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Child poverty in Sweden
When a child is considered poor in Sweden, it doesn’t mean that the child is starving or lacks a place to live. In Sweden poverty means that children can’t participate in activities like other children, they can’t play hockey, play an instrument or maybe go to the cinema as often as other children in the same age – because their parents don’t have an economy to make this possible. These are a few examples of unforeseen expenses that for some families are insurmountable. It is also proven that if children grow up under circumstances like these there may be a risk that they can get problems with their health, drop-out of school earlier and the social exclusion may not change to the better in their own adulthood (International Journal of Social Welfare, 2007). 
The extent of child poverty in Sweden

The Swedish welfare went trough a difficult trial in the beginning of 1990 to 1997. The problems begun with a large decrease of salaried employments, downsizings in the public service. At the same time a wave of immigration of refugees from war-torn countries arrived to Sweden. These factors contributed to a worsen economic situation for Sweden. It was especially the families who already had a bad economic situation who were effected and the newly arrived refugees. From 1995 and forward the income increase for families with children improved with 15-16 percent, the income increase for single parents rose with 5 percent but the child poverty was on its highest level in 1997. The number of poor children reduced between 1997 and 2002, from 433 000 children to 252 000 (www.rb.se).
In 2004 there lived 1,9 million children in Sweden and 1,7 million of them had a reasonable standard of living. Which means that 252 000 children in the ages between 0-17 years lived in families with economical problems. There was an increase of child poverty between the years 2000 and 2004 when the differences between a child from a family with a good economy and a child from a family with economic problems increased in Sweden. (www.rb.se)

Exposed groups in Sweden

There is a noticeable difference between a families economic situation depending on if they are from Sweden or if they have a foreign background. A child with foreign background has a four times higher risk to live with economical problem then a child with Swedish background. It mainly depends on how long the foreign family has lived in Sweden. Families who arrived in Sweden in the beginning of 1990 and families who arrived three years ago are the most exposed families according to 2004 surveys. (www.rb.se)

Children living with a single parent are more likely to be exposed to a bad economic situation.  The most exposed children are the ones who live with a foreign single parent. These children constitute for 50 percent of poor children in Sweden compared to children living with Swedish single parents who constitute for 23 percent. The risk for a child who lives with both parents who have a Swedish background only constitute 3, 5 percent. (www.rb.se)

Children with a mentally ill parent are also an exposed group. Exactly how many children who live under these circumstances is hard to estimate. A mentally ill person has often problems with the daily life and this may effect the economic situation. A mentally ill person might not work to the same extent as a healthy person (International Journal of Social Welfare, 2007). 
There are also big differences between regions. The largest regions in Sweden, Stockholm, Malmo and Gothenburg have the highest rates of the child poverty in the entire country. (www.rb.se)

Child poverty a political and social issue in Sweden?

Article 27

1. States Parties recognize the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the child's physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development. 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child was adopted in 1989 by the UN and the following year Sweden, among other countries, ratified it. According to the first sentence in article 27, the Swedish government has the responsibility to make sure that every child has a right to a standard of living adequate – but do politicians care about child poverty? Child poverty may be a political question in Sweden, but has not got enough priority. A greater child- perspective is something that we would like to se more of on the political arena. 

Efforts from politicians have been done regarding child poverty; an example of this was how children in certain areas, living in families receiving social benefits would get their family benefits reduced due to the fact that they earned money during the summer holidays. A debate conducted in 2003 regarding this issue and the former minister of youth, Ulrica Messing (s) commented the problem: “the municipalities favor families with middle – or high income where the children often gets to keep their entire wage, whilst children in families with social benefits may feel that it is useless to work since their family get reduced allowance” (Helsingborgs Dagblad June,2000). Her opponent on the political arena, Martin Andreasson (m) agreed on the matter and wrote in a local newspaper that: “There is something wrong with the society when young people who work to get some pocket money get punished for it. Initiatives to work should of course be profitable” (Provinstidningen Dalsland, June,2002).

