figures for children in a family with a working householder or in a two earners family are lower than the poverty figures in non earner families.

We can only link child poverty to migration and disabilities in Belgium, because there are no minorities in this country. Yet, we can say a lot about migration and disabilities.

There are many possibilities to reduce or vanish child poverty, I will only stress on the educational level in our country. The higher schooling, the smaller the chance is on poverty.  Education helps children to develop capacities and skills which they need in an autonomous life. 

But children in poverty, migrant children and children with a handicap are often disadvantage in our school system.
Flanders scores very high, with top prestige for reading and mathematics skills (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 115). Yet, there is a gap between the migrant students and the native students. That is because children of lower socio- economic groups have different norms and values at home and at school. In addition is the language deficiency an obstacle for migrant students, if the parents do not speak the language they cannot help their child with his/her homework.  36% Of migrant children does not go to the kindergarten, so the participation gap starts very soon (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 245).  This is why they start unequal in kindergarten and primary school. Thus this unequal start explains the gap between the students.  This eventually leads to a sooner end of their school career, so they do not graduate (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 116).

Also our education system itself is a cause for the quicker school ends (Pannecoucke, 2006a). If your education level is low, there will be a bigger chance to become unemployed.

Children from a single parent and from foreigner nationality are very vulnerable. There is also more chance, for them, to end up in an education for children with special needs. Migrant students are more and sooner send to special education, 9,5% against 4,6% for native students (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 245).Also children from whom the parents are unemployed, have more chance to end up there. Not only the learning difficulties are a reason to switch to special education, but also the cost price is economical. They have free transport, physiotherapy, speech therapy (Reulens e.a, 2001 in Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 119).

The children from a family with a low SES
 have more chance to slow down in the primary school. Vranken et al. says that 72% of the migrant students have learning arrears from at least one year (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 120). We can define learning arrears as arrears that a student has, compared to the group of students from the same year of birth. Learning arrears is not only an outcome of a pupil who stays down a class, but can be caused by an illness, atypical study change. 

Figure 1 shows us that there is a clear difference in learning arrears between Belgium students en migrant students (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 118). 
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Children with a disability have more chance to end up in poverty than healthy children, the causes and outcome are not always clear. The hypothesis runs as follows, a disabled child brings its own set of worries, even more than an average child. As a result of which, there is more stress in the relationship of the parents. That leads to a rupture and in the end the rupture leads to a single parent.  A single-parent family has more chance to end up in a poor situation because in this type of families is a single wage-earner, which leads to lesser income. We see only inclusion of disabled children in better class families, whereas poor families will be sooner excluded, for instance in institutions, special education, and so on.  

2.3 The Social/Political Issue of ‘Social Exclusion’ and ‘Children’s Poverty’ in our country 

Social exclusion is a social political issue and politicians and the public are concerned about it. However some subjects are more visible and active in the political agenda then others. Although there are a few organizations who stress the government on the ‘poverty and social exclusion’ issue, for instance National Action plan, OASeS,… There is also a general report of poverty, which questions the poverty indicators.

The fight of social exclusion is a divided responsibility in our country. In which community, regional government and the federal government are equal partners. Each government has specific competencies.

Nowadays, the fight against child poverty is a bigger top priority within the social inclusion process from the European Union, because of the growing child poverty level. There are a lot of strategies to cope with child poverty, for instance: employment measures, allowance (pension), child care, free entry of education, access to proper living and health care and social service(s), etc. To prevent and fight child poverty, an integrated universal and multidimensional strategy is necessary. These strategies has to cross several policies and levels (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006:324).
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The school bonus is one of the recent measurements taken, against child poverty, in Belgium. The entry to education is free of charges till the end of compulsory education, says the constitution. Nevertheless education is not free, so to reduce the school cost, we have introduced a school bonus, since 2006. This school bonus is divided in 2 age categories:  6-11 years and 12-18years. The first group gets about 50 euros, the other group around 70 euros. The sum is paid in august by the child allowance fund. This federal initiative is a payment once a year (N., 2006).

 Also the regional government fights against child poverty, by increasing the day care centers, making primary education free of charge(s). Day care centers are essential against child poverty, because it helps parent to combine work and family life. In addition a good day care center improves the social and cognitive developments of children (Vranken en De Boyser en Dierckx, 2006: 321).
2.4 Poverty or Income Inequality?

In our country, public concern is mostly geared towards poverty in general. But child poverty is a relatively new topic in the field of poverty studies. For a long time this issue has been underestimated, but its importance is increased in the last few years. 

