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European Semester Cycle 2021 - Information, Assessment and Action Tips for EAPN Members 

 

EAPN Briefing Note (5 October 2020) 

 

1. Background information on continuities and main changes compared to the 2020 and earlier cycles 

 

1.1 Which key features stay the same compared to the European Semester cycle 2020? 

 

• The four dimensions of the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS) 2020 – environmental 

sustainability, productivity, fairness and macroeconomic stability – remain the guiding principles 

also for the ASGS 2021. 

• They will also underpin the national Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs) every EU MS has to 

elaborate and submit and thus also the national reforms and investments presented there. 

 

• The ASGS 2021 again reflects the new EU Growth Strategy which is based on the European 

Green Deal (EGD) and strongly influenced by the concept of “competitive sustainability”. 

• The Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) of the 2019 and 2020 European Semester cycles 

stay relevant: When drafting their RRPs, the EU MS should look at the full set of CSRs issued in 

the context of the 2019 and 2020 European Semester cycles. These RRPs – and the National 

Reform Programmes (NRPs) – will also be checked against these CSRs. They will become less 

relevant or irrelevant only if the European Commission (EC) has assessed the progress made by 

an EU MS with theses 2019 and 2020 CSRs as “substantial progress” or “full implementation”. 

 

EAPN activities and publications in the context of the European Semester cycle 2020 

 

You can read here EAPN’s analysis and assessment of and EAPN’s reply to the Annual Sustainable Growth 

Strategy 2020 and the Joint Employment Report 2020 (January 2020) 

 

You can read here EAPN’s assessment of the Country Report 2020 and proposals for Country-Specific 

Recommendations (April 2020) and here of the EAPN’s assessment of the Country-Specific 

Recommendations 2020 with EAPN proposals for alternative CSRs (June 2020). 

 

1.2 What are the main changes in the ES Cycle 2021 as to key documents, moments and timelines? 

 

• The launch of the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS) 2021 already took place on 17 

September 2020 “to temporarily adapt the European Semester to the launch of the Recovery and 

Resilience Facility (RRF)” (cf. also FAQ document). The RRF is one of the key pillars of the “Next 

Generation EU”. Normally the launch of the AGSG and thus the start of the new European 

Semester cycle happens in November. The early publication of the AGSG 2021 did thus not allow 

EAPN to give an input in the 2021 cycle. You can read here EAPN’s letter sent last year. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2020-european-semester-annual-sustainable-growth-strategy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-green-deal-communication_en.pdf
https://www.eapn.eu/working-for-a-green-and-social-deal-that-ends-poverty-eapn-response-to-the-annual-sustainable-growth-strategy-2020/
https://www.eapn.eu/putting-social-rights-and-poverty-reduction-at-the-heart-of-eus-covid-19-response-eapns-assessment/
https://www.eapn.eu/eapn-assessment-of-the-2020-country-specific-recommendations-position-paper/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?qid=1600708827568&uri=CELEX:52020DC0575
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2020mff_covid_recovery_factsheet.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2020mff_covid_recovery_factsheet.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_1659
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/coronavirus-response/recovery-plan-europe/pillars-next-generation-eu_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/health/coronavirus-response/recovery-plan-europe/pillars-next-generation-eu_en
https://www.eapn.eu/ags-2020-move-from-aspiration-to-inspiration-on-social-rights-and-poverty-reduction-letter-to-president-juncker-and-von-der-leyen/
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• The Joint Employment Report (JER) 2021 will still be published in November 2020. 

 

• Each EU MS has to prepare a Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP). EU MS are encouraged to 

submit their draft/preliminary RRP as of 15 October 2020. The final deadline is 30 April 2021. This 

also means that the timeline will differ for each EU MS and no pre-defined moments in spring 

2021 for the publication of the Country Reports and Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs). 

 

• The Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) comprises 672.5 billion € of loans (360 billion €) and 

grants (312.5 billion €)1 in frontloaded financial support for all EU MS. Money from the RRF should 

be made available in line with the estimated costs of the proposed reforms (to make lasting 

improvements to the functioning of markets, institutional structures, public administrations, or 

relevant policies, such as the green and digital transitions) and investments (to build up fixed 

capital, human capital – in the fields of health, social protection, education, training and skilling - 

and natural capital) contained in RRPs2 (from implementation until 2026) to be submitted by the 

EU MS. 

• The European Parliament (EP) and the European Council, however, still need to agree on the 

legislative proposal for the RRF to become operational as of 1 January 2021. 

