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Building a Social Standards Union : What role for the 

European Semester? 

 

9.00 – 9.15    Welcome and opening   

• Jean Lambert, MEP 

(Greens/EFA) 

• Leo Williams, Director, EAPN 

• Michael Mackey, Board of 

EAPN Ireland and person with 

direct experience of poverty 

 

Leo Williams presented the questions 

to be discussed: How well is the 

European Semester performing on 

social rights and poverty reduction? How will the European Pillar of Social Rights be 

mainstreamed? What changes should be made to transform the Semester into a balanced 

economic and social instrument? How will the Semester drive forward a European Social 

Standards Union? What else is needed? How will grass-roots actors, including people 

experiencing poverty, be involved and be made equal partners? 

Jean Lambert said she welcomed the opportunity, on behalf of Greens/EFA as a group, to work 

with EAPN, which is a very well-organised group and a perfect partner to try to get delivery on 

social rights. 

Michael Mackey presented his main priority as a person with direct experience in poverty living 

in Ireland, highlighting the difficult situation of housing in Ireland and called on the EU to push 

the Irish government to take on some concrete actions to tackle the accommodation crisis.   

 

09.15 - 10.15   1st Panel: How well is the Semester delivering on social rights? – views of 

national and EU stakeholders 

• Paul Ginnell, Co-Chair EAPN EU Inclusion Strategies Group / EAPN IE: EAPN 2017 NRP 

analysis: Social Rights or Social Plight?  

• Yana Toom, MEP (ALDE) Rapporteur EMPL Committee: European Semester  

• Jean Lambert, MEP (Greens/EFA), Coordinator EMPL Committee  

• Heather Roy, Secretary General, Eurodiaconia 

 

Paul Ginnell began by highlighting the shift in the approach in the European Semester that 

has occurred in the last few years, which made it more inclusive of social action. But underlined 

there’s still a long way to go before having a balance between economic and social issues. He 
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also addressed the failure of the Europe 2020 target on poverty, “with over 118 million, there 

are now more people in poverty than there were when the strategy was launched.” He then 

proceeded to present EAPN’s work engaging in the Semester, at national and EU level, with 

the Country Reports, the CSRs, and currently the NRPs assessment: Social Rights or Social 

Plight. He began by giving a snapshot on respondents’ feedbacks: the main findings are that 

70% of the respondents felt that NRPs are still primarily aimed at macroeconomic and financial 

management, and that they don’t have poverty has a main priority. However, many 

respondents found that there exists an increased focus on poverty and social inclusion, and 

also some improvements in the participation strategies for stakeholders and civil society. On 

the contrary, the flip side shows that many Europe 2020 goals continue to have low visibility, 

and that the NRP is still seen much more as a report rather than as a comprehensive action 

plan for Member States.  

The key messages identified by members are as follows: make macroeconomic policies 

coherent with social rights; prioritize social rights and an integrated strategy to effectively 

reduce poverty; make the employment target deliver on poverty reduction and social inclusion; 

foster equal access to education and lifelong learning for all groups; ensure ESF 20% as an 

impact on poverty; make NRPs a true and participatory driver of positive social change. He 

then proceeded by describing Irish situation, stating that even at the national level 

employment is still seen as a magic solution, while adequacy of social protection and social 

welfare support is not seen as an issue at all, neglecting the issue of adequate support for 

people outside the labour market. See Powerpoint presentation here. 

Jean Lambert began by highlighting 

the need for a greater ownership of 

the Semester at the national level in 

general and for civil society as well, 

since many MS don’t have a real 

structural engagement with civil 

society in the Semester. She 

suggested the importance of MEPs 

engaging with national 

representatives, since “there’s 

nothing activating national MPs 

more than seeing an MEP doing something that they perceive as their job”. The Semester started 

as a macroeconomic process and then Europe 2020 and  the social part has been added slowly, 

but the transition is taking an extremely long time. She then raised the issue of the match 

between what is in the AGS and the on the ground reality, and the need for “the ability to 

absorb various sorts of shocks to be put forward also at the social level, and not only at the 

macroeconomic level”.  

Yana Toom underlined the difficulties she has encountered in the EP on advancing the need 

for EU-level action on social issues, and the challenges faced in getting MS adapt to European 

Positions (such as resolutions on Active Inclusion and Minimum Income). She shared her worry 

https://www.eapn.eu/social-rights-or-social-plight-eapn-assessment-of-the-2017-national-reform-programmes/
https://www.eapn.eu/social-rights-or-social-plight-eapn-assessment-of-the-2017-national-reform-programmes/
https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/EAPN-Paul-Ginnell-EAPN-EP-seminar-social-standards-2816.pdf
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about the need to convince newcomers in the next parliamentary mandate of the necessity of 

EU-level action on these issues. The EP has a modest influence on the Semester, nevertheless, 

MEPs made their position clear in a report adopted this February: one of the messages 

contained in the report is the need for employment and other social indicators to be put on 

the same level as macroeconomic indicators, so to promptly trigger corrective measures in 

countries with major issues.  