 In recent studies like the annual poverty report (Jaarboek van Armoede en Sociale Uitsluiting), it is also stressed that child poverty is a new angle in the poverty policy. In the ‘Strategisch rapport voor de sociale bescherming en insluiting, 2006-2008’, the goal is to reduce the rate of children who live in poor households from 17% in 2003 to 12% in 2010. The 17% is a little better than the EU average of 19%. 
But income inequality is also seen as an important issue. Income inequality is a modifying factor for child poverty. The income level of the parents defines the social-economic status of their children. Especially we can notice the difference between one-income  or unemployed families and two-income families. Children in one-income or unemployed families have a much higher risk to end up in poverty, in our country respectively 36% and 70%. This is also a little better than the EU average. But the percentage of children living in unemployed households is with 13% higher than the European average (Strategisch rapport voor de sociale bescherming en insluiting, 2006-2008: 14-15).
Results from an older study show the percentage of poor families in Belgium. (Deleeck, 2003: 334)
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Percentage of poor households in Belgium, EU-norm

	
	1976

	1985
	1988
	1992
	1997

	Belgium, relative norm
	-
	6,0
	5,9
	7,2
	7,7

	Flanders, relative norm (1)
	             10,8
	6,0
	5,4
	6,7
	6,9

	Wallonia, relative norm
	-
	6,1
	8,5
	9,0
	9,1

	Belgium, constant norm (2)
	-
	11,1
	9,3
	7,2
	7,0

	Flanders, constant norm (3)
	             10,8
	6,7
	4,2
	3,0
	2,5


(1) Poverty norm calculated for Flanders only

(2) EU- poverty norm of 1992, the other years changed on the basis of the index of consumption prices

(3) EU- poverty norm of 1976, the other years changed on the basis of the index of consumption prices

In a more recent study about poverty we can see how the poverty risk is for children in our country. This table also shows the difference in poverty risk between different types of families and the activity status of the parents.  (Vranken et al, 2006: 386 and 438)

Poverty risk percentage to age, sex, householdtype, activity status, Belgium, 2001

	
	Man
	Woman
	Total

	Age
	
	
	

	0-15 years
	12
	12
	12

	16-24 years
	11
	12
	12

	25-49 years
	8
	11
	10

	50-64 years
	10
	13
	12

	65 years and older
	24
	26
	26

	Total
	12
	15
	13

	
	
	
	

	Householdtype
	
	
	

	One person Household
	12
	26
	21

	One person Household < 30 years
	-
	-
	21

	One person Household 30-64 years
	-
	-
	13

	One person Household > 65 years
	-
	-
	27

	Two adults (min. 1 > 65 years)
	-
	-
	26

	Two adults (both < 65 years)
	-
	-
	8

	One parent family
	-
	-
	25

	Two adults 1 dependent child
	-
	-
	7

	Two adults 2 dependent children
	-
	-
	11

	Two adults + 3 or more dep. children
	-
	-
	7

	Other Households with dep. children
	-
	-
	15

	Total
	12
	15
	13

	
	
	
	

	Activity status
	
	
	

	Unemployed
	40
	27
	32

	Other inactives
	13
	24
	21

	Pensioners
	22
	20
	21

	Employees
	3
	4
	3

	Total
	12
	15
	13


We can see that children are the second risk group after the elderly. This illustrates the vulnerability of children and their households once more. Also single households, and especially of women alone, are a high risk group. And of course the unemployed have the highest poverty risk, which implicates that their children have a high poverty risk too. 

2.5  The main Consequences of Poverty to Children and Families
Consequences of poverty take place on multiple dimensions in the environment of the child. First, there is the material care for the child. This means the basic facilities like housing, clothing, material goods etc.  Second, there is the ‘cultural care’ of the child. The ‘cultural care’ contains the intellectual capacity and development and general evolvement. Furthermore, there are consequences on the level of the social situation of the child, which contain its social skills and social contacts. Finally, there are consequences for the physical and psychological health and condition of the child (Holz, 2003: 30) 

These dimensions imply that poverty has multiple consequences: less intellectual and emotional development, social exclusion, deprivation of health by bad housing, food and medical care. Poverty affects both children and families, but children are even more vulnerable. They are totally dependent from their surroundings and their parents. Poverty also affects the general development of the child and takes from the child the right to have an innocent and unconcerned childhood. This affects the child deeply for the rest of its life. The child grows up with less life chances than other children: the chance for a proper education and therefore a good job, the chance to be healthy, the chance to live in a nice environment and the chance to be a full member of the society. 
3. Policy Initiatives in Belgium 

3.1 Coordination of Policy

In Belgium the coordination of policy concerning poverty, is assured in the following three ways. 
The first one is the federal minister of social integration. He’s the responsible person for the coordination of the policy concerning poverty. Secondly, there is the inter-ministerial conference about integration in society. It is a conference where the responsible ministers of the different governments of Belgium meet each other and work together on matters concerning the poverty policy.  The last one is the support point for fighting poverty, existence insecurity and social exclusion. Since the federal state, the regions and the communities of belgium founded this organisation in 1999 its main goal has been to keep fighting poverty a priority on the political agenda. The support point does this by providing analyses and recommendations for policy makers in Belgium. 

