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Introduction
EAPN is the largest European network of independent anti-poverty organisations, made up
of 32 national networks and 13 European organisations, representing thousands of grassroots
organisations working to combat poverty at European, national, regional and local levels.
This document comprises EAPN’s assessment of the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy
(ASGS) 2021 and of the EC Proposal for a Joint Employment Report (JER) 2021. The
introduction to this document refers to EAPN’s work on the Europe 2020 Strategy as of 2010
and the European Pillar of Social Rights, signed on 17 November 2017 as an Inter-institutional
Proclamation by the European Parliament, the Council and the European Commission. It sets
the scene by providing summary information on EAPN’s assessment of last year’s European
Semester cycle before highlighting the numerous effects the COVID-19 pandemic had on the
main deliverables, processes, timelines and actors of the European Semester 2021. The
second part contains the key messages and EAPN’s more specific recommendations. The third
part is devoted to the assessment of the ASGS 2021 and the fourth part to the analysis of the
JER 2021. Both parts are subdivided by a first section on opportunities and positive hooks for
future policy development and a second section which presents EAPN’s concerns. Looking
only at the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS) 2021 (compared to the ASGS 2020),
EAPN’s concerns outnumber the opportunities and topics focused upon. The assessment is
clearly more positive when we also bring the EC Guidance to European Union Member States
on the Recovery and Resilience Plans and the EC “Proposal for a Joint Employment Report
2021” into the equation.

EAPN, the Europe 2020 Strategy and the European Pillar of Social
Rights
EAPN has strongly supported the implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy – which
ended in 2020 and has not yet been replaced by an overarching Europe 2030 Strategy – and
more recently the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR). EAPN has backed the social and
employment policy targets of the Europe 2020 Strategy and the headline target 5, which
aimed to reduce the number of people at risk of poverty by 20 million within one decade
through the European Semester. EAPN has always fought for a good balance between the
principles of the EPSR and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) on the one hand and
the predominantly macro-economic orientation of the European Semester on the other. The
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same holds for the use of appropriate indicators (from the Social Scoreboard1 and beyond)
to monitor the situation of countries and progress made (or not).
As of March 2021, the Action Plan for the implementation of the EPSR is expected to become
the new overarching policy framework for the EU in the fields of employment, social policy,
equal opportunities and inequalities. In its response2 to the consultation run by the European
Commission (EC), EAPN has called for a high-profile EPSR Action Plan proposing soft and hard
law measures, with a clear timetable at EU and national level, mapping progress towards
obligatory social rights that guarantee basic living standards for all EU residents. The Action
Plan should include a renewed EU strategy to fight poverty as the overarching goal and
framework, with an ambitious poverty reduction target.

Summary of EAPN’s Assessment of the Annual Sustainable Growth
Strategy 2020
The Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS) 2020 and the Joint Employment Report
(JER) 2020, adopted as part of the Autumn Package3, gave a good indication of the direction
of travel of the incoming European Commission through the European Semester as their key
economic and social coordination tool. The ASGS 2020 was structured around four new
priorities – 1) Environmental Sustainability, 2) Productivity Growth, 3) Fairness and 4)
Macroeconomic Stability. For the first time, it included an implicit social objective, “fairness”.
The ASGS 2020 had included several EAPN key messages4 drawn from EAPN’s assessment of
the 2019 European Semester cycle5, including that “economic growth is not an end in itself
and the economy must work for people and planet”. The European Commission also
highlighted that the European Green Deal (EGD), issued six days earlier on 11 December
2019, is the EU’s “sustainable new growth model” and that both the ASGS and the EGD should
help achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

1 The Social Scoreboard was introduced with the Joint Employment Report 2018. It monitors the performance
of the EU MS in relation to the European Pillar of Social Rights. It allows to identify key employment and social
problems and to assess convergence or divergence patterns across the Member States.
2
EAPN Position Paper “EAPN Input to the consultation on the implementation of the European Pillar of Social
Rights” (June 2020)
3
The Autumn Package 2020 included the ASGS 2020, the Draft JER 2020, the Alert Mechanisms Report and the
Euro Area Recommendation.
4
EAPN letter to Commission Presidents Juncker and von der Leyen “Annual Growth Strategy: Move from
Aspiration to Inspiration on Social Rights and Poverty Reduction” (9 October 2019).
5
EAPN Assessment of the European Semester 2019: Is the 2019 European Semester more social? (September
2019).
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In order to coordinate a balanced and coordinated policy development, EAPN had called for
a comprehensive 10-year social and sustainable Post-2020 Strategy6. EAPN had analysed
and assessed the ASGS 2020 and the JER 2020, the Country Reports 2020 as well as the
Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) 2020 presented by the EC, accompanied by
EAPN’s proposals for alternative CSRs. The latter already had a strong focus on policies to
effectively address the social and economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Encouragingly, the ASGS 2020 took an important step towards embracing the rhetoric of a
more social, inclusive and sustainable economic model and of better taking into account the
SDGs across all policies. It also contained the commitment to transform the current economic
growth model into “green and sustainable growth”. The ASGS 2020, however, fell short of
achieving an equal balance between the social, the environmental and the economic. Last
year, uncertainty amongst anti-poverty organisations also prevailed about how far poverty
and social rights remain a clear priority. For EAPN, a Green Deal must also be a Social Deal7
– tangibly setting out how it will not only prevent “harm from climate change and transition”
as proposed by the European Green Deal, but also how it will actually benefit low-income
households and vulnerable groups and thereby help to reduce inequality and fight poverty.

Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the European Semester Cycles
2020 and 2021 – how did it hit the main deliverables, timelines,
instruments and procedures?
The Country Reports 2020 were drafted before the COVID-19 pandemic spread across the
continent, with its devastating impact on Europe’s societies and economies, in particular on
poor and socially excluded people and vulnerable groups. This made revisions of the National
Reform Programmes (NRPs) 2020 and Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) 2020
necessary to take account of the new social and economic realities, risks and challenges 8.
The overall EU policy objectives and priorities had to be re-balanced to deal with the social
and economic fall-out of the COVID-19 pandemic in the short, middle and long-terms.

6

EAPN: Delivering Agenda 2030 for people and planet: EAPN proposals for a post Europe 2020 strategy
(September 2019).
7
The EAPN Reflection Paper “EAPN Key messages on the European Green Deal and the “Just Transition” (June
2020) contains EAPN’s analysis and proposals in view of the European Green Deal.
8
See EAPN Statement on COVID 19 of 17 March 2020 and EAPN Letter to Heads of States and Governments of
24 March 2020. Based on a comprehensive study on the impact of the COVID-19 virus on people experiencing
poverty and vulnerability, these new social and economic realities, risks and challenges were focused on at
EAPN’s Policy Conference on 14 July 2020. EAPN came up with a set of recommendations on how to address
them, contained in the EAPN COVID-19 Report and the Conference Report.

3

The COVID-19 pandemic also had a clear effect, in several ways, on the European Semester
2021. These effects are important to understand our analysis and assessment:
•

The launch of the ASGS 2021 exceptionally took place, earlier than planned, on 17
September 2020 to temporarily adapt the European Semester to the launch of the
Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). The launch of the RRF ahead of a joint publication
of ASGS and JER thus had become the all-overriding priority in order to have the EU
financial framework to accompany policy reforms and investments defined in time. But
this early launch meant that it could not be based on the latest “fresh” data and evidence.
The AGSG 2021 largely sets the strategic guidance for the implementation of the RRF. The
JER 2021 was, therefore, for the first time decoupled from the ASGS. It was published on
18 November 2020 as part of the Autumn Package9.

•

The four dimensions of the ASGS 2020 remain the guiding principles for the ASGS 2021.
They will underpin the Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs) every EU Member State
(MS) has to develop and submit to the European Commission, by 30 April 2021, and
therefore also the planned national reforms and investments which will be set out there.

•

The ASGS 2020 offered welcome indications on the promises of the European Commission
to progress towards a more social and sustainable economic model. It also gave the SDGs
a stronger role and announced that they would be mainstreamed into future European
Semester processes10. In the ASGS 2021, however, RRF and the European Green Deal
(EGD) dominate. The EGD, reflecting the new EU Growth Strategy, is the second most
often mentioned reference framework besides the RRF – not the European Pillar of Social
Rights! The ASGS 2021 is strongly influenced by the concept of “competitive
sustainability”. It also highlights that “the economic response to the COVID-19 crisis offers
a unique opportunity to accelerate the green transition” (p. 3).

9

This Autumn Package includes the Draft JER, the Alert Mechanisms Report, the Euro Area Recommendation, a
Communication on the 2021 Draft Budgetary Plans, opinions on euro area Member States' Draft Budgetary
Plans, a Communication on the fiscal situation in Romania, post-programme surveillance reports for Cyprus,
Ireland, Spain, and Portugal and an enhanced surveillance report for Greece as well as a staff-working document
on the implementation of the SDGs.
10
With the ASGS 2020 the European Semester was explicitly re-focussed on “competitive sustainability” to help
achieve the SDGs, using EU funds for “sustainable investment”. It was announced that the European Semester
Process as of 2020 should include a new annex to monitor each MS’s SDG performance using the EU SDG
indicators. The EU MS were asked to take stock of progress in the National Reform Programmes (NRPs) and the
Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) to highlight progress towards specific SDGs. None of these plans,
however, were kept for the European Semester Cycle 2021, as explained above.
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•

Due to the comprehensive and forward-looking policy nature of the RRPs, in 2021 neither
Country Reports (CR) nor Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) will be published.
The National Reform Programmes (NRP) will be adapted, too. EU MS have to present
their NRP and RRP in a single integrated document and give an overview of the reforms
and investments planned for the coming years, in line with the objectives of the RRF.

•

Each country must prepare a Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) and submit it to the EC.
The EU Member States (EU MS) were encouraged to send in their preliminary RRP as early
as mid-October 2020. The deadline for the final RRPs is 30 April 2021. This also means that
it will be a “staggered process”, with different timelines for every country and no predefined moments in spring 2021 relevant for all EU MS (as was the case in the last years
around the “Spring Package” with the publication of the Country Reports by the EC and
for the issuing of the Country-Specific Recommendations by the EC).

•

Compared to 2020, the 2021 European Semester cycle will, therefore, have different
deliverables, in particular the Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs), adapted timelines –
with a deadline of the end of April 2021 for their submission and exchanges on preliminary
plans as of mid-October, and a new institutional set-up.

•

The Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) of the 2019 and 2020 European
Semester cycles stay relevant for this year’s cycle, too11. 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. The RRPs – and the National Reform Programmes (NRPs)
integrated into a single document, as proposed by the EC in their guidance – will also be
checked against these CSRs. In the RRPs, the EU MS must provide a detailed explanation
of how the CSRs from 2019 and 2020 are addressed by the measures, reforms and
investments proposed. They should also include in their RRP summary information on
the social situation, including on poverty or social exclusion and inequality risks. The
Member States also have to do this on the basis of data from the Social Scoreboard.

•

For EAPN, the already visible short- to long-term impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
continue to make the call for an effective, rights-based EU Anti-Poverty Strategy to fight
poverty and social exclusion, underpinned by EU funds, timely and urgent. The reality
remains that even before the COVID-19 crisis (based on 2018 data), nearly 110 million

11

They will become less relevant or even completely irrelevant only if the European Commission (EC) assesses
the progress made by an EU MS with the 2019 and 2020 CSRs as “substantial progress” or “full implementation”.
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people still faced a risk of poverty/social exclusion. This marks a large shortfall from the
original poverty reduction target of 20 million people of the Europe 2020 Strategy, which
is also mentioned in this year’s Joint Employment Report, (indirectly) conceding (p. 25)
that the Europe 2020 poverty-reduction target cannot be reached anymore. Again for
2019 and looking at data for the EU27, i.e. without the United Kingdom, the number of
people at risk of poverty or social exclusion across the EU remains very high, with 92.4
million people or 21.1% of the total population (cf. Joint Employment Report 2021, p. 25).
Little progress has also been made as to the effective guarantee of social rights for all.
Poorer people and areas have continued in 2020 to feel “left behind” and their needs
ignored, e.g. for accessible, affordable and quality public infrastructures and services,
adequate wages and income support. The COVID-19 crisis, with its substantial and
potentially long-lasting negative impacts, in particular on the most vulnerable, is also likely
to lead to increasing economic and social divergences between and within the EU MS and
to widening inequalities in income, opportunities and life chances as well as to social
unrest12. Against this backdrop it is even more surprising that the ASGS 2021 makes no
direct mention of poverty or inequality or of the structural changes and public
investment that are needed to reduce poverty, social exclusion and inequalities. EAPN has
identified these needs mainly in view of investments in universal welfare states with
adequate social protection (including minimum income), quality jobs and access to
services (including housing, health and long-term care) and progressive tax systems.

