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Context: On the 26th of November, 2008, the European Commission published its Economic Recovery Package, which, this year, formed the main text of the Annual Progress Report. 

EAPN responded by submitting its own assessment and proposals for economic recovery, as well as a Key Messages Paper and a Full Report analyzing the delivery on social inclusion of the National Reform Programs submitted by Member States in 2008. 

The second part of the Lisbon evaluation process was released on the 28th of January, 2009, and it included the evaluation of the National Reform Programmes and country-specific recommendations, as well as a “companion document”, covering progress across the EU in specific macro-, micro- and employment areas (the latter being the draft Joint Employment Report). 

This paper builds on our report on the NRPs and outlines our assessment regarding the extent to which these specific social inclusion concerns are reflected in the Joint Employment Report (JER). 



1.  Positive aspects
EAPN welcomes the fact that:

· The JER points out that the current economic downturn will force Member States to “go beyond their plans laid out in the National Reform Programmes”, as these are sometimes deemed insufficient to deal with the impact of the crisis regarding employment policies; (p. 56 of the Companion Document) 

· The underlining of the “secure job transitions” as a key aspect, combined with “adequate safety nets and minimum income schemes” (p. 59);

· The emphasizing of the stabilizing role of social protection (p. 56)

· The special attention given to vulnerable groups, which will bear the brunt of the crash of the financial market; also, the prioritizing of low-skilled and older workers in participating in lifelong learning and skills upgrading schemes, as well as initiatives targeted specifically at migrants (p. 56, p. 60, p. 62, p. 67);

· The positive reconciliation measures featured in the document. Although there is insufficient progress in most Member States on reaching their quality and affordable childcare targets, the JER highlights several other innovative approaches regarding the professional and private life balance (p. 64);
· The criticism of many Member States’ lack of investment in human capital, where shortcomings are still experienced across the EU (p. 66, p. 67).

· The documents calls for more action in relation to Roma populations in Member States, who are still facing segregation and discrimination in accessing education and employment (p. 65, p. 67)

· The importance attributed to undeclared work, as a key factor in labour market segmentation (p. 66).

2.  Missed Opportunities
EAPN would like to point out a series of dimensions which are regrettably lacking from this JER:

Role of employment in fight against poverty
The JER makes no reference to the 16% of Europeans currently living in poverty, who are likely to be joined soon by more victims of the economic crisis. As no poverty-proofing is carried out as part of the NRP process, current poverty rates are not mentioned, nor how these will be affected by the crisis. Neither is a clear strategy developed, to demonstrate how the EES will ensure that employment opportunities reach those who are furthest from the labour market, as well as defend those in danger of losing their jobs, or experiencing poverty and exclusion at work or outside. Although there are references to different vulnerable groups (by gender, ethnic origin, age etc), nothing is said about people experiencing poverty. The European Commission thus misses a great opportunity to send some clear strong messages on the fight against poverty and the need for effective employment strategies, linked to adequate social protection, especially given the troubled economic climate. 

Active Inclusion as key tool in the crisis
As the EPSCO December Council fully endorsed the EC Recommendation on Active Inclusion, EAPN would have expected the JER to have strongly argued for the integrated Active Inclusion approach
 to be fully mainstreamed in the EES and the NRPs, whereas the draft document contains very little mention of these. Too often the report focuses solely on activation, rather than the broader integrated approaches recommended, which are an important instrument for tackling not only growing unemployment, but also rising poverty and exclusion amongst specific groups. The main focus of the JER is on how to engage and retain as many people as possible into employment. This approach is underpinned by the assumption that work provides the best way out of poverty: a fact that is challenged by the growing number of working poor, currently representing 8% of the legal work force. Make Work Pay approaches continue to form a major strand of Member States employment strategies, prioritizing measures to “squeeze the unemployed on benefit” (p. 61, p. 65), rather than improving job quality and pay. The Commission appears to strongly support subsidized employment (p.59, p. 60), a measure that too often benefits employers and rewards low wages, without guaranteeing the sustainability or quality of jobs offered to jobseekers. 
It is highlighted how many Member States “have implemented pension reforms, strengthening the incentive to work longer and closing early exit routes” (p. 64), while the role of strong social protection in ensuring a stable base to seek work, and to ensure a life in dignity through hard times, is insufficiently stressed. In the meantime, conditionality, sanctions and tightened eligibility conditions for accessing benefits are only worsening the situation, when more and more people are forced out of employment by the current economic context (p. 61). Finally, the JER does not give enough weight to the need to strengthen the adequacy of minimum income schemes, to protect those most affected by the crisis and the need to create a positive hierarchy with higher levels of minimum wage, thus providing positive incentives for people to seek employment and supporting consumer demand to drive recovery. 

Also, the importance of positive integration approaches, as well as of services – particularly flanking services – is not underlined and detailed enough in the document. The key role of social economy and of worker integration social enterprises (WISES) regarding inclusive labour markets is missing from the NRPs, and is not mentioned anywhere in the JER. 

Flexicurity and upgrading skills – not enough! 

