





On the 22" May 2017, the European Commission adopted the 2017 Country-Specific
Recommendations. This paper sets out the main messages and recommendations from
country-by-country detailed assessment of the CSRs, carried out together with our members,
assessing progress on Social Europe, signs of links to the European Pillar of Social Rights as
well as delivery on the Europe 2020 Strategy targets on poverty reduction, employment and
education. A detailed country by country analysis is annexed.

INTRODUCTION

More Social Europe in the European Semester?

The CSRs 2017 were launched last week with a more positive social rhetoric and a notable
attempt to rebalance the economic objectives in the presentation. In the Commission’s press
release, Marianne Thyssen, Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs, Skills and Labour
Mobility, said: "This year addressing inequality is firmly at the heart of our assessment. We
have turned the page of the crisis: the next chapter is social. With the economy moving
forward, we need to restore opportunities for those left behind and keep pace with changing
skills needs by investing in high quality education and training. Productivity increases should
be reflected by higher wages. Only this way can we deliver on our joint commitment to
improve living standards for all."

The overall Communication itself calls for economies to become more “competitive, resilient,
inclusive and innovative”. For the first time, it talks of the need to “take into account
distributional impacts”. Important reference is made to ensuring a fair distribution of the
benefits of growth and that reforms must ‘foster social justice, mitigate income inequalities
and support convergence towards better outcome. Social priorities and consequences should
be taken into account.”

Social Investment is explicitly called for: in social infrastructure, education, early childhood
education and care, and lifelong learning — although ambiguous around social protection. The
European Pillar of Social Rights is explicitly mentioned (unlike in the Annual Growth Survey),
with the principles to be monitored through the European Semester. The Europe 2020
strategy and the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals will also be ‘fully integrated into the
Semester’.

There is also a new focus on income inequality and need to combat high levels of poverty,
giving assurances that they will be central concerns when designing policy reforms and
monitoring their implementation, and a recognition of need for comprehensive strategies
including progressive tax and adequate benefits.

“Tackling income inequality and poverty requires a comprehensive set of preventive and
mitigating policies. These include equal access to education and health care, improved labour
market opportunities and earnings prospects, affordable quality services and well-designed
tax and benefit systems. Tax and benefit systems combined, through the progressiveness of
tax systems, good tax collection and the provision of adequate social benefits, can contribute
to steering employment and reducing income inequalities and poverty.”



But do the CSRs reflect this change of approach?

Whilst the new social priorities are welcomed, the real test will be in how far social objectives
and rights are mainstreamed in the CSRs and pro-actively promote social rights and prevent
social damage including increased poverty and inequality. The overall objective of the
2017/2018 Recommendations is “more jobs and faster growth, while taking account of social
fairness.” However, priority is given to “reforming produce and services markets and public
administration’, i.e. privatisation and liberalization, promoting competitiveness, with unclear
social outcomes. There is a worrying reference to the overall efficiency of welfare and tax-
benefit systems, rather than the effectiveness. The ‘social’ focus in the Communication is
strongly focused on employment. Whilst there is a recognition in the Communication of
inclusive labour markets and that new forms of work may bring reduced social protection,
much less attention is paid to quality work, in-work poverty, integrated active inclusion, and
the importance of adequate social protection and minimum income, as well as the key role
of affordable, quality services, e.g. housing, but also health, education, energy...

MAIN MESSAGES

1. 11 ‘poverty CSRs’, but lacking consistency and an integrated approach rooted in
social rights

2. Deficit reductions undermine policy coherence on poverty, some progress on tax

3. Adequacy and coverage of minimum income, but social protection still viewed as a
cost

4. Cost efficiency in health, care and pensions, rather than access to key services, but
some support for improvements in universal systems and social housing

5. Inclusive labour markets and quality of work get limited support, while the narrow
focus is on getting people into work

6. Some positive proposals on inclusiveness and quality of education, but it is still
primarily perceived as a labour market tool