The outcome from this debate lead to a change in the legislation 2007 saying that children are never responsible for their parents maintenance, nor for siblings either. A child should always have the right of disposal over their own income, without this affecting their parent’s social benefits (www.rb.se).  

A more recent debate that was conducted is about fees taken at school. School is free of charge in Sweden but fees have been taken for activities and outings that have been scheduled on school time. Examples of such are fees taken for bus trips when going on school outings to the zoo and swimming pool or bringing their own packed lunch for outings (which other wise is free in Sweden), expenses like these can be impossible for a poor family to pay. A study made by the Mayflower organization in 2004, showed that fees existed in about a third of the schools in Sweden. Only 11 % of the schools had a policy against fees in relation to school activities (www.riksdagen.se). Every time that the teacher reminds these children to bring packed lunch to the outing, money for the bus trip or for the admission to the zoo – they are reminded of their socio-economic exclusion. This is not how the public school should work.

Good social and economic conditions are usually contributing to children’s health and conditions in the early childhood years are particularly important. The risk of ill health is higher in socially disadvantaged groups, problems with mental health is higher as well as psychical (www.fhi.se). 
Important policy initiatives made in three different areas by the Swedish government

Initiatives in the labour market

The comprehensive objective of the Swedish government's labour market is to contribute with a well-functioning labour market, increase the employment and reduce exclusion. The Swedish labour market, known to be very active, offers several different compensations during unemployment or sick leave. Some of them that are going to be discussed in this report are job- and development guarantee, unemployment compensation, newstart jobs and programs to find the right job for the right person. Even though it is preferred to be employed or enter an education it is during unemployment important for the labour market to make people involved and get them back to work as soon as possible, which can be made by participation in some of the mentioned programs. A long period of unemployment results in exclusion and lack of participation in society (www.regeringen.se).

The government has made new changes in the terms of sick leave, which today have harder requirements. In recent years, various steps have been taken to reduce sick leave. In May 2006, the number of days of sick leave had decreased by 23 percent compared to 2002. The government also believes that the sickness insurance scheme must be reformed so that it gives more motivation for a return to work; the principle of activation must be strengthened. With less compensation during sick leave people have to be motivated to get well and go back to work. Too many people are lost early to the workplace due to sickness. These initiatives have both negative and positive consequences, on one hand they have made a lot of people to get the motivation and start working. On the other hand however there are people who face challenges on the way, e.g. discrimination by the employee. Worth to mention is that gender equality is an important task for government authorities to maintain. They have to ensure that men and women have equal power to form their lives and have the same rights, opportunities and obligations. The gender equality is important to consider, not at least in the labour market (http://www.si.se). 
Job- and development guarantee is a labour market program in which unemployed people participate in individually adapted activities in aim to as soon as possible get a job. This program makes it achievable for people to get the right job, the different steps that the program includes has several ways for people to get into the labour market.

Initiatives which benefit the employer are the opportunity to employ people that have been in unemployment for a long time without having to pay employment tax. This initiative is called newstartsjob, meaning that the employer doesn’t have to pay tax for the period the person who gets employed have been outside the labour market. There are positive and negative aspects. More companies will employ and more people will get a job, however this kind of employment can be a risk for the employee who maybe only get to work for the period that the employer doesn’t have to pay any tax. The outcome might be that the employer will not maintain staff. 

The fact that the employment in Sweden has increased shows that initiatives made by the government have given results. The social exclusion has subsided and made it possible for people outside the labour market to come back and find a job.

