* X &
¥ i
* *

* *
* 4k

European

Commission
.|

ESPN — Flash report

201571

Redefinition of social assistance benefit levels

Giuliano Bonoli

February 2015 ' © Ose
L “S[H APPLICA ) oo



EUROPEAN COMMISSION

Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion
Directorate D — Europe 2020: Social Policies
Unit D.3 — Social Protection and Activation Systems

Contact: Valdis ZAGORSKIS
E-mail: Valdis.ZAGORSKIS@ec.europa.eu

European Commission
B-1049 Brussels


mailto:Valdis.ZAGORSKIS@ec.europa.eu

EUROPEAN COMMISSION

EUROPEAN SOCIAL POLICY NETWORK (ESPN)

CEPS-INSTEAD (LU) AND APPLICA (BE)

IN COOPERATION WITH OSE - EUROPEAN SOCIAL OBSERVATORY (BE)

ESPN — Flash report

201571

Redefinition of social assistance benefit levels

Giuliano Bonoli

Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion
2015



Europe Direct is a service to help you find answers
to your questions about the European Union.
Freephone number (*):

008006 7891011

™) The information given is free, as are most calls (though some operators, phone
boxes or hotels may charge you).

LEGAL NOTICE

This document has been prepared for the European Commission however it reflects the views only of the
authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information

contained therein.
More information on the European Union is available on the Internet (http://www.europa.eu).

© European Union, 2015


http://europa.eu.int/citizensrights/signpost/about/index_en.htm#note1#note1

European Social Social Policies in Brief

Policy Network Flash Report 27/02/2015
Switzerland

Social benefits, Minimum income and Basic income

Redefinition of social assistance benefit levels

Policy debate

In Switzerland, social assistance is a cantonal policy and social assistance
benefit levels are set by cantonal laws. However, a non-governmental
body (Schweizerische Konferenz fur Sozialhilfe [SKOS], i.e. Swiss
Conference for social assistance) issues guidelines that are generally
followed by the 26 cantons. Over the last few years, these guidelines
have come under attack as some consider them too generous. To
address these criticisms, SKOS has contracted researchers and opened a
consultation procedure that should lead to a redefinition of benefit levels.

In Switzerland, social assistance benefit levels are set by cantonal laws.
However, a non-governmental body, SKOS, issues guidelines that are
generally followed by the cantons. Arguably, this is because of the highly
politicised nature of the exercise. Cantonal governments prefer to rely on
these guidelines rather than engage in a politically risky exercise of
defining benefit levels on their own. SKOS is a private association
comprising representatives not only of cantonal and municipal social
services, but also of the main anti-poverty organisations, such as Caritas.
It has about 1000 members. The SKOS guidelines correspond to the
average disposable income of the 10% poorest households in
Switzerland, calculated on the basis of a national survey. Over the last
few years, these guidelines have come under attack. Some
municipalities, which are in charge of the implementation of social
assistance, complained that benefit levels were too attractive (especially
for large families) and decided to leave SKOS. SKOS being a private
association, membership is voluntary. Right wing political parties have
picked up the issue and some of their members have requested that
benefit levels be roughly halved.

In response to these critiques, SKOS has contracted independent
researchers to produce two studies and has opened a consultation
procedure among its members. The first study aimed at assessing the
impact on social assistance of activation efforts (Dubach et al 2015). Its
conclusion was that this is at best modest. The second study (Bundesamt
far Statistik 2015) aimed at assessing benefit adequacy, relative to the
aim of reflecting the average disposable income of the poorest 10% of
the population. It found that some benefits, for single adults, actually
needed to be increased. It should be noted that there is no legal text that
states that benefit levels should correspond to the average disposable
income of the poorest 10%. Currently, the recommended benefit for a
single person according to SKOS guidelines amounts to CHF 977 (about
950 EUR), plus health insurance and accommodation. For a household
consisting of two adults and two children, this amount is: CHF 2090
(about 2000 EUR), plus healthcare and accommodation.

The debate on the appropriate benefit levels is currently highly topical. In
addition to the above mentioned studies and consultation procedure, two
other ideas are currently being discussed. First, some are calling for a
federal law that would set minimum social assistance benefit levels




applicable throughout the country. Second, it is being advocated that the
SKOS guidelines should be formally validated by a body representing the
cantonal ministers of social affairs.

Finally, in a report on social assistance published on 25 February 2015,
the Federal government has confirmed that it has no intention to
promote legislation in this policy field, and encourages the cantons to
coordinate themselves (Conseil Fédéral 2015).

The political climate is such that a reduction in benefit levels cannot be
excluded, even though the left, anti-poverty groups and the trade unions
are against that. It is also possible that a compromise will be found by
increasing activation within social assistance, which currently remains
rather underdeveloped. This is due in part to the culture of the social
services who tend to view activation with scepticism, and partly to the
very fragmented nature of the system that does not allow the emergence
of a sufficient critical mass to develop modern and professionalised
activation policies.

Website of skos: http://skos.ch/

SKOS guidelines (in German, French and ltalian) : http://skos.ch/skos-
richtlinien/richtlinien-konsultieren/
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