3.2 Year of the Toddler 

Education for toddlers in Flanders is considered as very good on an international scale. However, internally there is the problem of a large gap between students. Not everybody has the same social, cultural or financial base needed in order to make a good start in life. In order to deal with this inequality, the Flemish minister for employment and education, Frank Vandenbroucke has started a campaign based on ten goals in order to make sure that every child has an equal chance when it comes to education. 

Some of these goals have already been set earlier, and initiatives, such as the ones mentioned later in the text, have already been started. A new initiative started on October 18, 2007 and is called ‘the year of the toddler’. Its goal is to improve the quality of the education, and to get more toddlers to go to kindergarten. To ensure that this goal will be made, the Flemish government will invest by giving extra money, which will be spend, amongst others, on more teachers and better communication.

There are several new measures taken to ensure improvement:

· Information exchange of toddlers who are not subscribed in kindergarten: 
A comparison will be made between the number of enlisted toddlers and the state’s register. This way the government has a clear view of those toddlers not attending kindergarten. Action will then be taken by the organization ‘child and family’. They will visit the parents of not-attending toddlers and try to persuade them to enlist their child.
· The Starters book: ‘going to kindergarten’:

This short book informs parents in an informal way about the new world their child will soon be living in. Information about teachers, costs, subscriptions and purposes are found in this starters book, which also includes a colorful ‘story card’. This is a helpful instrument for parents when discussing kindergarten with their children. 

· Extra manpower:

New employees will be given the task to act as a caretaker or mediator. Their main job will be to discuss toddler-participation policy. They will work together with among others: teachers, ceo’s and the government. Another part of their job will exist of mediating between schools and parents, when for example a child does not attend school regularly, they will go and talk to the parents and try to solve the problem.
3.3 An Initiative towards a Fight against Child Poverty: Education
The several processes of social distribution turned out to be, in many cases, more beneficial for people with a higher education than for people with a lower education. In a traditional view, people consider education as a means for upward social mobility, education as an important instrument to promote more equality of opportunities in life (Deleeck, 2003: 397). A (very) low education level has often strong consequences. It has it’s consequences on the rest of someone’s career and it increases the chances of social exclusion. It is clear that the government has to take some actions for the democratization of education. 
The Principle of free primary education is a measure of the government to create equal entrance chances towards education for all ranks in society. This kind of measure is also known as an external democratization of education
 (Deleeck, 2003: 398).

The principle of free education is described in the decree хш of 13 July 2001. This decree sets up a commission that is qualified to deal with complains regarding school expenses. It also prescribes that primary schools, which are financed or subsidized by the community, can’t request direct or indirect registration fee. They also can’t request contributions for school related costs which are necessary for realizing a final attainment level or to aim for a development goal. Where schools are allowed to ask a contribution, this has to be deliberated in an advisory committee on education and it has to be announced through the school regulations. That way the parents are aware of the extra contributions. A different arrangement has to be worked out for parents who struggle with their finances. Because of this obligation the parents can value the amount of the annual contributions through the school. The obligation tries to avoid the possibility that parents have to pay unexpected financial costs during the year (N., 2007: 102). 
This principle is settled in a decree and explains that expenses which are bounded educationally and necessary to achieve a final attainment level or to aim for a development goal has to stay free. Although this principle is from an earlier stage, it remains valid today. To realize the validation of the principle today, the Flemish secretary of state (Franck Vandenbroucke) for education wants to increase the budget of the primary schools in the following years (N., 2007: 102). A good example would be the financial support since 2004, from the Flemish secretary of state for education, for the independent non-profit association “Schulden op School” or in English terms “Debts on School”. This association promotes for several years the principle of free education for everybody. Its famous project “Goed(koop) onderwijs” can grow because of the financial support. This project tries to make the expenses that a school has as small as possible. Therefore a school in this project has no financial incremental costs.       

Discussions about the effectiveness of the initiative are imminent and go either way. On one hand, this initiative contributes to the democratization of education which was a specific goal of the postwar policy in Belgium. Making primary schools in some way free, such a measure leads to an increase in the accessibility of education. It promotes the participation in education of young persons from different strata of the population (Deleeck, 2003: 398). On the other hand there was a reaction on this initiative that there is still a lot of vagueness among the meaning of “costs which are necessary for realizing a final attainment level or to aim for a development goal”.  What is specifically meant by necessary costs, a final attainment level and an aim for a development goal (N., 2007: 114)? 