 

• Neither Country Reports (CR) nor Country-Specific Recommendations (CSR) will be published in 

2021, “given the comprehensive and forward-looking policy nature of the RRPs”. However, as 

written above, the Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) of the 2019 and 2020 European 

Semester cycles in principle stay relevant. 

 

• The National Reform Programmes (NRP) will also need to be adapted. EU MS should present 

their NRP and their RRP in a single integrated document, giving an overview of the reforms and 

investments to be undertaken in the coming years, in line with the objectives of the RRF. 

 

 
1 “An allocation key will fix a maximum possible amount for the grant component of the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility per Member State: For 70% of the total of €312.5 billion available in grants, the allocation key will take into 
account the Member State's population, the inverse of its GDP per capita, and its average unemployment rate over 
the past 5 years (2015-2019), always compared to the EU average. For the remaining 30%, the formula will replace 
the 2015-2019 unemployment rate indicator by the observed loss in real GDP over 2020 and the observed 
cumulative loss in real GDP over the period 2020-2021. Member States may also request a loan under the Facility. 
The maximum volume of loans for each Member State will not exceed 6.8% of its Gross National Income. However, 
an increase will be possible in exceptional circumstances subject to available resources.” Source: 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_1659 
2 The RRF will help to address a number of challenges EU are facing aggravated by and/or resulting from the COVID-
19 crisis. EU need to explain how the RRF will be used in line with four general objectives: 1. Promoting the Union’s 
economic, social and territorial cohesion; 2. Strengthening economic and social resilience; 3. Mitigating the social 
and economic impact of the crisis; 4. Supporting the green and digital transitions. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/com_2020_408_en_act_part1_v9.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_20_1659
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EAPN will issue and assessment of the ASGS 2021 in October, based on this Briefing Note, the EUISG held 

on 30 September and additional information received from Commission Services. 

 

EAPN will inform its members once the JER 2021 will be published. 

 

1.3 What are the main changes concerning the thematic priorities in the ASGS, RRPs and NRPs 2021? 

 

• The AGSG 2020 largely sets the strategic guidance for the implementation of the RRF. The 

Communication on the AGSG 2021 is accompanied by two Staff Working Documents. The first 

provides guidance for the EU MS to prepare their RRPs, the second a template for write them. 

 

• Each EU MS needs to prepare a Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP). They should outline national 

investment and reform agendas in order to benefit from the RRF. EU MS are encouraged to submit 

their draft/preliminary RRP as of 15 October 2020. The final deadline is 30 April 2021. 

• RRPs are to address the economic policy challenges set out in the CSRs in the 2019 and 2020 

cycles. The Commission services will assessment them against these CSRs and on the basis of a 

set of criteria (see below) and the Guidance Document. The RRPs should allow the EU MS to 

enhance their economic growth potential, job creation and economic and social resilience34. 

o The investments and reforms contained in the RRPs should – amongst other priorities –

address the challenges of the green and digital transitions. Each RRP will have to include a 

minimum of 37% of expenditure related to climate (including e.g. spending to improve the 

energy and resource efficiency of public and private buildings). The RRP should be developed 

in full coherence with the Territorial Just Transition Plans under the Just Transition 

Mechanism. 

o The RRP should also include a minimum level of 20% of expenditure related to digital, 

including for developing digital skills through reforms of education systems and increasing the 

availability and efficiency of public services using new digital tools. This spending objective, 

however, is a non-binding recommendation by the EC to the EU MS. 

o The Guidance Documents contains a list of non-exhaustive examples of typical reforms and 

investments linked to the green and digital transition (Guidance Document, Box, pp. 18/19): 

▪ Green transition: 1) Renovation wave of residential buildings, social and affordable 

housing; 2) Mitigating measures for vulnerable households accompanying investments 

 
3 As set out in recital 16 and Article 14(2) of the Proposal for a Regulation on the Recovery and Resilience Facility of 
28 May 2020, the Recovery and Resilience Plan should be consistent with the relevant country-specific challenges 
and priorities identified in the context of the European Semester, with the National Reform Programmes (‘NRPs’), 
the National Energy and Climate Plans (‘NECPs) (…) 
4 “Promoting social, economic and territorial cohesion, fostering employment creation and mitigating the social 
impacts of the crisis and promoting sustainable and inclusive growth are explicitly in the scope and objectives of the 
Proposal for a Regulation on the Recovery and Resilience Facility of 28 May 2020” (Guidance Document, p. 13). 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?qid=1600708827568&uri=CELEX:52020DC0575
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10102/2020/EN/SWD-2020-205-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10102/2020/EN/SWD-2020-205-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-2.PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10102/2020/EN/SWD-2020-205-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/just-transition-mechanism/just-transition-platform_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/just-transition-mechanism_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal/actions-being-taken-eu/just-transition-mechanism_en
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to improve the energy efficiency of public and private housing. Investments in heating 

systems and social housing. 