• Whilst a stronger commitment is made in the ASGS 2021 – as in last year’s European
Semester cycle – to the engagement of national parliaments and social partners, civil
society organisations are conspicuously absent. This is the case despite Guideline 7 and
Recitals 5 and 10 of the Employment Guidelines 2020. They provide a legal basis and
guidance for non-governmental organisations to be treated as key partners by national
governments and the EU institutions13. For EAPN a better follow-up to and monitoring of
the guidance from the EC to national governments to involve civil society organisations in
12

This term was even used in a recent blog post by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) entitled “COVID’s
Long Shadow: Social Repercussions of Pandemics“ which warned against the medium to long-term potential
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on our societies.
13
The 2020 Council Decision on guidelines for the employment policies of the Member States in Recital 5 reads:
“While pursuing environmental sustainability, productivity, fairness and stability, the European Semester
integrates the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights, including strong engagement with social
partners, civil society and other stakeholders”. It highlights in Recital 10: “While the Integrated Guidelines are
addressed to Member States and the Union, they should be implemented in partnership with all national,
regional and local authorities, closely involving parliaments, as well as the social partners and representatives of
civil society”. This procedural obligation is also clearly spelled out in Employment Guideline 7: “Where relevant
and building on existing national practices, Member States should take into account the experience on
employment and social issues of relevant civil society organisations”.
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a meaningful manner is needed. This is to ensure that they are being treated as vital “in
real life”, as equal partners in making an input to the national policy design and decisionmaking processes. EAPN is convinced that ownership of the European Semester by
stakeholders, including by people experiencing poverty and their civil society
organisations, is vital in order to achieve better policy solutions, but also to build trust
in and legitimacy for the European Semester. EAPN is keen to work with Member States
and the EC to make this a reality. However, the considerable changes in deliverables,
timelines and overall governance of the European Semester cycle 2021 will make
structured and meaningful involvement of civil society organisations in the EU MS much
more difficult. It is unfortunately also not yet clear how this involvement will be organised
and shaped in the phase once the draft RRPs and NRPs have been submitted to the EC:
Will civil society organisations be able to do a short assessment of whether their inputs
have been reflected and of the overall impact on poverty, social exclusion and social rights
before the Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs) are adopted and published? The same
holds for the still unclear role civil society organisations can play when it comes to the
analytic documents the EC will prepare to assess the RRPs of all 27 Member States.
These analytic documents which replace the Country Reports will be issued – usually
between June and August 2021 – by the EC in staggered batches, depending on the
delivery of the final RRP by a given EU MS. They will accompany the EC proposals for
Council Implementing Acts.
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1. Key Messages and Specific Recommendations
1. Mainstream all principles of the EPSR throughout the ASGS and the European Semester
to fully support the implementation of the Action Plan for all areas and social rights
➢ The Action Plan EPSR should continue to serve as a compass for upward convergence
towards better working and living conditions and should be designed in a way to serve
as effective policy monitoring tool.
➢ Foresee a systematic and comprehensive annual or biennial review of progress made
on the implementation of the Action Plan and on social rights at EU and national
level, involving stakeholders including civil society organisations as equal partners.
➢ Increase the coherence of the Social Scoreboard, with additional indicators linked to
all principles of the EPSR and transparently monitor both headline and secondary
indicators.
➢ Ensure that negative scores in the Social Scoreboard (e.g. declining impact of social
transfers on poverty) trigger automatic policy analysis and that a categorisation as
“critical situation” or “to watch” triggers specific recommendations, equivalent to the
Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs). The timely identification and related
surveillance of challenges to social protection, decent work, poverty and social
inclusion should not be put at risk by the absence of Country Reports and CountrySpecific Recommendations in this year’s European Semester cycle.

2. We need an integrated EU Anti-Poverty Strategy with ambitious poverty reduction
targets14, EU indicators grasping the multidimensional reality of poverty and social
exclusion and based on active inclusion as well as a comprehensive EU-level monitoring
framework, not least to effectively address the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
➢ The economic and social impacts of the COVID-19 epidemic should mean an explicit
reset of the values and policy priorities across the EU. The COVID-19 crisis has exposed
and often exacerbated the weaknesses in the social safety net and as to social fairness.
In preparation for the post-COVID-19 pandemic world, now is a time to reset our
ambitions, strategy and action on social justice and social inclusion, to be better
protected in the future and in line with the aspirations and expectations of millions of
14

This request is also contained in the Statement issued on 29 January 2021 at the occasion of the end of mission
to the EU by the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Olivier de Schutter.
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Europeans. The COVID-19 pandemic had different impacts on women and men that
also need to be addressed by specific and tailored policies15 and had more devastating
impacts on many vulnerable persons and groups which again call for tailored
measures.
➢ In the light of a predicted increase of poverty and social exclusion following the COVID19 pandemic, support the development of an ambitious overarching EU target to
reduce the risk of poverty and social exclusion (AROPE) by 50%. This would reflect the
UN Agenda 2030’s goal to “End poverty in all its forms” (SDG 1). The target should
provide continuity with the Europe 2020 Strategy’s headline target and be based on
the AROPE indicator.
➢ Income inequality must continue to be measured through the income quintile share
ratio S80/S20 from the Social Scoreboard. New (secondary) indicators need to be
adopted to capture better the trends of the top/bottom 10% and 20% of the income
distribution.
➢ Continue the use of the integrated active inclusion approach16 – combining
personalised support into quality jobs, adequate minimum income and social
protection and access to quality services for all, including social and all essential
services – to underpin a dynamic rights-based strategy to fight poverty.
➢ Support integrated strategies for key target groups based on agreed EU approaches,
such as “Investing in Children” for the implementation of the Child Guarantee and the
European Platform on Homelessness to tackle homelessness and housing exclusion.
➢ Develop an additional EU-level target to end extreme poverty in line with SDG1, in
addition to the existing AROPE indicator. This would provide a better measure of
extreme destitution and prioritise measures to tackle the specific challenges of social
material deprivation particularly for children and poor families, homeless people and
migrants.

15

Men have suffered and died more than women from the COVID-19 virus; and women have been hurt most
economically and socially, setting back equalities by many years. Some of the impact for men has been due to
workplace exposure to the disease in blue collar jobs with poor working conditions, whereas the economic
impact on women is also due to the sectors where women predominantly work in, and in addition the impact of
home schooling, caring and risks of domestic violence. In its COVID-19 Report (July 2020), EAPN elaborated
recommendations on how to address the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, based on a comprehensive study
on the impacts of the COVID-19 epidemic on people experiencing poverty and vulnerability.
16
European Commission Recommendation of 3 October 2008 on the active inclusion of people excluded from
the labour market, covering the three dimensions “access to quality jobs”, “access to services” and “access to
adequate minimum income and social protection”.
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3. Rebalance the European Semester to ensure delivery on social rights as well as inclusive
growth and a recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic which leaves nobody behind
➢ Ensure coherence of macro-economic guidance with green and social objectives to
support inclusive and sustainable growth through social investment in strong welfare
states and by giving priority to “people and planet”.
➢ Visibly mainstream and implement the SDG principle of “leave no-one behind” to
ensure inclusion, tackling discrimination in all its forms.
➢ Promote progressive income and wealth tax policies that help redistribute income and
wealth and reduce poverty and inequality, providing finances for adequate social
protection and quality services; also, effectively tackle tax evasion and tax avoidance.
➢ Ensure the European Green Deal is social – that low-income households equally
benefit and don’t pay for legislation and policies in the context of the “green
transition”: Carry out transparent ex-ante poverty or distributional impact
assessments for all green transition policies, taxes and subsidies.
➢ Support “just transition” ensuring funds benefit poorer people as well as poorer
regions, for example by investing in energy efficient social housing, by ensuring higher
energy costs are not passed on in rents or bills, by delivering affordable green
transport, by supporting those furthest from the labour market into new green jobs
and by providing a robust safety net to mitigate harms of climate change and
transition to a carbon-free economy17.
➢ Explicitly mention both in the ASGS and JER the challenges and risks for vulnerable
people and groups and the specific barriers they face, e.g. to access social protection,
the labour market or education, and underpin them with appropriate (also
disaggregated) indicators, as otherwise both these problems and groups are often
overlooked in policy making. There were also no CSRs in 2020, contrary to the CSR
2019, on disadvantaged groups such as homeless people, single parents, persons with
disabilities, Roma, or non-EU migrants.

17

UN special rapporteur on extreme poverty human rights report on climate change and poverty (2019)
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4. Clarify that the Recovery and Resilience Fund, EU Structural Funds and the Technical
Support Instrument18 must be used for social reforms to guarantee social rights
➢ Foresee an earmarked amount for the use of the RRF money for expenditure for social
and employment-related policies, too, possibly with clearer advice on the targeted use
of the 43% of the RRF funds left over, after 37% of the RRF funds have been committed
for just transition and (up to) 20% for digital transformation policies.
➢ Systematically monitor the use of EU funds regarding their delivery on social rights
and social policy objectives, in particular on those reflected in the Recovery and
Resilience Plans.
➢ Ensure a dedicated section on all 20 principles of the EPSR is integrated in the Recovery
and Resilience Plans (RRPs) and the National Reform Programmes (NRPs).
➢ Transparently monitor the use of EU funds to support delivery on social rights and
social policy objectives (including support to grassroots NGO projects delivered
together with people experiencing poverty) and their impact on poverty and
inequality.
➢ Ensure equal investment in social reforms to implement social rights. This comprises
the following areas: adequate minimum income and social protection systems;
affordable, quality health and long-term care; social housing and assistance for
homeless people; early childhood education and care; personalised social services;
social or circular economy grassroots initiatives, including those delivered by the social
economy.

5. Give priority to adequate funding of and social investment in strong welfare states and
guarantee access to key public services as a social right
➢ Make progress towards an EU framework directive for adequate minimum income for
all19 in a coherent approach with the EU Directive proposed on adequate minimum
wages.
➢ Require progress on adequacy, coverage, the enabling character and the take-up rates
of minimum income and social protection throughout a person’s life, for all, to ensure

18

Until 2020 called “Structural Reform Support Programme (SRSP)”, this EU programme “provides tailor-made
technical support to all EU countries for their institutional, administrative and growth-enhancing reforms” in the
context of the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 2021-2027.
19
This request is also contained in the Statement issued on 29 January 2021 at the occasion of the end of mission
to the EU by the UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Olivier de Schutter.
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that social transfers take people out of poverty (benchmarked by the 60% AROP
threshold and additionally by national reference budgets, where established).
➢ Prioritise investment in adequate housing (particularly in social housing and Housing
First Strategies20 to tackle worryingly high levels of homelessness) and in affordable,
quality public health, care and social services.
➢ Whereas health and long-term care services (and measures to improve their
resilience) have become a new priority in the CSRs 2020, they lack a focus on universal
access, unmet health needs, a rights-based approach and public service principles.

6. Increase focus on person-centred, rights-based and integrated support to quality,
sustainable jobs, for all ages and excluded groups, rejecting negative conditionality
➢ Invest in quality, sustainable jobs which guarantee employment and social protection
rights, including for the self-employed, and strengthen related social and labour rights.
➢ Ensure all countries have national minimum wages and increase levels to living wages
that take people out of poverty – using the benchmark of 60% of the median wage
and 50% of the average wage – and tackle growing in-work poverty and precarious
employment.
➢ Defend the need for a positive hierarchy between minimum wages and minimum
income, with decent minimum wages above adequate minimum income, and
prioritise person-centred, wrap-around support into quality jobs, including investing
and supporting social services.
➢ End the use of negative conditionality on benefits (through activation and/or
sanctions when people refuse jobs or training offers no matter their quality, attacking
social rights) which encourage the take up of atypical employment contracts and/or
precarious jobs and increase the risk of in-work poverty.
➢ Measure short and long-term outcomes of activation measures and promote
indicators for quality and sustainable jobs as key for measuring the success of the
employment target, to again increase the employment rates (which had increased on
average and in all EU MS except Sweden in 2019, but since the second quarter of 2020

20

For more information on the Housing First concept, please see FEANTA’s Housing First Guide (2018) and
FEANTA’s Housing First Europe Hub.
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have decreased, even faster in countries with lower levels before the COVID-19
pandemic).

7. Promote a holistic approach to education, training and lifelong learning as a social right
➢ Adopt a comprehensive rights-based vision of education and lifelong learning that
goes beyond the needs of the labour market and which also encourages inclusive
education, personal and community development, empowerment and active
citizenship.
➢ Invest in free, universal public education for all as a social right, fighting discrimination
and segregation; ensuring no child or adult is left behind, also in digital education.
➢ Reinforce quality and inclusive lifelong learning beyond employment, qualification and
skill needs by supporting informal and non-formal learning.
➢ Ensure that qualifications and skills for work offered, including in second chance21 and
adult education, are adapted to the real needs of people excluded from the labour
market.
➢ Whereas the JERs 2020 and 2021 clearly make the link between a disadvantaged socioeconomic background and poor educational outcomes, this problem is not taken up
by the CSRs 2020. It should, however, be well reflected in the planned RFFinvestments.