Heather Roy mentioned that it’s getting increasingly difficult to get Eurodiaconia members 

excited about the Semester, since it’s “a pretty dry process of which outcomes and impact are 

very difficult to be seen”. She underlined the importance of the adoption of the EPSR, since it 

changed the paradigm on the whole process. She argued that the number of people at risk of 

poverty is “absolutely scandalous”, but she expressed optimism on the effect of the 

implementation of the Pillar. Despite that, she also pointed out the risk of Member State 

diverting from the original objectives of the Pillar, thus undermining its effectiveness. She then 

proceeded by mentioning the full responsibility of the EU on the social impact of economic 

policies which, in many cases, could greatly affect social rights, and thus need to be readapted 

to take into account this dimension. She then underlined the importance of aligning the social 

scoreboard with the EPSR principles, and to shield governmental spending on social issues 

from the budget monitoring at the EU level. She then concluded by expressing the feeling that 

civil society has been airbrushed from the Semester, since not even the EPSR mentions civil 

society in its implementation.  

 

Main points of discussion with the audience  

Jean Lambert stated that the overall budget of the next MFF should not be smaller, and that 

the Employment Committee is working to keep at least a part of it reserved for fighting 

poverty. She also argued that the voice of civil society is much needed to allow poverty to stay 

on top of the priorities for those funds.  

Heather Roy warned about contradictions in the AGS regarding (private) funding of social 

protection services, which could potentially lead to a decrease in governmental spending on 

this item. She also addressed Roma discrimination issues by arguing that the Roma integration 

strategy at the national level should not be the only way to deal with anti-gypsyism.  

Yana Toom recognized the importance of recognizing and preventing a specific kinds of 

discrimination and warns on the stratification of policy tools that might not allow them to be 

working properly.  

Paul Ginnell recognized the importance of having a plurality of specific targets for specific 

groups, but also recognized the failure of the target on the overall group of people facing 

poverty and social exclusion contained in the Europe 2020 strategy.   
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10.30 - 11.30   2nd Panel:  Way forward: what changes need to be made? 

• Sian Jones, Policy Coordinator, EAPN  

• Maria João Rodrigues, MEP, Vice-President of the S&D Group and President of FEPS 

• Barbara Kauffmann, Director of Employment and Social Governance, DG Employment 

• Rait Kuuse, Deputy Secretary General on Social Policy, Estonian Ministry for Social Affairs  

 

Maria João Rodrigues described the consequences of the crisis on EU policy, saying that as a 

result the goal of having a common European action on social issue was subordinated to other 

goals, such as “reducing the deficit at any cost’; she argued that the EU had turned into a 

“machine delivering austerity”, but that now the trend is finally reversing. The proclamation of 

the EPSR is a strong political commitment from the EU at the highest level, but she highlights 

the importance of putting pressure on the EC and Member States for proper implementation. 

She also mentioned the importance of having EU legislation to address some persistent issues 

that couldn’t be solved with other tools, such as in-work poverty. She proceeded by 

underlining the importance of mainstreaming the Pillar in the Semester to redefine both 

economic and social policies, and the key role of civil society in defining standards and 

enhancing the discussion in Member States. She then presented the possibilities opened up 

by the package adopted yesterday by the Eurogroup, which has the broader scope of ensuring 

that MS can invest on people even when they face economic difficulties. She also suggested 

the European Stability Mechanism should be put under Community law and made accountable 

to the EP, so that budgetary maneuvers do not crush social standards when operating.  

Sian Jones argued that there is cautious optimism for the development of social rights, given 

the tone of the State of the Union, the EPSR proclamation and the AGS, but the real issue is 

how it was implemented. She then presented EAPN’s appraisal of the AGS 20181 and key 

messages and recommendations to ensure implementation of the EPSR and results for 

poverty2, through the Semester and Beyond. Even if the AGS 2018 is much better than those 

of previous years, its main priorities are still stability and fiscal consolidation, and this is 

concerning since it could undermine social investments and social rights. She also highlighted 

the lack of clear and systematic analysis of the EPSR principles and the little attention devoted 

to negative social scoreboard indicators for example the weakening impact of social transfers 

on poverty, which are important failures that should trigger urgent policy action. Moreover, 

employment is still seen as a “silver bullet” to tackle poverty, and references to civil society are 

absent. She then mentioned the need to achieve policy coherence between economic actions 

and social rights, for example by stopping austerity measures, and considering social spending 

as a benefit and not as a burden, while also tackling distributional issues at the EU level. It is 

vital to provide a detailed roadmap for the implementation of the Pillar at all levels and at 

every stage of the Semester. Finally, she mentioned the need for clear guidelines on how civil 

                                                           
1 See EAPN’s letter to President Juncker in October 2017, ahead of the AGS launch and EAPN’s full response to 
it, December 2017 
2 See EAPN’s position on the European Pillar of Social Rights, September 2017 

https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/EAPN-2017-EAPN-letter-Juncker-AGS2018-FINAL-2655.pdf
https://www.eapn.eu/eapn-response-to-the-annual-growth-survey-package-2018/
https://www.eapn.eu/18092-2/
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society should be involved in the Semester, and adequate funding to carry out this task on an 

equal basis with Social Partners.  