▪ Digital transition: 1) Financing of digital skills and education programmes either for the 

labour force, students, citizens or the public sector; 2) Upgrading education and training 

digital infrastructures and equipment (connectivity and digital devices) 

o The use of the funds will be subject to annual reporting from the Commission to the European 

Parliament and the Council. The Court of Auditors will have the possibility to carry out audits 

on the use of the amounts used by EU MS from the RRF. 

 

• Link to “old CSRs” and possible thematic priorities of the RRPs relevant for EAPN members 

o Link to CSR of European Semester cycles 2019 and 2020: 

▪ The EU MS should look at the full set of CSRs under the 2019 and 2020 European 

Semester cycles. 

▪ Unless the Commission has assessed the progress with these recommendations as 

“substantial progress” or “full implementation”, all CSRs are seen as relevant. EU MS 

should provide a detailed explanation of how the CSRs are addressed by the proposed 

measures. 

o The RRPs should be composed of investments, measures and reforms to pursue on of the 

three broad objectives reflected by the three criteria applied to the assessment of the RRP 

(see below) and grouped in coherent components. 

▪ Section in relation to objective “2. Strengthening economic and social resilience”: 

=> The aim is to support EU MS to recover quickly from the COVID-19 pandemic in a fair, 

sustainable and inclusive manner. 

=> The EU MS “are invited to provide data regarding the expected impact of the RRP on 

(…) the strengthening of the social resilience (in relation to employment, skills and social 

policies), in particular when it comes to the most vulnerable groups, the health and care 

systems (…)”. 

▪ Section in relation to objective “3. Mitigating the social and economic impact of the 

crisis”: 

=> The EU MS “are invited to explain in broad terms how the plans are coherent with, 

and effectively contribute to implementing the EPSR in relation to its dimensions of 

equal opportunities and access to the labour market, fair working conditions and social 

protection and inclusion”. 

=> The EU MS “are invited to provide indicators on the economic and social impact of 

the crisis, in particular from the social scoreboard. They can provide indicators to reflect 

the expected economic impact of the crisis on GDP, household income, health and care 

systems, unemployment, employment and activity rates, education, skills and lifelong 

learning, risk of poverty or social exclusion rates (…)” 

=> The EU MS “are encouraged to highlight the social and economic impact across 

various groups in the society (e.g. distributional impact) and the situation of vulnerable 

groups”. 
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▪ Section in relation to objective 4: Supporting the green and digital transitions 

=> EU MS have to show impact of the investments, measures and reforms contained in 

the RRP on “energy efficiency” and on the increase of digital skills of EU citizens 

(including for vulnerable social groups). 

 

• Main objectives relevant for EAPN members which EU can pursue and include in their RRPs 

o The Guidance Document (cf. table on p. 10) lists the following objectives relevant for EAPN 

members that can underpin a component to be contained in the national RRP: 

▪ Examples for subcategory “Labour market, education, health and social policies”: 1) 

Upskilling and reskilling of the working age population; 2) Reducing labour market 

segmentation; 3) Improving coverage of short-time work schemes and unemployment 

benefits; 4) Ensuring equality for all and inclusion of persons with disabilities in 

accordance with obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

disabilities; 5) Improving labour market participation, including vulnerable groups; 6) 

Improving the resilience, accessibility and effectiveness of health and care systems, 

their accessibility and their crisis preparedness; 7) Strengthening social protection 

(including long-term care); 8) Strengthening the link between education and training and 

the labour market; 9) Developing skills for green and digital transitions 

▪ Example for subcategory “Public finances and taxation”: 4) Fighting against tax evasion 

▪ Example for subcategory “Green transition”: 3) Improving energy performance of the 

building stock through a renovation wave 

▪ Example for subcategory “Digital transition”: 4) Strengthening digital skills, reducing 

digital divide 

▪ Example for subcategory “Business environment”: 4) Measures to reduce private 

indebtedness 

o The EU MS are encouraged to include in the RRPs large investment projects in 7 “flagship 

areas” (cf. Communication, pp. 9/10) 

▪ Unclarity: What is the role and weight of the “European flagships” compared to the 

“regular” investments, measures and reforms contained in the EU MS’ RRPs and the NRP? 