8. Confirm and invest in Civil Society Organisations and dialogue with people with direct
experience of poverty as equal partners
➢ Issue obligatory and transparent guidelines to ensure that civil society organisations
and people experiencing poverty are engaged at national, as well as EU level, as
partners at all stages in a regular, meaningful and structured manner. These guidelines
should be underpinned by the legal base for this involvement: Recital 10 of the
Employment Guidelines 2020. In a second step produce a report assessing the
effectiveness of this civil society organisation (CSO) involvement.

21

This means education and training measures addressed to (young or older) adults which have left the school
systems without a secondary or tertiary school level certificate, providing them with support to return to
education and potentially acquire professional skills and/or a vocational qualification (cf. CEDEFOP approach).
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➢ Give increased priority to dialogue with people who directly face poverty and social
exclusion, both at EU level and in all Member States.
➢ Provide adequate resources for civil dialogue to ensure that NGOs (as key
interlocutors at national and EU level) representing people experiencing poverty and
social exclusion have the capacity to participate on an equal basis in decisions that
have an impact on their lives, particularly at local and national level.
➢ As last year, EAPN reiterates that a roadmap for follow-up on the policy frameworks
and benchmarking exercises currently in place is also needed, including on minimum
income, to set out how mutual learning in these crucial areas will lead to concrete
changes that will ensure upward social convergence on key social rights and how CSOs
are being meaningfully and structurally involved in such exercises.
➢ Commit to publishing both the final Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs) and the EC
analytic documents which will accompany the EC proposals for Council Implementing
Acts.
➢ Commit to return to full European Semester with CR and CSRs in 2022, in line with the
Employment Guidelines and allowing for a systematic engagement of CSOs.
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2. EAPN Assessment: Annual Sustainable Growth
Strategy 2021
2.1 Key opportunities: What are the positive aspects for EAPN?
•

The four dimensions of the ASGS 2020 – environmental sustainability, productivity,
fairness and macroeconomic stability – remain the guiding principles for the ASGS 2021,
for the use of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) and for EU MS when designing
their Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs).

•

The ASGS 2021 puts significant importance on the “urgent need to address long-standing
challenges that affect the fairness in society” for governments when they design policies
and investments to tackle the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic: “This includes 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, demographic change, globalisation or the digital and green transitions” (p. 3).

•

The ASGS 2021 also puts “fairness” upfront when underlining the “need to protect
European citizens, their health and their jobs while ensuring fairness, resilience and
macroeconomic stability across our Union” (p. 1). The Recovery and Resilience Facility
(RRF) will support the efforts of the EU MS “to strengthen effectively their social and
economic resilience, and hence their economies’ growth potential and job creation” (p.
1). It is important for EAPN that the objective of safeguarding existing jobs is not forgotten.

•

The short, mid and long-term economic and social impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic
are taken up and often identified as priority areas for investment. This, positively, has
already been done in the Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) 2020.

•

This is also the case when the COVID-19 pandemic is presented as an impulse “to rethink
working conditions in many sectors” (p. 4). For EAPN, it is important to include in this
exercise the working conditions of those women and men in low-skilled and low-paid jobs
which do not allow for telework, including those in “essential jobs”, and who have been
more exposed to the various risks stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic than other
workers. More importantly, the ASGS 2021 (logically then also the Recovery and
Resilience Plans (RRPs)) identifies as key challenges to be addressed: “employment,
skills, health, education, in particular to address rising inequalities and support those
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who have been hit hardest by the crisis, such as young generations, women and
vulnerable groups” (p. 4).
•

The ASGS 2021 contains the clear statement that the EU MS’s Recovery and Resilience
Plans (RRPs) “should effectively address the policy challenges set out in the CSRs
adopted by the Council” (…) “in particular in the 2019 and 2020 Semester cycles” (p. 5).
This is principally positive as several CSRs are in line with EAPN priorities, in particular the
CSRs issued in 2020 to many EU MS in reaction to the COVID-19 pandemic. It encourages
the EU MS also to focus “on those challenges and priorities that 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.).

•

It is welcome that the ASGS 2021 underlines that the Recovery and Resilience Facility
(RRF) – with its mix of loans and grants – should be used to promote upward convergence
of living standards across the EU. The document also stipulates that it “will provide the
means to help Member States address those economic and social challenges they are
facing” (p. 4). It should also help pave the pathway towards “a more sustainable, resilient
and fairer Europe for the next generation in line with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals” (p. 3). The same holds true for a green and digital transformation
by “shifting towards a sustainable and inclusive economic model” (p. 2). This rhetoric
and these announcements, however, must be underpinned with concrete measures
which also help prevent and reduce poverty and social exclusion.

•

The EU MS are encouraged to “continue to make a sound use of fiscal flexibility in 2021
to support the economy” (p. 4)22. A broader perspective to also cover the society, not
only the support for the economy, would nevertheless have been clearly better. With
lessons learnt from the financial and economic crisis about a decade ago and referring to
“existing imbalances which risk getting worse while new ones are emerging” (p. 4), there
is no call for austerity, rather a focus on “resilient recovery” (p. 4). The ASGS stipulates
the aim to work towards “(…) achieving prudent medium-term fiscal positions while
fostering investment, the twin transitions and social inclusion” (ibid.), with the
specification “(…) when economic conditions allow” (ibid.).

22

In March 2020, the EC activated the General Escape Clause of the Stability and Growth Pact. The ASGS 2021
contains a well-intentioned message to underpin a no-austerity approach which, however, rather sounds like
“squaring the circle” as all objectives listed hardly can be pursued simultaneously: “When economic conditions
allow, fiscal policies should aim at restoring prudent medium term fiscal positions and ensuring debt
sustainability, while enhancing investment” (p. 8).
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•

The ASGS 2020 had affirmed that the new economic agenda must ensure that the
transition is fair and inclusive and puts people first and that the costs must not be borne
by the most vulnerable. It also recognised that climate change and flanking policies have
significant distributional consequences. This year’s ASGS is less explicit and lacks the focus
on low-income and vulnerable groups and the distributional effects of the green transition
on them. It, however, still underlines the “need to support regions, industries and workers
most affected by the green transition and alleviate the socio-economic impacts of the
transition” (p. 4). It reminds the EU MS to “factor in the need to ensure a just and socially
fair transition, across green policy areas” (p. 6), but this is more an indirect objective. The
ASGS 2021 finally mentions the objective of “reduced energy poverty” (p. 6), but only in
the narrow context of building renovation schemes.

•

The ASGS 2021 keeps a focus on the need to invest in digital skills for everybody to ensure
“that all Europeans can participate in society and take advantage of the digital transition”
(p. 7). Learning from the effects and new needs created by the COVID-19 pandemic, it
stipulates the objective to work towards “equality in access to digital infrastructure,
equipment and skills (…) to prevent a digital divide.” (ibid.) However, neither the need
for a clear social dimension of related policies, regulation and investments nor the call
for targeted measures to overcome the digital skills gap, are spelled out explicitly.

•

In the section on “fairness”, the ASGS 2021 warns against the risk of increasing
inequalities within EU MS and across Europe. It strongly links them to structural
challenges “that have been identified since many years as part of the European Semester
and that have been amplified by the COVID-19 crisis” (p. 7). In the same vein it calls upon
EU MS to make every effort “to prevent unemployment and social exclusion from
becoming entrenched and facilitate the adaptation of the labour market, called for by the
green and digital transition” (ibid.), but omits to even mention “poverty”!

•

The document keeps a focus on inequalities. But it mainly looks at the limits these
inequalities set for achieving (sustainable) economic growth and social and territorial
cohesion. This is done with regard to the need to address continuously high employment
and pay gaps between women and men and to ensure equal access to education, health
care and long-term care, not least due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in the
years to come. This thematic focus is also developed against the backdrop of healthy
and resilient societies. Again, compared to the ASGS 2020, topics and aspects such as
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poverty, in-work poverty, precarious employment, discrimination, as well as groups at
risk of exclusion – such as people from communities experiencing socio-economic
disadvantage and persons with a disability, children, single parents, homeless people,
Roma, black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME)23 or migrants and refugees – are not
even mentioned! For EAPN, this is a peculiar omission during the year that the COVID-19
pandemic hit Europe and the world and – as a rule – most strongly affected already
vulnerable people and groups.
•

The reference to the European Pillar of Social Rights is welcome. The same holds true for
the call on EU MS “to adopt measures to ensure equal opportunities, inclusive
education, fair working conditions and adequate social protection” (p. 8). The ASGS 2021
stays rather general and lacks, with one exception in the section on fairness, any particular
accent on disadvantaged and vulnerable groups or people. Contrary to the ASGS 2020 –
which underlined that the EU must fully deliver on the principles of the EPSR, to
strengthen economic and social performance – the ASGS 2021 does not mention “social
rights” in this context.

•

Addressing labour market segmentation, the strengthening of active labour market
policies and more inclusive education systems are rightfully portrayed as key priorities
and challenges for welfare states and social protection systems. Framed by the EPSR, the
ASGS refers to young people, women, and “the disadvantaged groups such as low skilled
people and people with disabilities and people with a minority racial or ethnic
background” (p. 8) which have been disproportionately hit by the COVID-19 crisis24. In
line with its analysis presented in some Country Reports and the Country-Specific
Recommendations 2020, the EC again identifies the socio-economic background as
“currently the most important determinant of children and young people’s educational
outcome” (p. 8). This assessment is preceded by a reference to the impacts of the COVID19 pandemic and a call to rethink “today’s social protection systems and labour markets”
(p. 8) also in the light of demographic change and the green and digital transition. As true

23

Where data are available, and while the reasons are complex, it seems that BAME people, like people with a
disability, have suffered worse from the COVID-19 pandemic and also from some of the unintended
consequences of policies to combat it, because of their higher risk of poverty, poorer health outlook and more
vulnerable position on the labour market. As highlighted under Key Message 2 above, this also implies a specific
and tailored policies to address these consequences.
24
This is also the case when introducing the European Flagship 7 “Reskill and upskill”: “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)” (p. 11).
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as this all is, this analysis lacks a reference to the structural causes of poverty, precarious
employment conditions and social exclusion that go beyond the functional
requirements for reforms. The ASGS 2020 had been more precise and explicit on specific
challenges and priorities for policy change by highlighting the need for more inclusiveness
and a better quality of education and training – including Vocational Education and
Training (VET) – as well as specific groups at the risk of social exclusion in education and
training25 and the role of social protection schemes to reduce irregular or atypical work26.
•

The ASGS 2021 mentions tax evasion, a topic which had ranked high in the CSRs 2020.
The broader and much welcome focus on fair taxation policies and the role of adequate
tax income to finance welfare states explicitly mentioned in the ASGS 202027, however, is
unfortunately not given any special attention. Tax evasion is only mentioned in relation to
“barriers that can pose risks to investment projects” (p. 11)28.

•

In the “European Flagships”, the area “7. Reskill and upskill” contains references to the
need to adapt education systems in a way that supports digital skills and educational
and vocational training for all ages, relevant for the fight against poverty and social
exclusion. Apart from a mention of “social inclusion” in relation to the RRF, Flagship 7
contains the second explicit reference in the ASGS to the need to refocus policies on
better social inclusion: “Unprecedented investments in re- and upskilling are central to
supporting the green and digital transitions, enhancing innovation and growth potential,
fostering economic and social resilience and ensuring quality employment and social
inclusion” (p. 10).

25

“There is a welcome stronger reference to addressing ‘inequalities borne by groups at risk of exclusion
including persons with a disability, Roma and migrantsʹ aiming to support these groups ‘to make full use of their
potential to contribute to the economy, social protection system and society.” Source: EAPN: Working for a
Green and Social Deal that ends poverty. EAPN Response to the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020 and
the Joint Employment Report 2020, p. 4 (January 2020)
26
“Investment is encouraged in ‘adequate and sustainable social protection systems, fighting exclusionʹ, ‘social
protection systems need to be adapted to protect all those in need, irrespective of work statusʹ, underlining the
‘need for social protection for all forms of employment, covering irregular and atypical work.” Source: EAPN:
Working for a Green and Social Deal that ends poverty. EAPN Response to the Annual Sustainable Growth
Strategy 2020 and the Joint Employment Report 2020, p. 4 (January 2020)
27
“The core issue of fair tax is clearly underlined – particularly tax evasion and avoidance and avoiding the race
to the bottom: “undermining the ability to get taxes to meet the needs of the economy and people”. It confirms
the role of tax to finance welfare states, too: “National tax/benefit system should be optimised to strengthen
incentives for the labour market, participation, increase fairness and ensure sustainability and adequacy of
welfare systems”. Source EAPN: Working for a Green and Social Deal that ends poverty. EAPN Response to the
Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020 and the Joint Employment Report 2020, p. 4 (January 2020)
28
“They can range from administrative burdens to start a business, to skill shortages, high or complex taxation,
tax evasion, restrictive sector specific legislation or lengthy judicial proceedings” (p. 11).
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•

Looking at the EC Guidance to EU MS on the Recovery and Resilience Plans, it is positive
that a threefold focus on “vulnerable groups” is suggested to EU MS:
o 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 (…)” (p. 4). The indicators they use in this context should include the
Social Scoreboard headline and secondary indicators and information included in the
Employment Performance Monitor and the Social Protection Performance Monitor.
For EAPN, a focus should be put on people at risk of poverty and vulnerable groups.
A better evidence base in this regard can also help improve the measures and
programmes to support those hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic and/or needing
special support to overcome its consequences.
o EU MS “are encouraged to highlight the social and economic impact [of the COVID19 crisis] across various groups in the society (e.g. distributional impact) and the
situation of vulnerable groups” (p. 5).
o EU MS should also show “the impact of the investments, measures and reforms
contained in the RRP on (…) on the increase of digital skills of EU citizens (including for
vulnerable social groups)” (p. 6).

