ON THE OPEN METHOD OF COORDINATION 

During the Lisbon Summit (2000), agreement was achieved on the fact that the European Union (EU) has to modernise and enhance its efforts related to achieving the Social European Model. The Member States and the European Commission (CE) decided to take measures to lead to the eradication of poverty in the EU until 2010. The Lisbon European Council agreed on the constitutionalising of the Open Method of Coordination (OMC), successfully used in the field of policies on mainstreaming into the labour market, as coordinating mechanism for the Member States in the field of policies for combating social exclusion.
The Open Method of Coordination (OMC) is a process by means of which the EU Member States agree to coordinate their policies through a mutual learning process and structured exchange of information. The OMC is an instrument helping the Member States in the reform processes, respecting their legal competences. We often find references to the OMC as being a third form of governing the EU, along with the joint policies and the intergovernmental coordination mechanisms. By means of the OMC, the Member States agree on some common objectives, use common indicators, prepare national strategic reports that set guidelines to  public policies, evaluate such strategies with the EC through Joint Monitoring Reports (Joint Reports).
Every year, the Member States have to submit to the EC a report on their progress to achieving the objectives set and to submit their priorities for the following period of time. Every three years, the Member States have to submit to the EC reports that are more substantial on all the fields targeted by the OMC. Monitoring the progress made in achieving the objectives set in the strategy is performed by means of an indicator system structured on three levels:

- primary and secondary (common indicators for all Member States) and

- tertiary (indicators used by each and every country, built to reflect the national specifics and home political circumstances, the responsibility in building them being the Member States’).

Considering the coordination and public policy harmonising instruments, the OMC has a number of advantages:
· It is an instrument that can increase the transparency and the democratic participation. One of the main features of the OMC is the involvement of the stakeholders in the decision-making process in the public policy, by involving citizens in a direct or mediated manner by the structures of the civil society. The OMC framework provides the social actors with the opportunity to make their priorities known at the EU level.
· It has an innovative and decentralised nature, though the EC maintains an important role in the coordination:
· It starts from the hypothesis of a close inter-governmental collaboration; the enhanced role of the European Council (along with the EC) in various stages of the policy coordination process is a further guarantee to the success of this collaboration; the political monitoring of the commitments is performed at the highest level, the Council playing an important role both in the developing stage, and in the monitoring one.
· Well structured procedures and a clearly established process; the deliberation process specific to the OMC is cyclic and centred on solving the problems identified and jointly defined, capitalising learning through performance benchmarking.
· It provides with the opportunity of trans-sector policy coordination both at national level and at European one and places the focus on the active participation of the social actors, having as an explicit goal the upgrading of the quality in the deliberative processes and the shared learning process.
The “soft” design of the OMC also generate certain downfalls in the usage process such as issues related to participation, the social-economic situation, the stand of the Member State on the cooperation in the EU, the quality and the experience of the social actors.
The idea of transparency is inherent to the OMC mechanism, making the performance bench-marking and comparison-based learning process possible. For the OMC process to be conducted in good conditions, it is important for all of the actors involved, at national and European level, to have access to information and documents in all process stages. In order to prevent the OMC process from becoming strictly technocratic, an ongoing effort to upgrade the quality in public communication is required, so that large ranges of European citizens or local NGOs may follow up and participate in the process.
The OMC provides the opportunity of participation, but it does not automatically ensure it. Consulting the NGOs is a right and a good governance principle, not just a governing option.
Action directions recommended for the improvement of the NGOs’ participation in the OMC process:
1. Enhancing the NGOs’ capacity to get involved in the social public policy process, particularly in the policies targeting social inclusion. This involvement implies that the NGOs develop their capacity in at least three areas:
· NGOs’ awareness of the features and the content of the public policies in the field of social inclusion (legislation, strategies, public reports, action plans, institutional structure, and key actors); awareness of the relevant European policies, the OMC specifics and features (stages, indicators, reporting, etc);
· enhancing the NGOs’ advocacy capacity, critical to a successful participative approach;
· increased capacity to build organisation coalitions aiming at common goals, stemming from shared interests.
2. An important element in the process of implementing the OMC is the development of the National Strategies on social protection and inclusion. The NGOs should be familiar with such documents, to make comments and amendments to advocate in a consultative process.
3. The NGOs should be familiar with the methodology
 specific to preparing the National Strategic Reports on Social Protection and Social Inclusion.

4. The NGOs’ activity should remain limited to the strategy development stage, but become active in the monitoring process as well. The most important thing NGOs can do related to monitoring is to provide feedback to the public authorities relating to various problematic matters concerning the implementation of the strategic documents (matters related to observing the original agenda, to meeting the financial commitments, to failing in achieving the objectives, etc).
5. The NGOs should insist on a coherent public consultation programme to be in place in Romania as well related to the policies in the social protection and social inclusion areas. Thus, the Romanian NGOs can benefit from the experience of the similar organisations from countries that are more experienced in applying the OMC process and that already have developed viable strategies on involving the NGOs in the deliberative processes
The OMC on social protection and social inclusion in Romania
As new member of the EU, Romania has developed its first National Strategic Reports on Social Protection and Social Inclusion for 2006 – 2008 and for 2008 – 2010, respectively
.
Romania’s strategic objective in the field of social inclusion was “the creation of an inclusive society in which citizens are provided with the resources and means necessary for a dignifying life” (p 11). In order to reach this strategic objective, the following main priorities were identified:

· The general growth of the population’s standard of living and the stimulation of revenues gained from work by facilitating employment and promoting inclusive policies;

· Enabling the access of citizens, especially of the disadvantaged groups, to resources, rights and services;
· Improving the living conditions of the Roma population.
The predominant objective of the OMC is increasing the effectiveness in coordinating policies in sensitive sectorial areas where there are no strong normative instruments like the European regulations are, targeting as outcome the decreasing of poverty at the EU level.
Should we fail to pay considerable attention to the participative aspects and broad public consultation on important matters such as social policies and social inclusion, such objective cannot be achieved. The OMC has the potential to achieve this objective of efficient coordination, of being a useful instrument in applying the subsidiarity principle, of applying the good governance principles, of enhancing the coherence in the inert- and intra-sector collaboration, but only if we do not consider the OMC process as a “homework” given by Brussels.
Useful links
The European Commission’s website – on the Open Method of Coordination

http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/the_process_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/common_objectives_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/common_indicators_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/joint_reports_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/strategy_reports_en.htm
The website of the Ministry of Labour, Family, and Social Protection – Reporting on social inclusion
http://www.mmuncii.ro/ro/628-view.html
� Document prepared based on the survey on the Open Method of Coordination conducted by Ms Mihaela Lambru


� The Commission has prepared a methodological kit called “Guidance Note” including practical information on how the reports for the 2008-2010 OMC cycle should be prepared. The Member States should meet such methodological recommendations, particularly with regard to policy coordination between the European and the national levels.


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/2008/080207_guidance_note_nsrs_cln_en.pdf" ��http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/docs/social_inclusion/2008/080207_guidance_note_nsrs_cln_en.pdf�


� HYPERLINK "http://www/mmuncii.ro/ro/628-view.html" ��http://www/mmuncii.ro/ro/628-view.html�


National Strategic Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion for 2006 -2008 and


National Strategic Report on Social Protection and Social Inclusion for 2008 – 2010