▪ Risk: Only 2 out of the 7 areas - 2. Renovate – Improvement of energy efficiency of public 

and private buildings” and “7. Reskill and upskill – Adaptation of education systems to 

support digital skills and educational and vocational training for all ages” – have a certain 

relevance for the fight against poverty, social exclusion and discriminations 

 

1.4 What are the main changes regarding procedures and the institutional set-up? 

 

• For EU MS submitting their RRP in 2021, the EC will accompany the proposals for the Council 

implementing decisions with analytical documents assessing the substance of the RRP. 

 

• The EC has defined three main assessment criteria when analysing the reforms, measures and 

investments to be proposed by the EU MS in form of “components” in their national RRPs 
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o Contribution to effectively addressing challenges identified in the relevant country-specific 

recommendations 

o Investments, measures and reforms that effectively contribute to the green and to the digital 

transitions 

o Investments, measures and reforms to strengthen the growth potential, job creation and 

economic and social resilience. 

 

• Three key criteria the EC will apply doing the impact assessment of the RRPs submitted 

o All EU MS have to include in their RRP summary information on the social situation, 

including poverty or social exclusion and inequality risks. This has to be done on the basis of 

data from the “Social Scoreboard accompanying the European Pillar of Social Rights”. 

o All EU MS should “include in their RRPs information on the budgetary, economic, 

employment and social effects of reforms and investments. This should include a summary 

of the main quantitative impact in terms of (potential) GDP, employment and other main 

macroeconomic variables, involved in the exercise, and any other relevant economic, social 

and environmental impacts”. (Guidance Document, p. 38) 

o Territorial, economic and social cohesion: “Indicators can be chosen among those regularly 

used to report on cohesion policy as a whole, such as (…) the unemployment rate, (…), the EU 

Social Scoreboard, used to report on progress towards implementing the European Pillar of 

Social Rights, indicators on performance of education and training system, adaptation of skills 

to workplace, youth not employment, education or training”. (Guidance Document, p. 39) 

 

• Transfer of money from RRF to EU MS: Upon completion of the relevant agreed milestones and 

targets indicated in its recovery and resilience plan, the EU MS will present a request to the 

Commission for a disbursement of financial support. Prior to this, the “milestones and targets 

will be discussed bilaterally with the EU MS based on their plans before agreeing on the ones to 

be included in the implementing decision”. (Guidance Document, p. 22). The Commission will 

prepare an assessment and ask the opinion of the Economic and Financial Committee of the 

European Council on the satisfactory fulfilment of the relevant milestones and targets. If the 

Member State has not satisfactorily implemented the milestones and targets, the Commission 

will suspend all or part of the financial contribution to that Member State. 

 

• Possibility to use funding from different sources, i.e. of a complementary and additional use of 

EU-level funding from the RRF to realise investments, measures and reforms indicated in the RRPs 

combined with money from “traditional” EU Cohesion Funds, such as the ESF+. In the context of 

the European Semester cycle 2021, the EU MS should focus on those CSRs that are important for 

facilitating the implementation of reforms and related investments” (Communication, p. 11). 

o “In order to ensure consistency and synergies EU MS will be able to combine funding coming 

from different instruments if there is no double funding and if they indicate the various 

funding contributions in their recovery and resilience plans”. (Communication, p. 12) 

https://europa.eu/efc/index_de
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o Guidance Document (p. 30): “Support under the RRF is additional to the support provided 

under other Union funds and programmes. Reform and investment projects may receive 

support from other Union programmes and instruments provided that such support does not 

cover the same cost”. (…) “When EU MS decide to finance, investment projects 

simultaneously under cohesion policy funds (European Regional Development Fund, 

Cohesion Fund, Just Transition Fund, European Social Fund+) and the RRF, the conditions for 

financing shall be met under both processes and the same expenditure cannot be 

reimbursed both by the Facility and any of the other policy funds”. 

 

• New types of reports to be elaborated by the Commission Services in 2021 

o “From autumn 2020, the Commission will publish the biannual post-programme surveillance 

reports and two of the quarterly reports on Greece as part of the broader economic and fiscal 

surveillance packages in November and May.” (Communication, p. 13) 

o The EC will, however, issue recommendations on the budgetary situation of the EU MS in 

2021 as foreseen by the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP). 