We welcome the JER’s reference to “secure employment transitions” (p. 56). However, too often the focus of the flexicurity approach appears be on the responsibility of the workers to be flexible, adaptable and multi-skilled. A number of initiatives are put together under the “flexicurity” headline, but most of them underline how the workforce should adapt to market changes, primarily through reductions in employment protection and easier dismissals, without almost any mention of the demand side or the vital role of strengthened security through social protection. From EAPN’s point of view, this approach is mistaken; the focus on skills combined with higher flexibility of the workers does not trigger employment security. The JER makes the fallacious assumption that flexicurity helps alleviate people’s fear of dismissal, while in practice it does quite the opposite. 
The efforts to match skills with market needs are subsumed to the overarching goal of “growth and productivity”, and no mention is made of the impact on people’s lives or people’s needs, in the context of a the broader approach to lifelong learning recommended by DG EAC, nor of the crucial role of non-formal and informal learning. Neither is sufficient mention made of the need for new skills to respond to expanding social needs – particularly in the area of proximity services, many of which are classified as “low skills”, but are currently being “revalorised” in terms of their level of competences, particularly in relation to gender equality. The JER bets on improving employability through skills upgrading and more labour market flexibility alone, without any concrete suggestions for job retention or job creation. The Economic Recovery Plan highlights the importance of investment in new areas of employment, particularly green but also social needs. In this the public sector has a key role to play along with the social economy, as a tool for inclusion and provision of new services.  
While training and education are very important, they cannot replace the need to create more and better job opportunities, otherwise the EES continues to individualise the risk and spread the myth that people experiencing poverty and social exclusion are solely responsible for “escaping poverty by their own efforts”, despite the lack of jobs and the unwillingness to tackle the structural causes.

We welcome the call for an “open and constructive dialogue with social partners and other stakeholders”, but in fact we do not see the extended consultation needed for reforms that have such an impact on people’s lives. This lack of stakeholder involvement particularly in what concerns flexicurity should be highlighted in the JER. 
Defending Jobs and Quality of Work

It is mentioned, as an achievement, that more than 6 million new jobs were created and that employment rates continued to rise across the EU in 2008. However, this clearly takes no account of the current economic context, with millions of jobs being lost, with those in the most precarious jobs on the front line. Nothing is said about the quality of these new posts, and about whether they are additional jobs, or just positions which replaced others that were lost. EAPN would have expected a much stronger focus on the need to defend existing jobs and employment protection, monitoring actions taken by large employers, particularly those who seek to recoup profit ratios often at the expense of drastic job and wage cuts. EAPN is also disappointed that the full requirements of Guideline 17 are not being implemented or monitored – particularly the reference to “improving quality at work” as a specific horizontal theme. In the light of the demands of economic recovery, decent living wages form a crucial element to support consumer demand, as well as ensuring decent living standards, and a key instrument in the fight to ensure that work provides a route out of poverty. 

Building effective governance and stakeholder participation

The 2008 Spring Council Conclusions underlined the importance of deepening ownership of the NPR process and strengthening stakeholder participation, including civil society (p. 3). In a time of economic crisis, this is all the more important. From EAPN’s assessment, some progress has been made in this regard (see Full Report). However, the JER contains no mention regarding the Member States’ achievements in terms of opening up the dialogue and establishing structured, wide participation. Fruitful exchange and mutual learning should be encouraged between the EES and the Social OMC on methodologies and experiences of developed constructive on-going structured dialogues, as an implicit and vital instrument to delivering better policies. Aside the social partners, civil society stakeholders, including people experiencing poverty and their associations and networks, are crucial actors who will enable the development and delivery of more effective employment policy responses.

3. Conclusion

The 2008 Joint Employment Report attempts to maintain a positive note, which is not in tune with the grim realities faced by people on the ground, especially the poorest and most excluded, while insufficient and sometimes ineffective labour market measures are suggested to counter the effects of the economic downturn. The report is based on a number of false assumptions, such as that the more reforms are undertaken in a country, the less the impact of the employment crisis will be, without looking at the quality and implications of those reforms. Unemployment is mainly addressed through questionable supply-oriented aspects, such as skills upgrading, increased adaptability of the work force, subsidized employment. The feed-back that EAPN received from its members on these issues (detailed in the Key Messages Paper and the Full Report) indicates that much more needs to be done in general, and much needs to be done differently. The EES as such needs to be revitalized and redesigned in order to address both the new challenges as well as old methods that did not seem to deliver the intended results, and the fight against poverty and social exclusion needs to be effectively mainstreamed through it. Although the JER begins by stating that many countries will have to go beyond the NRP provisions to ensure that the most excluded and vulnerable are not hit by the economic downturn, the proposed solutions are incomplete and sometimes incompatible with the realities on the ground. 
In many ways, this JER is a step back from the previous one, which is all the more surprising given the current economic context, which provides a great opportunity for doing what needs to be done to promote good activation and active inclusion and to implement commitments already made, for a more socially cohesive, poverty-free society in the European Union. 
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Key messages


Under the current economic circumstances, the positive tone of the report is far from reflecting the realities of people on the ground, and we express our hope that the final version will better respond to their difficulties and expectations. 


Unlike the � HYPERLINK "http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/08/st07/st07169.en08.pdf" ��previous Joint Employment Report�, this year’s document contains very scant references and messages regarding the key role of employment policies in eradicating poverty and social exclusion. This is particularly surprising in the current context of economic downturn. 


The full notion of Active Inclusion is not effectively mainstreamed in the European Employment Strategy, missing a key opportunity for effective approaches to support those furthest from the labour market into work and adequate support for those who cannot.


Flexicurity approaches, as well as skills upgrading, are not enough to address the employment crisis on their own, when large numbers of jobs are under threat and the most precarious hit first. Prioritizing reinforcement of social protection schemes, as well as job creation strategies in the public and third sector, as well as private sector, should complement these measures to ensure security as well as flexibility; 


Insufficient priority to quality of employment, particularly the need to ensure that jobs created ensure a route out of poverty, precarious work and in-work poverty, while the focus continues to be on getting as many people as possible into employment at all cost. 


Stakeholder involvement in the European Employment Strategy should be strengthened, as the current report makes no mention of participation, civil or social dialogue. 








EAPN’s Response to the Draft Joint Employment Report (JER 2008)











� An integrated approach to support those furthest from the labour market through adequate minimum income, access to quality services and support into decent work.





