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	Key points

· Social cohesion, democracy and human rights, the Council of Europe’s core values, are first experienced and appreciated in the family environment. Families play an essential role, both for the individual’s emotional development and in preparing children for life in society. The family is often called upon to support its vulnerable members such as elderly people and people with disabilities. 

· To promote the social, legal and economic protection of families, the Council of Europe has set up a range of legal standards – and pays special attention to vulnerable family members, gender equality and children's rights.

Summary
The rights of families and children are prominent in several Council of Europe treaties, including the European Convention of Human Rights, which guarantees everyone the right to respect for a private and family life. The European Social Charter guarantees the right of the family to social, legal and economic protection, and the European Convention on the Exercise of Children’s Rights grants children rights in proceedings affecting them before a judicial authority. Finally, the European Convention on the Adoption of Children sets standards for national adoption guided by the principle of the best interest of the child. 

The Council of Europe regularly organises conferences of ministers responsible for family affairs. The next conference will take place in Vienna, Austria on 16-17 June 2009 under the theme “Public Policies Supporting the Wish to Have Children: Societal, Economic and Personal Factors.” The conference addresses the challenges related to low birth rates in most European countries and what family policy can do to make our societies more family-friendly.  The Council of Europe’s position is that this can only be achieved by making human rights and equality the principles underpinning any family policy, not forgetting the rights of the child who is the weakest member of the family. 

Key legal standards on family policy in the form of recommendations have helped influence and shape positive family policy in all 47 member states: 

· Recommendation on reconciling work and family life

 HYPERLINK "https://wcd.coe.int/com.instranet.InstraServlet?command=com.instranet.CmdBlobGet&InstranetImage=539185&SecMode=1&DocId=542764&Usage=2"
 (1996)
· Recommendation on child day-care

 HYPERLINK "https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=306153&Site=CM&BackColorInternet=9999CC&BackColorIntranet=FFBB55&BackColorLogged=FFAC75"
 (2002)
· Recommendation on policy to support positive parenting

 HYPERLINK "https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?id=1073507&Site=CM&BackColorInternet=9999CC&BackColorIntranet=FFBB55&BackColorLogged=FFAC75"
 (2006)
Recent activities

Specific steps to advance Council of Europe family policy initiatives 

From May 2008 to April 2009, the Council of Europe conducted a comprehensive survey on family policy to track progress in 40 member states. Experts compiled a data base and carried out a general comparative analysis among countries, addressing such issues as government financial policies towards families, reconciliation of work and family life, and policies for dealing with family stress and other problems. Although much work remains ahead, results indicate significant progress in the areas covered by the above recommendations. 

Questions and Answers

How can the Council of Europe help reconcile work and family life?

The Recommendation on Reconciling Work and Family Life, adopted by the Council of Europe's Committee of Ministers in 1996, calls for action in the following policy areas: 

· the organisation of working time

· the abolition of discrimination between women and men in the labour market

· the development of adequately financed services in favour of families

· the adaptation of social security schemes and tax systems to the increasing diversity in working patterns

· the organisation of school time and curricula

As the data gathered in the Council of Europe survey shows, in recent years many governments have provided parents with improved opportunities to reconcile work and family life. Policy measures include legislation on flexible work arrangements, more generous maternity, paternity and parental leaves, and investments in the quantity and quality of day-care facilities. 

Spain, for example launched the Plan “Educa3”, which has been endowed with over 1 billion Euros for the period 2008-2012. Educa3 is aimed at creating 300 000 new day-care places for children under the age of three, both to guarantee the children’s right to early education and to help parents reconciling work and family life.

What about care for children?

The survey also showed increasing awareness of, and action taken by, member states to improve child day-care, as outlined in the Council of Europe Recommendation on Child Day-Care. Often primarily seen as a service allowing parents to pursue employment, which is certainly very important, the Council of Europe stresses the child’s perspective and takes into account the importance of children’s rights. Child day-care must respond appropriately to the needs of children, which include the need to be able to grow up and develop according to their own capacities, the need for security, stability and confidence in their environment, and the need for unconditional love and acceptance. 

In Finland, where a large proportion of pre-school children are enrolled in early childhood education and care, the day-care services also play an important role in supporting parenting. Through a close co-operation with the parents,  a unified frame of reference for the child’s development both at home and in the day-care setting is created.
How has the Council of Europe focused on positive parenting?

While parenting is in many respects private, the Council of Europe also considers it as a legitimate domain of public policy. Therefore, it encourages member states to recognise the importance of parental responsibilities and the need to provide parents with sufficient support in bringing up their children. 

To that end, the Council of Europe has drawn up a set of general principles that underlie the concept of positive parenting, which refers to parental behaviour that respects children’s best interests and their rights. 

According to this concept, which is rooted in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, parents should provide their children with

· Nurture – responding to a child’s need for love, warmth and security;

· Structure and guidance – providing a child with a sense of security, a predictable routine and necessary boundaries; 

· Recognition – listening to children and valuing them as persons in their own right;

· Empowerment –  enhancing a child’s sense of competence and personal control;

· A non-violent upbringing – excluding all corporal or psychologically demeaning punishment. 

Based on this concept of positive parenting, the Estonian government put together different resources from public authorities, non-governmental organisations, the European Social Fund and the Council of Europe to address the issue from various aspects. An important outcome of these activities has been an increased level of co-operation between governmental structures, non-governmental organisations and local governments. 

Many member states are running campaigns to raise the awareness about the importance of positive, non-violent upbringing of children. Switzerland, for example, launched a national information and prevention campaign called “Strong through upbringing” (“L’éducation donne de la force”) and Poland launched in January 2009 a nationwide campaign under the title “Good Parent – Good Start”. 

What does the Council of Europe do to protect children from violence?

Corporal punishment is the most widespread form of violence against children and is a violation of their rights. The Council of Europe campaign “Raise your hand against smacking”, launched in Zagreb in June 2008, targets government decision makers and the general public, including professionals working in contact with children. The campaign’s objective is to eliminate corporal punishment of children by introducing a specific ban in all European legislation, promoting positive, non-violent parenting techniques, and raising awareness about children’s rights in general. To date, 20 member states have banned corporal punishment, and eight more are committed to do so in the near future. 
The campaign’s communication pack includes audiovisual material such as a television spot distributed via television networks and the Internet to more than 20 countries in Europe, a website providing access to all the material and information concerning the campaign, a CD including the TV spot, a slide show, an exhibition and publications for use in seminars, training and schools. 
Various member states are currently running campaigns on this issue with the support of the Council of Europe’s material. Portugal, for instance will launch a awareness raising campaign on non-violent upbringing in June 2009. Among other countries, a ban on corporal punishment was achieved following the campaign in Moldova. The family code has been amended to explicitly prohibit corporal punishment by parents and others with parental authority. 

More information and updates: http://www.coe.int/familypolicy 
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