 

 

2. EAPN’s Assessment of the main features and changes of the European Semester cycle 2021 

 

2.1 Reference frameworks for the AGSG 2021 

 

There is a strong dominance of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) and of the European Green 

Deal (EGD). The European Green Deal (EGD) - and related EU-level financing instruments – is the second 

most mentioned reference framework: “The economic response to the COVID-19 crisis offers a unique 

opportunity to accelerate the green transition”. (Communication, p. 3). This also includes the National 

Energy and Climate Plans (NECP) and the Territorial Just Transition Plans (TJTP) under the Just Transition 

Mechanism. 

 

• Positive references and hooks 

o Reference to aim of upwards convergence by using the RRF 

o The four dimensions of the ASGS 2020 - environmental sustainability, productivity, fairness 

and macroeconomic stability - remain the guiding principles for the ASGS 2021 and for the 

EU MS’ RRPs 

o EU MS are encouraged to “continue to make a sound use of fiscal flexibility in 2021 to support 

the economy”. (Communication, p. 4) 

o No call for austerity, but recalling of the aim to work towards “(…) achieving prudent medium-

term fiscal positions while fostering investment, the twin transitions and social inclusion” 

(Communication, p. 4) “(…) when economic conditions allow”. (ibid.) 

o Clear statement that the EU MS’s RRPs “should effectively address the policy challenges set 

out in the CSRs adopted by the Council”. (Communication, p. 5), (…) “in particular in the 2019 

and 2020 Semester cycles”, with the EU MS to focus “on those challenges and priorities that 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/stability-and-growth-pact_en
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will generate the most lasting impact and will strengthen the growth potential, job creation, 

health systems and economic and social resilience and regional cohesion of the EU MS“. 

(ibid). 

 

• Main risks 

o Lack of focus on high levels of poverty and inequality, likely to grow significantly with the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the Communication there is no single direct reference 

to “poverty”. The term only appears once when “energy poverty” is mentioned (p. 6) In the 

Guidance Document the term “poverty” only appears twice in relation to “facts and 

figures”, first when it comes to mitigating the social and economic impact of the crisis (p. 5) 

and second when EU MS are requested to describe their social situation, “including poverty 

or social exclusion and inequality risks.” (p. 39). 

o All the above-said logically implies that there is no reference to any (EU-level and/or 

national) poverty reduction target. 

o Non-prominent role for the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR): The EPSR is mentioned 

in the ASGS 2021 in relation to the need for the EU MS to “adopt measures to ensure equal 

opportunities, inclusive education, fair working conditions and adequate social protection.” 

(Communication, p. 8), but no explicit reference is made to a social or human right! 

o The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are not mainstreamed into the ASGS 2021, in 

contrast with the previous year’s intention of integrating them in the ES. This is a lost 

opportunity, as there are at least 9 key SDGs essential to the fight against poverty and 

inequality, including SDG1 on poverty reduction. The importance given to the green and 

digital transition and the contribution of the RRF to “delivering competitive sustainability” is 

likely to contribute to realising some SDGs. There is also no reference made to the 

participatory approach of the SDGs! 

o The obligation that each RRP will have to include a minimum of 37% of expenditure related 

to climate and the “green transition” and should contain up to 20% of spending on the “digital 

transition” reduces the relative weight and the sums from the RRF which could be spent on 

measures and investments in the (broad) social and employment fields. On this backdrop 

the RRPs and NRPs will still have to prove that they and the ASGS 2021 in general contribute 

to a social and sustainable European Semester, rebalancing economic, environmental, and 

social goals. 

 

2.2 Dimension “fairness” in the ASGS 2021 

 

Compared to the dimensions “macroeconomic stability”, “green transition” and “digital transition and 

productivity”, the dimension “fairness” has a small relative weight in the ASGS 2021. It, however, 

underlines that “the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the urgent need to address long-standing 

challenges that affect the fairness in society.  

 

 



 
 

9 

• Positive references and hooks 

o This includes the strong reference to the preparedness and resilience of the national health 

and social protection systems as well as equal access to affordable and quality health care, 

long-term care and childhood care systems”. (p. 3) (…) “The challenges to be addressed may 

cover areas such as employment, skills, health, education, in particular to address rising 

inequalities and support those who have been hit hardest by the crisis, such as young 

generations, women and vulnerable groups.” (Communication pp. 3/4) 

o The particularly hard hit groups by the COVID-19 pandemic are also explicitly mentioned: “In 

addition to the youth, the crisis has disproportionately affected women, and the 

disadvantaged groups such as, low skilled people and people with disabilities and people with 

a minority racial or ethnic background”. (Communication, p. 8) 

o Aim of “reduced energy poverty” is mentioned in the context of the EGD and investments in 

building renovation schemes: “Building renovation schemes will be essential to support (…) 

savings on energy bills, healthier living conditions and reduced energy poverty.” 