Integration as an important policy initiative
Over 1.1 million people or 12 percent of the population are born in other countries than Sweden. Even though differences have narrowed in recent years employment among those born abroad is considerably lower than among those born in Sweden. The differences are greater for women. In 2005 62 percent of all foreign-born people of working age were employed, 59 percent of the women and 65 percent of the men. The employment level among people born in Sweden that same year was 76 percent, 78 percent of the men and 74 percent of the women (www.regeringen.se).
The Swedish government believes that to succeed with integration in to the society, people with foreign origin need to participate in the labour market at an early stage (www.regeringen.se). Therefore in Sweden’s National Reform Programme for Growth and Jobs 2006 to 2008, a number of general as well as more specific measures aimed at strengthening the foothold of the foreign born in the labour market were presented. The government also presented in its 2007 Spring Budget a comprehensive integration policy initiative to further expedites entry into the labour market for people with foreign backgrounds. 

Examples of initiatives:
· The scheme newstartjob is one important initiative on the labour market as mentioned above. So far more than 11 500 people have received a new start job and about one third are foreign born.(www.sweden.gov.se/content/1/c6/09/07/99/a1ada04b.pdf)
· “Step-in” jobs were introduced the 1st of July 2007. A “step-in” job is a subsidised job in the public or the private sector. It is intended for asylum seekers who have received a residence permit, quota refugees and close relatives of people in these two groups for the first 18 months after receiving a residence permit. The wage subsidy, which is directly to the employers, will amount to 50 percent in the public sec​tor and 75 percent for private employers and public sector employers engaged in business activities. (http://www.sweden.gov.se/content/1/c6/09/07/99/a1ada04b.pdf)
· Initiatives against discrimination have been made, 2003 a new legislation against discrimination was introduced and economic resources have been strengthened continuously over several years. More funding has been put aside for Ombudsmannen against ethnic discrimination with the purpose of improving the supervision of the legislation. Furthermore Brottsförebygganderådet was commissioned by the government to investigate if there was any discrimination in the legal system. (www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/08/29/53/33f051a7.pdf)
· A suggestion that the government has made to avoid discrimination on the labour market  is to make job application forms anonymous to prevent any discrimination in the early selection phase.(www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/08/29/53/33f051a7.pdf) 
All of these initiatives are important considering the high amount of unemployed immigrants. The Swedish government believes that work will solve some of the issues concerning poverty and exclusion. The measurements taken by the government in combination with the economic upswing in Sweden starts to show results, for example, one year ago the unemployment rate was 11 % among immigrants and this year it has dropped to 9.5 % (www.regeringen.se).
We believe that the high unemployment rate among immigrants is a big problem, and therefore the initiatives are relevant, but we are concerned that some measurements taken by the government may only show to be effective during the economic upswing. During a recession these measurements may be useless in different aspects. For instance the newstartjobs seems to be successful but if a recession takes place companies may stop employing people. 
The initiatives by the government against discrimination we find fundamental in the work for successful integration. However, a large amount of people with foreign background still find it hard to get permanent work due to structural obstacles like discrimination. Despite some positive changes in statistics during the past years the work is far from done, we find additional initiatives necessary. 

All in all, we believe that the initiatives are important. To fight social exclusion and poverty among vulnerable groups of people like immigrants, initiatives regarding discrimination and facilitating work for immigrants is a step in the right direction.  
Benefit initiatives
Social Assistance

Social assistance aims to provide an ultimate safety net for people experiencing a temporary financial crisis. (International Journal of Social Welfare, 2007). The functions of social assistance are to guarantee a reasonable standard of living and should support and strengthen the individual to an independent living. (www.regeringen.se)
In order to qualify for social assistance, people must have exhausted their financial assets almost completely. People have nevertheless their own responsibility to their livelihood, so those with capacity to work are obligated to actively seek help in search of maintenance.  However, there are people who for comparatively long periods are dependent on social assistance for their livelihood. Most of those receiving long-term social assistance lack earnings altogether. In 2004 just over 1 percent of the population received social assistance over a period of 10-12 months. (International Journal of Social Welfare, 2007). 
In a report, The National Board of Health and Welfare, figures show that the amount of individuals receiving social assistance is continuing to decrease.  During the past 10 years by over 10 per cent. However those in need of social assistance during long periods are not decreasing in the same pace. Statistics show that the proportion of young adults receiving social assistance during long periods has continuously increased. The recipients of social assistance among those with foreign origin have decreased from 18.7 per cent in 2000, to about 12 per cent in 2006. 
Child benefit
Child benefit is a governmental allowance to families with children. It has existed in Sweden since 1937 but has changed since then and is today equal for everyone and not affected by income or savings, so most people bringing up a child can get child benefit. For families with two or more children there is another supplement, the child benefits are increased for bigger families. The positive thing with child benefit in Sweden is that it is available for every family. When child benefits were introduced for the first time in 1937 it was affected by income. To fight poverty and keep the education level up there could be an option to bring in the initiative of 1937 and give the ones who really need more (www.forsakringskassan.se).      
Day nursery