She ended her presentation by pointing out that the Semester is not the only tool to advance 

social rights, social summits must be done more frequently to monitor and support the 

development of social standards, with national dialogue meetings at national level on 

implementation. There should also be clear funding lines in the MFF and progress on further 

EU legislation to guarantee social rights including a directive on adequate minimum income.  

See Powerpoint presentation here. 

Barbara Kauffmann presented the 

data highlighting the reversing trend 

on poverty by showing many tables 

and graphs, while also stating that “the 

EC is not entirely satisfied on how we 

stand today on poverty”. She 

underlined the crucial role of 

employment in the fight against 

poverty, since data show that people 

working are less at risk of becoming 

poor. She mentioned that in the last 

few years many CSRs are specifically addressed at social issues, and that the success on their 

implementation is quite high. She also reported that National Semester Officers have been 

trained and advised on how to improve participation of civil society organisations, and that 

fact-finding missions from the EC have this target in mind. She underlined the consultation of 

both the EP and the civil society on the Integrated Guidelines, and the importance of every 

input.  See Powerpoint presentation here. 

Rait Kuuse argued that the importance of the proclamation of the EPSR cannot be 

underestimated, since this joint political commitment is a very solid ground to start with, and 

the Pillar is part of a wider force for an inclusive and sustainable model of growth in the EU. 

The Estonian Presidency had worked hard to make this a success. Its implementation has 

already had direct impact on the Semester, since the AGS now directly refers to its principles 

and objectives, as so do the JER and the Integrated Guidelines. However, he also underlined 

that there are a lot of opportunities to do more. He then proceeded to mention the three 

social policy initiatives that were carried out under the Estonian Presidency: the future of work, 

on how to respond to challenges in the labour market involving social security and income 

levels; gender segregation in labour and training and education, which effects have been 

systematically underestimated; enhancing community-based care for independent living, to 

enable people to live in dignity independently. He expressed his interest to work together in 

the future with civil society organisations in the implementation. 

 

  

https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/EAPN-Sian.jones-EAPN-EP-seminar-social-standards-2761.pdf
https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/EAPN-Barbara-Kauffmann-EAPN-EP-seminar-social-standards-2759.pdf
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Main points of discussion  

Maria João Rodrigues warned about risks in the current MFF discussions, for example the risk 

of having the European Social Fund cut, and having inappropriate funding tools, such as loans 

rather than grants to fight poverty. She also addressed the double-sided nature of 

conditionality in the access: macroeconomic conditionality is highly counterproductive as it 

makes poorer Member States pay a double penalty, rather than helping them, while ex-ante 

conditionality can be positive if it helps in aligning funds with good objectives, i.e. on social 

rights and the fight against poverty, provided that civil society can participate in goal-setting 

and monitoring. 

Barbara Kauffmann mentioned that also in the new MFF the ESF could support actions 

identified as key in the Semester Recommendations, while also redefining support for 

structural reforms to guarantee intergenerational fairness.  

Sian Jones highlighted NGOs’ disappointment with the lack of political commitment to support 

the engagement of civil society organisations, for example with no mention in the AGS, despite 

being clearly mentioned in the recitals of the Integrated Guidelines (Economic and 

Employment). If the EU needs to win the support of citizens for the Future of Europe, then civil 

society engagement in the implementation of the Pillar and through the Semester is key. 

 



 

 

 INFORMATION AND CONTACT 

For more information on EAPN’s policy work, contact 
Sian Jones – EAPN Policy Coordinator 

sian.jones@eapn.eu – 0032 (2) 226 58 50 
See all EAPN publications and activities on www.eapn.eu  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) is an independent network of nongovernmental 

organisations (NGOs) and groups involved in the fight against poverty and social exclusion in the 

Member States of the European Union, established in 1990. 

 

 

EUROPEAN ANTI-POVERTY NETWORK. Reproduction permitted, provided 
that appropriate reference is made to the source. January 2018. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This publication has received financial support from the European Union Programme 

for Employment and Social Innovation "EaSI" (2014-2020). For further information 

please consult: http://ec.europa.eu/social/easi. 

 

The views expressed by EAPN do not necessarily reflect the official position of the 

European Commission. 
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