Concluding remarks: a decalogue for 

the empowerment of the truly disadvantaged
This aim of this evaluation has been to present a critical view on the guiding principles of Integra. This is the work of a person that is neither an apologist nor a detractor of the European Union. The author is inspired by a deep sympathy for the ideas that one day gave raise to the integration process that today can celebrate unparalleled successes and look forward to new and more ambitious achievements. But this sympathy is based on the belief that only by honestly and openly recognising the shortcomings of this unprecedented process can we contribute in a positive way to its future development.


The general conclusion of this evaluation is that the guiding principles of Integra are affected by serious weaknesses, expressing conflicting ideas and aims plus important methodological flaws and logical inconsistencies. This is mainly due to four different reasons: a. The central tensions between supranational and national components that characterise the general process of European integration; b. The discontinuity and loss of acquis communautaire that can be observed in the Community initiatives on poverty and social exclusion in the mid-1990s; c. A fundamental mismatch between the general aims and methods of the Employment Initiative and the specific questions to be tackled in the fight against social exclusion; and d. The presence within the same programme of two conflicting approaches to exclusion, one stressing social exclusion and the other exclusion from the labour market.

I would now like to bring this work to a close by presenting, in brief, some practically- oriented thoughts that came to me while analysing the Communitarian experiences in the fight against poverty and social exclusion. The premises or basic definitions of these policy recommendations for future Communitarian interventions are inspired by what I understand as the fundamental methodological gains and the essential aims and values of both the Poverty Programmes and the more radical part of the principles of Integra:

* Definition of the problem: Social exclusion understood as a cumulative process of structural exclusion from several strategic arenas of social intercourse. The result of social exclusion is a situation of radical deprivation in terms of the basic resources and entitlements demanded for a real participation in those arenas. 

* Definition of the target group: The groups affected by this form of radical deprivation or the truly disadvantaged constitute the exclusive target of the intervention. It is the group, as a collective affected by social exclusion, that is the fundamental target of the action, and any individual gain must be systematically connected with or be conducive to some kind of collective gain.

* Definition of the aim of the intervention: The strategic goal of the intervention is to reverse the process of social exclusion by means of an autonomous collective action based on the successive acquisition of and control over the resources and entitlements required for full participation in the different arenas of social intercourse. This social movement towards full social participation is a process of empowerment, and empowerment or full citizenship is the final aim of the intervention.

* Definition of the method: Breaking the cumulative process of social exclusion demands a method capable of understanding and changing the different structures that interact in the creation of social exclusion and counteract its effects in terms of deprivation. The most adequate method in this context is a combination of genuine participation of the excluded group in question from the very beginning of the action, with a multidimensional approach capable of grasping the full complexity of the problem and designing a multifocal strategy of intervention.

Based on these premises I would like, finally, to propose the following decalogue for the empowerment of the truly disadvantaged as a fundament for coming Communitarian interventions on this field:

1. The coherence of the target group is a fundamental condition for the possibility of creating a consistent programme in terms of both methodology and content. In this case the target group is exclusively constituted by the truly disadvantaged, i.e. groups affected by social exclusion and radical deprivation.

2. To secure the participation of the target group from the very beginning of every action as well as to avoid ”unfair” competition from more professional project promoters, the right to apply for Communitarian funding must be strictly reserved for genuine target-group organisations.

3. In the constitution of partnerships the steering position of the target-group organisation promoting the project must be clearly established to avoid, as far as possible, any risk of subordination to more experienced and professional organisations.

4. A clear methodology of participation and empowerment must constitute a fundamental part of the whole programme as well as of every project. Participation can never be taken for granted or only defined as the final aim of a project. Participation must instead be demonstrated in relation to every relevant step in the realisation of a project.

5. In the selection of the projects the alternative character of the action proposed must be, besides the participative aspect and the character of target-group organisation of the promoter, a decisive feature. The possible innovative aspects of a project have to be weighed against the efficiency of other projects. Innovation is not a goal in itself, but only a means to achieve efficient solutions for the needs of the target group.

6. Projects that include the change of the socio-economic structures, which foster social exclusion, as a central aim should be given priority in relation to projects simply oriented to adapt some individuals of the target group to the requirements of existing structures.

7. Projects working with a multidimensional approach to the problems of social exclusion and a multifocal methodology of intervention must be given priority in relation to projects focusing on segmented aspects of reality.

8. To make available the professional resources necessary for a multidimensional methodology, a ”bank of resources” should be established. The function of this bank should be to pool together, within the frame of an accessible and reliable network, the professional institutions willing to offer their services to project promoters. This bank of resources could guarantee the professional quality of the services offered and the commitment to the aims of participation and empowerment of the truly disadvantaged which is the fundament of the whole programme. In any case, the existence of this bank should not represent a restriction of the right of the projects to choose its partners with full independence. 

9. To make it possible for genuine target-group organisations to both present and manage efficient projects of the type outlined above it is essential to fulfil three ”procedural” conditions. The fist is to establish and finance a period of pre-selection during which very elementary project sketches can be transformed into fully-developed project proposals. The second is to concentrate resources on a limited number of projects finally selected to really allow the application of an ambitious approach  to social exclusion. The third is to guarantee the financial stability of the projects selected, subject to performance on agreed lines, for a period of at least five years.

10. Last but not least, a programme seriously aiming to foster the empowerment of the truly disadvantaged must be consistent with this idea from its very beginning and from top to toe. This means in essence that the responsibility for the implementation of the programme at Union level as well as Member State level, including naturally the selection of the projects and the direction of the bank of resources, should be delegated to persons genuinely representing the target group of the programme. To achieve this representation is not an easy matter, but we are not dealing with easy matters in this context and it is much better to fail trying to achieve what is right than to fail by not trying at all.