It is possible for most families in Sweden to have their children on day nursery because of the subsidy which has made it less expensive. This initiative makes it easier for parents to combine work and family and gives them the opportunity to provide a good upbringing for their children. However some parents still would like to get the opportunity to stay home and bring up their children for a longer period then the parental leave allows instead of having the children in day nursery.         
Sweden’s membership in the European Union

Sweden has been a member of the European Union since 1995, the guidelines and aims for each country are discussed in an individual National Action Plan and the funding comes from the European Social Fund. The main issues discussed in the National Action Plan for Sweden is how to get more people into work to stimulate the welfare in Sweden and decrease the exclusion in the society. This is believed to be achieved by getting people standing outside of the labour market into work and creating new job opportunities. By doing this the socially excluded groups would get a higher quality of life and this is something that can improve children’s living standard. Below we have listed the pros and cons of Sweden’s membership in the European Union with a perspective of the matter of child poverty. 

Pros / Advantageous with Sweden’s membership in the European Union

· Open Method of Coordination (OMC) provides cooperation between the Member States. It can work as a superior and as positive peer-pressure to make sure that Sweden takes action on the issue of child poverty from the national policies. (http://europa.eu/scadplus/glossary/open_method_coordination_en.htm)
· Sweden’s membership in the European Union can help understand and learn more of the child poverty from other member states and Sweden, having one of the lowest rates of child poverty, may contribute with some understanding to other countries on the matter. Through an exchange of knowledge Sweden may develop and learn more on what actions can be put into practice in the country. 
· The guidelines in the European Social Fund can help Sweden achieve the aim of getting people into the labour market and pointing out matters that need to be improved such as gender equality, discrimination and people who have been sick listed for a long time. The Social Fund will approximately distribute 690 millions Euro to Sweden during the period 2007 – 2013. (http://www.esf.se/esf/templates/Page.aspx?id=607)
Cons / Disadvantageous with Sweden’s membership in the European Union

· The Swedish National Action Plan has its main focus on how to get the socially excluded groups included by getting them into the labour market. The National Action Plan does not give a broad enough dimension of the issue and of what other implements could be needed. For instance Sweden has lowered the sickness benefit and unemployment benefit fund as an action to get more people into work but these implements strike on a negative way on already poorer households and the children living in them.
· The NGO (non governmental organization) Save the Children arranges surveys that show how child poverty varies depending on were in Sweden you look, that is because each township/local government differ on the politics they run. You can for instance see how the fees and reductions they charge for leisure activities in that particular area differ which can effect children’s exclusion. Looking at child poverty from this local perspective and how it can vary within a country then there are some difficulties seeing what difference the membership in the European Union can do to help improve the situation. 

· The European Union has explicitly acknowledged children’s rights and that members shall work to integrate and coordinate the work on children in all of the Unions work. Looking through the documents and guidelines in the European Unions National Action Plan there is a lacking child perspective. 

· The definition of child poverty within the European Union is based only on the income rate in the country and the cost in a “normal” household; this can be misleading when not looking at other aspects such as supplementary benefits/social assistance. The outcome of this is that the European Unions definition does without consideration measure poverty without looking at the fact if it is possible to live a life outside poverty on that income level. (www.rb.se)
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