(Communication, p. 6) 

o Aim of preventing and reducing “digital divide in access to digital infrastructure, equipment 

and skills” mentioned, but without clear focus on low-income households and/or vulnerable 

groups (Communication, p. 7) 

o Concept of “inclusive education” mentioned once: “(…) substantial efforts to facilitate their 

access [of women and disadvantaged groups] to the job market, for instance by addressing 

the labour market segmentation in many Member States, strengthening active labour 

market policies, but also by increasing the inclusiveness of the education systems” 

(Communication, p. 8) (…) are needed. 

o Link between socio-economic background and educational outcomes and attainment 

highlighted: “(…) equal access to high-quality education and training for disadvantaged 

groups is particularly important, to compensate for the fact that socio-economic background 

is currently the most important determinant of children and young people’s educational 

outcome”. (Communication, p. 8) 

o Access to and benefits of health and social services highlighted: “Ensuring equal access to 

education, quality healthcare, as well as strengthening long-term care, will be increasingly 

important also because the full impact of COVID-19 on public health will persist for years. 

Ensuring the provision of high-quality health care services that is fiscally sound, affordable 

and accessible, contributes to a healthy and resilient society and to ensuring a productive 

work force”. (Communication, p. 8) 

o Need to address gender pay gap explicitly mentioned: “There is also a need to address the 

continuously high level of employment and pay gaps between men and women.” 

(Communication, p. 8) 

o Some references in European flagship area “7. Reskill and upskill – Adaptation of education 

systems to support digital skills and educational and vocational training for all ages” 

relevant for the fight against poverty and social exclusion: “Unprecedented investments in 

re- and upskilling are central to supporting the green and digital transitions, enhancing 
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innovation and growth potential, fostering economic and social resilience and ensuring 

quality employment and social inclusion. Investments and reforms should focus on digital 

skills and educational and vocational training for all ages.” (Communication, p. 10) (…) 

“Member States should pay special attention to disadvantaged groups, women and in 

particular young people entering the labour market, by creating quality employment 

opportunities, and supporting adequate offer of apprenticeships and strengthening 

vocational education and training (VET)”. (Communication, p. 11) 

 

• Main risks 

o No particular (thematic) focus on access to social protection, but EU MS asked on the 

backdrop of the EPSR to “adopt measures to ensure equal opportunities, inclusive 

education, fair working conditions and adequate social protection.” (Communication, p. 8). 

“Adequate support for effective work-life balance policies, ensuring access to quality 

childcare, income support schemes, reforms of tax and benefit systems supporting quality job 

creation and reducing disincentives to work are crucial in this respect. Reforms of the social 

protection system can reduce such inequalities as well as reforms of the tax system, for 

example by shifting the tax burden from labour to taxes that are less distortive”. 

(Communication, p. 8) 

o No explicit mention of adequate “minimum income” (even though it obviously falls in the 

category “social protection”). 

 

2.3 Governance of the European Semester cycle 2021 

 

2.3.1 Roles and balancing of power within EC 

 

• Positive hook 

o Roles and balancing of power within EC: The EU MS are encouraged to engage as soon as 

possible in a broad policy dialogue (including all relevant stakeholders) to prepare their RRP 

and to interact with the Recovery and Resilience Task Force and the Directorate-General for 

Economic and Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN) to discuss their draft plans. 

 

• Main risks 

o What is the role for DG EMPL in relation to DG ECFIN and the EC Secretariat General? 

o What is the role of the European Semester Officers and the Country Desk Officers in relation 

to the Recovery and Resilience Task Force? 

 

2.3.2 Monitoring and benchmarking framework/use of indicators 

 

• Need for clarifications 

o The role of the Social Scoreboard in the EU-level and monitoring framework for the AGSG 

2021 is not yet fully clear: Albeit the use of the Social Scoreboard is mentioned in Guidance 
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Document - in relation to “Macroeconomic Outlook” and “Cohesion” and when the EU is 

invited to “provide indicators on the economic and social impact of the crisis, in particular 

from the social scoreboard” (Guidance Document, p. 5) – it is unclear how the ASGS 2021 

could help to mainstream and implement social rights beyond the Social Scoreboard. This 

unclarity is even bigger as explicit references to social rights are already weak if quasi non-

existent in the ASGS 2021 Communication and Guidance Document. 

o On 9 September 2020 the EC issued a first Strategic Foresight Report5, as part of a “Strategic 

Foresight Agenda”. The articulation of this agenda and of the report with the European 

Semester is it not yet fully clear. The same holds for the relationship between the Prototype 

dashboard for monitoring the social and economic dimension of resilience and the Social 

Scoreboard which “aims to capture social, economic and heath aspects related to COVID-19, 

using a first selection of easily available and ready-made indicators from publicly available 

sources. (…) The dashboard presents vulnerability and resilience capacity indicators”6 (p. 3). 