Exceptions and interpretations could still cause considerable expenses for parents with low income, despite this principle. The Principle of free primary education definitely contributes to, but does not realize the democratization of education. Clearly, more is needed besides principles with good intentions.
            3.4.  An Initiative towards a fight against child poverty: supporting parents in their educational role (National Action Plan for social inclusion 2006-2008)

Both in the Flemish Action Plan For Playing Truant and in the management agreements of the parent cupola associations, there are a few actions aimed at parental involvement of difficulty groups. 

· Specifically for these groups there are possibilities created for the centre of student accompaniment to appoint experience experts in poverty and social exclusion and intercultural mediators.

· Flandres works on the development of the policy concerning education support. By early support of families with questions about education, they try to avoid the further escalation of problems. There are fourteen Education Shops where parents can pose their questions. They work together with partners on the local level to involve all actors in the support of education and to guarantee an offer for all different social groups. 

· Flandres supports the implementation of the ‘Triple P’ program. This program stimulates parents and other educators to approach children positively and starts from a strong belief in the possibilities of parents and children. 

· Flandres subsidies support families. Support families offer preventive support to deprived and social isolated families and children. The assistance consists out of realizing and accompanying a relationship between a support asking and a support offering family. The support of children and their families is given by both education and school work, and social and practical issues and is temporary. When the problematic familiar situation is solved, the support ends.   

A lot of pupils in Flemish or Brussels schools who don’t speak Dutch at home, don’t practice their Dutch in their free time. Therefore there is developed a manner to lead the non-Dutch speaking pupils to the Dutch free time offer: more information, sport activities linked to schools and methodological developing of educational art offer for children and their parents who don’t speak Dutch at home..  

4. The influence of the European Union
Our opinion is that Belgium’s membership to the European Union is indeed beneficial towards social inclusion in Belgium. There are multiple reasons why we have this opinion. First, Europe formulates particular aims in the open coördination method, by which the member states – among which is Belgium- are obliged to act consequently. 
The member states have to set up a national action plan every year. In this national action plan, there is described how the country will try to strive for the aims prescribed by Europe. In this way, the member states are obliged to pay extra attention to particular problematic issues. 

There are several projects funded by the EU that provide help to the less fortunate in our society. On the social level, the European Social Fund is of great importance. The aim of this fund is to drive back the differences in prosperity and standard of living between the EU-member states and –regions and thus to reinforce the economical and social cohesion. The strength of this fund is that it is different for every country according to their needs.

Belgium has to contend with the proportional increase of the ageing population and a labour shortage. The goal of the ESF-financing is to offer a solution to these collective problems, by helping older employees to work longer and by integrating the deprived section of the population in the working population of the future.

Priority 1: To promote social integration

This priority has to anticipate on the specific needs of the deprived groups in the population, like young people between 18 and 25 years old, single fathers or mothers, civilians from outside the EU and people aged older than 45 years. The emphasis will be on jobs, and apart of that, also on health care, housing, illiteracy, mental health problems and cultural differences. The aim is to experiment with techniques to promote the social stability and integration. 

E.g.  Bridging project: Low-skilled young job-seekers combine schoolwork and working experience. 

Priority 2: To encourage career planning and job diversity

This priority is filled up by the financing of several specific projects, which have the goal to change the job market by changeing deep-seated attitudes. The main aim is to extend the active working period: to make older employees work longer, to discourage early retirement and to concentrate on the improvement of the health care, the safety and the well-being of the job.

E.g.  ‘Social Act’ of employers in Eastern Flanders supports social inclusion of disadvantaged groups. 
Priority 3: To fight discrimination

Two innovative federal projects have the goal to increase the awareness and to find new methods and means for the struggle against discrimination in the entrance to the job market. The continuation of these projects will contribute to the reinforcement of the social cohesion and the creation of a more solidary labour market for target groups in Belgium. 

E.g.  Distance learning: social inclusion by the University of Liège for groups who are limited by geographical and time constraints, by using new communication technologies and E-learning. It also promotes lifelong learning. 

As one of the founding countries in 1957, Belgium has a very pro Europe position, also because Brussels is the capital of Europe. A lot of important European organisations and institutions are seated in Brussels. We think that Belgium is positive about further social measures and aims from the European Union.    
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� The external democratization of education covers the accessibility of education, promoting the participation degree of young people who descend from the different ranks of the population.