11 ‘poverty CSRs’, but lacking consistency and an integrated approach rooted in social rights
EAPN welcomes the maintenance of 11 countries receiving “poverty” CSRs, particularly in the
context of a reduced overall number, with most countries only receiving 1-3
Recommendations. However, the criteria on which the CSR is based is not always clear. New
Common rules need to be agreed with transparent criteria to automatically trigger CSRs e.g.
when sufficient progress isn’t made on the target by agreed % or key benchmarks. Poverty is
not referenced directly in the CSR, and only sometimes in the preamble. Whilst the countries
with the highest poverty rates are generally included, others with high poverty rates are
missing — e.g. Ireland (26%) and Portugal (26.6%), whilst 2 with lower rates are included, e.g.
Slovenia (19.2%) and Austria (18 %) (AROPE 2015). Although some useful measures are
highlighted (e.g., adequacy and coverage of minimum income, duration of unemployment
benefit, integration of employment and social services), the issues are often piecemeal and
inconsistent between countries. Reference to the European Pillar of Social Rights framework



— the principles and policy domains — is currently not very evident. There is a dominance of
employment, activation and education measures, without always clear poverty reduction
objectives, rather than proposals of integrated Active Inclusion strategies, to promote access
to adequate minimum income and social protection, quality services and quality jobs,
although some are highlighted in the preambles. The issue of access to affordable quality
services — especially housing and health - is particularly missing. Although youth and migrants
get some focus, there is little attempt to consistently assess key groups at risk in the different
Member States, related to the poverty indicators. Nor is reference made to integrated
solutions drawing on EU strategies, e.g. Investing in Children, tackling homelessness and
housing exclusion, National Integrated Roma Strategies.

Deficit reductions undermine policy coherence on poverty, some progress on tax

Nearly all Member States receive CSRs on budget sustainability and reducing deficits as the
main CSR 1. Although some flexibility has been introduced regarding cost on refugees and
security, there is still the insistence on social spending cuts in a surprising number of
countries. This raises contradictions and undermines policy coherence, where ‘poverty CSRs’
are asking for more spending and investment. There is an increased call for investment,
mainly private, in infrastructure, particularly research, transport and energy, and there are a
few instances of calls for increased social investment in public social infrastructure, e.g.
education and childcare, but less in affordable housing, universal social protection. A
significant number of Member States receive CSRs on tax, with a welcome focus on increasing
tax collection and compliance, broadening the tax base, with concerns over the tax wedge for
low earners. However, the overall approach remains ‘growth-friendly’ rather than inclusive,
i.e. focus on VAT, away from all labour, without concerns about financing of welfare states.
The proposals in the overarching Communications on progressive tax and distributional
impact assessment of tax/benefit policies need to be mainstreamed much more clearly.

Adequacy and coverage of minimum income, but social protection still viewed as a cost

6 Member States get CSRs on minimum income and income support. Most of these focus
specifically on adequacy and coverage. In some cases, important issues are highlighted, like
lack of automatic uprating, fragmentation of regional/local systems and on duration of
benefits, e.g. unemployment benefit. In some, there also seems a greater degree of urgency,
highlighting the failure to establish effective safety nets. However, this is rarely set within the
context of ensuring universal social protection across the life course. Social protection is
generally mentioned as a cost and in the context of efficiency and coordination, rather than
in its objectives to protect people across all risk, and as a human right. There is tendency to
treat social protection as ‘passive’, with a call for activation to increase incentives, rather than
recognition of the productive role of social protection as automatic stabilizer in the economy,
but also in preventing poverty and promoting social cohesion.

Cost efficiency in health, care and pensions, rather than access to key services, but some
support for improvements in universal systems and social housing

Health, long-term care, and, to a much lesser extent, pensions receive a strong focus in the
CSRs again this year, primarily through the macroeconomic lens of efficiency and closing the
sustainability gap, rather than effectiveness or addressing inequalities. However, adequacy
and quality are sometimes referred to, as well as the need to establish universal systems,
more often in the preamble rather than in the CSRs. The gender pension gap is also mentioned



in a few. 6 Member States receive CSRs regarding calls for deregulation, to reduce
administrative burden, but mainly without recognizing the need to ensure that employment
and social standards in services are not put at risk. Whilst several countries receive CSRs on
housing, recognizing major challenges in supply, this is primarily treated as a concern for
growth rather than measures to ensure access to affordable housing or tackling housing
exclusion or access to social housing for low income and excluded groups, including the rising
number of homeless. Access to key services as rights and pre-requisites in the fight again
poverty gets a low profile, with only 2 Member States getting CSRs related to coordination,
particularly between employment and social services. However, an overall active inclusion
approach is missing. Although there is some attention to childcare, it is mainly through the
lens of increasing women’s participation in the labour market, rather than the rights of the
child and early learning and education. Quality, affordability and access are not consistently
addressed.

Inclusive labour markets and quality of work get limited support, while the narrow focus is
on getting people into work

The fact that nearly all Member States received a Country-Specific Recommendation on active
labour market policies indicates that the employment discourse continues to be heavily
slanted towards the supply side, placing the burden of finding a job and being employable on
the individual. Not enough attention is paid to rendering labour markets more inclusive for
all types of workers, while ensuring quality jobs with adequate wages, and job creation is the
striking missing dimension across the CSRs. While attention to key groups is welcome,
integrated, comprehensive Active Inclusion strategies are not being explicitly recommended,
while references to income support are lacking almost completely. The focus on reducing
precariousness and the emphasis on open-ended contracts are very positive, however marred
by explicit references to keeping wage levels low in order to foster competitiveness, and in-
work poverty is not mentioned.

Some positive proposals on inclusiveness and quality of education, but it is still primarily
perceived as a labour market tool

The main focus of the Country-Specific Recommendations mentioning education continues
to be on labour market needs and employability, rather than overall personal development,
as more than half refer to it exclusively in employment terms. Education does not seem to be
valued as an end in itself, but merely a tool to get individuals into jobs. There is encouraging
support for ensuring better access for disadvantaged pupils and students, including the Roma
and migrants, as well as improving the quality of mainstream education.

DETAILED PROPOSALS

Macroeconomic

e Sustainability of public finances still main priority, some flexibility and social investment
Most Member States receive CSRs on sustainability and reducing deficits ((BE, EE, IE, ES, Fl,
FR, HR, IT, CY, LV, LT, HU, MT, PL, PT, RO, SI SK, UK). There has been positive recognition and
increased flexibility in several Member States regarding increased costs for refugees or



security in the preambles (e.g. AT, DE, BE, IT). Worryingly, a major focus continues to be on
austerity cuts to public spending (FR, IT, PT, RO, SI, SK, UK). In France, the CSR is very explicitly
requiring reductions, without analysis of impact on poverty and inequality rates. In most
countries, the primary target is reducing spending on pensions, health and social care. Whilst
some countries receive encouragement to make more investment (LU, NL, RO, UK), only 3
receive specific CSRs on social investment (BE, DE, and IE). In Belgium, this is a call for higher
public investment in infrastructure, particularly transport, in Germany, in social infrastructure
particularly education and research, whilst in Ireland it is to enhance social infrastructure,
including social housing and quality childcare. However, worries are raised by EAPN members
about the implications of this prioritization for other areas in the context of overall deficit and
debt reduction, e.g. whether this will lead to reduced cover in social security and protection.

e Positive focus on compliance and broadening tax base, but insufficient on progressive
tax and distributional impact

13 Member States receive CSRs related to tax (AT, BE, BG, DE, HR, IE, FR, HR, IT, LV, NL, PL,
RO, SE). Support for increasing tax revenue for public budgets is strongly welcomed to finance
quality public services and social protection, but it needs to ensure the burden is fairly shared.
Several CSRs highlight the need to broaden the tax base (IE, FR, LT), whilst others to
strengthen tax compliance and collection (LT, LV, RO). As well as the more blanket focus on
shifting tax away from labour (IT), there is more welcome emphasis on reducing the tax wedge
for low wage earners (LV, HU). However, the overarching frame is still ‘growth-friendly’
taxation, rather than ‘inclusive or indeed sustainable growth’. The call to put in place
distributional impact assessment on tax policy, highlighted in the Communication, is not so
far evident. A welcome reference is made to progressive taxation in the preamble in Latvia
and Estonia, raised consistently by EAPN, in line with the reference in the Communication,
but it is not followed through in the Recommendations itself - nor other countries where flat
taxes are predominant, e.g. BG and RO. In some, there is a positive call for a shift to property
tax (HR, IT) particularly for high earners, but also on removing ‘distorting taxes for growth”
(LT, LV), focused mainly on increasing VAT or limiting exemptions on VAT rates (PL), when VAT
is notoriously regressive if applied to basic goods and services, which hit the poor hardest.
The calls to cut corporation taxes, rather than recommendations for wealth, capital, financial
transaction taxes, undermine the message of a fair tax system to finance welfare states.