 

• Main risks 

o “The Social Scoreboard headline indicators only measure a country’s performance in 

comparison to the EU average, rather than setting ambitious goals/targets (e.g. poverty 

reduction target) where social problems or barriers to effective labour market integration 

exist, while on basically all headline indicators big gaps between countries persist.” (EAPN 

Position Paper ASGS & JER 2020, p. 23) 

o In order to device adequate and effective policy measures to fight poverty and social 

exclusion, the indicators of the Social Scoreboard would need to be better disaggregated, in 

particular for the AROPE and other social indicators. 

o Time-lag of available comparable EU-level statistics (which are from 2018 and might be 

partly from 2019, but anyway from before the COVID-19 pandemic), whereas the measures, 

reforms and investments, in particular those funded from the RRF, should focus on addressing 

and overcoming its negative economic and social impacts - including increased poverty, 

unemployment and inequalities - and this ideally evidence-based. 

 

2.3.3 Role of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) 

 

• Opportunities 

o In the Guidance Note the EU MS are “invited to describe any consultation and contribution 

of social partners, civil society and other relevant stakeholders, in the drafting and 

implementation of the RRP.” (Guidance Document, p. 33). A second call on the EU MS on the 

 
5 The report contains a section (on pp. 10/11) on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on economic, gender, skills, 
regional and ethnic inequalities (with all of them worsened) which reflects a lot of the developments and problems 
indicated in the EAPN COVID-19 Report (July 2020). 
6 The list of variables i.a. covers “poverty (AROPE)”, housing overcrowding, capacity to face unexpected expenses, 
precarious employment, early school leavers, young people neither in employment nor in education and training, 
unemployment rate, impact of social transfers, inequality (quintile share ratio) and active labour market policies. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/strategic-foresight/2020-strategic-foresight-report_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/social_and_economic_dashboard_asfr_background_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/social_and_economic_dashboard_asfr_background_en.pdf
https://www.eapn.eu/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-people-experiencing-poverty-and-vulnerability-eapn-report/
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same page reads “Member States are invited to describe any consultation and contribution 

of social partners, civil society and other relevant stakeholders, in the drafting and 

implementation of the recovery and resilience plan.” 

o In the section on the description of the reforms and investments, they are “invited to include 

a summary of the stakeholders’ involvement.” (Template Document, p. 7). 

 

• Main risks 

o The role of CSOs in setting the milestones, targets and timelines of the reforms and 

investments as well as in the process leading to the adoption of their RRP and in the 

implementation of the reforms/investments under each of their components is very weak. It 

is only mentioned twice in the Guidance Document (p. 33, see the two quotes above). 

o Ownership of the European Semester by stakeholders, including by people experiencing 

poverty and their civil society organisations, is a key goal to get better policy solutions (also 

to build trust and legitimacy). Employment Guideline 7 and Recital 10 of the Employment 

Guidelines provide a crucial legal basis and guidance for non-governmental organisations to 

be treated as key partners by national governments and the EU institutions in the European 

Semester. In the ASGS 2021, however, no reference to the role of CSOs is made, or to the 

legal base in the Employment Guidelines – as systematic guidelines for equal partnership for 

CSOs with social partners, mutual learning, transparent monitoring through the CR and NRP. 

The same holds for a need to have a more binding nature for the organisation of a structured 

and meaningful involvement of CSO. 

▪ This role is not explicitly recognised or “guaranteed” and left to the discretion of 

Member States. 

▪ The direct involvement of people experiencing poverty is not mentioned. 

▪ EAPN is keen to work with the EU MS to make both “channels” of involvement and 

advocacy a reality. 

 

 

3. EAPN Action Tips to help members to engage in the European Semester cycle 2021 

 

3.1 What are the relevant timelines? 

 

Each EU MS has to prepare a Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) – and in addition their National Reform 

Programmes (NRPs). EU MS are encouraged to submit their draft/preliminary RRP as of 15 October 2020. 