•

The EC Guidance to EU MS on the Recovery and Resilience Plans lists quite a lot of
objectives which EU MS can include in their Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) and
pursue when rolling them out (cf. table on p. 10) which correspond to EAPN priorities.
The majority of such “shared points” can be found in the area “Labour market, education,
health and social policies”29. In addition to these objectives, “Fighting against tax evasion”
is mentioned for the category “Public finances and taxation”, the objective “Strengthening
digital skills, reducing digital divide” in the context of “Digital transition” and “Measures
to reduce private indebtedness” under the heading “Business environment”.

29

Below is the list of objectives that can underpin a component in a Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) in the
area “Labour market, education, health and social policies” which are in line with EAPN priorities: 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 for 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.
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2.2 Key concerns: What are the (more) worrying aspects for EAPN?
•

As in recent years, EAPN’s main concern is to what extent social rights, the fight against
poverty, social inclusion and social justice are given an equal role in the triangle of
economic, environmental and social objectives. Strongly linked to this, the overall
coherence of the approach in the ASGS 2021 to achieve real impact on poverty and
inequality reduction is a second general concern. A third cross-cutting key concern is the
lack of explicit role given to civil dialogue and participation – whereas both instruments
are essential for an effective policy development and implementation which can reduce
poverty and social exclusion on the ground. In order to make social rights a reality, for
EAPN it is crucial that the ASGS helps ensuring that people experiencing poverty, together
with the civil society organisations that support them, become equal players in the
European Semester cycle.

•

The ASGS 2021 continues to promote the new paradigm of “green growth”. The risk is
that the traditional growth model with the dominant macroeconomic priorities of
stability, competitiveness and growth is just replaced by green growth, rather than by a
fairer economic model of social and sustainable development, in line with the UN
Agenda 2030. The European Green Deal can play an important role in contributing to a
new social and sustainable strategy and the delivery on the SDGs, but cannot replace a
coherent long-term social, inclusive and sustainable post Europe 2020 Strategy as it does
not prioritise equally social investment in social rights, quality jobs, social protection and
public services. For EAPN, the European Green Deal also does not yet sufficiently ensure
that the poor do not pay for it and that they equally benefit from for the green
transition, i.e. that it also will be a socially just transition.

•

The ASGS only devotes a short section to the fairness dimension – not even one page; it
does not seem likely that “fairness” is put on equal terms with environment and green
transition, digital transition and productivity as well as macroeconomic stability. The
document also does not give the impression that the prevention and reduction of poverty
and the implementation of the principles of the EPSR – both urgent against the backdrop
of the economic and social consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic – are given a strong
priority.

•

The ASGS 2021 no longer references the Europe 2020 Strategy and its social targets,
particularly the poverty reduction target. Very disappointingly, there is not a single
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mention of poverty in the whole document30, despite it being a key indicator in the Social
Scoreboard and SDG 1; only “energy poverty” is mentioned (p. 6). For EAPN, the loss of
an explicit EU-level poverty target as of 2021 – should it not be included in the
forthcoming Action Plan EPSR – would be a major step backwards on the EU’s principles
and commitments on fairness, justice, inclusion, decency, and social peace.
•

Wherever it is possible that 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” (p. 8), no explicit
reference is made, however, to a social or human right. In other words: Neither does the
EPSR have a prominent role in the ASGS 2021 nor is a rights-based approach to
promoting inclusive and sustainable growth being promoted. In line with the ASGS 2020,
the social dimension of the EPSR is again strongly focused on employment, skills and
education, side-lining in a way the third pillar of the EPSR on social protection and social
inclusion. Such a focus for EAPN overlooks key social rights related to the access to social
protection and public services, essential for the fight against poverty and inequality.

•

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are not mainstreamed into the ASGS 2021.
This contrasts with the previous year’s intention and announcement of integrating them
into the European Semester as of 2020. For EAPN, 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. In this vein, it is not surprising that the participatory approach of
the SDGs is also no longer referred to. The importance given to the green and digital
transition in the ASGS 2021 and the contribution of the RRF to “delivering competitive
sustainability” is likely to, however, indirectly contribute to realizing some SDGs.

•

The obligation that each Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) must include a minimum of
37% of expenditure related to climate and green transition and up to 20% of spending on
the “digital transition” reduces the relative weight and the concrete amounts which can
be spent on measures and investments in the social and employment fields. In other
words: there is no explicit social earmarking foreseen in the EC “funding and investment
package”. Given that the RRPs and NRPs will still need to prove that they and the ASGS
2021 in general contribute to a social and sustainable European Semester, for EAPN there

30

This is in line with the JER 2020 which worryingly enough had not included the term “poverty” in the standard
formulation “fighting against poverty and social exclusion” when it had claimed that “Promoting fairness
requires investment in skills, adequate and sustainable social protection systems and fighting against exclusion”.
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is a need to have an earmarked percentage on social reforms in funding as well as for
clearer advice by the EC on how to spend the remaining 43% of the RRF money each
Member State can use.
•

The ASGS 2021 calls for strengthening economic and social resilience. But it does not
explicitly promote a social or distributional impact assessment of the COVID-19 crisis.

•

There is a lack of focus on high levels of poverty and inequality, likely to grow
significantly with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. As already highlighted above,
in the Communication there is no single direct reference to “poverty”. It only appears
once in relation to “energy poverty” (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).

•

This also implies that there is no reference to any (EU-level and/or national) poverty
reduction target. For 2019 and based on data for the EU27, i.e. without the United
Kingdom, the number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion stands at 92.4
million people (cf. Joint Employment Report 2021, p. 25). Based on the 2018 AROPE
indicator and for the EU 28, about 109 million people had lived in poverty or at risk of
social exclusion. Against the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic, the EC 2020 Strategic
Foresight Report predicts a rise of 4.8 percentage points (pps) to up to 125-130 million
people at risk of poverty and social exclusion31. For EAPN and in order to devise adequate
and effective policy measures to fight poverty and social exclusion, the indicators of the
Social Scoreboard would also need to be better disaggregated, in particular for the
AROPE and other social indicators.

•

Although some groups facing inequalities and poverty are systematically mentioned in
the ASGS 2021 – persons with disabilities, Roma, non-EU migrants – key groups are
missing. For EAPN these are single parents, large families, other ethnic minorities and
homeless people, as well as pensioners in some countries. The ASGS 2021 also looks more

31

“Using the assumptions of the Commission Spring 2020 Economic Forecast, the ‘at risk of poverty’ rate is
expected to increase by 4.8 percentage points.” (p. 10). Research by Palomino, Rodríguez and Sebastian arrives
at similar results. The EC 2020 Strategic Foresight Report also underlines that “the extra policies that Member
States have introduced during the crisis can mitigate this increase (to 1.7 percentage points)” (ibid.). It is to be
noted that these statements refer to data for the EU28, still including the United Kingdom.
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at the above-mentioned groups in terms of making “full use of their potential to
contribute to the economy, social protection systems and society”, rather than in terms
of their social rights.
•

Highly surprisingly, given the “fallout” from the COVID-19 crisis, no mention is made of
minimum income and its key and explicit role for fighting poverty in the ASGS 2021,
despite being a key principle of the EPSR (14) and a priority of the EU. The issue of
“access to social protection regardless of employment status” is also off the radar, even
though the role of social protection schemes to reduce inequalities is referred to (p. 8).

•

In the ASGS 2021, there is no particular (thematic) focus on access to social protection,
but EU MS are asked on the backdrop of the EPSR to “adopt measures to ensure equal
opportunities, inclusive education, fair working conditions and adequate social
protection” (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” (p. 8). The need to increase the resilience of health systems and
social protection schemes is highlighted, but nothing is said about the adequacy of social
protection benefits and the key role they have to protect everybody against poverty and
health risks associated with major transitions in the life-course.

•

Whilst as last year, a welcome focus is given again in the ASGS 2021 to fair employment
conditions (and at least implicitly to ensuring decent wages) to tackle in-work poverty,
more reference could have been made to temporary contracts and zero-hours’ contracts
(as well highlighted in the JER 20219). This is also true for other forms of precarious jobs32.

•

As last year, support for women’s right to work is too often couched as an instrument for
economic growth. The gender pay gap and gender pension gap, however, for EAPN are
issues of fundamental rights and gender equality. Increasing the employment rates of
women, regardless of the quality and/or pay level of the jobs and of working time (i.e.
focusing on part-time work) will also not ensure reductions of child poverty. Instead, the

32

The ASGS 2020 was much more explicit here. It had called to address all forms of irregular employment that
contribute to “social dumping” and the exploitation of workers. It also had underlined that every worker
deserves fair working conditions and thereby both had challenged the growth of involuntary part time and
atypical work and supported transitions towards permanent and full-time contracts.
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integrated, rights-based 3 pillar approach of the Investing in Children Recommendation,
i.e. access to adequate resources, to affordable quality services and children’s right to
participate should be more strongly promoted, together with the Child Guarantee to be
rolled out in 2021.
•

Integrated Active Inclusion as a crucial instrument to tackle poverty and reduce inequality
– delivered as a comprehensive strategy that provides personalised support into quality
jobs, guarantees access to adequate minimum income and social protection, and gives
access to quality services – is no longer explicitly referred to in this year’s ASGS and JER.

•

Education, training, and lifelong learning are given quite a strong focus again, but the
aim is too often limited to increasing productivity and employment. Such an approach is
not seeing education as a key resource for personal and community development, which
is particularly important for the empowerment of vulnerable or excluded individuals or
groups, and shifts the focus away from ensuring affordable pathways to access useful skills
and professional qualifications as well as decent and sustainable employment.

•

Decent and affordable housing is shockingly absent in the ASGS. The same is true for the
increasing, alarming, and pressing problem of homelessness, although it is flagged up by
the JER. This is particularly surprising given that increasing investment into and availability
of social housing and a better supply of decent, affordable housing, including through
renovation, would not only help to reduce emissions, but also energy precarity.

•

Whereas tax is seen as a key instrument to ensure climate and growth friendly policies,
no consideration is given to the potentially regressive distributional impact of
environmental taxes and fees – i.e. to the risk they entail for increasing the number of
households exposed to energy precarity – and to the widespread benefits of progressive
income tax systems to reduce (income) inequalities in our societies.

•

The social impact of digital technologies is not consistently considered. They are still
largely presented as key drivers for a more productive and green economy. Because of
the COVID-19 pandemic which made these challenges visible and their reduction urgent,
the e-exclusion barriers which poorer and socially excluded individuals and groups face,
particularly in accessing increasingly digitalised public and other services – e.g., in health,
education, social protection and all public services – have been, however, given more
attention than in earlier years.
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•

