Friday 13 October 2006:
Tony opened the day and welcomed the newcomers and the visitors of the virtual Inclusion Forum. He gave an overview on the reasons why the SALTO RC Inclusion has invited for this Forum using the little yellow rubber duck, developing from the ugly duck to a beautiful swan. Another fellow of this duck is the little frog which needs a stable ground to be a great jumper. He expressed the hope that this Forum will be such springboard for big jumps in social inclusion and gave the word to Mr. Bartak for the official opening.
· The Inclusion Forum in its Context
Official opening and situating the forum in its political context
By Karel Bartak (Head of Unit, Youth Policy, DG Education + Culture, European Commission)
Mr. Bartak expressed that such visits are part of his personal learning process and he invited everybody for exchange of experiences after his speech. At the moment, the Youth Unit of the European Commission is reading through the National Reform Programmes of 27 countries to evaluate wheather and to what extent the needs and concerns of young people have been taken “on board” by the different governments. 
As the Commission has redefined its Lisbon Strategy in 2005 the Youth Pact as a new step to aim at concrete policy measures to improve the education, training, mobility, employment and social inclusion of young Europeans. Even though the Pact takes under consideration that youth is not a homogenous group, particular emphasis is put on three areas:

· Social inclusion of young vulnerable people

· Increasing the employment of young people

· And reducing the number of early school leavers. 
The Pact highlights as well the value non formal education and pays special attention to the transition from school to work, that a high number of young people tend to fail. Competences of young people gained in voluntary and non formal activities should be better recognised by employers. The Pact as it exists now reflects what the young people want from the EU (according to surveys): fighting against unemployment, poverty and social exclusion.
Mr. Bartak stressed that the political attitude of EU policy has changed: before there was a main focus on competitivness and social flexibility; now more attention is paid on social security. This is due to the fact that mayor social problems of young people did not disappear by demographic change (less young people = less unemployment) as it was expected in the beginning of the year 2000. The percentage of youth unemployment is double as high as the 9 % average of adult unemployment in the European countries; the risk of not being able to avoid poverty is 21 % compared to 15 % in other age categories.
Awareness exists now more than ever that these problems have to be tackled in their complexity, that means using cross-sectional approaches involving actors in the youth, education, and employment sectors. The Youth Pact can, in Mr. Bartak’s words, work as a tool to reduce the dismatch between what is offered by school education and what is expected from employers - if used on all levels and if young people are involved.
As one of the concrete results of this “new awareness” the new YOUTH programme pays even stronger attention than before to young people with fewer opportunities. The Commission is convinced that it is vital to directly involve young people and that the impact of the Pact can only enfold if implemented as well on local, regional and national level. But Mr. Bartak states as well a mismatch between the political commitment at highest political level and the every day putting in practice which is clearly still to be improved. But as well here he sees positive signs at least on the level of national policies: Four fifths of country reports of national goverments that the Commission received this year see young people in the focus of social inclusion strategies.

Other important pillars of youth policy on EU level: Mr. Bartak named the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) which involves active citizenship of young people, voluntary service and better knowledge about youth. As well the Commission follows and influences the youth dimension in areas such as education & training, health policy, fight against racism and discrimination. 
The European Commission does not prescibe one single model that all national governments should adapt, but evaluates if policies answer to the needs of different categories of young people and to ensure that common goals are agreed by member states. E.g. one actual discussion is if member states should offer young people a training or apprenticeship within 6 months if they are in danger of unemployment or of not entering the labor market. He expects further impact by the German Presidency in the first half of 2007 and that the influence of youth policy on this presidency will hopefully be stronger than in others before. A dialogue with young people is planned, mainly through some big events such as the Youth Event in April in Cologne, the meeting of youth representatives with the Youth Ministers in May, and the European Youth Week in June. Youth summits are going to take place in Rome and Berlin, celebrating the treaties of Rome in 1957 as well as meetings with the EU officials and from the Commissions side, young people are invited for common debate on relevant topics. The EU youth policy has started from a low level but is now growing and improving piece by piece – this was the optimistic ending point for Mr. Bartak. He claimed: “We are there for you!”