Once a draft/preliminary RRP is submitted, exchanges with the EC will start and feedback from the EC will 

be given. The final deadline is 30 April 2021. As also neither Country Reports (CR) nor Country-Specific 

Recommendations (CSR) will be published in 2021 and as the National Reform Programmes (NRPs) will be 

issued in an integrated document also containing the RRPs, the timeline and key moments to influence 

to contents of the RRP and NRPs will differ for each EU MS. There are also no pre-defined moments in 

spring 2021 for the publication of the Country Reports and Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs). 
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3.2 How should you engage? 

 

As with the European Semester cycles in the past years, EAPN members should try to engage (give inputs, 

then review the proposals and make recommendations) with your national governments and with the 

European Commission. 

 

3.2.1 National governments 

 

EAPN members should urgently get in touch with there relevant national ministries as of mid-October 

2020 to find out in what the state of play is in the preparation of the national Recovery and Resilience 

Plans (RRPs) and the National Reform Programmes (NRPs) is and  to ask when, how and to whom they 

can provide inputs, submit proposals, meet up relevant government officials, participate in meetings, 

etc.. 

 

We understand from some members that it is the Ministries dealing with EU funds i.e. ESF plus who are 

primarily responsible, but this may vary from country to country. Please feedback to the EUISG group this 

information. 

 

3.2.2 European Commission 

 

Albeit the important shifts in the governance structures (see above under 2.3), EAPN members are advised 

to contact the European Semester Officer in their country and to share the input and concrete proposals 

submitted to their national governments also with the EC Country Desk Officers and then their 

assessment of the Recovery and Resilience Plans and NRPs once adopted. 

 

More information on contact points and advocacy channels can also be found in the EAPN European 

Semester Toolkit 2020. A full list of the European Semester Officers in place in early March 2020 can be 

accessed here. A full list of the EC Country Desk Officers for nearly all EU MS can be accessed here. Please 

note that the EC Country Desk Officers for countries for which no personal e-mail is included in the table 

did not agree with sharing their direct contact information with external stakeholders such as EAPN. For 

these countries (EE, FI, LT, LV) please use the generic e-mail EMPL-C5-UNIT@ec.europa.eu. 

 

3.3 What should EAPN Members do? 

 

• As soon as you can (now!) prepare a short input to send to National Government and the 

Commission outlining – 3 key demands, backed by examples and evidence from people 

experiencing poverty. This should set out what you think the RRP funding should be spent on, to 

have the greatest impact on poverty and social exclusion in the current context.  You should 

reference the positive CSRs (see below) supported by evidence from your Poverty Watches and 

Semester Assessments. 

https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EAPN-1-EAPN-Toolkit-Stakeholder-Involvement-ES-2020-4313.pdf
https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EAPN-1-EAPN-Toolkit-Stakeholder-Involvement-ES-2020-4313.pdf
https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/EAPN-2-EAPN-Tooklit-European-Semester-Officers-03.20-Version-04.03.20-4147.pdf
https://www.eapn.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/EAPN-3-EAPN-Toolkit-Country-Desk-Officers-03.20-Version-20.03.20-4257.pdf
mailto:EMPL-C5-UNIT@ec.europa.eur
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• Once the RRPs and NRPs are adopted and published, do a short assessment of whether your 

input has been reflected, and the overall impact on poverty, social exclusion and social rights, 

giving clear messages and recommendations 

• Make sure that you communicate your inputs and assessments widely through traditional and 

social media, involving people experiencing poverty highlighting the needs. 

• Try to meet with the Government officers responsible and the European Semester Officer to 

discuss and engage, and join any official meetings/events (on-line or otherwise 

• Please share your inputs/experiences and learning with the EUISG members and the EAPN 

Policy Team! 

 

3.4 Which topics in line with EAPN priorities and demands should you highlight? 

 

EU MS are advised to look at the full set of CSRs under the 2019 and 2020 European Semester cycles. 

 

The objectives which can underpin a “component” to be included in a national Recovery and Resilience 

Plan (RRP) are set out in the Communication on the AGSG 2021 and/or in the Guidance Document . They 

are listed in the table on p. 10 of the Guidance document, see the compilation above under section 1.3., 

p. 5. 

 

The “policy hooks” which are in line with the priorities of EAPN and the EAPN members are presented 

above under 2.2. under the heading “Positive references and hooks”, pp. 9/10. 

 

When providing input and submitting concrete proposals for measures and reforms to be tackled with 

high priority, EAPN members are advised to develop them in line with either the Country-Specific 

Recommendations (CSRs) 2019 and 2020 and/or the above-mentioned objectives and “policy hooks”. 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?qid=1600708827568&uri=CELEX:52020DC0575
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/10102/2020/EN/SWD-2020-205-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF