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). There appears to be, again, a step backwards on the
importance of civil dialogue. Since the adoption of the 2018 Employment Guidelines as
systematic guidelines for equal partnership for CSOs with social partners, mutual learning,
transparent monitoring providing a new legal base for the engagement of civil society as
equal partners in the Semester (back then included in guideline 7 and in recital 11), CSO
engagement was explicitly highlighted. However, this year, 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 or
investments is very weak. It is only mentioned twice in the EC Guidance to EU MS on the
Recovery and Resilience Plans (p. 33). The direct involvement of people experiencing
poverty is not mentioned either. EAPN therefore wonders what opportunities for NGOs
have been there in recent months to engage or provide input to this year’s European
Semester cycle, with the loss of County Reports and Country-Specific Recommendations
(CSRS). Another big challenge for a meaningful CSO involvement stems from the fact that
the focus now has shifted away from the Ministries for Employment and Social Affairs and
towards the Ministries for Finance and/or Economy as the decisive and coordinating
national ministries.
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3. EAPN Response: Proposal for a Joint Employment
Report 2021
3.1 Introduction
Between 2018 and 2020 we witnessed increased consistency between the main Annual
Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS) – called Annual Growth Survey until 2019 – and the
findings of the Joint Employment Report (JER). This is not necessarily the case for this year’s
exercise. The JER 2021 was published two months after the ASGS 2021 which sets out the
political and procedural framework for the use of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF)
to support a swift and sustainable recovery from the COVID-19 crisis which caused an
unprecedented economic shock. The JER 2021 rightfully highlights that “many uncertainties
remain, notably about (…) when a sustainable economic recovery will materialise, and the
consequences for the most vulnerable” (p. 5) and that “Member States that already
experienced serious socio-economic challenges before the pandemic are now even more
exposed to vulnerabilities” (ibid.), also stemming from the legacy of the past.
The JER continues to mainly constitute a stock-taking exercise, presenting a lot of relevant
cross-country and national statistics. It also briefly introduces policy measures which are
already in place and/or reforms which have been recently enacted in EU MS as well as
thematically related EU-level initiatives and legislation. Both data and policies, however, are
often insufficiently complemented with an in-depth qualitative analysis of the root causes
of problems. A systematic and more comprehensive assessment of progress made and/or
shortcomings as to all 20 principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) would also
need more than the helpful and welcome reference to the Social Scoreboard indicators.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, we also face two particular difficulties when analysing the
JER 2021: first, it is also only partly possible to compare the analysis of last year’s JER with the
JER 2021 as the employment-related data, as a rule, compare the situation in the second
quarter of 2020 with the situation in the second quarter of 2019 whereas other data compare
the results of 2018 to results of 2019. Second, most of the developments covered in this
analysis, using data for 2019, refer to the pre-COVID situation.
On average across the EU positive trends for many data and indicators which continued to
show for 2019 are welcome. They will, however, not be the useful point of reference for
post-COVID recovery measures and policy reforms as the economic and social situation has
clearly deteriorated throughout 2020, most strongly affecting people at risk of poverty and
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vulnerable groups. Thirdly, the data in the JER 2021 also lack direct comparability with the
data from the JER 2020 as they no longer include the data from the UK, in other words only
refer to EU27. The fourth introductory remark when analysing the data contained in the JER
2021 is that for nearly all developments and indicators the report highlights that partly
important differences between the EU MS persist and that the risk is that people and
countries in an already more difficult situation prior to the COVID-19 epidemic will suffer
relatively more negative consequences.
By presenting – at the end of all four sub-chapters 3.1 to 3.4 – summary information on the
measures taken by the Member States since March 2020, the JER 2021 covers the economic
and social impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and contains ample illustrations for measures
taken across the EU to address them (if temporarily or on a more permanent basis); many of
them were designed to (also) provide support to vulnerable persons and groups and/or lowincome households. Several of the policy and legislative initiatives reported in the JER are
also contained in EAPN’s COVID Study issued in July 2020.
Below we first present EAPN’s perspective on points seen as opportunities in the “Proposal
for a Joint Employment Report 2021”. We then highlight the concerns EAPN sees and which
still mar the sustainable and inclusive development of Europe and endanger the
achievements of the poverty reduction and of other social targets of the Europe 2020
Strategy. The assessment also looks at the opportunities and concerns in view of the
implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights which will be guided by an Action Plan
the European Commission is expected to issue on 3 March 2021.

3.2 What Opportunities? What are the positive aspects for EAPN?
•

The Joint Employment Report 2021 rightfully highlights that “implementing the European
Pillar of Social Rights is key to ensuring that the recovery is fair and inclusive” (p. 5) and
that the principles of the EPSR “need to guide the design of policy measures in support of
workers and households” (ibid.). It also contains a welcome focus on “social resilience and
upward convergence by putting people at the centre” (ibid.).

•

These same terms “inclusiveness and fairness” are also used when recalling important
objectives for the use of the Employment Guidelines. Integrating specific guidance aimed
at mitigating the employment and social impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, they should
– according to the JER 2021 – gear Member States’ policies and legislation for labour
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market institutions, education and training, social protection and health systems “with a
view to making them more inclusive and fair” (p. 5).
•

Most of the 14 headline indicators of the Social Scoreboard “show a positive or broadly
stable trend” (p. 30). On average across the EU27 and prior to the time when the COVID19 pandemic hit, improvements can be reported for indicators on poverty and
inequality33 and for indicators for education, skills and childcare34. With the same
proviso the indicators “impact of social transfers on poverty reduction” and “selfreported unmet need for medical care” also show stable trends. In addition, some
convergence across Member States can be observed for those indicators, even though
to a different extent and with persistent, very important regional differences. The five
employment- and labour market-related headline indicators35, however, nonsurprisingly show some deterioration when comparing the data from the second quarter
2020 with data from the same quarter in 2019. The fact that, as a rule, Member States
with a worse situation initially, have experienced a stronger deterioration will become
decisive both when predicting likely pathways to recovery, but it also needs to be taken
into account when designing adequate policies and programmes for those countries to
address their problems.

•

The Social Scoreboard indicators remain fully incorporated in the data analysis. They can
therefore help guide the elaboration of the Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRP). A
regional dimension (on NUTS 2 regions level) is again added for most of them, supporting
a more differentiated approach and helping the design of measures which are better
tailored to countries and regions with specifically high poverty rates.

•

As in the year before, the JER 2021 contains two explicit mentions (in the “Key Messages”
and “Overview of social trends and challenges”) of the fact that the number of people at
risk of poverty or social exclusion across the EU remains very high (92.4 million people
or 21.1% of the total population in 2019 in the EU27, p. 25), and that the Europe 2020
poverty-reduction target actually cannot be reached anymore (p. 25). It equally

33

This refers to the following four indicators: 1) share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion; 2) income
quintile share ratio; 3) gross disposable household income per capita; 4) net earnings of a full-time single worker
earning the average wage.
34
The JER 2021 here means these three indicators: 1) early leavers from education and training; 2) participation
of children aged less than three in childcare; 3) share of population with basic or above basic digital skills.
35

We refer here to the following five indicators: 1) Employment rate, age 20-64; 2) Gender gap in employment
rate, age 20-64; 3) Unemployment rate, age 15-74; 4) Long-term unemployment rate, age 15-74; 5) Young
people neither in employment nor in education or training (NEET rate), age 15-24.

29

acknowledges the persistently high risk for groups such as children with an AROPE rate of
22.5% in 2019 (p. 98), persons with a disability with 28.5% – attaining 34.7% for those
with a severe disability and 26% for those with a moderate disability – (p. 100), migrants,
in particular people not born in the EU with an AROPE rate of 39% (p. 98). The depth of
poverty remains unchanged, but high, on average at 24.4% in 2019 in the EU27 (p. 100).
The JER also recognises that “in many cases, the depth of poverty did not significantly
decrease in spite of the overall improvements in the socio-economic situation before the
pandemic” (ibid.), in other words that growth often is not inclusive. This is an important
challenge which must be urgently addressed.
•

Even so, before the COVID-19 pandemic hit, the broad trends were positive. 2019 was
the seventh year in which the share of people at the risk of poverty and social exclusion
(AROPE) declined, in absolute numbers by 2.3 million compared to 2018. This is also partly
attributable to continued net earnings growth since 2017, and at an even faster speed in
Central and Eastern Europe (p. 38). However, improvements in some countries with the
highest levels – such as Bulgaria, Latvia or Romania – “decelerated compared to the
previous year” (p. 97). And for the AROPE indicator, large regional differences in the
majority of EU MS persist (p. 131), with regions where more than 30% of the population
is at risk of poverty and social exclusion.

•

Importantly, the overall trend as to the number of people at risk of poverty or social
exclusion before the onset of the COVID-19 epidemic “was decreasing for all three subindicators, the severe material deprivation rate (-0.5 percentage points (pps)), the very
low work intensity rate (-0.3 pps)36 and also the at-risk-of-poverty rate (-0.3 pps)” (p. 25).
This trend brought the AROP indicator down to 16.5% in 2019 compared to 16.8% in 2018.
Thus, the absolute number of people living in households with a disposable equivalised
income below 60% of the national median, i.e. below the EU poverty threshold, stood at
“slightly above 84.5 million, one and a half million people less than in the previous year”
(p. 25). The JER highlights that “the flash estimates referring to 2020 incomes (thus
reflecting the impact of the crisis) are not yet available” (p. 26, p. 99). 24.4 million people
in the EU27 (or 5.6% of the population) were living in severe material deprivation, 2
million less than in 2018. As for the general trend this reflects an improvement for the

36

The JER 2021, however, contains two caveats for this trend and indicator: 1) “Given that the COVID19 shock
affected relatively more workers in less stable jobs (…), this indicator may deteriorate heavily in 2020” (p. 26);
2) The decline in the numbers of people living in quasi-jobless households “is likely to be reversed due to the
COVID-19 crisis, reflecting increases in unemployment and declines in the number of hours worked” (p. 99).
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seventh year in a row and is mainly due to reductions in countries with the highest rates,
so far showing a slight upwards convergence across the EU for this indicator.
•

As in the previous year, the JER 2021 points to persistent problems with the adequacy of
minimum income benefits and/or other social benefits when underlining the depth of
income poverty among low work intensity households (since this year called “quasijobless households”). It was stable compared to last year and amounted to 36.2%, about
50% higher than for all households, implying “low adequacy and coverage of benefits” (p.
27). Compared to this group-specific share, “the relative median income poverty gap37,
which measures how far income levels of those at poverty risk are from the poverty line
(i.e. how severe poverty is), was 24.4% in 2019, almost unchanged from 2018” (ibid.). As
for nearly all data reported, Member States also show different dynamics for these
indicators. Low income from employment for quasi-jobless households was identified as
a trend to watch by the Social Protection Committee in its 2019 Annual Report.

•

Whereas in last year’s JER the then new Italian minimum income scheme was sketched
out as a measure to systematically help reduce divergences in the income distribution and
support low-income households, the JER 2021 keeps a welcome attention on the
persistent challenge of income inequalities (p. 27, pp. 100-101). In 2019, too, crucial
problems were the high levels of income inequality and the slowing pace of cross-country
convergence on this indicator. This reflects limited improvements especially in countries
with higher levels of income inequality. In addition, “on average, income levels of the
richest 20% of households in Member States were five times higher than that of the
poorest 20%” (p. 27) – in other words: the income gap is widening in quite a lot of
European societies! It is also important to highlight that “evidence suggests that over the
last decade the overall increase in income inequality has been driven by an increase of
inequalities in the lower end of the distribution” (ibid.; p. 101) which is in line with the
points above, namely increasing poverty gaps. Still, the share of income households in the
bottom 40% of the income distribution has gone very slightly up until 2019 and reached
21.4% in 2019 on average in the EU-27 (compared to shares of 21.2% in 2018 and 2017).

•

As in 2019 and 2020, the JER 2021 emphasises the key role of minimum income schemes
to prevent and fight poverty and social exclusion. The JER 2020 held that the adequacy of

37

“The relative median at-risk-of-poverty gap is calculated as the difference between the median equivalised
total net income of persons below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold and the at-risk-of-poverty threshold,
expressed as a percentage of the at-risk-of-poverty threshold (cut-off point: 60% of median equivalised income)”
(p. 27).
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these schemes – as well as the adequacy and coverage of social protection overall – is a
fundamental element in combating the depth of poverty, as well as in-work poverty and
tackling income inequality. It had informed the reader that between 2016 and 2017 the
adequacy of minimum income either remained stable or slightly eroded on average in
comparison with the national poverty threshold in all but four Member States38. It takes
up this information by alerting the policy makers that “for the latest available income year
(2018), the adequacy of minimum income schemes eroded overall in the EU27, reflecting
that the income of minimum income beneficiaries has been lagging behind overall
income developments in the economic expansion preceding the COVID-19 crisis” (p.
105), i.e. up to 2019. The JER 2021 also highlights that “while such erosion on adequacy is
general, the decline is more substantial in some countries” (ibid.). EAPN, however, is
surprised that the call for an improved adequacy of these schemes, as well as adequacy
and coverage social protection overall contained in the JER 2020 is not taken up in the
year heavily impacted by the COVID-19 crisis. They are fundamental elements in
combating the depth of poverty, as well as in-work poverty, and tackling income
inequality.
•

It is positive that the JER 2021 quotes a recent study published by the Joint Research
Centre39 which has explored the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on household incomes
and which first acknowledges the “automatic stabilisation effect of social protection and
inclusion systems” (p. 99) and second predicts that the “increase in poverty would be
spread over a similar range as the one experienced between 2008 and 2009, due to the
financial crisis” (ibid.). The same study finds that the Czech Republic, Hungary, Lithuania,

38

Based on EU statistics, Ireland and the Netherlands are regularly portrayed as the two EU MS where the
minimum income benefit level for single-person households (e.g. in 2017) exceeds the national poverty
threshold level. EAPN Ireland challenges this view (but also the Irish government in their own documents). EAPN
Ireland underlines that when saying that the level of minimum income benefit for a single-person households
exceeded more than 100% of the national income poverty threshold level in Ireland, this amount includes
housing benefits. In 2017, in Ireland the minimum personal rate for social welfare support was only 80.4% of the
at-risk-of poverty threshold (source: http://www.welfare.ie/en/pdf/Social_Inclusion_Monitor_2017.pdf), an
amount not adequate to cover the cost of living. When looking at data from SILC and the “Statistical Information
on Social Welfare Services” issued by the Irish Department of Employment Affairs & Social Protection, the data
show that for all years between 2010 and 2017, the minimum personal rate (per week) was below the at-riskof-poverty threshold, in 2010 by nearly 18€, in 2014 by 23€, in 2017 by nearly 47€. The share went down from
91.7% to 80.4%, i.e. the actual monetary value considerably eroded. These data are used in official Irish
Government reports. In 2019 the minimum personal rate was €203 per week and the 60% poverty line was
275.72€. Sometimes the Government also includes in this amount the Fuel Allowance which works out at €13.19
per week, but many households on social welfare do not qualify for it. Building from the European Minimum
Income Network (EMIN) Projects 1 and 2, EAPN Ireland has been leading a campaign for the benchmarking of
social welfare to a level of adequacy, highlighting the gap to the poverty line and Reference Budgets.
39
Almeida et al. (2020), Households´ income and the cushioning effect of fiscal policy measures during the Great
Lockdown, JRC Working Papers on Taxation and Structural Reforms No 06/2020 & Policy Brief
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Slovakia, Spain and Sweden are amongst the countries with a likely increase in poverty
rates.
•

The JER 2021 indirectly acknowledges that social transfers (not considering pensions) are
not performing sufficiently well in reducing poverty as their impact on poverty reduction
has stayed stable (p. 103). The JER 2021 on the one hand highlights that the performance
of social protection systems varies greatly, but on the other hand omits to explicitly flag
up persistent deficits in a number of EU MS as a “point to watch” based on the Social
Scoreboard or the Social Protection Performance Monitor. This is even more astonishing
as the next paragraph rightfully underlines that the “COVID-19 crisis is a powerful
reminder of the importance of social protection” (p. 103), but then also recalls that
“these mechanisms are not always available to non-standard workers and to the selfemployed” (ibid.) and that “they may not be sufficient or adequate for pandemic times”
(ibid.)40.