e Cost effectiveness still main concern in pensions, health and social care with some call
for investment in universal health systems
7 countries receive CSRs on pensions (AT, LV, LT, LU, NL, PL, PT), with others receiving
mentions in the preamble. The main focus is closing the sustainability gap and reducing
expenditure through raising the retirement age and closing down exemptions, but too often
without a regard to the inequalities gap in healthy life years and expectancy for disadvantaged
groups and areas, nor ensuring that older people do not fall out of the system, when they are
unable to get decent work or access their pensions. Adequacy is addressed, but only in a few
CSRs (PL, PT, SI), with MT, RO and SK in the preamble. The solutions proposed however are
not related to upgrading pension levels in relation to cost of living, but through extending
retirement ages, i.e. through the lens of sustainability of finances. Closing the gender gap in
pensions is highlighted in the preambles of MT and RO, but by equalizing retirement ages, not
by making up the shortfall from unequal contribution patterns due to family care
responsibilities. There is also a missing concern about the shortfall created, when older



people cannot find or remain in employment. 10 countries receive CSRs on health (AT, BG,
CY, FI, LV, LT, PT, RO, SI SK). Whilst cost effectiveness is the overwhelming narrative, some
important backing is given to the need to invest more adequately in universal health systems
(CY, LV, LT) and HU in preamble, but affordability is only mentioned in Latvia. In Ireland, a
reference is made to taking steps towards a single-tier health service with an integrated
vision, but still in the context of cost effectiveness. Problems of high out of pocket payments
are highlighted by a few (LV, LT) and lengths of waiting lists (LV, LT). There is welcome general
encouragement to invest more in prevention and primary care (LT, AT, PT, RO, Sl), however
unless this is combined with commitment to free or affordable services for low income
households, hospital care will become the domain of the wealthy. In Finland, the focus on
‘freedom of choice’ in the preamble is seen by EAPN FI as unlikely to promote equality, nor
cost effectiveness. The lack of a CSR on health and long-term care in the UK is surprising given
the major crisis in the National Health Service and in social care, with new mechanisms for
long-term funding urgently needed. Overall, reducing inequality of health outcomes and
increasing access to universal health services needs to be more strongly mainstreamed, as
well as balancing efficiency with effectiveness, quality and affordability.

e Concern with supply should be matched with access, quality and affordability, including
social housing

5 countries receive CSRs on housing (IE, FR, NL, SE, UK). The overwhelming concern is
supporting the housing market and expanding supply, but with no/little concern for
affordability or ensuring rights to decent housing, including social housing for low income and
excluded groups. In Luxembourg, the preamble mentions difficulties over supply, but not
affordability particularly in private rented sector, nor social housing. Whilst in NL the CSR
focus is reducing distortions in housing market, particularly tax deductions for mortgages. In
Sweden, the CSR addresses rising household debt linked to mortgages by limiting tax
deductibility. Expanding supply in the private rented sector is positively encouraged, but
mainly through deregulation i.e. flexibilising rents and capital gains tax. This is likely to
increase rents, making them more inaccessible for low income households. In the UK, the
focus is boosting housing supply by reforming planning rules. More positively in Ireland,
reference is made to enhancing social infrastructure including social housing. In the preamble
it also mentions gaps in housing supply, the impact on increased cost and the resulting growth
in housing exclusion and homelessness. In the preamble, it also mentions gaps in market and
growth in housing exclusion and homelessness. The declining supply of social housing is not
tackled, nor the need for expansion in public investment in affordable housing for example
through a social housing building or conversion programme for energy efficient, affordable
housing, preventing sell offs, providing greater security in the private rented sector and
controls on rent increases. Addressing rising homelessness is generally missing, except in the
preamble in Ireland. There is also a missed opportunity to highlight successful housing first
policies, particularly when many countries are developing positive initiatives.

Poverty and Inequality

o Still lacking consistency and coherence across the CSRs

11 countries receive supposed ‘poverty’ CSRs according to the Commission’s table (AT, BG,
EE, ES, HR, HU, IT, LT, LV, RO, SI). These are generally the countries facing the highest poverty
risk. However, the inclusion of relatively low risk countries like AT and SI seems inconsistent,



https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/csrs-policy-areas-covered.pdf

particularly when two countries miss a CSR on poverty despite high poverty levels (in PT and
IE. Although in Ireland, there continues to be a focus on child poverty in the preamble as in
previous CSRs and on positive poverty and inequality reduction effects of social transfers.
Greater consistency could be established if common rules were agreed, with transparent
criteria when CSRs should be triggered, particularly related to the poverty and other social
targets. (For example when targets are not reached, by an agreed %, or with other key social
priorities and benchmarks e.g. levels of homelessness).

¢ Integrated approaches to tackling poverty and for key target groups needed

Poverty is also not mentioned in the CSR itself, although it is mentioned in several preambles
(DK, DE, HU, HR, IE, IT, LV, PL, RO, SI, UK). The high levels of poverty are drawn attention to
generally in the countries facing highest risks (RO, LT, LV, HR, IT) but often specific groups are
highlighted rather than a robust analysis of all at risk groups e.g. in Hungary - families with
children, people with disabilities or Roma and rural population (RO), low work intensity (DK).
Only 4 Member States mention child poverty, mainly in the preamble (SI, HU, RO and UK),
with SK and ES focusing on access to childcare. In Spain, the preamble highlights issues around
family benefits, tax credits and barriers for low income parents to access school for 0-3 year
old’s. An integrated approach to poverty is also still missing, e.g. in Romania where the main
focus is on employment, with integrated services aimed at only those in working age, missing
the opportunity to focus on implementing rights to ensure integrated approaches for all
groups, across the life course, to ensure access to quality services, adequate social protection
as well as decent jobs, including action against discrimination.

¢ New inequality focus welcomed but more needed on redistribution

Inequality gets new prominence in several Member States (BG, DE, EE, IT, LV). This focus is
strongly welcomed, for example in Bulgaria, where the inequality gap is highlighted as
growing when the richest 20 % of households compared to the poorest 20 % rose from 6.1 in
2012 to 7.1 in 2015 and is among the highest in the EU. The Bulgarian CSR also stresses the
difference between income inequality before and after taxes and social transfers is among
the smallest in the EU. However, the solutions tackling distribution and redistribution of
income and wealth are missing. The CSR itself misses an opportunity to challenge flat taxes in
many countries, including Bulgaria, which could be a key instrument to close this gap, as well
as Recommendations to improve distribution through adequate income support and decent
wages.

e Positive focus on adequacy and coverage of minimum income in some countries

6 Member States receive CSRs on minimum income (BG, EE, ES, LV, LT, HU) but leaving behind
other countries where a universal measure of minimum income is still missing (IT). 5 of these
include an explicit focus on adequacy (BG, EE, LV, LT, HU), and 3 on coverage (BG, HU, ES). In
the preamble, more specific details are given highlighting real concerns around the levels and
the impact on poverty e.g. around the need for safety nets to keep pace with growth (EE), or
the shortcomings and lack of improvements in adequacy levels since 2009 (LV), the low role
of transfers overall in reducing poverty (LT). In other countries, adequacy is not mentioned,
but fragmentation and lack of coordination is (ES). In Romania, no mention of minimum
income is made in the CSR, but the preamble mentions the adoption of a new minimum
income with implementation in 2018, and the need to link ‘passive support’ with active labour
market measures. More attention should be drawn to the risks of negative conditionality



particularly with threatened sanctions and their likely impact on poverty and social exclusion,
as well as access to quality employment. More welcome attention is drawn to the overall
underspend on safety nets and social protection (e.g. LT — highlights low role of transfers in
reducing poverty, and plan to increase minimum income, as well as index pensions). In
Croatia, the inadequacy of social protection is highlighted, and particularly the low investment
in minimum income only 0.6% of GDP. Specific mention is also made of the low duration of
unemployment benefit in the CSR (Hungary), proposed also by EAPN Hungary.

e But social protection still mainly seen as a cost...

However, the overall focus on social protection is on efficiency and sustainability, including
the emphasis on better coordination. Whilst a focus on efficiency and effectiveness could lead
to better and more transparent services, it needs to be combined with a commitment to
ensure access to social rights - adequacy and coverage. Too often the main driver appears to
be cost-cutting (HR, IT, NL, PL, PT). In Italy the CSR refers to “rationalize social spending and
improve its composition”. This is a major challenge as with the same investments and a more
rational system, the same money could reach many more people. In Italy, the irrational
system of social spending (the most macroscopic example being the public health system) is
one of the major sources which feeds corruption. In NL, the issue of affordable social
protection is linked to growth in self-employment and temporary contracts, highlighting
topical concerns related to new ways of work, but this is not picked up in other CSRs. Overall,
there is not a clear reference to the right to adequate social protection as a principle concern.
Indeed, in the preamble to Poland, adequate social protection is quoted as creating
“disincentives” to work, including the new generous child benefit, which to the contrary is
seen as a positive new measure to reduce child poverty by EAPN PL. Follow up and new
developments are also missing, e.g. in Austria, where a new minimum income was piloted, or
in Finland with the Basic Income experiment.

o Little recognition of rights to key services, but quality care services more highlighted

The right to key public services has a very low profile in the 2017 CSRs. As one of the core
elements in the European Pillar of Social Rights and key pre-requisites for an effective strategy
to reduce poverty, this is very disappointing. A CSR on integrated services is only produced in
2 countries (ES, HR). This is primarily a call to tackle fragmentation and promote better
coordination between employment and social services, rather than integrated Active
Inclusion approaches. In Croatia, the issue of reduction of disparities is drawn attention to. In
several preambles, more reference is made to quality of services, e.g. in Estonia welcoming
progress on high quality of social services, recognizing difficulties over financing, or in Italy,
highlighting the need to coordinate inclusion income with well-integrated services. (For
comments on housing and health, see above sections). Care, including childcare are
referenced in 4 CSRs (AT, ES, IE, and SK). There are positive steps on quality child and other
care in 4 countries (AT, IE, ES and SK). Whilst the role of care in reducing barriers to work,
mainly for women is important, it would be important to emphasize more early education
and care’s role in promoting the developmental rights of the child. In Ireland, there is a focus
on infrastructure for quality childcare, as well as reference to quality full-time childcare in the
preamble, this proposal was strongly supported by EAPN and other organizations; in Spain,
on increasing access to quality childcare (ES) and in AT increasing access to full time care, the
preamble makes it clear this is mainly childcare but also reference to ageing parents. In
Slovakia mention is made of extending ‘affordable, quality childcare’, although mainly in
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relation to increasing the economic activity of women, rather than ensuring quality of early
education and learning for the child. In several countries, similar issues are raised in the
preamble (CZ, HR, UK).

e Piecemeal approach to target groups, with main priority to education and employment
There is a generally low focus given to specific target groups in the CSRs, and not clearly
consistent with the groups currently most facing poverty and social exclusion in the various
Member States. Migrants are mentioned in 3 CSRs (AT, BE, FR), mainly in relation to access to
training and work (see below section), but other rights to integration, e.g. health or social
services, are not highlighted. Older people are mentioned in Slovenia — with concerns about
increasing employability through activation and lifelong learning. BG and DE mention older
people and HR, LU, PL Sl older workers (see below). In Germany, a welcome mention is made
of the threat of old age poverty through inadequacy of pensions, highlighting the declining
levels of Pillar 1, with inadequate replacement. This lacks a rights-based approach to ensuring
right adequate pensions, health and care services, as well as reference to need to invest in
Pillar 1, as well as 2 and 3 in order to reduce inequalities and poverty. Given the higher rates
of poverty for children, there is a disappointingly low focus in the CSRs. Some countries
highlight concerns in the preambles (BG, PL, CZ). In Bulgaria a mention is made of de-
institutionalization. In Poland, the new generous child benefit is criticized as a disincentive to
work rather than for its positive impact on child poverty. BG, HU, SK and RO receive a CSR on
Roma, on access to education, however segregation and discrimination in access to services
including housing and employment, are not mentioned. Several countries receive CSRs on
gender — linked to employment AT, EE, DE and PL). In Estonia, this relates to addressing the
gender pay gap, and in Austria about improving labour market outcomes for women. The
issue of work/life balance is only highlighted in the preamble of Croatia, including highlighting
need for better paternity leave, and affordable childcare. The rising problem of homelessness
receives attention only in Ireland, in the preamble. Other key at risk groups that are not given
sufficient attention are single parent families, large families, people with disabilities and long-
term health problems, including mental health, as well as those suffering in-work poverty.

Employment

e Getting everybody into work continues to dominate the discourse, which also features
negative calls on curbing wage growth and some positive support to fighting
precariousness

24 countries received a Country-Specific Recommendation regarding their employment

policies and efforts to integrate particular groups in the labour market, so every Member

State, with the exception of three (DK, MT, SE), as Greece is currently under the

Macroeconomic Adjustment Programme and does not receive CSRs. A number of these were

specifically called upon to improve the professional integration of particular populations

deemed as still facing obstacles on the labour market, such as women (AT, EE, DE, PL, SK), the
low-skilled (HR, FR, IE, PL, PT, SI), older workers (HR, LU, PL, Sl), the long-term unemployed

(HR, PT, SK), or migrants (FR, BE). Some countries (AT, IE, SK, ES) were urged to provide more,

better, and of better quality care services, particularly childcare, however often from the

perspective of improving women’s participation in the labour force. For older workers,
instead of focusing on quality employment and adapted working hours and workplaces,

Member States (HR, LU, PT, RO) are simply told to increase pension age and cut early
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retirement. The emphasis on skills and training is overwhelming, featuring in 9 countries (BE,
HR, FR, LV, LT, PL, SK, SI, UK) while other key support measures, like adequate income support,
are mentioned in none (except HU, where better adequacy and coverage of unemployment
benefits is demanded).

The language of the CSRs is rather ambiguous. A number of countries (HU, IT, LT, PT) are urged
to implement “effective” activation policies, but the term is not clarified — does it mean
employment at all cost? Some CSRs (BG, Fl, HU, RO, SK, SI) speak of “targeted” activation,
which could be construed as rooted in the specific circumstances of individuals and groups —
in which case, personalised or tailored would have been more appropriate, as “targeted” may
mean a negative shift from universal provision to only catering for specific segments. Finally,
some countries (BG, IE, RO, ES) are told to implement “integrated” provision, which is less
strong and covers less than comprehensive or wrap-around, and leaves a lot of space to
interpretation, such as social protection being used as a tool for activation, rather than a
means to ensure the fulfilment by all of the right to a dignified life. Other recommendations
include tackling undeclared work (RO, BG) — while it is not made clear that this should penalise
employers using black labour, not poor workers desperately trying to make ends meet —
improving the capacity of public employment services (CY, ES) and curbing bogus self-
employment and ensuring better social protection for self-employed workers (NL).

Only 10 countries (BG, HR, EE, DE, FR, NL, PL, PT, RO, ES) received Recommendations
regarding aspects of quality of work. While quality of work as such, or in-work poverty, are
not mentioned, CSRs refer particularly to wages or duration of contracts. Recommendations
(NL, PL, PT, ES) regarding the latter are very positive, aiming at ending precariousness and
atypical work, and supporting permanent contracts. However, Recommendations on wages
(BG, HR, FI, FR, DE, PT, RO) are much less encouraging. While in some countries (BG, HR, RO),
the neutral formula ‘establish a transparent wage-setting mechanism’ is used, the Preamble
makes it clear that it refers to a curbing of wages in order to preserve job creation and
competitiveness, as well as to contribute to better employment rates — which is also made
explicit in other Recommendations (FR, PT). Support for job creation is absent. Some
encouraging CSRs on remuneration are calls to reduce the gender pay gap in Estonia, and to
promote higher real wage growth Germany and the Netherlands.

Education

e Some attention paid to quality and inclusiveness, but education continues to be seen
primarily as a labour market tool
13 Member States (AT, BE, BG, HR, CY, FR, HU, LV, LT, PL, RO, ES, UK) received a Country-
Specific Recommendation related to education. In more than half the cases (HR, CY, FR, LV,
PL, SK, SI, UK), however, education is dealt with primarily in connection with the labour
market, stressing upskilling of workers, reforming the education system for better market
relevance, and improving vocational training. Encouragingly, quality of education is
mentioned in several countries (BE, BG, LT, RO, SK, UK). There is also positive rhetoric about
rendering education more inclusive for groups having a hard time accessing it, or having poor
outcomes. For instance, some Recommendations focus on Roma children (BG, HU, RO, SK), in
terms of improving their access to quality education, as well as better integrating them into
mainstream education. In some countries, other groups are highlighted, such as
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disadvantaged young people (AT, BE, HU), migrants (AT, BE), and children in rural areas (RO).
Additionally, investment in education is mentioned in Germany, and tackling regional
disparities through better teacher training and student support, in Spain. Staggeringly, while
the strong link between a disadvantaged socio-economic background and poor educational
outcomes is highlighted in several Preambles (e.g. BE, CZ, FR, HU, RO, SK, SE), this is not picked
up in the actual CSRs for those countries.
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