•

The JER 2021 rightfully flags up restrictions as to the access to social protection schemes
and insufficiently adequate benefits levels for self-employed people (p. 36). This is firstly
done in view of expected higher risks of income precarity and social exclusion once the
full effect of the COVID-19 pandemic, with longer phases of lockdowns and other
restrictions, is visible in our economies and statistics. This is also done as to non-standard
workers for whom access to social protection as a rule is limited: “These gaps can
concern casual, on-demand work, short-term fixed contracts, seasonal work,
apprenticeships or traineeships.” (p. 103-104). These challenges should be monitored
and dealt with in the context of the implementation of the 2019 Council
Recommendations on access to social protection for workers and the self-employed, even
more so as the JER 2021 positively depicts reforms in national tax systems to better
protect “fragile workers” (p. 46), mostly targeted as (solo) self-employed people. It also
calls for sustained efforts to “maintain and reinforce social protection for all, including
the self-employed” (p. 17, p. 104) in the coming phase of recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic.

•

By highlighting the fact that “in almost all Member States, the statutory minimum wage
is below 60% of the median wage and 50% of the average wage” (p. 40)41, the JER

40

For more recent evidence of the strong impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on employment, in particular on
certain sectors and all forms of precarious employment, see Eurofound Blog Post “COVID-19: A tale of two
service sectors”, 3 February 2021 (author: John Hurley)
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provides a welcome hook for the ongoing policy debate on minimum wages and the
recent legislative initiative (building on the EC proposal for an EU Directive of 28 October
2020). It not only focuses on problems with minimum wage levels, but also points to gaps
in coverage by minimum wage arrangements for certain categories of workers, both in
countries with statutory minimum wages and in the 6 EU MS where minimum wages are
the outcome of collective bargaining. This is a consistent follow-up to last year’s JER42
broadly in line with EAPN’s analyses and related demands43. The JER 2021 also dedicates
ample space for elaborating on reforms in national minimum wage systems (including
plans to align the national minimum wage to the 60% median or average wage in ES and
PL) and for highlighting the development of increased amounts in most EU MS (p. 46).
•

From the perspective of preventing inadequate incomes from employment especially for
those at the lower end of the income ladder, it is a positive trend to note that the average
tax burden on labour (also referred to as “tax wedge”) in the EU27 is slowly but steadily
decreasing and that in a long-term perspective the decline has been more pronounced
for lower income earners than for average and high-income earners (p. 41).

•

As in the previous year, the JER 2021 mentions the importance of tackling the gender
employment gap, the gender pay gap44 and the pension gap (p. 63, p. 64), not least as
this Social Scoreboard indicator does not show convergence, with several Member States
with high or close to average gender employment gaps recording a further deterioration
in 2019. The significant gender pay gap45 has basically not changed since 2018 and stood,

41

The only two exceptions are PT where the statutory minimum wage reached both values, while that of BG
reached 60% of the national median wage. In 16 out of the 27 EU MS the level was below 50% of the median
wage (cf. p. 40), in 7 of them (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, Malta, and Romania) even below
40% of the median wage.
42
The EC had highlighted the positive impact of adequate minimum wages as an important instrument not only
to reduce wage inequalities and in-work poverty, but also to support aggregate demand by increasing the
income of low-wage earning families (which have a higher propensity to consume). The JER 2020 had also
acknowledged that the impact of the minimum wage on both employment and living conditions is higher when
a large share of the workforce is covered.
43
Cf. EAPN Position Paper on Adequate Income (May 2020) and EAPN Contribution to EC Consultation "Have
Your Say" on the EC Proposal for a Directive on Adequate Minimum Wages (18 December 2020).
44
As explained in the JER 2020, this is largely caused by the fact that women have a much broader share of care
obligations and tend to be overrepresented among the minimum wage earners as well as in lower paid sectors
and occupations in general. Last year’s JER had also highlighted that the gender pay gap remains even if netting
out factors such as differences in experience, level of education and type of contract.
45
“The gender pay gap remains above 20% in Estonia, Austria, Czechia and Germany, with the smallest values
(between 1 and 4%) registered in Romania, Luxembourg and Italy. Since 2014, the situation has considerably
improved in Estonia, Portugal, Greece and Luxembourg (by 6.3 pps, 6 pps, 4.6 pps and 4 pps respectively), while
the gender pay gap has increased by more than 2 pps in Latvia, Malta and Slovenia” (p. 64).

34

for the unadjusted pay gap46, at 14.1% in 2019. “The COVID-19 pandemic further
highlighted how women continue to be overrepresented in lower paid sectors and
occupations, and experience constraints in their professional choices linked to family care
obligations” (p. 64). The JER 2021 also identifies a need of action to reduce the gender
pension gap which stood at 29.1% on average for pensioners aged 65 to 74 in the EU27
in 2018 (p. 64).
•

The JER 2021 (indirectly) supports better work-life balance for women with caring
responsibilities (p. 64) as well as better access to affordable and high-quality childcare
and long-term care (pp. 64-65). By highlighting the negative employment impact of
parenthood for women with a child below the age of six in many countries – most
pronounced in Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Malta, Poland,
and Slovakia – it also (again indirectly) advocates for a better sharing of child-care
responsibilities between women and men (p. 65).

•

The JER 2021 again stresses the provision of unemployment benefits of reasonable
duration, accessible to all workers and accompanied by effective active labour market
measures as an indispensable tool to support jobseekers during transitions (p. 87). It also
flags up reforms in a number of Member States which either improve the access to active
labour market instruments or advance their integration and individualisation (e.g. by
means of individual action plans and personalised counselling) for long-term unemployed
and other vulnerable groups. Another type of measures are those which extend the
coverage by unemployment insurance protection for those groups (pp. 94-95).

•

Whereas the JER 2020 indicated that deficits in relation to (access to) guidance and
counselling on learning and vocational training opportunities for foreign-born workers
need particular attention and action for Public Employment Services (PES), this year’s JER
points to the quality of the assessment tools for long-term unemployed (their number is
expected to grow again, p. 85, after years of steady reductions) as an important field of
intervention. It flags up the room for action by PES to increase their targeted outreach.

•

The JER 2021 recognises that EU27 average nominal wage growth in 2019 accelerated
compared to 2018. It “was above 3% and it reached more than 4% in the Baltics, Central

46

“Research shows that factors such as differences in experience level of education and the type of contract,
accounted for less than a third of the gender pay gap. The part of the gap that can be explained was largely due
to economic activity and working time” (p. 64).
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and Eastern Europe and Ireland” (p. 37). Positive developments also continued for a
number of other countries, however with a decelerating trend47.
•

It, however, also acknowledges the deteriorating situation of low-wage earners48 (p. 39)
and the persistence of in-work poverty49, which remains high and well above pre-crisis
levels, at 9% (compared to 8.6% in 2008 and 8.3% in 2010, p. 39), even though with a
decreasing share. It stood at 9.5% in 2018 and had reached a peak at 9.8% in 2016. In 6 of
the 27 Member States (Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, Romania, and Spain),
worryingly more than 1 in 10 workers falls into this category (p. 40), with an increasing
trend in 4 of them (Italy, Luxembourg, Portugal, and Spain) compared to 2018 and in the
majority of EU MS over the last decade. In line with the statement made in last year’s JER
that the in-work poverty risk is strongly associated with the type of contract; employees
with a temporary contract continue to have a clearly higher incidence of in-work poverty
(16.2%, exactly the same share as in 2018, p. 27) compared to those with a permanent
contract (5.7%, p. 39). Those in part-time jobs achieve similarly high levels (15.1%).

•

As in the 2019 and 2020, the JER 2021 flags up problems stemming from different barriers
for people with disabilities to access the labour market. They result in lower
employment and activity rates and in an average employment gap of nearly 25
percentage points (50.8% vs. 75%, p. 66), with even lower rates for women with
disabilities (47.8%). It also stresses the importance of labour market integration for
persons with disabilities to prevent and reduce social exclusion and their higher risk of
falling into the category of working poor (10.5% in 2019 compared to 9% on average, p.
67). The JER 2021 in this context, however, omits to highlight the importance of quality
work as primary social inclusion factor for workers with a physical and mental
disability50.

47

“For Hungary, Lithuania and Ireland, the changes in 2019 substantially outpaced those of the previous year,
whereas signs of deceleration from high growth trend were recorded for Romania, Bulgaria, Estonia and Czechia.
Wages decelerated also in Sweden and especially in Italy and France (in the latter, they remained at the same
level of 2018)” (p. 37).
48
Contrary to last year, the JER 2021 does not contain a reference to the key role of wage growth, especially at
the bottom of the wage scale, for sustaining demand, reducing income inequalities and in-work poverty.
49
“In-work poverty is the share of persons who are at work and have an equivalised disposable income below
the at risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60% of the national median equivalised disposable income (after
social transfers)” (p. 39).
50
Compared to last year’s JER, there is unfortunately also no mention of the need to support independent living
for people with disabilities based on good quality and accessible care arrangements.
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•

The JER 2021 stipulates that the COVID-19 epidemic has not only aggravated differences
in working conditions between individuals, but clearly highlighted the negative
consequences of labour market segmentation throughout the EU, including “higher
poverty risks, inequality or reduced social mobility” (p. 78)51: “Duality in the labour
market has negative consequences on affected workers, in particular young people and
those in vulnerable situations” (p. 76). This labour market duality, combining “a high share
of temporary employees coupled with low transition rates from temporary to permanent
employment” (p. 79) is a growing reality and concern. In order to counter labour market
segmentation and to ensure inclusive growth, the JER highlights that temporary contracts
– in the last decade on average 1 out of 7 jobs – should become a springboard towards
permanent jobs rather than a career dead end. The JER 2021 also underlines that “those
with more precarious or less adaptable working conditions, and/or lower access to social
protection, have been more heavily impacted” (ibid) by the COVID crisis. Looking at the
months ahead it recalls that “groups at the lower end of the income distribution from
work have been more likely to experience further income and job losses, in particular
temporary workers, the young employed and those in low-skill occupations” (ibid). Even
though “it is too early to see in the data whether the current crisis will cause a rebound in
the share of involuntary part-time workers” (p. 80) this is likely to happen and would entail
negative impacts on income from work for a significant number of works and employees.
It is important that the JER 2021 advocates for ensuring access to social protection for all,
including to (solo) self-employed workers, not least as nearly every 1 out of 10 in the EU27
workforce (9.4% in 2019, p. 81) is exposed to this risk. EAPN welcomes that in this context
principle 5 (“Secure and adaptable employment”) and principle 7 (“Information about
employment conditions and protection in case of dismissals”) of the EPSR are

51

The JER 2020 had presented an extensive analysis of issues related to labour market segregation. It had
recalled that, when entrenched, it implies higher inequalities, lower social cohesion and lower rates of economic
growth, as it is associated with weaker aggregate demand, lower productivity, human capital development and
social mobility. It had emphasised that the share of temporary contracts over total employees has hovered
around 15% on EU average in the last decade, with temporary contracts rarely leading to stable employment:
on average across the EU, only 14.2% make the transition into permanent contracts, while over half, 53% of
temporary contracts (and above 70% in 10 Member States), are involuntary. In other words, those on a fixedterm contract are in this situation because they cannot find a permanent job. It had identified the trap of bogus
self-employment as one key factor for increased labour market segregation and had warned against the
development of atypical contractual arrangements (such as zero hours contracts, mini-jobs, etc.) and the rise of
the platform economy. Having high shares of involuntary part-time and temporary employment in parallel was
presented as a vicious combination of two forms of precarious employment which creates challenges in terms
of continuity of employment and job quality.” The JER 2020 had also highlighted that high shares of temporary
employees coupled with low transition rates from temporary to permanent jobs are a sign of ill-designed
employment protection legislation. Last but not least, it had underlined that many workers on temporary
contracts in Europe often struggle to gain access and accumulate entitlements in social protection.
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emphasised. These two principles call on policy makers to ensure equal treatment
between workers, irrespective of the type of employment relationship.
•

It also makes the link between the still sizeable number of workers in non-standard
employment and “individual and social vulnerability to labour market adjustments” (p.
24). It warns against increasing job polarisation as a consequence of “structural trends
reshaping labour markets, such as digitalisation and the rise in non-standard forms of
work” (p. 39), which also result in an increase of low-paid occupations.

•

The JER 2021 flags up that “the projected decrease in employment due to the COVID-19
crisis will affect non-EU migrants more severely than natives” (p. 66). It explains this with
“a higher share of temporary workers among migrants, shorter job tenure, lower shares
of workers employed in tele-workable and/or public sectors jobs as well as higher shares
in sectors likely to be impacted more strongly by the recession (accommodation and food
services activities, tourism, services sector, construction, etc.)” (ibid.).

•

This year’s JER highlights the major impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on sectors with
traditionally high proportions of undeclared workers. It also flags up problems such as
the high risk of loss of income and job and the – on the whole – limited access to social
protection52.

•

It positively depicts civil dialogue53 and the role of civil society organisations (CSOs)
“which have been at the forefront of mitigating the impact of the pandemic in Europe”
(p. 92). It highlights that “efforts to make the recovery more inclusive and sustainable also
depend on the engagement of and cooperation between the national authorities and the
CSOs” (p. 93). It further recalls that consultations with CSOs “can provide valuable insights
and support for policy design and implementation” (p. 92). The JER 2021 finally
importantly reminds Member States that – in line with the revised Employment
Guidelines of October 2020 – they “should take into account the experience on
employment and social issues of relevant civil society organisations. CSOs can play a key

52

The JER 2020 had included positive and strong language around the multiple negative impacts of undeclared
work, for the workers, the economy, public finances and social fairness. EAPN welcomed that it had highlighted
initiatives in selected Member States that penalise employers and better inform workers of their rights, too.
53
The JER 2021 praises social dialogue as a key element to foster economic recovery and social resilience. The
statement of the JER 2020 that stronger collective bargaining tends to be associated with lower earnings
inequality is, however, not taken up.
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role in the prompt and responsible implementation of exceptional measures, reforms and
investments to support the recovery and social resilience” (ibid.).
•

At least one explicit reference to the benefits of inclusive education is kept in the JER
2021. It underlines “the importance of inclusive education to ensure a fair recovery and
strengthen social resilience” (p. 18) and also recalls the “strong link between education
performance, success on the labour market and participation in society” (ibid.). But the
relative weight given to this approach is much less than in last year’s JER 54.

•

The COVID-19 pandemic – with its sudden increased demand for the digitalisation of
teaching and learning – has fully exposed the pre-existing educational and digital divides.
Evidence also shows that the lockdowns had a disproportionately negative effect on
vulnerable people and groups or those from less developed regions. These challenges
underpin the urgent call for adequate responses. Otherwise, the already existing digital
divide, regarding e.g. the availability of computers or tablets, fast and stable internet
connections and computer/IT literacy skills (p. 52), “could amplify the persistently strong
correlation between socio-economic background and educational outcomes” (p. 49). It
is most strongly correlated to the parental education level and the migrant status55 (p. 49)
and means that education is not sufficiently working as a force for social mobility.

•

As in the previous year, the JER 2021 states that early school leaver rates are around
double for pupils born outside the EU (22.5%; slightly increasing by 1.1 pps from 2018)
and for those born in another Member State than the current country of residence
(21.4%, up by 2.2 pps since 2018) compared to native-born pupils (p. 49). Their share is
slightly below the across-the-board EU average of 10.2% in 2019. The Europe 2020
Strategy target on early school leaving of 10% thus was quasi achieved.

•

Future risks for societal and economic inclusion and participation are presented by
referring to the more than one fifth of European pupils who have very low achievements
in reading, science and mathematics (p. 49)56, with this level of achievement

54

The JER 2020 still promoted the broader approach of affordable, inclusive and high-quality education and
training, backed by a reference to the European Pillar of Social Rights acknowledging everybody’s right to lifelong
learning to acquire the skills necessary to participate fully in society and successfully manage work transitions.
55
This also holds true for the hurdles to access adult education or adult learning and the related participation
rates (cf. p. 58).
56
The 2020 JER had rightfully flagged up the long-term disadvantages of early school leavers not only in terms
of labour market inclusion (as 53.8% were either unemployed or inactive in 2018), but also in view of their
strongly increased risk of persistent poverty or social exclusion as an important “hook” for policy development,
a problem that will not have gone away in 2019.
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deteriorating since 2009 for the first two key areas of school curricula. If broken down by
socio-economic status or migrant background, the rates of pupils who do not attain a
qualification with direct labour market relevance not-surprisingly have a strong social
dimension: In a number of countries (e.g. Bulgaria, Hungary, Luxembourg, Romania, and
Slovakia), we see much larger shares of underachieving pupils in the bottom quartile
compared to the top quartile. On the other hand, these data also provide quantitative
evidence for the conclusion that “good education systems can promote both quality and
equity57 at the same time”, strongly making the case for adequate public investments in
education and training.
•

EAPN welcomes the focus put on educational disadvantages of people with disabilities
(p. 51). The data presented show high levels of early school leaving – with 20.3% showing
a more than double the average rate of 9.8% – and low levels of tertiary education
attainment – 29.4% compared to 43.8% for persons without disabilities. Both factors
negatively affect their employment situation and prospects.

•

As in the JER 2020, the specific challenge of Roma inclusion in education is highlighted,
given the continued difficult situation of Roma pupils, based on all education indicators.
Even before the COVID-19 crisis, it reflects a combination of factors, including school and
housing segregation, non-inclusive teaching, additional barriers due to severe poverty or
housing segregation (p. 51). The pandemic has made even more explicit the fact that
“distance learning is often not accessible and/or affordable for Roma and Travellers
children at risk-of-poverty lacking adequate IT equipment, internet access or even
electricity access in their homes, camps or irregular sites” (p. 51) and leads to a widening
gap with the general population. This also implies an even more urgent need for action
to address these and the more overarching problems58.

•

A social gradient is also reported again in this year’s JER when it comes to access to early
childhood education and care (ECEC). Children from families/households at risk of
poverty and social exclusion or from disadvantaged groups show much lower participation

57

The JER 2020 had again been more explicit here. It had advocated for a major shift in the pedagogical
approaches, education, and training systems for them to be able to become a genuine vehicle for social
integration, for a more equitable distribution of learning opportunities and outcomes and not to reproduce
social exclusion. And this also against the backdrop of a data-based link between low-qualified adults and a
higher incidence of precarious employment conditions and long-term labour market exclusion.
58
EAPN welcomes that the JER 2020 had advocated for active desegregation measures to fight school and class
segregation, which are to be accompanied by additional financial and professional support to promote the
integration of Roma children in mainstream schools and claimed that it is important to avoid dedicating specific
places for Roma who would have qualified for regular admittance. This point is not taken up in this year’s JER.
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rates59 than their peers from non-disadvantaged families (p. 73). These differences have
a strong negative long-term effect, too, as “inequalities so early in life are likely to be
reflected later on in lower educational outcomes, educational attainments and labour
market prospects” (p. 50).
•

The JER 2021 points out the disproportionate burden of housing costs still affects nearly
1 out of 10 Europeans, even though both the share and the absolute number of people
affected have also continued to slightly decline in 2019. This category is used for people
living in households where more than 40% of their disposable income have to be spent on
housing costs. More importantly, strong disparities between EU MS persist and the
population at risk of poverty has a very worryingly high rate of housing cost overburden
(35%), a share which is more than three and a half times the average share.

•

The JER 2021 again stresses that homelessness remains high and has increased in most
of the Member States in the last decade, and “the risk of homelessness is expanding to
different groups in society. For example, in Ireland, 1 in 3 homeless people in temporary
accommodation last year was a child” (p. 106). EAPN deplores that the statement
contained in the JER 2020 that this social problem needs to be addressed with urgency
and priority is absent from this year’s JER. The JER 2020 had proposed integrated
responses to homelessness and housing exclusion and the use of prevention services and
enhanced cooperation both at policy and service delivery level. This omission is even more
surprising as the JER 2021 quotes a study issued by FEANTSA and the Fondation Abbé
Pierre60 which shockingly estimates “that at least 700,000 people are sleeping rough or
in emergency or temporary accommodation any given night in the EU, 70% more than
a decade ago”.

•

EAPN welcomes the reference to the problem of energy poverty which “has declined on
average from a 11.2% peak in 2012 to 7.3% in 2019” (p. 105). It also identifies “single
people aged 65 or above (10.2%) or lone parents (10.5%) as groups” (ibid.) being more at
risk than the average population. It also highlights that the share of people facing the
inability to keep their home warm is 18.8% in the group of people at the risk of poverty
compared to only 5% above the AROPE indicator poverty line. The JER also refers to the

59

The 2020 JER recalled that in 2016, the difference in participation in ECEC amounted to 11 percentage points
for the group aged 3 or more, and to almost 15 percentage points for children aged 0-2. Importantly, it also
flagged up the positive effects in view of an improved social inclusion from early years for children from
immigrants when attending ECEC.
60
FEANTSA/Fondation Abbé Pierre (2020): Fifth Overview of Housing Exclusion in Europe
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proportionally higher expenditure on electricity, gas and solid fuels for lower-income
households due to (increasing) taxes or fees on energy and highlights the high burden
these costs (as a proportion of the disposable income) put on those households (p. 42).
For EAPN it is important to underline that the COVID-19 pandemic has likely increased the
existing problems as many people had to stay at home more, work from home and study
from home – which also means higher heating costs and energy bills. The JER also
recommends using “revenues from environmental taxation to support all incomes” (p.
43). By making this proposal and by raising an equity issue the EC indirectly reaffirms
EAPN’s concerns and demands when it comes to the prevention and reduction of energy
poverty and a fair and social green transition61.
•

The JER 2021 again recognises that costs, long waiting times and/or a higher travelling
distance remain significant barriers for the accessibility of healthcare. It reports a stable
share of Europeans facing unmet health needs (1.8% in 2019, as in 2019, p. 107). This
share, however, still exceeds 5% in Estonia and Greece and comes close to this threshold
in Finland and Romania. It also flags up more than double shares of 4.2% for persons with
disabilities and of 5.6% for people with severe disabilities.

3.3 Key concerns: What are the (more) worrying aspects for EAPN?
•

2020 was the last year of the Europe 2020 Strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive
growth. For EAPN it is a major concern that until now neither a systematic review of its
achievements and shortcomings has been done nor a comprehensive follow-up
strategic approach has been proposed by the EC. The new European Green Deal has a
much narrower focus. The mainstreaming of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
into the European Semester, announced 2020, has not taken place with the ASGS 2021.

•

The Social Scoreboard headline indicators measure a country’s performance in
comparison to the EU average, rather than setting ambitious goals where social
problems or barriers to effective labour market integration exist, while on basically all
headline indicators big gaps between countries persist. Shifting the measurement from
concrete progress on common targets to mere convergence towards EU averages (not

61

Cf. EAPN’s Flash Newsletter (December 2020), article “EAPN calls for making the right to energy for all a reality
across Europe”. It is also published in an article published on the page of the Right To Energy (R2E) Coalition.
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even upward convergence across Member States) is lowering ambition leading to
complacency with average rates and the lowest common denominator.
•

Insufficient analysis, focus and priority is given to the main negative results of the
Scoreboard, nor are policy proposals triggered to address shortfalls. The secondary
indicators in the Social Scoreboard as a rule lack visibility in the JER. The JER 2021 explains
that across the 14 domains assessed, 116 “critical situations”, “to watch” or “weak but
improving” cases are identified, “i.e. about 33% of the total number of assessments” (p.
31) – which means one percentage point more than in the JER 2020. All EU MS, with the
exception of Germany, are flagged up at least once. It, however, remains unclear to what
extent this assessment and the urgency of social problems highlighted in the JER 2021
will be reflected both in the assessment and guidance provided by the EC and in the
RRPs and the related planned investments.

•

The main analytic framework for the JER 2021 continues to be the Social Scoreboard. But
there is insufficient systematic analysis of all the 20 principles of the European Pillar of
Social Rights, including of principles 12 “social protection”62 and 14 “minimum income”63,
with the Social Scoreboard indicators not sufficiently clearly linked to them. Important
indicators to measure and monitor progress and to direct effective policy action, which
either are included as secondary indicators in the Social Scoreboard or appear in the
dashboard of the Social Protection Performance Monitor (SPPM), – e.g. child poverty,
depth of poverty or in-work poverty – are either still missing or underused in the JER
analysis.

•

The JER 2021 lacks an explicit mainstreaming of social rights. It neither provides an
integrated approach to tackling interconnected issues, nor does it draw on appropriate
links between the analysis of employment, education and training, social protection and
minimum income coverage and adequacy and access to other public services on the one
hand and the risk of poverty and social exclusion on the other. Chapter 3.4 dedicated to
Employment Guideline 8 “Promoting equal opportunities for all, fostering social inclusion
and fighting poverty” is relatively thin (16 pages) compared to 64 pages on labour market

62

EPSR Principle 12 reads: “Regardless of the type and duration of their employment relationship, workers, and,
under comparable conditions, the self-employed, have the right to adequate social protection.”
63
EPSR Principle 14 reads: “Everyone lacking sufficient resources has the right to adequate minimum income
benefits ensuring a life in dignity at all stages of life, and effective access to enabling goods and services. For
those who can work, minimum income benefits should be combined with incentives to (re)integrate into the
labour market.”
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and skills (15 pages on enhancing labour demand, 28 pages on labour supply and the
improved access to employment, skills and competences, and 21 pages on the functioning
of labour markets and the effectiveness of social dialogue).
•

As in 2019 and 2020, the JER 2021 does not include any recognition of the impact of
austerity and cuts in public spending and public services in earlier years. It also lacks a
coherent, mainstreamed rhetoric that would support strong public investment – with
only one exception, namely adult education, where it is explicitly called for: “The analyses
suggest that higher public expenditure on training is associated with a more countercyclical behaviour of adult learning. This underlines the importance of reforms and public
investments in adult learning systems to strengthen their resilience in downturns” (p. 60).
This statement on the benefits of sustainable public investment is also true for other fields
of employment and social policy. For EAPN public social investment is needed not only
on employment and training, but also on social protection and services. The JER 2021
states that “social protection expenditure in the EU continued to increase in nearly all
Member States and went towards old-age pensions and health needs” (p. 102). The crucial
questions for EAPN then are: Why is this rising social protection spending not more
effectively deployed to cut poverty? And why are gaps in social protection against new
risks and for vulnerable persons or groups not more effectively targeted and reduced?

•

A key message of the Joint Employment Report 2021 is that the number of people at
risk of poverty or social exclusion up to and including 2019 continues to steadily decline,
but that poverty remains high (92.4 million people or 21.1% of the total population in
2019 in the EU27, p. 25). The JER also indirectly indicates that even without the COVID19 pandemic the Europe 2020 poverty reduction target could not have been reached. As
important it is to cover all positive developments, the remaining important challenges
should not be downplayed. The non-achievement of a policy target, namely a reduction
of 20 million people at the risk of poverty and social exclusion by 2020 within one decade,
should also be clearly spelled out and not only indirectly alluded to.

•

As in the last two years, the poverty reduction target of the Europe 2020 Strategy is only
mentioned in the chapters “1. Key Messages” (p. 15) and “2. Overview of Labour Market
and Social Trends and Challenges in the European Union” (p. 25), while no reference is
made to it (and the failure to achieve it) in Chapter 3.4 looking more closely at the
Employment Guideline 8 “Promoting equal opportunities for all, fostering social inclusion
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and fighting poverty”, nor is a review of or proposals for policies towards reaching it laid
out there.
•

The income gap is widening in quite a lot of European societies: “On average, income
levels of the richest 20% of households in Member States were five times higher than that
of the poorest 20%.” (p. 27). It is also important to highlight that “evidence suggests that
over the last decade the overall increase in income inequality has been driven by an
increase of inequalities in the lower end of the distribution”.

•

Consistently high rates of child poverty are flagged up as problem and concern. The JER
2021 also highlights the multi-dimensional nature – e.g. that “many children in poorer
countries suffer from material deprivation even if incomes of their families are above the
AROP poverty line” (p. 98)64 – and various negative impacts of child poverty. One example
is that “children growing up in poverty or social exclusion are less likely than their betteroff peers to do well in school, enjoy good health and realise their full potential later in
life” (ibid.). However, the JER 2021 falls short on elaborating on measures addressing
poverty in families and providing wrap-around support for parents. There is also no
reference to the European Commission’s integrated Investing in Children
Recommendation, developed on 3 pillars: access to resources, services, including early
learning and participation.

•

Similarly, and as in the last two years, while low participation of the lower skilled and
older people in adult learning as well as low levels of basic and digital skills are lamented,
an analysis of the root causes and solutions is missing. Neither does the JER 2021 propose
policies to tackle structural causes and support better outcomes for these groups.

•

EAPN strongly deplores that the reference to active inclusion is gone from both the JER
and ASGS. The JER 2020 positively portrayed reforms in a number of countries illustrating
“the effectiveness of integrated approaches, linking adequate income, active labour
market measures, as well as delivery of social services”, i.e. the concept of active inclusion,
in policy reforms. The same is true for “integrated approaches” which are only
mentioned for “integrated health and social care services” or “integrated care” (p. 18).

64

The JER also illustrates additional factors influencing the risk for children to grow up in low-income households,
in other words combined disadvantages: “In all Member States, the poverty risk for children raised by a single
parent or in families with more than 3 children or with a migrant or Roma background is two to three times
higher than that of other children” (p. 98).
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•

While Employment Guideline 5 explicitly refers to “the creation of quality jobs” and
encourages “forms of work which create quality job opportunities”, an analysis of the
quality and sustainability of employment does not accompany the section dedicated to
job creation policies. Positively, the JER 2021, however, portrays the term “quality job”
as a desired step to take in the recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic (p. 19, p. 92).

•

Whereas by the end of 2019 the unemployment rate reached a record low of 6.5%, with
youth and long-term unemployment also decreasing, youth unemployment (for those
aged 15 to 24), achieving a long-time minimum rate in 2019, increased from the fourth
quarter 2019 to the second quarter 2020 by 1.4 percentage points. It further jumped up
from 14.9% in March 2020 to 17.1% in September 2020, clearly illustrating that young
people have been particularly hard hit by the COVID-19 pandemic when it comes to their
labour market inclusion. In this context the JER 2021 underlines that “experience from the
previous economic crisis creates cause for concern” (p. 60). It also states that the youth
unemployment rate, having remained more than double the unemployment rate
observed for the population at working age older than 24 years, points “to a structural
challenge even in the absence of further shocks” (ibid.). This is fully in line with data
showing that young people aged 15 to 24 are more often employed under non-standard
and precarious types of contracts than workers and employees in the other age groups.
This mainly concerns workers in temporary jobs (achieving proportions of more than 1
out of 3 in ES, HR, IT and PT, both in 2018 and 2019, p. 60), those in involuntary part-time
work, and those in lower wage jobs.

•

Inactivity rates of young people and the situation of those neither in employment, nor
in education or training (NEET) have increased up to 11.6% in Q2 2020 from 9.8% one
year ago. The JER 2021 also states that the “COVID-19 shock reversed the improvement
of NEET rates in all but two Member States” (p. 60). It points to the fact that “on the
whole, the effect of COVID-19 has been unprecedented: the first and second quarters of
2020 recorded the largest quarterly jump in NEET rates since Eurostat started collecting
the data in 2006 (from 10.4% to 11.6%). Although the NEET rates are catalogued in the
Social Scoreboard – with Bulgaria, Cyprus, Italy, and Spain classified as “critical situations”
and Austria, Croatia, France, Greece, and Ireland as “to watch” (p. 32) – they are little
explored. It is welcome that the JER 2021 concludes that “after the recovery, inactivity
rates are likely to again become the predominant challenge related to NEETs” (p. 61)
and that the recent developments make it “crucial to monitor the situation closely and
introduce targeted measures for NEETs” (ibid.).
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For EAPN this should mean comprehensive support and outreach initiatives in line with
an active inclusion approach in quite a number of EU MS. The share of NEET for non-EU
born young people aged 18 to 24 is nearly the double compared to their native peers
(17.1% compared to 9.9%), with even higher rates for young migrant women, and also
clearly higher for native born NEETs with a migrant background (p. 62).
•

As in the 2019 and 2020 JER a qualitative examination of the impact of measures
implemented in the context of the revamped Youth Guarantee is lacking. Little
consideration is given neither to the quality and sustainability of the employment and
education measures proposed, nor to income support measures.

•

The JER 2021 mentions a clear correlation between the gender employment gap –
standing at 11.4 percentage points in the second quarter of 2020 – and the qualification
level which was 22.1 percentage points for low-skilled women in 2019 compared to 6.4
percentage points for high-skilled women. In addition, the gender employment gap
(measured in full-time equivalents) widened further when comparing 2019 to 2018 (p.
63) and “convergence is not occurring on this indicator, as several Member States with
high – or close to average – gender employment gaps recorded a deterioration in 2020”
(p. 63). This highlights the need for tailored, comprehensive support in line with an active
inclusion approach, including upskilling and reskilling, to improve their employment
opportunities. It also calls for close monitoring of the impact of the crisis on employment
outcomes by gender, “as the reduction in the gap may be due to a more significant, and
temporary, impact of the pandemic on male employment rather than an increased labour
market attachment of women” (p. 24).

•

Education is seen predominantly in terms of labour market relevance and the negative
impact of low skills on employment prospects. A comprehensive vision about the
importance of personal or community development is also lacking. As in the last two
years, while there is a welcome focus on improving the quality and the relevance of the
training offered to jobseekers, a proposal for an accompanying analysis regarding the
share of those who have accessed quality, sustainable employment as a result is not
made.

•

Although the indicator “Children below the age of 3 in formal childcare” is part of the
Social Scoreboard section “Public support for social protection and inclusion”, the JER
2021 – as in the last two years – reviews it mainly from an access to the labour market
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perspective (i.e. reducing the employment gap of mothers and improving the possibilities
to reconcile work and care obligations). This implies that little consideration is given
regarding the rights and wellbeing of the child and/or the quality and content of the
ECEC.
•

The JER 2021 again points to the challenges in relation to access to affordable long-term
care services. Even though it is welcome that it highlights that “the main inhibiting factors
for not using home care were financial reasons (35.7%)” (p. 108), it lacks any data or
analysis as to the particular problems for low-income households to access quality longterm care. The need for public investment and funding to offer long-term care as an
integral part of rights-based social protection schemes for all is also missing.

•

While the role of social partners and/or social dialogue is (rightfully) emphasised in both
the “Key indicators” and “Policy response” sections in Chapter 3.3, as last year only one
paragraph is dedicated to civil society; and this happens in the context of Employment
Guideline 7 only (p. 92), not overall. The legal basis for a structured involvement of civil
society organisations is referred to, but the text does not recall that Recitals 5 and 10 of
the Employment Guidelines 2020 put civil society on an equal basis with social partners.
For EAPN, unequal and poor civil society engagement is often due to a lack of mechanisms
for structured engagement in many countries and/or of adequate institutional and
financial support to back this involvement. National governments also know that there
are usually no consequences for not putting into practice the EC guidelines for structured
involvement of civil society organisations – the most likely outcome is peer pressure, or it
could be “naming and shaming” by the EC services.

•

The following topics considered relevant by EAPN to help effectively fighting poverty and
social exclusion were elaborated on in the ASGS 2020, but do not get the same attention
in the JER 2021: 1) Discrimination in its different forms is basically not mentioned, with
two exceptions65. 2) Precarious employment, non-standard employment, undeclared
work and labour market segmentation; 3) Inclusive education; and 4) Integrated
approaches to labour market integration in line with active inclusion.

65

One is related to discrimination in education (against Roma), the other deals with gender discrimination,
introduced when referring to a planned legislative EC initiative on pay transparency.
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Annex 1: Status of the document
This EAPN assessment is issued on behalf of the EU Inclusion Strategies Group (EUISG) which
has delegated powers within EAPN to develop EAPN Policy Position papers and reports. The
response was drafted by Mathias Maucher (EAPN Policy Officer). It is based on the EAPN
Briefing Note “European Semester Cycle 2021 - Information, Assessment and Action Tips for
EAPN Members” (5 October 2020) and the EAPN Guidance Note “European Semester Cycle
2021 – How to engage on the National Recovery and Resilience Plans?” (4 December 2020).
Recommendations were also drawn from the EAPN analysis of key processes of the European
Semester cycle 2020, i.e. the EAPN assessments of the Country Reports 2020 and of the
Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) 2020. The assessment also builds on exchanges
with EAPN members in two meetings of the EU Inclusion Group (30 September 2020; 1
December 2020). It is finally cross-checked with EAPN key messages and recommendations
contained in the EAPN COVID-19 Report. The draft was circulated to the entire membership
on 25 January 2021 with a 10-day deadline for feedback (which was received from EAPN Czech
Republic, EAPN Finland, EAPN Ireland, EAPN Portugal, EAPN Spain, and EAPN United
Kingdom). All input and nearly all comments were incorporated in the final text which was
finalised on 5 February 2021.

Diversity of opinion within civil society
Whilst EAPN members have a range of views on certain topics, all members are united
working to bring about a social Europe, free of poverty and social exclusion with access to
economic, social and cultural rights for all. Members are united by our vision and our values,
which can be found here.
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